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      Bablu Yadav wiped the sweat from his forehead with the end of the cotton towel draped over his shoulder. The humidity was debilitating and he couldn't wait to get back to the dry heat of his village in North India.

      He’d be there soon. Just one more job.

      He took a large mouthful of tepid water from a plastic water bottle, then tossed the empty bottle out the window of the truck. A passing motorcyclist shouted, raising a hand in protest, and Bablu sneered a reply.

      Almost two hundred metres ahead, on the right-hand side of the road, sat his friend Ram, perched sideways on a stolen moped.

      They’d been waiting for forty-five minutes and Bablu was getting anxious. The truck had been stolen earlier that day, and the longer he sat parked on the side of the road, the more chance a cop would pass and question him. They’d swapped the plates with another vehicle, just in case, but Bablu knew from experience that cops loved to hassle drivers like him. They always found a reason to extort money, whether it be incomplete documents, goods without the necessary permits and tax receipts, or a lack of maintenance.

      The truck was a fifteen-year-old Ashok Leyland flat bed, and if the odometer was to be believed, had completed over two hundred and fifty-thousand kilometres. There were no bulbs in the rear lights and the tyres had barely any tread. No different to most goods vehicles on the road, but today Bablu didn’t want to attract undue attention to himself.

      “Come on, come on,” he muttered, his eyes still on his friend up the road.

      Bablu had to succeed, otherwise he wouldn’t get the rest of the money. He’d taken five thousand rupees in advance and he'd get the balance of fifteen thousand when they completed the job. He’d have to split it with Ram, but with the money he’d saved over the last year, he had enough to pay off his family’s debts and have a little left over for a small plot of land and even a cow or two. Bablu smiled. It had been a long time since he'd been back in the village, among his own people. Here, in the South, they didn’t speak his language and looked down on people from the North.

      A bead of sweat ran from his forehead into his left eye and he dabbed at it with the end of the cloth. The worst thing down here, though, was the weather. Back in his village, at least they had seasons. Here it was hot all the time, and he never stopped sweating. And the food didn’t agree with him. They cooked everything with coconut oil and he just couldn’t get used to the smell.

      Ahead, Ram shifted on the moped and Bablu leaned forward to see better through the dirty, cracked windshield. A gate opened and out stepped a woman dressed in white. She looked unlike anyone else on the road. Her hair was a pale gold, and she was taller than most. Even from this distance, on a busy street, the way she moved, the way she carried herself, suggested she was a foreigner. It had to be her.

      Ram removed his phone and stared at the screen, checking the photo that had been sent to them the previous day. Bablu saw him look up and nod in his direction.

      It was her.

      Bablu took a breath and reached forward for the ignition key. He turned it while pumping the accelerator until the tired old engine rumbled into life. Looking at the plastic figure of Ganesha glued to the dashboard, he said a small prayer, then touched his fingers to the statue of the elephant-headed god, and then his lips.

      “Jai Shri Ganeshaya Namaha,” he said out loud, glanced in the rear-view mirror, then hauled on the steering wheel and edged the truck out onto the road.

      Ahead, Ram was now sitting astride the moped, revving the engine, clouds of blue smoke from the tiny two-stroke engine billowing from the exhaust. The foreign woman had walked ahead and as Bablu pulled onto the road, he saw her look both ways before hurrying across the road.

      "Accha hain,” Bablu muttered. "Good." She had just made his job  a whole lot easier. He stamped his foot on the accelerator, sending clouds of thick black diesel smoke into the air behind him, and cursed as the truck took an age to respond. The speed slowly increased as he crunched through the gears, the woman appearing closer in the windshield.

      He climbed another gear, swerving around a scooter that had stopped on the edge of the road, and kept his foot mashed to the floor, his eyes only on the woman. Fifty metres, forty, thirty….

      He climbed another gear.

      Twenty, ten… then he pulled left on the steering wheel.

      There was an almost imperceptible bump as if the wheels had hit a pothole, but he didn’t look in the mirror. He just kept on accelerating.

      A smile spread across his face.

      The job was done.
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      “Come in,” Manoj Shetty smiled from behind his desk and gestured toward the two chairs in front of him.

      Sally gulped, forced a smile, then made her way inside and sat down. Wiping the palms of her hands on her loose cotton pants, she looked around the room. It was the first time she was meeting the ashram administrator alone.

      Manoj closed a file on his desk with his short chubby fingers, adding it to a pile on his left. “The paperwork never ends,” he shrugged, then sat back in his chair, steepling his fingers in front of him. “Now what can I do for you?” he frowned. “Sally isn’t it?”

      Sally swallowed again, her eyes darting from the gold rings on his fingers to his corpulent face. She nodded, but hesitated, still thinking of the best way to start the conversation. She hadn’t spoken to him much before, but as manager he oversaw the day to day running of the ashram and had always been pleasant whenever their paths had crossed. Like Sally, he too was dressed in white, and had a mala of large rudraksha beads, the seeds commonly referred to as ‘The Tears of Shiva,’ around his neck.

      “Umm, I… I don’t know how to say this…”

      The smile on Manoj’s face faltered. He tilted his head to one side and sat forward. “Is something the matter? Are you unwell? I can get the Ayurvedic nurse to come and see you.”

      “No, no,” Sally shook her head. “I’m fine. It’s…” She sighed. There was no easy way to say it. She took a deep breath. “He has behaved inappropriately with me.”

      Manoj raised his eyebrows. “Who? One of the other students? Give me his name. I’ll see that he is expelled immediately.”

      She shook her head.

      “Then who?” His eyes widened. “No. You don’t mean…”

      Sally nodded.

      “Guruji?” Manoj shook his head violently. “No, no… you must be mistaken.”

      Sally looked down at her hands in her lap. Her fingers were trembling, and she clasped her hands together to keep them steady. Looking up, she said, “He asked me to come see him last night. He said he wanted to discuss my progress.” A tear formed in the corner of her eye. “So I went to his house.” Her voice cracked, and she paused, looking down at her lap again as the memory came back. The tear trickled down the side of her cheek. “He told me to kneel in front of him… he said there were some psychic blocks holding me back, and he would help me remove them.”

      “Yes, yes, of course.”

      Sally looked up, tears now running from both eyes, and shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. He told me to close my eyes…” She sniffed, and Manoj took a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. She wiped her cheeks, then her nose, then sat staring at the folded white cloth in her hand.

      “And then?”

      Sally didn’t look up. “I felt him move closer, and then… I don’t know why… but I opened my eyes…” Her shoulders shook and she clenched the handkerchief in her hand.

      “What happened, my child?”

      “He was standing in front of me, and he had removed his…” She couldn’t say it, the memory of what happened too awful to put into words and she broke down, her body shaking as she sobbed.

      She heard Manoj push back his chair and stand up, then a moment later she felt his hand on her shoulder. She couldn’t help herself, and flinched at his touch.

      He stepped back, holding his hands in the air. “I’m sorry,” Leaning back against the corner of the desk, he asked, “Was anyone else there?”

      Sally shook her head and wiped her nose with the handkerchief, then dried her cheeks with her sleeve. “No.”

      She looked up and saw Manoj looking down at her, deep lines creasing his forehead. She searched his face, looking for reassurance.

      “I’m so sorry, my child. Nothing like this has ever happened before.”

      Sally sniffed and looked down again.

      “Have you spoken to anyone else about this?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t know who to turn to. No-one else would believe me.” She began to cry again. “I feel so ashamed.”

      “No, no, no, you have nothing to feel ashamed about, my dear. Nothing at all.” She heard him sigh. “Look, are you sure about what happened? We can never hope to understand how… these things work. He is not like you or me.”

      Sally frowned and looked up. “You don’t believe me?”

      He held his hands up. “I’m not taking sides. I’m just trying to explain the facts.” He took a breath. “Here’s the thing. It may have happened, but when we come to his world, which is the opposite of all we know, we must try to understand it better.

      “People like him get exposed to a different kind of energy. They work on a different level. They see things we cannot see.”

      Sally stared back, confused by what she was hearing “But what he did was wrong.”

      Manoj held both his hands up. “Yes, I agree, and I'll look into it. I’m just trying to see if there is a logical explanation for it.”

      Sally shook her head, anger growing inside her. “There is no logical explanation for this. How can you say that? What he did was wrong and should never happen. There is no explanation for this kind of behaviour. We should…” her voice became forceful, “we have to call the police.”

      “Yes, yes, I agree,” Manoj nodded. “You are right.” He smiled down at her. “But don’t you worry anymore. I'll look into it immediately. We'll sort this out and ensure that it never happens again.”

      Sally nodded slowly, willing herself to calm down.

      “Now, is there anything I can do for you right now? Shall I call the nurse? ”

      Sally shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I… I don’t want anyone else to know right now. I feel so embarrassed.”

      “Yes, yes, I understand. Don’t worry, I will be discrete.” He cleared his throat. “But would you like someone to be with you, so you’re not alone? Are you staying in the ashram?”

      “No,” Sally shook her head. “I’ve got my own room in the village.”

      “Hmmm, okay. I will look into this, and Sally…”

      Sally looked up.

      “Thank you for coming to me. I appreciate it. Now let me call my driver and I’ll get him to drop you back at your room.”

      “No, no, it’s okay, I’ll walk.”

      Manoj stood up and walked around his desk to pick up his phone. “I won’t take no for an answer. It’s the least I can do.”
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      Manoj stood by the window and watched as the white Bolero drove out the ashram gate, then turned and sat back down in his chair.

      Sitting forward, he leaned his elbows on the desk and massaged his eyes and temples with his fingertips. He didn’t doubt Sally’s story. It wasn’t the first time he had heard something like this and probably wouldn’t be the last. But it was an annoyance. Why didn’t she keep quiet? Hardly any of the others took it any further. In fact, some of them welcomed it. He sighed, picked up his phone, and leaned back in his chair. It was nothing he couldn’t deal with, though. He’d done it before.

      Scrolling through the numbers on his phone, he found the one he wanted and pressed dial.

      It rang for a while before it was answered and on hearing the voice at the other end, Manoj cleared his throat and sat up straight. “Good morning, sir. Sorry to bother you.”

      “What is it, Manoj?”

      “Umm, sir… we have a problem.”

      Two minutes later, Manoj ended the call and placed the phone back on the desk. He stood, walked over to the filing cabinet, opened the middle drawer, and searched through the files until he found the one he wanted. He removed it, took it back to the desk, and opened it up. Inside was a single sheet of paper with a passport sized photo pinned to the top left corner. He picked up his phone, opened the camera and zoomed in on the photo until it filled the screen, clicked a photo, opened a secure messaging app and immediately shared it to the number he had called a moment before. After checking his message had been delivered, he deleted the photo and erased the message on his phone before returning the file to the cabinet.

      Pausing for a moment, with both hands resting on the top of the cabinet, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He had done his duty, but whatever happened next was none of his business. Opening his eyes, he turned and gazed at the large framed photograph on the wall. Guruji would understand. Manoj walked over and picked up a packet of incense from the small table beneath the photo. He removed two sticks, lit them from the permanently burning oil lamp, then held them in front of him as he looked up at the photo. Thin tendrils of sweet smelling smoke spiralled up toward the ceiling as his lips moved in a silent prayer.

      I thank you for your blessings and for watching over me. Everything I do, I do for you. I surrender myself to you completely.
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      John’s eyes snapped open, a distinct feeling of unease threatening to engulf him. He frowned. He rarely felt like this after his meditation. In fact, quite the opposite.

      Since his time in Sri Lanka, he’d made it a regular practice to start the day with an hour of seated meditation. It calmed him, prepared him for the day ahead, and he craved the deep sense of peace that sometimes filled his whole being when he sat. It didn’t happen every time, but often enough that he had changed his morning routine, no longer beginning the day with a run, a habit he’d maintained for years. He was sleeping better, no longer troubled with dreams of events from his past, and Adriana had even commented that he seemed much happier.

      But this morning was different. He glanced toward the window. It was still early, the sun only just making its presence known, the sky transitioning from black to a light grey.

      He inhaled slowly through his nose, straightened his back, and closed his eyes again. As he exhaled, he scanned his body, looking for points of tension, relaxing body part by body part. He brought his attention to the sensation of the breath passing over his top lip, catching his thoughts every time his mind wandered, each time bringing his focus back to the breath.

      He opened his eyes again. It wasn’t working. Sighing, he unfolded his legs, shaking out the cramps, wincing slightly as the blood rushed back to his toes, the sensation of pins and needles making his leg twitch. There was no sense in fighting it. He’d learned the hard way that the more he forced himself to calm his mind, the more frustrated he became. Today seemed like one of those days. But he couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding, the feeling that something bad was going to happen. Perhaps he did need to go for a run.
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      John slipped his shoes off by the door, punched in the code on the keyless lock, and walked into the apartment. The smell of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, and he eased the door closed, and padded silently across the apartment into the kitchen. Adriana stood with her back to him, a mug of coffee in her hand while she scrolled through the iPad on the countertop.

      He moved in closer, slipped his arms around her from behind, and nuzzled her neck.

      “Bom dia.”

      Adriana leaned her head back against his. “Good morning.” She placed her mug down and turned around, tilting her head back so John could kiss her on the lips.

      “Oooh, you’re all sweaty.”

      John tightened his embrace and moved his lips to her neck. “I can make you sweaty too,” he murmured, pressing his body into hers.

      “No, no,” Adriana giggled, “not this morning. I have an early meeting.”

      “It won’t take long,” John protested.

      “Ha,” Adriana scoffed. “You know that’s not true.” She pushed him away. “But I won’t say no tonight,” she said with a wink.

      John sighed loudly and let go of her. “I’ll hold you to that.” He removed a water glass from the cupboard, filled it from the tap, and drank half of it in one go before refilling it. Turning, he leaned back against the countertop and nodded toward Adriana’s coffee mug.

      “Is there more of that?”

      “Yes, plenty. I just made it. Shall I pour you one?”

      John shook his head and held up his glass. “No, I’ll rehydrate first.”

      “How come you went for a run this morning?”

      John shrugged. “I just felt like a change. The meditation wasn’t happening.”

      Adriana frowned, “You're still enjoying it though?”

      “Yeah… yeah,” John shrugged again and made a face. “I just couldn’t get into it today. It happens.”

      Adriana studied his face for a moment. “I know I’ve already said this, but I really think it’s helped. You seem less troubled, more at peace with yourself. I like what it’s done for you.”

      John grinned. “Well, that’s good enough for me.” He drained the glass and upended it on the draining board. “Can I make you some breakfast?”

      Adriana glanced at the Cartier he’d bought her for her birthday. “No, I have to run. I’ll get something in the office.” She picked up the iPad, leaned toward John, and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      John followed her as she picked up her bag and walked toward the door. “Let me know if you have time for lunch. I’ll come in and see you.”

      Adriana turned in the doorway and flashed him a smile, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “What and have the girls in reception swooning over you?”

      John grinned. “I’ll meet you outside.”

      Adriana placed a hand on his arm, “Joking aside, I don’t think I’ll get time today.” She squeezed his bicep. “But tonight we have some unfinished business.”

      “I’ve not forgotten.”

      John watched her walk down the corridor and press the button for the lift. The lift doors opened, and she turned and waved before entering the lift. John stepped back inside the apartment, closed the door, and leaned back against it. The buzz from the run had subsided and once again, he had a feeling of unease.
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      Detective Inspector Rajiv Sampath returned the salute from the constable guarding the entrance to the Shivnagar Police Station.

      “How’s your wife doing?” He furrowed his brow. “Sujata, isn’t it?”

      The constable beamed. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. She is doing well.”

      “And the baby is at home now?”

      “Yesterday, sir. My sister has come to help also.”

      “Good, good.” Rajiv nodded and smiled at the proud young father. “If you need anything, come and tell me.”

      The constable’s smile couldn’t get any wider and he bobbed his head vigorously from side to side. “Thank you, sir. But everything is okay.”

      Rajiv nodded, patted the constable’s shoulder, and entered the station. A labourer stinking of booze squatted on the floor, his hands clasped in front of him, while a chubby woman in a sari — his wife by the sound of it — harangued the senior constable at the desk.

      The constable looked up as he entered, a pleading look on his face, but Rajiv ducked his head, avoiding eye contact and scooted past and down the corridor toward his office. The last thing he wanted was to get involved in a domestic argument. Anyway, he wasn’t sure why the woman had come to the station. She looked and sounded like she could sort her husband out herself. She had forearms like Popeye.

      He removed his cap and tossed it onto his desk, running his fingers through his hair as he gazed out the window toward the peepal tree that shaded the police compound. He’d spent most of the day doing the rounds of the area, checking on his men, meeting informants, making sure they saw his face in the community. Good, honest policing. He enjoyed it but was now tired and thirsty and he welcomed the cool and relative quiet of his office. Walking over to the wall, he switched on the ceiling fan and turned the dial, increasing the speed to its maximum, the sudden movement of air setting the papers on his desk fluttering under the paperweight.

      “Manjunath,” he called out. He could murder a nice hot chai. The constable appeared in the doorway just as Rajiv rounded his desk and sat down. "Sir?”

      “What’s going on out there?” Rajiv could still hear the shrill voice of the disgruntled wife.

      Manjunath grinned. “She wants us to lock him up. Say’s he’s a good-for-nothing who spends all his time drunk.”

      Rajiv sighed. “I’m glad I’m not out there. Bring me some chai, will you? I’m parched.”

      “Yes, sir. Oh, Sir, wants to see you immediately.”

      “Muniappa?”

      Manjunath nodded.

      Rajiv was about to make a face, but stopped himself in time. “Okay.” He pushed himself to his feet and picked up his uniform cap.

      “Don’t forget the chai, and put lots of ginger.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      Rajiv placed the cap on his head and walked over to the small plastic mirror hanging on a nail by the door. He straightened it, then checked his cap in the reflection.

      What the hell did Muniappa want? Rajiv had little respect for his boss, the superintendent of police. He was too political, always trying to suck up to the political leaders. It was never about policing for him. All he was interested in was career advancement and covering his back. They had clashed on many an occasion and Muniappa made little secret of his dislike for Rajiv. But the reflected glory of Rajiv’s case record and performance made Muniappa look good, so they continued on in an uneasy atmosphere of mutual distrust and animosity.

      With one last tug on his uniform shirt, he took a deep breath and walked the short distance down the corridor and paused outside the closed door of the SP’s office. He knocked gently and leaned his head in toward the door, straining to hear a response over the continuing argument at the front desk.

      “Enter.”

      Opening the door, he stepped inside, closed the door behind him and stood to attention in front of it, his eyes on a framed photo of Muniappa shaking hands with the Chief Minister, on the wall behind the desk.

      Superintendent Basavraj Muniappa didn’t bother to look up, simply gesturing with his left hand for Rajiv to take a seat.

      Rajiv moved over, pulled out the chair, and sat down. He remained silent, waiting for Muniappa to acknowledge him. It was a power game, but Rajiv was content to allow the man his petty victories.

      After a minute, Muniappa sat back in his chair. He looked Rajiv up and down as if inspecting his uniform, but finding nothing he could disagree with, closed the file on his desk and slid it toward Rajiv.

      “I want you to take care of this.”

      Rajiv reached forward and picked up the file, opening it and scanning the sheet of paper inside. He frowned and looked up. “Security detail? For a… a god-man?”

      Muniappa raised his hand as if to stop Rajiv saying anymore.

      “The Chief Minister wants me to put my best man on the job, and…” he smirked. “You are my best man.”

      Rajiv ground his teeth together and tossed the file back on to the desk. “I have better things to do than babysit some…” he gestured at the file, “religious figure.”

      Muniappa frowned deeply and leaned forward, resting his forearms on the desk. “He is a very powerful guru, and it would do you good to show some respect.”

      Rajiv bit his tongue.

      Muniappa continued. “The Chief Minister wants us to ensure his safety and to make sure that everything goes smoothly during his visit to Bangalore.”

      “Doesn’t he have his own security?”

      Muniappa nodded. “He does, and you will meet his head of security first thing in the morning. But he is a high-profile foreigner and you know how they're not used to the way things work here. So I want you in charge.” He gestured at the file. “It’s all in there. I suggest you familiarise yourself with the contents and prepare for tomorrow.”

      Rajiv mentally cursed his luck, but nodded agreement. “Will that be all, sir?”

      Muniappa nodded and reached for his phone, the meeting clearly over.

      Rajiv got to his feet and walked toward the door. As he opened it, he heard the SP’s voice. “Make sure you don’t make any mistakes.”

      “Sir.” Rajiv replied without turning around and walked out.

      The noise from the front desk had finally subsided, and he went back to his office and dropped the file on his desk before removing his cap and sitting down. Spotting his chai, he removed the saucer that covered it and took a sip.

      “Dammit!” It was already cold. “Manju!”
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      “Tough day?”

      “Yes,” Adriana sighed, as she kicked her shoes off by the door and slipped her laptop bag off her shoulder.

      John walked over, put his arm around her, and pulled her close. He kissed her on the forehead as she leaned her head against his shoulder. “I’m exhausted,” she murmured into his neck.

      “Drink?”

      “Why not?”

      John released his embrace, and with his fingertips under her chin, tilted her head upwards, kissing her on the lips, before stepping away.

      “Gin?”

      Adriana nodded and moved toward the sofa as John went to the drinks cabinet. He removed two Copa De Balon glasses as Adriana sat down and put her feet up.

      “How was your day?”

      John shrugged as he carried the two glasses in one hand and a bottle of Botanist in the other, toward the kitchen. “Quiet. I went for a drive, had lunch down at BouBou's, nothing exciting.”

      “Hmmm.”

      John removed the ice tray from the freezer, filled both glasses with ice, then poured a generous measure of Botanist into each glass. He topped them up with cold tonic from the fridge and then added a slice of blood orange as a garnish.

      Adriana was smiling as he carried both glasses into the living room. “No-one makes them as well as you.”

      “I’ve had plenty of practise,” John winked as he handed the glass to her and then sat down at the other end of the couch. “Chin chin.” He raised his glass and Adriana did the same before taking a big sip and closing her eyes.

      “Mmmm, I needed that,” she murmured.

      John sipped his own. He had to admit it was pretty good. “What’s keeping you so busy?”

      Adriana shook her head and took another sip before replying. “Nothing major. Just deadlines. But I got some interesting news today.”

      “Yeah?”

      “An old friend has surfaced. You’ll never guess who.”

      John raised an eyebrow.

      “Go on, guess.” Adriana urged.

      John grinned and looked up at the ceiling as if giving it some thought. “Umm, Elvis?”

      “Nooo,” Adriana giggled. “Atman.”

      The smile disappeared from John’s face as he looked back at her. “Where?”

      “India.”

      “Huh.” John shook his head. “Not surprising, I suppose. India has a long history of… gurus.” He said the last word as if it left a nasty taste in his mouth. “How did you find out?”

      “One of my interns. She knew I’d done the stories earlier this year. Apparently, Atman has an ashram there. He’s doing some sort of tour.”

      John stared into his glass as he remembered the events in Sri Lanka over six months earlier. He’d suspected Atman would surface again somewhere in the world, but hadn't expected it to be so soon.

      “Are you okay?”

      “What?”

      “Are you okay? You look a bit upset.”

      John looked back at Adriana, forced a smile, and shrugged at the same time. “Yeah.” He sighed. “I’m just annoyed that these guys always get away with it. Even after all your hard work, your articles, the negative publicity.”

      “Hmmm.” Adriana shrugged. “That’s the world we live in, though.”

      John shook his head, then lifted his glass and drained the contents. The buzz he had felt had disappeared. He stood up and nodded toward Adriana’s glass. “Do you want another one?”

      Adriana frowned at him, then looked down at her glass. “Ah, no. I’ve just started.”

      John nodded and walked back to the kitchen, deep in thought. Why was he feeling so annoyed? Atman was no longer his business. He’d done what he could back in Sri Lanka. Driven him out of the country in disgrace, and Adriana’s articles had exposed him for the fraud he was.

      John refreshed his drink, then walked back to the sofa, conscious that Adriana was watching him with concern. He sat down and smiled. “I’m fine,” he reassured her.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really I’m fine. Now, do you feel like going out for something to eat or should we stay in?”

      Adriana made an apologetic face. “Do you mind if we stay in? I just want a quiet evening. We can order something…”

      “No problem.” John smiled and took a sip of his drink, feeling the warmth of the fragrant spirit in the back of his throat as he swallowed. A thought popped into his head. Turning to Adriana, he asked, “Where in India exactly?”

      “Bangalore.”
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      “In here.”

      Rajiv Sampath waited as his driver pulled up in front of the entrance to the Vijaya Palace Hotel. Five waist-high stainless steel pillars blocked the way forward, and they waited as a security guard exited the guard booth to their left.

      Rajiv had been to the hotel before. Not privately — it was too expensive. But he remembered coming here professionally. He watched the security guard record the Police vehicle registration number and time of entry on a clipboard and remembered that time.

      He had been investigating the death of Surya Patil, the former Chief Minister of Karnataka, who had fallen to his death from his hotel room balcony. It had been explained away as an unfortunate accident, but deep down Rajiv was sure there had been more to it. He was also sure it had involved a man who, despite his methods, Rajiv had grudgingly come to respect. A man called John Hayes. Where is he now?

      The security guard walked back into the booth and pressed an unseen button. The five pillars slowly descended into the ground and Rajiv’s driver edged the vehicle forward.

      “Wait.” Rajiv rolled down his window and beckoned to the security guard. The man hurried out of the booth and stood to attention beside the vehicle.

      “Why didn’t you check under the vehicle?”

      “Sir?” The guard looked puzzled.

      Rajiv nodded to the mirror on the end of a long pole, leaning against the wall of the guard booth. “You normally check under every vehicle before allowing entry, am I right?”

      “Yes, sir.” The guard swallowed. “But, sir, you are police.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Rajiv growled, keeping his face stern.

      The crestfallen guard wouldn’t meet his eyes.

      “I want you to check every vehicle. I don’t care who it is. Police, government vehicles, staff, even Puneet Rajkumar.”

      The guard grinned at the mention of the famous movie actor’s name.

      “Everyone. Do you understand me?”

      The grin slipped from the guard’s face, and he bobbed his head. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. I will check, and if I find you’re not doing it, I’ll have you removed from this post.”

      “Yes, sir. I will do it, sir.”

      Rajiv nodded and gestured for his driver to proceed. He’d been harsh, but the guards needed to take him seriously.

      The police Bolero pulled into the porte-cochere, and Rajiv stepped out. “Wait in the vehicle,” he instructed the driver, and then turned back to face the entrance. A doorman in a gold-embroidered calf-length tunic and sporting a luxurious handlebar moustache stood beside the door. To the left of the entrance, two more staff members stood beside a walk-through metal detector. He walked toward them and they stiffened, before one gestured toward the hotel entrance. “It’s okay, sir.”

      “No!” Rajiv growled again. “It’s not okay. Make sure everyone enters through the metal detector.”

      The staff member visibly paled. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      Rajiv continued glaring at the young man, before switching his gaze to his colleague, who was suddenly finding the toes of his shoes very interesting. Feeling he had intimidated them enough, he stepped forward, removed his keys and a handful of coins from his pocket and placed them in a tray, then stepped through the detector. It beeped. He stopped and waited as the first young man stepped forward with a handheld detector. He avoided eye contact as he scanned Rajiv’s body; the detector beeping again as it passed over Rajiv’s uniform belt buckle. Satisfied, he stepped back and bobbed his head. “Okay, sir.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Ramlal, sir.”

      “Ramlal, I want to make sure you do this every time. Don’t allow anyone to get through without being checked. I don’t care who they are.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I know some VIPs will object, but if anyone gives you trouble, you tell them to get in touch with me. Detective Inspector Rajiv Sampath. Shivnagar Police Station.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” Rajiv smiled for the first time, then walked toward the door. He nodded at the doorman’s moustache and entered the hotel.

      A massive flower arrangement twice Rajiv’s height took pride of place on a table in the centre of the opulent three-story lobby. An Asian businessman, Korean or Japanese — Rajiv wasn’t sure — sat on a leather sofa to the right, and another couple stood in front of the reception counter, which took up the whole left side of the lobby.

      A man looked up from behind the counter and spotted Rajiv in his uniform. He wasn’t quick enough to hide his initial reaction, nor the nervous glance toward the guests checking in, but by the time he rounded the counter, a broad smile was plastered across his face.

      “Inspector Sampath, welcome back. Anil Kripalani.”

      Rajiv shook the general manager’s proffered hand. “You have an excellent memory, Anil.”

      Anil shrugged. “In my business, it pays to remember names.” He lowered his voice. “And it’s hard to forget the events of our last meeting.”

      Rajiv nodded in agreement.

      “Can I get you something? Something to drink? Tea, coffee, perhaps something to eat?”

      “No, thank you.” Rajiv glanced around the lobby. “I’m here to see one of your guests. I believe he’s expecting me.”

      “Yes, of course. What is his name?”

      “Ahh… Mr… Atman.”

      At the mention of his name, a change came over the general manager. His face flushed and the fake smile he wore earlier turned into something more genuine, this time including his eyes. He held his hands together in front of his chest as if praying or about to say ‘namaste.’

      “Oh yes. What a wonderful man. We are so honoured to have him stay with us. It is a true blessing.”

      “Hmmm. Perhaps you can tell me which room he is in?”

      “I will do better than that, Inspector. I will take you up personally.”
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      Rajiv remained silent as they rode the lift to the top level of the hotel. Unfortunately, the general manager didn’t follow his lead, instead prattling on about how much power his guest had, how he felt so much at peace whenever he was in the same room, and how the hotel takings had increased since the god-man had checked in.

      Rajiv struggled to keep his face neutral, focusing his attention on the numbers changing on the display as the lift climbed higher. Rajiv believed in God. He said a prayer every morning in front of the little altar in his house before leaving for work and joined his wife at the temple whenever he had time… which wasn’t often. But he had an inbuilt suspicion of these men who surrounded themselves with followers and claimed a fast track to… God, heaven, enlightenment, wealth… whatever they promised. His country-folk put so much faith in them, but too often they were let down, even cheated by the men and women who, despite what they tried to portray, were often no holier than the average person. This Atman… huh… Rajiv scoffed internally… whatever his real name was… was staying in one of the most expensive hotels in Bangalore and seemed to have an inside connection with the Chief Minister, a man not known for his spiritual proclivities.

      The lift chimed its arrival, putting an end to Rajiv’s train of thought, and the doors glided silently open.

      “This way, please.” Anil led Rajiv left, down the luxuriously appointed corridor, and paused at the end. A door took up the entire width of the corridor and the words 'Presidential Suite' were engraved on a brass plaque in the middle.

      Expensive, Rajiv thought as the GM pressed the bell.

      A moment later Rajiv noticed the peephole darken, then heard a whirring of electronic locks and the door opened. Standing in the doorway was a large, well-built western man dressed in a white kurta. His hair was cropped close to his head, his face lean, and he looked Rajiv up and down with hard eyes, before forming a smile… of sorts.

      “Please come in.”

      He had an accent Rajiv didn’t recognise. Neither English nor American.

      Rajiv stepped past the man and waited as Anil followed him in and the door closed behind them. A short hallway opened onto a broad living room with an expanse of floor to ceiling windows providing a stunning view across the city.

      The large man moved past them and stood in front of Rajiv, holding out his hand. “I am Georges,” he introduced himself, pronouncing the g like a j. “Atman’s head of security.”

      Rajiv took his hand. A firm grip and Rajiv matched it, not breaking eye contact. “Detective Inspector Rajiv Sampath.”

      “A pleasure to meet you. Siddarth told me you would look after our security while we are here in the city.”

      Rajiv blinked at the mention of the Chief Minister’s name. First-name terms. He stored the information away for later.

      “Yes.”

      “Please come in, take a seat.”

      Georges led the way into the lounge area and gestured toward a couple of sofas, set at right angles to each other and facing a large armchair. Of Atman, there was no sign, although, after a quick glance around the room, Rajiv noticed a couple of closed doors. He sat down and removed his cap, while Anil hovered nearby.

      Georges moved to the other sofa and gave the general manager a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “That will be all. Thank you, Anil.”

      “Oh.” Anil’s gaze flicked toward one of the closed doors. “Yes, of course. Umm…”

      Rajiv watched his expression change from eager anticipation to disappointment.

      “Do you need anything?”

      Georges glanced at Rajiv. “Coffee, tea?”

      Rajiv shook his head, and Georges turned back and looked at the now visibly uncomfortable manager.

      “I ah… guess I should go then.”

      Georges said nothing.

      Anil nodded to Rajiv, took a couple of steps backwards, then turned and hurried to the door.

      Rajiv noticed Georges watching him leave, his face still expressionless, but once the door closed, he turned back to Rajiv. His mouth was smiling, but his steel-blue eyes seemed to bore right through him. Rajiv had seen eyes like that before, but couldn’t remember where.

      “So, Detective Inspector, or can I call you Rajiv? Seeing as we will be working closely together.”

      Rajiv nodded and smiled at the same time.

      “Rajiv, what would you like to know?”

      “Your program for the next… two days, is it?”

      “Yes, two days.” Georges shrugged, “For now.”

      Rajiv raised an eyebrow. “For now?”

      Georges hesitated and glanced out the window as a brown kite swooped past the window at eye level. “Atman doesn’t like to plan too much in advance.” Turning back, he fixed Rajiv in his gaze again, “He prefers to be led by the universe.”

      Rajiv frowned. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      Georges made a face as if he was explaining something to a child. “Atman operates at a different level to you and I. His understanding of how the world works is beyond our comprehension. He tells us there is always a greater power at work and that guides him. If it guides him to stay more than two days, then he will do so.”

      Rajiv nodded as if it made sense, looked down at the cap on the seat beside him and adjusted its position, while he put his thoughts in order. “Okay.”

      Looking back up, he studied Georges' face, his build, those eyes. “I’m guessing you’re ex-military, Georges?”

      Georges blinked in surprise but recovered quickly, the corner of his mouth twitching in the hint of a smile. He gave a slight nod.

      It had been a guess, but Rajiv’s intuition rarely let him down. “So, I’m sure you will understand that for me to do my job properly, I need something more… definite. I need to plan routes, I need to study venues, I need to know timings. In a city like this… a city with a population of over twelve million people, it’s not something that can be done at the drop of a hat.”

      Georges stared back for what seemed like an eon, then nodded. “I can see why the universe has chosen you to be here right now. You're obviously the right man for the job.”

      Rajiv kept his expression blank. It wasn’t the universe who had chosen him. It was his idiot boss Muniappa who wanted him out of the station.

      Georges leaned forward and picked up a sheet of paper from the low table in front of him, holding it out for Rajiv. “I’ve printed out our program for the next two days.”

      Rajiv took it and scanned down the page as Georges continued, “But as I mentioned earlier, sometimes Atman is guided to do something off-program. I realise this may make your job a little more difficult, but please have faith that if Atman does something, it is for a good reason and that nothing will go wrong.”

      Rajiv looked up. “I don’t mean any disrespect, but I prefer to put my faith in planning and forethought.”

      George dipped his head in acknowledgment.

      “I see there’s nothing for today?” Rajiv queried.

      “No. We’ve had a long journey and Atman prefers to spend the day in meditation and reflection.”

      “Good. It will give me time
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