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    Prologue 
 
    Outside the exasperating city of Mumbai lies the pristine greenery of Tungareshwar forest. In the forest lies a blue lake surrounded by verdure. Near the lake is a peaceful ashram. Harmonic chanting of mantras fills up the sandalwood-fragrant smoky atmosphere of the ashram. A group of ten aghoris are performing Mahakali puja at the ashram. 
 
    A 16-year-old aghori boy with a black mole just outside his right eye asks his elderly guru, “Is it possible to obtain a boon from Mahakali?” 
 
    The guru with silvery long hair flowing from his head and face smiles. “Why only Mahakali? You can obtain blessings from all the mahavidya goddesses.” 
 
    “Mahavidya goddesses?” the pupil narrows his eyes. 
 
    “Yes son, there are ten mahavidya goddesses, all incarnations of Goddess Parvati. By pleasing them you can obtain various siddhis from them.  
 
    “Mahakali is the most superior among them. She can give you fame and prosperity.  
 
    “Bagalmukhi can protect you from evil powers and from all kinds of enemies. 
 
    “Chinnamastika will grant you the power to use another body as a vehicle for your soul. 
 
    “Bhuvaneshwari is the ruler of earth. She can grant you success in every venture you undertake. 
 
    “Matangi has the power to fulfil all your desires. 
 
    “Sorasi will give you the power to excel in whatever you do. 
 
    “Dhumavati, the smoky widow, is ugly and fearsome. She will help you conquer black magic. 
 
    “Tripurasundari can give you the power to rule the three worlds. 
 
    “Tara can grant you tantric powers to destroy your enemies. 
 
    “And lastly, Bhairavi, the fearless, will free you from all fears. 
 
    “By making offerings to all the mahavidyas, one can attain immortality.” 
 
    “Immortality?” asks the disciple in awe. 
 
    The guru pushes aside his unruly hair. “Yes, Om hreem chandrike hans kleen kreem swaha, meaning Yakshini Chandrika will appear before you with a drink containing the nectar of immortality after all the rituals are performed. But why do you ask son? We are aghoris, not tantrics. We are learning to detach ourselves from this world like Lord Shiva. By performing these rituals, you will be cursed to remain on earth forever.” 
 
    “Guruji, do you know how to perform the mahavidya rituals?” enquires the pupil, still seated cross-legged and uptight on the ground in front of his guru who is sitting on a raised stone seat. 
 
    “No son, only a tantric with a dark soul like Bhadrakaal would know the rituals. Why do you ask?” The guru is worried.  
 
    “Because I want to become immortal,” declares the pupil. 
 
    The guru is alarmed. “I refuse to grant you permission to go. I cannot let you go on a path of self-destruction, son.” 
 
    The disciple arches a brow and throws a defying cackle. The guru signals the other disciples to overpower the pupil. Four of them respond to the guru’s order, but the remaining four stand firmly beside the young aghori.  
 
    It’s five versus five. The guru senses the danger he is in and recites some mantra. He pulls out a hidden knife from his robe and throws it at his young disciple.  
 
    “I will do everything in my power to restrain you and protect the world from evil.” 
 
    The knife pierces the young aghori in his right upper arm. He recoils, partly, because of the momentum of the knife and mainly, because of shock at his Guru’s action. He recovers instantaneously and pulls out the knife with ease, unaffected by the blood flowing from his wound.  
 
    Without taking his gaze off the guru’s face, he tilts his head and says, “Then I am afraid I will have to begin my rituals by offering you and your disciples to Mahakali.” 
 
    The young aghori throws the knife with great force towards his guru. Before the guru can react, the knife pierces his throat. The guru chokes on his own blood and collapses after making a few gruesome gurgling sounds, his bloodshot eyes open and staring at his disciple in shock and fear. 
 
    The young aghori’s disciples use their knives, and within a flash of a second, slash the throats of the guru’s disciples after pulling their hair from the back of their heads to stretch their necks. A stream of blood flows from each of their necks while they claw the muddy floor of the ashram in pain. After a few minutes, each of the injured disciples gives up his struggle to fight for his breath. 
 
    The young aghori and his followers apply the blood of their maiden sacrifices on their forehead and complete the Mahakali puja in the blood-strewn ashram. 
 
    After the ritual, the young aghori and his four supporters proceed on a quest to find a tantric who will guide them in their pursuit of immortality. 
 
    During their journey, they keep chanting the following mantra, 
 
    Mahakali om hrim shreem klim adya kalika param eshwari swaha.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    It is 2 a.m., a pleasant October night. A bored security guard is monitoring the surveillance screens of the security cameras screening the premises of a three-storey bungalow in South Mumbai. He is playing a game on his android to keep awake. A sudden movement on the screen alerts him.  
 
    Outside the bungalow, a lean man wearing a black robe is suspiciously moving around the boundary wall.  
 
    “What the hell is he doing at this hour?” mutters the guard and squints to take a closer look at the activities of the suspicious man.  
 
    Outside, while moving around, the suspicious man is sprinkling some blood red fluid on the boundary wall and chanting some mantras in a very low hum. He makes three rounds of the house and then removes a vault of human skull from a black cloth bag hanging across his shoulder.  
 
    He places the skull cup upside down in a small dish that stabilises it. He dips his hand into the bag again. This time, he removes a paper packet and carefully opens it. The packet has some ash that he pours into the skull cup. 
 
    The security guard monitoring the screens panics. He calls up the guard posted at the main gate. 
 
    The main gate guard is fast asleep in the security cabin inside the gate. His muted cell phone begins to vibrate. The vibrations are transmitted violently to the table and the open register on which he has cradled his head, but they fail to awaken him.  
 
    The guard inside the bungalow dials the security cabin intercom number. The intercom rings loudly and shatters the serene silence of the night and the peaceful sleep of the guard in the cabin. 
 
    The guard awakens with a startle, sweating profusely and breathing heavily. He blinks his sleep-deprived red eyes several times and takes a while to get oriented. He fumbles with the pen in his hand and picks up the ringing intercom. 
 
    “Get up you, asshole. Some suspicious person is moving around the house,” the guard monitoring the screen barks into the phone. He then dashes out to alert the other night duty guards.  
 
    The main gate guard wipes his sweaty face and shakes his head vigorously to drive away his drowsiness. Now, his eyes are wide open. Dipping his hand in the gun holster secured to his waist, he pulls out his 0.32 long barrelled IOF revolver and surges towards the main gate.  
 
    Unlocking the gate from inside, he slides it a bit, just enough to stick his head out. He inspects both sides of the gate. Yellow street lights dimly illuminate the empty road in the dark night. Seeing no imminent threat, he puts his gun back in the holster. 
 
    While closing the gate, he gasps. Just outside the gate, a man is lying face down motionless on the road. The guard bends down to check. The man suddenly turns and sits up. He is wearing a black robe and his face is painted in black and white. The guard is taken aback. Before he can comprehend, the man blows the ash from the skull cup into the guard’s face.  
 
    The security guard is caught off-guard by the action of the lean man. He makes an unsuccessful attempt to grab the man before feeling dizzy and dwindling on the ground. Within a couple of minutes, the guard is knocked out. 
 
    The security guard from inside the bungalow reaches the security cabin with four other guards who are on night duty. All of them rush to the main gate, weapons in hand ready to fire.  
 
    The main gate guard is lying comatose at the gate. Sighting no one else outside, they disperse, two on either side, to search around the boundary wall. They notice blood red sprinkle marks on the white boundary wall.  
 
    The guard who was watching the cctv footage is now guarding the main gate and attending to the unconscious guard lying there. 
 
    One of the guards on the round notices a lot of ash and lemons pierced with pins lying on a red cloth below a nearby Peepal tree. 
 
    “Looks like some tantric was around.” He fills in his colleague.  
 
    “Tantric?” His colleague looks scared.  
 
    They move around cautiously. All four of them meet up again at the main gate. None of them has spotted the suspect.  
 
    “Is he alive?” asks one of the guards, staring down at the cataleptic guard. 
 
    “Yeah, he is breathing,” replies the guard checking the pulse of the unconscious guard.  
 
    “What is the protocol now?” asks another guard. 
 
    “We have to wake up Mr Lohana and send this one to the hospital,” replies the guard tending to the unconscious guard. 
 
    “Who will bell the cat? Mrs Lohana has quite a temper,” remarks another guard.  
 
    The senior most guard takes the responsibility and calls up Mrs Lohana.  
 
    In the centrally air-conditioned bungalow, Mr Lohana’s bedroom is on the second floor. In a cosy but huge bedroom, Ram and Sunita Lohana are fast asleep.  
 
    Ram Lohana, in his early forties, is 5 feet 8 inches’ tall and weighs around 82 kg. His thick black moustache and bushy eyebrows stand out prominently on his fair face. He is sleeping on his back with his hands on his side and his paunch protruding out. 
 
    Sunita Lohana, in her early thirties, is 5 feet 5 inches tall, plump, fair and pretty. Even in bed, she is wearing a cotton saree that is wrapped all around her face. She is sleeping curled up on her side.   
 
    She stirs a bit by the noise of the ringing telephone. Realising that the phone is ringing at this unearthly hour, she gets up with a fright. Her first thought is about her ailing parents in Rajasthan. Has something happened to them? She discards the thought realizing that the intercom is buzzing, not the landline.  
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Madam, we have a situation at the main gate.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Could you both please come down urgently?” 
 
    She places the phone back and looks at her husband who is sleeping in oblivion, mildly snoring. 
 
    She awakens him and explains the situation. They hurry down the stairs of their bungalow. In the dimly lighted living room, they notice that their white-marbled floor is sprayed with a blood red solution. Alarmed, they rush towards the main gate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    At 6:00 a.m., a 32-year-old Criminal Investigation Department (CID) inspector, Tanvi Yadav, is relaxing on the bonnet of her white Tata sumo gold parked at Marine drive. Her back is rested against the front windshield of her car. She is sipping and enjoying a glass of fresh carrot-gourd juice while trying to catch her breath after her 45-minute jog on Marine drive.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she takes a few deep breaths to inhale the pleasant morning breeze blowing from the open sea. The breeze has a cooling effect on the beads of perspiration gathered on her smooth and tanned complexion. Her delicate-featured face, short hair, and neck glisten in the light of the rising Sun.  
 
    An 18-year-old boy who sells fresh vegetable juices to morning joggers at Marine drive is pleased to see her. She is one of his few customers who address him by his name, Kabeer. He knows that she is a CID officer and aspires to become one. He idolizes her. She can see the admiration in his beaming eyes. 
 
    He keeps a watch around and works as a part time CID informer. 
 
    “Get in the car. I’ll drop you to your college.” She flashes a million-dollar smile at Kabeer. 
 
    “I still have time. Can’t afford to lose 15 minutes of business time. Besides, if anyone saw me in your car, they’d think I was a criminal. That’ll be bad for business.” 
 
    Tanvi laughs and ruffles Kabeer’s hair as he comes to collect the disposable empty glass from her hand. He reminds her of her younger brother who had run away from home a long time ago. He gazes at her tall lean figure, blushes and runs away to attend other customers. 
 
     She looks at her watch. Still got 20 minutes. She is wiping the sweat off her face with her napkin when her cell phone rings and displays ‘BOSS calling’.  
 
    “Yadav, report to office immediately. You have a missing person’s case,” yelps a strident voice from the other end. 
 
    “What? Have I been transferred from homicide overnight?” 
 
    “No time for jokes Yadav. The complainant is high profile and has asked for you. Looks like you left quite an impression on your ex-boss.” 
 
    “I need my team along then,” replies Tanvi after a few seconds of reflecting. 
 
    The person on the other side grunts and says, “Alright. Get on it right now. And you will be reporting to me, not your ex-boss. I don’t want him to lure you back to missing persons department.”  
 
    Hmm… insecurity everywhere. A high-profile case! I hope something worthwhile is missing. 
 
    She gets into her car and drives back home. She doesn’t want to miss any early clues on the case or get tampered ones. Her usual work attire is a white formal shirt, a pair of black trousers, black blazer and a glock 17 secured in a shoulder holster under her blazer.   
 
    In the head office, Tanvi Yadav’s team is all set to take up the case. Her team comprises of sub-inspector Sushant Patil, constables Soma Singh and Ravi Rane, and trainee detective constable Makrand Rajput. 
 
    Tanvi Yadav was a 2009 batch UPSC topper when she was selected for a sub-inspector’s post at crime branch, Mumbai. She had aced her physical tests too. She was promoted as Inspector, crime branch a year ago.  
 
    After her training, she had worked for the missing persons department for five years before being transferred to homicide two years ago.  
 
    “Into the car, all of you. Updates during the drive,” says Tanvi and tosses her car key to constable Soma Singh.  
 
    Soma gleams as she receives the key. Today is her turn to drive. On their way out, Tanvi crosses path with sub inspector Harsh Hegde. 
 
    “Heard you just got demoted to missing persons,” he scoffs. 
 
    “You mean I just got recommended by someone who admires my impeccable record.” 
 
    “Ha! You do live in a bubble, huh?” he says in a condescending tone. 
 
    “To each his own.” She throws a watery smile. 
 
    They move out. 
 
    “How does a sub-inspector dare to talk to you like that?” asks Sushant Patil with a hint of anger in his orotund voice.  
 
    “It’s not like that. We joined the bureau together. We are colleagues… or more like competitors. I happened to climb the ladder ahead of him. That’s why he is a little sour.” 
 
    “Do you think he plays dirty? There are rumours you know…” constable Ravi Rane stops mid-sentence on seeing Tanvi’s raised eyebrows. 
 
    “No way! He hates me, but he is clean,” replies Tanvi. 
 
    In the car, Sushant Patil opens a file and summarises the case, “Pari, a 17-year-old girl from Lohana House, Malabar Hill, is missing since 2:00 a.m.” 
 
    Tanvi looks at her watch, 7:30 a.m. We have already lost five hours and thirty minutes.  
 
    “A suspicious person, probably a tantric, was lurking around the house at about the same time. He knocked a security guard unconscious at the main gate using some ash.  
 
    “Some red solution was sprinkled around and within the house. A few tantric objects like lemons pierced with pins, some ash, and a red cloth were found under a nearby Peepal tree. 
 
    “The Malabar Hill police has started investigating the case. A forensic team is looking for finger prints and working on the red solution and the ash.” 
 
    Tanvi frowns and tries to absorb the facts, “So they realised that the girl was missing at 2:00 a.m., which means that she could be missing from earlier. Lohana House… the elite businesspeople… meaning too many enemies and people who hate them. Ravi, call up the officer in charge at Lohana house and ask him to collect cctv footages from the neighbourhood.” 
 
    Ravi nods and searches for the phone number of the investigating officer in the case file. Tanvi’s trainee detective Makrand is lost in thoughts.  
 
    She asks him, “How’s your mother? Still in hospital?”  
 
    Makrand hesitates and nods. 
 
    Tanvi widens her eyes and says, “Why don’t you tell your old man that you don’t want to work for CID. That way, you’ll make way for a deserving candidate and won’t have to lie to skip duty.” 
 
    “Sorry ma’am,” Makrand replies sheepishly. “It was my girlfriend’s birthday. She wouldn’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    Tanvi looks out of the window and says, “You should try taking my permission for a change.”  
 
    Makrand’s father is a retired CID officer and one of Tanvi’s mentors. Hence, Tanvi is compelled to mentor Makrand in spite of his slackness towards work. In a way, she finds his defiant attitude endearing. 
 
    They reach Lohana House at 8:00 a.m. The boundary around the house is secured by yellow tapes used for crime scenes. A forensic team is working on the red solution on the boundary wall. Another team is trying to pick up finger prints.  
 
    Tanvi and her team wear gloves and take precautions to avoid tampering any evidence. Tanvi walks around the boundary wall of the house and notes a marked area under the Peepal tree.  
 
    She notices traces of ash on the ground near the main gate. Inside the bungalow, in the living room, the floor is speckled with a red solution. Smudged prints of Mr and Mrs Lohana’s slippers are seen at several places on the floor. 
 
    “Ransom call?” Tanvi asks the officer on duty. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “I want your team to pull out. We take over now. And yes, pull out the yellow tapes. If it’s kidnapping, we don’t want to alert the kidnapper, do we?” 
 
    “No ma’am.” 
 
    “Did you send her picture to all the check posts to alert them?” 
 
    “No ma’am, I was just in the process.” 
 
    “Do that ASAP.”  
 
    The officer on duty nods and hands over a file for Tanvi’s signature on the case transfer orders. He collects his team on his way out. 
 
    A 40-year-old tall lean and clean-shaven man with handsome features, rimless glasses, and a deep cleft on his chin walks into the living room, “What a pleasant surprise!” 
 
    He extends his hand towards Tanvi for a shake. 
 
    “It’s been what… two years?” he asks. 
 
    “Two years and five days,” replies Tanvi without raising her head from the case file. 
 
    He withdraws his hand and says in a singsong tone, “Someone’s been counting.” 
 
    Tanvi ignores the comment and introduces the man to her team, “Meet the forensic expert from missing persons department, the very capable Dr Abram Sheriff.” 
 
    The team nods to acknowledge him. Soma and Ravi exchange looks. During Tanvi’s tenure at the missing persons department, there were rumours that Tanvi was dating Dr Abram. And then, for unknown reasons, the two stopped seeing each other. 
 
    “So, how have you been?” asks Dr Abram. 
 
    “Great! No baggage and bondage. And you?” enquires Tanvi looking up from the file. 
 
    “Never been better. Love the smell of freedom and bachelorhood.” 
 
    “Are you announcing your unattached status?” 
 
    “You started it.” 
 
    They become aware of their teams staring at them and feel awkward. 
 
    “Getting back to work, did you find anything worthy?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “Yes. The red solution is human blood. I have sent it for DNA. The ash coloured powder is a mix of some herbs that caused acute hypoglycaemia and hypotension in the guard. We have picked up finger prints from the house and will match it with the members of the house to find any foreign prints. I am moving to the girl’s room to process it. Wanna join?” 
 
    “Later. I have to assign work and examine the place to get a grasp of the situation here.” 
 
    Tanvi inspects the living room thoroughly and then settles on a chair around a 12-seater dining table in the dining area adjoining the living room. 
 
    “Patil, line up everyone for interrogation and set up the camera. After that, take a look at all the cctv footages.”  
 
    “Right ma’am.” 
 
    “Soma, ask the Lohana family if they have enquired with their relatives and the girl’s friends. If not, get a list of the people and start making calls. Call them for interrogation, if necessary.” 
 
    Soma nods.  
 
    Tanvi continues, “After that, go upstairs and keep an eye on Dr Abram. Remind him to take ample number of photographs of the room and see that he doesn’t move any stuff around.” 
 
    Soma hurries to follow the orders. 
 
    “Rane, tap all the phone lines of the bungalow and get call records of the missing girl and of everyone here.” 
 
    Tanvi looks at Makrand, “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “Can I be around while you interrogate?” 
 
    “Ok. Get a photograph of the girl from the family. Then you can join me. But sit with a poker face. I don’t want any trace of emotion on your face. Is that possible?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” replies Makrand. 
 
    Mr Lohana interrupts angrily, “My girl is out there somewhere and you want to sit in my house and interrogate people? You should be out looking for her.” 
 
    “Mr Lohana, I understand your anguish. We have alerted the local police and check posts to watch for her. The traffic control department is monitoring all cctv footages of the city for any suspicious movement. Do you have a lead or clue about who could have kidnapped her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Could she have run away from home?” 
 
    “No! What are you saying? She was a decent girl.” 
 
    “Do you suspect anyone?” 
 
    “No ma’am.” 
 
    “Then let us interrogate to get our facts and leads. Now go and wait for your turn and let me do my job.” 
 
    Tanvi calls for the guards on duty one by one. She learns that the unconscious guard is recuperating in a hospital. He is being treated for acute hypotension and hypoglycaemia induced by a herbal mixture containing rauwolfia serpentina and American ginseng. 
 
    She also learns that one of the guards of the main gate did not report for night duty.  
 
    She asks Ravi to run a background check on all the guards and track the absent guard. 
 
    The guards on duty report the incident one by one. She does not find any notable discrepancy in their report.  
 
    She grills one of the night duty guards, “What time do you all come in?” 
 
    “8 p.m.” 
 
    “Did any of you see Pari leaving the house?” 
 
    “No ma’am. We did not see her being abducted as well. Obviously, we would have caught the person in that case.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Tanvi rolls her eyes. “Was anybody late for duty last night?” 
 
    “The main gate guard did not report, and my partner for the side gate was late by 15 minutes.” 
 
    “Were the gates left unattended during your duty hours?” 
 
    “At 8:15, our supervisor called us to report to him. We were with him for about 10 minutes. The gates were unattended but locked from inside. It’s not possible to open them from outside. Also, when one of the guards saw the tantric lurking around the house, the main gate guard was asleep in his cabin. He is a sincere guy, but he was doing double duty that night.” 
 
    “Is there any other way to enter the house?” 
 
    “Two guards always patrol around the bungalow, but the back yard could be unattended when they are moving around. But again, the backyard gate is locked at all times and the gardener lives in a cabin near the backyard.” 
 
    “I see, but it’s not his job to keep an eye there, right?” 
 
    The guard looks embarrassed.  
 
    “I forgot to tell you that we had lost electricity for a about ten minutes yesterday. 
 
    “Oh! What time was that?” 
 
    At 12:30 a.m.” 
 
    “I see. Did you all meet the day duty guards before they left? Was there any time lapse between the two groups of guard?” 
 
    “No ma’am, the day guards don’t leave before we report.” 
 
    Makrand hands over a photograph of the missing girl ‘Pari’ to Tanvi. Pari appears fair, slim, about 5 feet 6 inches tall, and weighs about 48-50 kg. She has plain features and an unremarkable and dull face. She is wearing a blue salwar kameez in the photograph. 
 
    Tanvi sends Makrand to take a perimeter check of the bungalow to see if forced or secret entry into the premise is possible, while she continues to interrogate the day guards. One of the guards informs that Pari had returned from her college at 4:00 p.m. last evening and did not go out after that.  
 
    Tanvi asks Sushant Patil to line up the other employees of the house for interrogation. A house maid forces herself towards Tanvi in spite of efforts by Sushant Patil to restrain her. 
 
    “He has taken her away. He had said that and he did it,” the maid shouts. 
 
    Tanvi frowns and asks, “What are you talking about. Calm down and explain.” 
 
    An obese maid, about 55 years old, dressed in a cotton saree, her scattered grey hair tied in a low bun, sits down on a chair in front of Tanvi. 
 
    “He has taken Pari baby away. He had said that he would do it before she turned 18 and he did it.” 
 
    “Who had said that?” 
 
    The maid wipes her face. “The aghori. He was called to treat Pari baby’s mother when she was very ill, ten years ago. Baby was only eight then. He had asked Lohana saab for the girl in exchange for the treatment. Lohana saab thought that he could fool the aghori after the treatment and promised to give him the girl. He treated Baby’s mother, but Lohana saab refused to give away his daughter. He had threatened that he would come and get her before she was 18. She belonged to him.” 
 
    The maid begins to sob loudly, “Please save Pari baby…” 
 
    Tanvi is alarmed by this news. This is a significant lead. She conducts a quick interrogation of the other house helps, the driver and the gardener, and learns that they have been employed in the last five years. They have no clue of the incident. She asks Ravi to conduct a background check on all the employees. 
 
    After this, she calls Mr and Mrs Lohana for interrogation. Just then, she receives a message from Dr Abram on her cell phone ‘You might want to see this.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Tanvi dashes to the first floor of the bungalow. Dr Abram is waiting for her in the corridor. He leads her to Pari’s bedroom. Soma is slumped on a chair in the bedroom with her hand supporting her forehead. 
 
    “What’s with her?” Tanvi is worried and asks Dr Abram. 
 
    “Oh, ignore her. She happened to open Pari’s wardrobe and inhaled a little of the ash-coloured herbal powder.” 
 
    “Are you Ok?” Tanvi asks Soma. 
 
    Soma makes an unsuccessful attempt to stand. 
 
    Tanvi raises her hand to stop her and says, “Don’t bother. Rest for a while.” 
 
    She turns to Abram. “Does she require medical attention?” 
 
    “Actually, she just inhaled some prickly-heat powder, but I made her believe that she inhaled the ash. You do know how I can play on people’s mind. But trust me, she doesn’t need medical attention.” 
 
    Tanvi snaps, “Trust you? You are a mind-controlling freak.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. I failed to control your mind.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” Tanvi smirks and says, “Dr Sheriff, my people are not your trial subjects, so stay away from them. Understand?” 
 
    Abram nods. 
 
    “Good. Now, what have we got here?” 
 
    Abram’s smile vanishes and he points at Pari’s bed. There is a big blob of blood on the white bed sheet. 
 
    Tanvi’s brows arch and eyes widen. She asks, “How much blood would that be?” 
 
    “From the size and thickness, about 100-120 ml.” 
 
    “You think it could be Pari’s?” 
 
    “That is the highest possibility.” 
 
    Tanvi looks concerned. “Considering that the sprinkled blood is also hers, could she be alive after losing that much?” 
 
    “Yeah. Alive but weak, provided she hasn’t bled more.” 
 
    Dr Abram then opens one of Pari’s wardrobes and Tanvi is shocked to see the sight. A framed photograph of Pari’s biological mother is dappled with blood and there is a lemon pierced with pins on a red piece of cloth lying beside it.  
 
    “Has this kidnapping got something to do with her mother?” Tanvi mumbles staring at the photograph. 
 
    Abram shrugs his shoulders. “I have no clue.” 
 
    “The maid said that an aghori was here to cure Pari’s mother.” 
 
    “What aghori?” 
 
    Tanvi realises that she had been ruminating aloud. She turns to Abram and says, “Nothing.” 
 
    “Oh! You were talking to yourself?” 
 
    Tanvi looks at the bed and says, “Looks like she was sleeping when someone kidnapped her.” 
 
    “Are you talking to me now?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Okay. Just asking,” says Abram throwing up his hands in the air. 
 
    “The fact that no one heard her scream means that she too was knocked out using the herb before she was bled. Are these herbs available easily?” 
 
    “Yes, at any roadside herbal quack shop. They can also be home grown.” 
 
    “So, that lead is of no use. But I’ll still send someone to the local quacks around to find out.” 
 
    “You think some smart person will purchase it from the vicinity?” 
 
    No, I don’t. But I can’t let the lead die until I have a bigger one.” 
 
    Tanvi moves to the attached terrace of the bedroom and exclaims, “Wow, this is a cakewalk!”  
 
    Abram follows her to the balcony. She points at the stairs going down into the backyard from Pari’s balcony. She sees Makrand standing in the backyard and chatting on his phone. He looks up and waves. 
 
    “I was coming up to tell you that it’s easy to break in from here in-between the guard’s rounds.” He points to a small locked gate at the backyard. 
 
    “The gardener has the key to this lock,” he adds. 
 
    Tanvi scampers down the stairs and asks, “When did he lock it?” 
 
    “Right after Lohanas discovered that Pari was missing.” 
 
    “Really? He didn’t tell me that. Get him back for interrogation. Let’s see what else he is hiding.” 
 
    Tanvi goes back to Pari’s room and opens the other compartments of the wardrobe cautiously. Most of Pari’s clothes are traditional, but she finds a few clothes carelessly dumped in the corner of the wardrobe. These are western clothes usually worn at discotheques. 
 
    On opening the last door, she sees a picture of Pari’s mother with Pari holding a doll. Sitting in a corner of the wardrobe is the little doll seen in the picture.  
 
    Hidden below the doll, she finds a handwritten note that reads ‘I KNOW YOUR SECRET.’ 
 
    Tanvi is taken aback. For a moment, she feels that the note is directed to her. 
 
    While picking up the doll, she accidently presses a button on it, and the doll breaks into a loud laughter. Tanvi is caught off-guard. With a startle, she puts back the doll.  
 
    Abram places a gentle hand on her shoulder and asks, “Are you alright?” 
 
    Tanvi takes control of her emotions and nods without turning to look at him. “I am fine.” 
 
    She puts the note in an evidence bag and hands it to Abram. “Can you get a handwriting match done for this note?” 
 
    Dr Abram takes the bag from her. “Sure.”  
 
    She proceeds down to interrogate the gardener, “You didn’t tell me that the backyard gate was open all night.” 
 
    “I forgot. I didn’t think it was important.” 
 
    “I see. What else have you seen that you think is not important? I want to know everything. It’s my job, not yours, to decide what is unimportant.” 
 
    The gardener looks down and swallows hard. 
 
    “Pari ma’am liked me to leave the backyard gate unlocked every night.” 
 
    “Why so?” 
 
    “She would sneak out with her friends at night and be back before anyone was up.” 
 
    “Where did she go?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I never asked. She threatened that I would lose my job if I told anyone about this.” 
 
    “Did you see any of her friends?” 
 
    “Never. She said that they always waited for her on the main road.” 
 
    “What did she wear while going out?” 
 
    “I think she may have worn western clothes because she would cover herself in a robe while leaving. I don’t know what she wore underneath, but I heard she was not permitted to wear western clothes by Mr Lohana.” 
 
    “I see. From how many days was she going out in the night?” 
 
    “Days! She was going out from the time I have been here for four years. I don’t know about before that. Lohana family never had a live-in gardener before that.” 
 
    “Hmm. What time did she go out every night?” 
 
    “At about 1:00 a.m. But yesterday, I did not see her go out at 1:00. I slept after that.” 
 
    “What if she went out went the power was out?” 
 
    “Could be. I may have missed that.” 
 
    “Could she have gone earlier in the evening?” 
 
    “She could have. I tend to the lawn on the front side of the bungalow from 7 to 9 p.m.” 
 
    Tanvi calls the old house maid back for interrogation. 
 
    “When did anyone last see Pari?” 
 
    “I take a glass of hot milk for Pari baby every night at 9 p.m. That was the last I saw her.” 
 
    “So, she was there in the house until 9 p.m. Did she say anything? Did you notice anything unusual?” 
 
    The house maid sinks in a chair with her head hanging low. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Pari baby was very depressed. She was sitting with a picture of her mother and her doll. She had tears in her eyes. She is going to be 18 tomorrow. I think, she was missing her mother.” 
 
    “Oh! Tomorrow is her birthday? So, you feel that the aghori kept his word, huh?” 
 
    “Pari baby has been living in that fear every day since her mother died ten years ago. She had changed a lot after her kidnapping by the aghori nine years ago.” 
 
    “What! She had been kidnapped before too? When were you all going to tell us that? Mr Lohana too did not bother mentioning that.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I was about to tell you that when you went upstairs.” 
 
    “Did you know that Pari went out of the house at nights with her friends?” 
 
    The house maid was shocked to hear this. 
 
    “No ma’am, it can’t be true. Pari baby was scared of darkness. She would never go out of the house. She often saw the aghori lurking around the house at nights.” 
 
    “What? Did you all report this to the police?” 
 
    “No ma’am. We never saw anyone where she pointed out. Mrs Lohana said she had become delusional. She was under some treatment. I don’t know the details. Perhaps, Mr Lohana can help.” 
 
    Tanvi asks Mr Lohana to step forward. Mr Lohana requests Tanvi to conduct his and Mrs Lohana’s interrogation in privacy. She obliges. 
 
    They move to a private guest receiving area on the ground floor. 
 
    “Alright Mr Lohana, you have a lot of talking to do. Shoot.” 
 
    “Do you think my girl is alright? I have seen the blood in her bed.” 
 
    Tanvi looks at Mr Lohana with a serious expression. “We are not sure if it is Pari’s blood. Even if it was her blood, she could survive that much loss according to Dr Abram. So, let’s assume she is alive. Now talk.” 
 
    “Madam, Pari is a very simple and sweet child. She was born out of my first marriage. I have a 7-year-old son, Aarav, from my second marriage. Pari’s mother was a very good lady. But unfortunately, she suffered from some illness that the doctors were not able to diagnose. They said that she was fine. But I knew she wasn’t. She became very depressed and lost weight. She stopped eating. I got worried. After I lost hope, my friend, Sunil, told me about an aghori baba. He was known to cure illnesses for a fee, but not in the form of money. I came to know about it only after he visited our house. He met my wife and then saw Pari and asked for her. I was in a fix. I thought that I would deny to hand over Pari after he treated my wife.” 
 
    Mr Lohana asks for a glass of water. 
 
    “Please continue. What was the aghori’s name?” asks Tanvi, impatiently. 
 
    “Chamundakaal.” 
 
    Tanvi makes a note of the important points. She ensures that the camera is capturing everything. 
 
    “I know that after you denied he threatened to take away Pari.” 
 
    “And he did, after a year,” says Mr Lohana, staring vacantly at Tanvi. 
 
    “Was Pari’s mother cured?” 
 
    “I told him that I didn’t believe she was cured, so I would check on that and then take a decision. He agreed to wait for 15 days. Her health had indeed improved after that. He came back after 15 days. I called the police to drive him away. He threatened to take away Pari. He was locked up in jail for two months for threatening me. After he was released…” 
 
    Mr Lohana sips some water again. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “He started some tantric practice. We often found lemons pierced with pins under the Peepal tree. He secretly met my wife and chanted mantras in her presence. After about 15 days, Pari’s mother deteriorated and passed away. That was when I began believing in black magic.” 
 
    “No Mr Lohana, there is no black magic.” 
 
    “There is ma’am. There definitely is. Like her mother, my girl too will be dead if you don’t save her.” 
 
    Mr Lohana begins to sob. Tanvi becomes uncomfortable and hands him his glass of water.  
 
    “What about the kidnapping episode nine years ago?” 
 
    “One day, the driver who picked up Pari from school was delayed by a few minutes. He found that Pari was not in school. She told the school security guard that the driver was probably waiting for her in his car. The guard let her go. The aghori kidnapped her and took her with him to his den in a nearby forest. He kept her with him for five days before she was tracked by the local police. She seemed fine. There were no signs of physical or sexual assault on her. She would just stare at everything and everyone. Doctors said that it was the effect of passive marijuana inhalation. She was never the same after that incident. She was always scared and imagined seeing the aghori everywhere. We took her to counsellors. They tried their best. She never spoke about what happened in those five days. The aghori was jailed for 15 years for kidnapping a minor. We had slapped many other charges as well to increase his jail time.” 
 
    “If he was in prison, there is no way he was lurking around here.” 
 
    “Right ma’am. When Pari said that she had seen him for the first time, we checked with the prison authorities. He was in jail. I personally visited the prison to ensure. I thought that it was her fear and it would pass. Last we heard was that he died in prison three years ago. She saw him after that too. Then, we realised that her hallucinations were serious and started therapy.” 
 
    Tanvi feels sad for the poor child. She notes in her writing pad that the aghori is dead. 
 
    Sushant Patil interrupts, “Ma’am, I have checked the cctv footage. An aghori did kidnap Pari.” 
 
    “What?” reacts Tanvi. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    Tanvi stares at Sushant and processes the contradicting information she just received. 
 
    Sushant shows her the cctv footage. A man in black robe is seen carrying a load draped in black fabric over his shoulder. The face of the man is not visible.  
 
    In another footage sometime later, the man is seen moving around the bungalow. There is no load over his shoulder. His face is painted with ash and charcoal. It is impossible to identify the contours of his face. 
 
    If the original aghori is dead, did some other aghori kidnap Pari? A gang of aghoris… or a disciple, brother, or a son of the original aghori? 
 
    “Did you check the cctv footages of the neighbourhood?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, he is seen around the bungalow at about 2:00 a.m., but the girl is not with him.” 
 
    “What time did he take the girl away?” 
 
    “At 1:30 a.m. from the backyard.” 
 
    “So, he went and hid the girl somewhere and then did his ritual around the bungalow?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Was he seen entering the house?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “He could have entered when the power was out.” 
 
    “Possible.” 
 
    “From where does he come into the cctv frame?” 
 
    “From the place he disappeared. He is not seen in any of the neighbourhood cameras. Cleverly evaded them. He seems to be familiar with the place.” 
 
    “Hmm… go outside and check with the neighbours. Perhaps, someone has seen him. And forward a shot of the kidnapper from the footage to all check posts and traffic control. We don’t have a face, but this is the best we have for now.” 
 
    “On it ma’am.” 
 
    “Rane, what have you got?” 
 
    “The phone company will take a while to release the records. But I have asked to expedite Pari’s records. The security guard who did not report for night duty is here. His child was hospitalised last night. I confirmed with the hospital, he was there.” 
 
    “Ok. You wait here and supervise. Keep an eye on everyone and on the phone. Let’s hope that the kidnapper calls; although after watching the footage, the chances seem dim. I’ll go to the headquarters and get information on the aghori. Tell Soma to be after the forensic guys for reports. Where is Makrand?” 
 
    Rane points in Makrand’s direction. Makrand is busy on the phone. 
 
    Tanvi shakes her head, walks towards him and speaks sternly, “Tell your girlfriend, if she prints any of the information you have passed on in her newspaper, I’ll come after her.” 
 
    Makrand looks shocked. He disconnects the call and asks, “How did you know?” 
 
    “It’s my goddam job to know. Now come with me to the headquarters.” 
 
    At the headquarters, Tanvi walks towards DSP Yogesh Pai’s office. She takes a deep breath in the cool air-conditioned office and feels refreshed after driving through the midday October heat that was outside. 
 
    “Yadav, what’s the report? Any leads?” asks the DSP. 
 
    “Sir, the case is complicated. From what it appears, the girl has been kidnapped by an aghori. But the aghori who had threatened to kidnap her is dead.” 
 
    DSP Pai bunches his brows, “I am not sure what you mean. Anyway, what’s next?” 
 
    “The aghori was serving his sentence in Thane central jail. I am going there to get more information.” 
 
    “Yadav, you have to hurry up. We want the girl alive before it leaks to the media. We certainly don’t want people fearing tantrics and black magic. That will be like Diwali bonanza for the media, a week in advance.” 
 
    “I am on it sir.” 
 
    “Also, whom do you recommend for a promotion this term?” 
 
    “Sub-inspector Harsh Hegde, sir. He is hard working and deserves it.” 
 
    “Hmm, I’ll consider your recommendation.” 
 
    Makrand stares at Tanvi. They come out of the DSP’s office. 
 
    “He snubs you and you recommend him for a promotion?” asks Makrand. 
 
    “I keep my personal and professional lives separate, and so should you.” 
 
    She tosses her car key to Makrand. “I hear you are a good driver.” 
 
    Makrand catches the key and gleams. “I’ll not let you down.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    Tanvi sits in the back seat. After she is satisfied with Makrand’s driving skills, she catches a wink. 
 
    She dreams of a lady in a black burqa rushing through the narrow streets of a slum in Mumbai. The lady reaches the main road. It is 2:00 a.m. The road is deserted, except for some heavy vehicles speeding at more than 100 km/hour. 
 
    Carrying a heavy stone in her hands, she hides in one of the by lanes connecting the main road. She is breathing heavily and sweating profusely under her burqa. Her heart is racing like a galloping horse. 
 
    Some men emerge from a nearby bar. They are drunk and are singing some song with obscene lyrics. The lady tightens her grasp on the stone. Through her burqa, she tries to recognise the people who have just come out. Not her target. She steps back into the darkness. 
 
    After a few minutes, a couple of men step out stumbling and blabbering. She recognises the voice. Her target is out.  
 
    She steps out of the dark. The men are startled. Before they can act, she charges towards one of the men, crashes into him and pushes him into a gutter.  
 
    Raising the stone with both hands, she hits the other man on the back of his head. He is knocked out. She hits him at the same spot five more times until he is dead.  
 
    She throws the blood-stained stone down and uses a piece of cloth to pick up the bottle of alcohol that one of the men was holding. She pours the alcohol on the stone.  
 
    The man in the gutter is lying there in shock. She throws the bottle at him. The bottle crashes on the road near the gutter with a shattering sound. The man ducks and closes his eyes. Before he opens his eyes, she disappears into the numerous lanes inside the nearby slum. While fleeing, she discards her blood-splattered burqa into a burning bonfire in one of the alleys. She is wearing another burqa inside.  
 
    She goes back into her house and slides into the sheet beside her mother who was sleeping when she left. 
 
    “Where did you go?” asks her mother. 
 
    “Was just drinking water,” she replies, calmly. 
 
    “Okay,” says the mother and goes back to sleep. 
 
    She sleeps peacefully that night. When she gets up in the morning, she sees a doll lying next to her. She picks up the doll. It laughs wildly and screams in a robotic voice, ‘I KNOW YOUR SECRET’. 
 
    Tanvi gets up with a start. She is perspiring all over. Makrand notices her condition in the rear-view mirror.  
 
    “Are you alright?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah, just a bit overworked. How much more time?” 
 
    “Just 15 more minutes.” 
 
    Tanvi looks at her watch. It is 1:30 p.m. 
 
    She calls Sushant Patil, “Any leads?” 
 
    “None of the neighbours have seen him.” 
 
    “That’s weird. Rich people hardly sleep,” she remarks. 
 
    “I wonder how the man managed to dodge everyone.” 
 
    “Hmm. Interrogate Sunita Lohana and her son. Find out what relationship they share. After all, she was the step mother.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    Tanvi disconnects the call and notices Makrand’s smirk in the rear-view mirror. 
 
    “What?” she asks in an irritated tone. 
 
    “I think that is very cliché. Step mother setting up step daughter for her blood son.” 
 
    “It is, but we have to rule out that possibility. You got a better lead?” 
 
    “No. We’ve reached,” says Makrand and parks the car. 
 
    Tanvi gets down and stretches herself. Inside the central jail office, she meets Inspector Balbir Singh. 
 
    “Madam! To what do we owe this pleasure?” 
 
    “I need information on aghori Chamundakaal.” 
 
    Balbir Singh frowns and replies, “He died a few years ago in our prison. What could he have possibly done now?” 
 
    “I need to see his file. Here is the formal order.” 
 
    “Formal order? Is it serious?” 
 
    “It’s a case of a missing girl. It’s urgent.” 
 
    “Okay. I get it.” 
 
    He directs his junior to get the file. 
 
    “The case is old and will take a while. I suggest you take a lunch break. There is a decent restaurant nearby,” suggests Balbir Singh. 
 
    Tanvi looks at Makrand’s drawn face and decides to take the break at the restaurant. The restaurant serves Punjabi food and has a reasonably good décor.  
 
    At lunch, Tanvi asks Makrand, “So Makrand, this girl Madhu, are you serious about her?” 
 
    After an initial reaction of surprise, Makrand replies, “Yes, absolutely.” 
 
    “Did Hegde introduce you to her?” 
 
    “Yeah. How did you know?” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t my first trainee.” 
 
    “You mean…” 
 
    “Yes. You were set up. Welcome to crime branch.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn me?” 
 
    “You are not a kid. Besides, I wanted to check your judgement of people and your sensibility towards your work.” 
 
    “And I failed miserably.” 
 
    “You did. But none of my trainees have passed the Madhu test. She is irresistible.” 
 
    “I’ll call her up and…” 
 
    “She won’t receive your call and she won’t call you back. I have already taken care of that. But I am not going to protect you anymore.” 
 
    Makrand looks distraught. 
 
    “I’ll give you a few minutes to get over your heart break. Join me when you are done grieving.” 
 
    Inspector Balbir knows that Tanvi is a no-nonsense CID officer. He keeps the file ready for her.  
 
    The first page has a picture of the aghori. He looks fierce, has well-defined facial features and piercing kohl-lined eyes. In his pre-prison picture, he has long, matted and dirty hair, beard and moustache. He adorns a long black tilak on his forehead. The rest of his face is covered with ash. He is wearing a long black robe. She notices a black mole on the outer angle of his right eye. 
 
    In his post-prison picture, he is clean shaven and bald. His sharp features stand out on his tanned complexion. He has an evil look in his eyes. 
 
    Tanvi begins to make notes in her diary. 
 
    Name: Chamundakaal 
 
    Age: 35 
 
    Height: 5’5’’ 
 
    Weight: 54 kg 
 
    Body type: Lean 
 
    Skin: Dark brown complexion 
 
    Identification marks: A 1 cm black mole just outside his right eye and a 3 cm long horizontal scar on his right upper arm. 
 
    Special note: Did not like speaking to anyone and spent most of his time meditating and chanting mantras. 
 
    Cell mate: Dushyant Tiwari 
 
    Parole: Never granted 
 
    Visitor: One visitor on two occasions, a tantric aged 31 years, name Kaalbhairav, disciple of Chamundakaal. 
 
    Death: Died in a fire accident in the prison kitchen. Bodies of five prisoners and a warden on kitchen duty were found charred beyond recognition. He was one of them. No DNA was conducted. 
 
    Tanvi asks inspector Balbir Singh, “No DNA test was conducted on the dead? So, is it possible that the aghori escaped?” 
 
    “Unlikely ma’am. We accounted for all the other prisoners except the ones who died in the fire.” 
 
    “I see. I’d like to speak to his cell mate Dushyant Tiwari.” 
 
    “Oh! That guy was released a week ago. This is his address in our records. He was booked for abduction and brutal sexual assault on a minor. He was in prison for 17 years, some of which he spent with the tantric.” 
 
    “And do you have the address of his disciple?” 
 
    “These tantrics are nomads. You’ll have to check the forest stretch from Yeoor to Borivali, unless he has moved from there.” 
 
    “Do you have a photograph of his disciple or the cctv footage of his visit?” 
 
    “None. Unless we have special instructions, we don’t preserve cctv footages that are over a year old.” 
 
    Makrand comes in and joins Tanvi in the investigation. His eyes are sore from weeping over his lost love.  
 
    “Feeling better? Want to shed some more tears?” 
 
    He nods negatively. 
 
    At 3 p.m., Tanvi receives a call from her acquaintance Zeenat, “Tanvi?” 
 
    “Yeah Zeenat.” 
 
    “I am facing some issues.” 
 
    “Oh. Can’t discuss now. I’ll meet you tomorrow. I’ll call to fix the time.” Tanvi disconnects cutting Zeenat’s call abruptly.  
 
    Tanvi’s phone rings again.  
 
    “Madam?” 
 
    “Yes Patil?” 
 
    “I have found someone who has seen the aghori.” 
 
    “That’s good! Interrogate him. I am on my way.” 
 
    Makrand looks at her expectantly to receive the car key. 
 
    “I’ll drive. You clearly haven’t recovered,” says Tanvi. 
 
    The traffic is light. She anticipates that it will take her a little over an hour to reach the place if she drives fast enough. Zeenat calls again. Tanvi ignores the call. 
 
    She receives a message, ‘Akram arrested. He has threatened to reveal our secret.’ 
 
    Tanvi deletes the message and continues to drive. I’ll have to take care of Akram permanently. He has become a pain in the ass. 
 
    Makrand is watching Tanvi closely. 
 
    He asks, “Are you in trouble? I could help you. I am not the usual black and white guy. I do understand that people have grey shades.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind when I am grading you. Right now, I don’t need your help.” 
 
    Tanvi receives another call. This time it is from Dr Abram. She pulls over the car and asks Makrand to drive. 
 
    “Yes, Dr Sheriff?” 
 
    “Dr Sheriff? I take it you are not in a good mood.” 
 
    “You have something for me?” 
 
    “I always do, don’t I? But getting to the case, from preliminary investigation, the blood is Pari’s.” 
 
    “Oh… that’s not good. Are you still at the crime site?” 
 
    “No, in my lab. Are you okay? Do you want to meet?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Anything on the fingerprints?” 
 
    “No foreign prints.” 
 
    “Okay. I am going to talk to a witness who has seen the aghori. Will call you to the site if necessary.” 
 
    “Sure. Twice in one day! Today is my lucky day.” 
 
    Tanvi sighs and disconnects the call. 
 
    Makrand smiles at Tanvi. 
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    “You are not as tough as you project,” he comments. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Meaning you are just as human as all of us. You too suffer from heartbreaks and work pressures and…” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “You should put your skills to use at work rather than to assess and judge me. And if you are so good, how did you fall prey to Madhu?” 
 
    Makrand chuckles and says, “Testosterone is mightier than a man’s mind. It makes all logic seem meaningless.”  
 
    Tanvi smiles, “I agree on that.”  
 
    She feels uneasy and wonders if she has provided Makrand an insight into her state of mind during the short journey. He seems to be a good mind reader. She decides to be more careful.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Tanvi reaches Lohana House at 4:20 p.m. Sushant Patil is interrogating the witness. Pari’s friends are also sitting around waiting to be interrogated. Tanvi hurries and joins Sushant. 
 
    “This is inspector Yadav. I want you to repeat what you told me.” 
 
    The witness looks scared. He is a 35-year-old man who happened to be in the vicinity on the night of Pari’s abduction. 
 
    “Madam I was walking around the main road when I saw a man dressed in a black robe crossing the road.” 
 
    “What were you doing there?” 
 
    “I was coming out of a bar.” 
 
    “So, you were drunk?” 
 
    “Yes, but I remember everything clearly. This man had a load on his shoulder. He crossed the road and went into the lane leading to the tower of silence. I did not follow him there. That is a scary place. Everyone says it is haunted.” 
 
    “Had anyone else seen him?” 
 
    “No ma’am, no one. I work as a gardener in one of the bungalows. When the cops came to enquire at my workplace, I volunteered to come and talk.” 
 
    “How do I believe you? You were drunk.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I was drunk, but I swear I saw the man. I called out to warn him against going to that haunted road, and he turned. He had a white face like that of a ghost. I got scared and ran away. Until today morning, I thought I had seen a ghost. But today, when the cops showed a picture of the man, I knew he wasn’t a ghost. You can’t click pictures of ghosts.” 
 
    Tanvi wants to roll her eyes, but that would discourage the witness. She asks, “Did you see what was on his shoulder?” 
 
    “No ma’am, it was wrapped in a black drape.” 
 
    Tanvi turns to look at Sushant. 
 
    Sushant says, “I have sent Soma and Ravi to check the area around the tower of silence. I have checked the credibility of this witness. He has no criminal record.” 
 
    “It is 5 p.m. It will get dark soon. You interrogate Pari’s friends. I’ll go to the tower of silence,” she instructs Sushant Patil. 
 
     Makrand follows Tanvi. 
 
    “You can stay back and help Patil,” she tells him. 
 
    “I want to learn from the best in the game.” 
 
    “Fine. Tag along.”  
 
    They cross the main road to reach the lane leading to the tower of silence. The lane is deserted. Tall and dense trees line the lane and block most of the daylight. The foliage houses vulture, eagles and other scavenger birds.   
 
    Tanvi and Makrand hear some rustling in the foliage. Tanvi draws her glock. She follows the sound. Makrand follows closely behind. She moves a branch and sees two big growling dogs in a fierce fight over a piece of meat. The dogs shift their gaze towards her. They seem angry, saliva dribbling from their hungry mouths lined with pointed canines. She picks up a big stone and throws in their direction. They unwillingly move back making angry sounds.  
 
    Tanvi sees more dogs in the foliage. She quickly looks at the piece of meat. It is a human hand. She signals Makrand and they slowly retreat. 
 
    They come back on the lane. Makrand has a grotesque expression on his face. He is nauseated by the sight and takes a break to swallow back the bile in his mouth. Tanvi taps his shoulders and briskly moves ahead. 
 
    “The dogs, could they attack us?” he manages to ask between short bouts of cough. 
 
    “Not as long as they are finishing their meal.” 
 
    The gate to the tower of silence is locked. They see vultures circling the place.  
 
    “You think that human hand came from here?” asks Makrand. 
 
    “Unlikely. It was a whole hand. Somebody’s dead body has been lying around. It will have to be investigated.” 
 
    “Why didn’t we stop the dogs and save the evidence?” 
 
    “Because right now, I am more interested in saving a victim who is probably alive. That hand seemed to be at least a week old.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “From experience. You too will learn.” 
 
    “This place is creepy.” 
 
    “Get used to the feeling. Most ghastly crimes are committed at creepy places.” 
 
    Just then, they hear calls for help and barking of dogs from a nearby bush. They rush to the scene. Soma is being dragged by a huge dog who is firmly pulling on her trousers with his teeth. Other dogs are waiting to pounce on her. Ravi is lying comatose on the ground. Soma is trying to protect Ravi from being mauled by the dogs. 
 
    Tanvi fires a shot and kills the dog attacking Soma. The other dogs run away. They help Ravi sit up. Soma is scared.  
 
    “You killed him,” says Makrand recovering from shock. 
 
    “Believe me, it was necessary, to save them being mauled to death. There was a whole pack waiting to feast on them. They have been taken care of for now at least.” 
 
    Soma explains, “I was inspecting this place when the dogs attacked Ravi from behind. He fell and hit his head on a rock. I was trying to drive the dogs away from making a meal out of him when they decided to get rid of me too.” 
 
    “You have to be more careful and have each other’s back at all times. Dying on duty is worthy, but dying like this… tch tch,” Tanvi clicks her tongue.  
 
    Soma leads them to the place of interest. They find the familiar ash-like powder and some blood on the leaves around a campfire. 
 
    “Looks like the aghori halted here at night. I wonder why didn’t the dogs attack him?” remarks Tanvi. 
 
    She calls up the local police team for assistance to comb the area and the tower of silence. She also informs them about a possible dead body in the vicinity and the pack of deadly dogs. 
 
    Tanvi looks at Soma, “You take the samples to Dr Abram and get Ravi some medical attention. I’ll look around till the team arrives. Makrand you can go with them.” 
 
    “No ma’am, I’d like to stick around. We have to have each other’s backs at all times.” 
 
    Tanvi cocks her head and says, “You are becoming smart. You two get moving.” 
 
    Tanvi and Makrand inspect the place more thoroughly. They walk around the tower of silence to find more clues. Makrand spots a pendant in the vicinity. He collects it in an evidence bag. 
 
    “I am going into the tower of silence. You keep a watch and stay safe. Waiting for official permission to open these gates will take too long. I don’t want to lose the girl,” says Tanvi. 
 
    “What if the dogs are back?” 
 
    She hands him her glock. “Remind me to collect a weapon for you once we are in office.” 
 
     Makrand stares at her while gripping the gun awkwardly. 
 
    “What if they attack you inside?” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    She walks behind a little and then runs towards the wall, stepping on a boulder in the way, to take a leap at the tall boundary wall. She manages to cling to the boundary wall and swiftly pulls herself over it and jumps inside. 
 
    Inside the boundary wall, there are a few trees. She hears some birds in the trees. Fearing an attack by scavenger birds, she darts towards the tower. The gate of the tower is open. She climbs the stairs. The stench of decomposing dead bodies is unbearable. Numerous rats are moving to and fro.  
 
    Finally, she enters an open area and looks around. It is twilight by now. The sight is repulsive. Human bones and a few partially eaten and decomposed body parts are lying around. Switching on her cell phone torch, she tries to see if any of the body parts are fresh. 
 
    Finding no clue, she turns around to go back. A silhouette of someone is standing in front of her at the doorway.  
 
    “Who’s there?” scowls Tanvi. 
 
    No one replies. 
 
    She drops her cell phone in fear. The torch goes off. The person moves closer to her. She moves backwards and puts her hand into the gun holster. It occurs to her that she has given her gun to Makrand. She stumbles in the dark and falls down. A pair of hands steadily move towards her. Beads of sweat gather on her forehead. She is breathing fast. The hands grab and hug her to calm her down. 
 
    “Abram?” 
 
    “You are damn right. You still remember how my hands and hug feel, huh?” 
 
    She pushes him away, dusts her hands, grabs her cell phone and stands up. 
 
    “What are you doing here? You scared me to death.” 
 
    “Actually, I wanted to make you feel alive. Good to see that you are capable of all human emotions.” 
 
    “This is the time and place you chose for your romantic gesture?” 
 
    “I came here after Soma updated me that they had clues here.” 
 
    “Really! Didn’t she tell you that we were sending the clues to your lab?” 
 
    “She did, but I thought you could use an extra pair of eyes. I didn’t want you to miss any clues,” he says moving closer to Tanvi and looking into her eyes while adjusting his spectacles. 
 
    “Yeah right. Didn’t Makrand stop you?” 
 
    “He tried, but you know I can be persuasive.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. You tried to control his mind too?” 
 
    “No. He is a good mind reader. He knows how you feel about me. The sensible guy didn’t put up much of a fight.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Tanvi hurries down and out of the tower. Abram follows her closely.  
 
    She prepares to jump the boundary wall when Abram interrupts her, “We can use the gate and conserve some energy.” 
 
    “But the gate is locked.” 
 
    “Was.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Was locked… I happen to have a master key to every lock.” 
 
    “Sometimes I think you could make a perfect criminal.” 
 
    Tanvi looks at Makrand angrily. “Makrand, tomorrow you will be doing duty with officer Harsh Hegde. I did warn you against not following my orders, didn’t I?” 
 
    She grabs back her glock and secures it in her holster. Makrand opens his mouth to say something in his defence, but he decides to wait until Tanvi is calm. 
 
    In the meanwhile, the local police team arrives and searches the area. The team brings along a dog catching van. Almost twenty stray dogs are captured from the place and locked into the van. 
 
    The police team collects the remains of the dead body notified by Tanvi and dispatches them to the forensic lab. 
 
    Makrand hands over the pendant to Dr Abram, “We found this around the tower.” 
 
    “Makrand, you will have to go with the local police and finish the paperwork of all the evidence found here. I will escort Inspector Yadav back to safety.” 
 
    Abram is aware that Tanvi hates paperwork and grabs the opportunity to steal time with her. Makrand looks at Tanvi for approval. She nods mildly. 
 
    Abram leads Tanvi by her elbow into the passenger seat of his car. Seeing that Tanvi is going away with Dr Abram, Makrand unwillingly follows his orders. 
 
    They drive out of the deserted lane on to the main road. But instead of heading to the victim’s bungalow, Abram drives towards the city. 
 
    “I have to go back to the bungalow. Patil is interrogating Pari’s friends. They could have some clues.” 
 
    “I know. I too have to investigate the new clues, but you have to eat and talk before that.” 
 
    “Abram, I am not in a mood. Besides, my entire team has not eaten.” 
 
    “Okay. So, at least talk.” He pulls over the car to the side of the road. 
 
    “Talk? Talk what? You and I are over long back. We are history.” 
 
    “You broke up with me, I didn’t. But right now, I want you to talk about you, not us.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “You were upset when you spoke to me over the phone.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “I would know even from your breathing pattern if you were in trouble.” 
 
    Tanvi looks down. Abram lifts her chin gently. Tanvi is in tears. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything. It is Akram, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tanvi shuts her eyes and more tears flow. 
 
    “My only mistake in my life and he is blackmailing Zeenat and me over it.” 
 
    “I don’t know what he has got on the two of you, but I told you long back to let me take care of him. Can I, now? Please.” 
 
    Tanvi nods, “But promise not to hurt him.” 
 
    “I won’t. He is holding a gun to your head, so I will hold a bigger gun to his head. Do you want to eat now?” 
 
    “No. I want to get back to work. I am hoping to find Pari alive.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    He drops her to Lohana house and proceeds to the forensic lab. 
 
    At Lohana house, Sushant Patil updates Tanvi, “Ma’am, one of Pari’s friends is missing from about eight days. Her mother has filed a missing person’s report.” 
 
    “Oh! Is her mother here?” 
 
    “No ma’am, but I have spoken to her over the phone. The girl, Soniya, went missing eight days ago at night. The last her mother had seen her was at 11 pm before sleeping. She wasn’t in her bed in the morning.” 
 
    “This is a copy of her FIR and the follow-up investigation.” 
 
    Tanvi goes through the report and remarks, “She was Pari’s closest friend. She spent a lot of time with Pari. Did her mother say where they went together?” 
 
    “No ma’am, her mother didn’t know of their friendship. The information was provided by their other friends.” 
 
    “You interrogated them?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am. Pari and Soniya were very thick and remained detached from the rest of the group. None of the friends went out with Pari at night.” 
 
    “I see. So, these two girls were going out at night by themselves. Where could they have gone every night? Today at 1 a.m., I want you to go out and see if anybody who is a regular on that road at that time had seen them.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “Let’s take our dinner break in turns.” 
 
    Sushant, Soma and Ravi proceed for dinner, while Tanvi waits for Makrand to return from the local police station. 
 
    When Tanvi and Makrand are dining, Makrand decides to apologise. 
 
    “Ma’am, I am sorry for letting Dr Abram follow you in the tower of silence. I had seen that you were upset during the day and thought you could use some familiar company.” 
 
    “Dr Abram gets his way with people. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    Just then, Tanvi receives a phone call from Ravi, “Ma’am, we have received information from traffic control that a few aghori’s passed the Chembur area at around 12 noon.” 
 
    “Have they sent any cctv footage?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, sending it right away.” 
 
    Tanvi’s phone beeps and she looks at the cctv footage pictures. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    The picture shows several aghoris, at least twelve, dressed in black robes carrying loads on their shoulders and walking together. They all look similar from behind. In a front view pictures obtained from another traffic junction, the aghoris have matted hair, long beards and ash on their faces. They all have a long black tilak on their foreheads. A few aghoris have painted black and white faces similar to the kidnapper. 
 
    Makrand looks at Tanvi in surprise and asks, “Now what?” 
 
    “We have to find this group. Perhaps they could help. Or our kidnapper could be one from the group.” 
 
    Tanvi calls up Ravi, “Track this group. We have to detain and interrogate them ASAP.” 
 
    They hurry back to Pari’s house. Pari’s friends are still waiting there.  
 
    Sushant informs Tanvi that he has thoroughly questioned Pari’s friends. Pari and Soniya attended college almost every day and left together at 3:30 p.m. They reached home at about 4 p.m. and stayed home until their alleged outings after 1 a.m. every night. 
 
    On some days, they bunked college and were not in their homes. None of them know where they went on those days.  
 
    Ravi gets off his cell phone and comes rushing towards Tanvi, “Ma’am, the group visited Bhandup Chamunda temple at about 5:30 p.m. in the evening. After that the group seems to have split. About five aghoris are seen in a Thane city cctv footage at 8 p.m. and three in a Mira road footage at 10 p.m. At least four are missing. Notably, the ones with the black and white faces are missing.” 
 
    Tanvi raises her eyebrows, “Ask Thane and Mira road police to track the groups and detain them for interrogation. Notify us as soon as they are found.” 
 
    Mr Lohana had been holding himself back until now, but unable to control anymore, he confronts Tanvi, “Inspector madam, it is almost 11:30 p.m. The day is over and there is no clue about my daughter.” 
 
    “We are trying our best Mr Lohana. Our field team is trying to track the kidnapper. I think your daughter has not been kidnapped for ransom. So, the kidnapper is not going to contact us. The only lead until now is the aghori group. We also have to investigate Pari’s night life and Soniya’s connection to the case. Let’s sit tight and wait for the local police and traffic control to find the aghori group.” 
 
    The old maid mutters, “He would have fled far away with her by now. Pari baby always said that he would take her to some forest.” 
 
    Tanvi frowns, “Did Pari ever meet the aghori?” 
 
    “No, she only imagined him at times. Only she could see him. It was probably his spirit. But she always said that he loved the forest,” replies the maid. 
 
    The mention of ‘spirit’ creates a commotion in the room.  
 
    Tanvi tries to distract others from the topic, “Soma, you stay back in Pari’s room at Lohana house tonight. We will wait at our bureau office for information on the aghoris.” 
 
    Soma swallows hard and looks at Ravi. Ravi feels sorry for her, but he is unable to help. The rest of the team proceeds outside the house.  
 
    Sushant reminds Tanvi, “Ma’am, I will try to find if anyone has seen Pari around the main road at 1 a.m. at nights. I will come to office after that.” 
 
    “Right Sushant, it completely slipped my mind.” 
 
    Tanvi asks Ravi to drive to the headquarters. “I want both of you to grab some sleep until we have news on the group of aghoris,” she tells Ravi and Makrand. “Sushant, you try to find cctv footages around the roads near the tower of silence.” 
 
    “I already did that ma’am. That road merges into the highway and there are no footages on the highway. The small shops in the by lanes do not have cctv cameras.” 
 
    “Oh… okay.” 
 
    Sushant goes back into the bungalow and the others go to the resting room in the headquarters to catch a wink. Tanvi drives home. 
 
    Zeenat is waiting outside Tanvi’s housing complex when Tanvi arrives. On seeing her, Tanvi pulls over her car and Zeenat sits inside. 
 
    “What are you doing here so late? I told you I’ll take care of Akram,” says Tanvi, while keeping a vigil around. 
 
    “That’s the problem. I can’t find him after his release from the prison. He is a bastard, but he is the only family I have. I don’t want him dead,” replies Zeenat. 
 
    “What! He isn’t dead. I’ll find out where he is.” 
 
    Tanvi calls up Abram, “Where is Akram?” 
 
    “I missed you too.” 
 
    “Very funny. Now shut up and answer.” 
 
    “Relax. He is on his way to a safe place in Jamnagar in Gujarat. He is going to work as an assistant manager in Hotel Jannat. He couldn’t say goodbye because he has to report to work tomorrow and he forgot his cell phone with me. I’ll send you his hotel landline number in a while.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing, Hegde happened to find considerable amount of dope on him. I stepped in and saved him. After all, the offence is punishable with a jail time of more than 20 years.” 
 
    “You involved Harsh Hegde?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I called in a favour for me. Your name is safe.” 
 
    “It won’t be long before Harsh finds out the connection.” 
 
    “Even if he does, he won’t utter a word. I have something on him too.” 
 
    “What? And now, he has something on you too. This is a never-ending cycle. You have turned into a mind controlling blackmailing freak now?” 
 
    “That’s unfair. I have never blackmailed you for anything.” 
 
    “Haha. So, you are trying to subdue me with favours?” 
 
    “You think so? Did I try to change your mind when you decided to break up with me? I respected your decision. I didn’t even ask you the reason.” 
 
    “I am sorry about that. You deserved an explanation.” 
 
    “You are damn right, I did.” 
 
    “I was just not ready.” 
 
    “I could have waited.” 
 
    “I wanted you to move on.” 
 
    “That was for me to decide.” 
 
    “I am sorry, but that time is long gone.” 
 
    “Has it? I am still waiting.” 
 
    “Can we continue some other time? I don’t want you to be in trouble because of me.” 
 
    “I won’t. My lab report shows that the powder was talcum. Only Akram doesn’t know about the report. I mistakenly showed him some other report and before I could correct my doing, he became untraceable.” 
 
    “Yeah right,” chuckles Tanvi. “You have anything on the dead body found near the tower?” 
 
    “Will have to wait until morning. My staff is long gone.” 
 
    “Okay goodnight.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams to you too.” 
 
    Tanvi’s smile is cut short when she becomes aware of Zeenat staring angrily at her with her arms crossed across her chest. 
 
    “Are you done romancing? Do you have any info on my missing brother?” asks Zeenat. 
 
    “He is not missing. He is safe and has a good job. He won’t bother us for a long time.” 
 
    “That’s a relief! Dr Sheriff is the nicest person I have known. Why did you break up with him?” 
 
    Tanvi sighs, “Because I was falling in love with him.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I wasn’t doing justice to our relationship. I had too many secrets that I couldn’t share with him.”  
 
    “All of us have secrets Tanvi. Some of us just take them to our graves. No one has to know about them.”  
 
    “I was also losing focus over work. I had to choose between the two. I chose my work.” 
 
    “I think he would have come up with a solution if you had explained.” 
 
    “I tried.” 
 
    “In clear words?” 
 
    “Of course not. By giving example of others.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you let this man go.” 
 
    “What is done is done. I have moved on. Are you going to stay back?” 
 
    “No, Zakir is waiting a little farther. I’ll go back with him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you get him here?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want him to know that we have something to hide. Some secrets are best kept forever. He is not as understanding as Dr Sheriff.” 
 
    Tanvi feels a pang whenever Zeenat taunts about her decision to break up with Abram. That night, she goes to sleep pondering over her relationship with Abram. 
 
    Tanvi awakens with a startle. Her cell phone is ringing. It’s 6:30 a.m.  
 
    Sushant is on the other side of the line, “Good morning ma’am. Thane and Mira road police have detained the aghoris.” 
 
    “Oh… good. Did you get some sleep?” 
 
    “About three hours.” 
 
    “Did you find anyone on your road search at night?” 
 
    “Yes. A cycle coffee seller had seen the two girls often go towards the lane leading to the tower of silence.” 
 
    “This is getting complicated. Wonder what they did there? Will have to go back in daylight today. Did the local police interrogate the aghoris?” 
 
    “They did, but the detained aghoris did not have any information on the aghoris with the painted faces. They said that the four aghoris had joined their group at Mazgaon Chamunda temple and went with the Mira road group after Thane. The Mira road group said that the four aghoris took a break before Mira road junction. The others moved on.” 
 
    “Ask Thane and Mira road police to transport these aghoris to our headquarters. That will give you a couple of hours more to grab some sleep. I am going to the Mira road site where the four aghoris took shelter.” 
 
    Tanvi dials Soma’s number, “How are you doing?” 
 
    “I am okay ma’am, but yesterday, I saw a shadow resembling an aghori from Pari’s balcony. He was standing on the road near the backyard gate.” 
 
    “You too were hallucinating?” 
 
    “No ma’am, I tried to run down to confront the guy, but there was no one.” 
 
    “Did you get some sleep?” 
 
    “No ma’am, I kept standing in the balcony waiting for him to come back.” 
 
    “Why would the aghori stand outside Pari’s house after the kidnapping? Weird, no? Ask Ravi to relieve you. You come back after lunch.” 
 
    Tanvi gets dressed in 20 minutes and opens her main door. Makrand is standing at the door.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Waiting to go with you to Mira road.” 
 
    “You spoke to Sushant?” 
 
    “Yes, he asked me to accompany you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She tosses her car key to Makrand. Makrand seems uncomfortable about something while driving. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” 
 
    He hands over a newspaper to her.  
 
    She reads and exclaims, “Holy crap! How did this happen? Madhu has never crossed the line before.” 
 
    “It wasn’t Madhu. I spoke with her before coming here. It was some other journalist. She said it will be impossible to trace the source because reporters are very protective about their sources.” 
 
    “We are screwed. In a few minutes, I will receive a phone call from DSP Pai informing that I have been taken off the case. The girl’s life is in danger now.” 
 
    Makrand stares at the article headed ‘Malabar Hill girl kidnapped by a dead Aghori for black magic!’ 
 
    Tanvi picks up the paper and reads the article. 
 
    Pari, a 17-year-old girl, was abducted by an aghori from Lohana house at about 2 a.m. two nights ago. There has been no ransom call. Personal enmity with the aghori has been stated as the probable reason of abduction. The eerie part is that items involved in black magic were found at the abduction site.  
 
    The crime branch team investigating the case has no lead and is targeting groups of random aghoris wandering around the city.  
 
    The aghori suspected for abducting the girl has been reported dead three years ago. Is Mumbai dealing with a ghost? A ghost performing black magic on young girls! 
 
    What is Mumbai police and crime branch doing to save this girl? Only one sub-inspector was posted at Lohana household last night. Where were the others?  
 
    Such apathy from the authorities on such a sensitive case sends shivers down our spine. Are our girls safe in their houses? Could they fall prey to horrifying tantric practices by aghoris while our security system sleeps in peace? 
 
    Tanvi crumples the newspaper and throws it in the back seat. 
 
    Makrand swallows hard, “Now what?” 
 
    “Nothing. We try to get as close as possible to solving it before I receive the order. They will try to reach you too to deliver me the order. I want you to stop driving and go back to assist Sushant. What I do after this may not be completely legal.” 
 
    “I told you I am a grey person.” 
 
    “Not under my watch.” 
 
    Makrand lets out a weary breath, stops the car and alights. Tanvi takes control of the steering wheel. She switches off her phone and the police radio of her Tata Sumo, and drives away. As soon as Makrand gets down, he receives a phone call from Sushant. 
 
    “Do you know where Tanvi ma’am is? Pai sir is here and is unable to contact her. Perhaps you have spoken to her. “ 
 
    “No sir, I have no clue. I am coming to the head office.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll enquire with Singh and Rane.” 
 
    Makrand smiles with a twinkle in his eyes at his first taste of team spirit. 
 
    Tanvi makes enquiries and learns that a group of aghoris was seen walking towards Sanjay Gandhi National park. She drives through short cuts to reach the nearest entry point into the park. Tanvi remembers that the old maid had told her that the aghori would take Pari to a forest. 
 
    Incidentally, she sees a group of four aghoris walking into the forest. Just as she is about to chase them, a forest guard who has just returned to his post after a tea break stops her. 
 
    “Where are you off to madam?” 
 
    “I have to catch hold of the aghoris who have entered the forest.” 
 
    “No one has entered the forest under my watch.” 
 
    Tanvi flashes her badge. “I am on duty and you are obstructing me.” 
 
    “Flaunting these badges doesn’t work with the forest department madam. If you wish to enter the forest, I need an official order.” 
 
    Tanvi knows that if she switches on her phone, she will receive orders from her superior to drop the case. One of the aghoris looks back at her. His face is covered with ash. Tanvi suspects he is the kidnapper.  
 
    While trying to hurry, he drops the load off his shoulder. Tanvi sees a young girl, probably unconscious or dead, in a flash of a second when the black fabric unravels a bit. The other aghoris immediately cover her up and help the aghori carry the load and hurry into the forest. 
 
    Tanvi tries to run towards the aghoris to catch them, but the forest guard physically restrains her. Reflexively, Tanvi attacks and injures the forest guard to gain entry into the forest. She rushes into the foliage where she had seen the aghoris disappear. She sees a black robe and grabs it.  
 
    At that moment, she feels a hard blow on her head from behind. She turns around and sees a blurred image of an aghori with a white face before collapsing to the ground. He is holding a human skull with which he has attacked her. Also, a load covered in black cloth is lying on the ground. Crawling towards the load, she slides her hand inside the drape to check if the girl is alive. Before she can uncover the body, she feels another blow on the back of her head and is knocked out.  
 
    The group of aghoris pick up the load and begin chanting the following mantra: 
 
    Om hreem aing kleem shri Bagalanane mam ripoon naashay mamaishwaryaani dehi shreghram manovanchittam saadhay saadhay hreem swaaha… 
 
    As they move deeper into the forest, the chanting becomes fainter. Tanvi lies unconscious in the forest.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Tanvi gets up with a splitting headache in a hospital room. DSP Yogesh Pai is standing in front of her. He has a worried look on his face. Tanvi has suffered a minor concussion. A tense-looking Makrand is standing in a corner of the room. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” enquires DSP Pai. 
 
    Tanvi makes an unsuccessful effort to sit up. DSP Pai raises his hand signalling her to lie down. 
 
    She groans and then replies, “I am okay. I was very close to capturing the abductors.” 
 
    “If the forest guard would not have followed you, you would have been killed or eaten up by wild animals. Dying on duty is worthy, but dying like this… tch tch,” DSP clicks his tongue. 
 
    Tanvi looks at Makrand who is staring at her. 
 
    “You know Yadav, you are one of the best I have. I can’t afford to lose you. Why did you switch off your phone and radio?” 
 
    “You know why sir.” 
 
    “Well, next time you should try taking my permission for a change.” 
 
    Tanvi looks at Makrand again. He tries hard to suppress his smile. DSP Pai receives a phone call and leaves the room.  
 
    Tanvi snaps at Makrand, “What are you smiling at?” 
 
    “Nothing… I thought your dialogues were original.” 
 
    “Very funny. How long was I knocked out?” 
 
    “Four hours.” 
 
    “I was this close to getting the girl,” says Tanvi pressing her thumb against her index finger. 
 
    “The guard said he saw no aghoris.” 
 
    “That idiot was not in his place when the aghoris went into the forest. If he would have let me in the forest instead of wasting my time, I surely would have got the girl.” 
 
    “Incidentally, that idiot was the one who called for an ambulance in spite of the fact that he was brutally beaten up by you. And maybe, the aghoris left you alive because they saw him rushing into the forest.” 
 
    Tanvi tries to get up. Makrand resists her attempt by pinning her shoulders to the bed. “You have been asked to rest.” 
 
    Dr Abram enters Tanvi’s room. “Hey, you are up… what are you doing to her?” he questions Makrand. 
 
    “Nothing. I was just helping her sleep,“ says Makrand giving a cheeky look to Abram while leaving the room. 
 
    “The newbie thinks he is very smart, huh?” remarks Abram after Makrand leaves. 
 
    Tanvi ignores his comment and asks, “You thought you had me?” 
 
    “No, I know I will need more than a concussion for that. But right now, you need rest. Although I am a doctor specialising in dead bodies, I do know a bit about living humans too.” 
 
    “Abram, I almost had the girl.” 
 
    “And they almost had you. Did it occur to you that these black magic guys could be dangerous?” 
 
    “That danger is a part of my job profile.” 
 
    “Did you see the girl?” 
 
    “I am not sure if it was her. Her hair covered her face. I tried to feel the body. It was warm. The girl was alive. I am so confused right now.” 
 
    “I hope they find her. I worked on the samples from the tower of silence. The remains of the body you found there belong to Soniya, and the blood and pendant belong to Pari.” 
 
    “That means that the girls definitely went there.” 
 
    “Yes. And that also means Pari lost more blood, which is not good. Do you realize that today’s newspaper scenario could take you off the case?” 
 
    “Yes. I am going to get the bastard who leaked the news.” 
 
    “Sweetheart, you are recovering from a concussion. There is no way you can get back in action before eight days.” 
 
    “You are kidding, right?” 
 
    “Do I look like I am kidding?” asks Abram looking gravely at Tanvi. 
 
    DSP Pai comes back into the room. He acknowledges Abram and looks at Tanvi, “Yadav, you have to go on leave for eight days to recover. I am assigning this case to Hegde.” 
 
    “No sir, I got very close to solving it. I will find the girl and the person who leaked the news to media.” 
 
    “It’s not that Yadav. I am sure you would find the girl, but only if she was alive.” 
 
    “What do you mean sir?” 
 
    “I just received news that a charred body of a young girl was found in Thane crematorium today at 8 a.m. They found a black cloth beside the body. They picked up some hair in the cloth and some blood drops for DNA.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dr Abram lets out a sad moan. 
 
    “The forensic expert on site said that the DNA from the body was too degraded for analysis.” 
 
    “What about dental identification?” 
 
    “Some teeth were recovered. We are sending them to Pari’s dentist for verification.” 
 
    Tanvi looks confused, “How is that possible? I saw her. Did they take her back to Thane from Borivali? Or was she someone else?” 
 
    Abram comforts her, “Relax Tanvi, you said her face was covered with hair. She could have been someone else.” 
 
    “So, Pari and Soniya are dead! The girl I saw… who was she?” 
 
    DSP Pai rubs his forehead and responds, “I’ll check if any other girl has been missing from the city. You take rest.” 
 
    Tanvi winces in her bed as her headache returns after the effect of painkiller wears off. 
 
    She turns towards Abram, “This case is more complex than it appears. There seems to be more than one abductor and victim here.” 
 
    “Shhh! Don’t think too much. Just relax.” 
 
    Abram caresses her forehead and asks the nurse to give her a shot of a painkiller. Tanvi is drowsy for the rest of the day. She sees Abram sitting in front of her whenever she drifts in and out of her slumber. She smiles at him and closes her eyes. 
 
    Next day, Tanvi gets up feeling better. When Abram is not around, she forces the doctor on duty to discharge her, assuring him that she will take care of herself at home. 
 
    At home, Tanvi relaxes in her bed. She catches a wink and dreams. She is chasing a lady wearing a black burqa. The lady has committed a murder and is carrying a huge stone in her hand. The stone is tainted with blood.  
 
    Tanvi manages to grab the burqa and pull off the veil. The lady turns around with the stone, ready to attack Tanvi. Tanvi looks at the lady’s face. She is shocked to see her own face in front of her, smiling wickedly at her.  
 
    Tanvi gets up with a start. Her head is aching again. She opens a bottle of the painkiller given to her from the hospital and pops a pill. After a while, she is calm. 
 
    The door-bell rings. Tanvi opens the door. There is no one. She sees a piece of black cloth stuck in the door of the fire exit. Tanvi becomes restless. Is it a black burqa, a black robe like that of the aghori or a black fabric used to drape the girl?  
 
    Seeing too much black is clouding my senses.  
 
    After cautiously walking towards the exit, she pushes the door open. The piece of cloth falls down. It is just a random piece of cloth. She looks up and down the fire exit to see if someone is there. She turns around and is startled to see Abram standing at her main door. 
 
    “Is this what you call resting?” he asks, his hands on his hips. 
 
    “I was, until I heard the door-bell ring… but there was no one at the door.”  
 
    “Of course, there was no one. I rang the bell 12 times before going down again to confirm if you were in your house. When I came back you were chasing a ghost in the fire exit.” 
 
    “I saw this piece of black cloth and wondered if it was left here deliberately.” She throws the piece in the corridor. 
 
    “By who? You have to rest and forget the case. Harsh Hegde is handling it. From preliminary investigation, the blood and hair belong to Pari. She is dead.” 
 
    “The poor girl! But who was the girl I saw?” 
 
    “Are you sure you saw someone? There is no report of a missing girl.” 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” asks Tanvi glaring at Abram. 
 
    “I want to, but I think you were too worked up after the newspaper leak. You may have wanted Pari to be in that load on the aghori’s shoulder. Sometimes you imagine what you want to see and then start believing it. The mind blurs the line between reality and imagination.” 
 
    Tanvi ponders over what Abram says and then snaps at him, “No way! I am not letting you control my mind.” 
 
    “I am not trying to. But you need to relax and move on.” 
 
    “I guess you are right. I am hungry. Have you got something for me?” 
 
    Abram shows her a packet. “Home-cooked, your favourite.” 
 
    Tanvi takes a deep breath to smell the fragrance of her favourite food. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Abram serves her some chicken biryani and watches her while she devours the food. 
 
    “Am I supposed to be eating spicy stuff after a head injury? And are you not going to eat?” 
 
    “After you. I have missed watching you enjoy my meal.” 
 
    She smiles and continues eating. Tanvi tries to forget about the case, but she is unable to get the image of the girl in the black drape out of her mind. She is sure that it wasn’t her imagination. 
 
    Abram pulls out a suitcase from above her wardrobe. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “Packing your stuff. You are going to stay with me until you recover. I have reliable house helps round the clock. In fact, I have applied for leave to take care of you, but there is too much workload.” 
 
    “I appreciate your gesture, but I am not going anywhere. I promise to meet or call you every day to report.” 
 
    Abram sighs, “I knew you wouldn’t agree. You didn’t agree even last time.” 
 
    Tanvi gazes into Abram’s eyes and says, “Abram, you are the best thing that has ever happened to me. I broke off with you because I didn’t deserve you… or rather you deserved someone better. You were giving too much into our relationship and I couldn’t match up to that.” 
 
    “But I didn’t ask for anything in return.” 
 
    “I know, but I was unable to live with the guilt of not being able to give back as much as you did. I worship my work.” 
 
    “I know and that’s why I let you go. I couldn’t see you being so hard on yourself.” 
 
    He gently strokes her face with his hand. Tanvi holds his hand and kisses it.  
 
    After Abram leaves, Tanvi wanders into her balcony. She looks at the street below from her 8th floor apartment. It is a beautiful evening. Everyone seems busy rushing somewhere.  
 
    I have to find out about Pari. What happened to her? How did she die? Who was the other girl? What happened to Soniya? 
 
    She remembers something and grabs her phone. She opens the image gallery of her phone and looks at the image of Dushyant Tiwari, cell mate of Chamundakaal. She had clicked a picture of his photo from his file at Thane central Jail.  
 
    After popping a painkiller, she dresses up and walks down the street. In about half-an-hour, she is walking at Marine drive. She sits on a bench facing the sea. It’s been over six years that she hasn’t taken a vacation. And this one too was forced on her. 
 
    After about an hour, Kabeer joins her on the bench. 
 
    “How have you been Kabeer? How was your exam?” 
 
    “Good. Business too is good. I read about your case in the newspaper. What information do you want?” 
 
    Tanvi shows him Dushyant Tiwari’s photograph. “I need to know where he is. This is the address he left behind with the jail authorities.” 
 
    Kabeer looks at the picture and the address noted on a piece of paper.  
 
    “Forward his name, address and picture on my phone. I will put it up on my group of informants. You will have to pay the one who has information.” 
 
    “Of course, and I will add your commission to it. By the way, Mac is out of jail. You be careful in case he finds out you provided information on him.” 
 
    “I am not scared of him. I am worried about another kid who he is targeting now. I kept a close watch on him, but he managed to abduct and sell off this girl. It is impossible to trace the poor orphan now.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me before?” 
 
    “I came to know yesterday. You were in the hospital. I didn’t want to trouble you. Also, there is never going to be an official FIR about this girl because she was an orphan.” 
 
    “I’ll find the girl. Give me Mac’s whereabouts.”  
 
    He smiles and gets up to go, “By the way, I know a real aghori.” 
 
    Tanvi receives a message on her phone.  
 
    Kabeer informs, “That’s his address. He has information on all aghoris around this city.” 
 
    Tanvi thanks him and sits enjoying the breeze for a little more time.  
 
    I will go to meet this aghori tomorrow morning. 
 
    When Tanvi reaches home, she is greeted by her team members who are waiting for her in the lobby of her apartment building. She is delighted to see them. 
 
    “Hey Sushant, how is it going? You are the acting boss of our team now.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I am waiting for you to return,” replies Sushant. 
 
    “You are a liar,” she chuckles. 
 
    Ravi and Soma present a bouquet to Tanvi, “Get well soon ma’am. We are not used to you not being around.” 
 
    Tanvi notices that Makrand is quiet. She invites them to her apartment. They chat for a while.  
 
    “Ravi, did you get info on the phone records?” 
 
    “Yes mam. The only significant information was that Soniya and Pari had late night phone calls with each other. Some of the messages exchanged between them suggest that they met on the main road at nights. On the night before the disappearance of Soniya, Pari had asked Soniya to be prepared for a special experience.” 
 
    “Oh! What could that mean? Were they doing drugs in the deserted area?” 
 
    Ravi shrugs. 
 
    Tanvi looks at a despondent Makrand and asks, “What’s the matter with you? Had a fight with some other girlfriend?” 
 
    “No! I realised that you wouldn’t have been attacked if I had been bold and decided to accompany you to the forest. Pari would have probably been alive.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault Makrand. You were just following my orders. Besides, Pari was already dead. I am not sure who I saw in the forest.” 
 
    “Whoever she was would have been alive.” 
 
    “Maybe, or maybe both of us would have been dead. They were four of them. Forget what happened and work with Hegde to find Pari’s killers.” 
 
    “Ma’am the case has been transferred back to the Malabar Hill police who is handling Soniya’s missing case. The two cases are connected,” informs Soma. 
 
    “I see. Well, let’s cooperate with the local police and provide them all the info we have,” replies Tanvi. 
 
    “They said they were not interested. They’ll pursue the case their own way,” says Makrand. 
 
    “Is that so? You don’t get worked up about this and move on to the other cases we have.” 
 
    After about an hour, everyone leaves. 
 
    Tanvi is closing her apartment door when she sees the black cloth stuck again in the fire exit door. She squints her eyes and moves closer to be sure. It was on the floor the last time she had seen it. Moving towards the fire exit door, she slowly pushes it open. The black piece of cloth falls down. She moves ahead. The fire exit door slams shut behind her. 
 
    Although startled, she steps on the staircase going down to the lower floor. She peeps down. It is deserted. She hears a noise in the upper staircase. While rushing up, she feels a piercing pain in her right foot.  
 
    Her foot is bleeding. A thumbtack has pierced her sole. She pulls it out. On opening the fire exit door, she notices a lemon lying there. The lemon is pierced with a thumbtack similar to the one that injured her. She is terrified and not sure if it was there before she went down the fire exit. 
 
    She picks up the lemon and stares at it. A shiny pin head is sticking out from the middle of the lemon.  
 
    I believe this is some sort of a warning to stay away from the case. That means somebody knows I met Kabeer. Am I being watched? I have to be discreet. 
 
    She looks around. She has no neighbours and the other apartment on her floor is a refugee flat. She decides against reporting the incident, so that the culprit is not alerted. He is a viable lead. Moving ahead, she notices that her apartment door is ajar.  
 
    What if someone is waiting to attack me? I have left my glock inside.  
 
    She enters cautiously and inspects every room. After she is satisfied, she settles on the sofa in her living room. Just as she takes a breath of relief, she notices a note stuck on her TV screen. It reads I KNOW YOUR SECRET. She jumps up and does a quick inspection of her house again. Somebody sneaked into her house in the couple of minutes that she was out. That night, she sleeps with her glock by her side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Next day, Tanvi receives a message from Kabeer that Dushyant Tiwari currently resides in Kurla with his mistress. She decides to nab him immediately. To avoid attracting attention, she dresses up in a casual kurta and jeans, and carries her glock in a sling bag. 
 
    Just as she is about to leave her apartment, her door-bell rings. She inspects through the door peephole. Abram is at the door. After hesitating for a while, she opens the door. 
 
    “Wow! You are all set for the appointment. I thought you had forgotten.” 
 
    Tanvi is confused, but manages to hide her expression, “No, I was waiting for you.” 
 
    “Great! Get your discharge papers. The appointment is at ten.” 
 
    Tanvi had completely forgotten about her hospital appointment. They visit the hospital and the doctor gives her a new prescription. She realises that she has missed her morning dose of painkiller.  
 
    After the appointment, Abram seems relieved. “You seem to be recovering well. Your wound has healed and your concussion is better. Let’s celebrate.” 
 
    Tanvi smiles. She feels guilty at not being able to reciprocate his love and decides against telling him about last night’s incident. He seems genuinely happy and she doesn’t want him worrying about her safety.  
 
    She says, “Okay. What do you propose?” 
 
    “Nothing much, just lunch with you.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    He takes her out to a high-end restaurant in South Mumbai. 
 
    “I wonder how you can afford this in the salary we get.” 
 
    “Well, a man of modest means can surely afford a grand lunch date once in two years.” 
 
    “Are you implying that you haven’t been on a date after we broke off?” 
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    “I asked first.” 
 
    “I tried once, but we didn’t hit off.” 
 
    “So the rumours about you dating the hot trainee detective last year were true?” 
 
    “Sort off. Are you upset?” 
 
    “No! Why would I be?” 
 
    “Umm… yeah… there is no reason.” He is disappointed. 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Some people say that it was foolish of you to let go of me,” says Abram. 
 
    “Really? I think that you are passing on your own views as general wisdom.” 
 
    “Whatever… so… coming back to the hot trainee, you weren’t upset about me dating her?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Well okay, I was a little upset and jealous.” 
 
    “Yes! That makes me feel better. Cheers!” 
 
    Tanvi chuckles. 
 
    While having their desert, Tanvi enquires, “Abram, did you find any clues on the pin-pierced lemons in Pari’s case?“ 
 
    “No DNA, no prints. Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Just out of curiosity.”  
 
    Abram gives her an ‘I don’t believe you’ look. 
 
    “What? Seriously, I was wondering if they have any usable clues,” she explains. 
 
    “Yeah, the investigation has suddenly slowed down. Maybe they are trying to keep it low profile until media has found something new to munch on.” 
 
    “Maybe. What about the handwritten note?” 
 
    “Matched nobody’s writing in the house. Moreover, the sample was insufficient to conclude. But from what the expert could analyse, it was closest to Pari’s handwriting.” 
 
    “Pari’s? Was she blackmailing someone?” 
 
    Abram shrugs his shoulders. They finish their meal. He drops Tanvi at her apartment and proceeds to his lab.  
 
    It is 3 p.m. I can still reach in time to nab Dushyant Tiwari. 
 
    In spite of being warned against driving, Tanvi drives her Sumo to Kurla to find Dushyant Tiwari. On her way to Kurla, she calls up Makrand, “Hi! What are you doing right now? I need a favour.” 
 
    After reaching Kurla, Tanvi calls up Kabeer’s source, Madan, who has provided information on Dushyant Tiwari. Madan meets Tanvi outside Lovely Bar.  
 
    “Ma’am, Dushyant will come to the bar any moment now. I can’t wait here. It’s too dangerous for me to be seen with you.” 
 
    Tanvi pays the source and waits for Dushyant across the street. She has a sense of déjà vu while waiting near the bar. 
 
    After about 10 minutes, she sees Dushyant coming towards the bar. Tanvi signals Makrand, who is waiting near the bar.  
 
    He taps Dushyant’s shoulder from behind. “If you turn around I’ll shoot you. I have a job for you.” 
 
    He presses the muzzle of Tanvi’s glock into Dushyant’s back.  
 
    “I don’t do that kind of work anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah right, I have heard that before. Today, you are working for me. Now move your ass.” 
 
    Makrand pushes Dushyant into the Sumo’s front seat and blindfolds him.  
 
    He interrogates him. “What do you know about Chamundakaal?” 
 
    “O man! Is this about him? He died three years ago. Are you investigating an old crime?” 
 
    “Shut up and talk,” shouts Makrand pressing the muzzle of the glock to his chest. 
 
    “Okay… okay… relax… I’ll tell you what I know. The guy was crazy. He kept muttering some mantras all the time. He never spoke anything.” 
 
    “You told that to the prison authorities. I want more,“ commands Makrand. 
 
    “It was only one day when he had a visitor that he was in a good mood and opened up a bit. I don’t know where he was from, but he always spoke of a forest. He loved the forest. And yes, he was ecstatic because he was finally going to be immortal. I am telling you the guy was crazy.” 
 
    “Talk about the visitor.” 
 
    “I didn’t get to see the visitor, but the aghori said that his visitor was going to make him immortal.” 
 
    There was silence for a while.  
 
    Then Makrand asked, “Immortal?” 
 
    “Yeah… the crazy man!” 
 
    “What about the forest? Did he say anything about it?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    Makrand clutches Dushyant’s throat. “Think hard.” 
 
    Dushyant Tiwari chokes and struggles to relieve his neck from Makrand’s grasp. He raises his hand to give up.  
 
    “The aghori said that he grew up near this forest in a beautiful village. His mentor lived deep in the forest in a beautiful house. He grew his own vegetables and herbs. There was a lovely lake near the house. They often went fishing during his stay as a student.” 
 
    “Where was this forest?” 
 
    “He never mentioned that.” 
 
    “If it was so beautiful out there, why did he come here?” 
 
    “I asked him that. He said that he had developed differences with his mentor over the fact that he wanted to become immortal. He also said that his visitor was his ticket to immortality.” 
 
    “Immortality? Ironically, he died in the prison itself.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the strange part was he knew he was going to die.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Before going to the kitchen that day, he had stayed up all night performing some rituals. He told me that he had found another home for his soul. I always thought that he was crazy and didn’t give his statements a lot of thought. After he died, I forgot about him.” 
 
    “Alright then. If you tell or even mention anyone about today’s incident, you are going to be a dead man, understand?” 
 
    “Yes… yes, just let me go.” 
 
    Makrand helps him out of the car, stands behind him, removes his blindfold and commands him to walk ahead into another lane.  
 
    “Count till 500 while walking ahead. If you turn around…” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Makrand gets into the car and Tanvi drives away.  
 
    “Well done Makrand!” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am. But I think he guessed that we were from the authorities.” 
 
    “Yeah, they become smart after spending so much time in jail.” 
 
    “What is the next step? We have no specific lead.” 
 
    “Maybe we do. We have to find a forest that houses aghoris deep in its bellies. I am sure there won’t be many. I am going to meet an aghori tonight. Apparently, he is the Wikipedia of aghoris.” 
 
    “Can I accompany?” 
 
    “You have done your bit. I‘ll keep you posted, but this is between you and me.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    Makrand salutes Tanvi and alights from the Sumo.  
 
    Is the kidnapping and murder linked to immortality? But the guy is dead. How could he have committed the crime?  
 
    Tanvi reads the address of the aghori messaged by Kabeer. This aghori lives in Kaked, a village 23 km outside Kalyan. She decides to visit the village. 
 
    She reaches the outskirts of the village at about 8 p.m. The village is deserted. She checks her cell phone to keep it handy to communicate, but it has no network. A man is seen hurrying towards the main road. She confronts him. 
 
    “Hey, where is everyone?” 
 
    The man tries to dodge her and flee.  
 
    Tanvi grabs him by his collar and says sternly, “I asked you something.” 
 
    “Who are you? Let me go.” 
 
    She flaunts her badge. 
 
    “You are with the police?” 
 
    She nods. 
 
    “You must be new. The police never interfere in matters of this village.” 
 
    “I am different. Where’s everybody?” 
 
    “Who everybody? The population of this village is 28. Everyone has run off to the safe house. I am on my way. You can follow me. There is not much time.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Not much time for what?” 
 
    The man manages to free himself. He dodges Tanvi and runs. Tanvi chases him. He runs for about half a kilometre and disappears into a ground plus one storey stone house.  
 
    Tanvi barges into the house behind him. As soon as she enters, people inside the house secure the gates of the house and hurry into the living room. The living room has a huge statue of Lord Hanuman. Everyone is sitting around with folded hands and is chanting Hanuman chalisa. Someone thrusts a book into her hand too. 
 
    “What is happening?” she whispers to a lady sitting next to her. 
 
    “I have never seen you before. You are not from our village. You must be one of those curious journalists who visit us once in a while to write an interesting article on our village,” remarks the lady. 
 
    “No, I have come to meet an aghori who resides in the village. Could you guide me to him?” 
 
    The lady smiles, “Now is not a good time to visit him. He has his hands full for today. You should come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “It’s sort of urgent.” 
 
    “It always is. Why don’t you go upstairs and stay with the kids until we can reopen the gates.” 
 
    Tanvi looks around. Most men and women are chanting the Hanuman chalisa. She looks at the orange idol of Lord Hanuman and bows her head. She goes upstairs. 
 
    On the upper floor, eight kids in age range of 3 to 16 years are sitting on the floor of one room. The younger ones are clutching the older ones. Tanvi smiles at them to lighten the atmosphere. None of them smile back. 
 
    “Hi! Can I join you guys?” 
 
    One of the girls, about 16 years old, asks, “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am a friend.” 
 
    “Never seen you before.” 
 
    “I came to help.” 
 
    “Nobody can help us.” 
 
    “I could, if you tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “A war of black forces between Aghori baba, who is our protector and Tantric baba, who is our tormentor.” 
 
    “Seriously? You believe in such things?” 
 
    “Of course I do! All of us do. You too will after you see what it can do.” 
 
    “What can it do?” 
 
    “It can kill you brutally.” 
 
    “No my dear, these tantrics and aghoris play tricks on our minds.”  
 
    “Maybe they do. But I have already lost my mother to their tricks. I don’t wish to lose anybody else.” 
 
    “What happened to your mother?” 
 
    “The same that happened to most who lived here 10 years ago. It was a happy place before a tantric was invited by the sarpanch of our village to reopen the big haveli on the top of the black hill.” 
 
    “The one that is seen from the road down the village?“ 
 
    “Yes, that cursed haveli! It was closed for over a hundred years. The evil master of the haveli used to push his slaves from the hill top when he was unhappy with them. He raped their women and abused their children. A lot of unhappy souls haunted the haveli. The master of the haveli was killed by the ghosts of these slaves and their families. The ghosts stayed in the haveli. The villagers who lived here back then had closed the haveli. Everything was fine until 10 years ago.” 
 
    “What happened 10 years ago?” 
 
    “The head of our village was advised by a businessman to reopen the haveli. He said that the haveli could be converted into a beautiful luxury resort for city people and the villagers could have an extra income. But that advice doomed our village.” 
 
    The girl looks at the little kids who seem frightened. She swallows hard. She signals Tanvi to come out. They move to the next room. 
 
    She continues, “About ten villagers including the sarpanch had gone uphill with a tantric to open the haveli. None of them came back. They were trapped in the haveli. After a couple of days, their tortured bodies were found lying below the hill thrown from the point where the slaves were pushed. Some villagers had missing tongues, eyes and limbs. The tantric was the only one who survived this ordeal. He was wearing some protection against bad spirits. He captured a few spirits and became their master. Other spirits escaped and harmed the people of our village.” 
 
    “Harmed? How?” 
 
    “They possessed them. The possessed people tried to kill their own family members and mutilated themselves. They cut themselves with knives and blades and laughed while doing it. I have seen my mother who was killed by my father when she tried to set my brother on fire. There was an evil look on her face. She wasn’t my mother. She was someone else.” 
 
    “It could have been a disease. Did you get help?” 
 
    “We lodged a complaint in the police station. The few officers who tried to help us were killed by the spirits. We approached the tantric to help us. He laughed at our plight. He said that the spirits that were under his control had made him powerful. He began trading black magic in exchange for slaves and money to fulfil wishes of people who wanted to harm others.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “If you want to get someone killed or harmed, all you have to do is visit the haveli. The tantric’s men will lead you to him. After you have satisfied his demands, you can go back home and relax. He will send his spirit to harm your target. They all die brutal and unnatural deaths. My village had a population of over 2000 about 10 years ago. Only 28 of us remain because we have huge farmlands that we need to tend to. That is our only source of income. For our protection, we send a large part of our land produce to the tantric.” 
 
    “Oh! Why are all of you hiding here today?” 
 
    “We never venture out of our houses after dark. But today, we have taken shelter in this safe house from afternoon.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “About three years ago, an aghori baba heard of our plight and visited our village. He was a good man who used his powers to help people. People who are possessed by the tantric’s evil spirits are taken to the Kali temple at the base of the hill. The aghori baba resides there to help these people. He tries to release the evil spirit and prevents them from harming anyone. Sometimes he is successful, but sometimes…” 
 
    “Sometimes?” 
 
    “Sometimes the mantras backfire and the evil spirits become stronger and treacherous. They harm anyone who comes in their way. They can harm people, animals, or even our houses and farms. The aghori baba has survived many attempts on his life too. But he is relentless.” 
 
    The girl folds her hands and bows her head to show respect for the aghori baba. 
 
    “Today, a woman from the neighbouring village has brought her sister who is possessed by an evil spirit. Aghori baba rang the bells of the Kali temple to warn us. If the tantric prevents aghori baba from treating the woman, the fight between the two can be very dangerous. A fight that involves use of abstract dark powers can seriously harm anyone who is caught between the fight. So, we have taken shelter in this fortress built on guidance from aghori baba. Lord Hanuman protects everyone from evil forces.” 
 
    “So, if I have to meet aghori baba, I have to visit the Kali temple?” 
 
    “Yes, but not today.” 
 
    Tanvi nods. “Sooner or later I am going to help all of you. Trust me.” 
 
    “We have learned to live with it. I wouldn’t want anyone to lose his life or loved ones for us.” 
 
    Tanvi gets up and goes downstairs. To everyone’s surprise, she opens the main door and walks out. The door slams shut as soon as she is out.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    It is dark and frosty outside. None of the houses are lighted. Tanvi struggles to find her way to the main road. She can still hear the chanting of Hanuman chalisa in the background. As she moves ahead, the voices fade into darkness.  
 
    Up on the hill, a silhouette of a haveli is seen against the dark skies. A faint light is seen emerging from the haveli. The wind gets stronger as Tanvi moves closer to the Kali temple. Straying dust particles and dry leaves make it difficult for her to keep her eyes open without getting stung. She stops for a while to rub and soothe her hurting eyes. 
 
    A faint sound of ringing temple bells guides her steps and she proceeds in the direction. In the dark, she stumbles on a stone and injures her forehead. She bleeds from a mild cut on her forehead. The injury triggers the old pain in her concussed head. But she gets up determined to reach the temple.  
 
    Standing at the base of the stairs leading to the temple, she glances towards the haveli. A huge boulder is cascading towards her from the hill. She gasps and moves out of its way in time.   
 
    While recovering, she gets an eerie feeling that somebody is running past her from behind. She turns around quickly. Nobody. Was it an animal? Probably. Her neck muscles contract and she takes a few rapid shallow breaths. She climbs the stairs of the temple. The ringing of bells gets louder.  
 
    From the entrance of the small temple, she sees a black idol of goddess Kali. The goddess is wearing a garland of severed heads of demons. She has four hands that are outstretched. She holds a severed demon head in one of her hands and a skull cup filled up with demon blood in another. A curved blood-stained sword is seen in her third hand and her fourth blood stained hand is stretched out to bless her devotees. Her eyes are prominent and ferocious, and her blood red tongue is sticking out. 
 
    A flickering oil lamp is the only source of illumination in the dark temple. An aghori wearing a black robe is ringing the bell and chanting the following mantra: 
 
    Kaali om om aaaim hreem kleem kleem caaamundaaayaaai kleem kleem swaaaaahaaaaaa 
 
    Kreem kleem caaamundaaayaaai hoom hreem caaamundaaayaaai kaaaaalike kreem kreem hoom hreem swaaaaaahaaaaa 
 
    After every mantra, the aghori flings some powder in a small vessel filled with red hot coal. Every time he flings the powder, the temple is filled with a fresh outburst of dark smoke emanating from the havan.  
 
    Tanvi hears somebody coughing and sobbing in the temple. She looks around and is shocked to see a woman lying curled up within a circle chalked out on the floor.  
 
    Tanvi confronts the aghori. The aghori frowns on seeing her. His masseters tighten. But he continues to chant the mantras. Tanvi moves out of his way and decides to wait for him to finish his act. She scrutinizes the place.  
 
    She waits for over an hour, sitting impatiently in a corner of the temple. The woman has paroxysms of screaming, falling unconscious and sobbing.  
 
    For the past 15 minutes, the woman has been lying motionless. Tanvi gets up to check if the woman is alive. She is about to cross the chalked circle when she feels a strong hand pull her back. 
 
    “Don’t touch her! The spirit is looking to house another body. It missed you on your way towards the temple. You don’t want to be the next victim, do you?” 
 
    “Certainly not!. But how long would she be lying here? Maybe she is ill and needs to be hospitalised.” 
 
    “She is possessed by an evil spirit and will be here until sunrise. She will be free by then.” 
 
    “And the villagers?” 
 
    “They’ll be in the safe house until sunrise too. They know the routine. You seem new. This is no place to find a new home lady.” 
 
    “That’s not why I am here.” 
 
    “Then why are you in this god-forbidden place at this god-forbidden hour?” 
 
    “I work for the crime investigation department. I am here because one of my cases involves an aghori.” 
 
    Tanvi shows him a photo of Chamundakaal. She briefs him about the case. 
 
    “This is no aghori. He is a tantric. He is not my kind. He is a bad one like the one in the haveli. Aghoris don’t harm people. They live on what they find. They don’t long for anything. They are devotees of Lord Shiva. They are detached from worldly pleasures.” 
 
    “Can you help me with any information that can give me a direction about this… um… tantric?” 
 
    “You said he wanted to be immortal. He has already killed two girls and abducted another. I bet if you look in the forest, you will find the third girl too, probably dead. He must have offered her to a goddess in the forest.” 
 
    “But he allegedly died in a prison fire three years ago. So, I believe his disciple Kaalbhairav is behind all this.” 
 
    “Could be. A sacrifice is usually offered to goddesses to obtain mahavidyas from them. There are ten mahavidyas in all. Unless you can prevent, there are going to be seven more deaths of innocent virgin women.” 
 
    “Seven more? He doesn’t seem to be following a pattern. How can I prevent the deaths?” 
 
    “He must be following a pattern. A sacrifice is made to each goddess of mahavidya to please them. 
 
    “Na pashyashi mahadev sateem maam purtah isthtaam
kali, tara cha lokeshee kamla bhuvneshwari
chinnmasta shodshi cha sundari baglamukhi
dhumavati cha matangi, namanyasamimani cha. 
 
      
 
    “The ten goddesses are Kali, Tara, Tripurasundari, Bhuvaneshvari, Bhairavi, Chinnamasta, Dhumavati, Bagalmukhi, Matangi, and Kamala. You have to investigate thoroughly to find his pattern. After pleasing the goddesses, he will expect a boon of immortality from Lord Shiva. The ten mahavidya goddesses block Lord Shiva’s path in all the ten directions until he yields.”  
 
    “How can somebody believe that they can become immortal by killing someone and that Lord Shiva will actually appear and grant boons?” 
 
    “Sometimes people want what they want. They believe that they are offering a sacrifice, not killing as you think.” 
 
    “Do you believe in sacrifices?” 
 
    “I do. But that doesn’t mean I would offer one myself. Time has always shown that evil and dark forces coexist. Some people want to master them for power. Power is the greatest driving force in this world.” 
 
    “But you are fighting the dark forces. Don’t you want to master them too?” 
 
    “I have burnt my hands before. You can’t enslave dark forces. Eventually, they enslave you. I was lucky to find my way out. That’s why I fight against them to release other slaves.” 
 
    “Do you know of a forest where tantrics live and train themselves?” 
 
    “They are everywhere. But many years ago, Tungareshwar forest had a famous aghori who used to train other men to become aghoris. One of his disciples killed him before fleeing.” 
 
    “Must be our man Chamundakaal. He wanted to become immortal. Do you have the exact location of this place?  
 
    “No kid. Tantrics and aghoris are nomads.” 
 
    “Never mind. I’ll scan the forest.” 
 
    “You do that. This tantric seems to have disciples. You said they were four of them. You have to be careful. Don’t go alone.” 
 
    “I’ll find help. Also, I’ll go back and find a pattern. I may come back if necessary. I promise to find a way to help you too with the tantric in the haveli.” 
 
    “He will become powerless once he is out of that place. I’ll conquer him after that.” 
 
    “I don’t think he has any special powers, but to each his own.” 
 
    Tanvi glances at the woman lying on the floor. She seems to be at peace now. Tanvi is hesitant to leave the unconscious woman alone with the aghori, but she notices another woman sitting in a dark corner waiting for the possessed woman to recover. Tanvi talks to her and learns that she is her sister. She offers to take the unconscious woman to a hospital, but the sister refuses. Tanvi prays to the goddess and leaves the temple.  
 
    The atmosphere outside is calm now. The whooshing of wind and rustling of leaves engulf the silence of the eerie night, until the ringing of temple bell begins again.  
 
    Rushing to her Sumo, Tanvi drives back home. On her way back, she gets a spooky feeling that someone is in the backseat. She keeps checking her rear-view mirror to rule out her fear. It is almost midnight. 
 
    What’s wrong with me? There is no such thing as black magic. I will have to go to the crime sites and look for clues to find a pattern to prevent more deaths.  
 
    She picks up her cell phone to check for network. The phone has been dead for a while now. After charging it for a few minutes, she switches it on. Notifications of numerous messages from Abram flash on the display screen. Before she can read them, her phone begins to ring. 
 
    Abram bombards, “Where have you been? I was worried. I even came to your apartment to check, but the security guard told me that you never came back since morning. The least you could do…” 
 
    “Whoa… whoa Abram! Hold on! Take a breath. I am fine. I had to go out. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to worry. I am hurt and tired. I just want to pop my painkiller and go to bed.” 
 
    “You are hurt?” he sounds alarmed. 
 
    She immediately regrets telling him. “It’s nothing. I just fell down. I’ll be fine by morning.” 
 
    She hears a click and he is off the line.  
 
    Angry, probably. Never mind, I’ll take care of him tomorrow. 
 
    After reaching home, she freshens up and changes into her nightwear. When she is about to take her medicine, the doorbell rings. Anticipating that it is Abram, she opens the door and he stands in the doorway angrily staring at her. 
 
    She lets him in. Before closing the door, she notices that the black cloth is stuck back into the fire exit door. She gets a creepy feeling and is glad that Abram is with her.  
 
    “Eat this,” he thrusts a packet of sandwich in her hand. 
 
    “Thanks. I was actually hungry. Now, I don’t have to eat medicines to kill my hunger.” 
 
    “Very funny,” he rolls his eyes and inspects the cut on her forehead. 
 
    “We are going back to our old days.” 
 
    “Are we?” 
 
    “You have become disturbingly overprotective again, and I am beginning to feel guilty.” 
 
    “I care about you. I would do the same for anyone I care.” He applies an ice pack to her forehead.   
 
    She winces. “I know you wouldn’t do that for anyone else. But in my case, you want to control me… own me.” 
 
    Abram sighs and shakes his head. “Just eat and go to sleep. You can say whatever you want to drive me away, but I am staying back tonight.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be taking my permission?” 
 
    “I just did.” 
 
    Tanvi sniggers in spite of the pain. She sleeps peacefully at night knowing that Abram is by her side. She is too exhausted to think about the black cloth sticking out of her fire exit door. 
 
    Next morning, she is up early. Abram is still sleeping by her side. She kisses his forehead. 
 
    “Go back to sleep lady. You need to rest.” 
 
    “And you need to get up and go to work.” 
 
    “I called in sick. I am going to see that you rest today.” 
 
    “You already called up your office? I thought you just woke up.” 
 
    “Just woke up? I couldn’t sleep all night trying to keep my hands off you.” 
 
    “You are embarrassing me now.” 
 
    “Does that mean I have your permission?” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” she blushes.  
 
    “Hmm… my fantasy is shattered. I’ll make some breakfast.” 
 
    “Abram, you could find someone better than me… someone who would reciprocate. And I’d still be happy for you.” 
 
    Abram sighs and says, “Yes ma’am, but the heart wants what it wants.” 
 
    Tanvi subdues her urge to rush into his arms. She freshens up and starts surfing about mahavidyas on her laptop. 
 
    “My lady, what part of ‘you need to rest’ do you not understand?” 
 
    “A life is at stake, and if the aghori I met yesterday is right, many lives are at stake. We can’t afford to rest.” 
 
    “You met an aghori yesterday?” 
 
    “Yeah, he told me that the culprit we are dealing with is a tantric, not an aghori.” 
 
    “Are they different? Whatever… I told you to stay away from these black magic guys. They are ruthless. They play on your mind.” 
 
    “Maybe they do. That’s why I need your help to understand the pattern this killer tantric is following.” 
 
    “You think I have a mind as dark as his?” 
 
    “No! Of course not! But you do have a mind that is sharp enough to understand these dark minds.” 
 
    “Is that a compliment?” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Abram shoves a plate of omelette and a mug of coffee in Tanvi’s hands. 
 
    “Ok, tell me everything from the beginning.” 
 
    Tanvi conveys every detail of the case and her meeting with the aghori while eating her breakfast. 
 
    “Inspector Yadav, did it occur to you why the aghori… I mean… the tantric was so bold in committing the crime?” 
 
    “No, but I think he had accomplices.” 
 
    “Of course he did! And we are dealing with a group of cold-blooded murderers in that case. They don’t care about the outcome. They have no fear and hence, they are very dangerous. Also, what were so many of them doing in the city that night and the next morning?” 
 
    “I researched and found that the night when Pari was abducted was an auspicious day for tantrics to make their offerings to the goddesses of mahavidya to begin their quest for whatever they aspire.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because Soniya was killed a week before that night.” 
 
    “Yes, which means that she wasn’t a part of the offering.” 
 
    “That means if your aghori’s prediction is correct, there are many more murders waiting to happen.” 
 
    “You are getting my point now.” 
 
    “We are going to pass on this info to the local police and help them handle the case.” 
 
    “I thought you were getting my point.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous Tanvi. You won’t have any support from your department. You think both of us can handle this?” 
 
    “I didn’t say we were only two of us.” 
 
    Abram arches his brows from behind his spectacles. Tanvi’s doorbell rings; she opens the door. 
 
    “Hey Makrand!” 
 
    “Good morning ma’am! I spoke to my source at Sanjay Gandhi national park. A body of a young girl was found hanging by a tree that had a small shrine of a goddess under it.” 
 
    “She is the second victim! Did they identify her?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “No ma’am, the girl has not been identified yet.” 
 
    “Poor girl! The shrine belonged to which goddess?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “Does that matter ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes, we have to find a pattern.” 
 
    “I will have to ask my source.” 
 
    Abram stares at the two of them, “Now this newbie has sources too?” 
 
    “He is learning fast. Now, we are three of us against the tantric.” 
 
    “A group of tantrics,” corrects Abram. 
 
    “Ma’am, there is something else,” says Makrand looking very serious. 
 
    “What is it? Bring it on.” 
 
    “The girl was bled completely before being hanged. She looked very pale and yellow.” 
 
    “Yellow! The colour of goddess Bagala! The first body was charred black, and the second was coloured yellow. We have a pattern here.” 
 
    Tanvi feels a sharp pain in her head. She goes inside to get her painkillers.  
 
    Abram moves close to Makrand and circles around him. “Are you trying to impress her? Who is your source?” 
 
    “I can’t disclose that. And she is already impressed by me.” 
 
    “I am watching you closely,” warns Abram, pointing the index and middle fingers of his right hand to Makrand’s eyes and then to his own eyes. 
 
    “I know that.” 
 
    “Aren’t you too young to be hitting on her?” 
 
    “Age is just a number,” replies Makrand, tongue in cheek. 
 
    Tanvi hurries back, “Let’s not waste any more time. We need to get to the crime sites, the forest, the crematorium, and the tower of silence. We have to find our clues today. Makrand, you go and meet Soniya’s mother. Soniya could have been killed because she knew too much. Be discreet. I don’t want anyone to know you are working on this case.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am. You can count on me.” 
 
    “I know I can.” 
 
    Makrand tilts his head and nods at Abram before going out. 
 
    “Tanvi, are you sure you can trust him?” asks Abram after Makrand leaves. 
 
    “Yes Abram, I know what I am doing.” 
 
    Tanvi receives a phone call, “Hey Kabeer.” 
 
    “Ma’am, Mac is dead!” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You don’t sound surprised?” 
 
    “I am not. Was the girl found?” 
 
    “Yes, she is with an NGO now. Some lady in a burqa killed Mac.” 
 
    “Is that so? I am sure the local police will handle the case well.” She disconnects the call. 
 
    Abram has a serious note in his voice, “What is it?” 
 
    “The burqa killer has re-emerged.” 
 
    “Was she ever dormant? It’s just that this time someone witnessed her act. There have been many killings of bad people in the past with no clue of the killer. But the modus operandi was the same. They were stoned to death.” 
 
    “Let’s not discuss her. She is doing a favour on the society by cleaning it up.” 
 
    “You approve of her? What if she gets out of hand?” 
 
    “She won’t. I know.” 
 
    “You sound confident. I hope you are right. Coming back to our case, today, we are on a romantic outing to a forest, tower of silence, and a crematorium. I am very excited. Where do we begin?” 
 
    “The colour of the body has a pattern. The first goddess of mahavidya is Kali, hence the charred black body. The second goddess is Bagala. She is yellow, hence the pale and yellow body.” 
 
    “What about the next?” 
 
    “The next goddess is Chinnamastika. She is dark and… decapitated.” 
 
    Tanvi looks at Abram in horror. 
 
    Abram comforts her, “This is the pattern of what he would do to the girls before the offering, not of where or who he would kill next.” 
 
    “I know. That worries me. Let’s go to the forest first.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    When they are leaving the apartment, she notices the black cloth stuck again in the fire exit door. 
 
    Should I tell Abram about the lemon, the note, and this black cloth? No, that would make him more concerned about my safety. I have to find the truth about this. And I almost forgot about the aghori that Soma had seen from Pari’s balcony.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    On their way to the crematorium, Tanvi receives a call from DSP Yogesh Pai, “How’s your health Yadav?” 
 
    “I am fine sir.” 
 
    “So, are you good to join back?” 
 
    “Umm… I was thinking I should rest a bit more.” 
 
    “I hope you are resting. I know that Abram too is on leave. Incidentally, Makrand and Soma have also applied for leave.” 
 
    “I am not aware of that sir.” 
 
    “I hope you have nothing up your sleeve. Don’t do anything stupid. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Abram looks at her while driving, “Now what?” 
 
    “He knows we are up to something.” 
 
    “Should we confide in him?” 
 
    “He follows the rules strictly. By the time the case is transferred back, there could be many more murders.” 
 
    “So, how about confiding and still secretly pursuing the case while waiting for the transfer? We are doing that anyway, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We could think about that, but police chief D’Souza and our boss are not in good terms. D’Souza will try every trick in the book to retain the case. After all, whoever solves it will win media accolades. Our investigation will come into media limelight and we won’t be able to pursue the case secretly.” 
 
    “You have a point there.” 
 
    Tanvi and Abram visit the crime site at Sanjay Gandhi national park. The forest officer does not dare to stop Tanvi this time.  
 
    The site has been processed by the local police team. The shrine is just a triangular orange stone covered with a yellow cloth representing a goddess. They find some scattered vermillion and a few lemons. Tanvi carefully inspects the area. 
 
    “I think this confirms the black magic angle. Let’s go to the crematorium where Pari was killed. I faintly remember hearing the tantrics chant some mantras after they attacked me. They were probably following a ritual before offering the girl,” concludes Tanvi. 
 
    At the crematorium, the caretaker shows them the site. 
 
    Tanvi questions him, “Didn’t you see any of the people who were here that night? Didn’t the girl scream when she was being set on fire?” 
 
    “No ma’am. They were four of them and their faces were painted... like they were whitewashed. I was too scared on seeing them. They locked me in my cabin and one of them stood guarding it. I think the girl was drugged. One of them had carried her in a load on his shoulder. I heard them chant some mantras. I remember one of the mantra. It is chanted while making an offering to Mahakali.” 
 
    “What mantra?” 
 
    “Kring Kring Kring Hing Kring Dakshine Kalike Kring Kring Kring Hring Hring Hung Hung Swaha.” 
 
    Tanvi looks around the place. “Is there a shrine of a goddess in this crematorium?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am, right here in front of where the girl was burnt. She was made to sit here when the mantras were being chanted. They performed some rituals before they burnt her.” 
 
    Tanvi imagines a helpless and drugged girl sitting naked before four monsters who were flinging vermillion on her while chanting mantras and circling around her. A funeral pyre burning beside her, hungry to consume her alive. 
 
    Tanvi’s eyes are blazing with anger. “The bastards burnt her alive. And they bled and hanged the other girl. I am going to extract their balls before killing them.” 
 
    Abram places his hand on her shoulder and presses it gently to signal that the caretaker is alarmed by her reaction. 
 
    They go to the shrine of the goddess. The shrine is covered with a black cloth.  
 
    Tanvi looks at Abram, “That’s a pattern too.” 
 
    “But a post-murder one. We need a pattern to prevent killings.” 
 
    Tanvi sighs and removes a bottle of painkiller from her pocket. Abram snatches the bottle from her. 
 
    “You have already taken your dose. You are getting addicted. I will keep this with me from now on and taper your dosage.” 
 
    “All the killings are happening at shrines of goddesses. That is the only lead we have.” 
 
    “Yeah, at shrines that are deserted.” 
 
    Tanvi’s phone rings, “Makrand?” 
 
    “No ma’am, Soma here.” 
 
    “Why are you calling from Makrand’s phone?” 
 
    “We are planning on working together with you. He said his phone is personal and mine is office registered. So, it is safer to make calls from this one.” 
 
    “Why did you take leave?” 
 
    “To work unofficially with you. I am so excited. Finally, I will be doing something illegal.” 
 
    “Hold your horses. We are not doing anything illegal. Listen to my plan…” 
 
    “Great ma’am. It will be done tonight.” 
 
    Abram looks at her, “Now you have managed to get a whole team working for you, unofficially.” 
 
    “Yup, I do have a bunch of loyal fools. Let’s take a lunch break.” 
 
    During lunch, Tanvi receives another call from Makrand.  
 
    Abram looks irritated, “The boy calls you up too often.’ 
 
    “Relax! It’s work related.” 
 
    Abram nods his head in disapproval.  
 
    Tanvi takes Makrand’s call, “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “It’s me, Rane.” 
 
    “You too are on leave?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” he chuckles.  
 
    “DSP sir will get suspicious.” 
 
    “No ma’am, I am on medical leave. I have a deep gush on my leg, and I got it on duty.” 
 
    “And who gave you the gush? Makrand?” 
 
    Rane was silent. 
 
    Tanvi sighs, “Thought so. Why did you call?” 
 
    “Ma’am, I have received report of another abduction and murder of a young girl. She lived in a village close to Sanjay Gandhi national park and was… er…” 
 
    “Decapitated?” 
 
    “How did you know ma’am?” 
 
    “Never mind that. Was there a shrine of a goddess where the murder was committed?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am. They found three skull cups with the girl’s blood in them. The murderers may have consumed the blood. I have sent you a pic of the crime scene.” 
 
    On her cell phone, she receives a picture of a young dark-complexioned girl’s decapitated body. Tanvi clenches her fist and grinds her teeth to repress her anger and helplessness. 
 
    “Let’s meet up at my residence late tonight to chart out our plan.” 
 
    “Ok ma’am. What about Soma’s plan for tonight?” 
 
    “Tell her to put that on hold for now. This is more urgent.” 
 
    “Right ma’am.” 
 
    Abram asks Tanvi, “Do you want to visit the crime site?” 
 
    “No, we have to act fast. Let’s go home and figure out if the tantric is killing at deserted shrines on his route to Tungareshwar forest.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    At home, Tanvi and Abram try to figure out the route followed by the tantrics. They take printouts of maps of all forests in Maharashtra and study them. 
 
    “This will work if we assume that the murders will remain confined to Maharashtra,” remarks Tanvi. 
 
    “They have never used a vehicle. So, how far can they get on foot with kidnapped and drugged girls on their shoulders?” interprets Abram. 
 
    “The problem is that only big temples are landmarked in these maps. Small shrines are not marked. We will have to find out from the forest department about them. Do you know anyone?” 
 
    “Of course! I know someone at all places.” 
 
    “Sorry, I asked. Use your source to find out.” 
 
    Abram makes some phone calls.  
 
    “Tanvi, the news is not very encouraging. There are at least 15 shrines in Sanjay Gandhi national park and 35 in the two parts of Tungareshwar forests.” 
 
    “Two parts?” 
 
    “Yes, there is an eastern and western part.” 
 
    “Oh! How can we track them?” 
 
    “There has to be a way.” 
 
    Tanvi’s phone rings, “Yes Patil.” 
 
    “Ma’am, we have news that a girl has been abducted by the aghoris from Goregaon Mhada colony near film city.” 
 
    “Oh! How long back?” 
 
    “Three hours ago.” 
 
    “They have become bold. Two in one day. That too in broad daylight? Dispatch a local police team to the nearest temples and shrines of goddesses immediately. I’ll reach the spot ASAP.” 
 
    Abram looks at her, “They are still in the area of Sanjay Gandhi national park. Who is the next Mahavidya goddess?” 
 
    “The fourth goddess, Bhuvaneshwari, the colour is red.” 
 
    Tanvi turns pale while mentioning the colour. 
 
    “We can’t do this alone anymore. We have to confide in Pai,” says Tanvi.  
 
    “Call him. You have my word that D’Souza will transfer the case back immediately.” 
 
    “How come?” 
 
    “Because I have something on him.” 
 
    “Why do I even bother to ask?” 
 
    “You are damn right.” 
 
    “This case involves different locations under different jurisdictions. It will be best if a single team handles it, or else the information will get scattered. Unfortunately, since different police stations are involved, the news is bound to leak to the media.” 
 
    “In a way, that will be good. People will be warned,” says Abram. 
 
    “True. This is the fourth case in five days. And I am not counting Soniya’s murder.” 
 
    “Wonder, what’s the hurry? Maybe, they have a… a deadline,” Abram’s voice trails. 
 
    Tanvi and Abram reach the crime scene in about an hour.  
 
    Tanvi speaks to the lead investigating officer, “Did you dispatch your team to the local shrines of goddesses.” 
 
    “No ma’am.” 
 
    Tanvi stares at the officer in horror and screams, “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I take orders from my senior, not from a CID officer who is on leave and removed from the case.” 
 
    “Officer, this is not the time for such petty issues. A girl’s life is in danger.” 
 
    “Sorry ma’am. You are obstructing our investigation.” 
 
    “Damn you.” 
 
    Tanvi walks towards Abram, who is busy on his cell phone. 
 
    He assures her, “The transfer is in process. Let’s go to the local shrines and see if we can find the girl.” 
 
    “Ok. According to your source, there are two shrines at a distance of two km from here and one shrine at four km. Let us separate and go to the nearer shrines. If we don’t find her, we will meet at the last shrine.” 
 
    “Got it. Be careful,” warns Abram. 
 
    “You be careful. Here, take my glock.” She thrusts her glock in his hand. 
 
    He repulses and pulls his hand back. “Hey! No guns please. I’ll manage.” 
 
    “If you find anything suspicious, let me know. I’ll reach there as soon as I can.” 
 
    Tanvi and Abram part ways. Both go into Sanjay Gandhi national park in opposite directions on foot.  
 
    As Tanvi moves ahead, she realises that her cell phone has no network. She proceeds carefully, wondering if going together would have been safer.  
 
    In about 20 minutes, she reaches the designated area. There is an orange shrine under a tree. While tiptoeing closer, she hears rustling of leaves behind her and feels that someone is following her. She instantly turns around. There is nobody. 
 
    She goes closer to the shrine and is taken aback.  
 
    Damn Abram’s source. This is a shrine of Lord Hanuman.  
 
    There is some commotion behind her. She aims her glock in the direction. A deer is runs swiftly across her and a leopard chases it. Scared, she decides to get out of this place to help Abram. 
 
    Her cell phone has no network. Worried about Abram, she races fast towards the shrine that Abram was going to visit. She anticipates that she will reach the site in about 30 minutes.  
 
    Meanwhile, Abram is cautiously moving towards his designated shrine. He is not trained in field work. As he moves ahead looking around and adjusting his rimless spectacles several times, he hears soft humming. He listens carefully. It sounds like some mantra. A little further, he is able to hear the mantra clearly. 
 
    Om shreem hreem shreem  
 
    Om Bhuvaneshwarai swaaha 
 
    Three tantrics with painted faces are moving around a helpless girl who is swaying in the centre.  
 
    Only three tantrics! I thought they were four of them.  
 
    He moves closer to get a clearer view. The girl seems drugged. The tantrics have pink lotus flowers in one hand and a shining metal object in the other. He looks carefully.  
 
    Good lord! They are holding scalpels. What do they have in mind? The poor girl! I have to save her. 
 
    Abram knows he is no match for them. He removes his cell phone to call up Tanvi. At that instant, the fourth tantric who had been hiding behind Abram gives a blow to his head with a heavy object. Abram collapses. The tantric drags Abram behind a thicket.  
 
    Abram is wincing with pain. He sees the tantrics discussing something at a distance 
 
    They are probably deciding how to kill me. Come on Tanvi! Where are you? 
 
    Fortunately, they decide to finish their ritual first and take care of Abram after that. The three tantrics continue with the ritual and the fourth one watches over Abram. 
 
    However, in a few minutes, the tantrics sense someone coming. They stop chanting. One of them moves ahead and comes back running with some information. Abram hears them whisper. He is worried.                
 
    I hope they don’t attack Tanvi. I have to warn her.  
 
    But before he can plan, he receives another blow and the tantrics carry the girl and flee. 
 
    Tanvi reaches the place. She inspects the area around the shrine. She sees blood drops on the grass. She is distraught.  
 
    Abram! I wish I had forced you to take my glock. 
 
    She follows the blood trail cautiously towards the orange shrine covered with a red cloth. The trail goes behind the tree and a little farther. On hearing some groans, she rushes towards the sounds. 
 
    Abram is lying injured. His forehead is covered with blood. His spectacles are lying beside him. She falls on her knees beside him and starts inspecting his wound. 
 
    “Abram! What happened? Are you ok?” 
 
    Abram continues groaning with pain. 
 
    “Abram speak to me… please. I should have never let you go alone,” she breaks down. 
 
    She weeps bitterly. Abram makes some movement. 
 
    “Aah… Tanvi… save the girl.” 
 
    “The girl? Was she here?” 
 
    “Yes… the tantrics have taken her away. She is alive. Save her Tanvi.” 
 
    Tanvi is hesitant to leave Abram alone and wounded. He nods and asks her to leave. 
 
    When she is about to leave, the local police team arrives. Tanvi is relieved. Some of the officers carry Abram to a hospital outside the forest. The lead officer is filled with guilt for refusing to send his team to the nearby shrines to look for the girl. He agrees to accompany Tanvi to the shrine that is four km away.  
 
    “Madam, we will have to hurry. It’s going to be dark soon. I am not sure if we will find the girl, but the wild life will feast on us.” 
 
    “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    They run in the direction of the shrine. In half an hour, they reach the place. They see a small temple with a small clay lamp lighted within. 
 
    “You cover the back, I’ll take the front.” 
 
    “No madam, we go together. They are four of them.” 
 
    “Ok, follow me.” 
 
    They move slowly taking cover behind trees. Tanvi stops behind a tree from where she has a clear view of the temple. There is no one inside. She moves swiftly into the temple. 
 
    She shrieks on seeing the ghastly sight inside. The abducted girl is dead with tape over her mouth. She has been de-skinned all over her body. Her clothes are lying beside her. The four demons had de-skinned her like an animal. They had finished the deed in barely half-an-hour! 
 
    “Red,” mutters a shaken Tanvi. 
 
    “What?” asks the police officer. 
 
    “Her colour is red. They have got to be nearby. Let’s get the bastards.” 
 
    The officer stares vaguely at Tanvi.  
 
    “Ma’am, it is too dangerous. The four of them are cold-blooded killers. We need backup.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I am going alone.” 
 
    “Ma’am, the deed has been done. My team will process the crime scene. Besides, we have to see that Dr Sheriff has received medical attention.” 
 
    The mention of Abram’s name calms her agitation a bit. The officer leads her out of the forest to safety. She takes a while to recover from the shocking incident.  
 
    They meet the police team outside the forest and Tanvi enquires about Abram’s health. Abram has received six stitches on his forehead. He is admitted to a local hospital for observation. 
 
    Tanvi visits him. She looks dejected. Abram knows from her look that the girl is dead. He places his hand on her hand to comfort her. 
 
    “We tried our best,” he consoles her. 
 
    “They just had a lead of about thirty minutes. If I would have hurried, I could have saved her.” 
 
    “The girl was drugged. I saw her. They moved her around like a zombie. They were very nimble on their feet.” 
 
    “I am sorry about your head.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I have to train myself better.” 
 
    “You are not a field worker. I pushed you into it.” 
 
    “I volunteered. Anyway, I am coming home with you.” 
 
    “You can’t. You have to rest.” 
 
    “That’s why I am coming with you.” 
 
    “They won’t let you go.” 
 
    “I am not taking their permission.” 
 
    “Abram… you can’t do this.” 
 
    “Watch me, I can.” 
 
    Before she can react, he gets up, pulls out his IV line, secures the IV puncture site and puts on his shirt, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Tanvi watches him with her jaw dropping down. He taps her shoulder and gestures her to follow him. They drive back home. He relaxes on the reclined front passenger seat of the car. Tanvi notices that he is in pain. 
 
    “You have my painkillers. Do you want me to give you one?” 
 
    “No, they gave me a shot. It will take a while to act. But the effect of local anaesthesia is wearing off before that. “ 
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “I’ll be ok. You take it easy. I know what you are thinking about?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who is the next goddess?” 
 
    “Matangi.” 
 
    “Does she have a colour?” 
 
    “She is beautiful and dark.” 
 
    “That info is of no help.” 
 
    “I know. Will they cross Sanjay Gandhi national park or stay on this side?” wonders Tanvi, dejectedly. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    In the lobby of her building, Ravi, Soma and Makrand are waiting for her. They are alarmed to see Abram’s condition. They help him to Tanvi’s apartment. Everyone settles down.  
 
    Tanvi begins, “I believe you are updated with today’s development. These tantrics are bold, swift, and deadly. They have killed four girls brutally. We have to prevent more deaths.” 
 
    Ravi informs, “I heard rumours that we are getting back the case.” 
 
    The doorbell rings. Tanvi looks through the peephole. Sushant Patil is at the door. She opens the door.  
 
    Patil enters with a serious expression on his face, “Hello ma’am.” 
 
    “Patil, have you also applied for leave? DSP will get annoyed.” 
 
    Patil hesitates and swallows hard. DSP Pai enters Tanvi’s apartment and says, “DSP is already annoyed.”  
 
    Everyone is startled. 
 
    Pai looks at everyone, “Makrand! You took leave to attend to your hospitalised mother, right?” 
 
    “I can’t believe you are still using the same excuse,“ mutters Tanvi. 
 
    “I couldn’t think of a better one,” replies Makrand. 
 
    “And Soma Singh, is this the native village you had to visit urgently? Rane, how is your leg? Abram took leave to care for Tanvi and has ended up injured.” 
 
    Everyone is embarrassed. They stare at the floor.  
 
    DSP continues, “I received a call from Criticare Hospital that Dr Abram who was admitted under their care has absconded. I visited his house. He wasn’t there. I called up Patil and asked him to meet me urgently. I didn’t give him a chance to warn you all. I wanted to catch you all red-handed.” 
 
    “Sir, we are sorry. I take responsibility for my team. They were forced into all this by me,” owns up Tanvi. 
 
    “They are not kids. Not one of you thought of confiding in me?” 
 
    “Sir, we were considering that,” defends Tanvi.  
 
    “Well, it’s too late. I have received the transfer documents of the case. We are officially on the case. Work on it and catch the bastards.” 
 
    Everyone is relieved. They thank DSP Pai. 
 
    “Yadav, I don’t think you need any more leaves. Report to work tomorrow. Abram can rest for a few more days.” 
 
    Before leaving, he turns around and tells the team, “Just off the record, if you would have confided, I would have consented to everyone’s leave for as long as necessary. I am a rule stickler, but I have my priorities right. I have an 18-year old daughter and I want her to be safe.” 
 
    DSP Pai leaves. Sushant stays back to participate in the planning. Tanvi escorts Abram to her bedroom to rest. He is sleepy because of the effect of the medications. 
 
    She comes out in a couple of minutes and closes the door behind her. 
 
     Sushant curiously enquires, “So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    Tanvi responds instantly, “Dr Sheriff is injured, so that leaves five of us. From the information I have, we have to be well-informed about any abductions of young girls in Mumbai. We have to keep a special track of the areas near Sanjay Gandhi and Tungareshwar national parks. The latter falls out of Mumbai’s jurisdiction, but I will obtain special orders by tomorrow to enable us to cover the area.” 
 
    Makrand interrupts, “Isn’t the area too vast to be covered by only five of us?” 
 
    Sushant responds, “I heard DSP Pai speaking to SP Sinha about conducting a joint operation with the local police. We should have info on it by tomorrow. If it is positive, we will have ample manpower.” 
 
    Soma says, ”Today’s case is going to be extensively covered in media. By tomorrow, the citizens are going to be afraid of anyone who is wearing black.” 
 
    Ravi adds, “Media coverage will alert everyone against the abductors. It is an advantage for us.” 
 
    Tanvi remarks, “I agree. Be responsible in what info you provide the media. Of course, they are known to twist the facts, but let’s take our chances.” 
 
    She continues, “Patil and Singh, you team up with the forest officials and local police team to comb Sanjay Gandhi national park. I will proceed with Rane and Makrand to Tungareshwar. That forest is more extensive with eastern and western parts.” 
 
    Sushant asks, “What time do we start? What are we looking for?” 
 
    Tanvi explains, “We will meet at the headquarters at 5:00 a.m. and start from there. We have to search all the shrines in the forests in daylight. It isn’t safe after that. I will send the maps of the forests and our places of interests on your phones. Now, get a good night sleep and tap all your resources to get all the information we can get. I will give each one of you a long range radio transceiver tomorrow. We cannot rely on our phone networks in the forest.” 
 
    Everyone except Makrand leaves Tanvi’s apartment. 
 
    “You need a special farewell?” she asks him. 
 
    “No ma’am, I just wanted you to know that the burqa murder case will be handed over to Harsh Hegde.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “I am close to the trainee constable in that unit. If you need me to…” 
 
    “What made you think I would have anything to do with that case?” 
 
    Makrand is silent for a while.  
 
    He then replies, “Ma’am, my resources are deep. My father has taught me to keep my informers happy. Like I told you earlier, I am grey.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are talking about Mr Grey. Now go back and report on time tomorrow.” 
 
    Makrand is about to say something, when he sees Abram standing at the bedroom door staring angrily at him. He leaves Tanvi’s apartment. 
 
    “Why are you out of bed?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to miss the fun. Soon, I am going to have enough info to blackmail Makrand. He will become my slave to save his ass.” 
 
    “Leave the kid alone. You are overreacting.” 
 
    “Am I? The guy is here only six months and is competing with me? I have been hitting on you for seven years with no progress.” 
 
    “Who said you made no progress?” 
 
    “The fact that you are still a virgin.” 
 
    Tanvi chuckles, “So, this is what’s bothering you? We have more important issues to handle. I have to be in office at 5:00 a.m. tomorrow. So let’s get some sleep.” 
 
    “I am coming with you.’ 
 
    “No, you are not.” 
 
    She looks at Abram. She knows that he will not give up easily. So, she assures him that he can accompany her only if he goes to sleep right away. Abram falls asleep in a few minutes. 
 
    Tanvi is unable to sleep. She switches on her laptop and begins surfing. She types ‘The Burqa Murderer’. A number of articles pop up. She opens one of them and reads: 
 
    The burqa killer first emerged 17 years ago. (Since burqa is a female attire, I will address the killer using feminine pronouns). Her first victim was a drunk man with a wife and two children. He was a wife- and child-beater. The burqa killer stoned the man to death. This modus operandi of the murder later became her trademark. 
 
    At first, the family members of the drunk man were suspected to be involved, but all of them had many alibis during the time of murder. 
 
    Soon, other murders followed. Most of them were of child abusers let off by our legal system due to lack of evidence. This proved that the burqa killer hated child abusers. 
 
    Till date, 15 murders have been confirmed to be committed by her. Reports say that the number could be higher. The actual number may have been suppressed by our legal authorities to avoid chaos among citizens.  
 
    Strangely, no witness has ever come forward to provide any details of the murderer. Most consider her to be a saviour and protector of their children.  
 
    The country’s security agency has been largely unsuccessful in identifying and capturing the killer. Like our civilians, could they too be of the opinion that the burqa killer is helping our social system? Are they right in going easy on a murderer? Will this not encourage other heroes to emerge and commit murders in the name of protecting someone? 
 
    Tanvi looks at the photographs of the victims of the burqa murderer. On a piece of paper, she notes KAKED HAVELI, KALYAN. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Next morning, Tanvi is up early. She leaves a note for Abram, ‘Sorry, couldn’t bring myself to wake you up. Rest well. Will call up later.’ 
 
    As planned, the team splits into two groups. Tanvi, Ravi and Makrand proceed to Tungareshwar forest. They reach the forest reserve in about three hours. The local police and forest departments are already there with their teams. Sushant and Soma too receive a similar support at Sanjay Gandhi national park. 
 
    Tanvi addresses everyone, “I have forwarded a detailed map of the forest and the location of the shrines to all of you. We are going to form teams of two. I have allotted the shrines that will be covered by each team. We are not only targeting structures that look like temples, but even small idols worshipped under trees. I will take the road to reach the eastern entry of the forest and visit the two shrines deep in the belly of the eastern part. Every team will get a long range radio transmitter to communicate. Is that clear?” 
 
    Everyone nods, and eight teams are formed. Makrand accompanies Tanvi. They begin searching Tungareshwar forest. Some teams are accompanied by hounds.  
 
    Makrand closely follows Tanvi. He has his own glock, which he proudly points in every direction. Tanvi is amused at his behaviour. 
 
    “Careful, you don’t want to shoot your own booty.” 
 
    Makrand smiles sheepishly and points the gun outwards. 
 
    “I thought Dr Sheriff was to accompany us.” 
 
    “He is in no condition to work. He needs rest.” 
 
    Makrand mutters, “I am glad he does.” 
 
    “You said something?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that he doesn’t seem to be very fond of me.” 
 
    “Don’t mind him. He can be difficult sometimes.” 
 
    They detect some movement in a bush. 
 
    Tanvi warns, “We have to be careful. It could be a wild animal.’ 
 
    They proceed slowly, breathing softly. Tanvi and Makrand momentarily see someone moving speedily in the bush. They observe that the person is wearing black. Makrand points his glock to shoot. Tanvi hastily disturbs his aim by pushing his arm. He looks surprised. 
 
    Tanvi explains, “We are not sure if it is a tantric. What if someone innocent is out there?” 
 
    “I doubt someone innocent could be loitering around here. But yes, it could be the burqa killer. She adorns the same attire.” 
 
    Tanvi stares at Makrand, “Why would she be in the jungle?” 
 
    “From her tales, it appears that she strives to protect innocent children, especially girls. And in our case innocent girls are involved.” 
 
    “I don’t think she would come here.” 
 
    “Was she to go someplace else today?” 
 
    Tanvi is annoyed, “How would I know?” 
 
    “You were confident that she wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “Nothing, just making a point that I am trustworthy.” 
 
    Tanvi rolls her eyes, “We’ll see that.” 
 
    They search the two shrines. There seems to be no sign of recent human visits to the shrines. Tanvi gets similar reports from the other areas and from Sanjay Gandhi national park. She is dejected. By dusk, she calls off the operation. There are no reports of any abduction from the city. 
 
    Perhaps, I have alerted the killers. The media has also covered the case extensively. We should lie low for a while and wait for them to emerge. But can I afford to lose another life? I’ll have to find a way to track the killers without alerting them. 
 
    Tanvi and her team decide to meet up at the headquarters for further plan of action. On her way back, Tanvi checks her phone and notices that she has several missed calls from Abram. She had ignored his calls during the search operation. She didn’t want anyone at work to see her vulnerable side. 
 
    Tanvi calls back Abram, “Hey, how are you feeling?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “I know you are mad because I didn’t wake you up and didn’t take your calls.” 
 
    “You are damn right, I am.” 
 
    “You needed rest. Wouldn’t you have done the same for me?” 
 
    “Yes, except that I would have stayed back with you.” 
 
    “I wish I could do that. But you do know that I couldn’t have done that.” 
 
    “Um… yes. What is the scene at the forests? Any progress?” 
 
    “None so far. We are heading back to the headquarters to lay out a plan.” 
 
    “I think you may have alerted the killers. The search operation is all over the news channels,” informs Abram. 
 
    “I hope the killers don’t have access to that. Because if they do, they will strike in the most unexpected areas.” 
 
    “What is your next move?” 
 
    “We have alerted all our informants for news on abductions of young girls. We will ask the news channels to request citizens to come forward and report if they have seen any tantrics in their areas. That may help us zero in on the area where the tantrics are hiding. We have already covered the forest, so that leaves the city.” 
 
    “You have combed the forests?” 
 
    “No, we have covered only the shrines. They could still be hiding in some remote areas of the forest.” 
 
    “Hmm… if you do not get any news from the city, you can go back to the forest and maintain low profile until they re-emerge.” 
 
    “I will discuss that with my team. See you tonight. Did you eat your meal?” enquires Tanvi. 
 
    “I thought Kabeer was your informant. You turned him into your delivery boy today.” 
 
    “I just asked and he offered to help.” 
 
    “Help? He didn’t budge until I finished my meal.” 
 
    “Good, he would have been in trouble otherwise.” 
 
    Tanvi reaches her headquarters and discusses the plan suggested by Abram.  
 
    Although DSP Pai grants Tanvi permission to seek media help, he warns her, “You do know that we will be receiving numerous hoax calls after this?” 
 
    “I understand sir.” 
 
    “And we will have to take each call seriously.” 
 
    “Yes sir, but it would be worth the risk. It is day six and we have no track of the killers.” 
 
    “Ok, go ahead.” 
 
    Soma approaches Tanvi, “Ma’am?” 
 
    They discuss something after which Tanvi goes home. 
 
    Outside her apartment, she looks for the black cloth in the fire exit door. It is fallen on the floor. She picks it up and goes inside her apartment. Abram is asleep. Smiling at him, she caresses his forehead and pecks his cheek. He smiles in his sleep.  
 
    Unable to sleep, she switches on her laptop and checks her emails. She looks for the note she had left on her desk. The note has been replaced with ‘TUNGARESHWAR FOREST’ instead of ‘KAKED HAVELI, KALYAN’. 
 
    How did this happen? Abram? Why would he do this? I have to speak to him tomorrow. 
 
    Meanwhile at Lohana house, at midnight, a silhouette of a tantric is seen lurking around the back gate. He is clearly visible from Pari’s balcony. The old housemaid, who is in Pari’s room, sees the shadow. Scared by the sight, she runs to inform Mrs Lohana. Afraid to awaken Mr Lohana, she knocks softly on Mrs Lohana’s bedroom door. 
 
    “Madam, please open the door.” 
 
    Mrs Lohana, who has been sleeping light since Pari’s death, is startled. She looks at Mr Lohana. He has just caught a wink. She rushes and opens the door to avoid waking him up. 
 
    “What is it Indu? What couldn’t wait?” she whispers angrily. 
 
    The old housemaid is still shaking in fear, “He is back again.” 
 
    “Who is back?” 
 
    “The aghori.” 
 
    “What? Where?” 
 
    “Across the street from Pari baby’s balcony.” 
 
    “That is impossible.” 
 
    Mrs Lohana hurries down and rushes towards the back gate of the bungalow. The housemaid is too shell-shocked and scared to react. She stays back in the bungalow. 
 
    Mrs Lohana unlocks the gate and goes out. It is too dark. She sees a man dressed in black robe wearing a skull mask. She moves closer. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I told you I will pay you after everything settles down. Now get away from here before anybody else sees you. And don’t come back until I call you, understand?” 
 
    The aghori moves ahead and slaps Mrs Lohana hard on her face.  
 
    Mrs Lohana is enraged, “You bastard.” 
 
    She charges at the aghori to attack him. But the aghori grabs her hands. She tries hard to free herself. The aghori lifts his mask. Floodlights illuminate the back road of Lohana house. The security guards, who had been taken into confidence, rush to the spot to see a red-faced captured Mrs Lohana. 
 
    Mrs Lohana closely looks at her captor’s face and recognises the trainee constable who had come a few days ago to investigate Pari’s murder. She is confused and shocked. She looks around and recognises the CID team. Soma steps forward to arrest her.  
 
    Mrs Lohana fumbles, “Wait… there… there has been some misunderstanding. Why am I being arrested? I thought the aghori who had abducted and murdered my daughter was here.” 
 
    Soma replies sternly, “Mrs Lohana, you can stop the act now. We have everything on camera.” 
 
    Hearing all the chaos, Mr Lohana comes down. He is confused.  
 
    Soma explains, “We had seen a suspicious person dressed as an aghori lurking around the house on the night after Pari was abducted. So, we suspected that someone from Lohana house was troubling and trying to scare Pari. That person obviously did not have a chance to warn this impersonator that an actual tantric had abducted Pari. The news had not leaked into the media until then. The impersonator used a getup of an aghori because Pari had a history of fear of aghoris. We kept a close watch on all the members and employees of the house. Mrs Lohana’s behaviour was suspicious. From her phone records, we learned that she was in touch with an ex-convict. Today, we laid down this trap with everyone’s help to expose her. We already have the convict in our custody. He has confessed.” 
 
    Mr Lohana is in shock. He slaps Mrs Lohana across her face. “I trusted you with my girl, and this is how you repaid me. You killed her.” 
 
    Soma interrupts, “No Mr Lohana, she isn’t involved in the abduction and murder of Pari. That was an actual tantric’s doing. She just wanted to scare Pari and prove that Pari was mentally unstable to oust her from your will.” 
 
    Mr Lohana is pained by the news, “But why? There was enough for everyone. My poor girl hardly asked for anything. She lived in fear throughout her short life because of you. And you convinced me that she had lost her mind? Inspector, take her away. I never want to see her again.” 
 
    Soma calls up Tanvi, “Ma’am, operation successful.” 
 
    “Good job Singh. You did well.” 
 
    Abram momentarily opens his eyes and sleepily asks, “Everything alright?” 
 
    She nods. He goes back to sleep smiling at her. Tanvi chalks out a plan for the coming day and goes off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Next morning, Tanvi is up early, “Good morning Abram!” 
 
    Abram wakes up fresh and gleaming. He smiles, “Someone is in a good mood today.” 
 
    “Yes, I have slept well yesterday.” 
 
    “Was it because you had good company?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    Tanvi serves him bed tea. 
 
    “Have I done something wrong? This is unusual.” He looks surprised.  
 
    “No honey, I thought I should take care of you for a change. You worry too much about me.” Tanvi smiles. 
 
    “That I do… er… did you just call me honey?” he sucks in his lips and looks worried. 
 
    Tanvi nods, “That’s right. I did.” 
 
    They have breakfast together and then, Tanvi dresses up to leave. “I have a long day ahead. You take care. Kabeer will get your food.” 
 
    She takes the elevator. Just before Abram is about to shut the door, he notices a black cloth stuck in the fire exit. Alarmed, he moves closer to inspect and pulls out the cloth. He checks up and down the stairs to check if someone is hiding. A lemon stabbed with a thumbtack is lying on the staircase leading down. He is sweating with anxiety by now. He comes up, unlatches the refugee flat and goes inside to check. Nobody is there. Tanvi’s apartment door is ajar. Going in cautiously, he checks behind the door and inspects all the rooms. Nothing. He sits on the sofa.  
 
    While he is wondering about the episode, he notices a note stuck on the television screen ‘TUNGARESHWAR FOREST’. He jumps off the sofa and looks around. 
 
    “Deja vu?” 
 
    Abram is startled. Tanvi is leaning on the main door with her arms folded across her chest. He gapes. 
 
    “You knew it was my doing?” 
 
    “I took a wild guess.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just talk and sort it out instead of this drama?” 
 
    “Then, I would have missed seeing this side of the fearless Dr Abram Sheriff.” 
 
    “You know why I did this, right?” 
 
    “Yes. To scare me. You were afraid that the tantrics would harm me. You wanted to drive me away from the case.” 
 
    “Exactly! That’s why I accompanied you to the jungle.” 
 
    “And look what happened. You landed up injured instead.” 
 
    “You could have been there instead of me. I am glad it was me.” 
 
    “Abram, you can’t protect me everywhere. I can take care of myself. And if I am destined to get hurt, nobody can protect me.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen. Not under my watch.” 
 
    “If you go back to being your old overprotective self, then I am afraid, we will have to move on this time too.” 
 
    Abram takes a deep breath. “Does that mean I have a chance this time? I will try to behave then.” 
 
    “You better. No more childish pranks like these,” says Tanvi pointing to the black cloth and lemon. “Now rest well. I will see you later. And yes, I will discuss about this note later. This is not a prank. You know this is serious stuff.” 
 
    “I was only trying to protect you.’ 
 
    “Well, stop trying. Don’t interfere with my job. And for the millionth time, I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Abram nods with his head hung low. He knows he has crossed the line this time.  
 
    Tanvi hurries to the headquarters. Her team is waiting for her. Today, they have to verify calls regarding the whereabouts of the tantrics. They have to use all their resources and skills to differentiate genuine calls from hoax ones.  
 
    Tanvi addresses her team, “I hope you all have alerted your informers that you will require their full support. I have requested the traffic department to give us access to their cctv cameras to instantly verify the information we receive. The local police of various stations will visit the sites of interests to verify our tips. I hope we do not have too many false alarms.” 
 
    Tanvi gets up from her place. Makrand interrupts, “Going somewhere?” 
 
    “Yes, I have some field work today. Keep me posted.” 
 
    “I am coming with you.” 
 
    “You don’t make decisions here. I do. You take my orders. So, sit back with the team and assist them. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Tanvi meets DSP Yogesh Pai and proceeds on her undertaking of the day. She visits the forensic morgue where the bodies of the tantric victims are preserved. She hands over a formal order to the morgue attendant.  
 
    “I would like to see the bodies in chronological order of their deaths.” 
 
    “Sure ma’am,” replies the attendant.  
 
    He leads Tanvi to one of the lockers in the chilly morgue room and checks the label. He then pulls out the huge drawer with a body in it. The drawer contains a few decomposed and half-eaten body parts of Soniya.  
 
    Tanvi winces. She checks the file.  
 
    Soniya Kamat 
 
    Age: 17 years 
 
    Cause of death: not known, vital organs missing 
 
    Next, they move to a small locker. Tanvi frowns.  
 
    The attendant explains, “This is all that is left of this victim.” 
 
    The locker contains a glass jar with black ash, few bones and a charred jaw bone with a few teeth still attached to it.   
 
    Poor Pari! She suffered pain in life and in death.  
 
    She reads the file 
 
    Name: Pari Lohana, identified from her blood and hair. DNA retrieval from the burnt parts still in process. 
 
    Age: 17 years 
 
     Cause of death: unknown if the victim was burnt before or after death. 
 
    They move to a third locker. The drawer has a body of a young girl. Tanvi closes her eyes in pain after seeing the girl. The girl is pale and sallow. There are several cuts on her body, probably used to drain all her blood. Her tongue is cyanosed and bitten by her teeth, which means she was hanged alive. Her eyes are bulging. It is impossible to imagine how she must have looked before the ghastly act. Tanvi reads her file. 
 
    Name: Victim not identified 
 
    Age: Determined from her teeth and bone, 16-17 years 
 
    Cause of death: Asphyxia from hanging 
 
    Tanvi looks at the picture created by a forensic artist. The girl looks pretty. Tanvi looks at the hands and feet of the girl. She seems to be from a poor background.  
 
    “Was this photo released in press to establish her identity?” 
 
    “Yes, but there was no response.” 
 
    “I see. Let’s move ahead.” 
 
    The attendant checks his list and then opens another drawer.  
 
    He hands over the file to Tanvi and informs, “The mother of this victim visits every day. She wants custody of the body. She wants to perform her last rites.” 
 
    Tanvi replies sadly, “I know how it must be for her. But, she will have to wait some more time.” 
 
    “Ma’am, actually, there is something very strange about the mother.” 
 
    “In what sense?” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem sad. In fact, she seems rather eager on performing the last rites.” 
 
    “What time are you expecting her today?” 
 
    “Anytime now.” 
 
    “Very well. I will meet her.’ 
 
    Tanvi reads the file. 
 
    Name: Chandra Bhagal 
 
    Age: 17 years 
 
    Cause of death: Decapitation with a sharp weapon. 
 
    The attendant opens the drawer. The body and the head are kept together in the drawer. Tanvi feels miserable on seeing the innocent face of the young girl who was killed so brutally. The sight of red vermillion on the victim’s forehead has Tanvi raging with anger. 
 
    They move on to the next drawer containing the latest victim. Tanvi stops him from opening the drawer. She has already seen the deskinned victim at the crime site. She notes that the age of this girl is also 17 years.  
 
    That means the tantrics are targeting all girls of this age. Perhaps, we can warn everyone about this. 
 
    Tanvi comes out to meet Chandra Bhagal’s mother who has come to claim the body.  
 
    “I am really sorry about your daughter’s death,” she consoles the mother. 
 
    “Thank you, but I need the body. I have to perform her last rites before tomorrow.” 
 
    “That is impossible.” 
 
    “You have to understand madam. It is urgent.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If I don’t do it, her death will be a waste. The goddess will not be pleased.” 
 
    Tanvi frowns, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If the goddess is pleased, she will shower us with riches.” 
 
    “Who said so?” 
 
    The woman is silent. Tanvi commands, “Was it the tantric?” 
 
    The mother is still silent. 
 
    “If you do not answer, I will assume that you too were a part of the murder. You will be arrested immediately.” 
 
    Tanvi pulls out her cell phone from her pocket to make a call. 
 
    The mother pleads, “No ma’am, I am not involved. The four tantrics had already killed my girl in the forest. She had gone to collect wood. They cut her head with her own sickle. I had sharpened it just that morning. I went to the woods to check on her because she did not return. I heard them chanting mantras. My girl was lying dead with her head lying lifeless beside her body.” 
 
    The mother begins to sob. She continues, “I was horrified. One of the tantrics caught hold of me and applied my girl’s blood on my forehead. They had collected her blood in skull cups. They said that the girl was already dead, but she could bring me prosperity if I conducted her last rites immediately. The girl was an offering to goddess Chinnamasti. I am her mother, so the goddess would certainly bless me. They said that I had to perform her last rites within a week. If I didn’t, the goddess would take away my son too.” 
 
    “And you believed them?” 
 
    “What option did I have? I was scared. My girl was already dead. I didn’t want to lose my boy. But before I could perform her rites, some of the villagers spotted us and called the police.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything about the tantrics? They spoke to you. Is there anything you recall about their faces, voices and language? Anything at all that could probably lead us to them and save innocent girls from being killed?” 
 
    The mother ponders for a while and replies, “I was too terrified. The two of them who spoke to me, spoke in the local language of the villages of Tungareshwar. Madam, I know I should have approached the police, but I was too scared for my boy. Two tantrics were at a distance and I didn’t get a good look at them. The other two’s faces were covered with white and black powder. They had long dirty hair. One of them had a beard and a moustache. I couldn’t make out more. I don’t know what they did with my girl’s blood in their skull bowls. Her head… her head was lying there…” The mother begins to sob. 
 
    Tanvi evades telling her that they may have drunk her daughter’s blood as a part of their ritual.  
 
    “I’ll do my best to release your girl’s body, not for the ritual, but because I understand your emotions. Black magic is nonsense.” 
 
    The mother is silent. Tanvi feels that she wants to say something, but is hesitant. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing madam. Don’t say black magic is nonsense. It might get to you. Once it does, it is impossible to get rid of it. It will rip you off piece by piece. You won’t know what hit you.” 
 
    Tanvi stares at the woman. At that moment, her phone begins to ring. Both of them are startled. Tanvi stands up to extract the phone from her trouser pocket.  
 
    “Hey Kabeer.” 
 
    “Ma’am, something bad just happened at Kaked Kalyan.” 
 
    Tanvi is anxious. “What is it?” 
 
    “The burqa killer is dead. She was thrown off a cliff near the haveli.” 
 
    “What?” Tanvi sinks back on the bench outside the morgue. She is silent for a while. 
 
    “Hello… ma’am… are you there?” 
 
    Tanvi mumbles, “Yes Kabeer. I have to go somewhere right now.” She disconnects the phone and buries her head in her hands as the news sinks in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    At Kaked, the local police cordon off the area where the lifeless body of the burqa killer is lying in a pool of blood. Beyond the barricade, numerous reporters and news channel hosts are jostling each other to click shots of the dead burqa killer and get a statement from the investigating police officer.  
 
    Surprisingly, none of the 28 residents of Kaked are amongst the crowd. And even more surprising, numerous burqa clad women, probably from nearby localities, have mobbed the place.  
 
    One of the news channel host decides to interview one burqa clad woman, “Madam, do you live here?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why are you here? Is it just out of curiosity?” 
 
    “Yes, a bit of that. Also, we wanted to see who the heroic burqa killer was. She was a saviour of our children. We wish to pay homage to her and express our solidarity.” 
 
    “But she was a murderer.” 
 
    “Yes, but she murdered the bad guys, and saved so many innocent lives over the years.” 
 
    “Which case are you referring to?’ 
 
    “In almost every case young lives were at stake. But I am referring to the case where she killed a brothel owner in Grant road, the one who was trafficking minor girls overseas. Almost 130 young girls abducted from various parts of India, some of them from elite families, were saved. One of the girls, belonged to our locality.” 
 
    “Did you manage to get a glimpse of her face?” 
 
    “No, we are waiting for that.” 
 
    The pretty host then faces the camera and talks to her audience, “The death of this public hero, who was in the wanted list of Mumbai police, has shocked the entire country. Was it an accident or was it murder? Has she met her match? Who will replace her? What was she doing here? Shockingly, there are no local villagers to enlighten us on her mission here. Keep watching Galaxy plus for more. We are trying to get the first-release snaps and the story of the burqa killer for you.”  
 
    The host then asks her crew, “Did you find a local?” 
 
    “No sweetheart,” replies one of them. “The locals are either absconding or this village is a ghost town with no local residents.” 
 
    “This could be a big story for us Aamir. Let’s move to the haveli. Apparently, she fell off the cliff from there. I bet there is something shady going on here.” 
 
    “Yeah… maybe, but what if it is dangerous Hiral? After all, even the police haven’t gone up there yet,” replies the tall, lean, and unkempt cameraman, Aamir. 
 
    “That’s why it is a big story. We will be the first to break it to public. We will become instant celebrities! The police are preparing a team to go up there. So, we have to hurry!” exclaims Hiral looking at the cliff, her eyes shining in anticipation of instant success. 
 
    Although Aamir wishes to drift into Hiral’s dreamworld, he is hesitant. He is concerned about his wife and his 2-year old daughter.  
 
    What if I can’t handle what is up there. After all, the burqa killer was a seasoned criminal, and she fell to her death. 
 
    Hiral’s voice breaks his train of thoughts, “Are you coming or not? I could ask anyone who can handle a camera to accompany me, but I think you have earned it. We can disguise ourselves in burqas and go up there.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Aamir gives in to her prodding. His desire of becoming a celebrity overtakes his fear of death and trauma to his family. He feels it is a worthy gamble.  
 
    Hiral talks to a couple of burqa-clad women in the crowd. They readily agree to offer her their burqas. Both, Aamir and Hiral, wear burqas. They hide their equipment under their spacious burqas and get ready to proceed.  
 
    Just as they are about to leave, Hiral shrieks, “Oh crap! Aamir, you wait here. I’ll get myself wired for safety and clarity. Also, I’ll wear a micro camera… you know just in case we lose our equipment or are thrown off from the cliff.” 
 
    Aamir freezes on hearing her statement.  
 
    She chuckles, “Just kidding.” 
 
    Aamir rolls his eyes. Hiral goes into the van to get herself wired. 
 
    When a burqa-clad Hiral emerges from the van, Aamir raises his eyebrows and asks, “Don’t I have to wear a wire too?” 
 
    Hiral raises her hand and says, “Shhh.”  
 
    “What? Why are you shushing me? Are we going to speak in sign language now?” 
 
    Hiral nods. Aamir shakes his head in displeasure and collects his camera and accessories. He notices that Hiral is carrying a sling bag, but he decides against querying her about it. 
 
    They begin climbing the hill leading to the haveli. They avoid the routine trail and climb up the hill through the thin woods on its backside.  
 
    Aamir lifts his burqa veil and asks Hiral, “And why are we going from here?” 
 
    Hiral does not reply. Aamir mutters something under his breath. They reach the back of the haveli in about an hour. Hiral lifts her veil and starts inspecting the place. Aamir’s jaw drops on seeing Hiral. 
 
    “Who… who are you?” 
 
    The woman accompanying Aamir gives him a stern look, “You know who I am.” 
 
    Aamir stutters, “The burqa kil… I… I have seen you… somewhere…um… I can’t place.” 
 
    “Think harder,” suggests the woman looking around the place. 
 
    “Aaa... um… I can’t… what are we doing here? Who is the dead burqa lady?” 
 
    The woman doesn’t bother answering. She moves around the place and reconnoitres it. 
 
    “Where is Hiral?” 
 
    “In the van. Safely gagged and bound to a seat. Now you are going to do as I command, understand?” 
 
    Aamir nods.  
 
    “Remove your burqa, leave your camera here and act like a zombie.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “You heard me.” 
 
    “I don’t know how a zombie acts.” 
 
    “That’s easy. Just be yourself and don’t talk. There are about 12 men and 5 women inside, and the tantric we have to deal with.” 
 
    “We? I am a simple man with a wife and kid. Let me go.” 
 
    “Ok. You are free to go. I don’t do this for me. The tantric has abused young girls in the name of black magic and orphaned many kids of Kaked. But you go home and sleep tight. I will save your kid too when the time comes.” 
 
    Aamir is embarrassed. He follows her. They reach the gate of the haveli. The woman knocks. Two men dressed in black robes open the gate. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to see the tantric. I need help for my husband.” 
 
    The men look at Aamir. Aamir doesn’t know what to do. He turns around and begins to claps. 
 
    “I said zombie, not a retard,” the burqa clad woman whispers.                
 
    Aamir stands still and stares blankly at them. 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “My neighbour did something to him. He doesn’t respond to anything. I want to cure him and revenge my neighbour.” 
 
    They smile and consult each other. One of them waits at the gate and the second one enters inside the haveli. Aamir continues his act. After a few minutes, the man returns. 
 
    “You can come in, but I will have to search you both. The last visit of a lady with burqa didn’t go well with us. She landed down the cliff.” 
 
    The men search Aamir and the woman. She flares her nose and tenses her masseters when they grope her body. In her bag, they find a pouch with a bundle of 500-rupee notes and a few keys on a keychain. Convinced that they are actually seeking the tantric’s help, they take them inside the gate. Aamir follows her unwillingly and repents on fully grasping what he has agreed to.  
 
    They take them to a waiting room inside the gate. As soon as the men leave, the woman gets up and starts inspecting the place frantically. 
 
    “What are you doing?” yells Aamir. “You will get us killed.” 
 
    She ignores Aamir and tears her cloth bag into two. She takes the bunch of keys and opens every key one by one. She rotates the bow of the key and unscrews it to expose the hollow in the shaft of the keys.   
 
    Aamir stares at her in horror, “What have you got in the keys?” 
 
    She pours the liquid stored in the hollow keys onto the cloth pieces and replies, “Chloroform to knock out the guards.”  
 
    “And then?” 
 
    She hands over one of the cloth pieces to Aamir, “This is your weapon. Let’s attack them when they come in.”  
 
    Aamir looks at her horrified. “I am not a killer. I can’t do this.” 
 
    She sighs and says, “You know what happened to the other burqa lady. You certainly don’t want to land downhill like her, do you? Think about your daughter. It’s not about killing; it’s about protecting yourself now. Do or die. I leave it to you. I am here on a mission and will finish it with or without you.” 
 
    He picks up the cloth piece hesitantly. They hear footsteps approaching them. She signals Aamir to stand behind the door. She hides on the other side.   
 
    The guards open the door. Seeing no one inside, the guards enter the room. With lightning speed, the burqa killer forces the chloroform-dipped cloth on the nose and mouth of one guard. 
 
    Seeing her, Aamir tries to imitate the action. However, the alerted guard stops Aamir and holds his hand. The burqa killer lets the guard she has captured drop down in a semi-inebriated state. She picks up a heavy statue lying in the room and uses it to hit the other guard on his head.  
 
    The guard turns around, “What the…” 
 
    She strikes him again and he falls down. No movement. Aamir stares at her in fright.  
 
    “My forte,” she whispers tilting her head. 
 
    She looks at the other guard. He is unconscious. She kicks him. There is no movement. She places the cloth on his nose for a little more while. 
 
    The burqa killer picks up her bunch of keys and begins dislodging the multiple decorative balls in the key chain. 
 
    Aamir is terrified, “What’s this now? They look like candies? What do you want to do with these? 
 
    “Patience Aamir. These are not candies. These are high pressure tear gas shells. I am going to release these pins and leave them around in the haveli. You run away from these balls and stay outside their range of 5 feet. Understand?” 
 
    She tears her dupatta into two and hands over one part to Aamir to cover his face and nose. 
 
    She signals him to close the main door. He obliges. When he turns around, she is nowhere in sight. He panics.  
 
    He moves around in the smoky environment carefully staying out of the radius of the smoke. A few men and women are running helter-skelter while rubbing their eyes and nose, and coughing violently. There is panic in the haveli and all its occupants run around to escape from the smoke.  
 
    The burqa killer swiftly darts to the first floor of the haveli towards the tantric’s room. She releases a few tear gas shells and leaves them on the floor. In a few seconds, she hears a few people screaming and running out. She opens the tantric’s room. He is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    She moves to the connecting terrace. The tantric is running towards the cliff. She takes a deep breath and smiles. 
 
    Aamir moves around and inspects the haveli. A few rooms have red walls with human skulls and bones used as décor. Another room has broken chains and blood spattered walls.  
 
    Probably, the room where the slaves were tortured.  
 
    He goes upstairs and enters a room that has live cctv feeds from the village below. Aamir frowns to understand the connection.  
 
    The tantric was a fraud. He monitored all the activities in the village. The burqa killer must have known this. That’s why she climbed uphill using another route.  
 
    Aamir then moves to the tantric’s room. From the terrace, he sees the burqa-clad woman chasing the tantric towards the cliff. Aamir curses himself for leaving his camera behind. He realises it is not too far and he can get it. He dashes down to the spot where his camera was left. He picks it up and runs to the cliff. 
 
    The burqa-killer has injured the tantric by now. Aamir switches on his camera just in time to get the final shot. The woman picks up a stone from the cliff and hits the injured tantric on his head. The tantric shrieks. He tries to stand. The woman gives him time to stand.  
 
    “Man, she is cruel! She must really hate criminals,” he mutters. 
 
    As soon as the tantric gets up, she drags him to the edge of the cliff and throws him down. Aamir stares at her in horror. She approaches him. Due to the shock of witnessing an actual murder, he is unable to move. His mind is numb. He knows he should be running away from the site, but his legs are too heavy to move.  
 
    “If you release this footage you are going to be in trouble,” she warns. 
 
    “You will kill me?” he whimpers. 
 
    “I won’t even have to raise a finger. Do you see the burqa crowd around the dead burqa killer?” 
 
    “Oh… you think they will attack me?” 
 
    “I don’t have any doubts.” 
 
    When he is analysing what she just said, he feels a soft blow on his head and collapses. The burqa killer takes the camera with her. He wasn’t going to listen. She climbs down and mingles with the other burqa-clad women in the crowd. By now, Hiral has been untied and her colleagues are tending to her. Hiral seems terrified and her crew members are trying to locate Aamir.  
 
    When the tantric falls down from the cliff, there is commotion amongst the people in the crowd. All the reporters and camera men run towards the motionless body of the tantric. Some of them start climbing uphill to reach the haveli. The local police team calls for reinforcements. They are unable to control the crowd and guard the two dead bodies. 
 
    The police team splits into three to abstain reporters from going to the haveli and to guard the body of the tantric and the duplicate burqa killer. Some crowd members capture the fleeing followers of the tantric. The angry mob lynches a few of the followers. Some of them are captured by the police. 
 
    In the meanwhile, the villagers of Kaked learn about the death of the evil tantric and flock the crime scene to confirm and celebrate.  
 
    The police officer guarding the dead fake burqa killer gets shoved away by the burqa-clad women who cross the police barricade. The officer does not attempt to resist the crowd fearing mob fury.  
 
    In a few seconds, the mob clears the area. But the place is empty! The body of the dead burqa killer is missing and so is the camera of the forensic expert working on the dead body. 
 
    The police officer rushes to the body of the tantric. It is still in place. The news reporters announce their breaking news, ‘The dead body of the burqa killer disappeared from right under a police officer’s nose.’ 
 
    At CID headquarters, Tanvi’s team has received at least 20 calls of tantric sightings. The last five calls are from Kaked. The team ignores the calls from Kaked because they appear to be related to the tantric killed by the burqa killer.  
 
    Makrand dials Tanvi’s number. She does not receive the call. He traces her number. It is around Sanjay Gandhi national park. Makrand frowns.  
 
    He receives a message from Tanvi, ‘Received a report of tantric sighting at Sanjay Gandhi national park from an informant. Am verifying ‘. 
 
    Does that mean Tanvi madam has no links with the burqa killer? Or, did she leave her phone behind at Sanjay Gandhi national park? Are my allegations and assumptions baseless? She has no grey shades? This is disappointing. I was almost beginning to enjoy her mystery. 
 
    At Tanvi’s house, Abram is awake and glued to the television. Simultaneously, he is trying to call up Tanvi. Tanvi ignores his calls and forwards the same message that she had sent Makrand.  
 
    Abram replies, ‘Yeah, right.” 
 
    Tanvi pings back, “You don’t believe?” 
 
    He doesn’t reply. He is relieved that she is safe. He continues watching the television. 
 
    The news anchor Hiral enthusiastically boasts: 
 
    “The actual burqa killer is not dead. Some woman trying to imitate the burqa killer is dead. 
 
    “I have had a first-hand encounter with the actual burqa killer. She tied me up here to this very seat in my own van. Such a gentle soul! She wanted to keep me safe. You see, I was contemplating going to the haveli by myself.  
 
    “My cameraman Aamir accompanied the burqa killer thinking that he was with me. He was found unconscious near the cliff edge. He claims to have suffered amnesia. His camera is also missing. Stay with us to find out what Aamir remembers about the most thrilling incident of his life. 
 
    “The police have secured the haveli and arrested some of its occupants. The arrested tantric followers have not seen the burqa killer because she used tear gas to incapacitate them. Brilliant! Isn’t she?  
 
    “The burqa killer has carried out her mission right under police watch with so many witnesses, but none of them have seen her. She is still anonymous and at large. 
 
    “She is being hailed as a public hero. A group of burqa-clad people have stolen the dead body of the copycat burqa killer. Why was the body stolen? Did the crowd want to pay their respect for her efforts? Her identity too will remain a mystery. 
 
    “The police have found some technologically advanced gadgets at the haveli. The tantric used to monitor the weather closely to time his assaults on the villagers and spook them. He monitored their activities on cctv cameras fitted all over the village.  
 
    “They have also found copious amounts of Dhatura in one of the rooms in the haveli. Did the tantric use this intoxicant to induce violent behaviour in his victims? Did Dhatura cause them to behave as if they were possessed by spirits and attack their own family members? Quite a possibility! 
 
    Abram mutes the television and tries calling Tanvi again. This time she takes his call. 
 
    “Hello! How are you feeling?” she enquires. 
 
    “Betrayed.” 
 
    “Oh please! You wanted me to stay safe, and I am safe.” 
 
    “I wanted to stay with you for a few days.” 
 
    “We are staying together, aren’t we?” 
 
    “I meant at work too.” 
 
    “As soon as you get well, you can join. Just remembered, Kabeer won’t be coming today. I’ll have someone else deliver your meal.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I have to go back to my place to pick up a few things. I’ll manage.” 
 
    “I’ll come and take you to your place then.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want to be responsible to take you away from your work again. I’ll see to it that you have no excuses this time.” 
 
    “I trust you.” 
 
    “And I love you.” 
 
    Abram waits a while for a reply, but all he hears is a hesitant pause.  
 
    He continues, “You don’t have to answer that. Take care.” 
 
    Tanvi is relieved. She picks up her phone and dials Zeenat. 
 
    She then heads back to the headquarters. The team has no solid leads or information on the tantric gang. Tanvi and her team discuss the course of action with DSP Yogesh Pai. 
 
    “Sir, there has been no positive development today,” Tanvi updates the DSP. 
 
    “What about the lead you had at Sanjay Gandhi national park?” 
 
    “Er… though the informant was reliable, there was some misunderstanding. He took me to a suspicious group of yogis. They were just drug addicts, not our convicts.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “100 percent.” 
 
    Sushant interrupts, “So should we continue the vigil tomorrow as well?” 
 
    Tanvi replies, “It would be best to taper the vigil rather than completely withdrawing it.” 
 
    “I agree,” says DSP Pai. 
 
    Makrand knocks the door to DSP’s office and interjects the team, “Tanvi ma’am, officer Harsh Hegde has something important to discuss with you.” 
 
    “Tell him, I’ll take a minute.” 
 
    Makrand leaves the room.  
 
    Tanvi turns to DSP Pai and says, “I am not sure how long we can maintain the vigil. We will have to tackle the issue aggressively, not defensively. We need our resources at other places too. Diwali is just around the corner.” 
 
    DSP Pai nods, “These tantrics are creating a ruckus. Look what havoc a tantric had created at Kaked.” 
 
    Soma Singh comments proudly, “But thankfully, the case has been closed by the burqa killer.” 
 
    She almost immediately regrets, “I mean we have to arrest the burqa killer as well.” 
 
    DSP Pai replies, “Right now, our priority is the tantric case. The burqa killer can wait.” 
 
    The team disperses.  
 
    Tanvi meets sub-inspector Harsh Hegde, “You needed my assistance?” 
 
    “I had no choice.” 
 
    Tanvi sighs, “Really? I don’t have time for this.” 
 
    “Ok. I wanted you to take a look at these pictures and read this case history. There has been an abduction of a young girl in South Mumbai similar to Pari’s case. They found a cctv footage with a suspicious person moving around.” 
 
    He hands over a picture to Tanvi. Tanvi observes the picture closely. “This doesn’t look like the tantric killer. They did not wear masks. Show me the findings.” 
 
    She reads the case summary. “No… definitely not! This guy has left behind voodoo dolls. Our killer left behind pierced lemons. I think one of the newspapers had printed voodoo dolls instead of lemons on a report on the tantric case. This abductor is a mimic. He is trying to blame it on the serial killing.” 
 
    “I thought so. He is trying to throw me off track. I know who the killer is now.” 
 
    “Let me know if you need my help again.” 
 
    “Why would an efficient officer like me need your help?” 
 
    Tanvi shakes her head and says, “Whatever,” and leaves his office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    At Sativali village, near Vasai, in an orphanage, a woman hurries into the office cabin of Superintendent Sushila Oak. 
 
    “Madam, Siya and Riya haven’t returned from Patil sir’s house.” 
 
    The uninterested superintendent looks up from her register. “So, call up and find out.” 
 
    “I did. They left about two hours ago.” 
 
    “But Patil’s house is just 15 minutes away,” comments the superintendent, bunching her brows. 
 
    “Yes mam. I enquired with the other girls. They know nothing.” 
 
    “As if they would tell you if they knew something.” 
 
    “They have taken their belongings along. Their mother’s picture is also missing.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that the girls have eloped?” asks the superintendent rising from her chair. 
 
    The woman stares anxiously at the superintendent.  
 
    The superintendent panics. “Destroy all physical and electronic records of the girls from our files. We can’t have anything linking our orphanage to them. Warn all the other girls against opening their mouths in case of enquiry.” 
 
    “Yes madam.” 
 
    “I hope they are dead or abducted by child traffickers. We were only extracting physical labour from them. Now they will realise they were safer here than in the outer world.” 
 
    At the periphery of Sativali village, twin sisters Siya and Riya are sitting under a huge banyan tree. 
 
    “Do you think we are far enough?” asks Riya while trying to catch her breath after a long run. 
 
    “I think we have left the orphanage far behind. By the time they realise we are missing, we will be out of this village forever,” replies Siya, panting. 
 
    Riya removes a picture from the cloth bag hanging on her shoulder and looks at it with tearful eyes. “We will be at our home town soon. Our grandmother is still alive. She will provide us a place to live.” 
 
    Siya places a reassuring hand on Riya’s shoulder and takes the picture from her hand. “I am glad we met our mother’s friend at the orphanage. Why hasn’t she come yet? She promised to meet us here.” 
 
    “She will be here any minute. Remember, she said it is risky. We shouldn’t be seen by anyone,” reminds Riya. 
 
    “Yeah, she said she will take us to the bus stop and pay our fares. She will inform our grandmother to pick us up. She has sent our pictures to our grandmother,” says Siya. 
 
    “You think our grandmother must have recognised us?” asks Riya, thrusting a knuckle into her mouth while smiling. 
 
    “Sure, she must have. Aunty said we look just like our mother,” replies Siya, blushing. 
 
    “Finally, we will have our own house. We will have a place to rest, smile, talk and laugh without fear of being thrashed. Finally, we will be treated like humans and will not have to do derogatory work,” sighs Riya. 
 
    “The superintendent said that our mother dropped us at the orphanage 16 years ago because we were burdens. She said we were unwanted children. No one cared whether we lived or died,” says Siya. 
 
    “Well, now we know that she lied. We were abducted and our mother was in distress after that. She died of shock. It feels good to know that we were loved,” replies Riya, taking Siya’s hand. 
 
    “Yes, it does,” smiles Riya. 
 
    “Riya, do you think we will be able to celebrate our birthdays? Have our own cakes with our names?” 
 
    “Yes of course.” 
 
    The sisters hold each other’s hand and smile.  
 
    They hear someone hooting from behind a tree in the field behind them. They see someone wearing a black robe standing there.  
 
    “I think she is waiting for us there,” suggests Riya. 
 
    “I can’t see her from this distance. Are you sure it is her?” 
 
    “Yes, who else would signal us? I think she wants us to come there.” 
 
    “OK, let’s go,” says Siya getting up. 
 
    Both of them have springs in their steps while bouncing towards the tree. They go behind the tree. 
 
    “Who are you?” asks a frightened Siya. 
 
    “We came here by mistake,” explains Riya and they turn to run away.  
 
    But they are held back forcibly by four people adorning black robes. Before they can shout for help, they are struck on the back of their head. They lose consciousness. The four tantrics burn some cannabis and expose the girls to the smoke. The girls get drugged. 
 
    They wrap the girls in black drapes and carry them on their shoulders. They move towards a shrine in Tungareshwar woods. 
 
    One of the tantric bows to the lead tantric and asks, “Should we take them to different shrines or should we perform the rituals at one shrine for both of them?” 
 
    The head tantric looks at him with bloodshot eyes, “You dim-witted fool! Two offerings for two mahavidyas have to be made at two different shrines. In the central part near Bangora lake, there are two shrines close to each other.” 
 
    “But that part is frequented by wild animals.” 
 
    “You want to serve the future immortal ruler of this earth or worry about a few worthless wild animals?” shouts the lead tantric. 
 
    “Forgive us Lord for doubting you.” 
 
    “Now, move fast before the police team tracks us and hinders our ritual. That day we went unnoticed because it was dark and they didn’t look for us on tree tops.” 
 
    All four of them rush into the woods towards the central part of Tungareshwar forest. 
 
    On their way, they chant the following mantras alternately, 
 
    Om hreem kleem hum Matangyai phat swaha 
 
    Om ha sa ka ha la hreem Sodayasyai namah 
 
    The drugged twin girls listen to the mantras and smile.  
 
    At last we are on our way home. Our grandmother is performing a ritual for our birthday. We will soon cut our cakes and our friends will greet and give us gifts.  
 
    They keep drifting in and out of consciousness. 
 
    After a few hours, the tantrics reach the shrines. They commence their ritual by applying a long black tilak on the lead tantric’s forehead. They chant more mantras. They apply vermillion and adorn the goddesses with red chunris.  
 
    “Bring one of them,” commands the head tantric. 
 
    One follower unwraps the black drape and places Riya before the goddess. They apply vermillion on her forehead too. 
 
    The head tantric makes Riya lie on her stomach and raises her head by pulling up her hair. Riya winces and before she can comprehend, her head is smashed on a stone lying before the shrine. With a single blow, Riya’s skull cracks. She opens her eyes momentarily, gasps and then her lifeless head falls back on the stone splashing her blood around. 
 
    They repeat the ritual at another nearby shrine for Siya too. She meets similar fate.  
 
    The tantrics finish their ritual and leave the two dead sisters in the forest. They move ahead to find their next victim. 
 
    After about six hours, at 7 p.m., at CID headquarters, Soma Singh hurries into Tanvi’s cabin. 
 
    “Madam, the forest department from Tungareshwar has reported suspicious activity in the forest.” 
 
    “Have the tantrics re-emerged? Let’s move,” says Tanvi getting up. 
 
    “Ma’am, the local villagers have reported greater than usual scavenger bird activity near the central part of the forest.” 
 
    “Oh!” sighs Tanvi, sinking back into her chair. “Did they check?” 
 
    “They are on their way. But the central part is inhabited by wild animals, so they have limited access at this hour. They are waiting for flood lights and other resources to search the place in the dark.” 
 
    “OK. Makrand, Rane, and I will join their team. You and Sushant hold the post here. See that you rest at night in case there’s nothing.” 
 
    “Ok ma’am, I’ll inform them to leave right away.” 
 
    Tanvi nods and then calls up Abram, “Hi. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Great. I want to get back to work.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. I am going with the forest officials of Tungareshwar into the forest.” 
 
    “At night?” 
 
    “Yeah, if the victim is alive, we don’t want to wait until morning.” 
 
    “You think the tantrics will leave a live victim?” 
 
    “They did leave you and me alive, didn’t they? Besides, we are not sure if it is the tantrics.” 
 
    Abram sighs. “You take care.” 
 
    “Yup. You too.”  
 
     Tanvi, Makrand, and Rane reach the site. The local police team is already there. The place is illuminated with flood lights. Tanvi notices two body bags. 
 
    “Two victims?” 
 
    The police inspector in charge replies, “Yes, they are twin sisters. Their heads were smashed on stones near these neighbouring shrines.” 
 
    “Has anybody claimed the bodies?” 
 
    “No, we have no clue about them. No missing complaints lodged in nearby police stations. But they seem to be the tantric killer’s victim. They have vermilion on their foreheads and the shrine goddesses are adorned with fresh chunris.” 
 
    “Can I see that bag? Were the victims carrying this?” 
 
    “Yes, we only found some cash and a picture of a woman, probably their mother.” 
 
    Tanvi inspects the bag. She turns it inside out. A small note slips out of the bag. Tanvi picks it up. It has a seal of the orphanage at Sativali.  
 
    She hands it to the inspector. “Let’s check this orphanage.” 
 
    She turns towards her team and says, “I’ll accompany the inspector to the orphanage. The tantric killers are most likely around the villages in Tungareshwar now. They picked up these victims from Vasai and brought them to Tungareshwar. We will have to thoroughly scrutinize all the villages near Tungareshwar. We will start at dawn tomorrow. I’ll meet you at the forest office of Tungareshwar at 6 a.m. tomorrow.” 
 
    They all disperse. She calls up Abram. 
 
    “Hi, I can’t come home tonight.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “The killers have become bold. They know we are after them. They have slaughtered two girls today. Maybe you were right about them being bound by a deadline. It’s already day 7. I am not going to rest till I find the…” 
 
    “Ok… ok… you don’t lose your cool. Should I join you?” 
 
    “You need to rest. My team will be with me tomorrow morning. Right now, I have other matters to handle.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Oh… nothing… the formalities… you know how much I hate paperwork.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    She disconnects the line. 
 
    Four more victims to go. Are they going to target two victims at a time? Or did they just get lucky because they found twins? The seventh and eighth mahavidya goddesses are Dhumavati, the widow in white and Tripurasundari, the beautiful goddess of wealth.  
 
    Tanvi and the police inspector visit the orphanage at Sativali. The orphanage is decorated for Diwali. This is the time when the orphanage receives maximum donations. In spite of the decoration, the atmosphere in the orphanage is glum. 
 
    They find no records of the twin girls. None of the orphan girls seem to recognize the twin sisters. Tanvi realises that the girls look threatened. 
 
    She looks at the police inspector and says, “Let’s come back tomorrow. The kids are too frightened to talk today. We should come back with child counsellors for more information.” 
 
    “Ok ma’am.” 
 
    “It’s almost midnight. I will stay back at Tungareshwar as I have to come back to meet the forest officials at 6:00 a.m. Could you suggest a reasonable place to stay?”
  
 
    “I will make arrangements in the government guest house at the forest department. It is just minutes away from Tungareshwar forest office.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Ma’am, there is just one problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I am not sure if the guest house caretaker will be available at this hour.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll manage the night without him,” she replies winking at the police officer. 
 
    He chuckles. 
 
    Diwali spirit in the form of multi-coloured light sequences is glittering all over the city and village houses and shops. There is happiness and extravagance everywhere. The villagers living near Tungareshwar forest have no idea of the danger lurking over them. 
 
    Tanvi and the police officer stop over for food at a local restaurant and then at the guest house. The police officer leaves and Tanvi settles in the guest house.  
 
    Her cell phone alarm rings at 5 a.m. Fortunately, she always carries an overnight bag in her car for emergencies. She dresses up and reaches the forest office at 6 a.m.  
 
    “Good morning,” Makrand greets her. 
 
    “You are already here? Where are the others?” 
 
    “Rane and Singh are talking to the forest officer. Patil sir is at the headquarters.” 
 
    “Singh is also here?” 
 
    “DSP sir asked her to accompany us. There is a lot of media pressure now. He wants us to use all available resources. Everyone on Diwali leave has been called back. The local police will also help us today.” 
 
    “Okay. We surely need extra help.” 
 
    The local police officer and his team arrives within minutes.  
 
    “I am sorry, but some of my team members are held up,” says the police officer who had accompanied Tanvi to the orphanage last night. 
 
    “What happened?” enquires Tanvi. 
 
    “The burqa killer killed Sushila Oak, the superintendent of Sativali orphanage, and her assistant.” 
 
    “Oh! How do you know it was her?” 
 
    “The girls of the orphanage saw her.” 
 
    “Did they recognize her?” 
 
    “No, she was obviously wearing a burqa. She went into the superintendent’s office and came out after a while. She instructed the girls to not go into the office and call the police in the morning.” 
 
    “And the girls followed her instructions?” 
 
    “They sure did. They were very scared. She wished them Happy Diwali.” 
 
    Makrand stares at Tanvi. “Did you go back home yesterday?” 
 
    “No, I stayed back at Tungareshwar. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Their conversation is cut short by another car that halts near the forest department office. Abram and DSP Pai alight from the car. Everyone is shocked to see them. 
 
    Tanvi greets DSP Pai, “Good morning sir.’ 
 
    “Good morning everyone. I want you to use all the available resources to track the killers. We can’t have any more killings.” 
 
    He hands over posters of the image of Pari’s abductor captured in the cctv footage. “Put these up in every village. I am sure someone must have seen them.” 
 
    “Will do that sir,” replies Tanvi taking the posters from him. 
 
    DSP Pai leaves in his car. 
 
    Abram approaches Tanvi, “Hey, good morning to you too.” 
 
    She crosses her arms and asks, “Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be resting?” 
 
    “I am fine. Didn’t you hear what Pai said? We have to use all available resources. That’s why I am here.” 
 
    Tanvi shakes her head and says, “I think he meant field officers.” 
 
    They all gather in the forest department office to plan their moves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    The forest officer lays out a big map of Tungareshwar forest on his table, “This is Tungareshwar forest. These are the eastern and western parts. My men are guarding all the five entry points of the forest. No trekkers and picnickers will be allowed into the forest today. No one will be able to leave the forest without being thoroughly checked and detained, if necessary.” 
 
    “How many shrines and villages are there in the forest?” enquires Tanvi. 
 
    “We have 35 shrines in the forest. These are mostly in the form of small idols or stones installed under trees by various devotees. I have asked for extra manpower to man all the shrines. That will be done by noon.” 
 
    “Ok. That sounds good. I hope the men are armed and trained to tackle seasoned murderers. How many villages do we have in and around Tungareshwar?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “That is going to be a problem because we have at least 50 small villages near Tungareshwar and about five tribal villages thriving inside Tungareshwar.” 
 
    “Do you have the phone numbers of the heads of each village?” asked Abram. 
 
    “Yes, but only of those living outside the forest. The villages inside the forest are tribal and do not use gadgets,” replies the forest officer. 
 
    “Ok. So, call the heads now and ask them to meet us at a common point. We will distribute these posters and ask them to keep vigil,” suggests Abram. 
 
    “I will do that. It is going to be a shock for them. They are all in festival mood. It’s just a day before Diwali.” 
 
    Tanvi receives a call from Kabeer.  
 
    “Hi Kabeer. Is everything fine?” 
 
    “I happened to receive a message from the aghori baba at Kaked.” 
 
    “Ok, and?” 
 
    “Tonight is Kartik Amavasya. A big day to please Mahakali for mahavidyas. Tonight her divinity is most receptive.” 
 
    “Does that mean the killers will try to make all the sacrifices today?” 
 
    “I think so.” Kabeer disconnects the phone.  
 
    Tanvi’s eyes widen. She turns to everyone and says, “We have to keep a special watch on widows and young girls. From the information I have received, tonight the tantric killers will make their big strike.” 
 
    There is commotion in the room.  
 
    Abram takes charge, “Alright everyone. No time to panic now. Stay connected and get to work.” 
 
    The forest officer continues, “I will place my men inside and outside the forest. But your team and the local police will have to scrutinize the areas and villages between the shrines.” 
 
    “I will distribute the areas to everyone, but you call the village heads first,” commands Tanvi. 
 
    “Ok. I am on it.” 
 
    Tanvi addresses her team and the local police team, a group of about 15 men and women, “I am going to give each officer an area of about 3 km to search. I will mark the tracks to be covered by each one of you. All of you remain in touch with each other through these two-way police radio transceivers. We will have a radio operator to connect us with each other, understand? We can track your positions using these transceivers.” 
 
    Everyone nods. She continues, “Be alert and safe. If you find anything, first share the information. Don’t attack, if you are in danger. Unfortunately, we do not have enough resources to send you in pairs. The nearest officers will take about 20 minutes to reach you. The forest officers at the shrines will be able to reach you earlier. Watch out for leopards too. I don’t want to lose any of you. Good luck.” 
 
    She hands over a route map to each of the officers. Abram does not receive any map and looks at her questionably. 
 
    “What?” she asks. 
 
    “Where’s my route?” 
 
    “After your last experience, I don’t think you are fit to do fieldwork on your own,” she says hurrying ahead. 
 
    “I haven’t come here just to sit and do nothing. I want to contribute,” he blocks her way. 
 
    She exhales, “Fine, you accompany one of our team members.” 
 
    “Ok. I will come with you.” 
 
    “I am not the only one in danger Abram, and I don’t need your help.” 
 
    Abram seems offended. “You are the only one that matters to me.” 
 
    Tanvi clenches her fists and grits her teeth. “This is bigger than you and me.” 
 
    Abram does not budge from his place. 
 
    She says, “Ok. Fine. You can come with me. I am visiting the tribal villages and may need assistance for interrogation.” 
 
    Abram beams. All the officers check their ammunition and disperse on their respective missions. Tanvi and Abram drive towards the western entry point.  
 
    Abram notices that Tanvi is worried. “We’ll find the bastards.” 
 
    “I hope we find them before the damage is done. Four lives are at stake.” 
 
    “Who are the next mahavidya goddesses?” 
 
    “Dhumavati, the widow goddess, and Tripurasundari, the most beautiful in all the three mythical cities. She arose from the churning of the ocean. After that is Tara, the blue goddess who wears a tiger’s skin and has her tongue and belly protruding out. She is the illuminator. The tenth mahavidya goddess is Bhairavi. She is golden, wears a pearl necklace and has red coloured breasts. She is fearless and she frees everyone from their fears.” 
 
    “You really know what you are dealing with.” 
 
    “Not really. None of this information helps getting to the killers. I do not know if the victims will be offered at different shrines or at one shrine.” 
 
    “Going by the twins, they will offer them at different shrines.” 
 
    “But going by the time limitation and our vigil, they might offer them at one shrine.” 
 
    “You have a point there.” 
 
    They reach the western gate and sprint towards the first village. They reach the village at about 9:30 a.m. The winter fog in the forest is lifted by now. Abram has to keep wiping his spectacles to see clearly. 
 
    The tribal village consists of about eight to ten wooden houses. They survive on the forest resources and are protected by the forest department. They are oblivious to the luxuries and inventions of modern world.  
 
    Tanvi meets the village head. She tries to explain the danger they are in. She enquires about missing widows and young girls from the village. Nobody is missing. Abram asks the villagers to guard their widows and young girls. He shows the posters of the tantric killers. No one has seen them around.  
 
    Tanvi enquires about Diwali celebrations in their village. They tell her that they just burn oil lamps, perform puja and pray to the forest goddess at night. 
 
    Tanvi and Abram proceed from the village. One of the villagers escorts them to the next village. They pass a shrine on their way. Tanvi observes that it is still unmanned.  
 
    By 6 p.m., they finish their visits to the remaining four villages with no useful clue about the killers or the victims.  
 
    It is pitch dark now. Voices of night life begin to fill the forest. Throughout the day, Tanvi was connected with the other officers via the radio transceiver. No one has any lead on the killers. Abram is sitting in a clear area with the contents of his backpack scattered on the ground. He unwraps a sandwich and hands it to Tanvi. She declines. 
 
    “Fine by me. I thought you didn’t want to faint before you find the killers.” 
 
    She smirks and accepts the sandwich and takes a few sips of an orange juice for energy. From his backpack, Abram removes and wears a bright head light. He hands over one to Tanvi. Both their head lights illuminate the surrounding area. 
 
    Abram enquires, “What’s next? Do we wait here or do we move to the forest office for some news?” 
 
    Tanvi is about to reply when her radio transceiver comes alive. 
 
    “Hello all units… missing people reported from one of the villages outside the forest… I repeat… missing people… all units come in.” 
 
    “People? Copy that. The reports are from which village?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    But the radio receiver continues transmitting the message without replying. She checks her phone. No signal. 
 
    “Let’s move out fast. We need to reach the village to find the details,“ suggests Abram. 
 
    “You are right.” 
 
    Abram hears a growl of a wild animal. He is scared. “I think the animals are hungry? How many leopards do you think are in this forest?” 
 
    “Not many, but enough to kill us. There are too many of us wandering in their home tonight.” 
 
    “I think the forest officer has commanded all officers to pull out from the forest,” says Abram desperate to get out of the forest. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s move fast.” 
 
    They reach outside the south-western entry point by 7:30 p.m. As soon as a network appears on her mobile, Tanvi calls up the forest officer. 
 
    “Which village has reported missing people?” she enquires with the forest officer. 
 
    “Badalgaon. I tracked your receiver and have kept a ride ready for you.’ 
 
    “Good thinking.” They dash towards a waiting car. 
 
    They reach the village in about 20 minutes. Panic is in the air at the village. Her team members and a few police and forest officers are already at the village.  
 
    Soma updates Tanvi, “A 45-year-old lady and her two teenage daughters are missing. They had left the village yesterday to visit some relatives in Nasik, but they never reached there. The relative called up the village head two hours ago. Everyone is in panic after that.” 
 
    “Let me guess, the lady is a widow.” 
 
    “Yes,” confirms Soma. 
 
    “What are the ages of her daughters?” 
 
    “15 and 17.” 
 
    “I see. Is any other girl missing from any other village?” 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “Because the killers need four offerings to complete their ritual today.” 
 
    “Oh! I’ll find out.” 
 
    “Ok. I’ll talk to the village head in the meantime.” 
 
    Tanvi walks across a dimly lighted road to the village head’s house.  
 
    Little children are playing around small townhouses decorated with multi-coloured light series for Diwali. They are chasing each other with guns loaded with fire crackers. Some of them are lighting sparklers and crackers. These nostalgic scenes make Tanvi smile even in the tense atmosphere.  
 
    Ignorance is bliss. 
 
    At the village head’s house, the headman is sitting on a cot, his hands tightly gripping its edges. His head is hanging low and he is muttering something under his breath. His wife is standing beside him with a glass of water. She is persuading him to relax and drink water. Makrand is sitting on a chair opposite the village headman. He stands on seeing Tanvi. 
 
    “Makrand, what information have you got?” 
 
    “The village head dropped the women and her daughters at a bus stop outside the village. He went back for a while to attend some matter in the village. When he came back, they were gone. He assumed that they took the bus to Vasai depot. They were to go to Nasik from there.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Yesterday, at 4 p.m.” 
 
    “Oh! And the relatives contacted today?” 
 
    “Yes, the relatives assumed that they missed the bus yesterday and would take the bus today. But when they didn’t reach today, they got worried and called the village head to find out. He contacted the forest officer immediately.” 
 
    Tanvi enquires with the village head, “Sir, do you remember anyone who was there at the bus stop at that time?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask anyone about them yesterday. But after I got a call from their relatives today, I called the forest officer and went to the bus stop to enquire.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “No one remembers anything.” 
 
    “They couldn’t have just disappeared. Somebody must have seen them. Any cctv cameras around?” 
 
    Makrand interrupts, “No ma’am. Only a paan shop is near the bus stop. The paanwala was busy when the bus came.” 
 
    “Holy crap! They are missing since yesterday! Where could they have gone? Let’s go to the bus stop. They couldn’t have kidnapped three people without attracting attention.” 
 
    “Ok, I’ll get the others.” 
 
    The village head panics on seeing Tanvi’s reaction. “I should have accompanied them. They were dependent on me after my brother passed away. The girls were so excited. I failed them.” 
 
    Tanvi comforts him, “Sir, you go back to your house. We will definitely find them.” Her tone is not as confident as it should have been. 
 
    Tanvi and her team inspect the bus stop and enquire from people who are passing by. Abram notices something and calls out to Tanvi.  
 
    “Look in the pit near the edge of the bus stand.” 
 
    “What is it?” asks Tanvi trying to focus with her cell phone torch. 
 
    Abram bends down, “Looks like the ash-coloured powder found at Pari’s house.” 
 
    “Are you trying to say they knocked out all three of them and then carried them as loads on their shoulders?’ 
 
    “I don’t know. But if they knock out even one of them, the other two would have to oblige,” replies Abram. 
 
    “You could be right about that. It’s more than 24 hours. They could be anywhere. We have lost them.” Tanvi rubs her forehead vigorously. 
 
    Abram places a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t lose heart. We have checked Tungareshwar already. So let’s search Sanjay Gandhi national park.” 
 
    “I doubt if they would go back there. But we have no other lead.” 
 
    Tanvi’s phone rings. It is DSP Pai on the line. 
 
    “Yadav, what’s the progress. I want them caught tonight. Tomorrow is Diwali. I don’t want us to be in limelight for wrong reasons.” 
 
    “Sir, Tungareshwar is clean. We have reports of abduction of three women, but no lead on where they could be.” 
 
    “Tap your resources Yadav. My ass is on target.” 
 
    “Am on it sir.” 
 
    Tanvi sits back heavily on the bus stop bench. Abram and Makrand sit beside her on either side. Soma stands and looks at the helpless lot. 
 
    She tries to motivate them, “Come on guys, we can’t give up now. Tonight, is our last chance. Ma’am, you said tonight is the big night for offering. So, let’s assume they haven’t found the last victim and are waiting.” 
 
    Tanvi stands up, “You may be right. We can’t give up until we have lost.” 
 
    “Ok. So, what should we do?” asks Makrand with renewed motivation. 
 
    “What we do best. Use our sources and resources. This is a main road. On either side, after about 1 km, there are major traffic junctions. Ask Rane to find out if these junctions are under cctv coverage by the traffic department. Get the exact time from the village head and check footages before and after that.” 
 
    “I’ll call up Rane,” says Soma. 
 
    “There is no place to hide from this road to the junction. So, they couldn’t have stayed here overnight. Let’s ask the paanwala about that,” says Abram. 
 
    Abram asks the paanwala, “Are there any shrines of any goddesses nearby?” 
 
    “Yes, one on either side.” 
 
    Tanvi’s brows arch. “Really? Are there any places between here and the main junction that somebody could use to hide?” 
 
    “Is it about the tantric killings?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “Because there are two cremation grounds on either side. I had heard that one of the killings happened at a cremation ground.” 
 
    “That is useful info. Thanks bro. Does any of the cremation grounds have a shrine?” asks Abram placing a 100 rupee note in the paanwaala’s shirt pocket. 
 
    “I don’t really know that. Those are Hindu cremation places and I am a Muslim.” 
 
    “No problem. I’ll find out. Thank you,” says Tanvi. 
 
    Abram clutches her hand, “There is hope. We will find them.” 
 
    Tanvi nods. 
 
    Soma receives a call from Rane. She reports to Tanvi, “The traffic control is checking the footages. They suggested that we should check the footages from the cctv of the hotel at the western junction. That covers a huge part of the junction. Rane is on it.” 
 
    “Fine. We can’t just wait here. We have four places to go. Two shrines and two crematoriums. How many police and forest department personnel do we have?” enquires Tanvi. 
 
    Makrand replies, “Total nine plus Dr Sheriff.” 
 
    “Fine. Makrand and Abram cannot be sent on their own. So, you two accompany me to one of the cremation grounds. Soma you take two officers to the other ground and split the rest of them to check the shrines.” 
 
    “Right ma’am.” 
 
    Tanvi checks if her glock is in her shoulder holster and proceeds with her team. Soma goes back to the village to give instructions to the other officers. Makrand takes charge of driving. Tanvi receives a call from Kabeer. 
 
    “Yes Kabeer, I hope it is important.” 
 
    “I spoke to aghori baba. He said that tonight 12:02 a.m. is the best time to invoke Kali. It is the time when Kaali Choudas transforms to Kartik Amavasya. He also said that the most likely place of offerings is a crematorium. That is where Kaali would like to be tonight. There are two crematoriums near the village.” 
 
    “How do you know where I am?” 
 
    “You forget I am a very resourceful informer.” 
 
    “Yup. I’ll see what I can do. Thanks.” 
 
    “Anytime. Just take care.” 
 
    Tanvi glances at her watch. It is 10 p.m.  
 
    She takes a deep breath and says, “We have about two hours. The sacrifices will most probably take place at 12:02 a.m. We can check both the crematoriums in that much time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Tanvi, Abram and Makrand reach the crematorium in about seven minutes. It is deserted. The main gate is latched. The cabin near the gate is vacant.  
 
    Tanvi commands Makrand, “You and Abram enter from the main gate. I’ll take the back gate.” 
 
    Abram protests, “I’ll tag along with you.” 
 
    Tanvi argues, “Makrand is a trainee. I can’t send him alone.” 
 
    “Ok fine,” replies Abram, irritably. 
 
    Tanvi goes around the boundary wall, remaining extra alert to listen to the faintest noises that would give her clues. But all she hears is silence. A dim light illuminates a small hut at one end of the crematorium.  
 
    She moves towards the rear gate. It is a small single door iron gate that is unmanned. She kicks it. It opens with a creaking sound. Beyond the gate lies the vacant and foggy crematorium ground. Cool night breeze whooshes past her body and sends chills down her spine. She gets an eerie feeling. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she takes a few cautious steps ahead with her glock pointing straight ahead into the darkness. She senses some movement on her right side. As soon as she turns, a cloud of ash flies towards her and instantly engulfs her. Within seconds, she is knocked out. 
 
    Abram and Makrand meet the same fate at the main gate. At about 11:30 p.m., Tanvi wriggles a bit. Her head is hurting. She tries to move from her face down position, only to realize that she has been gagged and her hands and legs are secured with ropes.  
 
    Still dizzy from the effect of the ash powder, she squeezes her eyes several times to clear her vision. She realizes that she is on the cremation ground.  
 
    The chill bites her body and she becomes aware that she is not wearing any clothes. Her body has been painted yellow with turmeric paste and her breasts have been painted red using vermillion.  
 
    Bhairavi! Goddess Bhairavi! The fearless goddess! O my God, I am their last mahavidya offering!  
 
    She looks around for help. Abram and Makrand are nowhere in sight. Faint noises coming from behind her catch her attention. She wriggles to move her body and look behind. A familiar scent of marijuana fills up the air.  
 
    A smoky trail seems to be emanating from the dimly lighted hut across. She snuggles her body and draws her knees close to her face. She then pushes her arms from below her legs to bring them to the front of her body. After pulling down her gag using her fingers and taking a few deep breaths, she first unties her hands using her teeth, and then her legs using her hands.  
 
    She lies flat on the ground to avoid undue attention from her killers. Crawling ahead, she tries to see through the fog and smoke. Her head is heavy because of the injury, the effect of the ash powder and the marijuana that she is inhaling. She struggles to maintain her focus. 
 
    The tantric killers are seen dragging Makrand and Abram into the hut. They seem drugged. Outside the hut, she notices three women lying down and groaning. They too are drugged. 
 
    Probably the three abducted victims, the mother and her two daughters.  
 
    The mother appears to be wearing a white drape. One of the girl’s body is painted with vermillion to imitate jewellery and the other girl is wearing a tiger’s skin. 
 
    Dhumavati, Tripurasundari and Tara.  
 
    The killers start chanting some mantras. 
 
    Dhoom dhoom dhura dhura krom phat dhumavati swaha 
 
    They untie the mother and make her stand. Tanvi looks around for a shrine. She can see none.  
 
    One of the tantrics disrobes, exposing an ash-covered face and body. Long matted black hair cover the face and upper body of the tantric. It is too dark and foggy to see clearly. Tanvi crawls ahead. She is just at a distance of six feet from the tantrics, hiding behind a pile of half burnt wooden logs.  
 
    Two tantrics bring a severed head of a man and his decapitated body. They have threaded a rope to the head to make a garland. They put the garland of the severed head around the naked tantric’s neck. The nude tantric, who is probably the head tantric, steps on the decapitated body and screams. The screams send shivers that shatter Tanvi’s soul. 
 
    The killer is the goddess for this offering? The last ritual for immortality! And the head belongs to? God, no! She freezes. 
 
    The other tantrics hand over a skull cup full of red fluid, mostly blood, to the lead tantric who drinks it. Tanvi is nauseated on seeing the sight.  
 
    Tears flow down her eyes. She holds a hand over her mouth to control her sobs.  
 
    One of the killers takes the skull cup from the lead killer’s hand and applies the blood from it on the lead killer’s and other tantric’s and the victim’s foreheads. 
 
    The chanting becomes faster and louder.  
 
    Dhoom dhoom dhura dhura krom phat dhumavati swaha 
 
    Another killer brings another skull cup and forces the mother to drink the contents. The mother looks at her daughters. Two tantrics are holding shiny blades near their throats. The mother gulps the contents to save her girls. 
 
    She collapses immediately and Tanvi sees smoke coming out of her mouth and nose. 
 
    Dhumavati, the one who emanates smoke. O God! What did they give her? Fire or was it acid? Fucking monsters!  
 
    Tanvi’s sobs transform into rage. Her jaws tighten and her eyes blaze. 
 
    The mother makes hoarse and painful noises. She clutches her neck and sticks out her burnt and bleeding tongue. After a while, she collapses and her groans become inaudible as her breathing becomes more and more laborious. Life slowly leaves her body relieving her from her horrible tormentors. During her last few breaths, she lies helpless with open eyes staring in Tanvi’s direction. 
 
    Tanvi feels as if the mother is pleading her to save her daughters. Although sad, she feels relieved to see that the mother is not in pain anymore.  
 
    Tanvi tries to stand up to make a move. But the effect of the drug is too strong. She falls down. Fortunately, the tantrics are chanting mantras loudly and do not hear her fall. She crawls ahead. The tantrics are celebrating their offering by making strange noises.  
 
    They start chanting the next mantra 
 
    Om aim kleem sau om aim kleem sau 
 
    Tanvi moves ahead on her knees and hands. She reaches out to the black robe that the lead tantric has discarded on the ground before the ritual. She grabs and wears it to cover her naked body. She looks around for a weapon to attack. Her glock is not with her. She notices some huge rocks lying on the ground. She feels strangely energised on seeing them. 
 
    Inside the hut, Makrand and Abram struggle to free themselves. They had seen the decapitated body of a person, probably the crematorium caretaker, lying in the hut when they were dragged in.  
 
    After the killers carried the body outside, Makrand and Abram had tried to untie each other. They manage to free themselves and try to stand in spite of being incapacitated by the marijuana smoke that is still in the air inside the hut. They stumble near the hut window, but stand again taking its support. Abram is worried about Tanvi.  
 
    When they peep outside the window, they see one of the killers lying on the ground, lifeless. A person wearing a black robe is seen charging with a huge stone towards another tantric killer. The person strikes him with lightning speed. The killer collapses. The person hits him with a second blow to ensure that he is dead. Two down.  
 
    The third tantric killer picks up a curved sword and surges towards the person in the black robe. The person ducks the killer and stands behind him. Then picking up a skull hits hard on the third killer’s head. The killer loses balance. The person then picks up a boulder and smashes his head. Three down.  
 
    The only tantric alive is the one with ash-covered body garlanded with a decapitated head, the head tantric. 
 
    Makrand and Abram squint their eyes to look at the lead tantric. In the dim light and the burning fire of the ritual, they faintly see a big black mole outside the right eye of the tantric. 
 
    “Chamundakaal? He is alive?” exclaims Makrand.  
 
    Abram cleans his spectacles and narrows his eyes. 
 
    “No, see the face. It is familiar.” 
 
    Makrand exclaims, “Oh yeah and look at the body, the tantric is a woman! It’s Pari!” 
 
    Both of them are in shock.  
 
     “How is that possible? She was charred to death. We found her teeth,” shrieks Abram. 
 
    At that instant, they hear commotion near the main gate. The police team, forest officials and Tanvi’s team along with some villagers have come looking for them. They are carrying torches and hurrying towards the cemetery. The person in black robe turns to look at the villagers.  
 
    The villagers shout, “The burqa killer is here!”  
 
    The person in black robe drops the boulder and disappears into the darkness and fog where Tanvi is lying wounded. The police officers overpower and arrest the lead tantric killer ‘Pari’.  
 
    Abram and Makrand drag themselves out of the hut. They look for Tanvi. She is lying unconscious behind a half-burnt pile of wooden logs. She is wearing a black robe. Everyone is in shock to see her attire. 
 
    It is 12:02 a.m., Kartik Amavasya. Diwali crackers light up the moonless sky marking the victory of good over evil.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    On Diwali day, at CID headquarters, DSP Pai is facing the flak of SP Das.  
 
    “I can’t believe that you let it go so far Pai.” 
 
    “I gave my best sir.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that crap. Your best officer Tanvi is the suspected burqa killer.” 
 
    “Sir, media is taking it too far. She is not the burqa killer.” 
 
    “There were too many eye witnesses Pai, and what about the evidence? It clearly points at her.” 
 
    “I’ll try to soften the media’s tone sir. She was a victim. She was going to be sacrificed.” 
 
    “If you want her to come out of this mess, get me the actual burqa killer.” 
 
    “That may not be possible sir in the time constraint we have.” 
 
    “Pai, nine people were murdered by the tantric killers and numerous others were murdered by the burqa killer! The home minister had called. He says we have failed to maintain law and order in our city. The public has lost faith in us. These killers and saviours have no fear of law. If you want to save Tanvi Yadav, find the actual burqa killer. I am afraid we will have to make her the scapegoat otherwise.” 
 
    “That’s not fair sir.” 
 
    “Tell that to the home minister. Go to the hospital and interrogate everyone. Find out Pari’s story.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Just when Pai is about to get up, officer Harsh Hegde knocks on his cabin door. 
 
    “Yes Hegde?” 
 
    “Sir, the forensic department has confirmed that the finger prints on the boulder match those of Tanvi. And…?” 
 
    “More bad news?” 
 
    “Sir, the blood on the boulder matches that of one of the dead tantric killers.” 
 
    “That is the last nail in her coffin.” 
 
    “Sir, I am sure Tanvi Yadav is not the burqa killer.” 
 
    DSP Pai sighs. “Hegde, I have some work to do. Can you close the door when you leave?” 
 
    “Sure sir.” 
 
    DSP Pai gets up and unlocks a secret cupboard in his office. He removes Tanvi’s employment record file. He reads an old tattered report on the background check done on her before she was appointed with the CID department.  
 
    Name: Tanvi Yadav 
 
    Father: Ramlal Yadav, abusive, alcoholic, and unemployed. Murdered at 39 years of age outside Chandni Bar by fatal blows on his head using a blunt and heavy object, probably a boulder. Case unsolved. 
 
    Mother: Bhagyavati Yadav, victim of domestic violence. Died of tuberculosis 10 years ago. 
 
    Brother: Ankit Yadav, had run away from home at age 14 years. Whereabouts unknown. 
 
    Tanvi Yadav: Age 22 years, history of child abuse and domestic violence. Was suspected of murdering her father, but was released due to lack of evidence. 
 
    Pai remembers the case clearly. He was the investigating officer for this case back then.  
 
    Tanvi was a petrified and puny girl. There is no way she could have murdered her father. I had let her go on the basis of my judgement of people. I have never been wrong. But there is always a first time. Did I go wrong? Could she be the burqa killer? What should I do? Trust my instincts or the evidence? My heart or my head? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    At the hospital, Tanvi, Abram, and Makrand are recuperating. Tanvi is doing fine. Abram and Makrand will take some time to recover because they were exposed to a room full of vaporised marijuana. Marijuana, though rarely fatal, can cause severe anxiety, loss of focus, temporary memory loss, heavy limbs, irritation of the eyes and nose, among other symptoms. 
 
    Pari is currently being treated for withdrawal symptoms of chronic marijuana use.  
 
    DSP Pai, inspector Sushant Patil and sub-inspector Soma Singh visit Tanvi at the hospital. 
 
    DSP Pai pulls a chair and sits near Tanvi’s bed. He asks Patil and Singh to wait outside. They are hesitant. 
 
    Tanvi smiles and assures them, “I’ll be fine, don’t worry.” 
 
    DSP Pai looks around to check for cameras. 
 
    “Sir, you look worried.” 
 
    “I am. I need to know the truth. This is not an official interrogation Yadav. Just tell me the truth.” 
 
    “Truth about what sir?” 
 
    “Are you the burqa killer?” 
 
    Tanvi looks at him and draws a deep breath, “No sir, I am not.” 
 
    “There is a lot of evidence against you Yadav. There are eye witnesses. You were found in the black robe and…,” his voice trails. 
 
    “I know sir. It is unfortunate.” 
 
    “Unfortunate? That’s all you have got in your defence? Do you realise that your life and your career are going to be destroyed?” 
 
    She sighs. 
 
    “Come on Yadav! Give me something to protect you,” says DSP Pai. 
 
    “Sir, I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “In court, your background will be questioned, and I won’t be able to hide the facts.” 
 
    “I understand sir. You do what you have to.” 
 
    “Very well. I am going to interrogate Pari.” Dejected, DSP Pai gets up from the chair. 
 
    “Can I come along sir?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. You are a suspected murderer now, not an officer of law. Your suspension order is lying in my office. You will be suspended until this case is resolved. You will be taken into custody as soon as you are discharged.” 
 
    Tanvi nods and fights to hold back her tears. ”Right sir,” she replies in a cracking voice. 
 
    DSP Pai stares at the floor for a while. He then says, “Yadav, just off the record, Abram is the one who can save you. Get all the help you can. I want you back in my unit. I don’t care whether you are the burqa killer or not.” 
 
    Tanvi nods. Patil and Soma come back into the room. 
 
    “Get well soon ma’am. We want you back,” greets Patil. 
 
    “I am not sure about coming back Patil.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I was wrong about Harsh Hegde. He is doing all in his power to help you come out clean.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear that. Just don’t let him know that I know.” 
 
    They smile and leave. 
 
    DSP Pai, Patil and Singh meet the doctors treating Pari. 
 
    “Doctor, can I interrogate Pari?” enquires DSP Pai. 
 
    “Certainly not sir. She is recuperating. Although the symptoms of marijuana withdrawal are not severe, we don’t want to increase her anxiety. Besides, we want to evaluate her mental health while we can.” 
 
    “When can I come back?” 
 
    “A couple of days later.” 
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    Outside the room, Pari’s father, Mr Lohana, and her little brother are waiting. Mr Lohana rushes to meet DSP Pai. 
 
    “What has happened to my little girl? She is unrecognisable.” 
 
    “That’s what we are here to find out Mr Lohana. Let her recover and then we will know.” 
 
    Tanvi rests for the whole day. At night, she feels better and switches on the television. On Galaxy news channel, news reporter Hiral is reporting: 
 
    “Yesterday was an unbelievable day for all of us. The crime investigation, police and forest departments conducted a joint operation to crack the case that had baffled and terrified our city for the past eight days. They caught the tantric killers and claimed to have caught the burqa killer as well. They have wished us a safe and happy Diwali. It is good to know that the city is secure again.  
 
    “But there is a twist in the story. Crime branch Inspector Tanvi Yadav is the suspected burqa killer! 
 
    “The burqa killer was thought to be a civilian, but she is an officer of law! What made this protector of law turn against it? Will our legal system forgive her? Will it bow down to public demands of letting her go? 
 
    “We shall soon find out. We have invited a few experts to our studio to discuss how our legal authorities may deal with the burqa killer. Aamir… can you focus on…” 
 
    Tanvi switches off the television. It is 1 a.m. The corridors of the hospital are quite. Tanvi disconnects her IV line and steps out of her bed. As soon as she gets up, she hears a beeping sound in her room. Looking around, she realises that her pulse oximeter is beeping. She quickly tip-toes to the machine and switches it off. No other alarm is triggered by her action. She peeps outside her room door. The corridor is vacant. A couple of nurses and ward boys are dosing at the nurse’s station. 
 
    The talkative nurse tending to her had already blurted out the room numbers of Pari, Abram and Makrand while sponging her. Abram and Makrand are sharing room number 1455 on her left. She slips into the room. The lights are dim. Abram and Makrand are asleep. 
 
    Tanvi goes near Abram’s bed. He seems to be sleeping peacefully. She caresses his forehead and kisses it. He opens his eyes when she is leaning over him. He gasps on seeing her. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s me,” she whispers. 
 
    He rummages for his spectacles on the side table and wears them. “Hey! You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, and you?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he replies gently touching her cheek. 
 
    “Did you see me killing the tantric killers?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “Did you kill them?” 
 
    “Not that I remember.” 
 
    “Then, I didn’t see anything. Marijuana causes temporary memory loss.” 
 
    “Abram, DSP Pai had come to visit. He said I am in trouble. Everyone thinks I am the burqa killer.” 
 
    “Are you?” he quirks his eyebrows. 
 
    “You don’t trust me?” 
 
    “I do. We will work something out.” 
 
    “Abram, I… I love you.” 
 
    His lower jaw drops. “Sorry? You said something?” 
 
    “You heard me,” she smiles. 
 
    “I didn’t. Could you repeat? Please.” 
 
    Makrand speaks from the adjacent bed separated by a curtain, “I guess I am out of the race then.” 
 
    Tanvi smiles and pulls the curtain away, “Hey Makrand, you doing fine?” 
 
    “Who are you? Marijuana has taken away my memory,” he beams. 
 
    Abram interrupts, “Although I am glad that you don’t remember her, you are over reacting to marijuana. You will be easily proven hostile in court.” 
 
    He then looks at Tanvi, “If you will excuse me, I have to train this thick-skulled trainee to become a reliable witness.” 
 
    Tanvi chortles and leaves the room. She decides to visit Pari in room number 1453. Singh is guarding the room. As soon as she sees Tanvi approaching, she takes a restroom break.  
 
    In the room, Pari is breathing heavily. She seems restless. She moves slightly and then momentarily opens her eyes. Tanvi is standing and staring at her. 
 
    Pari has a black mark on the outer side of her right eye, identical to Chamundakaal’s mark. Tanvi takes a look at Pari’s right upper arm. There is an unmistakable cut mark similar to the one that Chamundakaal had.  
 
    These were the identification marks of Chamundakaal! 
 
    Tanvi looks at the black mark closely. It appears to be a deep burn. 
 
    All this pain to look like Chamundakaal in the past eight days? Why? What has happened to her? It’s almost impossible to believe that she is the same girl seen in the photograph provided by her family.  
 
    Tanvi goes through her medical reports. Some of her findings are highlighted: 
 
    - Ovotesticular disorder of sex development. 
 
    - Current blood testosterone level corresponds to the levels in blood of males at puberty 
 
    - Genetics: XX with SRY mutation 
 
    - External sexual characteristics are ambiguous 
 
    Was she a transgender? What turned her into a serial killer? 
 
    Tanvi feels fatigued and sinks into a chair in front of Pari. She tries to awaken Pari.  
 
    Pari moves a little and opens her eyes. “Get my chillum,” she yells. 
 
    Tanvi is taken aback on hearing Pari’s hoarse voice.  
 
    “You are in the hospital for recovery Pari,” replies Tanvi in an attempt to orient her. 
 
    “Pari? Pari is dead long back. I am Chamundakaal. Om karala-badanam ghoram mukta-keshim chatur-bhuryam.
kalikam dakshinam dibyam munda-mala… “ 
 
    “Whoa whoa stop! I believe you are Chamundakaal. Now tell me where is Pari?” 
 
    “I sacrificed her on the day I abducted her. I offered her blood to her mother and to this world before she departed. I reside in her body now. I was to make offerings to the mahavidyas. You… you… disrupted my ritual.”  
 
    Pari tries to get up to attack Tanvi. Tanvi gets up quickly and moves back to defend herself.  
 
    What’s going on here? 
 
    “I will offer myself to you if you tell me what you did to Pari before she died?” 
 
    “Why should I tell you anything?” 
 
    “Because you owe me an explanation. You were going to sacrifice me too.” 
 
    “I owe you nothing. You are a mere mortal.” 
 
    “Okay, what if I promise to give you your chillum?” 
 
    Pari takes a deep breath and licks her dry lips. 
 
    “Okay. I met Pari’s mother when Pari was 8. Her mother was depressed and dying. She was worried about Pari. She was the only one who knew that Pari was neither a male nor a female, or probably both. She was a rare find. I promised to take her away. Her mother was relieved because she knew that Pari had no future in the regular world. She would only bring shame to the family. But in our world, she was a precious find, a pure soul, a vehicle to become immortal. Now, go get my chillum.” 
 
    “Yes, but after you tell me everything.” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “What did you do to her when you kidnapped her when she was 8?” 
 
    “I performed a preliminary Mahakali puja to establish Pari as my vehicle to immortality. She recited all the mantras and completed the ritual. She became my disciple. I explained to her that nobody in her house wants her because she was different. She was born for a special purpose. She was sent for me. She could trust nobody except me.” 
 
    “Did you meet her after that?” 
 
    “After I was in prison, my disciple Kaalbhairav met her several times. Initially, she was scared of him, but gradually she began trusting him. He taught her all the mantras and rituals she had to perform regularly.” 
 
    “Where did they meet?” 
 
    “Near the tower of silence. After I destroyed my body in the prison fire three years ago, I began residing in Kaalbhairav’s body and met Pari several times.” 
 
    “Did you know about the fake tantric who was trying to scare her?” 
 
    “Ha ha, yes… the funny man. I knew he was sent by her step mother. I told Pari to have some fun by telling her step mother that ‘she knew her secret’.” 
 
    “When did Pari start taking marijuana?” 
 
    “A long time ago, few times a month.” 
 
    “Why did you kill Soniya?” 
 
    “I want my chillum. I am not talking without that.” 
 
    “I said I will give it to you. Keep your voice low.” 
 
    “Get out of here before I decide to destroy you,” shouts Pari. 
 
    Soma enters the room on hearing the commotion. Tanvi signals her to go out. She too follows her. 
 
    “Singh, when is her interrogation due?” 
 
    “Day after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Great! I want you to get two things for me tomorrow.” 
 
    Soma nods and Tanvi treads back to her room. She spends the next day lying down and trying to relax. At night, she visits Abram again. 
 
    “Are you feeling well enough to accompany me?” 
 
    “Yes, where do you want to take me? Is today my lucky day?” 
 
    Tanvi rolls her eyes. “We are going to Pari’s room. I met her yesterday. I’ll tell you everything about it.” 
 
    Makrand offers to come, but Tanvi tells him to stay back to avoid raising suspicion. Abram gives Makrand a winning smile before leaving the room. 
 
    Outside Pari’s room, Soma hands over a packet to Tanvi. In the room, Tanvi awakens Pari. 
 
    “You are back. Have you brought my chillum?” 
 
    Tanvi opens the packet and shows her a chillum. “But first, you have to answer my questions.” 
 
    “You think I am a fool. I am not talking.” 
 
    “Okay. Fine. I want to talk to Pari.” 
 
    “I told you she is dead.” 
 
    “No, she is not… Pari… talk to me… please… for your mother’s sake.” 
 
    Tanvi shows her a photograph of her mother. Pari winces on seeing the blood sprinkled photograph.  
 
    Tanvi continues to persuade her, “Come on Pari. You owe an explanation to your mother.” 
 
    After some more persuasion Pari’s body language changes. She relaxes her shoulder and softens her face. Although her voice is hoarse, her tone softens. 
 
    “My mother? I owe her nothing. She wanted me gone. She hated me. She was ashamed of me,” scorns Pari. 
 
    “I am sorry about how your mother treated you Pari. Please tell me where is Soniya?” 
 
    “Soniya… Soniya.” She begins weeping. 
 
    “Yes Pari, we have to inform her mother. Where is she?” 
 
    “She is dead.” Pari cries bitterly. 
 
    “Did you kill her?” 
 
    “No, she was my only friend. She knew the truth about me. She accompanied me to meet Kaalbhairav and Chamunda baba. We smoked the chillum together. Do you have a chillum?” 
 
    “No Pari, tell me who killed her?” 
 
    “Kaalbhairav.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “At first Soniya enjoyed our rituals. But later when it was her turn to be sacrificed, she turned against us. She didn’t want to accompany Kaalbhairav. She wanted to become immortal. But all this was for Chamunda baba, not for us. She threatened to expose us.”  
 
    “Who was the girl burnt in the crematorium?” 
 
    “An orphan girl who worked in Soniya’s house.” 
 
    “But we found your hair and blood in the crematorium.” 
 
    “They were offerings before our sacrifice to Mahakaali.” 
 
    “No one enquired when the girl went missing?” 
 
    “Soniya told her mother that she had left the job.” 
 
    “So, the girl was kidnapped long before Soniya was killed?” 
 
    “Yes, Kaalbhairav kept her in a safe place with his disciples.”  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “In Chamunda baba’s house in a forest near a beautiful lake.” 
 
    “In what forest? Have you been there?” 
 
    “Yes, a few times with Soniya when we bunked college.” 
 
    “Did you meet Chamunda baba in any of those visits?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember him, his black mark, his chillum… the smoke… the mantras… the purpose of my birth… I have to be dead… I have to go.” 
 
    “No, wait Pari. Why did Chamunda baba sprinkle your blood on your mother’s photograph?” 
 
    “To complete the ritual after sacrificing my mother. I had sacrificed her after my father refused to part with me. She did not tell my father the truth. She was too ashamed of me.” 
 
    “You killed your mother! Why? How?” 
 
    “I had to sacrifice her because Baba wanted me to do that. He was angry with her for not keeping her word of giving me away. I killed her with some powder that I put in her milk every day.” 
 
    “Who gave you that?” 
 
    “Chamundababa. I have to go… I am dead… like Soniya… he will punish me… please… I need the chillum.” 
 
    “Pari… Pari… She is gone,” sighs Tanvi. 
 
    “Yes, she is gone and she will never come back because I live here now. Now give me my chillum before I cut off your head,“ shouts Pari in an arrogant tone. 
 
    “Yes, I’ll give it to you in a minute, Chamunda baba,” says Tanvi. “Why didn’t you kill us when you had the chance?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “Because that would disturb the sequence of offerings to Mahakali,” Pari breathes heavily. 
 
    Tanvi and Abram leave the room. They go to Tanvi’s room to discuss. 
 
    “What do you think?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    “Personality disorder from chronic marijuana use.” 
 
    “You think she is a schizophrenic?” 
 
    “There is no other explanation. Childhood psychological trauma and her sexual identity issues may have caused this. Chamundakaal and his disciple have continuously controlled her mind and deluded her from reality. During her childhood, she didn’t seem to have an emotional anchor as well. To add to this, she witnessed the murder of her only anchor, her friend Soniya. That must have been very traumatic.” 
 
    “But she murdered her mother.” 
 
    “Yeah, Chamundakaal had a strong influence on her. His disciples have tried to turn her into him. From her voice, I feel, she has recently entered puberty with a testosterone spike and is developing a few male characteristics.” 
 
    “Didn’t her family notice that there was something wrong with her? I mean her delayed puberty and her marijuana use.” 
 
    “Marijuana is washed out of the body in six hours and can go undetected. She may have used it infrequently at nights. Until her delayed puberty… she seemed mostly feminine. It’s only in the past eight days that she has developed some male characteristics. Besides, she didn’t have a mother, and had a busy father and an uncaring step mother. Also, she was on medications for her mental illness. All these factors may have masked her actual mental condition.”  
 
    “So, did Kaalbhairav kidnap her?” questions Tanvi. 
 
    “I would believe so. She has two personalities living in her body right now. Kaalbhairav also had two personalities living within him. Chamundakaal was the common personality in both their bodies. Their minds were really messed up.” 
 
    “But Kaalbhairav left no forensic evidence like finger prints?” 
 
    “She may have not put up any resistance as she had accepted her fate, and she had lost a lot of blood to stay conscious.” 
 
    “So, she must have sprinkled her own blood in the house on Kaalbhairav’s instructions and then just offered herself to him?” 
 
    “Looks like that. Then, he must have performed the ritual around the house.” 
 
    “Where is Kaalbhairav now?” 
 
    “Must be among the dead tantrics.” 
 
    “The poor girl! I hope she gets justice,” says Tanvi and embraces Abram. 
 
    Abram kisses her forehead and says, “It’s you I am worried about.” 
 
    After a couple of days, all of them, except Pari, are discharged from the hospital. The doctors have diagnosed her with multiple personality disorder due to acute psychological trauma and chronic marijuana abuse. During interrogation, she showed traits of Soniya’s personality too! 
 
    The court exempts her from attending her court proceedings deeming her medically unfit. She is sent for treatment in a government mental asylum.  
 
    Tanvi’s case takes centre stage now. She faces charges of murdering three tantric killers and is accused of being the burqa killer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Two weeks after Diwali, news reporter Hiral is reporting on Galaxy plus from outside a fast-track court. 
 
    “The courtroom drama in the burqa killer’s case took a new turn today. For all our viewers, we have dramatized the court scene… coming up right now after a short commercial break… 
 
    Day 1 
 
    Judge: Order! Order! Let the proceedings begin. 
 
    Defence lawyer: I have evidence that my client Tanvi Yadav has not committed any of the murders. 
 
    Judge: Mr Seth, let’s focus only on the murders of the tantric killers. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Okay sir. Although I can prove that five lives were at stake in that situation and killing the tantric killers was justifiable in self-defence, I will stick to my client’s request to plead not guilty. I ask permission to call village head of Badalgaon to the evidence box. 
 
    Judge: Permission granted. 
 
    Village head takes an oath of telling the truth. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Mr Tambe, can you please tell the court what you saw at the crime site in the cremation ground? 
 
    Village head: A woman in a black robe was standing with a stone in her hand and was about to kill the tantric killer. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Please note sir. He said he saw her standing with a stone, not actually striking anyone. Did she kill him… er… kill her?” 
 
    Village head: No sir, she escaped on seeing us. 
 
    Defence lawyer: So, you did not actually see her striking any of the dead men. 
 
    Village head: No, I didn’t. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Given the distance, the fog and the dark new moon night, was it possible for any of you to differentiate between a tantric’s robe and a burqa killer’s robe? And was she wearing a veil? 
 
    Village head: No sir… er… I am not sure if she was wearing a veil. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Sir, point to be noted down. 
 
    Judge: I’ll note down what I have to. You don’t have to teach me my work. These godforsaken Bollywood movies… 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did you see Tanvi in the burqa? 
 
    Village head: No, it was too dark. It was Amavasya and we were quite far when she escaped. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Point to be… um… never mind. So, you did not see anybody killing anybody. You all assumed that Tanvi was the burqa killer because she was found lying there in a semiconscious state and was wearing a black robe. 
 
    Village head: Um… yes. 
 
    Defence lawyer: All the evidence is circumstantial then. The witness is all yours Mr Baldev. 
 
    Prosecutor: Mr Tambe, did you see anyone else in the crematorium outside the hut that night. 
 
    Village head: No sir. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Objection your honour! Absence of someone is not evidence of presence of someone. 
 
    Judge: What? Whatever… objection sustained. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Thank you sir. 
 
    Prosecutor: I’d like to call the forensic expert on this case, Mr Fonseca. 
 
    Judge: Go ahead. 
 
    Prosecutor: Mr Fonseca, please read your finger print and blood analysis findings to the court. 
 
    Mr Fonseca: The finger prints on the stone match with those of Inspector Tanvi Yadav, and the blood, it matches with one of the tantric killers. 
 
    Prosecutor: Mr Seth, would you like to cross examine Mr Fonseca? 
 
    Defence lawyer: No questions. 
 
    Prosecutor: According to section 3 of Indian evidence act 1852, I have proven beyond reasonable doubt that Tanvi Yadav has murdered one of the tantric killers. She was present on the crime scene and we have her finger prints on the murder weapon that has the blood of the victim. 
 
    Judge looks at the Defence lawyer. He gets up. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Sir, my client is innocent. She was found in a semi-conscious state. The doctors found some level of a mixture of American ginseng and Rauwolfia serpentina in her blood. That incapacitated her from committing a crime that required perfect motor coordination and physical strength. 
 
    Prosecutor: Ha! I knew you would use that in your defence. 
 
    Judge: Cut the drama. Do you have anything or just empty words. 
 
    Prosecutor: Sir, I have a report from the doctors that indicates the blood levels of the said chemicals in Tanvi Yadav’s blood and I have reports of these trials indicating that those blood levels are not enough to incapacitate her physically and mentally.  
 
    Judge looks at the Defence lawyer again. He seems shaken. 
 
    Defence lawyer: The blood level may have decreased by the time it was checked later in the night. 
 
    Prosecutor: Maybe. But I have something else too. I would like to introduce two new witnesses to prove that Tanvi is the burqa killer. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Objection your honour! New witnesses cannot be allowed at this stage of the proceeding. Also, this is a case of murders of the tantric killers, not whether Tanvi Yadav is the burqa killer. 
 
    Judge: I will make an exception here. The two cases are intricately interwoven and if something is proved in the process without wasting the court’s time, I will accept it. The court is adjourned for today. Mr Baldev, give the list of your witnesses to Mr Seth. We will continue tomorrow at 12 noon. 
 
    Defence lawyer: That’s not enough time to prepare sir. 
 
    Judge: This is a fast track court Mr Seth. You should be thankful, I didn’t allow the witnesses today itself.  
 
    Defence lawyer: Yes sir. However, to compensate, if needed, I should also be allowed to present witnesses without prior notification to the prosecutor. 
 
    Judge: Is that acceptable to you Mr Baldev. 
 
    Prosecutor: It is, sir. 
 
    Hiral comes back on air before presenting the proceedings of the next day. 
 
    “From the proceedings of day 1, it appeared that the verdict would not be in favour of Tanvi Yadav. We hoped that the defence lawyer had some aces up his sleeve on the next day. On the second day too, the court room was packed. Inspector Tanvi Yadav was being comforted or should I say cuddled by Dr Abram Sheriff throughout the legal proceedings. Is something brewing between them? Our sources have informed us that they were a couple a few years ago, but they split due to unknown differences.  
 
    “Let’s see the dramatization of day 2 on your favourite news channel Galaxy plus with your favourite anchor Hiral and cameraman Aamir. Oops! Aamir is missing today. Where is he? Let’s watch this to find out.  
 
    Day 2 
 
    Judge: Let’s begin the proceeding. 
 
    Prosecutor: I would like to call DSP Pai on stand as my first witness of the day. 
 
    Judge: Permission granted. 
 
    Prosecutor: DSP Pai, does Inspector Tanvi Yadav report to you? 
 
    DSP Pai: She does. 
 
    Prosecutor: Did you do her background check before appointing her? 
 
    DSP Pai: Yes, I did. 
 
    Prosecutor: Did you find anything significant related to this case. 
 
    DSP Pai is hesitant. 
 
    Judge: DSP Pai, you are under oath. 
 
    DSP Pai: Yes sir, Tanvi Yadav’s father was murdered by an unknown person. She was a prime suspect for his murder, but was let off due to lack of evidence. Her brother had run away a few days before the murder. He was never found. 
 
    Prosecutor: You skipped the most important part DSP. What was the modus operandi of the murder? 
 
    DSP Pai: He was murdered with blows to his head using a heavy stone and he was probably the burqa killer’s first victim. 
 
    Prosecutor: Point to be noted down my lord. 
 
    The judge widens his eyes. 
 
    The prosecutor swallows hard: Your witness Mr Seth. 
 
    Defence lawyer: DSP Pai, did you find Tanvi lagging or irresponsible in her duty? 
 
    DSP Pai: Never. She is one of the most efficient officers of my team. 
 
    Prosecutor: Objection your honour! Irrelevant question. 
 
    Judge: I hope this is relevant Mr Seth. 
 
    Defence lawyer: It is, your honour. DSP saab, were there times when Tanvi Yadav couldn’t account for her time? 
 
    DSP Pai: Yes. It has happened with her. It can happen with any of us. 
 
    Defence lawyer: DSP Pai, please answer to the point only. How many times has it happened with Tanvi Yadav? 
 
    DSP Pai: Well… er… several times. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Point to be… oops... sorry your honour. I will have to use this point later. 
 
    Judge: Mr Seth, have you forgotten that you are Tanvi Yadav’s defence lawyer, not her prosecutor. This point is against her. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Only time will tell that sir. 
 
    Prosecutor: My next witness is Aamir, the cameraman of TV news channel Galaxy plus. 
 
    Aamir stands in the witness box. 
 
    Prosecutor: Aamir, you had accompanied the burqa killer to Kaked haveli. 
 
    Aamir: Yes sir. 
 
    Prosecutor: Did you get to see her face? 
 
    Aamir glances at Tanvi Yadav. 
 
    Prosecutor: You don’t have to fear anyone Aamir. You are safe here. Tell us Aamir, did you see her face? 
 
    Aamir: Yes sir. 
 
    Prosecutor: Is the burqa killer in the courtroom right now? 
 
    Judge: Seriously? Just cut the chase. 
 
    Prosecutor: Sorry your honour. Aamir, tell us who is she? 
 
    Aamir: She is Inspector Tanvi Yadav. 
 
    The courtroom is buzzing with expressions of shock. Tanvi Yadav is staring at Aamir in exasperation. 
 
    Judge: Order! Order! 
 
    Prosecutor: Do you have any doubt that the burqa killer could be someone else? 
 
    Aamir: No sir. 
 
    Prosecutor: That’s all from this witness your honour. 
 
    Judge: Mr Seth, would you like to cross examine? 
 
    Defence lawyer: Yes your honour. Mr Aamir, why didn’t you tell the police that you knew who the burqa killer was? 
 
    Aamir: Because I was scared that she would kill me. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did she threaten you? 
 
    Aamir: She didn’t.  
 
    Defence lawyer: OK. Aamir, at any point of time, did she tell you that she was Tanvi Yadav? 
 
    Aamir: No sir. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Have you interacted with Inspector Tanvi Yadav before the Kaked episode? 
 
    Aamir: Yes sir. I have accompanied my news anchor Hiral at interviews of crime branch officers where I have seen her. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did she behave like a police officer in Kaked? 
 
    Aamir: No sir, she seemed to be different. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Point to be noted… sir. 
 
    The judge grits his teeth. 
 
    Judge: What are you getting at? 
 
    Defence lawyer: Only time will tell your honour. 
 
    The judge rolls his eyes. 
 
    Prosecutor: I have proved beyond doubt that Tanvi Yadav has killed the tantric killers. We also have a reliable eye witness who has seen her as the burqa killer. I demand death penalty for Tanvi Yadav under IPC section 302 for all the murders she has committed. 
 
    There is commotion in the court again. Abram is seen comforting Tanvi. 
 
    Defence lawyer: I would like to call crime branch psychologist Dr Sunita Shetty on the stand. 
 
    Judge: Have you intimated the prosecution in good time? 
 
    Defence lawyer: Yes, your honour. 
 
    Judge: Do you have any objection Mr Baldev? 
 
    Prosecutor: No your honour. 
 
    The judge nods and Dr Sunita Shetty stands in the witness box. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Dr Shetty, we do understand that some information you have could be confidential and bound by psychologist-patient privilege. But as your patient’s life is in danger, I believe that should allow you to break that privilege. 
 
    Dr Sunita Shetty: Yes sir. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Dr Shetty, has Tanvi Yadav ever discussed her childhood issues with you? 
 
    Dr Shetty: Yes sir, several times. 
 
    Dr Shetty looks apologetically at Tanvi. Tanvi seems disturbed.  
 
    Defence lawyer: Can you elaborate? 
 
    Prosecutor: Objection your honour! Irrelevant question. 
 
    Judge looks at the defence lawyer. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Sir, only if you let the psychologist speak, I can prove that my questions are relevant. 
 
    Judge: Objection overruled. Answer the question Dr Sunita. 
 
    Dr Shetty: Inspector Tanvi Yadav has suffered severe abuse during her childhood. Her father tormented her. 
 
    Defence lawyer: What kind of abuse? 
 
    Dr Shetty: Physical and sexual. 
 
    The judge and the audience in the courtroom are stunned. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did her brother suffer from similar abuse? 
 
    Dr Shetty: Yes, he couldn’t bear the trauma and ran away from home just days before Tanvi’s father was murdered. But Tanvi couldn’t bring herself to run away leaving her mother alone to face the wrath of her father. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did Tanvi hold her father responsible for her brother’s disappearance. 
 
    Dr Shetty: Yes, she did. She also held him responsible for her mother’s troubles. 
 
    Defence lawyer: How so? 
 
    Dr Shetty: Her father physically abused her and had illegitimate relationships with other women. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did Tanvi speak about these relationships? 
 
    Dr Shetty: Yes, often. She hated the other women in her mother’s life. However, she often spoke about a girl Zeenat who was her step sister from one of these illegitimate relationships. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did she hate Zeenat? 
 
    Dr Shetty: No, she was very fond of her step sister. She said that she had a step brother too. His name was Akram. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Tell us more about Zeenat. 
 
    Dr Shetty: Zeenat hated child abusers.  
 
    Defence lawyer: Did she hate them enough to kill them? 
 
    Dr Shetty: I think so. 
 
    Prosecutor: Objection your honour! Mr Seth is just wasting the court’s time with irrelevant discussions and ghost personalities. 
 
    Judge: What are you getting at Mr Seth? 
 
    Defence lawyer: I will be able to bring forth a shocking truth if I am given some more time your honour. I promise that my interrogation of this witness is not to waste the court’s time. 
 
    Judge: Mr Seth, if you don’t make a point, I will penalise you. 
 
    Defence lawyer: I will take my chances your honour. 
 
    Judge: Alright. Go ahead. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Thank you your honour. Okay, Dr Shetty, let’s continue. Did you ever meet Zeenat? 
 
    Dr Shetty: No sir, I asked Tanvi to bring Zeenat to one of the sessions, but she always refused saying that Zeenat was not willing to come. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Then, what did you do? 
 
    Dr Shetty: I enquired with a few people who knew Tanvi well. None of them had ever met Zeenat. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Do you think Zeenat could be an imaginary person? 
 
    Dr Shetty: It is possible that during Tanvi’s days of trauma an alter ego was born to comfort her, especially after her brother ran away. This alter personality was courageous and rebellious. Tanvi may have found solace in this personality. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Could this personality be murderous? 
 
    Dr Shetty: Such alter personalities are often found to disobey rules and laws of society. They can go to any extent to protect the primary personality that has given birth to them. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Your honour, Dr Shetty’s findings, DSP Pai’s confession that Tanvi disappeared from duty unreported for several hours on several occasions and Aamir’s statement that she seemed to be a different person in Kaked Haveli prove that Zeenat was Tanvi’s alter personality. If Tanvi wanted to hide her identity, she would have never revealed it to Aamir. She was Zeenat when she met Aamir and Zeenat was fearless. She had no bounds and came out in the open in front of Aamir. That’s all your honour. The witness is yours Mr Baldev. 
 
    Prosecutor: No questions. 
 
    Defence lawyer: I would like to call Dr Abram Sheriff on stand please. 
 
    Judge nods. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Dr Abram, you have been one of the few people who have known Tanvi closely. 
 
    Dr Abram: Yes sir. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Did you ever meet Zeenat? 
 
    Dr Abram: No sir, I have only spoken to her on the phone. 
 
    Defence lawyer: So, she has a phone number? 
 
    Dr Abram: Not really, I have always spoken to her over Tanvi’s phone. 
 
    Defence lawyer: You mean, Tanvi would call you up and then put her on call to speak to you? 
 
    Dr Abram: Yes sir. Her voice was strikingly similar to Tanvi’s voice. 
 
    Defence lawyer: I see. Did you meet Akram? 
 
    Dr Abram: Tanvi mentioned that Akram, Zeenat’s brother, was blackmailing her that he would reveal some secret about Zeenat and Tanvi. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Could this secret be the fact that Akram knew that Zeenat was the burqa killer. 
 
    Dr Abram: Could be. I never asked Tanvi about things she didn’t want to reveal. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Very respectable! Did you meet Akram? 
 
    Dr Abram: Tanvi mentioned him often in her conversations. I derived from her talks that Akram was a trouble maker. Once, Tanvi was upset because Akram was blackmailing her after he was arrested. I enquired about him in the police station that Tanvi mentioned, but there was no one by that name. 
 
    Defence lawyer: What did you do then? 
 
    Dr Abram: I told her that I had taken care of him and that he would not trouble them for a long time. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Why did you do that? 
 
    Dr Abram: I had met Dr Sunita Shetty in the past when she was enquiring about Zeenat. She suggested that Zeenat could be an imaginary person. I connected the fact that I too had never met her in person. I visited the place where Tanvi stayed when her father was murdered. I enquired with her neighbours about Zeenat. No one knew about her. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Was there any other observation that led you to believe that Zeenat and Tanvi were the same people? 
 
    Dr Abram: Yes sir, Tanvi often left notes on her desk about locations of the places where crimes against children were committed. Obviously, it was for someone who had access to her house. I believe that she left it for her alter personality Zeenat. I had seen a note about Kaked village. Once, I replaced it with Tungareshwar forest. She was furious by my action. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Are you saying that she communicated with her alter personality to give information about crime sites? 
 
    Abram: Maybe sir. I did my best to keep her away from the tantric murders because I knew her alter personality would take over. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Why didn’t you speak to Dr Shetty that you suspected Zeenat to be the burqa killer? 
 
    Dr Abram: Because I didn’t, and I still don’t. I am only saying that Zeenat could be Tanvi’s alter personality. 
 
    Defence lawyer: Your honour, I have proved beyond reasonable doubt that Tanvi Yadav suffers from multiple personality disorder. I suggest that her mental health should be assessed by psychiatrists before further proceedings. 
 
    Judge: Would you like to cross examine the witness Mr Baldev? 
 
    Prosecutor: No sir, Dr Abram is clearly in love with inspector Tanvi Yadav. I am not sure if his statements are reliable. 
 
    Defence lawyer: You are forgetting that he is a responsible officer of the government and his statements have been cross checked with Dr Sunita Shetty and Tanvi Yadav’s neighbours. 
 
    Judge: This is a very complicated case where the accused is probably suffering from multiple personality disorder and is charged with attacking and killing murderers, some of who are also suffering from multiple personality disorder. I am concerned that schizophrenia is becoming a fairly common illness. I order an assessment of the psychiatric health of Tanvi Yadav. A decision would be taken after the reports of her mental health are considered. The court is adjourned for today. 
 
    Reporter Hiral appears on the television screen. 
 
    “What a case! The accused and the victim, both are schizophrenics! What will be the result of Tanvi Yadav’s mental health assessment? If she suffers from multiple personality disorder, will she be sent to a mental asylum for life? What if she is found to be healthy? In that case, she faces death penalty or life imprisonment. She has lost in both scenarios. But public sympathy is with her. Let’s wait and watch what happens.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Tanvi Yadav is sitting in a hospital room waiting to be assessed. Abram visits her. 
 
    “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Not good. I either lose my life or my job. Both are dear to me.” 
 
    “I am sorry about what I said in court. I didn’t know how else to save your life and buy time.” 
 
    “You did what you had to. I don’t hold you responsible.” 
 
    “I am sorry I went behind your back to find Zeenat. I wasn’t shocked because Dr Shetty had already cautioned me.” 
 
    “What are you saying? You were telling the truth in court?” 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t lie under oath. But Tanvi, I want you to know that I love both your personalities and want to spend the rest of my life with you.” 
 
    Tanvi nods and has tears in her eyes. She hugs Abram. After Tanvi’s psychological assessment tests are over, Abram leaves to let Tanvi rest. 
 
    Soma, who is guarding Tanvi’s room, informs her that she has a visitor. She takes a restroom break.  
 
    “Thanks Soma! You understand me better than most people.”  
 
    Kabeer walks into Tanvi’s room. Tanvi’s mood is lifted. 
 
    “Hello ma’am. Thought I should visit you this time.” 
 
    “How are you doing Kabeer? Are your results out?” enquires Tanvi. 
 
    “Yes I have passed with distinction. I am preparing for IAS along with my graduation.” 
 
    “Good! I am happy for you.” 
 
    “I have met Zeenat.” 
 
    “Oh! Have you now?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about her?” 
 
    “Um… the lesser people know about her, the better it is, I guess.” 
 
    “Tell me how I can help? Zeenat is waiting outside to meet you.” 
 
    “She is here? Get her in. We don’t want anyone to see her.” 
 
    “She wants to confess her crimes.” 
 
    “No way! Just get her to me.” 
 
    Kabeer hurries out of the room and comes back with a woman in a burqa. As soon as she comes in, she lifts the veil of her burqa and hugs Tanvi. Her voice and facial features are strikingly similar to those of Tanvi.  
 
    “It is so easy to confuse both of you. I am not surprised that Aamir thought Tanvi ma’am was the burqa killer,” remarks Kabeer. 
 
    Tanvi questions Zeenat, “Why did you lift your veil at Kaked?” 
 
    “I had no option. I couldn’t have fought so many people veiled in a burqa. Besides, they wouldn’t have let me in with the veil after the copycat burqa killer incident. But I did not expect Aamir to give a statement that he recognised me,” replies Zeenat.  
 
    “Everyone wants instant fame,” comments Kabeer. 
 
    “Abram too thinks that you are imaginary. I believed him when he said that he had taken care of Akram. Why didn’t you tell me when you realised that he was bluffing?” asks Tanvi. 
 
    Zeenat smiles, “He wasn’t bluffing. He did call the police station, but Akram had provided a false name. Later, Akram’s friend bailed him out and he disappeared. I too didn’t know that Abram was just trying to calm you down. His intentions were just out of love for you. He thinks you are mentally unstable and still loves you. How can you let him go?” 
 
    Tanvi says, “I won’t, but right now I am in a mess.” 
 
    Zeenat suggests, “I’ll take care of the mess. I just have to come out in the open and confess.” 
 
    “No! Your work is far more important than my life or job,” protests Tanvi. 
 
    Zeenat shakes her head, “Remember, I vowed to protect you after you saved me from sexual abuse from our father. It’s time to fulfil that vow.” 
 
    Tanvi replies, “You already fulfilled that by getting rid of him. Many more need your protection now.” 
 
    Zeenat suggests, “I want you to know that I have a team now. The burqa killer is not alone anymore.” 
 
    Tanvi is shocked. “What? How did that happen?” 
 
    “That’s a long story. I have been doing some mentoring in my spare time. I have managed to train a few young abused girls to protect themselves and their peers.”  
 
    Kabeer interrupts and asks Tanvi, “Why didn’t your neighbours know about Zeenat?” 
 
    Tanvi says, “Because Zeenat lived in another locality with her mother. I met her at school and from her looks instantly knew that she was my illegitimate sister.” 
 
    Kabeer comments, “So, you told the truth to Dr Sunita Shetty.” 
 
    “I did, but obviously they didn’t believe me and twisted facts to save me.” 
 
    “Why did you leave notes at your home?” asked Zeenat. 
 
    “You know I have a habit of making post it notes of the topmost thoughts in my mind. I can’t believe Abram thought I left them for my alter personality. I mean, who writes notes in the time of cell phones and social media communication?” 
 
    “He obviously thought you couldn’t phone yourself or write social media messages to yourself, so you left notes, like good old times,” chuckles Zeenat. “Let me handle the problem at hand now. Just sit back and trust me.” 
 
    Five days later, Tanvi is seated on her sofa in her living room and is watching Hiral reporting on the television. 
 
    “The tantric and burqa killing cases have taken an unbelievable turn. Inspector Tanvi Yadav has been discharged from the case and has been reinstated in the crime branch department with full honour. The court has declared her innocent.  
 
    “Her illegitimate sister has made a public appearance. She does look and sound exactly like Inspector Tanvi Yadav. So, it proves that Tanvi Yadav is mentally sound. 
 
    “Aamir has been declared as an unreliable witness after he failed to recognize Zeenat from among many of Tanvi Yadav’s look-alikes.  
 
    “To add to this, when Zeenat was in custody, the burqa killer claimed another victim. She has killed the mastermind of organ donation racket. He kidnapped little kids and killed them after extracting their organs. The public hero is back in action. So, Zeenat was discharged from the case. Will we ever know the true identity of the burqa killer? Will she always remain a mystery passing on her legacy from generation to generation like Phantom, the ghost who walks? 
 
    “Finally, Mumbai will rest in peace with no fear of black magic murders. The burqa killer has been accused of killing the tantric killers and she is still at large. Inspector Tanvi Yadav’s finger prints on the murder weapon were coincidental as she was lying in the vicinity of the boulders. Her finger prints were found on many other boulders lying there. 
 
    “A question does come to our minds, were Pari and Kaalbhairav actually suffering from multiple personality disorders or were they possessed by Chamundakaal’s spirit? Will he continue his search for another body to attain immortality? Will he return? Were they only four of them in their quest or were there more? Is some tantric still at large waiting for an opportunity to start this process all over. Only time will tell…” 
 
    Tanvi switches off the television when she sees Abram coming out of the kitchen with chicken biryani for her. 
 
    “Umm… I can’t resist anymore,” comments Tanvi, taking in the aroma of her favourite dish. 
 
    “Here, devour it.” Abram offers her the plate. 
 
    “I am not talking about the biryani.” She gazes into Abram’s eyes. 
 
    Abram blushes, “You mean… but I…” 
 
    “Shhh,” says Tanvi, placing a finger on his lips. She takes off his spectacles and kisses him. 
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