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This story takes place in 1920s Bangalore, so a few of the words may be unfamiliar.

If you don’t know them, Kaveri’s Dictionary on page 324 will tell you what they mean and how to pronounce them. It also explains a bit about the geography and history behind this book.

And read onto Kaveri’s Beauty Routine on page 327 for some fun tips.
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Wrestling a Tiger
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‘Where did all the animals go?’ asked Miss Roberts, poking Kaveri with a bony finger.

Kaveri gazed around the interior of the Maximilian Circus tent where they were seated, trying her best to ignore Dr Roberts’ acerbic maiden sister. It was a good question, though. At least fifty feet high, the tent had space to seat over a thousand – people, not animals. Surely a circus of this size ought to have animals?

‘I think they’re in cages, at the side,’ Anandi leaned over to respond. Miss Roberts’ eyes narrowed, taking in the fact that a native ‘servant maid’ had had the effrontery to address her directly. With a haughty sniff, she looked away. How rude, Kaveri thought, glaring at her back. Anandi seemed unfazed. She pulled an exaggerated grimace at Kaveri, and then looked back at the stage, standing on her toes and trying to peep into a little gap in the middle, where the red velvet curtains had not completely closed.

‘You know, Kaveri, I went to Calcutta with my brother last year to see the famous Royal Bengal Circus in the Maidan. That was held in a tent which was at least twice this height . . .’ Miss Roberts rattled on. Kaveri blinked, losing the thread of the conversation as she tried to picture the size of that tent. She had seen a photograph of the grassy grounds of the Calcutta Maidan recently, in a picture book. How heavy would the poles need to be to hold up a tent that was double the size of this one? And how many people could the tent seat? Perhaps the new mathematics book she had checked out from the library would have some details on this. Kaveri smiled, thinking of her matriculation certificate that had arrived in the post this morning. She had got full marks, cent per cent in her Mathematics examination! In celebration she had danced around the table with Ramu as her mother-in-law Bhargavi looked on.

The evening at the circus was really the perfect end to a day like this, Kaveri thought, settling into her seat. Their first-class section had chairs of plush red velvet at the front, decorated with satin bows. How different they looked from the spartan wooden benches at the back of the tent. Her joy dimmed as she twisted in her seat, seeing how people jostled for space on the hard seats, noting how the rough jute sackcloth that was spread across the muddy floor had already become slushy, the women and men holding their plain cotton saris and lungis high to keep them from getting stained.

Kaveri studied Anandi’s beaming face. ‘Doesn’t it seem wrong to you?’ she said. ‘We get so much space, and sit in such luxury, while the others are crammed into those hard and uncomfortable benches.’

‘They look like mangoes stuffed into a wooden crate for sale,’ Anandi responded matter-of-factly. ‘I’m glad I’m not sitting there.’ She leaned back in her seat, slipped off her chappals with a sigh of satisfaction and placed her feet on the red-carpeted floor.

Kaveri watched Anandi fondly. The slim young woman sat with her head held high, paying no attention to the glances of disdain that came her way from the ‘high class’ turbaned gentlemen in the front rows, or their wives clad in expensive silk and diamonds. Even though Kaveri missed her mother-in-law’s presence – Bhargavi hadn’t been able to join them at the circus because of an upset stomach – she was glad they could use the extra ticket to invite Anandi. It was a rare treat for her. When Kaveri and Ramu had first met Anandi, she had been timid and fearful, a battered wife fleeing from her abusive husband. After finding sanctuary with their friends Mala and Narsamma, and helping Kaveri capture a dangerous gang of thieves, she had transformed into a different person.

Anandi nudged her. ‘Ramu anna has finally made it, along with Dr Roberts.’

Spotting her husband, Kaveri beamed with pleasure. They had been married for several months now, but her neighbour Uma aunty teased her that she still acted like a new bride whenever she saw him. She adjusted the mussed pleats of her new sari. Would Ramu appreciate the light orange chiffon with a brocade yellow blouse, or would he think it a touch too bright? All thoughts of her attire disappeared when she glanced up to find him next to her, giving her his crooked smile – the special one he reserved just for her. Her stomach gave a little flutter.

Ramu gently prodded her with his foot, reminding her that his boss Dr Roberts was next to him. Kaveri flushed, turning away from her husband to greet the English doctor, whom she admired and respected. How different he was from his sister – like mangoes and gooseberries!

Just as Dr Roberts took the seat next to his sister, and Ramu sat down next to Kaveri, a man dressed in red and yellow circus colours hurried up to Ramu, whispering in his ear.

Kaveri looked at him curiously, straining her ears to hear their conversation, but the hubbub of conversation in the tent filled her ears, drowning everything else out. The man stepped back, obviously waiting for a response, as Ramu turned to Kaveri, pulling her close and speaking loudly.

‘We have been invited backstage, to meet their star attraction – the incomparable magician Mr Das. What do you say, Kaveri – shall we go?’

Backstage? Kaveri nodded, eager not to miss this chance, but her mind raced. She had never been to a circus or a magic show before, so it was hardly likely that she would pass up a chance to meet a master magician up close. But why were they being singled out? As they followed the man, she and Ramu speculated in whispers.

‘Your fame as Bangalore’s unparalleled lady detective must have spread to the circus world,’ Ramu teased her, placing a warm hand on her back. Kaveri poked his arm, retorting, ‘You forget, you are the upcoming doctor whose fame is growing . . . maybe they read about you in the newspaper last week, about the surgery you performed on the metal worker injured in the train accident, helping to save his arm.’

They followed the man to the other side of the stage, up a set of steps, and then behind the plush red curtains into a narrow corridor, lit by a lantern dangling precariously from on the wall. The air within was dank, and the smell of burning kerosene filled her nostrils. Kaveri sneezed, moving closer to Ramu, gripping his arm as they moved towards the red baize door at the end of the corridor.

Quickening their steps, they reached the door just as the man opened it wide, ushering them in. Kaveri blinked rapidly, her eyes readjusting to the brightly lit room, the mirrors on the wall sparkling as they reflected the light from wax candles lining the walls on tiered silver stands. Squinting past the glare, Kaveri focused her attention on a man standing at the end of the room. Could that really be the master magician, Das? How ordinary he looked. Short and stocky, clad in a simple white kurta and pyjama, he was bent almost double in front of one of the mirrors. Kaveri stared at him, watching in fascination as he outlined his eyes in black kajal, his breath leaving small clouds of moisture on the glass. He dipped a piece of cotton into a small pot of rouge, staining his cheeks and lips.

Meeting their eyes in the mirror, Das slowly straightened, turning away from the mirror to greet them. ‘The lady detective and her husband!’ he exclaimed, opening his arms in theatrical welcome. ‘It is such a pleasure to meet you. My son Suman was very keen to meet you.’ His hooked nose gave him the appearance of an elderly, statesmanlike eagle. Das’s face was caked with powder, accentuating the lines carved onto his face. Yet he moved nimbly, belying his grey hair and wrinkles. If she had seen him from a distance, Kaveri thought, she would have believed him to be in his late forties.

‘Forgive us for calling you backstage like this without warning.’ A slender young man, clad in a bottle green kurta and pyjama, entered from a side room and came hurrying up to them. That must be Suman, Kaveri decided, noting how different he looked from his father – taller, slight of build, his smooth cheeks contrasting with Das’s full beard. He seemed out of breath, almost as if he had run all the way. He turned to Kaveri, pressing the older man’s arm hard, as though in warning. ‘My mother was a keen fan of detective books. She would have been so excited to have met you.’

‘Is she not here?’ Ramu asked, looking between the two men.

A beat of silence echoed through the room. ‘She is dead,’ Suman replied shortly, his mouth twisting. He seemed like he wanted to say more, but just then a fusillade of knocks sounded on the door, and it was flung open. Turning in unison, they saw a burly man looming in the doorway. Another performer, Kaveri guessed, studying his over-sized purple satin shirt, shimmering with sequins, worn over equally loose-fitting navy blue velvet pants.

‘The programme is beginning soon. Get your guests out of here,’ he said in a loud voice, swaying slightly as though he were drunk. Kaveri looked at the bandage on his right temple, wondering if he was injured, and on medication.

Suman scowled at him, but Das gave his son a warning look as he responded to the burly man. ‘We will be ready in just a few minutes. But come, Harish, meet my new friends.’ He gestured to Kaveri and Ramu. ‘The most intelligent lady detective in all of India, who has solved cases of murder, theft and embezzlement, Mrs Kaveri Murthy – and her husband, Rama Murthy, a brilliant doctor and surgeon who is fast making a name for himself. Pailwan Harish is a powerful strongman who can twist steel bars into knots with ease.’

Das seems to know a lot about us, Kaveri thought. Harish’s massive fists clenched on the doorframe. Suman took a step forward, then stopped, as Das placed a restraining hand on his arm. Harish gave them one last glare and left, slamming the door violently. Ramu placed a protective hand on Kaveri’s shoulder, drawing her close to him.

‘Baba.’ Suman’s voice was stiff with tension, but he spoke quietly. ‘We should let them go now, or else they will miss the start of the performance. We can meet them again later in the evening.’ He gave Kaveri a sudden shy smile, his face lighting up. ‘You will come back to see us again, after the show concludes, won’t you?’

Suddenly, Das was all briskness, pumping Ramu’s hand vigorously, leading them out of the room. Seeing Suman follow them, he turned to his son, saying, ‘Accha, beta, can you get my costume ready for me?’

Once Suman had gone back into the room, Das turned towards Kaveri. The larger-than-life persona he carried fell away from him, like a discarded robe. All at once he seemed older, more vulnerable. He reached for her hands, holding them tightly.

‘My son admires you greatly,’ Das said, his soft voice almost inaudible against the hiss of the kerosene lamps. Kaveri blinked, startled at seeing tears in his eyes. ‘Your guidance will be important for him. I hope you can help him.’

‘Baba!’ Suman repeated, his voice now urgent.

Das pressed her hands once more, and then released her, clasping Ramu on the shoulder as he turned back into the room, closing the door on them with a gentle thud.

Ramu shook his head at Kaveri as they walked back down the corridor, pushing aside the heavy curtain that separated the stage from the steps that led to their seats. ‘What was that about, Kaveri? I’m not sure what to make of the father and son duo.’

‘Das was hinting at something. I wish I had some idea what it was.’ Kaveri felt as bewildered as Ramu. ‘I liked his son though. Das was putting on an act for us, but Suman seemed straightforward, honest.’ And very young, she thought, thinking back to the sweet smile he had given her, making him look like a vulnerable schoolboy.

But there was no more time for private conversation, the show was about to start. When they arrived at their seats, Kaveri took her place to the right of Miss Roberts while Ramu sat on her other side, sandwiched between her and Anandi. The air inside the tent was warm and stifling. It smelt of jasmine, roses and sandalwood incense, overlaying the mustiness that emanated from the stiff, wiry red jute carpet below them. She felt her nose twitch and hastily pulled out her handkerchief. It would be awful if she sneezed on the silk-and-brocade sari of the woman in front of her!

Kaveri jumped as Miss Roberts shouted into her ear. ‘Look at all these native women, dressed to the nines in shining silk. A bit too bright, don’t you think? Too vulgar for me.’ The older Englishwoman patted the velvet fabric of her cream frock, looking with complacence at its lace fringe embroidered with red roses. ‘You Indians have good taste in jewellery though, I admit it freely.’

Kaveri pressed her lips shut. It would be very inappropriate for her to be rude to the sister of Dr Roberts, the head of the Bowring Hospital, where Ramu worked. Miss Roberts was stuck-up and snobbish but, Kaveri tried to remind herself, she had a kind heart beneath the layers of prejudice.

She tuned the woman out, nodding on auto pilot as Miss Roberts droned on, her nasal voice buzzing in Kaveri’s ear like the high-pitched drone of a mosquito. She poked Kaveri’s arm for emphasis. ‘I wanted to wear my rubies. They would have gone so well with my new dress, but my brother refused to let me take them out of the bank. He is worried about the recent thefts across the city. Two of our neighbours’ homes were burgled last week when they came to the circus.’

Thefts? Kaveri leaned forward, trying to focus on what Miss Roberts was saying, tuning out the hubbub of conversation around her. ‘What did they lose?’

But Miss Roberts was in full flow and could not be interrupted. ‘I didn’t even want to come, but my brother insisted we must see the magic show,’ the older woman sniffed. ‘Such charlatanry, manipulating the audience through tricks and illusions, separating fools from their hard-earned money.’ She turned around to glare at the audience at the back, packed like sardines into elevated benches.

‘Come now, m’dear,’ her brother remonstrated mildly from the other side. ‘They are adults, capable of deciding whether they want to pay a few annas for some entertainment. Tonight’s events will be a spectacle – the likes of which they have never seen before, and never will again. The Maximilian Circus has been everywhere – Egypt, Turkey, Algeria, Spain.’

‘Our tickets cost a pretty penny,’ Miss Roberts grumbled.

‘We didn’t pay an anna.’ Dr Roberts looked at Kaveri apologetically. He often had that expression on his face when she saw him with his sister. She was a good woman, who had come all the way to India to look after his children, as he often took the pains to explain to others. But there was no denying the fact that she was infuriating!

Kaveri turned her attention to Dr Roberts.

‘We received free tickets from our good friend, Major Wilks,’ he explained. ‘He’s in charge of security arrangements for today’s event.’ He waved to a uniformed man in scarlet and white, standing in a stiff military pose at the opening of the tent. The man looked at them as Miss Roberts called out in her high nasal voice, ‘Yoohoo – over here. Major Wilks, halloo.’ Wilks’s face darkened as he nodded stiffly then looked away.

Miss Roberts twisted her body into a pretzel, looking around the room to see if she could find anyone else she considered prominent enough to be seen saying hello to. Dr Roberts went on hastily, ‘Such generosity. These front-row tickets cost a fortune, you know.’

‘Thank you for sharing your extra tickets with us . . .’ Kaveri said, her voice petering out as Roberts gave her a surprised look. ‘You didn’t? Ramu found an envelope with three tickets on his table . . . he thought they came from you.’

Roberts’ face cleared. ‘That must have been Wilks. He said he had a few spare ones. I suspect he wanted to fill the row closest to the performers with reliable people. Nobody here seems like the kind to create a disturbance. Still, one can’t be too careful I suppose, not with the Prince due to arrive in just a few days.’ He gave Kaveri a meaningful glance.

She guessed at what he hesitated to put into words. The Prince of Wales was coming to the city in a few weeks. After his disastrous visits to Bombay and Calcutta a few months back, marked with riots and arson, the British were very keen to see that his time in Bangalore went smoothly. Ramu had told her that they were now monitoring all public events, keeping a keen lookout for what they classified as ‘rabble rousers’ – freedom fighters who used public performances like this as venues to spread the word to others about the independence movement. The jails were full to overflowing, with the police picking up anyone they thought was a troublemaker and locking them away.

A blood-curdling yowl cut off her thoughts, slicing through the buzz of conversation in the tent. Kaveri winced as Miss Roberts’ hand shot out to grip her tightly, her nails digging into her arm. Why can’t she grip her brother’s hand, Kaveri thought crossly. She peered across Ramu to check on Anandi. The young woman’s eyes were wide, startled in alarm, but Mrs Ismail – the wife of their good friend, Inspector Ismail – had occupied the empty seat next to her. She held Anandi’s hand in hers, patting it reassuringly. That was odd. How had Mrs Ismail afforded a front-row seat? Police inspectors didn’t get paid all that much – especially the native police.

Kaveri’s eyes scanned the rows of velvet seating and found the bulky figure of Inspector Ismail. He was in uniform, patrolling the aisles. Of course. He was probably in charge of security arrangements and had wrangled a good seat for his wife. She waved at him, but he did not respond with his usual broad smile. His face was set in grim lines as he turned his back on her. Kaveri’s jaw dropped open. Why would Ismail, one of her dearest friends in Bangalore, ignore her publicly?

Kaveri kicked her toes at the carpet. What an evening it was turning out to be! First, the strange visit backstage to see Das and Suman, with its mysterious undercurrents of tension. Then the discovery that thefts had been taking place in wealthy homes across the city. Now Inspector Ismail, cutting her dead in a crowd of people. She turned to Ramu for support, but he was deep in conversation with Anandi and had not noticed her interaction with Ismail. She started to tug at his arm, wanting to tell him what had happened, but Miss Roberts gave her no opportunity. As the angry yowl died away, leaving only a rasping sound lingering in the air, the Englishwoman leaned towards her again, speaking with a satisfied smirk. ‘Tiger. I knew there would be animals! The previous circus I went to had horses, camels, elephants, even a zebra.’ Her breath was hot and fetid, and Kaveri had to stop herself from wrinkling her nose, trying to move as far from her as her seat would allow.

Noticing her agitation, Ramu turned towards her, giving her a questioning look. ‘Later,’ she mouthed at him. The performances were beginning, and she would have to shout to be heard above the din. He interlaced his fingers with hers once more, rubbing her palm with his thumb. She took a steadying breath and felt herself relax. With her husband next to her, she could face anything – and this was just a circus performance, not a site of danger, she reminded herself.
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Jadoo
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As Kaveri struggled to rein in her worries, a blaze of trumpets sounded through the tent. A hush fell upon the audience, as the curtains rolled back slowly. They watched with avid fascination as a cage with a massive tiger was wheeled in. A heavily muscled man with a broken nose walked alongside the cage, carrying a long, wicked-looking whip with cat tails.

Naked except for a leopard-patterned skin tied around his waist, the man – introduced as the Incredible Rajamani, Master of Tigers – opened the door of the cage and pushed his head inside. He grappled with the tiger’s ears before wrenching open its mouth and sticking his head into its massive jaws. The audience openly demonstrated their appreciation, the back benchers standing on the wooden seats and stamping their feet in chorus.

Kaveri pressed a hand to her forehead. The noise was too loud, and she could sense a headache starting. This close to the stage, they smelt the powerful stench coming from the tiger’s mouth. She leaned across to Ramu, whispering ‘How can he stand that stink?’

‘He’s probably drunk. And the tiger is certainly drugged. It wouldn’t be so passive otherwise.’ Ramu’s voice was impassive, but she saw his pulse twitch at the side of his throat. She looked back at the stage just as the Incredible Rajamani walked into the cage and climbed onto the tiger’s back, forcing it down to the floor. The tiger’s growl rumbled through the tent.

Her husband pointed to the wings of the stage. ‘A tiger this drugged would not roar, Kaveri. But you need the ferocious growl to add to the mystique. They record the tiger roaring and play it from a microphone. The audience is fooled into thinking that this man has the power to subdue an animal this ferocious.’ Ramu’s face pulled into hard lines and Kaveri touched his leg in silent sympathy. Only last week, she had seen Ramu treat the injuries of a kitten they had rescued from a tree, cleaning its wounds twice a day. She knew how much the mistreatment of the magnificent beast must hurt him.

While the audience erupted in cheers, Kaveri looked at Ramu, who had squeezed his eyes shut, shaking his head. She thought of the newspaper reports last week, hagiographic accounts of the Prince of Wales’s exploits in the forests of Mysore, with centrespread photographs of the young monarch posing with a long rifle, his booted foot on the carcass of a massive tiger. This performance seemed very similar in intent. The British spoke endlessly of the virtues of ‘fair play’, but their hunts were not a fair fight – neither was this.

No one else seemed to have an issue with the act. Everyone in the room seemed entranced by Rajamani’s demonstration of ‘bravery’, even the Roberts. Only Kaveri and Ramu seemed to be squirming in their seats, unable to stomach the travesty of such a performance. As the act drew to an end, Ramu got up, still looking shaken. ‘I’ll be back,’ he mouthed, pointing towards the toilets.

Kaveri turned towards Anandi, wanting to ask her what she thought of the caged tiger, but stopped short as Anandi’s eager face crumpled.

Kaveri whipped her face around to see what had spooked her friend so much. A stocky man stood in the wings of the stage, holding Anandi’s gaze. His fleshy lips were pulled back in a predatory smile, exposing paan-stained teeth. As Kaveri watched, the man drew a finger across the red satin bandana tied around his neck, exaggeratedly miming a decapitation. Ashen-faced, Anandi shrank back into her seat.

Kaveri’s hackles rose instantly. She leaned forward in her seat, glaring at him. Her eyes moved across him, automatically noting each detail, from his shiny velvet brown pants and satin yellow shirt to his fleshy face, observing the tattoo of a small snake on his right temple just above his ear. He took no notice of her, his focus intent on Anandi like an eagle watching a mouse.

‘Who is that, Anandi?’ Kaveri asked her. But the young woman had retreated into the seat, sitting so far back that her body seemed embedded in its velvet lining. ‘Nobody,’ she muttered, refusing to meet Kaveri’s eyes.

‘What do you mean, nobody?’ Kaveri persisted, turning to point to the man. But there was no one there. She craned her neck, but could not spot him anywhere. The only time she had seen Anandi so frightened before was when she spoke of her husband, Pawan. But Pawan had fled Bangalore some months back, after piling up a series of gambling debts. Could he be back in the city?

Kaveri turned back to Anandi, who was stroking her fingers over her throat repeatedly. Seeing Anandi’s stricken face, Kaveri’s anger quickly turned to concern. Should she exchange seats with Ramu and sit next to Anandi? Miss Roberts might find that rude and complain to Dr Roberts. Even though she knew her husband’s boss was fair, and would not take offence for silly reasons, Kaveri hesitated. She did not want to make things difficult for Ramu.

Kaveri settled back into her seat when she saw Mrs Ismail capture Anandi’s restless hand, massaging her stiff fingers. She thought of a conversation she had had with Uma aunty a few days back, during one of the weekly meetings of the Bangalore Detectives Club. Uma aunty had wondered out loud about the contrast between the quick and clever-minded Inspector Ismail and his phlegmatic wife. ‘She is so sleepy-eyed, always quiet. I don’t know what keeps them together.’

‘I think she observes much more than she lets on,’ Kaveri had objected.

She felt even more sure of it today. Mrs Ismail might seem indolent, but Kaveri was sure she had noticed the man who had frightened Anandi. She would tell Ismail, who would then deal with it in his own way, keeping Anandi safe. After all, Ismail was as fond of Anandi as she was. A bit more reassured, she relaxed into the chair just as Ramu came in. She wanted to tell him what had happened, but a flourish of trumpets indicated the start of the next performance was beginning. It would have to wait.

Most visitors came to the circus especially to see the Maharaja of Magic – Das. His face was everywhere on the posters for the Maximilian Circus, his mesmerising eyes staring directly at the viewers, his hooked nose and hooded eyebrows compelling their attention. Das had looked much more ordinary when they met him backstage. She leaned forward, eager to see how he would seem on stage, fully made-up, in his performing avataar.

The audience murmured, restless in anticipation. Two stocky men strode onto the stage holding pearly white conch shells. They blew on the shells, signalling the arrival of the magician.

As Das appeared onstage, followed by Suman, Kaveri was taken aback. She had expected him to be wearing a flowing coat and top hat, as he did on the posters. But Das did not wear Western clothes. He and Suman were dressed identically – in a short Bengali kurta over loose pyjamas. Das wore a scarlet kurta in velvet, while Suman was dressed in the bottle green costume in which they had seen him earlier. Over their kurtas, they both wore waistcoats and turbans of dazzling blue. The brilliant colours of the peacock feathers embedded in their turbans were reflected in the strings of turquoise beads looped around their necks and arms.

‘The boy’s the warm-up act,’ Dr Roberts said, glancing across to them. His sister had lost her air of petulance and now sat with a look of childlike excitement on her face. The audience around them clapped loudly. Even Anandi laughed in delight, the strain on her face gone.

Only Major Wilks, sitting ramrod straight at the edge of the row, and Inspector Ismail, standing at the end of the aisle, seemed uninterested in the performance. They stared away from the stage, their eyes scanning the audience. Had they been instructed to look for any signs of disturbance?

Ramu stroked the inside of her wrist lightly. ‘Anything wrong?’ he mouthed.

‘Nothing,’ Kaveri responded with a reassuring smile. She castigated herself internally. It was unfair of her to worry Ramu like this. After a hard day of work at the hospital, he deserved to be able to relax at the circus without wondering why his wife was on edge. Perhaps her mother-in-law was right. Bhargavi said that ever since she had become a detective, her mind worked overtime. She saw suspicious things everywhere, even in the most normal of situations. She shook her head vigorously, trying to rid herself of the uncomfortable thoughts crowding her mind.

Das bowed deep and low, fixing the audience with his compelling gaze. ‘Ladies and gentlemen – sisters and brothers – you may wonder why I, the Maharaja of Magic, am not clad in the traditional attire you might expect from me – top hat and coat tails.’ He gave them a brilliant smile. ‘It is because I – I am not a mere magician. I am a jadoogar.’ He paused, staring down at the audience. Kaveri looked around, seeing everyone’s gaze was fixed intently on the stage – except for Mrs Ismail’s, whose thick eyebrows were drawn together in a frown, and Ramu’s, who returned Kaveri’s gaze with a questioning look.

‘Jadoo is an ancient Indian art – one that is handed down over generations,’ Das continued. ‘My family has trained in the art of jadoo for centuries, performing for kings and rulers across the world. What you see here is no trickery, my friends, but the result of generations of riyaaz, sacred practice, and our bhakti, devotion to the God and Goddess of Magic, Shiva and Parvati.’ Anandi’s mouth was hanging open, Kaveri noticed, and she was leaning forward on the edge of her seat, her thighs pressed close together as though she was prepared to leap off the chair and onto the stage.

‘Many foreign magicians have tried to learn our secrets. They come to our shores, seeking to gain access to our knowledge, and use it to discredit us. Fools. We are blessed by the Gods.’ As Das’s sonorous voice boomed through the tent, Kaveri saw many of the turbaned heads in the front row nodding vigorously.

‘Quite brave of him to say this to a mixed audience with British people,’ Ramu breathed into her ear. ‘Foolhardy even, to speak so when tensions run high.’

Das’s words seemed to have found resonance with the people sitting in the back rows. They clapped and hooted, whistling and standing in their seats. Kaveri could see the few English people in the audience exchanging uneasy glances. Major Wilks got up from his seat and moved towards the side aisle of the tent, speaking to Ismail.

Das seemed unperturbed. With a mocking look at Major Wilks, he gave a dramatic bow to the audience, bending until his face was almost parallel with the stage. He snapped his fingers, and men hurried in, wheeling in gigantic petromax lanterns, lining them up along the sides of the stage. The lanterns hissed as they fired up, shining their dazzling light onto mirrors draped in sequined brocades and onto crystal lamps, illuminating the stage in iridescent colours.

It was magical, fantastical, endless. One impossible trick melded into another. Later, when the performance concluded, Kaveri could not tell how long she had been glued to her seat as Das subjected himself to danger after danger, escaping unscathed as the backbenchers cheered and hooted.

Mango trees were created from twigs. They grew, flowered and produced fruit. The young magician pulled a sharp knife out of his sleeve, sliced the mango and handed the pieces to a little girl in a frilled lace frock sitting on her grandfather’s lap in the front row. As the child devoured the fruit, the sticky juice spilling onto her dress, her gaze remained focused on the stage.

Suman invited the little girl’s grandfather to come up onto the stage. He opened his mouth to ask a question, and three rabbits hopped out of his mouth in succession. Suman waved his wand, and one of the rabbits turned into a plush velvet stuffed toy. He threw it down to the little girl, who caught it and hugged it, her eyes shining. The audience went wild, cheering and clapping. At the back, people stood up on the benches, whistling and calling his name. Kaveri couldn’t believe her eyes – even Miss Roberts was on her feet applauding.

Ramu placed an arm around her shoulders. ‘You look entranced.’

‘I can’t wait to go to the library and look for some books that can help me learn how he does these tricks. Especially the one where he dips his fingers in molten lead, drinks carbolic acid and dives into boiling water, coming out unharmed. I have heard of Houdini’s tricks but couldn’t imagine how spectacular they would look until now. Even though I know it’s all a trick, he still manages to make it seem real.’

Suman bowed deep to the people seated in the rows below him. Das stretched his arms, cracking his knuckles. The audience clapped for a long time, and Das looked at his son with pride, placing an arm around his waist. Kaveri felt a lump form in her throat. She hadn’t seen her father for months and missed him dearly. He had a habit of cracking his knuckles just like that.

Suman stepped back, handing over the stage to his father.

‘We will now begin the main performance,’ Das said. ‘A recreation of the battles between Kamsa and Lord Krishna.’ He smiled at the mixed audience. ‘My compatriots here know the story. But for the benefit of our foreign guests, I will summarise it.’

Kaveri saw Ismail look at the stage with interest. His constables hung on Das’s words. Only Major Wilks remained aloof, his eyes glittering with disdain as he tapped one large boot on the carpeted floor.

‘Kamsa, the evil demon king, was so powerful that no one could defeat him. His subjects prayed to Lord Vishnu to save them. Vishnu agreed, reincarnating himself as Lord Krishna, Kamsa’s nephew – who killed Kamsa. This story symbolises the triumph of good over evil, through the removal of the evil usurper, and the restoration of rightful rule.’

Kaveri followed Ramu’s gaze, looking at Wilks. Standing erect against the side of the tent, near the stage, the man had taken a couple of steps forward, his intent gaze fixed on Das. Ismail stood stiffly, watching his constables as they muttered to each other.

‘This show is a tribute to the Gods above, who see everything and know the innermost truth that lies in our hearts. It is so we can remind ourselves that truth triumphs over falsehood, and good is victorious over evil.’

‘Das is skirting the edge of danger,’ Ramu commented again, a note of admiration in his voice. His voice was pitched low, just for Kaveri’s ears. ‘A little further, and he could be arrested for sedition.’

Kaveri agreed. She had not known what to make of Das, especially after that strange meeting with him backstage. But her respect for his courage grew on listening to him speak so boldly onstage, in front of so many people. Das must know the dangers he courted, choosing such a theme for his performance. He had just transformed the theme of the religious epic familiar to his largely Indian audience into a powerful call for freedom.

As a thin man sitting in the pit began to play on a reed-like bansuri, the melodious sound of the bamboo flute filled the air. Das raised his wand, and with a hand flick, made a blue mask appear in mid-air, holding it high and turning it towards the people sitting in front of him. The mask was beautiful, decorated with glittering sequins, and adorned with an iridescently blue peacock feather at the tip. He tied the mask to his face, taking on the role of Lord Krishna.

With another flourish of his wand, he plucked a red mask, diabolic in appearance, from the air. Drumbeats filled the theatre as he announced, ‘And now, meet Krishna’s evil uncle, King Kamsa.’ People stood up to cheer as Das fastened Kamsa’s mask onto Suman’s face.

Kaveri found herself sitting on the edge of her seat, leaning forward, mouth slightly open. She could taste the sense of anticipation, sharp and bittersweet.

Signalling for silence, Das paused, looking around at the audience. ‘We need a volunteer. One lovely young lady to act as Putana, the evil demoness who was King Kamsa’s sister.’ The audience shifted in their seats, refusing to meet his eyes.

‘It is only a small thing we will ask you to do,’ he said, his voice soft and coaxing. ‘You need to take this knife, here’ – he pointed to a sharp dagger with a curved blade on a table – ‘and try to kill Krishna.’

A collective gasp ran through the seats. Suman looked down into the seats, shielding his eyes from the bright lights that lit the stage. No one spoke now. A rustling sound came from the seats, as women shifted on the benches, their stiff silks brushing against the wood. The clock on the wall ticked loudly.

A small spring of tension wound tight in Kaveri’s stomach, and she pressed her belly with both hands.

The clock ticked loudly, while the audience sat in silence. Das walked up and down on the raised platform in front of them, stopping in front of Kaveri. The magician’s eyes bore into hers, transfixing her. She felt as though she was falling, falling hard, plummeting into the depths of his eyes. Involuntarily, she felt her hand rising. She felt Ramu place a hand on her arm in warning, but was unable to tear her eyes away from the magician.

She saw a tall figure move from the aisle. Ismail, who had been standing to the side, stepped in front of her, breaking her line of sight to the magician, shattering her connection to Das. Kaveri brought her hand down sharply.

Dimly, through the roar of noise filling her ears, she heard Ramu ask in a horrified voice, ‘What on earth has come over you, Kaveri?’

‘I don’t know. I felt like he hypnotised me. Without my knowing it, my hand went up.’ She shivered. ‘I don’t know what is going on, but I don’t want to be a part of it.’

She turned to thank Ismail, but he had melted into the shadows once more.

Just then, she saw Anandi jump up. The young woman looked nervous, but her eyes held a glimmer of excitement.

A satisfied smile spread across Das’s face. ‘Please give us a big round of applause – for this beautiful young woman, who has bravely volunteered to play the part of Putana.’

As he pulled her up onto the stage and tied a green skull-shaped mask to Anandi’s face, Anandi looked like she was regretting her impulse. Kaveri stretched one hand out, fruitlessly wishing she could pull Anandi back. What viper’s nest was Anandi diving into?
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Chained in Irons
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Mrs Ismail’s normally plump and cheerful face was carved in grave lines. She placed a hand on the empty seat next to her.

Still wearing Kamsa’s mask, Suman shook his fists in the air, declaiming to the audience. ‘I will never give up,’ he roared. ‘I will kill Krishna or die trying.’

The audience roared their approval. From her left, Kaveri saw Ismail step forward and whisper to one of his men. The man set off at a run, towards the back of the theatre. Major Wilks exchanged a significant look with Ismail, and Kaveri felt her neck prickle in warning.

Ramu had seen it too. ‘For an officer who came to Bangalore to plan out the security for the Prince’s visit, Wilks seems unnaturally interested in a circus performance,’ her husband whispered softly, making sure that Miss Roberts would not hear. ‘I wonder if he’s come to keep an eye on someone specific. Rumours are rife in the city about what will happen when the Prince is here.’

Was this strangely compelling magician part of a secret plot against the visiting Prince? A man like Das would be able to go anywhere, fit into the tightest places, evade arrest and capture – the circus was the perfect place to house such a man, a place where he would not stand out or seem suspicious. Kaveri shook her head vigorously, trying to get the image of Das in chains, being led away by the police, out of her mind. Perhaps Bhargavi was right – she was becoming obsessed with looking for mysteries in perfectly normal settings.

The man with the flute got up from the wings, replaced by a violinist, who set up an ominous dirge. Das, still playing Krishna, held his arms behind his back, and his son, in the visage of the evil king Kamsa, handcuffed him, ostentatiously tossing the key into the bench seats at the back of the auditorium. The crowd, visibly on Krishna’s side, shouted loud insults at ‘Kamsa’. Anandi shrank back from the table, gnawing at her nails as Suman trussed up his father in a series of hefty chains, fastening them with five heavy padlocks and throwing the keys into the audience.

Contorted into such an uncomfortable-looking position, hands trussed behind his back, Das should have seemed helpless, diminished. But he appeared even more powerful, invincible even, as he looked out at the audience, seeming to search for someone. His eyes reflected the bright stage light, glittering like black diamonds as they fastened on Kaveri.

He seemed to be trying to communicate with her, moving his lips. The moment seemed to last for hours, as Das looked deep into her eyes. She felt like a butterfly trapped in a glass box, frantically trying to free itself. When Das finally looked away from Kaveri, she sucked in great gulps of air, feeling as though a tight lock placed on her chest had been lifted, leaving her free to breathe again.

No one else seemed to have noticed anything – not Ramu, who was still focused on the stage, nor Suman, who was still tugging at the chains, demonstrating that they were solid.

Two men ran in, wheeling a small metal cage. Suman placed a hand on Das’s back, forcing him into the cage. The clang of metal on metal resounded through the tent as he slammed the door shut, locking it with a padlock and tossing this key too into the audience. The onlookers murmured, shifting in their seats uneasily. The cage looked tiny – barely enough to contain a dog, let alone a man.

Suman deposited a heavy-looking watermelon on a small table, placing it down with an audible thud on the centre of the stage. He reached towards Anandi and pulled her towards it, placing a sword with a wicked-looking curved blade in her hand. He held her hand in his, and guided the blade towards the melon, slicing through the thick skin with ease. The fruit thudded to the ground, splitting and scattering everywhere, its pink fleshy pulp looking like blood. Anandi placed her hand over her mouth, but Suman tugged her hand away, interlacing her fingers with his and raising their joined palms high as he roared at the crowd, holding the sword aloft in his other hand.

‘See how sharp my sword is? Now let us see how Putana and Kamsa, together, annihilate Krishna.’

Releasing Anandi, Suman picked up a thin red silken cloth and threw it over the cage, obscuring Das from view. Peering to the side, Kaveri saw a man standing in the wings of the theatre place a disc into the gramophone. An eerie scream filled the theatre just as Anandi gingerly inserted the tip of the sword into the cloth. The elderly man sitting in front swiftly placed his hands over his granddaughter’s eyes. She scrambled off his lap and held his legs tightly, keeping her back to the stage. The audience had fallen into a stunned silence.

Suman gripped Anandi’s hands in his, guiding the blade as she stabbed into the cloth, piercing it and thrusting deep into the cage. Kaveri could see beads of sweat dripping from Anandi’s forehead onto the stage. If Das was still in there, trussed up in chains – as he surely must be – the sword would have cut through his body. Kaveri’s jaw clenched, and she forced herself to relax, repeating over and over to herself in her mind – It’s just an act. It’s not real. It’s just an act.

Spots of dark and light began to dance in front of her eyes. Through the haze that filled her vision, she saw Anandi push Suman away with trembling hands, drop the sword on the floor and step back, shrinking against the side wall.

Suman watched her go, making no effort to restrain her. He gave her a small sympathetic smile and picked up the sword again. With one swift move, he raised it over his head, brandishing it high, and then brought it down swiftly, slicing through the bars of the cage. A crimson liquid immediately began to ooze from the box, seeping onto the floor. A woman shrieked from the back, as the people sitting in the benches turned to each other, worry written on their faces. The elderly man sitting in the central row in the front picked up the small girl, placing her on his lap and holding her close, soothing her tears as she clutched on to her mango seed. Kaveri’s jaws clenched involuntarily again, and she bit her lip, tasting blood. It’s just an act. It’s not real. It’s just an act. She forced herself to concentrate on the words as if they were a mantra, her eyes watching the stage.

Noting her distress, Ramu picked up her hand, placing it in his and holding it hard. She moved closer to him, leaning against his shoulder, shaking a little, repeating her mantra in her mind. She pressed even closer to her husband as two men came in from the wings, wheeling in a cart with a tall basket. Suman took off its lid. A coil of snakes became visible above the lip of the basket, seething and writhing. They hissed in warning as they rose higher, some spreading out their hoods.

‘Cobras and vipers,’ Kaveri breathed. ‘There must be at least ten snakes in that basket.’ How could Das possibly survive their deadly bite? She saw Anandi edging away from the stage, inching down the steps, away from the writhing basket.

Kaveri dug her nails into her palm. Once, when she had been very small, their gardener had been bitten by a carpet viper. He had been rushed to the hospital, and received treatment in time, but she could still remember how he had writhed in agony. For a while, they had thought he might lose his leg – and that was only one snake.

She held her breath, watching the snakes move through the air, lunging at each other, the basket shaking with the movement. Suman pulled off the silk cloth that covered the cage. Kaveri tried to see if Das was inside, but the bars were thick, obscuring her view. With one powerful thrust, Suman opened the door of the cage. He forced the basket of hissing snakes inside, slamming the door shut and covering the cage with the cloth again, just as a loud scream pierced the air. Suman shook the cage again and again. The sound of hissing cobras filled the room.

Miss Roberts screeched, and her brother shifted his chair closer to her, holding her hands in a tight grip. A baby began to wail, the sound taken up by other children across the room. Kaveri saw a few parents rush out, holding their crying children to their chests.

The walls of the circus tent, which had seemed large and welcoming just a few minutes back, had started to close in on her. Silly goose, she chided herself. Scattered thoughts chased each other, running through her brain like the headless chicken she had seen near the butcher’s shop in Ulsoor last week.

Ramu felt her shudder and he put his arm around her. ‘Are you alright? It’s not like you to be so shaken.’ He pointed to the gramophone that they could see at the side of the stage, playing what she knew must be a recording of the hissing of snakes, and the screams of agony that seemed to originate from the cage.

She took a deep breath, as her body shuddered. ‘Even though I know it must be a well-staged trick, I get the sense that something is very wrong.’ Kaveri pointed to Anandi, a small shrinking figure on the massive stage. ‘If anything happens, we should make sure Anandi returns to us safely.’

Suman swept off the blanket with a triumphant look on his face, pointing to the cage. Trumpets blared out once again, as a bright light shone from the top of the ceiling, illuminating the interior of the metal cage.

People stood up, trying to peer into the cage. The bars were set fairly close to each other, close enough that no man could slip through. But for a pile of chains and locks, the entire cage was empty. No cobras, no blood – no magician.

There was a moment of silence, the stillness thick and stifling, like the hot air











































OEBPS/images/title.png
A Nest of
Vipers:

A Bangalore Detectives Club Mystery

Harini Nagendra

»

consTaLE





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		1 Wrestling a Tiger



		2 Jadoo



		3 Chained in Irons



		4 A Door Slams Shut



		5 Many Ways to Skin a Tiger



		6 Sliding Backwards and Forwards



		7 A New Client



		8 Diversion and Deflection



		9 A Difference of Opinions



		10 A New Beginning



		11 A Secret Message



		12 Frightening an Old Woman



		13 I Watched Him Watching You



		14 A Bloodstained Sari



		15 She Wouldn’t Kill an Ant



		16 The Hunt Begins



		17 A Most Becoming Disguise



		18 We Have to Stop Meeting Like This



		19 Unmasking a Traitor



		20 Too Healthy to Be One of Us



		21 At an Impasse



		22 More Messages



		23 A Tale of Two Cities



		24 The Beauty of a Pneumatic Duster



		25 Eyes and Spies



		26 My Life Was a Waste Until I Met You



		27 Conversations Over Coffee



		28 Dribs and Drabs



		29 In Coles Park



		30 A Surfeit of Bananas



		31 A Proper Bat and Ball



		32 Clever Enough to Solve Any Puzzle



		33 Answers to a Few Questions



		34 A Fantastic Tale



		35 A Sudden Attack



		36 An Explanation Is Forthcoming



		37 Meddlesome Woman



		38 A Missing Piece



		39 An Exposé



		40 The Last Step



		41 Odds and Ends



		42 Epilogue



		Kaveri’s Dictionary



		Kaveri’s Beauty Routine



		Historical note



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342











OEBPS/images/f00vi-01.png
X O O O T S S N X S N T X N S N N T M N M N S N S 5 X X XX X

Or. | s h
\r‘yengas ome

-
KETMARAHALL  MALLESWARAM i

COX TOWN

Cantonment
station

CLEVELAND

* TOWN
Coles Park
i
Residency Grounds Euwn:ng‘ Hilaksu{
dse,  (oimalShow) - Hospitl L
; CUBBON South Parade Road Mala's hame
e PARK - HALASUR
Century Club o~ St. Ma‘rl(s The Ruhe‘rts’ home

Library Cathedral

. pon sampangi Lake Bed
Sampangi Nills (Circus Grounds)

Residency Road

*
Cubbonpet

The Shsﬁma Home RICHMOND

/? *  TOWN
Fi Inspector Isnail's

ort
CHAMARAJAPETE £, 7 o Police Staion
Swami Vaninanda's Ashram
(Shanthi Womens'Home)

Kempambudhi LAL

Lake i BAGH BANGALURE

e Kaveri's home
Venu's home *

Bull Temple’ BASAVA\NAGU[" ) Scale of 1 mile
Hasqvanagudl __m:m:‘
Lakamma's Caffee Warks ~ "ublic Sauare %f)lalag:gﬁ; Loke E;snsi

3999 ¢ 9933933333333 939333333393 ¢339333¢3339¢99






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NAGENDRA






OEBPS/images/common.png





