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PROLOGUE

Aurangabad did not sleep. It merely changed masks.

At two in the morning, the city looked honest. The traffic had thinned into distant growls. Neon signs flickered above shuttered shops. Rainwater gathered in potholes and reflected fractured pieces of billboards advertising luxury apartments that most of the city would never enter. The sea breathed heavily against the black outline of Marine Drive, carrying the smell of salt, diesel, and rotting things hidden beneath the surface.

Inspector Parikshit Ahlawat stood alone on the terrace of an abandoned textile warehouse in Kanchanwadi and stared across the sleeping city.

The cigarette between his fingers had burned almost to the filter.

He did not smoke because he enjoyed it.

He smoked because it gave his hands something to do while he waited.

Waiting had become the most important skill in policing. Waiting for information. Waiting for warrants. Waiting for orders from men who never stepped onto crime scenes but somehow knew exactly what should happen there.

The wind carried a distant train horn through the darkness.

His phone vibrated.

The message contained only three words.

Target confirmed inside.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

His stomach tightened.

The operation had been running for three months.

Three months of surveillance.

Three months of intercepted calls.

Three months of intelligence reports.

Three months of briefings in windowless rooms where senior officers spoke in careful voices and never answered direct questions.

Every report pointed to one conclusion.

Samar Mirza was a terrorist facilitator.

At least that was what they had told him.

Parikshit had never met Samar.

He had seen photographs.

The man looked nothing like the monsters described in the reports.

Thirty-seven years old.

Journalist.

Human rights activist.

Writer.

Public speaker.

Award winner.

A man who spent more time in news studios than in hiding.

Yet every intelligence file claimed the same thing.

The public image was a disguise.

Behind it was a dangerous operator working with anti-national networks.

Parikshit had believed them.

Mostly.

The uncertainty had started only a week ago.

Small inconsistencies.

Missing pages in reports.

Witness statements that sounded rehearsed.

Evidence that seemed too convenient.

Nothing concrete.

Nothing enough to challenge the operation.

But enough to keep him awake.

His radio crackled.

"Move."

Parikshit crushed the cigarette beneath his shoe.

The team entered through the stairwell.

Six officers.

Black tactical uniforms.

Bulletproof vests.

Silenced weapons.

No media.

No paperwork.

No questions.

The warehouse had been converted into temporary office space years earlier before being abandoned again. Dust covered the corridors. Water dripped from cracked ceilings. The emergency lights glowed a dull red, painting the walls in blood-colored shadows.

Parikshit led the formation.

Their footsteps echoed through the empty structure.

Second floor.

Third floor.

Fourth.

The radio whispered again.

"Target location confirmed. Northwest office."

The corridor narrowed.

At the end stood a single metal door.

Light spilled from beneath it.

Parikshit raised his fist.

The team stopped.

For a moment, everything became silent.

No wind.

No dripping water.

No footsteps.

Only the sound of his own heartbeat.

Then he kicked the door open.

"POLICE!"

The officers stormed inside.

Weapons raised.

Lasers sweeping.

The room froze.

Parikshit stopped moving.

So did everyone else.

The intelligence reports had prepared him for many things.

Weapons.

Explosives.

Encrypted computers.

Militant propaganda.

What stood before him was none of those.

A projector illuminated a white wall.

Documents were scattered across tables.

Photographs covered several notice boards.

Open laptops displayed spreadsheets.

Files filled with notes lay stacked in neat piles.

And standing beside the projector was Samar Mirza.

Alive.

Unarmed.

Confused.

Terrified.

For several seconds nobody moved.

Samar stared at the guns pointed at his chest.

Parikshit stared at the evidence surrounding him.

The journalist slowly raised both hands.

"What is this?" he asked.

His voice trembled.

"What are you doing here?"

Nobody answered.

Parikshit stepped forward.

His eyes moved across the room.

Photographs.

Bank transfers.

Government contracts.

Political donations.

Property acquisitions.

Names.

Dates.

Connections.

Patterns.

A massive investigation.

Not terrorism.

Corruption.

The realization struck him with terrifying force.

Something was wrong.

Something was very wrong.

Samar seemed to recognize it in his expression.

The journalist swallowed.

"You don't know, do you?"

Parikshit looked at him.

Samar laughed once.

Not because anything was funny.

Because fear had reached a point where laughter became easier than panic.

"You people really don't know."

"Shut up," one officer barked.

Samar ignored him.

His eyes remained fixed on Parikshit.

"They told you I'm a terrorist."

It wasn't a question.

Parikshit felt the room becoming smaller.

The journalist nodded slowly.

"Of course they did."

The silence stretched.

Then Samar pointed toward the projector screen.

"Look at the names."

Parikshit did.

One name immediately stood out.

Devendra Tiwari.

Industrialist.

Political donor.

National figure.

Untouchable.

Another name appeared beneath it.

Several shell companies.

Land acquisitions.

Foreign transfers.

Government contracts.

Millions of rupees.

The evidence seemed endless.

Samar took a careful step forward.

"No bombs."

Another step.

"No weapons."

Another.

"No terror network."

His voice hardened.

"Just people stealing from a country and hiding behind flags while men like you do their dirty work."

The room became deathly still.

Parikshit felt every officer around him tense.

He wanted to look away.

Instead he kept reading.

Every page raised more questions.

Every document weakened the operation's justification.

Every second made him less certain.

Then his radio crackled.

A single voice emerged.

Cold.

Calm.

Unfamiliar.

"Execute authorization."

Parikshit froze.

The room froze with him.

He pressed the receiver.

"What?"

The voice repeated itself.

"Execute authorization."

Parikshit's pulse hammered.

"Target is unarmed."

Silence.

Then the response came.

"Execute authorization."

Samar's face changed.

The journalist understood immediately.

His shoulders slumped.

The fight left his eyes.

Not because he had lost hope.

Because he finally understood exactly how powerful his enemies were.

The radio went silent.

Nobody spoke.

Outside, thunder rolled across Mumbai.

The city continued breathing beneath the storm.

Parikshit looked at Samar.

Samar looked back.

For one impossible moment, they understood each other.

One man realizing he had been lied to.

The other realizing the truth had arrived too late.

Samar smiled sadly.

"You still have a choice."

Parikshit wished he believed that.

Behind him, the officers waited.

Above him, unseen authorities watched.

The operation had already happened.

The reports had already been written.

The story had already been decided.

All that remained was the ending.

Samar's eyes never left his.

"If you do this," he said quietly, "it won't end tonight."

Lightning illuminated the room.

The white flash reflected across the documents, the photographs, and the evidence scattered across every table.

For a fraction of a second, Parikshit saw the future.

Years of guilt.

Years of lies.

Years of consequences.

Then darkness returned.

A gunshot shattered the silence.

And somewhere far beyond the warehouse walls, beyond the rain and the sea and the sleeping city, destiny quietly changed direction.

Because Samar Mirza died that night.

But the truth survived.

And truths had a habit of finding their way home.
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CHAPTER ONE

Five years later. Mumbai.

The rain had arrived early that year.

It drummed relentlessly against the windows of the Crime Branch headquarters in Byculla, turning the city outside into a blurred watercolor of headlights, concrete, and neon. Water flowed down old walls blackened by decades of monsoons. Traffic crawled through flooded roads. Somewhere in the distance a local train screamed against steel tracks. Somewhere closer, a siren wailed and then disappeared into the endless noise of the city.

Inspector Parikshit Ahlawat sat alone in his office and watched the rain.

A half-finished cup of tea rested beside a pile of case files. The tea had gone cold nearly an hour ago.

He hadn't noticed.

His eyes remained fixed on the window.

Five years.

Five years since Aurangabad.

Five years since a journalist named Samar Mirza had died during an anti-terror operation that officially never went wrong.

The newspapers had forgotten.

The public had forgotten.

The department had forgotten.

Only Parikshit remembered.

Memory was a cruel thing.

It did not fade when needed.

It remained.

Persistent.

Patient.

Waiting.

His phone vibrated.

A message from his wife.

Dinner will get cold. Don't stay late again.

A faint smile appeared on his face.

Samita had been sending the same message in different forms for years.

Somehow she still believed he would listen.

He typed a reply.

One more hour.

A lie.

Even before he pressed send, he knew it was a lie.

The moment the message left his phone, someone knocked on the door.

Without waiting for permission, Inspector Adarsh Rao entered.

"You're needed downstairs."

Parikshit looked up.

Adarsh appeared exhausted.

Dark circles under his eyes.

Shirt slightly wrinkled.

Expression unusually tense.

That alone was enough to concern him.

Adarsh rarely showed emotion during work.

"What happened?"

"A confession."

Parikshit sighed.

"Then send it to Homicide."

"I would."

Adarsh hesitated.

"Except the suspect walked into the station herself."

That got his attention.

"Who?"

"A woman named Pratiksha Verma."

Parikshit frowned.

The name meant nothing.

"Why is that important?"

Adarsh stared at him for several seconds.

Then he spoke.

"Because she says she murdered her husband."

The interrogation room was colder than the rest of the building.

Parikshit hated interrogation rooms.

The movies always portrayed them dramatically.

Bright lights.

Aggressive questioning.

Confessions under pressure.

Reality was far less cinematic.

Reality was paperwork.

Long silences.

People lying badly.

People telling the truth badly.

Most confessions sounded rehearsed.

Some sounded accidental.

None sounded like justice.

When Parikshit entered, the woman was already seated at the metal table.

She appeared to be in her late thirties.

Dark hair tied neatly behind her head.

Simple kurta.

No visible signs of panic.

No visible signs of regret.

No lawyer.

No family.

No attempt to escape.

She simply sat there and waited.

As if she had been expecting this moment for a very long time.

Parikshit studied her carefully.

Years in policing had taught him that fear left traces.

Trembling fingers.

Shallow breathing.

Restless eyes.

Pratiksha Verma displayed none of them.

She looked calm.

Too calm.

The woman slowly raised her eyes.

For a brief second, something passed through them.

Recognition.

Not hers.

His.

The sensation vanished almost immediately.

Yet it left a strange discomfort behind.

Parikshit sat down.

Adarsh remained standing near the wall.

The recording camera blinked red.

Rain rattled softly against the distant windows.

Nobody spoke for several moments.

Finally, Parikshit opened the file.

"State your name."

"Pratiksha Verma."

"Age?"

"Thirty-eight."

"Occupation?"

"Freelance editor."

Her answers arrived instantly.

Without hesitation.

Without emotion.

Parikshit wrote them down.

Then he looked directly at her.

"You said you killed your husband."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I wanted freedom."

The answer was immediate.

Again.

Too immediate.

Almost prepared.

Parikshit leaned back.

"And your husband?"

"Kanishk Verma."

"What happened?"

"I poisoned him."

No trembling.

No tears.

No attempt to justify herself.

The words emerged with the same casual certainty someone might use while discussing the weather.

Parikshit felt a familiar unease.

Confessions rarely worked this way.

People who committed murder generally spent enormous amounts of energy convincing themselves they were right.

They blamed circumstances.

Abuse.

Money.

Anger.

Fear.

Accidents.

Very few accepted responsibility so cleanly.

Pratiksha Verma seemed eager to do exactly that.

"When?"

"Three nights ago."

"Where?"

"Our apartment."

"How?"

"I mixed poison into his whisky."

Parikshit exchanged a glance with Adarsh.

The details matched the preliminary report.

Every detail.

The forensic team had already recovered traces of poison.

The victim had indeed consumed whisky before death.

The timing aligned.

The evidence aligned.

Everything aligned.

Which bothered him.

Perfect cases did not exist.

Only stories did.

And stories were usually written by someone.

He continued questioning.

The answers continued flowing.

Method.

Timeline.

Opportunity.

Motive.

Every response fit neatly into place.

No contradictions.

No uncertainty.

No gaps.

A textbook confession.

By the end of the first hour, the case seemed finished.

By the end of the second hour, Parikshit trusted it even less.

When the questioning concluded, Adarsh accompanied him into the hallway.

"What do you think?"

Parikshit looked through the observation glass.

Pratiksha remained seated exactly where they had left her.

Motionless.

Silent.

Waiting.

"Something's wrong."

Adarsh frowned.

"Wrong how?"

"I don't know."

"Evidence says she did it."

"I know."

"Confession says she did it."

"I know."

"Witnesses place her at the apartment."

"I know."

Adarsh crossed his arms.

"Then what's bothering you?"

Parikshit stared through the glass.

The answer came slowly.

"She sounds like someone reading a script."

The rain intensified outside.

Water hammered against the building.

Lightning illuminated the corridor windows.

For a brief moment the reflection on the interrogation-room glass distorted Pratiksha's face.

The image lasted less than a second.

Yet something about it unsettled him.

Not because he recognized her.

Because he almost did.

As if a forgotten memory had briefly surfaced before sinking back into darkness.

The feeling irritated him.

Instinct was useful.

Instinct was also dangerous.

Especially after five years.

Especially after Aurangabad.

He had trusted authority once.

The result still haunted him.

This time he needed facts.

Not ghosts.

Not guilt.

Facts.

"Get me everything," he said.

Adarsh sighed.

"You already have everything."

"No."

Parikshit kept watching the woman through the glass.

"I want the CCTV footage."

"Done."

"The forensic reports."

"Done."

"Financial records."

"Done."

"Phone records."

"Done."

"Witness statements."

"Done."

"The divorce documents."

Adarsh paused.

"The what?"

"The motive."

Parikshit looked at him.

"She claims she wanted freedom. That means there should be divorce discussions."

"Maybe."

"No."

His voice hardened.

"If someone murders for freedom, freedom usually exists before murder."

Adarsh nodded slowly.

Parikshit continued.

"I want everything verified independently."

"You think she's innocent?"

The question lingered between them.

Parikshit looked back through the glass.

Pratiksha finally moved.

Just slightly.

Enough to glance toward the observation window.

Enough to make it seem as though she knew he was watching.

Enough to send another uncomfortable chill down his spine.

Five years earlier, a dead journalist had looked at him moments before his death and told him he still had a choice.

Parikshit had ignored that warning.

He had spent every day since then paying for it.

Now another case sat before him.

Another story that seemed complete.

Another truth that felt manufactured.

Maybe it was nothing.

Maybe Pratiksha Verma was exactly what she appeared to be.

A murderer.

A wife who poisoned her husband.

A closed case.

But as he watched her through the glass, one thought refused to leave him.

The evidence looked perfect.

The confession looked perfect.

The motive looked perfect.

And perfection had become the one thing he trusted least.
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CHAPTER TWO

Mumbai looked cleaner from a distance.

From the upper floors of glass towers rising over Lower Parel, the city appeared almost beautiful. The slums disappeared beneath carefully chosen angles. The broken roads became invisible. The smell vanished. The poverty became statistics instead of reality.

Kanishk Verma had spent most of his life looking at Mumbai from above.

The dead often left behind versions of themselves.

There was the version their family knew.

The version their friends knew.

The version the government knew.

And somewhere in between those layers existed the person they actually were.

Parikshit had learned long ago that murder investigations were rarely about the dead.

They were about discovering which version had survived.

The rain had weakened by morning.

Gray clouds still hung over the city as Parikshit and Adarsh entered Verma Global Holdings.

The reception area occupied nearly half a floor.

Marble flooring.

Floor-to-ceiling glass.

Minimalist furniture that looked expensive enough to pay a constable's salary for several years.

Behind the reception desk, employees moved with the cautious efficiency of people who had recently lost their employer and were still unsure how they were expected to behave.

Death changed office culture.

Everyone suddenly became quieter.

Everyone became suspicious.

Everyone remembered conversations differently.

The receptionist recognized the police credentials immediately.

"They're waiting for you."

Parikshit nodded.

He hated when people were already waiting.

It meant they had prepared answers.

The conference room overlooked a rain-soaked skyline.

Three individuals sat inside.

A lawyer.

A senior manager.

And Kanishk Verma's younger brother, Rohan Verma.

Parikshit immediately focused on the brother.

Family members usually revealed more than corporate employees.

The lawyer stood first.

"My condolences aren't necessary, Inspector. We'd appreciate efficiency."

Parikshit ignored him.

"What was Kanishk Verma like?"

The manager answered.

"Professional."

The lawyer answered.

"Successful."

Rohan answered.

"Lonely."

Silence followed.

Parikshit looked at him.

Rohan looked uncomfortable.

Good.

Uncomfortable people often told the truth.

The manager cleared his throat.

"My brother means he worked hard."

Rohan shook his head.

"No."

The word surprised everyone.

Including himself.

He stared down at the table.

Then continued.

"Kanishk wasn't lonely because of work."

Nobody interrupted.

"He was lonely because he didn't trust people."

The lawyer shifted in his chair.

Rohan continued anyway.

"He thought success attracted the wrong kinds of relationships."

Parikshit took notes.

"Did he trust his wife?"

The answer came immediately.

"Yes."

Every person in the room looked at Rohan.

The certainty in his voice was impossible to miss.

Parikshit noticed it too.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

According to Pratiksha's confession, their marriage had collapsed.

According to the supposed motive, she wanted freedom.

Yet the victim's brother had answered without hesitation.

Yes.

Not used to.

Not once trusted.

Still trusted.

Present tense.

Parikshit changed direction.

"Were they discussing divorce?"

For the first time, uncertainty entered the room.

The lawyer spoke first.

"There were rumors."

"What rumors?"

"Nothing confirmed."

"Who started them?"

The lawyer hesitated.

"I don't know."

Parikshit wrote that down.

People always claimed not to know where rumors started.

Strangely, those same rumors always seemed to originate somewhere.

The meeting ended shortly afterward.

As they stepped into the elevator, Adarsh glanced sideways.

"You noticed?"

"The brother."

"Exactly."

Parikshit nodded.

"He answered too quickly."

"You think he was lying?"

"No."

The elevator descended.

Parikshit watched the floor numbers.

"I think everyone else was."

The apartment overlooked Worli Sea Face.

It occupied the twenty-third floor.

Expensive.

Tasteful.

Quiet.

The kind of home magazines loved photographing.

The kind of home murder scenes looked especially disturbing inside.

Crime scene tape still blocked portions of the living room.

Forensic markers remained scattered across polished flooring.

A faint chemical smell lingered.

Parikshit walked slowly through the apartment.

Every home contained an argument between two people.

Furniture choices.

Books.

Artwork.

Decorations.

Tiny compromises hidden everywhere.

Relationships became visible if someone paid enough attention.

The living room contained photographs.

Many photographs.

Vacations.

Birthdays.

Dinner parties.

Anniversaries.

Most featured Kanishk and Pratiksha together.

Parikshit stopped.

Something felt wrong.

Again.

He picked up one frame.

Then another.

Then another.

Adarsh watched.

"What?"

Parikshit frowned.

"I've investigated marriages that ended badly."

"So?"

"People stop displaying happiness."

Adarsh looked around.

The photographs remained everywhere.

Not stored away.

Not hidden.

Not removed.

Visible.

Recent.

Natural.

The apartment did not resemble a marriage approaching divorce.

It resembled a marriage still functioning.

Perhaps imperfectly.

But functioning.

Parikshit continued searching.

The bedroom offered no answers.

The kitchen offered no answers.

The study offered something else.

A locked drawer.

Nothing unusual.

Most people locked drawers.

The unusual part was the key.

It remained inside the lock.

Parikshit opened it.

A file sat inside.

Single folder.

Neatly organized.

He removed it.

Adarsh approached.

"What is it?"

The answer appeared on the cover.

Property and Financial Nomination Documents

Parikshit opened the file.

Several pages later, he found what he was looking for.

Beneficiary information.

Insurance.

Investments.

Assets.

Properties.

The primary beneficiary appeared repeatedly.

Pratiksha Verma.

He continued reading.

Then stopped.

Adarsh noticed immediately.

"What happened?"

Parikshit handed him the document.

The nomination date stared back at them.

Three weeks earlier.

The silence lasted several seconds.

Then Adarsh frowned.

"So?"

Parikshit looked toward the rain-covered windows.

"If Kanishk was preparing for divorce..."

He let the sentence hang.

Adarsh finished it.

"...why update documents in her favor?"

Exactly.

By evening, the case had accumulated more questions than answers.

Parikshit returned to headquarters carrying three fresh doubts.

The marriage.

The brother.

The financial records.

None proved innocence.

But all contradicted motive.

And motive mattered.

People killed for many reasons.

Hatred.

Fear.

Money.

Revenge.

Freedom.

The problem was that freedom required imprisonment first.

Nothing he had seen suggested Pratiksha was trapped.

The interrogation room remained occupied.

Pratiksha sat exactly where she had sat before.

Same posture.

Same calm expression.

Same silence.

She looked less like a murderer and more like someone waiting for a train.

Parikshit entered alone.

This time he carried no file.

No notes.

No prepared questions.

Just curiosity.

He sat across from her.

Neither spoke.

One minute passed.

Then two.

Then three.

Eventually Pratiksha broke the silence.

"You don't believe me."

Not a question.

A statement.

Parikshit leaned back.

"Should I?"

"I confessed."

"You did."

"I explained everything."

"You did."

"The evidence supports it."

"It does."

For the first time, a faint smile touched her face.

A sad smile.

A tired smile.

The smile of someone who already knew the answer.

"And yet you're still here."

Parikshit studied her carefully.

The woman seemed intelligent.

Very intelligent.

The type who noticed details.

The type who understood people.

That made her confession even stranger.

"Tell me something."

She waited.

"When did you stop loving him?"

Something changed.

Tiny.

Almost invisible.

Yet Parikshit saw it.

Pain.

Gone a second later.

But present.

Real.

The first genuine emotion he had witnessed all day.

Pratiksha lowered her eyes.

When she answered, her voice sounded different.

Quieter.

"He deserved better."

Parikshit's heartbeat slowed.

That wasn't an answer.

It was an evasion.

More importantly—

It was an evasion from someone who normally answered instantly.

The silence returned.

Rain tapped softly against distant windows.

Somewhere outside, a phone rang.

A constable laughed.

Life continued.

Inside the room, neither moved.

Finally Parikshit stood.

He gathered nothing.

Because he had brought nothing.

At the door, he paused.

"One more thing."

Pratiksha looked up.

"If you wanted freedom..."

He met her eyes.

"...why do you look like you're attending a funeral?"

For the first time since entering the station, Pratiksha Verma seemed genuinely shaken.

The reaction lasted only a moment.

But it was enough.

Because guilty people often feared prison.

Innocent people often feared exposure.

Pratiksha seemed afraid of something entirely different.

Something deeper.

Something older.

Something buried.

Parikshit left the room without waiting for an answer.

As the door closed behind him, he felt the familiar sensation returning.

The same feeling that had haunted him for five years.

The feeling that a story was being told exactly the way someone wanted it told.

The feeling that every clue was pointing in the same direction because someone had carefully arranged them that way.

The feeling that the truth was standing somewhere nearby, watching quietly from the shadows.

And waiting for him to notice it.
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People trusted cameras.

Parikshit had never understood why.

A witness could lie.

A suspect could lie.

A politician could lie.

A journalist could lie.

Everyone accepted those possibilities without argument.

But the moment a camera entered the conversation, doubt vanished.

People stopped questioning.

Stopped thinking.

Stopped investigating.

They saw a recording and believed they were seeing the truth.

What they were actually seeing was perspective.

And perspective was often the most deceptive thing in the world.

The CCTV footage arrived at Crime Branch headquarters shortly after nine the next morning.

By ten, three different officers had already declared the case solved.

By eleven, one of them had begun discussing paperwork for formal charges.

By noon, the footage had become the strongest piece of evidence against Pratiksha Verma.

Parikshit watched it anyway.

Three times.

Then four.

Then five.

The sixth viewing began in complete silence.

Adarsh sat beside him.

Several officers stood behind them.

The footage appeared on the large screen.

Timestamp.

Date.

Time.

Building corridor.

Twenty-third floor.

Clear image quality.

No interruptions.

No missing segments.

Everything looked perfect.

Too perfect.

The corridor remained empty.

Then Kanishk Verma appeared.

He exited the elevator carrying a laptop bag.

Walked toward his apartment.

Entered.

Timestamp recorded the exact time.

Several hours later, Pratiksha exited the apartment.

Alone.

Calm.

She entered the elevator.

Returned forty-three minutes later.

Entered the apartment again.

Nobody else appeared.

Nobody entered.

Nobody left.

The next morning emergency services arrived.

Kanishk Verma was dead.

The conclusion seemed obvious.

The footage practically narrated the crime itself.

One officer behind them folded his arms.

"Open and shut."

Nobody responded.

The footage continued.

Pratiksha's movements remained normal.

No panic.

No rushing.

Nothing unusual.

When the recording ended, the room lights returned.

Several officers immediately began discussing legal procedure.

Parikshit remained seated.

Watching the blank screen.

Thinking.

Adarsh noticed.

"What?"

Parikshit didn't answer.

The screen reflected faintly in his eyes.

"What did she buy?"

Adarsh blinked.

"What?"

"The forty-three minutes."

Parikshit turned toward him.

"Where did she go?"

A pause.

Then understanding.

"Shopping receipts are in the file."

"Bring them."

The officers exchanged confused looks.

One sighed audibly.

Another shook his head.

Parikshit ignored them.

Five minutes later, Adarsh returned carrying documents.

Receipts.

Payment records.

Store verification.

Everything checked out.

Pratiksha had visited a pharmacy.

Then a grocery store.

Then a florist.

Parikshit frowned.

"A florist?"

Adarsh nodded.

"Apparently."

The receipt showed fresh lilies.

Purchased at 8:12 p.m.

The room became quiet.

One of the officers laughed.

"Maybe she bought flowers before poisoning him."

Nobody joined the laughter.

Parikshit stared at the receipt.

Flowers.

Fresh flowers.

Three days before the murder.

The detail seemed insignificant.

Yet something bothered him.

Again.

Always something.

He closed the file.

"Let's visit the florist."

The collective groan nearly made him smile.

The flower shop occupied a narrow corner between a bakery and a pharmacy in Dadar.

The owner appeared confused when police arrived.

Even more confused when they asked about flowers purchased three days before a murder.

People expected police questions to sound dramatic.

This one sounded ridiculous.

Fortunately, the owner remembered.

"Yes."

He nodded.

"I remember her."

Parikshit looked up.

"You do?"

"Of course."

The florist smiled sadly.

"Most customers don't cry while buying flowers."

Silence.

The smile disappeared.

The owner suddenly realized why police were interested.

"Oh."

Parikshit stepped forward.

"Tell me everything."

The florist thought carefully.

"She arrived around eight."

"What was her mood?"

"Upset."

"Angry?"

The florist shook his head.

"No."

"Scared?"

"No."

Another pause.

Then:

"Heartbroken."

The word lingered.

Parikshit exchanged a glance with Adarsh.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

"What happened?"

The florist shrugged.

"Nothing."

"Then why remember?"

The man looked embarrassed.

"She asked which flowers husbands usually like."

Neither officer spoke.

The florist continued.

"She wanted them perfect."

Perfect.

The same word again.

Everywhere.

Perfect confession.

Perfect evidence.

Perfect purchases.

Perfect motive.

Perfect crime.

Parikshit was beginning to hate that word.

The forensic laboratory occupied a government building that looked older than several democracies.

Peeling paint.

Cracked walls.

Broken elevators.

Inside, however, the equipment was modern.

Machines worth crores sat behind doors that barely closed properly.

India in a single building.

Dr. Naina Mehta met them near the toxicology section.

She disliked police officers.

Parikshit appreciated that.

People who disliked police generally tried less often to impress them.

"What do you want?"

"The poison."

She frowned.

"What about it?"

"I want everything."

Naina sighed dramatically.

Then handed him the report.

"The victim died from aconitine poisoning."

"Certain?"

"Very."

"No possibility of error?"

Her expression became offended.

"Do you know how many years I studied?"

"More than me."

"Exactly."

Parikshit skimmed the report.

Everything appeared solid.

Concentration levels.

Biological samples.

Tissue analysis.

Chemical confirmation.

Scientific certainty.

The evidence remained overwhelming.

Yet a single question continued bothering him.

He lowered the report.

"How was it administered?"

"Orally."

"We know that?"

"We found traces in the whisky."

Parikshit nodded slowly.

Then asked:

"Only the whisky?"

Naina stopped.

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

A subtle reaction.

But real.

Parikshit noticed immediately.

"What?"

The forensic expert crossed her arms.

"Theoretically..."

She hesitated.

"The poison could have entered through something else."

The room fell silent.

Adarsh looked up.

"Something else?"

Naina nodded reluctantly.

"Food."

"Medicine."

"Other beverages."

She pointed toward the report.

"We know it existed in the whisky."

"Not necessarily that the whisky was the delivery method."

Parikshit's stomach tightened.

Small detail.

Extremely small.

But important.

The official narrative claimed certainty.

Science offered probability.

Not certainty.

Never certainty.

As they left the laboratory, Adarsh finally spoke.

"You really think she's innocent?"

Parikshit looked toward the gray sky outside.

People kept asking the wrong question.

Innocence wasn't the issue.

Not yet.

The issue was truth.

And truth was proving surprisingly difficult to locate.

"I don't know."

Adarsh sighed.

"That's becoming your favorite answer."

"Because it's honest."

The older officer stopped walking.

Traffic moved beyond the compound walls.

Rainwater collected in potholes.

A stray dog slept beneath a tea stall roof.

Mumbai carried on.

Completely indifferent.

Parikshit stared at the city.

Five years ago he had been certain.

Certain Samar Mirza was dangerous.

Certain authority knew more than he did.

Certain evidence could be trusted.

The certainty had killed a man.

Ever since then, uncertainty had become a survival mechanism.

A painful one.

But necessary.

His phone vibrated.

Unknown number.

He frowned.

"Spam?"

Adarsh asked.

"Probably."

Parikshit answered anyway.

No voice greeted him.

Only silence.

A few seconds passed.

Then the call disconnected.

Strange.

He slipped the phone back into his pocket.

Five seconds later, it vibrated again.

A text message.

Unknown sender.

No name.

No identification.

Just a single sentence.

Look at the building maintenance records.

Parikshit stopped walking.

Adarsh noticed immediately.

"What happened?"

Parikshit stared at the screen.

The message remained there.

Simple.

Brief.

Specific.

His heartbeat slowed.

Not because of what it said.

Because of what it implied.

Someone knew he was investigating.

Someone knew what questions he was asking.

Someone wanted him to continue.

The rain began falling again.

Slowly at first.

Then harder.

Water struck the pavement around them.

Cars sprayed muddy water through crowded streets.

The city blurred beneath another curtain of gray.

Parikshit looked up.

Every window.

Every rooftop.

Every passing face suddenly seemed suspicious.

The unknown sender remained invisible.

Watching from somewhere.

Waiting.

And for the first time since the investigation began, the case no longer felt like a murder investigation.

It felt like an invitation.
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Parikshit did not believe in coincidences.

Not anymore.

Experience had removed that luxury from his life.

Coincidences existed in ordinary lives.

People missed trains by coincidence.

Met strangers by coincidence.

Found old photographs by coincidence.

Murder investigations operated differently.

When enough coincidences gathered in one place, they stopped being coincidences.

They became intentions.

The anonymous message remained on his phone long after midnight.

Look at the building maintenance records.

Nothing else.

No explanation.

No name.

No threat.

No demand.

Just a direction.

Parikshit sat alone in his office staring at the words while the city outside slowly surrendered to darkness.

Most officers had already left.

The building had grown quieter.

The endless noise of the day had faded into occasional footsteps and distant conversations.

His desk lamp cast a yellow glow across stacks of files.

The rain continued falling beyond the window.

Mumbai seemed trapped beneath an endless storm.

He rubbed his eyes.

The maintenance records had not even crossed his mind.

Why would they?

The building wasn't under investigation.

The apartment was.

Yet someone had specifically pointed him there.

Either the sender knew something.

Or the sender wanted him to find something.

Both possibilities were dangerous.

His phone buzzed.

Samita.

Again.

He stared at the screen.

This time he answered.

"You remembered you have a wife."

Her voice carried a familiar irritation.

The kind that only existed inside long marriages.

Parikshit smiled faintly.

"Still at work."

"Obviously."

"You sound disappointed."

"I sound married."

The smile widened.

For a moment the murder case disappeared.

The conspiracy disappeared.

The ghosts disappeared.

Only Samita remained.

A rare and welcome relief.

"Come home."

The words were simple.

Yet they carried something deeper.

A request.

A concern.

A warning.

She knew him too well.

Knew the signs.

The sleepless nights.

The obsession.

The tendency to disappear into investigations until nothing else existed.

"One more hour."

A pause.

Then laughter.

"You said that yesterday."

He had.

And the day before.

And countless times before that.

Neither mentioned it.

Eventually the call ended.

The silence returned.

Parikshit looked at the maintenance records request one final time.

Then picked up the phone.

The building manager hated police.

Not enough to refuse cooperation.

Just enough to make every interaction unpleasant.

By eight in the morning, Parikshit and Adarsh were sitting across from a balding man named Gokhale who seemed personally offended by their existence.

"We already gave statements."

Parikshit nodded.

"I know."

"We cooperated fully."

"I know."

"We have nothing to hide."

Parikshit smiled.

That sentence always interested him.

Nobody innocent ever volunteered it.

"Maintenance records."

Gokhale frowned.

"What about them?"

"I want everything."

The manager sighed heavily.

"As if my morning wasn't bad enough."

Ten minutes later, several folders landed on the table.

Inspection reports.

Repair requests.

Security logs.

Contractor visits.

Equipment servicing schedules.

Thousands of pages.

Most useless.

Some boring.

All necessary.

Parikshit began reading.

Adarsh joined him.

Hours passed.

Employees came and went.

Residents entered and exited.

The city continued moving.

The paperwork continued growing.

Then something appeared.

Tiny.

Easy to miss.

A single maintenance request.

Submitted six days before Kanishk Verma's death.

Parikshit stopped reading.

His eyes narrowed.

"What?"

Adarsh asked.

Parikshit handed him the document.

The request concerned the twenty-third floor security camera.

Reported issue:

Intermittent recording interruptions.

The room became quiet.

Adarsh reread the line.

Then again.

The implication settled slowly.

"No."

Parikshit said nothing.

Adarsh looked up.

"The CCTV footage looked fine."

"It did."

"The timestamps matched."

"They did."

"The recordings were complete."

Parikshit tapped the paper.

"Were they?"

Silence.

The building manager shifted uncomfortably.

"That issue was fixed."

Both officers turned toward him.

"When?"

"Five days before the murder."

"Who fixed it?"

The manager checked another document.

"External contractor."

"Name?"

The answer arrived.

"Mahesh Surveillance Solutions."

Parikshit wrote it down.

Then another question emerged.

"Do you have repair logs?"

The manager nodded.

"Somewhere."

"Find them."

Immediately.

Three hours later they located the technician.

By then the rain had returned.

Dark clouds hung low over the city.

Traffic crawled through flooded roads.

The surveillance company occupied a cramped office above a mobile repair shop.

The technician appeared nervous before questioning even began.

Another interesting sign.

People became nervous around police for many reasons.

Experience suggested most reasons were worth investigating.

Parikshit showed him the maintenance report.

"You worked on this camera?"

The technician nodded.

"Yes."

"When?"

He checked records.

"Six days before the murder."

"What was wrong?"

"Recording gaps."

Parikshit's pulse slowed.

The room suddenly felt smaller.

"What kind of gaps?"

"Random."

The technician shrugged.

"Sometimes a few seconds."

"Sometimes longer."

"How much longer?"

Another pause.

Then:

"Ten to fifteen minutes."

Neither officer spoke.

The rain hammered against the windows.

The technician looked confused by their reactions.

To him, it was just faulty equipment.

To them, it was something else.

Something much bigger.

Parikshit leaned forward.

"Show me."

The technician blinked.

"What?"

"The logs."

The man hesitated.

Then opened his computer.

Several files appeared.

Maintenance records.

Diagnostic reports.

Repair notes.

Finally—

System logs.

Parikshit scanned them.

His heartbeat quickened.

The camera servicing report clearly documented the issue.

Multiple interruptions.

One specifically lasting fourteen minutes.

Fourteen minutes.

Long enough.

More than long enough.

He looked up.

"When exactly did these interruptions happen?"

The technician searched.

Then froze.

His expression changed.

Subtle.

But noticeable.

"What?"

Parikshit asked.

The technician swallowed.

"That's strange."

"What is?"

"The logs are gone."

Silence.

The room became very quiet.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

Missing.

The relevant entries had vanished.

Not corrupted.

Not damaged.

Deleted.

Deliberately.

His stomach tightened.

There it was.

Finally.

Not suspicion.

Not instinct.

Not unease.

Evidence.

Actual evidence.

Someone had altered records.

The first confirmed crack in the case.

The first undeniable sign that something was wrong.

Adarsh slowly crossed his arms.

"Can deleted logs be recovered?"

The technician hesitated.

"Maybe."

Maybe.

Parikshit hated that word almost as much as perfect.

Still, it was enough.

Because innocent evidence rarely required deletion.

They returned to headquarters shortly before sunset.

The city glowed beneath storm clouds.

Orange light reflected across wet roads.

Traffic lights shimmered in puddles.

Mumbai looked exhausted.

Parikshit felt the same.

His office door was already open.

A file rested on his desk.

No note.

No explanation.

Just a file.

His pulse quickened immediately.

He looked toward the constables outside.

"Who brought this?"

Nobody knew.

Nobody had seen anything.

Wonderful.

He closed the door.

Adarsh stepped beside him.

The file contained photographs.

Nothing else.

Just photographs.

Dozens of them.

Printed recently.

Clear quality.

Professional angles.

Images of Kanishk Verma.

Images of Pratiksha Verma.

Restaurants.

Cafes.

Parks.

Drives along Marine Drive.

Ordinary moments.

Harmless moments.

Happy moments.

The dates were handwritten on the back.

Recent dates.

Very recent.

Within the last two months.

Parikshit turned over another photograph.

Then another.

Then another.

Every image showed the same thing.

A couple behaving normally.

Laughing.

Talking.

Living.

No visible conflict.

No visible hatred.

No visible collapse.

Certainly not a marriage rushing toward divorce.

At the bottom of the file sat a single sheet of paper.

Typed.

No signature.

No fingerprints.

No identifying marks.

Only one sentence.

People preparing for divorce do not plan anniversaries.

The room fell silent.

Adarsh slowly lowered the paper.

The implication hit immediately.

"Someone is feeding us information."

Parikshit nodded.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I don't know."

"Who?"

"I don't know."

The answers were becoming repetitive.

But they were still true.

He picked up one photograph.

Kanishk and Pratiksha sat together in a restaurant.

Laughing.

Completely unaware someone was watching them.

Completely unaware one would soon be dead.

And the other accused of murder.

The image felt intimate.

Uncomfortable.

Almost intrusive.

Whoever had taken these photographs had been monitoring them.

Not casually.

Systematically.

For weeks.

Maybe months.

The realization settled heavily inside him.

Kanishk Verma had not simply been murdered.

He had been observed.

Studied.

Tracked.

Prepared for.

Like a target.

The office phone rang suddenly.

Both men jumped slightly.

Parikshit answered.

Silence greeted him.

His grip tightened.

Then a voice appeared.

Distorted.

Artificial.

Impossible to identify.

"You are asking the right questions."

The line crackled.

Parikshit stood immediately.

"Who is this?"

No answer.

The voice continued.

"The camera is only the beginning."

A chill crawled down his spine.

"Who are you?"

Another pause.

Then:

"Stop looking at the murder."

The voice sounded almost sad.

"Look at the life."

The call disconnected.

Dead silence filled the office.

Neither man spoke.

Outside, thunder rolled across Mumbai.

Inside, Parikshit stared at the phone.

The investigation had officially changed.

This was no longer about proving whether Pratiksha Verma killed her husband.

Someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to build a story.

Someone had altered records.

Deleted logs.

Manufactured certainty.

And somewhere in the shadows, an invisible ally—or an invisible manipulator—was guiding him toward the truth.

The question that now haunted him was terrifyingly simple.

Why?
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CHAPTER FIVE

The first mistake investigators made was assuming murder began with death.

It didn't.

Death was usually the final page.

The real story began much earlier.

Months earlier.

Sometimes years.

The planning.

The resentment.

The obsession.

The surveillance.

The lies.

The invisible decisions that slowly pushed people toward disaster.

Kanishk Verma's story, Parikshit was beginning to realize, had started long before anyone found a body.

And someone had been writing it very carefully.

The photographs spread across his desk looked harmless at first glance.

A married couple having dinner.

Walking beside the sea.

Shopping.

Laughing.

Living ordinary lives.

Yet every image carried something unsettling.

They weren't family photographs.

They weren't social media pictures.

They weren't random snapshots.

They were surveillance.

Professional surveillance.

The angles revealed it.

The consistency revealed it.

The distance revealed it.

Someone had followed Kanishk and Pratiksha for weeks.

Maybe months.

Without their knowledge.

Parikshit stared at the photographs while morning sunlight struggled through rain clouds outside his office.

Mumbai remained gray.

The city looked as though it hadn't slept properly in years.

Neither had he.

A knock interrupted his thoughts.

Adarsh entered carrying coffee.

"Any progress?"

Parikshit pointed at the photographs.

"What do you see?"

Adarsh examined them.

"A married couple."

"Look again."

A pause.

Then:

"The same photographer."

Parikshit nodded.

"Exactly."

Most surveillance teams rotated personnel.

Different days.

Different shifts.

Different viewpoints.

These photographs suggested consistency.

One observer.

Possibly two.

Not a large operation.

Something more focused.

More personal.

Adarsh picked up another image.

Restaurant.

Evening.

Kanishk and Pratiksha seated near a window.

Both smiling.

The date on the back read:

Three weeks before the murder.

"What are we looking for?"

Parikshit tapped the corner of the photograph.

"Background."

Adarsh frowned.

Then leaned closer.

Several restaurant tables appeared behind the couple.

Most occupied.

One particularly caught his attention.

Table Seven.

A man sat alone.

Laptop open.

Coffee untouched.

Face partially visible.

Adarsh looked up.

"Same guy?"

Parikshit smiled slightly.

"Keep looking."

They moved through the stack.

Restaurant.

Cafe.

Bookstore.

Hotel lobby.

Shopping mall.

Again and again, the same man appeared.

Never close.

Never obvious.

Always present.

Always watching.

Table Seven.

Corner booth.

Background reflection.

Across the street.

Different clothes.

Different locations.

Same face.

The room became very quiet.

"Interesting."

Adarsh finally said.

Parikshit nodded.

Very interesting.

Because the surveillance photographs themselves had accidentally documented the observer.

Three hours later, facial recognition produced a name.

Not a criminal.

Not a known associate.

Not anyone connected to Kanishk Verma.

Just a businessman.

Thirty-six years old.

Founder of a logistics company.

No criminal record.

No active investigations.

No known controversies.

Name:

Daksh Tiwari.

Parikshit stared at the file.

Nothing immediately stood out.

Which bothered him.

People rarely spent weeks surveilling strangers for no reason.

There was always a reason.

The challenge was finding it.

Adarsh skimmed the report.

"You think he's our guy?"

"I think he deserves a conversation."

Daksh Tiwari's office overlooked Bandra-Kurla Complex.

Glass walls.

Modern furniture.

Expensive art.

The usual symbols people accumulated after becoming successful.

Daksh himself appeared surprisingly ordinary.

Medium height.

Clean-shaven.

Sharp eyes.

Controlled smile.

The kind of face that disappeared in crowds.

Which often made it more dangerous.

He welcomed them politely.

Offered coffee.

Asked how he could help.

Nothing unusual.

Nothing suspicious.

Parikshit disliked him immediately.

Not because of anything specific.

Because everything seemed measured.

Every expression.

Every word.

Every gesture.

Daksh behaved like someone constantly aware of being observed.

"Mr. Tiwari."

Parikshit placed several photographs on the desk.

The businessman glanced at them.

No visible reaction.

Impressive.

Most people at least looked surprised.

Daksh simply examined them calmly.

"What about them?"

"You appear repeatedly."

"I do."

"You were following Kanishk Verma."

"No."

The answer arrived instantly.

Too instantly.

Parikshit noticed.

"So that's a coincidence?"

Daksh smiled.

"Depends on how much you believe in coincidence."

Interesting response.

Not denial.

Deflection.

The conversation continued.

Thirty minutes.

Forty.

Nearly an hour.

Daksh remained cooperative.

Friendly.

Intelligent.

Frustrating.

Every answer revealed something while concealing something else.

A skilled communicator.

Perhaps too skilled.

Eventually Parikshit changed direction.

"Did you know Kanishk personally?"

A pause.

Tiny.

Less than a second.

But real.

"Professionally."

There it was.

The first crack.

"What kind of professional relationship?"

"Our companies crossed paths."

"Frequently?"

"Occasionally."

"Friendly?"

Daksh considered the question.

Then smiled.

"I respected him."

Not friendship.

Not partnership.

Respect.

Another carefully selected word.

By the time they left, Parikshit possessed no evidence.

No confession.

No direct link.

Nothing concrete.

Yet his instincts remained restless.

Daksh Tiwari knew more than he admitted.

The certainty settled heavily inside him.

The problem was proving it.

That evening, another anonymous message arrived.

This time while Parikshit sat alone at a roadside tea stall near Marine Drive.

The sea looked violent beneath dark clouds.

Waves crashed against stone barriers.

Traffic moved slowly beside the waterfront.

The city seemed trapped between exhaustion and determination.

His phone vibrated.

Unknown number.

Again.

The message contained four words.

Wrong question. Right person.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

The rain intensified.

Water drummed against the stall roof.

He read the message again.

Wrong question.

Right person.

Meaning Daksh mattered.

But not for the reason Parikshit currently believed.

Frustration crept into his thoughts.

The anonymous informant kept appearing exactly when needed.

Offering clues.

Offering direction.

Never offering identity.

Whoever they were, they possessed detailed knowledge of the investigation.

Possibly more than the police themselves.

His phone vibrated again.

Another message.

This one longer.

Ask why Kanishk helped people.

Nothing else.

No explanation.

No signature.

No answer.

Parikshit closed his eyes.

The words echoed inside his head.

Ask why Kanishk helped people.

Not who he helped.

Why.

A subtle difference.

But important.

Very important.

Because motivations revealed character.

And character revealed enemies.

By nightfall, he found himself sitting across from Kanishk's younger brother again.

This time in a small apartment in Andheri.

No lawyers.

No managers.

No corporate filters.

Just two men and difficult questions.

Rohan looked exhausted.

Grief had settled into his face.

Made him appear older.

Sadder.

More honest.

Parikshit decided honesty deserved honesty.

"Someone was watching your brother."

Rohan frowned.

"What?"

Parikshit showed him the photographs.

The younger man's expression darkened.

"That's impossible."

"Why?"

"Because Kanishk would've noticed."

"Maybe."

Rohan shook his head.

"No."

Absolute certainty.

Again.

Parikshit leaned forward.

"Tell me something."

"What?"

"Why did Kanishk help people?"

The reaction was immediate.

Confusion.

Then understanding.

Then sadness.

A deep sadness.

The kind that arrived from old memories.

"Because someone helped him."

Silence.

Parikshit waited.

Rohan stared toward the window.

Rain slid down the glass.

The city lights beyond appeared distorted.

Almost dreamlike.

"When we were young, our father went bankrupt."

His voice sounded distant.

"We lost everything."

Parikshit listened.

"A stranger paid our school fees."

Rohan smiled faintly.

"We never learned his name."

The smile vanished.

"But Kanishk never forgot."

The room grew quiet.

"After he became successful, he started helping people."

"How?"

"School fees."

"Medical bills."

"Legal expenses."

"Sometimes jobs."

Rohan shrugged.

"He never talked about it publicly."

Parikshit felt something shift.

Another piece of the puzzle.

Small.

But meaningful.

"Anyone in particular?"

The younger brother hesitated.

Then:

"There was one woman."

Parikshit's attention sharpened.

"What woman?"

"I don't know much."

"Try."

Rohan rubbed his forehead.

"Several years ago."

"Maybe four."

"Maybe five."

"He spent a lot of time helping her."

"Financially?"

"No."

"Then how?"

Another pause.

Then:

"Documents."

The word landed heavily.

"What documents?"

"I don't know."

"He never explained."

Rohan looked genuinely frustrated.

"I asked once."

"And?"

"He said she needed a second chance."

Silence.

Neither spoke.

Rain continued outside.

Traffic moved through the night.

The city breathed.

Unaware that a dead businessman had just reached across the grave and revealed another secret.

A woman.

Documents.

A second chance.

Parikshit's instincts awakened immediately.

Because people didn't usually rearrange documents to give strangers second chances.

Not legally.

Not permanently.

And certainly not in ways important enough for family members to remember years later.

As he left the apartment, one thought refused to leave him.

For the first time since the investigation began, he wasn't thinking about Kanishk's murder.

He was thinking about Kanishk's kindness.

And somewhere in the shadows of that kindness, hidden behind a second chance granted years ago, someone was waiting.

Someone whose existence had remained buried.

Until now.
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CHAPTER SIX

The city woke before sunrise.

Mumbai always did.

By five in the morning, tea vendors had already begun their routines. Local trains carried exhausted night-shift workers home while day-shift workers traveled in the opposite direction. Newspapers appeared on doorsteps. Markets slowly opened. Fishermen returned from the sea.

The city never truly rested.

It simply changed responsibilities.

Parikshit stood beside the window of his office watching dawn struggle through layers of monsoon clouds.

The conversation with Rohan Verma continued replaying inside his mind.

A woman.

Documents.

A second chance.

Five years ago.

The details remained frustratingly vague.

Yet instinct told him this mattered.

People remembered unusual acts of kindness for a reason.

Especially when those acts involved secrecy.

The office door opened.

Adarsh entered carrying two cups of tea.

Without speaking, he placed one beside Parikshit.

The gesture had become routine over the years.

Parikshit never thanked him anymore.

Adarsh never expected him to.

Some friendships eventually moved beyond politeness.

"You look terrible."

Parikshit accepted the tea.

"You say that every morning."

"Because every morning it's true."

Parikshit almost smiled.

Almost.

Adarsh took a sip from his own cup.

"So."

"The mystery woman."

Parikshit nodded.

"What about her?"

"We find her."

Simple.

Direct.

Exactly the reason Parikshit enjoyed working with him.

No unnecessary theories.

No dramatic conclusions.

Just the next step.

"How?"

Adarsh shrugged.

"Documents leave trails."

"People leave trails."

"Women receiving life-changing help usually leave both."

Fair point.

Very fair point.

The first trail emerged from an old legal consultancy.

Unfortunately, it emerged reluctantly.

The office occupied the third floor of an aging commercial building in Fort.

The receptionist seemed nervous the moment police credentials appeared.

The lawyer became even more nervous.

Which was usually a useful sign.

Unfortunately, in this case he was merely terrified of paperwork.

Parikshit spent nearly twenty minutes getting nowhere.

The lawyer answered questions cautiously.

Repeatedly cited confidentiality.

Repeatedly requested official notices.

Repeatedly found new ways to avoid cooperation.

Progress stalled.

Then Adarsh entered the conversation.

The change was immediate.

The lawyer visibly relaxed.

Nobody could quite explain why.

People simply trusted Adarsh.

Perhaps it was the smile.

Perhaps the calm voice.

Perhaps the complete absence of intimidation.

Whatever the reason, it worked.

Ten minutes later they were drinking tea together.

Fifteen minutes later the lawyer was voluntarily searching old records.

Twenty minutes later he was apologizing for not helping sooner.

Parikshit watched the transformation with mild irritation.

"You know," he said later while descending the stairs, "I spent twenty minutes trying to get information."

Adarsh grinned.

"You should smile more."

"I do smile."

"No."

"You threaten people politely."

Parikshit considered the accusation.

It wasn't entirely inaccurate.

Outside, rainwater flowed through crowded streets.

A small boy selling umbrellas approached them.

Before Parikshit could react, the child looked directly at Adarsh.

"Police uncle."

The boy smiled.

Adarsh smiled back.

Within seconds they were discussing cricket.

The umbrella sale was completely forgotten.

Parikshit shook his head.

"How do you do that?"

"What?"

"People."

Adarsh glanced toward the child.

The answer arrived casually.

"They want someone to listen."

The statement lingered.

Simple.

Yet surprisingly profound.

Perhaps that explained it.

Witnesses trusted him.

Victims trusted him.

Children trusted him.

Because Adarsh listened before he questioned.

A rare quality in policing.

The lawyer's records produced something.

Not much.

But enough.

A legal name-change consultation conducted nearly four years earlier.

Female client.

Most identifying details sealed.

Several supporting documents missing.

An unusual amount of confidentiality.

Parikshit immediately noticed something else.

The consultation fees had not been paid by the client.

They had been paid by Kanishk Verma.

The room grew quiet.

Another connection.

Another thread.

Another indication that Kanishk's kindness had been more significant than anyone realized.

"Can we identify her?"

Adarsh asked.

The lawyer frowned.

"Possibly."

"Possibly?"

"The file is incomplete."

"Why?"

Another pause.

Then:

"Someone requested removal."

Parikshit's eyes narrowed.

"What do you mean removed?"

The lawyer shifted uncomfortably.

"Several supporting records disappeared years ago."

Silence.

Not again.

Another missing file.

Another vanished record.

Another carefully erased trail.

The pattern was becoming difficult to ignore.

Someone had been cleaning up history.

Not recently.

Years earlier.

Long before Kanishk died.

Long before Pratiksha confessed.

Long before the investigation began.

The realization settled heavily inside him.

This conspiracy might be older than anyone realized.

By afternoon they located the building where the mystery woman had supposedly lived during that period.

A modest apartment complex in suburban Mumbai.

Old paint.

Narrow corridors.

Fading walls.

The kind of building that slowly disappeared beneath waves of redevelopment.

Residents remembered little.

Time erased details.

Faces changed.

Lives moved on.

Most conversations produced nothing.

Then Adarsh found an elderly woman watering plants on a balcony.

Within minutes she was inviting both officers inside.

Parikshit wasn't even surprised anymore.

Tea appeared.

Biscuits appeared.

Stories appeared.

Eventually information appeared.

"Yes."

The elderly woman nodded.

"There was a young woman."

Parikshit's attention sharpened.

"Do you remember her?"

"A little."

"What was her name?"

The woman frowned.

"I don't know."

"Occupation?"

"Writer maybe."

"Journalist maybe."

Interesting.

Very interesting.

The old woman continued.

"She seemed frightened."

"Frightened?"

"Always looking over her shoulder."

The memory clearly remained vivid.

"Like somebody was searching for her."

Neither officer spoke.

The woman looked toward the rain-covered balcony.

Thinking.

Remembering.

Then:

"There was a man."

Parikshit leaned forward.

"What man?"

"A businessman."

"Kanishk?"

She nodded.

"Very kind."

"He visited often."

The room became silent.

Another confirmation.

Another witness.

Another piece of evidence.

Kanishk had indeed been helping someone.

Someone hiding.

Someone afraid.

Someone connected to journalism.

The similarities began accumulating.

Too many similarities.

Far too many.

Yet one crucial detail remained missing.

Her identity.

Evening arrived.

The investigation produced progress.

Not answers.

Progress.

The distinction mattered.

Parikshit sat alone in his office reviewing notes when his phone vibrated.

Unknown number.

Again.

The anonymous sender.

He stared at the screen.

The message contained only a photograph.

Nothing else.

No text.

No explanation.

Just a photograph.

His pulse quickened immediately.

The image showed an old newspaper clipping.

Years old.

Partially damaged.

Partially burned.

Only fragments remained visible.

A headline.

A photograph.

Part of a byline.

Parikshit stood so quickly his chair nearly fell backward.

Because despite the damage, despite the missing pieces, despite the years that had passed—

He recognized the face.

Not completely.

Only enough.

Enough to send ice through his veins.

Enough to awaken memories he had spent five years trying to bury.

Enough to make his heart pound against his ribs.

The photograph showed a journalist.

Standing beside another journalist.

The image quality was poor.

One face remained mostly destroyed.

The other remained partially visible.

And beneath it, barely readable through burn marks and age, survived a fragment of a name.

...mika...

Parikshit stared at it.

The room felt suddenly smaller.

The rain sounded louder.

The ghosts of Aurangabad felt closer.

A journalist.

A hidden woman.

A new identity.

Kanishk's protection.

Missing records.

And now this.

Somewhere beyond the darkness surrounding the case, a long-buried past was beginning to move.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Like something waking from sleep.

And for the first time since Samar Mirza's death, Parikshit felt a terrifying possibility emerge.

The murder of Kanishk Verma might not be the beginning of the story.

It might be the continuation of one.
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There were cases that ended.

And there were cases that waited.

Parikshit had spent five years convincing himself that Samar Mirza belonged to the first category.

Officially, the file had been closed.

Officially, the operation had been justified.

Officially, every question had been answered.

The problem with official answers was that they rarely cared whether the questions were real.

At three in the morning, sleep abandoned him.

Again.

Rain tapped against the apartment windows.

Beside him, Samita slept peacefully.

One arm stretched across the empty space where he should have been.

Parikshit stared at the ceiling.

The photograph remained burned into his thoughts.

A damaged newspaper clipping.

A fragment of a name.

...mika...

A journalist standing beside another journalist.

And a feeling he couldn't shake.

The feeling that somebody had deliberately pushed him toward Aurangabad.

Toward Samar.

Toward the one thing he had spent five years avoiding.

Eventually he stopped trying to sleep.

By four o'clock he was sitting alone at the dining table.

Coffee growing cold.

Old memories growing louder.

The two activities often happened together.

The archives occupied the basement of Crime Branch headquarters.

Most officers avoided it.

The room smelled like dust, paper, and forgotten failures.

Thousands of files rested on metal shelves stretching into darkness.

Cases nobody remembered.

Cases nobody cared about.

Cases nobody wanted to revisit.

Parikshit arrived shortly after sunrise.

The clerk immediately recognized him.

"Looking for something specific?"

"Yes."

"What?"

A pause.

Then:

"Samar Mirza."

The clerk froze.

Only briefly.

But long enough.

Interesting.

"Old case."

"I know."

The man hesitated.

Then disappeared between shelves.

Several minutes later he returned carrying a thick file.

Parikshit recognized it immediately.

The weight.

The color.

The department markings.

Five years had passed.

The file looked exactly the same.

Unlike him.

He carried it upstairs.

Opened it.

And immediately regretted it.

Samar Mirza stared back from the first page.

Photograph.

Age thirty-seven.

Journalist.

Human rights activist.

Public speaker.

Dead.

Parikshit closed the file.

Then reopened it.

The past wasn't going anywhere.

Might as well face it.

The operation summary appeared next.

The same report he had read countless times.

The same conclusions.

The same intelligence.

The same justification.

Yet this time something felt different.

Perhaps because he was no longer reading it as a police officer.

He was reading it as a man who knew mistakes could survive longer than victims.

Page after page passed.

Surveillance reports.

Witness statements.

Communication records.

Financial analysis.

Intelligence assessments.

Everything that had convinced him five years earlier.

Everything that now felt strangely familiar.

Too familiar.

His pulse slowed.

Then quickened.

Then slowed again.

The sensation arrived gradually.

Like recognizing an old song after hearing only a few notes.

He had seen this structure before.

Recently.

Very recently.

His eyes widened.

The Kanishk Verma case.

The resemblance wasn't exact.

But it existed.

Witnesses supporting the official narrative.

Financial records supporting the official narrative.

Communication records supporting the official narrative.

Evidence that seemed overwhelming.

Evidence that left no room for doubt.

Evidence that felt—

Constructed.

The realization made him physically uncomfortable.

Not because it proved anything.

Because it suggested something.

A method.

A pattern.

A possibility.

Someone who understood how investigations worked.

Someone who knew exactly what police expected to find.

Someone who built stories using evidence.

Instead of evidence revealing stories.

The distinction terrified him.

The office door opened.

Adarsh entered carrying breakfast.

"Please tell me you've slept."

Parikshit didn't answer.

Adarsh looked at the file.

Then stopped smiling.

For a moment neither spoke.

The room grew quiet.

Rain tapped against the windows.

The city moved outside.

Unaware of the ghosts occupying the office.

"Samar."

Adarsh said it carefully.

Not as a question.

As an observation.

Parikshit nodded.

The younger officer sat opposite him.

No lectures.

No criticism.

No concern disguised as advice.

Just presence.

Another reason people trusted Adarsh.

He understood when silence mattered.

Several moments passed.

Finally:

"You think it's connected."

Parikshit looked up.

"I don't know."

"That's not an answer."

"No."

He rubbed his eyes.

"It's the truth."

Adarsh studied him.

Then nodded.

"Okay."

No argument.

No pressure.

Just acceptance.

A surprisingly rare gift.

By afternoon they had tracked down the newspaper archive connected to the anonymous photograph.

An old publication.

Independent.

Aggressive.

The type of newspaper that annoyed powerful people.

The type that rarely survived long.

Most of its operations had disappeared years ago.

Only a small archive remained.

The caretaker seemed delighted to have visitors.

Loneliness often disguised itself as hospitality.

Within twenty minutes he was showing them records.

Within thirty he was telling stories.

Within forty he remembered Samar Mirza.

"Brilliant journalist."

The old man smiled sadly.

"Fearless."

Parikshit said nothing.

The caretaker continued.

"He used to come here often."

"Alone?"

"No."

The answer arrived immediately.

Parikshit's attention sharpened.

"Who was with him?"

The old man searched his memory.

"Another reporter."

"Young."

"Very talented."

His eyes narrowed.

Thinking.

Remembering.

Then:

"Vamika."

The name landed like a stone dropped into still water.

Silence spread outward.

Slowly.

Relentlessly.

Parikshit felt his heartbeat accelerate.

Not because he recognized the name.

Because he didn't.

And yet somehow it already felt important.

"What was her full name?"

The caretaker smiled apologetically.

"Shukla."

Parikshit wrote it down.

Vamika Shukla.

For the first time, the fragment from the photograph became a real person.

Not a clue.

Not a mystery.

A person.

A journalist.

Connected to Samar.

Connected to the past.

Possibly connected to Kanishk.

The old caretaker continued speaking.

Neither officer interrupted.

"They worked together constantly."

"Investigations."

"Corruption stories."

"Political exposés."

He chuckled softly.

"Always arguing."

"About what?"

"Everything."

The smile widened.

"Good journalists usually do."

A strange sadness settled over the room.

The caretaker pointed toward a framed photograph hanging nearby.

Parikshit followed the gesture.

His breath caught slightly.

The photograph showed a group of journalists.

Samar stood near the center.

Beside him stood a woman.

Dark hair.

Sharp eyes.

Confident expression.

The image quality wasn't perfect.

The photograph was old.

Yet something about her felt familiar.

Not recognizable.

Just familiar.

As though he had seen traces of her somewhere else.

Recently.

The feeling vanished before he could understand it.

They left carrying copies of old articles.

Dozens of them.

The rain had finally stopped.

For the first time in days, sunlight touched parts of the city.

Weak sunlight.

Temporary sunlight.

But sunlight nonetheless.

As they walked toward the parking area, Adarsh flipped through one of the articles.

Then stopped.

"What?"

Parikshit asked.

Adarsh handed him the page.

The article concerned a corruption investigation conducted five years earlier.

One name appeared repeatedly.

A name Parikshit hadn't expected.

His stomach tightened immediately.

Devendra Tiwari.

The world seemed to pause.

Traffic noise faded.

The city disappeared.

Only the article remained.

Devendra Tiwari.

Again.

The same man from Samar's investigation.

The same man from the warehouse evidence in Aurangabad.

The same man whose name had resurfaced before.

Now connected directly to Vamika Shukla.

Connected to Samar.

Connected to a buried investigation.

Connected to the past.

Parikshit looked at Adarsh.

Neither needed to speak.

Both understood.

The case had just become larger.

Much larger.

Because for the first time, two separate timelines had touched.

The murder of Kanishk Verma.

And the death of Samar Mirza.

A businessman killed in Mumbai.

A journalist killed in Aurangabad.

Five years apart.

No visible connection.

Except now there was one.

A woman named Vamika Shukla.

And somewhere beyond that connection, hidden behind years of lies and erased identities, waited a truth powerful enough that someone was still trying to bury it.

Even after all this time.
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There were many ways to threaten a man.

Most people imagined violence.

Guns.

Knives.

Blood.

The obvious methods.

The crude methods.

The methods used by people with limited imagination.

Power preferred subtler approaches.

Power preferred secrets.

A secret could destroy a man without touching him.

A secret could ruin careers.

Marriages.

Reputations.

Entire lives.

And unlike bullets, secrets never stopped traveling.

Parikshit understood that better than most.

Which was why the envelope waiting on his desk terrified him.

It had no sender.

No markings.

No explanation.

Just his name.

Nothing else.

The moment he saw it, he knew.

Some instincts developed from experience.

Others developed from guilt.

This one belonged to both categories.

The office suddenly felt smaller.

The noise outside seemed distant.

Muted.

As though the world had stepped away to watch.

Slowly, he opened the envelope.

Several photographs slid onto the desk.

His stomach dropped.

Aurangabad.

Five years ago.

The warehouse.

The operation.

Samar Mirza.

For a moment he couldn't breathe.

The images were clear.

Far too clear.

Professional surveillance photographs.

Someone had been documenting the operation.

Documenting him.

Documenting everything.

His fingers tightened around the photographs.

The first image showed Samar alive.

Hands raised.

Unarmed.

The second showed officers entering the room.

The third showed Parikshit.

Gun drawn.

Expression frozen.

The fourth showed the moment he had spent five years trying to forget.

The moment before the shot.

The moment before history changed.

A single folded sheet rested beneath the photographs.

Parikshit already knew he shouldn't read it.

He unfolded it anyway.

The message contained only one sentence.

Close the Verma case.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

His pulse hammered against his ribs.

The room seemed unnaturally quiet.

Because the threat didn't need elaboration.

The photographs were the elaboration.

The message wasn't telling him what would happen.

It was reminding him what could happen.

Someone possessed proof.

Proof that Samar Mirza had not been the armed terrorist described in official narratives.

Proof that Parikshit had participated in the operation.

Proof that would destroy him.

The public believed Samar's death remained a mystery.

An unsolved controversy.

A case swallowed by conflicting reports and political noise.

Officially, nobody knew exactly what happened.

Unofficially, somebody knew everything.

And they had just reminded him.

The knock came several minutes later.

Parikshit barely heard it.

Adarsh entered carrying files.

Then immediately stopped.

The change in expression was obvious.

"What happened?"

Parikshit said nothing.

The photographs remained scattered across the desk.

Adarsh saw them.

His face darkened instantly.

The room became silent.

Neither man moved.

Finally:

"Who sent these?"

"I don't know."

The answer sounded hollow.

Because it was.

The truth was worse.

Parikshit had spent years pretending this moment would never come.

Pretending the past would remain buried.

Pretending powerful people eventually forgot.

Powerful people never forgot.

They archived.

Stored.

Preserved.

Waited.

Adarsh carefully picked up one photograph.

His jaw tightened.

"I thought these were destroyed."

"So did I."

The younger officer lowered the image slowly.

"Does anyone else know?"

"No."

Another silence.

Then:

"They're threatening you."

Not a question.

A fact.

Parikshit nodded.

The admission felt exhausting.

Adarsh sat opposite him.

For the first time since their partnership began, uncertainty appeared in his eyes.

Not fear.

Concern.

A deeper thing.

The concern of a friend watching another friend approach a cliff.

"They can ruin you."

"Yes."

"They can arrest you."

"Yes."

"They can destroy everything."

Parikshit stared toward the rain-covered window.

"Yes."

The repetition felt strangely calming.

Almost liberating.

The fear existed whether he acknowledged it or not.

At least honesty gave it shape.

Adarsh remained silent for several moments.

Then:

"Are you going to stop?"

A simple question.

A dangerous question.

The kind that separated careers from consciences.

Parikshit looked down at the photographs.

Five years of guilt stared back.

Five years of regret.

Five years of wondering whether one decision had permanently broken something inside him.

If he stopped now, perhaps the threat disappeared.

Perhaps the evidence remained hidden.

Perhaps his career survived.

Perhaps his marriage survived.

Perhaps his life survived.

The temptation felt disturbingly reasonable.

Then he remembered Samar's face.

Not the photograph.

The memory.

The final conversation.

The final warning.

You still have a choice.

Five years ago he had chosen obedience.

The consequences had followed him ever since.

His answer arrived quietly.

"No."

Adarsh studied him.

Then nodded once.

No lecture.

No argument.

Just understanding.

The sort of understanding only friends earned.

"Okay."

That was all he said.

Okay.

Yet somehow the word felt heavier than entire speeches.

The second warning arrived before evening.

This one came officially.

Which made it infinitely more dangerous.

The summons originated from headquarters.

Senior officers.

Urgent meeting.

Mandatory attendance.

No explanation.

No agenda.

Parikshit already knew.

The conference room occupied the upper floor.

Large windows.

Polished table.

Expensive furniture.

The architecture of authority.

Three senior officials waited inside.

Men who rarely appeared unless outcomes mattered.

Nobody offered tea.

Nobody exchanged pleasantries.

The meeting began immediately.

One of them opened a file.

"Kanishk Verma."

Parikshit remained silent.

"The case appears straightforward."

Still silent.

"The suspect confessed."

Another pause.

"The evidence is overwhelming."

The room felt cold.

Very cold.

Finally Parikshit spoke.

"We found evidence tampering."

A senior officer smiled.

Not warmly.

Not genuinely.

The smile of someone entertaining a child.

"Minor irregularities."

"No."

Parikshit's voice hardened.

"Significant irregularities."

The smile disappeared.

An uncomfortable silence followed.

Then another official leaned forward.

"You've done excellent work over the years."

There it was.

The language of institutions.

Praise before pressure.

Recognition before demands.

Parikshit listened.

The man continued.

"We wouldn't want old controversies distracting from that record."

The statement landed precisely where intended.

Not explicit.

Not direct.

Not necessary.

Everyone understood.

Aurangabad.

Samar.

The photographs.

The threat.

The room suddenly felt suffocating.

The official folded his hands.

"Conclude the investigation."

No request.

An instruction.

A decision already made.

Parikshit looked around the table.

Three men.

Three expressions.

Three different faces attached to the same machine.

None appeared emotional.

None appeared angry.

Because this wasn't personal.

That somehow made it worse.

People could be fought.

Systems were harder.

The meeting ended shortly afterward.

No raised voices.

No dramatic threats.

Just certainty.

Institutional certainty.

The most dangerous kind.

Night had fallen by the time he reached Marine Drive.

The sea crashed violently against black rocks.

Streetlights reflected across wet pavement.

The city glowed beyond the rain.

Beautiful.

Indifferent.

Ancient.

Parikshit stood alone beside the railing.

The envelope remained inside his coat pocket.

The photographs remained there too.

Proof.

Threat.

Punishment.

Memory.

Five years ago he had obeyed.

Five years ago he had trusted authority over instinct.

Five years ago a man had died.

Now authority was asking again.

Not asking.

Ordering.

The difference no longer mattered.

His phone vibrated.

Unknown number.

The anonymous sender.

Another message.

Only six words.

They're scared that you're asking questions.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

Then another message arrived.

Keep asking them anyway.

The sea roared below.

Rain drifted through the darkness.

Somewhere beyond the city lights, hidden behind layers of power and secrecy, someone was watching.

Someone who understood exactly what had happened in Aurangabad.

Someone who knew the pressure being applied.

Someone who wanted him to continue.

For the first time since receiving the envelope, Parikshit felt something unfamiliar.

Not fear.

Not guilt.

Not anger.

Determination.

Because the threat itself had answered an important question.

If powerful people wanted the case buried this badly—

Then he was finally getting close to something worth finding.
[bookmark: _gjzywthnk0ow]Tab 10
CHAPTER NINE

There were battles people fought openly.

And there were battles people fought on paper.

Parikshit understood the difference.

Open battles attracted attention.

Paper battles attracted results.

Three days after the meeting with senior officials, the Kanishk Verma investigation was officially closed.

The announcement took less than five minutes.

The paperwork took less than thirty.

The headlines appeared before evening.

BUSINESSMAN MURDER CASE SOLVED

WIFE CONFESSES TO POISONING HUSBAND

CRIME BRANCH CLOSES HIGH-PROFILE INVESTIGATION

Television channels celebrated efficiency.

Newspapers praised swift police work.

Commentators discussed motive.

Lawyers discussed sentencing.

The city moved on.

As cities always did.

Inside Crime Branch headquarters, officers congratulated each other.

Files disappeared into archives.

Resources shifted elsewhere.

Another case solved.

Another statistic completed.

Officially.

Parikshit signed every required document.

Every approval.

Every conclusion.

Every certification.

His signature appeared exactly where the department wanted it.

No objections.

No resistance.

No appeals.

The performance was flawless.

Which was precisely why it worked.

Even Adarsh looked uncomfortable while watching.

"You know they're celebrating upstairs."

Parikshit continued writing.

"I know."

"They think you gave up."

"I know."

The younger officer studied him carefully.

Then:

"You didn't."

Parikshit finally looked up.

For the first time in days, a faint smile touched his face.

"No."

Adarsh nodded once.

That was enough.

No further explanation required.

Partnerships built over years developed their own language.

Sometimes a single word contained an entire conversation.

At six in the evening, Parikshit left headquarters carrying nothing related to the Verma case.

No files.

No photographs.

No notes.

No evidence.

Only a worn leather jacket and a growing certainty that he had reached the limit of what official investigation could accomplish.

The next step required someone else.

Someone dangerous.

Someone brilliant.

Someone he had spent two years hoping never to contact again.

The rain had returned.

Mumbai's streets shimmered beneath neon reflections and headlights.

Traffic crawled through flooded intersections.

Street vendors packed their stalls beneath plastic sheets.

The city seemed trapped beneath water and electricity.

Parikshit drove north.

Past familiar neighborhoods.

Past police stations.

Past government buildings.

Into a part of the city where authority became less certain.

Less welcome.

Less relevant.

Eventually he reached an abandoned industrial district near the eastern docks.

Rusted warehouses lined narrow roads.

Broken streetlights struggled against darkness.

The sea smelled different here.

Dirtier.

Older.

More honest.

His destination occupied the fourth floor of a decaying textile mill.

No signboard.

No official address.

No reason for anyone respectable to visit.

Which made it perfect.

The door opened before he knocked.

Parikshit wasn't surprised.

The woman standing inside had always enjoyed showing off.

"You're late."

He looked at his watch.

"I'm three minutes early."

"Exactly."

She stepped aside.

"Late."

The apartment looked less like a home and more like an argument against normal society.

Computer monitors covered entire walls.

Electronic components occupied shelves.

Cables crossed floors like vines.

Half-disassembled laptops rested beside expensive servers.

Several screens displayed information moving too quickly for ordinary people to understand.

The room glowed blue.

Almost artificial.

Like the inside of a machine.

At its center sat Trisha Chauhan.

Twenty-eight years old.

Cybercriminal.

Hacktivist.

National headache.

Former suspect in one of the most embarrassing digital incidents in Mumbai's history.

Two years earlier she had temporarily crashed portions of the city's banking infrastructure.

Not for money.

Not for politics.

Not for revenge.

Just to prove she could.

The resulting chaos had lasted eleven hours.

The resulting investigation had lasted six months.

The resulting arrest had lasted seven minutes.

Because by the time authorities reached her, she had already prepared evidence exposing corruption inside the cybercrime division investigating her.

Nobody knew what to do with her after that.

Especially Parikshit.

Which was why she was still free.

Trisha returned to typing.

Multiple screens reflected in her glasses.

"I was beginning to think you wouldn't come."

"I was beginning to think you'd leave the country."

"Please."

She rolled her eyes.

"I like Mumbai."

"You crashed banking servers."

"I improved them."

"By destroying them."

"Temporary inconvenience."

Parikshit sighed.

The conversation felt painfully familiar.

Some people matured with age.

Trisha simply became more articulate.

Eventually she turned toward him.

The humor disappeared.

"What happened?"

Straight to the point.

Also familiar.

Parikshit remained silent.

For several moments only rain filled the room.

Then he placed the envelope on the desk.

Trisha opened it.

Examined the photographs.

Read the message.

The room grew noticeably quieter.

When she finally looked up, something dangerous had entered her eyes.

Not fear.

Calculation.

"Interesting."

Parikshit hated that word.

"Is it?"

"Very."

She tapped one of the photographs.

"Because whoever sent this has resources."

"I noticed."

"No."

Her voice hardened.

"You didn't."

She pointed again.

"These images weren't captured by random surveillance."

Parikshit looked closer.

Trisha continued.

"Professional optics."

"Professional angles."

"Professional storage."

"Professional preservation."

The implications accumulated quickly.

Not a blackmailer.

An organization.

Not opportunistic leverage.

Prepared leverage.

Prepared years in advance.

The distinction mattered.

A lot.

Trisha leaned back.

"Who did you annoy?"

Parikshit laughed.

A humorless sound.

"How much time do you have?"

An hour later she knew everything.

Not every detail.

But enough.

Kanishk Verma.

Pratiksha Verma.

The confession.

The deleted camera logs.

Daksh Tiwari.

Vamika Shukla.

The anonymous messages.

Aurangabad.

Samar Mirza.

The blackmail.

The official pressure.

Every thread.

Every contradiction.

Every unanswered question.

Trisha listened carefully.

More carefully than most police officers.

That was one reason Parikshit tolerated her.

She never assumed intelligence belonged exclusively to institutions.

When he finished, she remained silent.

Thinking.

Connecting pieces.

Building structures inside her mind.

Finally:

"Your anonymous friend."

Parikshit looked up.

"What about them?"

"They know too much."

"Agreed."

"They aren't guessing."

"Agreed."

"They're inside the story."

The statement lingered.

Inside the story.

Not observing.

Participating.

The distinction felt important.

Very important.

Trisha stood.

Crossed toward a wall of monitors.

Began typing.

Rapidly.

Confidently.

Dangerously.

"What are you doing?"

"Working."

Several windows appeared.

Then dozens.

Data flowed across screens.

Names.

Records.

Timelines.

Connections.

Digital archaeology.

The modern equivalent of digging through graves.

Parikshit watched.

"Can you find the sender?"

"No."

The answer arrived instantly.

Then:

"Not yet."

Slightly more encouraging.

She continued typing.

Minutes passed.

Then she stopped.

Completely.

The sudden silence felt strange.

Parikshit noticed immediately.

"What?"

Trisha stared at one monitor.

Her expression had changed.

Not fear.

Not surprise.

Something closer to fascination.

The reaction worried him.

Trisha rarely found people interesting.

Machines, yes.

Systems, yes.

People, almost never.

"What is it?"

She didn't answer immediately.

Instead she turned the screen toward him.

A single name appeared.

Nothing else.

No explanation.

No context.

Just a name.

One he recognized instantly.

His stomach tightened.

Daksh Tiwari.

The room became silent.

Rain hammered against broken windows.

Server fans hummed softly.

The city breathed beyond the walls.

Trisha folded her arms.

"Either that's a coincidence."

Parikshit already knew what came next.

Neither of them believed in coincidences.

"Or?"

Trisha's eyes remained fixed on the screen.

"Or Daksh Tiwari has been quietly hiding a great deal more than a logistics company."

For several seconds nobody spoke.

Then another thought occurred to Parikshit.

One he hadn't considered before.

One that suddenly felt unavoidable.

If he was willing to trust a cybercriminal with his investigation...

How far was he willing to go?

And more importantly—

What would happen when Trisha started finding answers that powerful people wanted buried?
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Trisha believed every secret left a footprint.

Most people imagined secrets as things hidden.

Locked drawers.

Encrypted files.

Burned documents.

Buried evidence.

That was how amateurs thought.

Real secrets worked differently.

The bigger the secret, the more infrastructure it required.

People.

Money.

Technology.

Access.

Protection.

Every one of those things created traces.

And traces eventually became maps.

The challenge wasn't finding them.

The challenge was surviving what happened after.

By midnight, the abandoned textile mill had become a war room.

Coffee cups accumulated beside keyboards.

Rain hammered broken windows.

Server fans hummed continuously.

Outside, Mumbai disappeared beneath darkness.

Inside, Trisha Chauhan was dismantling lives.

Digitally.

Methodically.

Beautifully.

Parikshit sat across from her.

Watching.

Waiting.

Trying to understand what exactly she was doing.

The effort felt pointless.

Trisha treated computer systems the way experienced burglars treated locks.

Most people saw barriers.

She saw conversations.

The first screen displayed Daksh Tiwari's public profile.

Business registrations.

Tax records.

Investments.

Corporate filings.

Everything appeared clean.

Extremely clean.

Suspiciously clean.

"Nobody is this clean."

Trisha said it without looking away from the screen.

Parikshit nodded.

Agreed.

Successful businessmen accumulated complications.

Disputes.

Lawsuits.

Conflicts.

Daksh seemed immune to all of them.

The profile resembled a carefully edited biography.

Not a real life.

"A front?"

Parikshit asked.

"Maybe."

Trisha typed something.

Several windows opened.

Then several more.

Her expression slowly changed.

The change worried him.

"What?"

No answer.

She continued reading.

Then finally leaned back.

"Oh."

The word hung in the air.

Parikshit hated that word too.

"What?"

Trisha looked at him.

For once, the sarcasm was gone.

The humor was gone.

Only seriousness remained.

"Daksh Tiwari's company shouldn't exist."

Silence.

Parikshit stared at her.

"Explain."

She turned one monitor toward him.

Financial data filled the screen.

Numbers.

Transfers.

Investments.

Growth charts.

Information that meant little to most people.

Yet one pattern immediately stood out.

The company's expansion made no sense.

None.

Businesses usually grew gradually.

Daksh's company had exploded.

A tiny operation becoming massively successful almost overnight.

Without obvious explanation.

Without obvious investors.

Without obvious risk.

As though someone had simply decided it deserved success.

The realization settled slowly.

Someone powerful had built Daksh.

Not helped him.

Built him.

The distinction mattered.

Three hours later they found the first missing piece.

Not through hacking.

Through boredom.

The internet hid remarkable things inside forgotten places.

Abandoned websites.

Dead databases.

Archived newspaper articles.

Information nobody expected anyone to read.

Which made them valuable.

Trisha suddenly pointed at a screen.

"Look."

Parikshit stood.

A photograph filled the monitor.

Old.

At least seven years old.

The image showed a public event.

Business conference.

Ribbon cutting.

Corporate gathering.

Several people stood together.

Most faces meant nothing.

One face did.

Daksh Tiwari.

Younger.

Less polished.

Less confident.

Standing beside an older man.

The older man made Parikshit's stomach tighten immediately.

Devendra Tiwari.

The room became silent.

Rain continued falling.

Server lights blinked softly.

Neither spoke.

Because neither needed to.

The resemblance was obvious.

Father and son.

The answer had finally arrived.

Daksh Tiwari wasn't merely connected to Devendra.

He was Devendra's son.

The revelation should have felt satisfying.

Instead it felt terrifying.

Because suddenly everything made more sense.

And much less.

By dawn, exhaustion had settled into Parikshit's bones.

Trisha seemed unaffected.

Another irritating quality.

Some people required sleep.

Trisha appeared powered by caffeine, spite, and illegal levels of curiosity.

She continued digging.

Hours passed.

Eventually another discovery emerged.

This one worse.

Much worse.

"Damn."

Parikshit looked up.

"What?"

No answer.

Trisha simply turned another monitor.

A list appeared.

Names.

Dates.

Locations.

Surveillance logs.

For several seconds he didn't understand.

Then he did.

His blood ran cold.

The list contained Kanishk Verma.

Pratiksha Verma.

Several journalists.

Two lawyers.

A former accountant.

And three names he didn't recognize.

All monitored.

All tracked.

All observed.

Over extended periods.

The information wasn't complete.

Fragments only.

Pieces.

But enough.

Enough to reveal a pattern.

Daksh wasn't watching only Kanishk.

He was watching many people.

People connected to investigations.

People connected to information.

People connected to exposure.

Parikshit slowly lowered the screen.

"This isn't revenge."

Trisha nodded.

"No."

The answer arrived immediately.

This was organization.

Structure.

Planning.

Resources.

Years of effort.

Revenge was emotional.

This felt architectural.

Someone had designed it.

Built it.

Maintained it.

The conspiracy suddenly felt larger than Daksh.

Larger than Devendra.

Larger than the Verma case itself.

The realization unsettled both of them.

At ten in the morning, Parikshit returned home for the first time in nearly two days.

Samita opened the door.

One look at him was enough.

"No sleep."

Not a question.

A diagnosis.

He smiled weakly.

She sighed.

Years of marriage had taught her which battles were worth fighting.

This wasn't one of them.

"You look terrible."

"Adarsh said the same thing."

"Then listen to him."

The warmth in her voice felt unfamiliar after so many hours surrounded by conspiracy and paranoia.

Home still existed.

Normality still existed.

At least for now.

She handed him coffee.

Then stopped.

"What happened?"

The question arrived softly.

Yet it hit harder than most interrogations.

Because Samita wasn't asking about the case.

She was asking about him.

The distinction mattered.

Parikshit looked away.

Toward the window.

Toward the rain.

Toward anything except the truth.

Finally:

"The past."

Samita's expression softened.

She understood immediately.

Aurangabad.

Samar.

The ghost that never left.

The subject they rarely discussed.

Not because she didn't know.

Because she knew enough.

She crossed the room.

Placed a hand on his shoulder.

No speech.

No advice.

Just presence.

For a moment he allowed himself to believe that might be enough.

His phone rang twenty minutes later.

Adarsh.

The moment Parikshit answered, he knew something had happened.

"Where are you?"

"Home."

"Come to headquarters."

The tone alone was enough.

"What happened?"

A pause.

Then:

"We found the witness."

Parikshit's heartbeat slowed.

Then accelerated.

"What witness?"

"The one who claimed Pratiksha argued with Kanishk the night before the murder."

Silence.

The witness had been important.

Very important.

One of several statements supporting the motive.

One of several reasons the prosecution narrative worked.

"What about him?"

Another pause.

Longer this time.

Then:

"He's disappeared."

The room suddenly felt colder.

Parikshit stood immediately.

Adarsh continued.

"We went to verify the details."

"What details?"

"The details he gave us."

The answer arrived quietly.

Almost reluctantly.

"They don't exist."

Silence.

Outside, thunder rolled across Mumbai.

Inside, Parikshit felt another piece of the case shift beneath his feet.

The witness wasn't lying.

The witness himself was the lie.

A manufactured person.

A manufactured statement.

A manufactured memory inserted directly into the investigation.

The implications spread rapidly.

If one witness was fake—

How many others were real?

And somewhere far beyond that question waited a more disturbing one.

Who possessed enough power to create people on paper and make the police believe they existed?

Because that wasn't manipulation.

That was engineering.

And somebody was becoming very, very good at it.
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By the end of the week, Parikshit had stopped believing in evidence.

Not completely.

Just enough to become dangerous.

Every piece of evidence now carried a second question.

Not what does this prove?

But who wants me to believe this?

The difference had transformed the investigation.

And transformed him.

The problem was that it was also transforming his life.

The official case file rested in the archives.

Closed.

Approved.

Completed.

According to government records, Kanishk Verma's murder had already been solved.

Pratiksha Verma remained in judicial custody.

The media had moved on.

The city had moved on.

The department had moved on.

Only Parikshit refused.

Which meant he was becoming increasingly isolated.

The first sign appeared on Monday.

Several officers stopped discussing the case around him.

The second sign appeared on Tuesday.

A meeting he normally attended proceeded without him.

The third sign appeared on Wednesday.

His access to certain databases suddenly required additional approvals.

Administrative delays.

Technical issues.

Routine procedures.

The explanations varied.

The intent did not.

Someone was tightening the walls.

Not enough to attract attention.

Not enough to create a complaint.

Just enough to slow him down.

A classic institutional response.

If direct pressure failed, bureaucracy took over.

Death by paperwork.

Parikshit recognized the tactic immediately.

It meant somebody upstairs was nervous.

Adarsh noticed too.

Of course he did.

He noticed everything.

Not because he was suspicious.

Because he paid attention.

That was why witnesses trusted him.

That was why victims opened up around him.

That was why children instinctively moved toward him instead of away from him.

People sensed when someone was genuinely listening.

And Adarsh always listened.

The two officers sat inside a roadside tea stall near Dadar Station.

Rain hammered plastic roofing overhead.

Trains thundered in the distance.

Crowds moved through the city with the relentless momentum of tides.

Adarsh stirred his tea thoughtfully.

"They're isolating you."

Parikshit looked at the traffic.

"Yes."

"You expected it."

"Yes."

The younger officer sighed.

"I hate when you're right."

Parikshit almost smiled.

"That's because it happens rarely."

Adarsh laughed.

The sound briefly pushed away the darkness surrounding the case.

Briefly.

Then reality returned.

"What now?"

Parikshit stared into the rain.

"We keep digging."

"Officially?"

"No."

The answer arrived instantly.

Officially, the investigation was dead.

Unofficially, it was becoming something else.

Something harder to define.

A murder investigation had rules.

A conspiracy did not.

That evening Trisha called.

Not texted.

Called.

Which immediately worried Parikshit.

Trisha preferred messages.

Messages left records.

Calls usually meant urgency.

Or disaster.

Sometimes both.

"Tell me you've found something."

The hacker laughed.

"You always assume I call with good news."

"Do you?"

"No."

"Then why are you calling?"

Silence.

Not a good sign.

Then:

"Because I found something."

Another pause.

"Worse than expected."

Definitely not a good sign.

Parikshit left headquarters immediately.

By the time he reached the abandoned textile mill, darkness had consumed the city.

Rainwater flowed through broken streets.

Neon signs reflected across puddles.

Mumbai looked beautiful in the same way old scars sometimes did.

Inside, Trisha appeared unusually serious.

Several monitors displayed old financial records.

Bank transfers.

Property purchases.

Corporate filings.

Data stretching back years.

Far beyond the Verma case.

Far beyond Daksh Tiwari.

"What am I looking at?"

Trisha pointed toward one screen.

"Patterns."

Parikshit hated that answer.

She knew it.

"Explain."

The hacker leaned back.

"I started tracking people connected to Devendra Tiwari."

Reasonable.

Expected.

The logical next step.

"So?"

"So most of them vanished."

The statement lingered.

Vanished.

Not dead.

Not arrested.

Vanished.

Parikshit's attention sharpened.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean they disappeared from public life."

She opened another file.

Then another.

Then another.

The pattern became obvious.

Journalists.

Activists.

Former employees.

Investigators.

Whistleblowers.

Individuals connected to corruption allegations involving Devendra.

Many had abruptly relocated.

Changed careers.

Abandoned public visibility.

Some had even changed names.

The room became very quiet.

"Coincidence?"

Parikshit asked.

Trisha looked offended.

"Don't insult me."

Fair enough.

The numbers were too large.

The timing too convenient.

The pattern too consistent.

Something systematic had happened.

Not murder.

Not imprisonment.

Erasure.

A different kind of violence.

The type that removed people without creating bodies.

Parikshit felt a chill.

Because one detail immediately stood out.

Name changes.

Identity changes.

Hidden lives.

The same themes kept appearing.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Like someone repeating a word until it became impossible to ignore.

Near midnight, another anonymous message arrived.

Parikshit wasn't surprised anymore.

The sender had become a ghost haunting the investigation.

Always present.

Never visible.

The message contained an address.

Nothing else.

No explanation.

No instructions.

Just an address in South Mumbai.

Trisha examined it.

"Trap?"

"Probably."

"You going?"

"Probably."

She sighed.

"You have terrible survival instincts."

"That's rich coming from you."

A fair point.

They left separately.

Old habit.

Necessary habit.

Parikshit arrived first.

The address led to an aging apartment building near Colaba.

Nothing remarkable.

Nothing memorable.

The sort of place people walked past without noticing.

The watchman barely looked up when he entered.

The elevator barely functioned.

Everything smelled old.

Apartment 402 sat at the end of a narrow corridor.

Its door stood slightly open.

Parikshit's hand instinctively moved toward his weapon.

Years of experience.

Years of caution.

Years of surviving.

Slowly, he pushed the door open.

The apartment was empty.

Completely empty.

No furniture.

No personal belongings.

No occupants.

Only silence.

And a single cardboard box resting in the center of the living room.

His pulse quickened.

Carefully.

Methodically.

He approached.

Opened it.

And froze.

Photographs.

Hundreds of them.

Perhaps thousands.

Organized into folders.

Dates.

Names.

Locations.

Surveillance images.

People being watched.

Tracked.

Documented.

Observed.

The scale immediately overwhelmed him.

This wasn't a private operation.

This wasn't Daksh following Kanishk.

This was infrastructure.

Years of infrastructure.

Entire lives catalogued.

Entire histories preserved.

Parikshit slowly lifted one folder.

Then another.

Then another.

Journalists.

Lawyers.

Businessmen.

Police officers.

Activists.

Politicians.

The room seemed to shrink around him.

Someone had been watching everyone.

For years.

His hands stopped moving.

A familiar name had appeared.

Samar Mirza.

The folder felt heavier than the others.

Inside were surveillance photographs stretching back months before his death.

Meetings.

Interviews.

Travel records.

Conversations.

Every aspect of Samar's life documented.

Systematically.

Professionally.

Obsessively.

Parikshit stared at the images.

Then noticed something else.

Another folder.

Placed beneath Samar's.

A second familiar name.

His heartbeat stopped.

For one terrible moment, it genuinely stopped.

The folder carried only two words.

PARIKSHIT AHLAWAT

Silence swallowed the room.

Rain tapped against distant windows.

The city disappeared.

The investigation disappeared.

Everything disappeared.

Only the folder remained.

Slowly.

Very slowly.

He opened it.

The first photograph showed him leaving his apartment six years earlier.

The second showed him entering headquarters.

The third showed him having dinner with Samita.

The fourth showed him speaking with Samar Mirza.

Weeks before the operation.

Weeks before the death.

Weeks before everything changed.

Parikshit felt ice spread through his veins.

This wasn't surveillance after Samar.

This wasn't surveillance after the Verma case.

Someone had been watching him for years.

The realization settled with horrifying clarity.

He wasn't investigating the conspiracy.

The conspiracy had been investigating him.

Long before he knew it existed.
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For the next forty-eight hours, Parikshit trusted nobody.

Not because he wanted to.

Because the evidence demanded it.

The surveillance archive from Apartment 402 had changed everything.

Not merely because of its scale.

Not merely because it contained Samar Mirza.

Not merely because it contained Parikshit himself.

But because of what it implied.

Somebody had spent years gathering information.

Years building profiles.

Years documenting lives.

And somehow nobody had noticed.

That required more than money.

More than influence.

More than revenge.

It required access.

The kind of access ordinary criminals never possessed.

The apartment had been cleaned before police arrived.

Of course it had.

By the time Parikshit returned with a warrant and a team, the cardboard boxes were gone.

The folders were gone.

The surveillance photographs were gone.

Even fingerprints were gone.

The apartment looked abandoned.

Empty.

Meaningless.

As though it had never contained anything at all.

Several officers quietly questioned whether Parikshit had imagined the discovery.

Nobody said it directly.

Nobody needed to.

The doubt lingered anyway.

That was the beauty of removing evidence.

Eventually the truth began sounding irrational.

Fortunately, Trisha had anticipated the possibility.

She had photographed everything.

Every folder.

Every label.

Every document.

Every image.

The conspiracy remained real.

Even if the physical proof had vanished.

Again.

At noon, Parikshit sat inside Trisha's apartment surrounded by printed photographs.

The hacker moved between monitors.

Coffee.

Code.

Chaos.

Her preferred environment.

One wall displayed names taken from the surveillance archive.

Hundreds of them.

Connected by lines.

Dates.

Locations.

Relationships.

The entire thing resembled a madman's conspiracy board.

Unfortunately, it was real.

Adarsh arrived carrying lunch.

The moment he entered, he stopped.

His eyes moved across the wall.

Slowly.

Carefully.

Then:

"Holy shit."

A reasonable response.

Perhaps the only reasonable response.

Trisha pointed toward a chair.

"Congratulations."

"For what?"

"You're now part of three active conspiracies."

Adarsh blinked.

"Only three?"

"Give me time."

The younger officer laughed despite himself.

The tension eased slightly.

Only slightly.

Because beneath the humor sat an ugly truth.

They were losing control of the investigation.

Or perhaps they had never possessed control in the first place.

By evening, a new pattern emerged.

It was Adarsh who found it.

Not through technology.

Not through analysis.

Through patience.

The same quality that allowed him to notice details others ignored.

He sat quietly examining the names from Apartment 402.

One by one.

Hour after hour.

Then suddenly looked up.

"These people."

Parikshit glanced over.

"What about them?"

Adarsh pointed at several names.

Journalists.

Lawyers.

Activists.

Former government employees.

A random collection on the surface.

Yet something connected them.

"What?"

Parikshit asked.

The younger officer frowned.

Thinking.

Organizing.

Then:

"They all disappeared."

The room grew silent.

Trisha turned away from her monitor.

"Explain."

Adarsh pointed again.

One name.

Then another.

Then another.

The pattern became clearer.

The people weren't dead.

They weren't imprisoned.

They weren't publicly discredited.

They had simply vanished from public life.

New identities.

New locations.

New careers.

Fresh starts.

The exact same pattern Trisha had identified earlier.

Except now it appeared on a much larger scale.

Parikshit stared at the board.

An uncomfortable thought surfaced.

"What if they weren't being watched?"

Neither replied.

The thought continued growing.

"What if they were being protected?"

Silence.

Real silence.

The kind that arrived when an impossible idea suddenly became plausible.

Trisha folded her arms.

"I hate that."

"Why?"

"Because it makes sense."

She hated when conspiracies became complicated.

Simple villains were easier.

Cleaner.

This wasn't clean.

Not anymore.

Because if some of these people were receiving new identities...

Then someone inside the system was helping them.

Not hunting them.

Helping them.

The distinction changed everything.

At seven-thirty that evening, Parikshit received another call.

Not from the anonymous sender.

Not from headquarters.

Not from Trisha.

An unknown voice.

Male.

Calm.

Professional.

The sort of voice that never became emotional.

"Inspector Ahlawat."

Parikshit's grip tightened.

"Who is this?"

"You've been very busy."

The words carried no anger.

Which somehow made them worse.

"What do you want?"

A pause.

Then:

"You're making mistakes."

The room felt colder.

Parikshit stepped toward the window.

Rain drifted across Mumbai's skyline.

Traffic lights glowed below.

The city looked distant.

Unreachable.

"What mistakes?"

Another pause.

Longer this time.

Then:

"Looking backward."

The line crackled softly.

The voice continued.

"Some stories remain buried for a reason."

Parikshit felt his jaw tighten.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The threat."

A faint chuckle emerged.

Not mocking.

Not amused.

Almost disappointed.

"No."

The answer arrived quietly.

"Advice."

The distinction sent a chill through him.

Threats implied hostility.

Advice implied familiarity.

The voice knew him.

Or believed it did.

"Who are you?"

The question disappeared into silence.

Then:

"You already know the answer."

The call ended.

Dead tone.

Nothing else.

Parikshit lowered the phone slowly.

Because he didn't know the answer.

But somehow the voice sounded familiar.

Not recognizable.

Familiar.

A sensation rather than a memory.

Like hearing a song from childhood and remembering only fragments.

Enough to unsettle him.

Not enough to identify.

The breakthrough arrived shortly after midnight.

Trisha had been reconstructing deleted data from the surveillance archive.

Most of it was damaged.

Most of it was incomplete.

Most of it was useless.

Then one file survived.

Barely.

A personnel list.

Parikshit expected names.

Employees.

Contractors.

Operatives.

Instead he found something stranger.

Several individuals listed in the archive officially did not exist.

No birth records.

No tax records.

No employment history.

No digital footprint whatsoever.

Nothing.

Yet surveillance reports clearly showed them operating.

Meeting people.

Following targets.

Renting properties.

Purchasing equipment.

Living lives.

The contradiction felt impossible.

Until Trisha discovered the explanation.

Or part of it.

She turned toward them slowly.

The expression on her face immediately silenced the room.

"What?"

Parikshit asked.

She swallowed.

Then pointed toward one name.

A surveillance operative.

One of the archive personnel.

A man who officially didn't exist.

"What about him?"

Trisha zoomed in.

A photograph appeared.

The image quality wasn't perfect.

But it was good enough.

Parikshit stared.

Then stared again.

His pulse quickened.

No.

Impossible.

Absolutely impossible.

Yet the face remained there.

Unchanged.

Undeniable.

The photograph belonged to a man officially declared dead.

Three years earlier.

Public funeral.

Public records.

Public mourning.

Everything documented.

Everything verified.

Everything impossible.

The dead man looked directly into the camera.

Alive.

Working.

Watching someone.

Parikshit felt the room tilt slightly.

Because he knew the face.

Everyone in Maharashtra law enforcement knew the face.

Former Deputy Inspector General.

Decorated officer.

Mentor to dozens of investigators.

A man whose death had dominated headlines for weeks.

A man Parikshit once admired.

A man who had taught him how investigations worked.

DIG Arvind Rathore.

The room fell silent.

Nobody spoke.

Nobody moved.

Outside, thunder rolled across the city.

Inside, a dead man stared back from the screen.

Alive.

Watching.

Waiting.

And for the first time since the investigation began, Parikshit felt genuine fear.

Not fear of blackmail.

Not fear of losing his career.

Not fear of the conspiracy.

Fear of recognition.

Because if Arvind Rathore was alive—

Then the game had started long before Kanishk Verma died.

And someone Parikshit once trusted had been sitting at the center of it all.
[bookmark: _8gang1ov048r]Tab 14
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The photograph remained on the screen all night.

Nobody suggested turning it off.

Nobody suggested looking away.

Some discoveries demanded time.

Time to process.

Time to deny.

Time to fail at denial.

Arvind Rathore was alive.

Every version of reality that Parikshit had accepted during the last three years suddenly felt unstable.

Because Rathore wasn't just another officer.

He wasn't another bureaucrat.

He wasn't another name inside a conspiracy.

He was the man who had built Parikshit.

Professionally, at least.

The realization felt like discovering your own foundation had been lying to you.

At two in the morning, Adarsh finally broke the silence.

"Maybe it's old."

Nobody believed that.

Trisha didn't even bother responding.

Parikshit continued staring at the photograph.

The timestamp sat clearly in the corner.

Eight months ago.

Not three years.

Not two years.

Eight months.

The image wasn't historical.

It was current.

Recent.

Alive.

Real.

The younger officer sighed heavily.

"Okay."

A pause.

"That theory lasted six seconds."

"Five."

Trisha corrected.

"You're being generous."

Normally, Adarsh would've smiled.

This time he didn't.

Because nobody felt like smiling.

The implications were multiplying too quickly.

If Rathore had faked his death—

Why?

If he was operating secretly—

Why?

And perhaps most importantly—

Why remain hidden for three years?

Powerful people usually faked deaths to escape.

This felt different.

Rathore hadn't disappeared.

He had continued working.

The distinction terrified Parikshit.

The rain finally stopped sometime before dawn.

For the first time in weeks, Mumbai looked clean.

Not truly clean.

Just temporarily washed.

The illusion wouldn't last.

Neither would the peace.

Parikshit stood beside the window inside Trisha's apartment.

Watching sunlight creep across distant buildings.

Thinking.

Remembering.

The memories arrived reluctantly.

Training sessions.

Crime scene investigations.

Late-night discussions.

Lessons.

Advice.

Arvind Rathore had taught him more than procedures.

He had taught him how to think.

How to observe.

How to doubt.

How to survive inside institutions.

The irony now felt almost unbearable.

The man who taught him skepticism might have spent years deceiving everyone.

Including him.

A movement behind him broke the silence.

Trisha.

Coffee in hand.

Expression thoughtful.

A dangerous combination.

"What?"

Parikshit asked.

She handed him a cup.

Then:

"I don't think Rathore built this."

The statement surprised him.

"Why?"

"Because the surveillance system existed before his death."

Reasonable.

"Maybe he built it earlier."

"Maybe."

She nodded.

"Or maybe he inherited it."

The room became quiet.

Inherited.

The word felt important.

Conspiracies rarely emerged fully formed.

They evolved.

Expanded.

Changed hands.

Adapted.

Perhaps Rathore wasn't the creator.

Perhaps he was simply the latest custodian.

The possibility somehow felt worse.

Because it suggested longevity.

History.

Generations.

Structures surviving individual participants.

The kind of thing institutions excelled at.

Around noon, they returned to the Samar Mirza investigation.

Not officially.

Officially, that case remained buried.

Officially, it remained closed.

Officially, nobody was supposed to be asking questions.

Which made it the perfect place to look.

Trisha had reconstructed several deleted communication logs connected to Samar's final months.

Most remained corrupted.

Fragments.

Broken conversations.

Incomplete records.

Then one message appeared.

Tiny.

Almost insignificant.

Sent three weeks before Samar's death.

The sender's identity was missing.

The recipient was Samar.

The message contained only one sentence.

If anything happens to me, find V.

The room fell silent.

Parikshit reread it.

Then again.

Then again.

A simple message.

Five words.

Yet somehow heavier than entire files.

"V."

Adarsh said it quietly.

"Vamika."

Nobody argued.

Nobody needed to.

The implication was obvious.

Somebody had warned Samar.

Somebody had anticipated danger.

And Vamika had apparently been central enough to receive protection.

Or information.

Or both.

The mystery woman was no longer a side trail.

She was becoming the road itself.

That evening brought another surprise.

The anonymous sender.

Again.

At this point, Parikshit almost expected it.

The ghost remained remarkably consistent.

Whenever the investigation stalled, a clue appeared.

Whenever confusion increased, guidance followed.

The behavior felt helpful.

Which was precisely why he distrusted it.

The message arrived shortly after sunset.

This time it contained a photograph.

Nothing else.

Parikshit opened it immediately.

The image showed an old railway platform.

Aurangabad.

Five years earlier.

Several people stood scattered across the platform.

Most unremarkable.

One wasn't.

A woman.

Dark hair.

Large sunglasses.

Face partially obscured.

Yet unmistakably the same woman from the newspaper photograph.

Vamika.

The timestamp displayed a date.

Two days after Samar's death.

The photograph raised more questions than answers.

Then Parikshit noticed something else.

Someone standing behind her.

Far in the background.

Almost invisible.

A man.

Watching.

The image quality was poor.

The distance significant.

Yet enough detail remained.

Enough.

Parikshit's heartbeat accelerated.

The man wasn't Daksh.

Wasn't Rathore.

Wasn't anyone he recognized.

Which meant something else.

Someone had been following Vamika immediately after Samar's death.

Not years later.

Not months later.

Immediately.

The hunt had begun almost instantly.

The realization sent a chill through him.

Whatever Samar uncovered—

Powerful people had moved quickly to contain it.

The real breakthrough arrived near midnight.

And like many breakthroughs, it arrived accidentally.

Adarsh was reviewing old witness statements from the Samar case.

A tedious task.

Thousands of pages.

Thousands of opportunities for boredom.

Which made him ideal for it.

Unlike most officers, Adarsh possessed patience.

Hours passed.

Then suddenly:

"Parikshit."

The tone immediately drew attention.

No excitement.

No panic.

Something worse.

Recognition.

"What?"

Adarsh handed him a statement.

An old statement.

Five years old.

Collected shortly after Samar's death.

Parikshit scanned it quickly.

Then stopped.

His pulse quickened.

The witness described seeing a woman near Samar's apartment shortly before his death.

Nothing unusual there.

What mattered was the description.

The witness couldn't remember her name.

Couldn't identify her face.

Couldn't provide useful details.

But remembered one specific thing.

A tattoo.

Small.

Located on her wrist.

A crescent moon.

The room suddenly became very quiet.

Because Parikshit had seen that tattoo recently.

Not in person.

In a photograph.

One of the surveillance photographs from Apartment 402.

The image showed a woman entering a building.

Face hidden.

Identity unclear.

Yet her wrist remained visible.

And there it was.

A crescent moon.

The same tattoo.

The same woman.

The same connection.

Five years apart.

The implication settled slowly.

Vamika hadn't vanished after Samar died.

She had survived.

Stayed hidden.

Stayed active.

And somehow remained close enough to the conspiracy to keep appearing.

Which led to a much more dangerous question.

If Vamika was still alive—

Why hadn't she come forward?

Why remain hidden for five years?

Fear explained some things.

Not everything.

Because whoever had been sending anonymous messages clearly knew the truth.

And suddenly, for the first time, Parikshit found himself wondering whether the anonymous sender and Vamika Shukla might be the same person.

The possibility lingered.

Uncomfortable.

Persistent.

And somewhere beyond that possibility waited another realization.

If Vamika had been guiding the investigation from the shadows—

Then she wasn't merely hiding.

She was preparing.

For something.

Or someone.

And Parikshit was rapidly running out of time to discover which.
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The problem with chasing ghosts was that eventually you started ignoring the living.

Parikshit realized that on a Thursday morning.

Nearly two months had passed since Kanishk Verma's murder.

Two months of conspiracies.

Two months of surveillance files.

Two months of dead mentors and anonymous messages.

Two months of chasing Vamika Shukla through the ruins of a five-year-old mystery.

And somewhere in the middle of all that—

He had forgotten Pratiksha Verma.

The woman sitting in prison for a crime she probably didn't commit.

The woman whose life had started this entire investigation.

The realization felt embarrassing.

And necessary.

Because if everyone else in this story was lying—

Perhaps the biggest lie remained sitting quietly inside a jail cell.

Cell Seventeen occupied the far end of the women's detention block.

The corridor smelled of disinfectant and hopelessness.

Neither ever completely disappeared.

Pratiksha sat exactly where she had sat during Parikshit's previous visits.

On the narrow metal bench beneath the window.

Reading.

Always reading.

The habit intrigued him.

Most prisoners watched television.

Counted days.

Argued with guards.

Pratiksha read.

As though books remained more trustworthy than people.

Perhaps they were.

She looked up when he entered.

No surprise.

No irritation.

No visible curiosity.

Only exhaustion.

The kind that settled deep inside people.

The kind that became permanent.

"You came back."

Parikshit pulled out a chair.

"Yes."

"I thought the case was closed."

"It is."

A faint smile touched her lips.

"Then why are you here?"

A fair question.

One he wasn't entirely prepared to answer.

Because the truth sounded absurd.

I closed your case officially while secretly investigating a conspiracy involving a dead journalist, a supposedly dead police officer, a surveillance network, and an anonymous informant.

Not exactly convincing.

Instead:

"I have questions."

The smile disappeared.

"Of course you do."

For several minutes neither spoke.

The silence wasn't uncomfortable.

Just heavy.

Like rain clouds before a storm.

Eventually Parikshit opened a file.

Not evidence.

Photographs.

The surveillance photographs.

Kanishk and Pratiksha laughing together.

Walking together.

Living together.

The images spread across the table.

Pratiksha stared at them.

For the first time since he met her, emotion appeared openly.

Sadness.

Real sadness.

Not performance.

Not manipulation.

Memory.

A dangerous thing.

Memories often told the truth before people did.

"He looked happy."

Parikshit watched carefully.

"You did too."

A long silence followed.

Then:

"We were."

The answer arrived quietly.

Without hesitation.

Without calculation.

Without fear.

Simply truth.

Or something very close to it.

The statement lingered.

Because it directly contradicted the prosecution narrative.

The divorce.

The resentment.

The financial motive.

Everything.

Parikshit leaned forward.

"Were you planning to leave him?"

"No."

The answer came immediately.

Again.

No hesitation.

No uncertainty.

Just certainty.

The certainty of someone answering a ridiculous question.

The certainty of someone tired of repeating themselves.

"Did you ever discuss divorce?"

"No."

"Never?"

"Never."

Silence.

The room felt smaller.

Parikshit studied her face.

Searching.

People lied in many ways.

Eyes.

Voices.

Hands.

Timing.

He saw none of it.

Only exhaustion.

Only grief.

Only frustration.

The kind created when nobody believed you.

"What about the confession?"

The question changed everything.

Pratiksha looked away.

Toward the barred window.

Toward the sky beyond.

Anywhere except him.

For the first time, fear appeared.

Tiny.

But real.

Parikshit's attention sharpened instantly.

"What about it?"

Still silence.

Then:

"I confessed."

"Why?"

Nothing.

The question remained hanging between them.

Heavy.

Unavoidable.

Finally:

"Because they showed me photographs."

Parikshit froze.

The room suddenly felt very cold.

"What photographs?"

Pratiksha swallowed.

Then looked directly at him.

And for the first time, he saw genuine terror.

The kind that survived long after the danger passed.

"They told me people would die."

Silence.

Real silence.

Not the ordinary kind.

The kind that arrived when reality shifted.

"What people?"

A pause.

Then:

"People who helped me."

His heartbeat accelerated.

"Kanishk?"

"No."

The answer arrived instantly.

Another pause.

Longer this time.

Then:

"Others."

The word felt frustratingly vague.

Yet the fear behind it felt real.

Parikshit leaned forward.

"Who?"

Pratiksha closed her eyes.

For several moments she said nothing.

Then:

"I don't know their names."

The answer sounded ridiculous.

Impossible.

And somehow completely genuine.

"I don't understand."

A bitter laugh escaped her.

"Neither did I."

She opened her eyes.

"They knew things."

"What things?"

"Places I lived."

"People I met."

"Conversations."

The words emerged slowly.

Like someone reopening old wounds.

"They knew everything."

The room became very quiet.

Surveillance.

Again.

Always surveillance.

The same pattern returning.

Watching.

Recording.

Threatening.

The conspiracy seemed unable to function without observation.

As though knowledge itself had become a weapon.

When the interview ended, Parikshit remained seated for several minutes.

Alone.

Thinking.

The confession now looked even weaker.

Fear.

Threats.

Unknown victims.

Unknown leverage.

Nothing concrete.

Yet enough.

People confessed to impossible things when terrified.

History had proven that repeatedly.

His phone vibrated.

Unknown number.

Of course.

The anonymous sender.

Again.

The message contained only one sentence.

Ask her about the train ticket.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

Then slowly looked back toward the detention block.

The interview wasn't over.

Not yet.

Pratiksha seemed surprised when he returned.

"I forgot something."

She laughed softly.

"No."

"What?"

"You never forget things."

An annoyingly accurate observation.

Parikshit sat down again.

"Train ticket."

The reaction was immediate.

Her entire body stiffened.

For a moment she looked genuinely shocked.

Then frightened.

Then something else.

Recognition.

The sequence lasted less than a second.

But it happened.

Parikshit saw all of it.

The room grew silent.

"What train ticket?"

She didn't answer.

"Pratiksha."

Nothing.

Then:

"How do you know about that?"

The question landed heavily.

Very heavily.

Because innocent people didn't usually ask that.

They asked what train ticket?

Not how do you know?

Parikshit felt his pulse quicken.

"Tell me."

A long silence followed.

Long enough for distant prison noises to become noticeable.

Long enough for rain to begin falling outside.

Long enough for both of them to understand the importance of the moment.

Finally:

"Five years ago."

The words arrived quietly.

"After Samar died."

The name hit like electricity.

Parikshit stopped breathing.

Just for a moment.

Samar.

Not Kanishk.

Not Pratiksha.

Samar.

The past had finally stepped directly into the room.

She continued speaking.

Slowly.

Carefully.

As though every word carried weight.

"Someone bought me a train ticket."

The room felt impossibly small now.

"Who?"

"I never knew."

"Where?"

Another pause.

Then:

"Mumbai."

Silence.

Rain tapped against the windows.

Prison doors clanged somewhere in the distance.

Parikshit stared at her.

Because suddenly everything fit.

Not perfectly.

But enough.

A hidden woman.

A new identity.

Kanishk's assistance.

Fear.

Disappearance.

Five years ago.

The answer stood directly in front of him.

Or at least part of it.

His voice sounded almost calm.

Almost.

"What was your name before Pratiksha Verma?"

Pratiksha didn't speak.

She didn't need to.

The truth appeared in her eyes first.

Recognition.

Defeat.

Acceptance.

Years of hiding collapsing beneath a single question.

Outside, thunder rolled across Mumbai.

Inside Cell Seventeen, the past finally stopped running.

And after a very long silence, the woman accused of murdering Kanishk Verma whispered the name she had spent five years burying.

"Vamika."

The world seemed to stop.

Then:

"Vamika Shukla."

And suddenly the investigation was no longer about finding her.

It was about understanding why she had hidden.

And who had spent five years hunting her.
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For several seconds after Vamika spoke, neither of them moved.

The rain outside seemed louder.

The prison seemed quieter.

The entire world seemed to retreat beyond the walls of Cell Seventeen.

Only the name remained.

Vamika Shukla.

Five years of mystery condensed into two words.

Parikshit had imagined this moment many times.

He had imagined tracking her down.

Confronting her.

Cornering her with evidence.

Watching a secret unravel.

Reality felt nothing like those fantasies.

Reality felt tired.

Broken.

Human.

The woman sitting across from him didn't look like a master conspirator.

She looked like someone who had spent years running from something that never stopped chasing her.

"How long?"

Parikshit finally asked.

Vamika looked toward the rain-covered window.

"Since I arrived in Mumbai."

The answer came quietly.

Almost mechanically.

As though she'd rehearsed it countless times.

"Five years."

Parikshit nodded slowly.

"And Kanishk knew?"

For the first time, genuine warmth appeared on her face.

Not much.

Just enough.

Just enough to tell him everything.

"Yes."

The warmth disappeared almost immediately.

Leaving grief behind.

A familiar exchange.

Love often left that kind of damage after death.

"He helped you."

Another nod.

"Why?"

The question lingered.

Simple on the surface.

Complex underneath.

Why would a successful businessman risk everything for a fugitive journalist?

Why marry her?

Why protect her?

Why build an entirely new life around a lie?

Vamika stared at her hands.

Then smiled sadly.

"Because he was a better man than most people."

The answer felt too simple.

Which usually meant it was true.

The story emerged slowly.

Not because she wanted to hide it.

Because remembering hurt.

Five years earlier, after Samar's death, Vamika had become a target.

At first she didn't understand why.

She expected intimidation.

Questions.

Surveillance.

The usual consequences of investigative journalism.

Instead she found herself being hunted.

Not metaphorically.

Literally.

Apartments watched.

Phones monitored.

Friends questioned.

Strangers following her through cities.

The pressure had escalated rapidly.

Dangerously.

Professionally.

As though someone had activated a system designed for exactly that purpose.

She had tried reporting it.

Nobody cared.

Or worse.

Some people cared too much.

The distinction mattered.

Eventually she stopped asking for help.

Eventually she started running.

"Kanishk found me in Pune."

The statement surprised Parikshit.

"Pune?"

Vamika nodded.

"I was hiding."

A bitter laugh escaped her.

"Badly."

The image felt strangely easy to imagine.

A journalist accustomed to exposing people suddenly attempting invisibility.

Probably unsuccessfully.

"Kanishk was a client."

Parikshit frowned.

"A client?"

"I did investigative work."

The answer made sense immediately.

Of course she had.

Before everything collapsed.

Before Samar died.

Before identities changed.

Before the conspiracy consumed her life.

"Kanishk hired me to investigate fraud inside one of his companies."

Parikshit remained silent.

Listening.

Piecing together fragments.

"He discovered who I was."

Another pause.

Then:

"And didn't care."

The words sounded almost unbelievable.

Not because of their content.

Because of what they revealed.

Most people would have walked away.

Some would have informed authorities.

Others would have exploited the information.

Kanishk apparently did none of those things.

"He helped me disappear."

The statement settled heavily between them.

Not because it was shocking.

Because it completed a picture.

The businessman wasn't merely her husband.

He had been her refuge.

"Who arranged the identity?"

The question changed the atmosphere instantly.

Vamika's expression hardened.

Not defensive.

Careful.

Very careful.

Parikshit noticed immediately.

"Vamika."

Silence.

Then:

"I don't know."

A lie.

Not a good one.

Not a terrible one.

The kind people told when protecting someone.

The kind that existed halfway between truth and deception.

Parikshit leaned forward.

"You do."

"No."

"You do."

The silence stretched.

Long.

Painful.

Finally:

"I never met them."

Interesting.

Not denial.

Clarification.

A different thing entirely.

The room suddenly felt smaller.

"Then how?"

"Messages."

The answer arrived quietly.

"Instructions."

"Money."

"Documents."

Parikshit's pulse quickened.

A network.

Again.

Always networks.

Never individuals.

Someone had arranged an entirely new identity remotely.

Professionally.

Efficiently.

Without ever revealing themselves.

The level of organization required was staggering.

And deeply familiar.

"What about Samar?"

The question lingered.

Vamika closed her eyes.

The reaction alone told him enough.

Five years hadn't diminished the wound.

Some grief aged.

This grief remained fresh.

Raw.

Alive.

"We were married."

The words sounded strange.

Not because Parikshit didn't know.

Because she hadn't spoken them aloud in years.

"We worked together."

Another pause.

"He was my best friend."

The statement carried more weight than husband.

Parikshit understood immediately.

Some marriages survived on obligation.

Others survived on partnership.

This sounded like the latter.

"What was he investigating?"

The question changed everything.

The temperature seemed to drop.

The rain outside intensified.

The prison suddenly felt very far from safety.

Vamika looked directly at him.

For the first time.

Really looked.

Evaluating.

Measuring.

Deciding.

Then:

"He found something."

Not helpful.

Not enough.

Parikshit waited.

Eventually she continued.

"He found people."

Silence.

"What people?"

A pause.

Then:

"People who weren't supposed to exist."

The words sent a chill through him.

Because he had heard something remarkably similar recently.

The surveillance operatives.

The ghost employees.

The men without records.

The pattern returned again.

Like a shadow refusing to leave.

"He said they were everywhere."

Vamika's voice had become distant now.

Lost in memory.

"Government offices."

"Police departments."

"Corporations."

"Media."

The list continued.

Each word making the conspiracy feel larger.

Older.

More dangerous.

"He called them placeholders."

The unfamiliar term lingered.

Parikshit frowned.

"Placeholders?"

"He never explained properly."

A sad smile appeared.

"He wanted proof first."

Classic journalist behavior.

Never publish without confirmation.

Never accuse without evidence.

Never move before certainty.

Sometimes caution killed people.

The interview lasted another hour.

Most answers produced more questions.

The usual outcome.

Yet one detail continued bothering Parikshit.

One missing piece.

One contradiction.

Finally he asked it.

"If you were hiding..."

Vamika looked up.

"If you changed identities..."

A pause.

"If Kanishk protected you..."

Another pause.

"Then how did Daksh find you?"

Silence.

Immediate.

Absolute.

The reaction was wrong.

Not surprised.

Not confused.

Wrong.

As though he'd touched something dangerous.

Something she desperately wanted buried.

Parikshit noticed instantly.

His heartbeat accelerated.

"Vamika."

Nothing.

Then:

"I don't know."

The lie sounded terrible.

Embarrassingly terrible.

Both knew it.

The silence afterward confirmed it.

She looked away.

Toward the rain.

Toward the wall.

Toward anything except him.

And suddenly Parikshit understood.

Not the answer.

The shape of the answer.

Someone had exposed her.

Not accidentally.

Deliberately.

Sold information.

Leaked information.

Betrayed her.

The realization settled slowly.

He changed direction immediately.

"Who knew?"

No response.

"Who knew who you were?"

Still silence.

Then finally:

"A few people."

The answer arrived reluctantly.

"Names."

Nothing.

"Names, Vamika."

Another long pause.

The longest yet.

Then she whispered:

"Journalists."

The word hung in the air.

Plural.

Not one.

Several.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Because journalists possessed exactly what conspiracies needed.

Information.

Access.

And motives.

Particularly financial ones.

Parikshit stood.

The interview was over.

For now.

As he reached the door, Vamika spoke again.

Quietly.

Almost too quietly to hear.

"Be careful."

He stopped.

Turned.

She looked exhausted.

More exhausted than before.

"Why?"

The answer arrived after several seconds.

"I don't think Daksh is the one you're looking for."

Silence.

Rain hammered the prison windows.

The city waited beyond them.

And for the first time since discovering Daksh Tiwari's involvement, someone who had lived through the conspiracy was pointing elsewhere.

Not away from Daksh.

Beyond him.

Toward something larger.

Something hidden.

Something patient.

Parikshit stared at her.

Then left without another word.

Because deep down, he already feared she was right.

And somewhere in Mumbai, a dead man named Arvind Rathore was still breathing.
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The city felt different after speaking with Vamika.

Not because Mumbai had changed.

Because Parikshit had.

Every major investigation eventually reached a moment where facts stopped behaving like facts.

Where evidence became stories.

Stories became motives.

And motives became people.

That moment had arrived.

For two months he had been chasing names.

Daksh Tiwari.

Vamika Shukla.

Arvind Rathore.

Samar Mirza.

Now those names were becoming human beings.

Human beings made mistakes.

Human beings lied.

Human beings loved.

Human beings betrayed.

Which made them infinitely more dangerous than clues.

The rain returned before evening.

Heavy.

Relentless.

The kind of rain that turned Mumbai into a city of reflections.

Headlights became rivers.

Buildings became shadows.

Everything appeared doubled.

Parikshit sat inside the textile mill while Trisha studied information extracted from the surveillance archive.

Neither spoke much.

The atmosphere had shifted.

Both sensed it.

The investigation was approaching something important.

The air before a storm always felt different.

This felt similar.

"What are you thinking?"

Trisha finally asked.

"Journalists."

The hacker looked up.

"That's specific."

"Vamika said journalists knew."

A pause.

"Someone exposed her."

Trisha nodded slowly.

Reasonable.

Expected.

The conclusion followed naturally.

"Money?"

Parikshit asked.

"Usually."

The answer came immediately.

"People imagine betrayals are complicated."

She shrugged.

"Most aren't."

An uncomfortable truth.

Ideology created headlines.

Greed created statistics.

One happened occasionally.

The other happened every day.

Trisha leaned back.

"If somebody sold Vamika's identity, there'll be a trail."

Parikshit almost smiled.

"There always is?"

"There always is."

The confidence felt irritating.

And reassuring.

The search took six hours.

Thousands of archived communications.

Hundreds of financial records.

Dozens of forgotten transactions.

Digital archaeology again.

Slow.

Tedious.

Necessary.

Then Trisha found it.

Not proof.

Something better.

A direction.

A journalist named Nikhil Sawant.

Former colleague of Samar Mirza.

Former colleague of Vamika Shukla.

Current resident of Mumbai.

Current owner of an apartment far beyond what his salary could reasonably explain.

Current owner of several things his salary couldn't explain.

The room grew quiet.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

"Nikhil."

Trisha nodded.

"He got rich."

The statement lingered.

Simple.

Dangerous.

"When?"

Trisha clicked another file.

The answer appeared immediately.

Five years ago.

Two weeks after Samar's death.

The timing landed like a hammer.

Nobody spoke.

Nobody needed to.

Three hours later they found him.

Nikhil Sawant lived inside a luxury high-rise overlooking the sea.

The building itself seemed offended by ordinary people.

Glass.

Steel.

Private security.

Expensive silence.

The kind of place where guilt wore designer clothing.

Nikhil answered the door personally.

That surprised Parikshit.

Most guilty people hid behind lawyers.

Or secretaries.

Or arrogance.

Nikhil chose confidence.

A mistake.

He smiled politely.

The smile lasted exactly four seconds.

Then he saw the photographs.

The old newspaper clippings.

Samar.

Vamika.

The smile disappeared.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

The conversation began politely.

Then stopped being polite.

"Do you know Vamika Shukla?"

"No."

The lie arrived instantly.

Too instantly.

Parikshit almost admired it.

Almost.

"What about Samar Mirza?"

A pause.

Tiny.

But present.

Then:

"I knew him professionally."

Better.

Not truthful.

But better.

Parikshit placed another photograph on the table.

A newsroom gathering.

Samar.

Vamika.

Nikhil.

Together.

The silence stretched.

The apartment suddenly felt smaller.

Outside, rain struck the windows.

Inside, the walls began closing.

"You worked together."

Nikhil looked away briefly.

Only briefly.

Enough.

"Years ago."

"How well did you know them?"

No answer.

Parikshit waited.

Patiently.

The way Rathore once taught him.

The memory left a bitter taste.

Eventually:

"We were colleagues."

Still hiding.

Still retreating.

Still lying.

Just more carefully now.

The breakthrough arrived unexpectedly.

Not through pressure.

Not through evidence.

Through guilt.

People carried guilt differently.

Some became defensive.

Some became angry.

Some became emotional.

Nikhil became tired.

Exhausted.

As though he had spent five years waiting for this conversation.

And suddenly lacked the energy to continue running.

"You don't understand."

The words emerged quietly.

Parikshit remained silent.

Encouraging.

Listening.

A skill he rarely possessed naturally.

A skill Adarsh mastered effortlessly.

Nikhil rubbed his face.

Then laughed bitterly.

"They gave me a choice."

The room became still.

There it was.

Not truth.

But the road leading toward it.

"Who?"

No answer.

Not yet.

"They knew everything."

The familiar phrase immediately caught Parikshit's attention.

Everything.

Always everything.

The conspiracy's favorite weapon.

Knowledge.

Surveillance.

Fear.

"They showed me photographs."

Another familiar phrase.

Pratiksha had said the same thing.

Exactly the same thing.

The realization sent a chill through him.

Different people.

Different years.

Same method.

The pattern was becoming undeniable.

"What photographs?"

Nikhil laughed.

A broken sound.

Not amusement.

Memory.

"They followed everyone."

The words emerged slowly.

"They knew where my mother lived."

"They knew where my brother studied."

"They knew things nobody should know."

The room grew silent.

Parikshit felt something ugly settling inside him.

Because he'd heard variations of this story repeatedly.

Too repeatedly.

This wasn't improvisation.

This was procedure.

A system.

A process.

An organization operating from a playbook.

Nikhil stared at the floor.

Then finally whispered:

"I told them."

The confession landed softly.

Yet carried tremendous weight.

"About Vamika."

The room became very quiet.

Rain hammered the glass.

Traffic moved far below.

The city continued breathing.

Unaware.

"I told them where she was hiding."

No excuses followed.

No justifications.

No attempts to soften the truth.

Just honesty.

Brutal and delayed.

The worst kind.

Parikshit remained silent.

Allowing the confession room to exist.

Eventually Nikhil continued.

"I thought they'd scare her."

His voice cracked.

"I thought that was all."

The sentence hung unfinished.

Both understood.

It wasn't all.

Not even close.

"What happened next?"

Nikhil closed his eyes.

The answer took time.

Then:

"Samar died."

Silence.

A long silence.

Years of guilt seemed to fill the apartment.

Years of regret.

Years of knowing.

Parikshit watched carefully.

The man wasn't acting.

Didn't need to.

Reality was already painful enough.

"When did you realize?"

The question emerged quietly.

Nikhil laughed again.

That same broken laugh.

"The day they paid me."

A pause.

Then:

"Too much money."

Interesting.

Not because of the amount.

Because of the wording.

Too much money implied surprise.

Implied expectations.

Implied consequences.

He hadn't been hired.

He'd been purchased.

And only understood the distinction afterward.

As the interview ended, Parikshit stood.

The answers felt useful.

Incomplete.

But useful.

Then Nikhil spoke again.

One final sentence.

The sentence stopped him cold.

"They weren't working for Daksh."

The room seemed to freeze.

Parikshit turned slowly.

Nikhil looked terrified.

Not of police.

Not of prison.

Of memory.

Of names.

Of consequences.

"Who?"

The journalist swallowed.

Then shook his head.

"I don't know."

A lie.

Not because he knew.

Because he suspected.

People often hid suspicions more fiercely than facts.

Parikshit waited.

The silence stretched.

Finally:

"There was one name."

The words barely escaped his mouth.

"Only one."

The room felt impossibly still.

"What name?"

Nikhil stared at him.

Fear visible now.

Openly visible.

Then whispered:

"Rathore."

The name landed like thunder.

Not proof.

Not certainty.

A rumor.

A whisper.

A ghost.

Yet enough.

Enough to confirm something important.

Arvind Rathore wasn't merely alive.

His shadow had existed inside this conspiracy long before anyone discovered the photograph.

Long before Apartment 402.

Long before Daksh Tiwari.

Long before Kanishk Verma died.

And as Parikshit stepped back into the rain-soaked night, one realization followed him through Mumbai's flooded streets.

For five years, everyone had been looking at the crime.

Nobody had been looking at the architect.

And somewhere in the darkness, the architect was still watching.
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Every conspiracy eventually reached a point where the enemy stopped hiding.

Not openly.

Not completely.

Just enough to leave fingerprints.

Tiny mistakes.

Tiny fractures.

Tiny moments where the machinery revealed itself.

Trisha found the first fracture at 2:13 in the morning.

And she almost missed it.

The textile mill had become their headquarters.

Unofficially.

Illegally.

Permanently.

Empty coffee cups occupied half the tables.

Computer monitors occupied the other half.

Outside, Mumbai slept beneath rain.

Inside, Trisha Chauhan was examining network activity from three separate devices simultaneously.

Because she was incapable of doing things normally.

The process itself was routine.

Painfully routine.

She was tracking information flow.

Not messages.

Not calls.

Patterns.

Information left footprints long before people realized it.

The trick was learning where to look.

For six hours she found nothing.

For seven hours she found less than nothing.

Then a pattern appeared.

Small.

Almost invisible.

Enough to make her stop typing.

Enough to make her sit perfectly still.

Which was never a good sign.

Three screens glowed before her.

The first contained dates.

The second contained locations.

The third contained communications recovered from several compromised systems connected to Daksh Tiwari's organization.

Most of the data remained fragmented.

Incomplete.

Damaged.

Yet one thing remained consistent.

Someone inside Parikshit's circle was leaking information.

Not files.

Not evidence.

Movement.

Whenever the investigation changed direction, Daksh's network reacted.

Not immediately.

Not quickly.

Predictably.

As though receiving advance warning.

The realization itself wasn't surprising.

At this point, surprise had become a luxury.

The problem was who remained capable of providing that warning.

Trisha began listing names.

Police officers.

Administrators.

Investigators.

Informants.

Witnesses.

The list grew.

Then shrank.

Then shrank again.

By four in the morning, only three names remained.

Parikshit.

Trisha.

Adarsh.

She stared at the screen.

Then deleted Parikshit.

Then deleted herself.

Only one name remained.

The room suddenly felt very cold.

"No."

The word escaped her mouth before she realized it.

Because it didn't fit.

Adarsh Rao wasn't supposed to fit.

Not logically.

Not emotionally.

Not narratively.

The man spent half his time helping old witnesses cross roads.

Children trusted him instinctively.

Victims requested him specifically.

Junior officers admired him.

Even hardened criminals rarely hated him.

People liked Adarsh.

People trusted Adarsh.

Trisha didn't trust anybody.

Yet even she found herself resisting the conclusion.

Which irritated her.

Evidence didn't care about personal preferences.

Evidence simply existed.

And unfortunately, the evidence pointed toward Adarsh.

She didn't call Parikshit immediately.

That was important.

A lesser investigator would've rushed.

A lesser investigator would've confronted.

A lesser investigator would've destroyed months of work.

Trisha preferred certainty.

Certainty required patience.

Patience required verification.

Verification required paranoia.

Fortunately, paranoia was one of her strongest skills.

For three more days she watched.

Tracked.

Compared.

Tested.

The pattern remained.

Every important development surfaced elsewhere.

Not instantly.

Not directly.

But consistently.

A witness relocation.

A document request.

A meeting.

A search.

Somehow information escaped.

Every time.

The leak wasn't large.

Which made it worse.

Large leaks were careless.

Small leaks were deliberate.

Someone was choosing exactly what to reveal.

And exactly what to protect.

On the fourth day she finally called Parikshit.

Not over the phone.

Never over the phone.

Instead she sent a message.

Three words.

Come alone. Urgent.

Thirty minutes later he arrived.

Wet from rain.

Exhausted.

Annoyed.

The usual.

"What happened?"

Trisha didn't answer immediately.

For several moments she simply stared at him.

Trying to determine how best to destroy someone's reality.

There really wasn't a good method.

Eventually she settled on honesty.

"I found the leak."

The irritation disappeared from his face.

Instantly.

"Who?"

Silence.

The longest silence she'd allowed all week.

Then:

"I think it's Adarsh."

Nothing happened.

No dramatic reaction.

No disbelief.

No anger.

No denial.

Just silence.

Absolute silence.

Which somehow felt worse.

Parikshit stared at her.

Waiting.

Expecting clarification.

A joke.

An explanation.

Anything.

None arrived.

The room remained quiet.

Server fans hummed softly.

Rain struck broken windows.

The city continued existing.

Indifferent.

Finally:

"No."

The answer sounded calm.

Too calm.

Trisha hated calm.

Calm usually meant denial.

"I know."

"No."

Parikshit repeated.

More firmly.

"You're wrong."

She expected that.

Prepared for it.

Still disliked it.

Without speaking, she turned a monitor toward him.

Then another.

Then another.

Dates.

Movements.

Reactions.

Patterns.

Evidence.

Not enough to prove guilt.

Enough to establish possibility.

The distinction mattered.

Parikshit studied everything.

Slowly.

Methodically.

The way he always did.

Ten minutes passed.

Then fifteen.

Then twenty.

The evidence didn't change.

Neither did the conclusion.

When he finally looked up, something had changed behind his eyes.

Not belief.

Not yet.

Doubt.

The first crack.

The first fracture.

The first wound.

"How certain are you?"

The question emerged quietly.

Trisha answered immediately.

"Not enough."

He nodded.

Good.

Wrong answer would've been certainty.

Certainty created mistakes.

"What do we do?"

For the first time that night, Trisha smiled.

Not because she was happy.

Because she already knew the answer.

The answer was elegant.

Simple.

Dangerous.

"We lie."

Parikshit frowned.

"Explain."

"We give him information."

A pause.

"False information."

Understanding arrived gradually.

Then completely.

A trap.

Not confrontation.

Verification.

The oldest investigative technique in existence.

Feed different stories to different suspects.

Wait.

Observe where the story appears.

The leak reveals itself.

Simple.

Brutal.

Effective.

Parikshit stared toward the rain.

Thinking.

Remembering.

Adarsh's laugh.

Adarsh's loyalty.

Adarsh's friendship.

Years of partnership.

Years of trust.

Years of shared cases.

The possibility felt poisonous.

Eventually he spoke.

Quietly.

Almost sadly.

"One test."

Trisha nodded.

Fair.

Reasonable.

Necessary.

One test.

And then reality would decide.

After Parikshit left, Trisha remained alone inside the mill.

Watching rain slide down broken glass.

Watching data move across screens.

Watching patterns form.

The evidence still pointed toward Adarsh.

She hated it.

Not because she liked him.

Because betrayal complicated everything.

If Adarsh was leaking information willingly, they had a traitor.

If he was leaking information unwillingly, they had a victim.

The distinction would determine the next several months of their lives.

And somewhere deep inside, beneath the cynicism and sarcasm and paranoia, a small part of her hoped she was wrong.

Not because Adarsh deserved it.

Because Parikshit didn't.

The man had already buried one ghost from Aurangabad.

He didn't need another.

Unfortunately, reality rarely consulted emotional preferences.

And for the first time since this investigation began, Trisha found herself afraid of what the truth might look like.

Because sometimes the most dangerous conspiracies weren't the ones built by enemies.

They were the ones hiding inside friends.

Far across Mumbai, Adarsh Rao sat alone in his car.

Engine off.

Lights off.

Rain falling softly across the windshield.

His phone rested in his hand.

A message glowed on the screen.

No name.

No number.

Just instructions.

The same instructions that had been arriving for months.

The same instructions he hated reading.

The same instructions he couldn't ignore.

For a long time he stared at them.

Then closed his eyes.

And somewhere in the darkness, for the first time, Adarsh looked exhausted.

Not guilty.

Not afraid.

Exhausted.

As though carrying something far heavier than secrets.

Something worth sacrificing everything for.

Something worth becoming a villain for.

And when he finally started the engine, his expression contained only one emotion.

Desperation.
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Every betrayal had a story.

The public rarely cared about that story.

The public preferred simplicity.

Heroes.

Villains.

Good.

Bad.

Loyalty.

Treachery.

Reality tended to be less cooperative.

Reality usually involved bills.

And desperation.

And choices that stopped feeling like choices.

Parikshit knew that.

Which was why he hated what was happening.

Because a part of him still hoped Trisha was wrong.

A shrinking part.

But a part nonetheless.

The trap began on a Monday.

Quietly.

Without ceremony.

Without witnesses.

Without paperwork.

Only three people knew it existed.

Parikshit.

Trisha.

And the person they were testing.

Adarsh.

The false lead itself was elegant.

A surviving witness.

A former accountant allegedly connected to Devendra Tiwari.

According to the fabricated story, the witness had recently surfaced in Nashik and agreed to cooperate.

The witness possessed documents.

Names.

Financial records.

Enough information to potentially expose portions of the conspiracy.

None of it was real.

The witness didn't exist.

The records didn't exist.

The meeting didn't exist.

Only the lie existed.

Parikshit delivered the information personally.

Face-to-face.

No phones.

No messages.

No records.

Just a conversation between partners.

Adarsh listened carefully.

Asked reasonable questions.

Took notes.

Nothing unusual.

Nothing suspicious.

Nothing revealing.

Which somehow made things worse.

Parikshit found himself studying every gesture.

Every expression.

Every pause.

Searching for evidence.

Searching for cracks.

Searching for something.

The effort felt disgusting.

Like dissecting a friendship.

Eventually Adarsh closed his notebook.

"When do we leave?"

Wednesday.

The answer came immediately.

Adarsh nodded.

"Good."

Then stood.

Then left.

The conversation ended.

The doubt remained.

For forty-eight hours, nothing happened.

No unusual activity.

No intercepted communications.

No movement.

No reaction.

Parikshit almost began relaxing.

Almost.

Then Wednesday arrived.

At exactly 7:14 in the morning, Trisha called.

The moment he heard her voice, he knew.

The trap had worked.

"Someone reached Nashik."

The words landed heavily.

Parikshit closed his eyes.

"Who?"

"Not sure."

A pause.

Then:

"But they arrived at the fake location six hours ago."

Silence.

The room suddenly felt smaller.

The witness didn't exist.

The meeting didn't exist.

The information existed only inside one conversation.

One conversation.

One recipient.

One leak.

Parikshit said nothing.

Neither did Trisha.

The evidence wasn't absolute.

Yet.

But it was close.

Far too close.

That evening, Parikshit did something he hadn't done in years.

He investigated Adarsh.

Personally.

The decision felt ugly.

Necessary.

But ugly.

Partnerships relied on trust.

Investigations relied on doubt.

For the first time, those principles were colliding.

The resulting impact hurt.

A lot.

Official records revealed nothing.

Predictably.

Adarsh's service history remained excellent.

Commendations.

Recommendations.

Performance reviews.

An almost perfect career.

The man practically glowed with professionalism.

The real answers emerged elsewhere.

Financial records.

Property records.

Insurance documents.

Debt obligations.

The less glamorous side of life.

The side people usually hid.

Not because it was criminal.

Because it was embarrassing.

Parikshit spent hours reading.

Then stopped.

Something felt wrong.

Very wrong.

"Trisha."

The hacker looked up.

"What?"

He slid several documents across the desk.

She examined them.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Then swore quietly.

An unusual occurrence.

Trisha normally swore enthusiastically.

This sounded different.

More concerned.

More serious.

"That's impossible."

Parikshit agreed.

The numbers didn't work.

Not even slightly.

Adarsh's salary was respectable.

Not extraordinary.

Not poor.

The salary of a successful police officer.

Yet his financial obligations were significantly larger.

Mortgage.

Education expenses.

Medical payments.

Private security contracts.

The list continued.

The math didn't make sense.

Not because he was spending recklessly.

Because he was spending desperately.

"What happened?"

Parikshit asked.

Trisha opened another file.

Then another.

Then another.

The answer emerged slowly.

Three years earlier.

A sudden cluster of expenses.

Hospital bills.

Legal fees.

Emergency transfers.

Debt restructuring.

Everything began simultaneously.

Like a catastrophe.

Or a crisis.

Or both.

The room grew quiet.

This wasn't greed.

Greed looked different.

Greed accumulated luxury.

This accumulated damage.

"There's more."

Trisha's voice sounded uneasy.

Parikshit hated that.

Uneasy Trisha usually meant terrible news.

"What?"

She turned another monitor.

Several deposits appeared.

Large deposits.

Anonymous deposits.

Regular deposits.

His pulse quickened.

"How much?"

Trisha named the figure.

The room fell silent.

The amount was substantial.

Life-changing.

Career-ending.

Impossible to explain legitimately.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

Trying to reconcile two contradictory realities.

The loyal partner he knew.

The money appearing in his accounts.

Neither fit together.

Yet both existed.

"Bribes."

The word sounded ugly.

Because it was.

Trisha nodded slowly.

"Looks that way."

Parikshit remained silent.

The rain outside intensified.

Thunder rolled across the city.

The weather felt appropriate.

Nothing about this investigation happened under clear skies anymore.

He looked again.

Hospital expenses.

Debt.

Anonymous money.

A leak.

A trap.

A reaction.

The pieces were beginning to align.

Not perfectly.

But enough.

Enough to hurt.

Near midnight, another discovery emerged.

This one worse.

Much worse.

Trisha located a private trust fund.

Hidden.

Complicated.

Layered beneath several shell organizations.

The sort of thing designed specifically to avoid attention.

Most investigators would've missed it.

Trisha wasn't most investigators.

The beneficiary carried a familiar name.

Akanksha Rao.

Silence.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

Again.

Then again.

Then again.

The name refused to change.

Akanksha.

Adarsh's daughter.

The room suddenly felt cold.

Very cold.

Because the money wasn't flowing toward Adarsh.

Not directly.

It was flowing toward her.

School fees.

Medical coverage.

Living expenses.

Everything.

Paid.

Guaranteed.

Protected.

For years.

The realization settled slowly.

Not a reward.

An arrangement.

The distinction mattered.

A lot.

"What if he's not taking the money?"

Parikshit asked quietly.

Trisha looked up.

Neither spoke for several seconds.

Then:

"What do you mean?"

"He might not have a choice."

Silence.

The possibility hung between them.

Heavy.

Dangerous.

Uncomfortable.

Because suddenly the story looked different.

Not innocent.

Not guilty.

Complicated.

The worst category.

The most human category.

A man drowning in debt.

A daughter receiving mysterious financial support.

Information leaking.

Anonymous instructions.

Years of pressure.

Years of secrets.

Years of fear.

The picture no longer resembled simple corruption.

It resembled leverage.

The kind powerful people preferred.

Not buying loyalty.

Owning it.

At one in the morning, after Parikshit left, Trisha remained alone.

Again.

The monitors continued glowing.

The rain continued falling.

The conspiracy continued expanding.

She stared at Akanksha's financial records.

Something bothered her.

A detail.

Tiny.

Easy to miss.

Yet impossible to ignore once noticed.

The trust fund had no creation date.

Not officially.

The metadata had been altered.

Manipulated.

Hidden.

Someone wanted the timeline obscured.

Which meant the timeline mattered.

Trisha began digging deeper.

Faster.

Harder.

Minutes passed.

Then suddenly she froze.

The discovery hit with the force of a punch.

"Oh no."

The words escaped before she realized it.

Because the trust fund wasn't three years old.

It wasn't even four.

It was created seventeen months ago.

The exact month Adarsh began leaking information.

The exact month the mysterious messages started.

The exact month Akanksha Rao disappeared from every public record.

School records.

Medical records.

Government records.

Gone.

Not transferred.

Gone.

The room became silent.

Terrifyingly silent.

Because for the first time, a possibility emerged that neither money nor blackmail alone could explain.

A possibility far worse.

Trisha stared at the screen.

Then immediately reached for her phone.

Because suddenly she wasn't worried that Adarsh was a traitor.

She was worried that Adarsh was a hostage.

And those were very different things.
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The first leak proved possibility.

The second would prove intent.

That was the theory.

The problem with theories was that they rarely accounted for emotions.

Evidence didn't care who got hurt.

People did.

Parikshit spent the next two days discovering how unpleasant that difference could be.

He didn't sleep much.

Not because of the case.

Because of Adarsh.

The name kept returning.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Every memory now carried a question attached to it.

Every conversation.

Every operation.

Every shared victory.

Had he been lying then?

Or now?

Had any of it been real?

Or had Parikshit simply been too blind to notice?

The questions multiplied.

The answers refused to appear.

By Thursday morning, exhaustion had become permanent.

Even Samita noticed.

"You look terrible."

Parikshit stood in the kitchen drinking coffee.

Black.

Bitter.

Pointless.

"I've looked terrible for months."

"Not like this."

Her voice softened.

Something in it made him look up.

Concern.

Real concern.

The kind that couldn't be hidden.

"What happened?"

The question lingered.

He considered answering.

Considered telling her everything.

The conspiracy.

The surveillance.

Rathore.

Vamika.

Adarsh.

Instead he did what investigators often did when confronted by people who loved them.

He lied.

"Work."

Samita stared at him.

Long enough to make him uncomfortable.

Then nodded.

Not because she believed him.

Because she knew he wouldn't say more.

The distinction hurt.

At noon, Trisha arrived at the mill carrying new information.

And a terrible mood.

Both usually appeared together.

"You were right."

Parikshit looked up.

The statement surprised him.

Trisha rarely admitted such things.

"About what?"

"The money."

She threw several documents onto the table.

Parikshit scanned them.

Then froze.

The records belonged to Akanksha Rao.

Or more specifically—

The absence of records.

Nothing existed.

No school attendance.

No hospital visits.

No exam registrations.

No social activity.

Nothing.

For seventeen months.

A teenage girl had effectively disappeared from reality.

And nobody had noticed.

Because somebody ensured nobody could.

The implications settled heavily across the room.

"Kidnapping."

The word sounded ugly.

Because it was.

Trisha nodded.

"Probably."

A pause.

Then:

"Or something close enough."

The second test began that evening.

More sophisticated.

More dangerous.

The first trap involved a fake witness.

This one involved evidence.

Specifically, fabricated evidence suggesting that Samar Mirza had hidden encrypted files before his death.

Files allegedly containing names connected to the conspiracy.

Names powerful enough to expose everything.

The story itself was entirely fictional.

Created by Trisha.

Refined by Parikshit.

Designed specifically to attract attention.

Only one person would hear it.

Adarsh.

And if it surfaced elsewhere—

The answer would become unavoidable.

The conversation occurred inside Crime Branch headquarters.

Casual.

Routine.

Perfectly ordinary.

Parikshit almost hated how natural it felt.

Years of partnership made deception easy.

Too easy.

Sometimes that fact frightened him.

"We found something."

Adarsh looked up immediately.

"What?"

Parikshit closed the office door.

Lowered his voice.

Exactly the way people did when discussing secrets.

The performance felt disturbingly authentic.

"Samar."

Instant attention.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

"What about him?"

Parikshit leaned closer.

"As far as anyone knows, he never left records."

A pause.

Then:

"He did."

The lie settled neatly into place.

"We think he encrypted everything."

Adarsh remained silent.

Listening.

Focused.

Engaged.

The same way he always listened.

The same way witnesses trusted him.

The same way victims trusted him.

The same way Parikshit had trusted him.

"We found references to a storage location."

Another lie.

Another trap.

Another wound.

The conversation continued for six minutes.

Not longer.

Not shorter.

Then ended.

Adarsh thanked him.

Asked sensible questions.

Made sensible observations.

Everything about the interaction appeared normal.

Which somehow made it worse.

The reaction arrived twenty-three hours later.

Much faster than the first.

Much faster.

Trisha called before sunrise.

Her voice sounded grim.

Very grim.

The moment he answered, he knew.

"Someone tried accessing the storage site."

Silence.

Parikshit closed his eyes.

The fake storage site.

The fake files.

The fake evidence.

Someone had gone looking.

Someone who should never have known it existed.

The trap had worked.

Again.

A second coincidence was no longer coincidence.

It was proof.

Or as close to proof as reality ever provided.

The drive to the mill felt endless.

Rain hammered the windshield.

Traffic crawled.

The city looked exhausted.

Parikshit felt worse.

When he arrived, Trisha was already waiting.

Several screens displayed logs.

Access attempts.

Locations.

Timelines.

Patterns.

Evidence.

Real evidence.

Not enough for court.

Enough for certainty.

She pointed at one monitor.

The source remained hidden behind multiple layers of protection.

Predictably.

Yet traces remained.

Tiny fragments.

Enough to establish a route.

Enough to establish direction.

Enough to establish contact.

The information had traveled from inside Crime Branch.

Then outward.

Then deeper into the network.

The room felt cold.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

The kind of cold created when hope finally died.

Neither spoke for several minutes.

Eventually:

"He did it."

Parikshit's voice sounded hollow.

Not angry.

Not shocked.

Just tired.

Trisha nodded.

"He did."

The certainty hurt.

Because certainty removed alternatives.

Removed excuses.

Removed comforting possibilities.

Only reality remained.

And reality looked terrible.

Yet something still bothered Trisha.

Something important.

She pointed toward another screen.

"Look."

Parikshit did.

Then frowned.

The timeline seemed wrong.

Very wrong.

The leak occurred exactly as expected.

The information traveled exactly as expected.

Then something strange happened.

The data stopped.

Abruptly.

As though someone intercepted it.

Blocked it.

Contained it.

The pattern repeated twice.

Three times.

Four.

The room grew silent.

"What am I looking at?"

Trisha zoomed further.

The answer emerged slowly.

Painfully.

Someone inside the network kept preventing complete transmission.

Not every time.

Not always.

Just enough.

Just often enough.

The realization settled gradually.

The leak wasn't clean.

It wasn't efficient.

It wasn't cooperative.

Someone was sabotaging their own betrayal.

Parikshit stared at the screen.

Confused.

Then thoughtful.

Then disturbed.

Because suddenly another possibility emerged.

A possibility worse than simple corruption.

"What if he's fighting it?"

Trisha didn't answer immediately.

Because she'd already reached the same conclusion.

The evidence suggested leakage.

The evidence also suggested resistance.

Both simultaneously.

The contradiction shouldn't exist.

Yet it did.

The room remained silent.

Eventually she spoke.

Quietly.

"That would explain something."

"What?"

"The mistakes."

Parikshit looked up.

"What mistakes?"

Trisha folded her arms.

Thinking.

Connecting.

Analyzing.

"The anonymous messages."

Silence.

Immediate silence.

The possibility landed heavily.

The messages had repeatedly helped them.

Repeatedly redirected them.

Repeatedly prevented failure.

What if—

No.

The thought felt absurd.

Then again, most truths in this investigation felt absurd.

"What are you saying?"

Trisha met his eyes.

For the first time that morning, uncertainty appeared on her face.

Genuine uncertainty.

"I think somebody inside the conspiracy is helping us."

The room became very quiet.

Rain struck broken windows.

Server fans hummed softly.

Mumbai continued existing beyond the walls.

Unaware.

Always unaware.

Parikshit stared at the evidence.

At the leaks.

At the interruptions.

At the strange inconsistencies.

And for the first time since suspecting Adarsh, a terrifying possibility entered his mind.

What if Adarsh wasn't simply leaking information?

What if he was trying—and failing—to protect them at the same time?

Because that would make everything far more complicated.

And in Parikshit's experience, complicated explanations had a nasty habit of being true.

That night, across the city, Adarsh sat alone inside his apartment.

A half-empty glass rested on the table.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

The phone vibrated.

Another message.

Another instruction.

Another demand.

He opened it.

Read it.

Closed his eyes.

For a long time he remained perfectly still.

Then he looked toward a framed photograph sitting on the shelf.

A teenage girl smiling at the camera.

Akanksha.

His daughter.

His entire world.

His reason.

His weakness.

His prison.

The message remained visible on the screen.

A single sentence.

Final proof of loyalty required soon.

For the first time in seventeen months, Adarsh felt genuine fear.

Not for himself.

Never for himself.

For them.

Because somewhere deep down, he knew the time for balancing two sides was ending.

Soon he would have to choose.

And whichever choice he made—

Someone he loved was going to die.
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People imagined conspiracies as structures.

Buildings made of secrets.

Networks made of lies.

Organizations made of power.

They were wrong.

Conspiracies weren't built from secrets.

They were built from hostages.

Every important person inside the machine was usually trapped by something.

Fear.

Debt.

Shame.

Love.

Children.

Parents.

Spouses.

The machine found whatever mattered most and wrapped chains around it.

The brilliance wasn't forcing obedience.

The brilliance was making obedience feel inevitable.

Parikshit understood that now.

What he didn't understand was how much closer those chains had already moved toward him.

The day began normally.

Which should have worried him.

Nothing about the last two months deserved normality.

Yet normality arrived anyway.

Mumbai woke beneath grey skies.

Traffic filled the roads.

Vendors argued with customers.

Police officers complained about paperwork.

Life continued.

Indifferent to danger.

Parikshit left home shortly after eight.

Samita was still drinking tea when he stepped toward the door.

She looked up from her newspaper.

"Will you be late?"

The question sounded ordinary.

Domestic.

Comforting.

The sort of question people forgot immediately.

"Probably."

She rolled her eyes.

"You always say probably."

"Because it's usually true."

A small smile appeared.

Then disappeared.

The smile stayed with him as he left.

A tiny memory.

A meaningless memory.

The kind people ignored until it became the last one.

At eleven forty-two, Samita stopped answering her phone.

At first, nobody noticed.

Why would they?

People missed calls every day.

Meetings happened.

Phones died.

Life intervened.

Nothing unusual.

At twelve thirty-seven, Parikshit called again.

No answer.

At one fifteen, he called once more.

Still nothing.

A faint uneasiness appeared.

Tiny.

Barely noticeable.

He ignored it.

At two o'clock, the uneasiness became concern.

At three, concern became fear.

At three twenty-six, fear became certainty.

Something was wrong.

Very wrong.

The apartment looked untouched.

That was the first detail.

No broken locks.

No signs of struggle.

No overturned furniture.

No blood.

Nothing.

The place looked exactly as it should.

Which somehow felt worse.

Because violence left evidence.

Professionals removed it.

Parikshit moved through every room.

Kitchen.

Bedroom.

Balcony.

Bathroom.

Empty.

Everywhere empty.

The silence felt unnatural.

The apartment still contained Samita's presence.

Her books.

Her clothes.

Her perfume.

Yet she wasn't there.

Only absence remained.

And absence could be terrifying.

The note waited on the dining table.

One sheet of paper.

No fingerprints.

No signature.

No greeting.

No threats.

Just a single sentence.

You should have closed the case.

The words seemed to expand as he stared at them.

Larger.

Darker.

He read them again.

Then again.

Then again.

The meaning never changed.

His pulse slowed unexpectedly.

A dangerous sign.

When Parikshit became truly angry, he became calm first.

Very calm.

The rage arrived afterward.

Cold.

Controlled.

Efficient.

The note crumpled in his hand.

For several seconds he simply stood there.

Breathing.

Thinking.

Remembering.

Then he called Trisha.

She arrived twenty-two minutes later.

One look at his face told her everything.

"What happened?"

Parikshit handed her the note.

She read it.

Twice.

Then looked up.

The sarcasm usually living behind her eyes was gone.

Completely gone.

"Samita?"

He nodded.

The silence that followed felt heavy.

Neither spoke.

Neither needed to.

Because both understood what this meant.

The conspiracy had escalated.

Again.

Only this time it wasn't targeting evidence.

Or witnesses.

Or suspects.

It was targeting family.

"They know we're getting close."

Trisha's voice sounded unusually quiet.

Parikshit stared through the apartment window.

Rain clouds gathered above the city.

"They've known that for weeks."

"No."

She shook her head.

"This is different."

A pause.

Then:

"They're scared."

The observation surprised him.

Trisha pointed toward the note.

"If they wanted leverage, they already had leverage."

Another pause.

"They took her because something changed."

The logic felt uncomfortable.

Because it made sense.

Kidnapping wasn't subtle.

Kidnapping created risk.

Risk suggested urgency.

Urgency suggested fear.

Somewhere inside the conspiracy, somebody was becoming desperate.

The question was why.

The answer arrived three hours later.

Indirectly.

Unexpectedly.

Through a server hidden beneath layers of encryption.

Trisha had spent weeks attempting to penetrate fragments of the network connected to Daksh's operation.

Weeks failing.

Weeks getting blocked.

Weeks getting nowhere.

Today she stopped being careful.

Today she stopped worrying about detection.

Today she became angry.

Angry hackers were dangerous.

"You sure about this?"

Parikshit stood behind her.

Watching code flood across multiple screens.

Watching systems respond.

Watching alarms narrowly fail to trigger.

"No."

The answer came immediately.

"Good."

She almost smiled.

Then returned to work.

The hack wasn't elegant.

Elegant hacks required time.

This required speed.

She launched simultaneous attacks against communication nodes recovered from Apartment 402.

Old credentials.

Archived pathways.

Forgotten access points.

Tiny weaknesses.

Individually meaningless.

Collectively dangerous.

The digital assault intensified.

Firewalls collapsed.

Connections opened.

Data appeared.

Then vanished.

Then reappeared.

For the first time, Trisha felt the system bending.

Not breaking.

Bending.

"Come on."

The words escaped through clenched teeth.

Her fingers moved rapidly.

Screen after screen filled with information.

Names.

Transactions.

Locations.

Encrypted messages.

Thousands of fragments.

Most useless.

Some valuable.

One devastating.

The moment it appeared, she froze.

Parikshit noticed instantly.

"What?"

No answer.

Just silence.

The kind that preceded terrible news.

"What did you find?"

Trisha swallowed.

Then slowly turned the monitor.

A list appeared.

Several names.

Several profiles.

Several targets.

People monitored by the conspiracy.

The list itself wasn't shocking.

The names were.

Parikshit recognized every one.

Witnesses.

Journalists.

Lawyers.

Former officers.

People connected to Samar.

People connected to Vamika.

People connected to the investigation.

Then he saw another name.

His stomach dropped.

Samita Ahlawat.

The room became silent.

Terrifyingly silent.

Because beside each name sat a classification.

Green.

Yellow.

Red.

Risk assessments.

Threat evaluations.

Priorities.

Samita's classification wasn't green.

Or yellow.

It was red.

Marked three weeks earlier.

Three weeks.

The kidnapping hadn't been spontaneous.

It hadn't been reactive.

It had been planned.

Prepared.

Authorized.

The realization settled heavily across the room.

Somebody had chosen her long ago.

Long before today's disappearance.

Long before the note.

Long before they realized she was leverage.

Or perhaps exactly because they realized.

Then Trisha found something worse.

Much worse.

Another file.

Partially corrupted.

Barely accessible.

Yet intact enough.

The header contained only two words.

Asset Compliance.

Beneath it sat multiple names.

Each paired with corresponding leverage.

The room felt colder with every line.

One individual carried gambling debt.

Another carried an affair.

Another faced criminal exposure.

Another had family abroad.

The list continued.

Methodical.

Professional.

Monstrous.

Then they reached a familiar name.

Adarsh Rao.

Neither spoke.

Neither breathed.

For several seconds.

Then:

Akanksha Rao.

Status: Controlled.

Compliance: Active.

Threat Level: Effective.

The words seemed to glow on the screen.

Brighter than everything else.

Proof.

Not suspicion.

Not theory.

Proof.

Adarsh wasn't merely compromised.

He was owned.

Then alarms erupted across the monitors.

Loud.

Violent.

Immediate.

Trisha cursed.

A rare genuine curse.

Not humorous.

Not casual.

Panic.

"They found me."

The screens exploded with warnings.

Connections terminated.

Files vanished.

Access collapsed.

Digital doors slammed shut one after another.

The system was fighting back.

Hard.

Fast.

Professional.

Someone on the other side knew exactly what they were doing.

Which meant somebody on the other side was watching.

Right now.

At this exact moment.

Watching them.

Watching everything.

The final message appeared seconds before the connection died.

Black screen.

White text.

Nothing else.

No signature.

No logo.

No explanation.

Just a sentence.

A sentence that made Parikshit's blood run cold.

One hostage should have been enough.

The connection terminated.

Every screen went dark.

The room fell silent.

Only rain remained.

Rain against broken windows.

Rain against rusted metal.

Rain against a city drowning in secrets.

Neither spoke for a long time.

Because both understood what the message meant.

Samita wasn't the first hostage.

Akanksha wasn't the first hostage.

They were merely the latest.

And somewhere inside the machinery of the conspiracy, somebody was reminding them of a simple truth.

Everyone had a weakness.

Everyone had a price.

Everyone had someone they couldn't afford to lose.

The only question was how many people would have to die before the machine finally ran out of hostages.

And for the first time since this investigation began, Parikshit realized the answer might include his wife.
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The message stayed on the screen long after the connection died.

Not physically.

The monitors were dark now.

Empty.

Silent.

But some messages possessed a way of surviving beyond their existence.

One hostage should have been enough.

Parikshit heard it everywhere.

In the rain.

In the silence.

In his own breathing.

The sentence wasn't merely a threat.

It was information.

Cold.

Precise.

Devastating information.

Because it confirmed something he had been resisting for weeks.

Adarsh had never been working for them.

He had been surviving them.

Neither slept.

The mill remained illuminated throughout the night.

Monitors glowed.

Coffee accumulated.

Rain continued falling.

Mumbai disappeared beneath darkness.

And still they worked.

Not because progress seemed likely.

Because stopping felt impossible.

When people you loved disappeared, inactivity became unbearable.

Movement felt like purpose.

Even when it wasn't.

Especially when it wasn't.

At three in the morning, Trisha finally broke the silence.

"We have enough."

Parikshit looked up.

The words sounded simple.

They weren't.

Enough.

Enough evidence.

Enough patterns.

Enough leaks.

Enough lies.

Enough betrayal.

Enough certainty.

The meaning sat heavily between them.

"What are you saying?"

Trisha leaned back.

Exhaustion visible across her face.

"For months we've been asking whether it's Adarsh."

A pause.

"We already know."

Silence.

The rain intensified.

Neither looked away.

Because both understood where the conversation was heading.

The destination had been unavoidable for days.

Perhaps weeks.

Parikshit simply hadn't wanted to arrive.

The confrontation.

The word itself felt unpleasant.

Not because he feared Adarsh.

Because he knew him.

Or thought he did.

The distinction mattered less with each passing day.

Parikshit remembered academy training.

Their first case.

Late-night arguments over evidence.

Shared promotions.

Shared failures.

Shared funerals.

Years of accumulated trust.

Years now contaminated by suspicion.

It felt remarkably similar to grief.

Not identical.

Close enough.

"What if we're wrong?"

The question escaped before he could stop it.

Trisha stared at him.

Not judgmentally.

Not impatiently.

Simply honestly.

"Then we'll apologize."

A pause.

Then:

"But we're not wrong."

The certainty hurt.

Because certainty ended hope.

Not completely.

Just enough.

By sunrise they had a plan.

Not a perfect plan.

Perfection rarely existed outside textbooks.

A functional plan.

A practical plan.

A dangerous plan.

Adarsh would be confronted publicly.

Not privately.

Not emotionally.

Not secretly.

Publicly.

With witnesses.

With evidence.

With nowhere to retreat.

The decision wasn't about humiliation.

It was about survival.

If Adarsh truly belonged to the conspiracy, private confrontation created risk.

If he didn't—

The evidence would reveal it.

Either way, ambiguity would end.

The next forty-eight hours moved slowly.

Painfully slowly.

Every interaction felt artificial.

Every conversation felt loaded.

Parikshit found himself studying Adarsh constantly.

The man seemed normal.

That was the problem.

Too normal.

Still helping witnesses.

Still mentoring younger officers.

Still making people laugh.

Still behaving exactly like Adarsh.

The contradiction became increasingly unbearable.

Traitors weren't supposed to look like friends.

Reality ignored such preferences.

Then another complication emerged.

A significant one.

Samita.

Or rather, the absence of Samita.

No ransom demands.

No instructions.

No communication.

Nothing.

The silence itself became alarming.

Kidnappers usually wanted something.

Money.

Information.

Leverage.

These people wanted obedience.

The distinction frightened him.

Because obedience didn't require negotiation.

Only fear.

The breakthrough arrived from an unexpected direction.

Vamika.

Or Pratiksha.

Depending on which truth one preferred.

Parikshit visited her late Wednesday afternoon.

The prison remained unchanged.

Concrete.

Steel.

Routine.

Human misery organized efficiently.

Vamika studied him for less than five seconds before speaking.

"They took someone."

It wasn't a question.

Parikshit stopped walking.

The words landed heavily.

"How do you know?"

A sad smile appeared.

The kind carried by people familiar with certain patterns.

"Because that's what they do."

Silence.

Then:

"Who?"

"My wife."

The smile disappeared.

Immediately.

The grief that replaced it felt genuine.

"I’m sorry."

No elaborate speeches followed.

No comforting clichés.

Just honesty.

Sometimes honesty mattered more.

For several moments neither spoke.

Then Vamika said something unexpected.

Something that immediately captured his attention.

"They'll take more."

The certainty in her voice felt unsettling.

"What?"

"They'll take more people."

A pause.

Then:

"That's how the machine survives."

The phrase caught his attention.

Machine.

Not organization.

Not network.

Machine.

The same metaphor appearing again.

Repeatedly.

Across different people.

Different years.

Different experiences.

As though everyone who encountered the conspiracy eventually reached the same conclusion.

It wasn't merely a group.

It was a system.

Self-sustaining.

Self-protecting.

Self-perpetuating.

Before leaving, Parikshit asked one final question.

One he'd been avoiding.

"Did Samar ever mention Rathore?"

The reaction was immediate.

Tiny.

Yet unmistakable.

Fear.

Real fear.

Not Daksh.

Not Devendra.

Not blackmail.

Fear.

The room became very still.

After several seconds, Vamika nodded.

Once.

Slowly.

Carefully.

"What did he say?"

A long silence followed.

Then:

"He said some men become so powerful they stop needing names."

The answer sounded cryptic.

Almost poetic.

Samar apparently preferred symbolism.

Annoying habit.

Unfortunately, intelligent dead people often communicated that way.

"What does that mean?"

Vamika looked toward the prison window.

Toward the fading evening light.

Then back at him.

"It means he was afraid."

The simplicity of the answer unsettled him.

Because Samar Mirza wasn't supposed to be afraid.

At least not in memory.

The brave dead rarely received permission to be human.

Yet apparently he had been.

And apparently Rathore had been the reason.

That night, the final preparations began.

Evidence assembled.

Witnesses notified.

Internal Affairs quietly alerted.

A controlled environment selected.

Everything moved according to plan.

At least outwardly.

Inside, Parikshit felt increasingly uneasy.

The evidence pointed toward Adarsh.

The leaks pointed toward Adarsh.

The financial trail pointed toward Adarsh.

The hostage file pointed toward Adarsh.

Yet something continued bothering him.

A single detail.

A tiny fracture.

The same fracture Trisha had noticed earlier.

If Adarsh was fully loyal to the conspiracy—

Why had they failed so many times?

Why had anonymous messages continued helping them?

Why had certain operations survived?

Why had some information never reached Daksh?

The contradictions remained.

Small.

Persistent.

Uncomfortable.

Like splinters beneath skin.

Near midnight, another anonymous message arrived.

The familiar unknown number.

The familiar absence of identity.

The familiar sensation of being watched.

Parikshit opened it immediately.

Only four words appeared.

Don't confront him alone.

Nothing else.

No explanation.

No signature.

No context.

Just a warning.

A warning arriving less than twelve hours before Adarsh's exposure.

The timing felt deliberate.

The wording felt deliberate.

Everything about it felt deliberate.

Parikshit stared at the message.

Then read it again.

And again.

Because suddenly he wasn't wondering whether Adarsh was dangerous.

He was wondering whether someone else would be present when the truth finally emerged.

Someone watching from behind the curtain.

Someone who had spent months manipulating every move.

Someone who remained invisible.

For now.

Across the city, Adarsh Rao sat inside his apartment staring at a photograph.

Akanksha.

Age fourteen.

Smiling beside a birthday cake.

The photograph was old now.

Seventeen months old.

The last photograph taken before she vanished.

His phone rested beside it.

Another message glowed on the screen.

Unlike previous instructions, this one contained no demands.

No warnings.

No tasks.

Just a location.

And a time.

Tomorrow.

10:00 AM.

Exactly when Parikshit planned to expose him.

Adarsh stared at the message for a very long time.

Then slowly closed his eyes.

Because for the first time since this nightmare began, he understood something clearly.

Tomorrow wasn't merely a confrontation.

It was an execution.

The only question remaining was whose.
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Thursday arrived beneath a sky the color of old bruises.

The rain had finally stopped.

Not because Mumbai deserved mercy.

Because storms occasionally needed rest.

The city woke slowly.

Traffic thickened.

News channels repeated familiar scandals.

Street vendors prepared tea.

Children went to school.

Ordinary life continued.

Unaware that by noon, one man's entire world would collapse.

Crime Branch Headquarters felt unusually crowded.

That was intentional.

Parikshit had arranged it carefully.

Senior officers.

Investigators.

Internal Affairs representatives.

Several trusted witnesses.

Enough people to ensure transparency.

Enough people to prevent violence.

Enough people to make retreat impossible.

The conference room filled steadily.

Conversations remained quiet.

Curious.

Uncertain.

Nobody knew the true purpose of the meeting.

Only that Inspector Parikshit Ahlawat had requested it personally.

And when Parikshit requested something personally, people paid attention.

Especially recently.

At 9:54 AM, Adarsh arrived.

Right on time.

As always.

He entered carrying a file.

Coffee in one hand.

Professional calm on his face.

Several officers greeted him.

He greeted them back.

The ease felt almost painful to watch.

A junior constable approached immediately.

"Nikita's son is asking about you again."

Adarsh laughed softly.

"Tell him I'll visit this weekend."

The constable smiled.

The exchange lasted seconds.

Nothing important.

Yet Parikshit found himself watching.

Remembering.

The man children trusted.

The man witnesses trusted.

The man everyone trusted.

Including him.

Once.

At 10:00 exactly, the doors closed.

Conversations stopped.

The room settled.

Silence spread.

Parikshit stood at the front.

Adarsh sat three rows back.

Neither looked at the other.

Not yet.

The atmosphere felt wrong.

People sensed it.

Instinctively.

Humans often recognized tension before understanding its source.

The room seemed to tighten around itself.

Waiting.

Parikshit began simply.

No dramatic speeches.

No accusations.

No theatrics.

Facts.

Evidence.

Timelines.

Patterns.

The way investigations were supposed to work.

The first twenty minutes focused entirely on the conspiracy.

Surveillance operations.

Manipulated evidence.

Threatened witnesses.

Fabricated records.

Several officers looked increasingly uncomfortable.

Others appeared confused.

Most remained silent.

Then Parikshit reached the leaks.

The room grew noticeably quieter.

A screen illuminated behind him.

Dates appeared.

Operations.

Movements.

Information transfers.

The evidence unfolded methodically.

One layer at a time.

No shortcuts.

No assumptions.

No emotional appeals.

Just patterns.

The same pattern appearing repeatedly.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Someone inside their circle had been providing information.

Someone close.

Someone trusted.

Someone present during critical discussions.

Eyes began moving around the room.

Searching.

Wondering.

Calculating.

The atmosphere shifted.

Confusion became suspicion.

Suspicion became anticipation.

Then came the false leads.

The fake witness.

The fake storage site.

The trap.

The reaction.

Every detail presented carefully.

Every step documented.

Every result verified.

The room fell silent.

Because now the possibilities had narrowed dramatically.

Too dramatically.

Senior officers exchanged glances.

Internal Affairs representatives took notes.

Nobody smiled.

Nobody spoke.

The destination had become visible.

Finally, Parikshit turned toward Adarsh.

The movement felt strangely slow.

As though time itself resisted.

The room followed his gaze.

Dozens of eyes turning simultaneously.

The silence deepened.

Adarsh didn't move.

Didn't react.

Didn't look surprised.

Which somehow made everything worse.

Parikshit's voice sounded calm.

Very calm.

"Inspector Adarsh Rao."

The words echoed softly.

No response.

Not immediately.

Then:

"Yes."

The answer sounded equally calm.

Two old friends standing on opposite sides of a battlefield.

Neither pretending otherwise anymore.

Parikshit placed the final documents on the screen.

Bank transfers.

The trust fund.

Communication patterns.

The leak timeline.

The hostage file recovered during Trisha's intrusion.

Each piece alone explained little.

Together they explained far too much.

The room watched in stunned silence.

Then came the question.

The unavoidable question.

The question ending months of uncertainty.

"Did you provide information to individuals connected to this conspiracy?"

No anger.

No accusation.

Just a question.

Adarsh looked at him.

Really looked at him.

For the first time in weeks.

And something passed between them.

Grief.

Disappointment.

Recognition.

The remains of friendship.

Then Adarsh answered.

"Yes."

The room exploded.

Voices erupted immediately.

Shock.

Disbelief.

Questions.

Accusations.

People stood.

Others shouted.

Internal Affairs officers began moving.

The conference room dissolved into chaos.

Only two men remained still.

Parikshit.

And Adarsh.

The confession had changed everything.

And nothing.

Because somehow hearing it hurt more than discovering it.

"Why?"

The question escaped before Parikshit could stop it.

Not as an investigator.

As a friend.

A wounded friend.

The distinction mattered.

Adarsh heard it.

Of course he did.

His eyes lowered briefly.

Then returned.

"I'm sorry."

The answer landed heavily.

Not because it explained anything.

Because it didn't.

For a moment, Parikshit hated him.

Genuinely hated him.

Not for the leak.

Not for the conspiracy.

For apologizing instead of answering.

Internal Affairs officers stepped forward.

One reached for Adarsh.

Another prepared handcuffs.

The process had begun.

Professional.

Predictable.

Final.

Then everything changed.

The first gunshot shattered a window.

Nobody understood what happened initially.

The sound arrived before comprehension.

Glass exploded inward.

People screamed.

Instinct replaced thought.

A second shot followed immediately.

Then a third.

Then chaos.

Real chaos.

Not arguments.

Not confusion.

Violence.

The conference room transformed instantly.

Officers dove for cover.

Tables overturned.

Windows shattered.

The carefully organized confrontation disintegrated.

Parikshit hit the floor.

Years of training taking control.

His weapon appeared in his hand almost automatically.

Someone was shooting from outside.

Professional shots.

Disciplined shots.

Not random.

Targeted.

Purposeful.

The realization struck immediately.

This wasn't an attack.

It was an extraction.

Or an execution.

"DOWN!"

The scream came from Adarsh.

Louder than anyone had ever heard him.

Parikshit looked up.

And saw something impossible.

Adarsh wasn't running.

Wasn't hiding.

Wasn't escaping.

He was looking toward the doorway.

Toward someone entering.

Someone familiar.

Someone frozen in shock.

Trisha.

The hacker had arrived late.

Minutes late.

Just enough to walk directly into an ambush.

Parikshit saw it simultaneously.

A figure outside.

A rifle.

A laser sight.

And the red dot settling perfectly over Trisha's chest.

Time slowed.

Not literally.

Emotionally.

The way it always did before disaster.

The way memories stretched around moments that mattered.

Parikshit moved.

Too far away.

Too late.

The distance wouldn't close in time.

The shot would.

The calculation happened instantly.

Hopelessly.

Then someone else moved.

Adarsh.

He crossed the room before anyone understood what he intended.

One step.

Two.

Three.

The rifle fired.

The sound echoed like thunder.

For a fraction of a second, nobody reacted.

Because nobody believed what they were seeing.

Then the bullet struck.

Not Trisha.

Adarsh.

The impact threw him backward.

A terrible sound escaped somewhere in the room.

Perhaps Trisha.

Perhaps Parikshit.

Perhaps both.

The conference room froze.

Just for a moment.

Just long enough for reality to catch up.

Blood spread across Adarsh's shirt.

Bright.

Immediate.

Unmistakable.

He collapsed hard against the floor.

The shooter vanished.

The opportunity gone.

The mission failed.

"ADARSH!"

Parikshit reached him first.

The wound looked bad.

Very bad.

Too much blood.

Too quickly.

Trisha dropped beside them seconds later.

Shock still visible across her face.

Real shock.

The kind impossible to fake.

"Why?"

The question escaped her.

Broken.

Confused.

Human.

Adarsh looked at her.

Then laughed weakly.

A painful sound.

"I told them..."

He coughed.

Blood appearing.

"...you were smarter than me."

The attempt at humor almost worked.

Almost.

Around them, officers secured exits.

Medical teams were called.

Orders were shouted.

The room moved.

The world continued.

Yet everything seemed distant.

Muted.

Irrelevant.

Because lying on the floor between them was the answer to a question none of them had wanted to ask.

Traitors didn't usually take bullets.

Hostages did.

Adarsh looked toward Parikshit.

His eyes seemed older suddenly.

Exhausted.

Seventeen months of exhaustion finally visible.

The secret too heavy to carry any longer.

"I need to tell you..."

Another cough.

More blood.

"...everything."

The words barely emerged.

Yet they changed the room completely.

Because at last, the truth was coming.

Not about the leaks.

Not about the money.

Not about the betrayal.

About Akanksha.

About the messages.

About seventeen months of obedience.

About the prison hidden behind the appearance of treason.

And as sirens wailed somewhere beyond the shattered windows, Parikshit realized the public exposure had never been the end of the story.

It had merely been the moment the mask finally broke.

The real confession was only beginning.
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The ambulance siren screamed through Mumbai traffic.

Inside, nobody spoke.

Not at first.

Some silences were too full for words.

This was one of them.

Blood soaked through the bandages wrapped around Adarsh's chest.

The paramedic kept pressure on the wound.

Monitors beeped.

Oxygen hissed.

The city blurred beyond rain-streaked glass.

And somewhere between life and death, Adarsh Rao finally stopped running from the truth.

"Akanksha."

The name emerged weakly.

Almost swallowed by the oxygen mask.

Yet both Parikshit and Trisha heard it immediately.

Because for seventeen months, everything had revolved around that name.

Adarsh's eyes remained closed.

His face pale.

His breathing uneven.

But he continued speaking.

As though silence had become impossible.

As though the bullet had destroyed whatever remained of his ability to lie.

"They took her."

The words hung inside the ambulance.

Heavy.

Simple.

Devastating.

Seventeen months earlier.

A Friday.

Ordinary.

Forgettable.

Akanksha left school at four in the afternoon.

Security cameras showed her walking through the front gate.

Laughing with friends.

Carrying books.

Living her life.

Then she vanished.

Not dramatically.

Not violently.

Efficiently.

Professionally.

The kind of disappearance designed by people with experience.

One moment she existed.

The next she didn't.

By six o'clock, panic had begun.

By midnight, terror.

By sunrise, desperation.

Adarsh had searched everywhere.

Friends.

Hospitals.

Police stations.

Bus terminals.

Railway platforms.

Nothing.

No witnesses.

No demands.

No clues.

Only absence.

Then the message arrived.

At 3:14 in the morning.

A single photograph.

Nothing else.

Akanksha sitting in a chair.

Alive.

Terrified.

Holding that day's newspaper.

Proof.

The most cruel form of hope.

Adarsh stared at the image for hours.

Unable to breathe properly.

Unable to think properly.

Unable to function properly.

Then a second message arrived.

Three words.

Wait for instructions.

That was all.

No ransom.

No explanation.

No negotiation.

Just obedience.

The beginning of imprisonment disguised as communication.

"I reported it."

Adarsh's voice cracked.

The ambulance bounced over uneven road.

Pain flashed across his face.

Yet he continued.

"I reported everything."

Of course he had.

Parikshit knew that.

Any father would've.

Any police officer would've.

The tragedy lay elsewhere.

In what happened afterward.

"They buried it."

Silence.

Trisha looked up sharply.

Adarsh laughed bitterly.

A horrible sound.

"They buried all of it."

The realization settled slowly.

The missing-person report.

The investigation.

The evidence.

The search.

Everything.

Gone.

Not ignored.

Suppressed.

A significant difference.

Three days later, he received another message.

This time instructions accompanied the photograph.

Small instructions.

Harmless instructions.

Or so they seemed.

Provide a meeting schedule.

Nothing sensitive.

Nothing dangerous.

Nothing consequential.

The sort of information a trusted officer could access easily.

The sort of information no one would notice missing.

Adarsh complied.

Of course he complied.

His daughter was alive.

The alternative felt impossible.

The machine understood that.

The machine always understood that.

"Then it got worse."

The words emerged through clenched teeth.

Because memories hurt.

Sometimes more than wounds.

The requests escalated gradually.

Patiently.

Intelligently.

Information became reports.

Reports became operations.

Operations became investigations.

The boundaries shifted so slowly he barely noticed.

Until suddenly he stood somewhere unrecognizable.

Providing information to criminals.

Betraying colleagues.

Destroying trust.

All while convincing himself it remained temporary.

Just one more week.

Just one more task.

Just one more compromise.

Hostages survived on those lies.

Parikshit remained silent.

Listening.

Processing.

Hurting.

Because every sentence rewrote months of assumptions.

Every sentence transformed betrayal into tragedy.

Not innocence.

Never innocence.

Adarsh had still made choices.

Still caused damage.

Still leaked information.

The distinction was that his freedom had vanished long ago.

Seventeen months ago.

The day Akanksha disappeared.

"The money?"

Trisha asked quietly.

The question mattered.

A lot.

Because money complicated everything.

Adarsh smiled weakly.

Without humor.

Without joy.

Without pride.

"They forced it."

Silence.

"They paid debts."

Another pause.

"They paid hospital bills."

The smile became uglier.

"They paid everything."

The realization settled heavily.

Not bribes.

Ownership.

The machine wasn't rewarding loyalty.

The machine was manufacturing dependency.

Making escape impossible.

Making refusal expensive.

Making obedience rational.

Every payment became another chain.

Every debt became another lock.

Every favor became another prison wall.

The ambulance reached the hospital.

Doctors rushed forward immediately.

Stretchers.

Orders.

Controlled chaos.

Yet Adarsh refused to release Parikshit's wrist.

Not yet.

The grip remained surprisingly strong.

Desperate.

Urgent.

"There’s more."

His voice sounded weaker now.

Time was running out.

Everyone knew it.

The doctors knew it.

The paramedics knew it.

Parikshit knew it.

Adarsh knew it most of all.

They moved through corridors.

Bright lights passing overhead.

The smell of antiseptic replacing rain.

The hospital felt unreal.

Like a stage built for suffering.

Doctors surrounded the stretcher.

Yet Adarsh kept talking.

Because seventeen months of silence couldn't be postponed anymore.

"Rathore."

The name stopped everyone emotionally.

Even if nobody physically paused.

Adarsh swallowed painfully.

Then continued.

"I never met him."

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Not met.

Not seen.

Not known.

The wording mattered.

"But?"

Parikshit asked.

A long pause followed.

Then:

"I heard his voice."

The corridor seemed quieter suddenly.

The words landed with extraordinary weight.

Because until now Rathore had remained a ghost.

A photograph.

A rumor.

A shadow.

Now he became something else.

A presence.

"When?"

Parikshit asked.

"Three times."

Adarsh's breathing grew shallow.

Doctors exchanged concerned glances.

Still he continued.

"Every time something important happened."

A pause.

Then:

"Every time I considered stopping."

The statement chilled everyone nearby.

Because it implied oversight.

Personal oversight.

Someone far above Daksh.

Someone monitoring everything.

Someone ensuring compliance.

The machine wasn't operating autonomously.

Someone sat behind the controls.

"What did he say?"

The answer arrived after several seconds.

Quietly.

Almost gently.

Which somehow made it worse.

"He knew everything."

Silence.

Immediate silence.

The same phrase.

Again.

Always the same phrase.

Everything.

Families.

Addresses.

Schools.

Medical histories.

Secrets.

Weaknesses.

The machine's favorite weapon.

Knowledge.

Adarsh closed his eyes.

Remembering.

Shivering despite the hospital warmth.

"He spoke about Akanksha."

Another pause.

"As if he was discussing weather."

The sentence hurt more than any dramatic description could.

Because cruelty often appeared ordinary to people accustomed to power.

They reached the operating theatre doors.

Doctors began pulling the stretcher away.

Time was ending.

Rapidly.

Adarsh knew it.

His grip tightened one final time.

Then he looked directly at Trisha.

The woman he had saved.

The woman who had exposed him.

The woman who should've died instead.

A strange smile appeared.

Small.

Genuine.

"I wasn't helping them."

His voice barely existed now.

"I was helping her survive."

Tears appeared in Trisha's eyes before she realized it.

An unusual occurrence.

A deeply unusual occurrence.

She hated it.

Could do nothing about it.

Then Adarsh looked toward Parikshit.

Years of friendship compressed into a single glance.

Academy days.

Investigations.

Arguments.

Victories.

Failures.

Trust.

Betrayal.

Everything.

"I'm sorry."

The words sounded different this time.

Not evasive.

Not defensive.

Honest.

Finally honest.

Parikshit swallowed hard.

Because suddenly he understood something painful.

Adarsh had spent seventeen months apologizing to himself.

Every day.

Every compromise.

Every leak.

Every lie.

Every betrayal.

The apology had simply arrived too late.

The doctors pushed the stretcher through the doors.

The operating theatre swallowed him.

The doors closed.

Silence remained.

Cold.

Exhausted.

Heavy.

For several minutes neither Parikshit nor Trisha moved.

Then Trisha spoke.

Quietly.

Almost to herself.

"He wasn't the traitor."

Parikshit stared at the closed doors.

At the place where his friend had disappeared.

At the place where truth finally emerged.

Then answered.

"No."

A long silence followed.

The rain had begun again outside.

Soft this time.

Almost mournful.

Finally:

"He was another hostage."

And somewhere far beyond the hospital walls, a man named Arvind Rathore was still alive.

Still hidden.

Still watching.

Still building prisons out of the people others loved.
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Adarsh Rao survived the surgery.

Barely.

The doctors described it using technical language.

Critical.

Unstable.

Complicated.

The words all meant the same thing.

The bullet had not killed him.

Not yet.

Death, however, remained nearby.

Waiting patiently.

The hospital room became the center of the investigation.

Not officially.

Officially, Crime Branch continued operating through procedures, reports, and warrants.

Unofficially, everything revolved around the man in bed.

The man who had spent seventeen months trapped between fatherhood and betrayal.

The man who finally knew where the bodies were buried.

Metaphorically.

And perhaps literally.

Three armed officers guarded the room at all times.

Not because Adarsh was a suspect anymore.

Because he had become a witness.

A dangerous distinction.

Suspects could be imprisoned.

Witnesses could be silenced.

Rathore understood that better than anyone.

Two days after surgery, Adarsh finally spoke for more than a few minutes.

Parikshit sat beside the bed.

A notebook rested in his hand.

The old-fashioned kind.

Paper.

Ink.

No networks to hack.

No servers to breach.

No digital footprints.

Just truth.

Or as close to truth as humans ever reached.

"Start from the beginning."

Adarsh stared at the ceiling.

Thinking.

Remembering.

Regretting.

The process seemed painful.

Eventually he nodded.

"There's a warehouse."

Parikshit began writing.

The first piece of the puzzle.

The first real lead.

The warehouse stood near the abandoned docks east of Mumbai.

Officially owned by a logistics company.

Unofficially owned by shell corporations.

The sort of place people ignored.

The sort of place conspiracies preferred.

According to Adarsh, communication equipment passed through the location.

Vehicles changed registration there.

Documents changed hands there.

People disappeared there.

Sometimes permanently.

Then came the second location.

More important.

Far more important.

A farmhouse outside the city.

Remote.

Private.

Expensive.

The type of property wealthy criminals loved.

Not because it offered luxury.

Because it offered isolation.

The perfect environment for secrets.

The perfect environment for prisoners.

"Akanksha?"

Parikshit asked.

Adarsh closed his eyes.

Pain crossed his face.

"Maybe."

Maybe.

The most frustrating word in any language.

Yet hope existed inside it.

Hope mattered.

Then came the third lead.

The most valuable of all.

A company.

Not a warehouse.

Not a safe house.

A company.

Registered eighteen years earlier.

Perfectly legal.

Perfectly ordinary.

At least on paper.

The company owned smaller companies.

Those companies owned properties.

Those properties connected dozens of transactions.

Hundreds.

Possibly thousands.

A financial spiderweb stretching across years.

Across cities.

Across lives.

Trisha spent thirty-six consecutive hours analyzing the information.

Nobody asked her to.

Nobody needed to.

Obsession had always been her preferred coping mechanism.

The hospital room became her office.

Laptop screens covered every available surface.

Empty coffee cups multiplied like bacteria.

Sleep disappeared entirely.

At some point Parikshit suspected she was functioning through spite alone.

---

The breakthrough arrived shortly before dawn.

Naturally.

Important discoveries always seemed to happen when people were exhausted.

Trisha suddenly stopped typing.

The room became silent.

Then:

"Oh, that's bad."

Parikshit looked up.

"What?"

Trisha slowly turned the screen.

For several moments nobody spoke.

Because the implications required processing.

The company wasn't connected to Rathore.

Not directly.

The company was Rathore.

---

Not legally.

Legally, Rathore had died three years earlier.

Officially, a car accident ended his life.

The country mourned.

Colleagues attended funerals.

Files closed.

Questions ended.

The dead rarely received audits.

That had been the point.

---

The shell company funded everything.

Witness payments.

Property purchases.

Political donations.

Security contractors.

Fake identities.

Legal settlements.

Blackmail operations.

The entire machine.

Every road led back to the same source.

The same hidden center.

The same invisible architect.

Arvind Rathore.

Alive.

Working.

Watching.

For three years.

---

"There."

Trisha pointed toward another screen.

A transfer.

Recent.

Very recent.

Only four days old.

Unlike older transactions, this one wasn't buried beneath layers.

Someone had moved money quickly.

Carelessly.

In a hurry.

Fear made people sloppy.

Even intelligent people.

Especially intelligent people.

Because they spent their lives believing they couldn't fail.

---

The transfer led somewhere unexpected.

Not abroad.

Not offshore.

Not another city.

The farmhouse.

The same farmhouse Adarsh mentioned.

The same isolated property.

The same place that might contain Akanksha.

The same place that might contain Samita.

---

Nobody spoke.

Nobody needed to.

The conclusion was obvious.

The investigation had finally reached its destination.

Not another clue.

Not another witness.

Not another theory.

A destination.

A place.

A real physical place where answers waited.

---

By afternoon, warrants were signed.

Teams assembled.

Vehicles prepared.

Weapons checked.

Communications secured.

Everything moved rapidly.

Because time suddenly mattered.

Akanksha had already lost seventeen months.

Samita had lost days.

Neither deserved more.

---

That evening, Parikshit visited Adarsh one final time before the operation.

The hospital room remained quiet.

Machines hummed softly.

The sunset painted orange shadows across white walls.

For a while neither spoke.

Years of friendship complicated simple conversations.

Eventually Adarsh broke the silence.

"Will you bring her back?"

The question wasn't professional.

Wasn't strategic.

Wasn't investigative.

It was a father asking about his daughter.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

Parikshit looked at him.

Really looked at him.

At the exhaustion.

The guilt.

The fear.

The hope.

Then nodded.

"Yes."

No qualifications.

No promises he couldn't keep.

Just a simple answer.

The only answer possible.

---

Adarsh smiled.

For the first time in months.

Not a bitter smile.

Not a broken smile.

A genuine one.

Small.

Fragile.

Real.

Then he closed his eyes.

The conversation ended.

The mission began.

---

Far beyond Mumbai, beneath a darkening sky, a farmhouse stood alone among empty fields.

The property looked peaceful.

Quiet.

Harmless.

The kind of place families rented for vacations.

Appearances had always been one of Rathore's favorite weapons.

Inside the farmhouse, two women occupied separate rooms.

Neither knew the other existed.

One had spent seventeen months waiting for rescue.

The other had spent four days wondering whether rescue would arrive at all.

Akanksha Rao sat beside a barred window.

Samita Ahlawat sat beside another.

And somewhere else inside the property, hidden beyond locked doors and surveillance screens, a man everyone believed dead prepared for the possibility that ghosts were finally coming for him.

Arvind Rathore had spent years hunting other people's weaknesses.

Tomorrow morning, for the first time, someone would come hunting his.
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The operation began at 4:30 in the morning.

Darkness still covered the countryside.

The farmhouse stood silent beneath a fading moon.

From a distance, it looked ordinary.

A two-story structure surrounded by fields.

A security fence.

A private road.

A handful of parked vehicles.

Nothing unusual.

Nothing memorable.

Exactly the kind of place a man like Arvind Rathore would choose.

The most dangerous predators rarely lived in caves.

They lived in places people ignored.

---

Three vehicles stopped nearly a kilometer away.

No sirens.

No lights.

No announcements.

The era of negotiation had ended.

Parikshit stepped from the lead vehicle.

Bulletproof vest.

Service weapon.

Radio.

The familiar uniform of controlled violence.

Around him, officers prepared equipment.

Checked weapons.

Exchanged final instructions.

Nobody spoke unnecessarily.

The atmosphere felt different from previous operations.

Sharper.

More personal.

Everyone understood what waited beyond the fence.

Hostages.

Answers.

And perhaps a ghost.

---

Trisha sat inside a surveillance van overlooking the property.

Multiple screens glowed before her.

Camera feeds.

Communication intercepts.

Thermal imagery.

Digital locks.

Security systems.

The farmhouse possessed impressive protection.

Unfortunately for its owners, impressive protection and Trisha Chauhan had never maintained a healthy relationship.

"You're in."

Parikshit's earpiece crackled softly.

The perimeter cameras froze simultaneously.

Then looped.

Then vanished.

The property became blind.

---

The first team crossed the fence.

The second followed.

The third established containment positions.

Everything proceeded according to plan.

For nearly six minutes.

Then a guard rounded a corner unexpectedly.

The mistake lasted less than a second.

The consequences lasted even less.

He reached for a weapon.

Three officers reached him first.

The guard disappeared silently into the dirt.

The operation continued.

But the clock had started.

Sooner or later somebody inside would notice.

They always did.

---

The rear entrance opened without resistance.

That worried Parikshit immediately.

Nothing about Rathore suggested carelessness.

The unlocked door felt deliberate.

Like an invitation.

Or a trap.

Often the difference depended on perspective.

---

Inside, the farmhouse smelled strangely normal.

Furniture.

Books.

Paintings.

Family photographs.

A home.

Or the imitation of one.

The contrast felt unsettling.

People expected evil to announce itself.

Reality preferred camouflage.

---

The ground floor yielded little.

Empty rooms.

Storage spaces.

A kitchen.

An office.

Evidence of occupation.

Evidence of wealth.

No hostages.

No Rathore.

No answers.

Then an officer's voice sounded through the radio.

"Movement upstairs."

The atmosphere changed instantly.

Weapons rose.

Adrenaline surged.

Training took over.

The team advanced.

---

The second floor contained six rooms.

Five stood empty.

The sixth did not.

Parikshit reached the door first.

The lock shattered beneath a tactical ram.

The door exploded inward.

Inside, a young woman flinched violently.

Then froze.

Then stared.

For several seconds nobody moved.

Because after seventeen months of searching, theories, and fear, reality finally sat before them.

Akanksha Rao.

Alive.

---

She looked thinner than her photographs.

Older.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

The kind of aging trauma created.

A blanket wrapped around her shoulders.

Books occupied a nearby shelf.

A television sat in one corner.

The room wasn't a cell.

That somehow made it worse.

Because prisons disguised as bedrooms remained prisons.

---

For a moment she simply stared.

Unable to process what she was seeing.

Then one question emerged.

Quietly.

Almost fearfully.

"My father?"

Parikshit swallowed.

Unexpected emotion tightening his throat.

"He's alive."

Silence.

Then tears.

Immediate.

Uncontrollable.

Seventeen months of terror collapsing simultaneously.

The room suddenly felt too small for that much relief.

---

"Take her out."

The order sounded gentle.

Not military.

Not procedural.

Human.

An officer guided Akanksha toward safety.

She stopped at the doorway.

Looked back once.

As though afraid reality might disappear.

Then continued walking.

Free.

For the first time in seventeen months.

---

A second team located Samita seven minutes later.

The reunion happened outside.

Beyond the farmhouse.

Beyond the operation.

Beyond professionalism.

Parikshit saw her running toward him before he fully registered the movement.

Then she collided with him.

Hard.

Neither spoke.

Neither needed to.

Some moments existed beyond language.

This was one of them.

---

The embrace lasted only seconds.

Duty remained.

The operation continued.

Yet those seconds mattered.

Because for days he had imagined finding her body.

For days he had prepared himself for grief.

Instead he found life.

Bruised.

Exhausted.

Terrified.

Alive.

Sometimes survival itself felt miraculous.

---

Then gunfire erupted.

Not outside.

Inside.

Three sharp reports.

Close.

Violent.

Immediate.

The farmhouse transformed instantly.

Officers moved.

Commands echoed.

Weapons rose.

The operation accelerated.

Because someone important had finally realized the game was over.

---

The shots came from beneath the house.

A hidden level.

A concealed corridor discovered behind a reinforced wall.

The architecture felt familiar.

Professional.

Paranoid.

Designed by someone expecting enemies.

Designed by someone who understood investigations.

Designed by a policeman.

Or a former policeman.

---

Parikshit descended first.

The underground structure stretched farther than expected.

Multiple rooms.

Servers.

Archives.

Storage facilities.

The beating heart of the machine.

Years of secrets hidden beneath ordinary farmland.

Years of stolen lives.

Years of controlled people.

The discovery alone could destroy careers.

Governments.

Legacies.

---

Then he saw him.

At the far end of the corridor.

Standing perfectly still.

Waiting.

As though he had expected this moment for years.

Perhaps he had.

Arvind Rathore.

---

The photographs hadn't prepared him.

Three years officially dead.

Three years transformed into myth.

Three years becoming larger than life.

Reality proved simpler.

More disturbing.

Rathore looked ordinary.

A man in his sixties.

Grey hair.

Calm eyes.

Expensive clothes.

Nothing theatrical.

Nothing monstrous.

Nothing visibly evil.

Just a man.

The worst monsters often looked exactly like that.

---

For several seconds neither moved.

Neither spoke.

The silence felt ancient.

Heavy.

Personal.

Then Rathore smiled.

A small smile.

Polite.

Almost disappointed.

"You took longer than Samar."

The words struck like a punch.

Everything stopped.

The corridor.

The operation.

Time itself.

One sentence.

One confirmation.

One casual admission.

Five years of guilt suddenly becoming real.

---

Parikshit's weapon remained trained on Rathore.

His pulse thundered.

His breathing tightened.

Yet Rathore appeared completely relaxed.

The confidence felt unnatural.

As though arrest no longer concerned him.

As though consequences existed only for other people.

---

"You killed him."

The accusation emerged quietly.

Rathore tilted his head slightly.

Considering.

Evaluating.

Then:

"No."

A pause.

Then the smile returned.

"I convinced someone else to."

The cruelty wasn't the statement.

The cruelty was the calmness.

The absolute absence of remorse.

Samar Mirza's death represented strategy.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

---

For the first time in years, Parikshit wanted to pull the trigger.

Not professionally.

Personally.

The temptation arrived instantly.

Powerfully.

Dangerously.

Rathore noticed.

Of course he noticed.

Men like him built careers studying weakness.

And Parikshit had once given him plenty to study.

---

"Go ahead."

The challenge sounded almost friendly.

"Let's make two mistakes."

Silence.

The corridor became very quiet.

Because both men understood the meaning.

The first mistake had happened in Aurangabad.

Five years earlier.

Samar.

The second waited here.

Now.

Today.

A trigger pull away.

---

Then something unexpected happened.

Parikshit lowered the gun slightly.

Not completely.

Just enough.

Rathore's smile faded.

For the first time, something resembling uncertainty appeared.

Tiny.

Brief.

Real.

---

"No."

The answer echoed softly.

"No more mistakes."

The words landed harder than any bullet.

Because Rathore suddenly understood something.

Control had ended.

The leverage had ended.

The manipulation had ended.

For the first time in years, his favorite weapon no longer worked.

---

Officers flooded the corridor.

Weapons trained.

Orders shouted.

Handcuffs prepared.

The machine's architect finally stood surrounded.

Not by enemies.

By consequences.

And for the first time since the operation began, Arvind Rathore looked old.

Very old.

The expression lasted only a moment.

Then disappeared.

Yet Parikshit saw it.

Fear.

Not of death.

Of exposure.

The one thing men like Rathore never survived well.

---

As officers secured him, Trisha's voice crackled through the radio.

Excited.

Breathless.

Victorious.

A rare combination.

"You need to see this."

Parikshit looked around.

Servers.

Files.

Documents.

Years of evidence.

The entire machine preserved beneath the farmhouse.

Every secret.

Every crime.

Every hostage.

Every lie.

The conspiracy wasn't merely defeated.

It was documented.

And documentation had always been Samar Mirza's weapon.

Tomorrow it would become theirs.

---

As Rathore disappeared in handcuffs, dawn finally broke above the fields.

Sunlight touched the farmhouse.

The hostages were free.

The ghost was alive.

And for the first time in five years, the truth had nowhere left to hide.
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Arvind Rathore did not confess.

Not immediately.

Not eventually.

Not ever.

That surprised many people.

It did not surprise Parikshit.

Men like Rathore rarely viewed themselves as villains.

Villains required guilt.

Rathore possessed none.

He considered himself practical.

Necessary.

Efficient.

The sort of man history quietly depended upon.

The fact that history usually buried people like him afterward was a detail he preferred to ignore.

---

Three interrogation teams questioned him over forty-eight hours.

Three teams failed.

Different approaches.

Different strategies.

Different tactics.

The outcome never changed.

Rathore answered what benefited him.

Ignored what harmed him.

Smiled when appropriate.

Remained silent when necessary.

The performance was almost impressive.

Almost.

---

The real problem wasn't Rathore.

It was proving Rathore.

Everyone in the investigation understood the distinction.

Knowing the truth and proving the truth were entirely different professions.

And unfortunately, the legal system only respected one of them.

---

Fortunately, Rathore had spent years documenting his own empire.

That proved to be his final mistake.

Powerful men often developed a strange habit.

They stopped believing they could lose.

The moment they stopped believing they could lose, they stopped hiding properly.

The farmhouse contained everything.

Not because Rathore wanted evidence.

Because he wanted records.

Control required records.

Records eventually became evidence.

---

The underground archive occupied an entire floor beneath the property.

Three secure server rooms.

Physical documents.

Financial records.

Audio files.

Photographs.

Surveillance logs.

The machine preserved itself meticulously.

The machine documented itself obsessively.

The machine accidentally convicted itself completely.

---

For six consecutive days, Trisha barely left the evidence center.

She looked terrible.

Even by Trisha standards.

Her eyes remained bloodshot.

Her hair resembled a personal insult directed at combs.

Coffee had effectively replaced blood.

Yet she worked.

Relentlessly.

Almost violently.

Because for the first time, she wasn't trying to find clues.

She was organizing victory.

---

The files revealed horrors.

Not dramatic horrors.

Administrative horrors.

The most dangerous kind.

People bribed.

People threatened.

People blackmailed.

Investigations altered.

Witnesses disappeared.

Journalists monitored.

Judges influenced.

Elections manipulated.

Lives redirected.

Not through spectacular crimes.

Through paperwork.

Signatures.

Transfers.

Approvals.

The machinery of corruption functioning exactly as designed.

---

Then they found Samar.

---

The room became silent when the file appeared.

Not because anyone expected surprises.

Because some names carried weight.

Samar Mirza carried more weight than most.

Even dead.

Especially dead.

---

The archive contained an entire section dedicated to him.

Years of surveillance.

Intercepted communications.

Movement reports.

Articles.

Photographs.

Threat assessments.

The level of attention felt obsessive.

Personal.

Almost intimate.

The machine had feared Samar long before it killed him.

---

Parikshit opened the final file alone.

No audience.

No witnesses.

No interruptions.

Just him.

And the ghost he had carried for five years.

The file contained an audio recording.

Nothing more.

A conversation.

Three voices.

One belonged to Rathore.

One belonged to Devendra Tiwari.

The third belonged to a younger officer receiving instructions.

Parikshit.

---

He listened without moving.

Without breathing.

Without blinking.

The recording lasted twelve minutes.

Twelve minutes changed everything.

---

There it was.

The lie.

The manipulation.

The construction of a terrorist who never existed.

Every false intelligence report.

Every fabricated warning.

Every manufactured threat.

Carefully planned.

Carefully documented.

Carefully executed.

The operation had begun months before Samar died.

Parikshit had merely been the weapon.

Not the architect.

Not the mastermind.

The weapon.

---

The distinction didn't erase guilt.

It never would.

Samar remained dead.

Actions remained actions.

Consequences remained consequences.

Yet the truth mattered.

Because guilt built on lies became something different.

Something heavier.

Something impossible to understand properly.

Until now.

---

When the recording ended, Parikshit remained seated.

The room felt unusually quiet.

For five years he had imagined that night repeatedly.

Thousands of times.

Thousands.

Every version ended differently.

Every version changed details.

Changed words.

Changed choices.

Reality proved simpler.

And somehow more painful.

---

A knock interrupted the silence.

Trisha entered.

One look at his face told her enough.

She closed the door.

Said nothing.

Waited.

Eventually:

"We got him."

Parikshit looked up.

The statement sounded strange.

"We got all of them."

That sounded stranger.

Because it was true.

---

The evidence wasn't circumstantial anymore.

It wasn't theoretical.

It wasn't investigative.

It was overwhelming.

Rathore.

Daksh.

Their intermediaries.

Their financiers.

Their contractors.

Their accomplices.

The entire network.

The machine.

Every important component had finally been identified.

Documented.

Connected.

Provable.

---

Then came the final surprise.

A surprise hiding inside one of the recovered communication servers.

A message archive.

Anonymous.

Encrypted.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Trisha spent nearly two hours breaking it.

The moment she succeeded, she laughed.

A rare genuine laugh.

Not sarcasm.

Not mockery.

Actual amusement.

---

Parikshit looked up.

"What?"

Trisha rotated the screen.

One glance was enough.

He immediately recognized the messages.

Every anonymous warning.

Every anonymous lead.

Every anonymous instruction.

The messages that had saved the investigation repeatedly.

The messages that had prevented disaster.

The messages guiding them through darkness.

---

The sender's identity finally appeared.

Vamika Shukla.

---

Silence.

Not surprise.

Confirmation.

Deep down, both had suspected.

The evidence merely ended uncertainty.

For months she had risked everything.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Never revealing herself.

Never claiming credit.

Never seeking recognition.

Helping from prison.

Helping from isolation.

Helping because Samar would have.

Helping because somebody had to.

---

When Parikshit visited her the following day, neither discussed the discovery immediately.

The prison remained unchanged.

Concrete.

Steel.

Routine.

The machinery of punishment.

Ironically simpler than the machinery of power.

---

"You know, don't you?"

Vamika asked.

Parikshit nodded.

The conversation required no explanation.

No context.

No pretense.

They had both reached the same destination.

Through different roads.

---

"The messages."

A faint smile appeared.

Not denial.

Not confirmation.

Recognition.

Then:

"You were slow."

For the first time in months, Parikshit laughed.

A short laugh.

A tired laugh.

A needed laugh.

---

The moment passed quickly.

Then seriousness returned.

Some truths deserved seriousness.

Some debts demanded it.

Parikshit looked at her.

Really looked at her.

At the woman who lost Samar.

Lost her identity.

Lost years of her life.

Lost almost everything.

Because of people like Rathore.

And because of him.

---

"I killed him."

The words finally existed outside his head.

No excuses.

No qualifications.

No justification.

Just truth.

Raw.

Simple.

Painful.

"I killed Samar."

Silence followed.

Long silence.

The type silence deserved.

---

Vamika stared at him quietly.

No anger.

No shock.

No dramatic reaction.

Then:

"I know."

The answer landed softly.

Like something carried for years.

Because it had been.

---

Neither spoke afterward.

There was nothing left to say.

Forgiveness wasn't requested.

Forgiveness wasn't offered.

Some wounds existed beyond that.

Yet something shifted between them.

Not peace.

Perhaps understanding.

Perhaps acceptance.

Sometimes those were the closest alternatives available.

---

Outside, the country was beginning to learn the truth.

Journalists received documents.

Courts received evidence.

News channels received files.

Investigations multiplied rapidly.

The story spread faster than anyone could contain it.

The machine had survived for years through secrecy.

Now secrecy was gone.

And sunlight, as Samar once wrote, remained remarkably destructive.

---

That evening, Arvind Rathore watched the news from a detention cell.

For the first time in decades, he couldn't make a phone call.

Couldn't issue instructions.

Couldn't redirect events.

Couldn't erase problems.

He sat alone.

And watched his empire collapse in real time.

One document at a time.

One witness at a time.

One truth at a time.

The story Samar Mirza died trying to publish was finally being published.

Everywhere.
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Truth did not arrive like a thunderstorm.

It arrived like a flood.

Slow at first.

Then everywhere.

Impossible to stop.

Impossible to contain.

Impossible to survive unchanged.

Within three weeks, the country knew names it had never heard before.

Within six weeks, careers ended.

Within two months, investigations spread across multiple states.

The machine that had spent years operating in darkness discovered an unpleasant reality.

Darkness was easier to maintain than recover.

Once light entered, it rarely left.

---

Arvind Rathore became the face of the scandal.

The newspapers loved that.

A decorated officer.

A respected mentor.

A dead man who wasn't dead.

The story practically wrote itself.

Every channel wanted interviews.

Every journalist wanted details.

Every politician wanted distance.

Nobody wanted association.

The same people who once praised him suddenly struggled to remember his name.

Power created loyal friends.

Failure created selective memory.

---

Daksh Tiwari survived exactly nine days before breaking.

Not physically.

Emotionally.

The evidence against him was overwhelming.

Financial records.

Witness testimony.

Communication logs.

The murder architecture surrounding Kanishk Verma finally collapsed beneath its own weight.

The fabricated CCTV.

The planted forensics.

The manipulated confession.

The purchased witnesses.

Everything unraveled.

Piece by piece.

Lie by lie.

Until nothing remained.

---

When the confession finally came, it wasn't dramatic.

No shouting.

No breakdown.

No cinematic speech.

Just exhaustion.

The exhaustion of a man who had spent years feeding hatred until hatred became his personality.

Daksh admitted everything.

Not because he felt remorse.

Because denial had become mathematically impossible.

---

Kanishk Verma's murder case officially reopened.

Then officially closed.

Correctly this time.

The murderer finally had a name.

The victim finally received justice.

Late justice.

Imperfect justice.

The only kind reality usually offered.

---

Pratiksha Verma ceased to exist shortly afterward.

Legally.

Officially.

Publicly.

The courts overturned every accusation.

Every charge.

Every stain attached to her name.

The woman the country knew as a murderer became innocent overnight.

The woman who had once been Vamika Shukla finally stepped out of a prison carrying two identities and belonging fully to neither.

---

The media wanted interviews.

Statements.

Appearances.

Exclusive stories.

Vamika refused all of them.

The public expected survivors to explain their suffering.

Vamika owed the public nothing.

She left quietly.

The same way she had survived.

Without permission.

Without announcement.

Without looking back.

---

Adarsh Rao lived long enough to see his daughter.

That was all he ever wanted.

---

The hospital room felt smaller that day.

Perhaps because hope occupied space.

Akanksha stood beside the bed.

Neither spoke initially.

Seventeen months had created too much distance for immediate conversation.

Too much pain.

Too much relief.

Too much everything.

---

Then Akanksha took her father's hand.

A simple gesture.

A child's gesture.

The kind of gesture that crossed years instantly.

Adarsh stared at their joined hands.

As though confirming reality.

As though afraid the moment might disappear.

Then he smiled.

The same smile Parikshit remembered from years earlier.

Before debt.

Before fear.

Before hostages.

Before the machine.

---

"I'm sorry."

The words emerged quietly.

A father's apology.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

Akanksha shook her head immediately.

Tears already visible.

"No."

The answer broke halfway through.

"No more apologies."

Silence followed.

Beautiful silence.

Healing silence.

The sort silence people spent years searching for.

---

Adarsh died that night.

Peacefully.

Without machines screaming.

Without dramatic final speeches.

Without unfinished business.

His daughter sat beside him.

Holding his hand.

When the end came, it came gently.

And for a man who had spent seventeen months living inside fear, gentleness felt like mercy.

---

Thousands attended the funeral.

Not because they knew the whole story.

Because they knew enough.

Enough to understand sacrifice.

Enough to understand tragedy.

Enough to understand that heroes and traitors sometimes occupied the same body.

And that reality rarely separated them neatly.

---

Months later, Akanksha visited his grave alone.

The flowers were fresh.

Someone always left flowers.

She suspected Parikshit.

Never asked.

Some things didn't require confirmation.

She sat there for nearly an hour.

Talking quietly.

About school.

About recovery.

About ordinary things.

The kinds of things stolen from them for seventeen months.

The kinds of things she intended to reclaim.

---

Meanwhile, the trials continued.

Rathore.

Daksh.

Their associates.

Their facilitators.

The process moved slowly.

Justice often did.

Yet this time it moved.

That alone felt remarkable.

---

One afternoon, six months after the farmhouse raid, Parikshit received official notification.

The verdicts had arrived.

Daksh Tiwari would spend the remainder of his life in prison.

Multiple convictions.

No realistic possibility of release.

The revenge he inherited from his father had finally consumed him completely.

---

Rathore's sentence arrived later.

Longer.

Harsher.

More symbolic.

The court spent nearly an hour summarizing his crimes.

The judgment itself became national news.

Not because a criminal had fallen.

Because an institution had.

Rathore represented something larger than himself.

His conviction represented the possibility that even systems could bleed.

---

That evening, after reading the verdicts, Parikshit drove to the old textile mill.

Habit.

Memory.

Perhaps grief.

The building stood empty now.

The investigation was over.

The conspiracy was dead.

The workstations gone.

The cables removed.

Only dust remained.

Dust and echoes.

---

Inside, he found a single envelope.

Waiting on the table.

Addressed to him.

No return address.

No explanation.

Some people never changed.

---

The handwriting belonged to Trisha.

Of course it did.

The contents were brief.

Also of course.

«You got your truth.

I got my freedom.

Let's not ruin both.

— T»

Parikshit laughed.

Actually laughed.

The sound echoed through the empty building.

Then faded.

Like everything else eventually did.

---

He never saw Trisha Chauhan again.

Officially.

Unofficially, rumors appeared occasionally.

A woman in another city.

A different name.

A different life.

A different future.

Nothing provable.

Nothing traceable.

Exactly how she would've wanted it.

And perhaps exactly what she deserved.

---

The machine was dead.

Daksh was imprisoned.

Rathore was exposed.

Vamika was free.

Akanksha was safe.

Samita was home.

Adarsh was gone.

The story was over.

Or at least as over as stories ever became.

Only one final chapter remained.

One final conversation.

One final grave.

And one final debt.
[bookmark: _hq72l2mj38qn]Tab 29
EPILOGUE

Nine months later.

Winter arrived gently that year.

Not the harsh winters of the north.

Not the snow-covered landscapes found in postcards and films.

The quiet Indian winter.

Cool mornings.

Golden afternoons.

Long shadows.

The kind of season that encouraged reflection.

The kind of season that made old memories feel closer.

---

The country had moved on.

Countries always did.

Scandals became headlines.

Headlines became archives.

Archives became footnotes.

The machine that once seemed untouchable now occupied legal records and investigative reports.

University students wrote dissertations about the scandal.

Journalists referenced it during debates.

Politicians pretended they had always opposed it.

History had begun reshaping itself.

As history always did.

---

Arvind Rathore spent his days inside a prison cell.

Alive.

Forgotten.

Perhaps forgotten was worse.

For decades he had controlled narratives.

Now he had become one.

A cautionary tale.

A case study.

A name attached to institutional corruption.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

---

Daksh Tiwari occupied a different prison.

A smaller story.

A smaller man.

The hatred that once drove him had finally exhausted itself.

Revenge had promised purpose.

Delivered emptiness.

The transaction was complete.

---

In another city, far away from television cameras and legal proceedings, Vamika Shukla sat beside a window reading a newspaper.

The article wasn't about her.

That was intentional.

She preferred it that way.

For the first time in years, she existed without hiding.

Without running.

Without changing names.

The freedom felt unfamiliar.

Almost uncomfortable.

Healing often did.

---

A photograph rested beside the newspaper.

Samar.

Smiling.

Mid-conversation.

Probably arguing.

He had loved arguments.

The memory made her smile.

A small smile.

Private.

Real.

The sort of smile grief occasionally allowed.

---

She no longer wrote articles.

Not yet.

Perhaps never again.

Some wounds healed slowly.

Others simply became part of the landscape.

Either way, the future no longer terrified her.

For now, that was enough.

---

Hundreds of kilometers away, in the city of Gwalior, a woman named Urmila Rane purchased vegetables from a crowded market.

Nobody looked twice at her.

Nobody recognized her.

Nobody knew her history.

To everyone around her, she was ordinary.

The anonymity felt extraordinary.

---

The name Trisha Chauhan existed only in sealed files and fading memories.

Urmila preferred it that way.

Names carried baggage.

Records.

Mistakes.

Enemies.

Ghosts.

She had accumulated enough of all four.

---

The small apartment she rented overlooked a busy street.

Children played cricket nearby every evening.

Shopkeepers argued about prices.

Motorcycles complained constantly.

Life moved forward.

Messy.

Loud.

Unremarkable.

Perfect.

---

Sometimes she opened a drawer containing a single photograph.

The old investigation team.

Parikshit.

Adarsh.

Samita.

Herself.

Taken during a simpler period.

Before kidnappings.

Before betrayals.

Before ghosts returned from the dead.

She never displayed the photograph.

Never threw it away.

Some memories deserved preservation.

Not worship.

Not destruction.

Preservation.

---

After a few moments, she returned the photograph to the drawer and closed it.

Then she continued living.

Which had always been the objective.

Not victory.

Not recognition.

Life.

---

In Mumbai, Samita and Parikshit learned how to exist after survival.

People rarely discussed that part.

The rebuilding.

The awkwardness.

The scars.

The quiet moments when trauma returned unexpectedly.

Yet they managed.

Not perfectly.

Never perfectly.

Human beings weren't designed for perfection.

They were designed for endurance.

---

Sometimes Samita woke from nightmares.

Sometimes Parikshit stared too long at old case files.

Sometimes neither mentioned it.

Sometimes they did.

Marriage, he discovered, involved many forms of investigation.

Most lacked paperwork.

---

One Sunday afternoon, Akanksha Rao visited the sea.

A habit she had developed after her rescue.

The horizon comforted her.

The vastness reminded her that confinement wasn't permanent.

Nothing was.

Not fear.

Not grief.

Not pain.

Not even seventeen months.

She carried flowers with her.

As she always did.

---

The flowers eventually reached a grave.

A simple grave.

A simple name.

Adarsh Rao.

She sat there quietly.

Talking about ordinary things.

College applications.

Books.

Music.

The future.

The conversations her father never got to have.

The conversations she refused to lose.

---

When she finally left, the flowers remained behind.

Bright against stone.

Proof that love sometimes outlived absence.

---

And then there was Parikshit.

---

The journey to Aurangabad took nearly seven hours.

He made it alone.

Some roads required solitude.

This was one of them.

The cemetery hadn't changed much.

Time moved differently in places dedicated to the dead.

Trees grew.

Paint faded.

Names weathered.

Yet the essential purpose remained.

Memory.

---

Parikshit carried a newspaper beneath one arm.

Nothing more.

No speech prepared.

No apology rehearsed.

No grand emotional conclusion.

Life rarely provided those.

---

The grave appeared exactly where he remembered.

Simple.

Unremarkable.

Almost disappointing.

Samar Mirza deserved monuments.

History had given him stone.

History often lacked imagination.

---

For a long time, Parikshit simply stood there.

Looking.

Remembering.

Thinking.

Five years.

An entire lifetime compressed into five years.

---

Eventually he placed the newspaper beside the grave.

The headline occupied most of the front page.

Large letters.

Impossible to miss.

RATHORE NETWORK CONVICTION UPHELD

Beneath it sat photographs.

Rathore.

Daksh.

Court officials.

Evidence.

Truth.

Public truth.

The kind Samar had died trying to reveal.

---

The wind stirred softly.

Leaves shifted overhead.

Somewhere beyond the cemetery, life continued.

Traffic.

Conversations.

Arguments.

Dreams.

The world remained wonderfully indifferent.

---

Parikshit lowered himself onto a nearby bench.

The silence felt comfortable.

Not empty.

Not painful.

Comfortable.

A rare achievement.

---

His phone vibrated once.

A message.

Unknown number.

He stared at the screen.

Then laughed softly.

Of course.

Some people never truly disappeared.

The message contained only four words.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

«He would've liked this.»

No signature.

No explanation.

None required.

---

Parikshit looked toward Samar's grave.

Toward the newspaper.

Toward the years behind him.

The guilt remained.

It always would.

Some crimes never left completely.

Some regrets remained permanent residents.

The difference was that guilt no longer stood alone.

Now it shared space with truth.

With justice.

With understanding.

With consequences finally delivered.

The weight remained.

But it was lighter.

Much lighter.

---

The afternoon sun dipped lower.

Shadows stretched across the cemetery.

Day slowly surrendered to evening.

The same way stories eventually surrendered to endings.

---

Parikshit stood.

Brushed dust from his clothes.

Looked once more at the grave.

Then turned away.

No dramatic farewell.

No final declaration.

Just movement.

Forward.

The hardest direction.

The only direction.

---

Behind him remained a grave.

A newspaper.

And the truth.

Ahead of him remained life.

Complicated.

Imperfect.

Unfinished.

---

The bind between them all had never truly possessed a name.

Not guilt.

Not justice.

Not love.

Not grief.

Something larger.

Something messier.

Something human.

A connection forged through choices, consequences, sacrifice, and survival.

Nameless.

Yet unbreakable.

And perhaps that was why it endured.

THE END
