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Dedicated to those who stand watchful when the river turns dark, and to every seeker of truth who refuses to be bought.

Disclaimer of Liability and Warranties

This book is a work of fiction. While it contains references to maritime environments, forensic science, gambling protocols, and investigative procedures, these elements are included solely for narrative purposes. They should not be interpreted as guidance, professional advice, or accurate representations of real-world practices.

The author makes no warranties, express or implied, regarding the accuracy, completeness, or reliability of any information presented in this novel. Readers should not rely on any descriptions of scientific, legal, or police activities as instruction or recommendation. Any resemblance to actual organisations, institutions, protocols, or living persons is coincidental and unintended.

The author, publisher, and distributors disclaim any liability for damages, injuries, losses, or consequences arising from the use or interpretation of any content contained within this book.

All characters, events, and dialogues are products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. No character or situation is intended to portray any actual person or event.

Introduction

Five players. Five crore rupees on the felt. One soundproof VIP suite in the middle of a monsoon river.

At 2:40 AM aboard the Pride of Goa—a luxury floating casino anchored mid-stream in the Mandovi River—high-stakes player Kabir Mehra pushes all his chips into the center, celebrates a winning hand, and collapses dead across the green felt. His throat is paralyzed, his lips are cyanotic, and his eyes are wide with terror.

The room was locked from the inside. The private VIP salon has no windows, dedicated surveillance cameras that inexplicably looped forty seconds of footage, and four surviving players who never left their seats: a ruthless Mumbai real estate mogul drowning in debt, a disgraced neurosurgeon running from malpractice claims, Kabir's glamorous estranged ex-wife who dealt the final hand, and the casino's smooth VIP hospitality director.

Called in from the Panaji CID while the monsoon storm cuts the vessel off from the mainland, Inspector Dev Kamat steps into a deadly labyrinth of high-altitude bluffing, offshore hawala accounts, and lethal chemical misdirection. Every player handled the identical chips. All four had motive. But only one understood the deadly alchemy that turned a dry ceramic chip into an invisible executioner.

In the high-stakes game of coastal crime, the fifth player always pays with his life.
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The Mandovi River never truly slept, but in the small hours between two and four in the morning, it traded its commercial bustle for something far more predatory. From the damp stone steps of the Panaji ferry slipway, Dev Kamat watched the darkness stretch across the three-kilometer expanse of tidal water toward the black silhouettes of the mangrove swamps on the northern bank. The pre-monsoon heat hung heavy in the air, thick with the brine of the Arabian Sea, the rotting sweetness of crushed mango blossoms washed down from the hills, and the faint, sulfurous tang of diesel exhaust floating off the moored barge traffic.

Across the water, anchored mid-stream in the deep shipping channel, the floating casinos glowed like beached ocean liners under thousands of neon bulbs. Their reflections bled across the black swell in shimmering ribbons of magenta, electric cyan, and gold: *The Pride of Goa*, *The Mandovi Sovereign*, *The Royal Flotilla*. Every four minutes, a private passenger launch with tinted windows and twin Yamaha outboards cut through the chop, shuttling gamblers, tourists, and off-duty croupiers between the city wharves and the glittering vessels anchored offshore.

Dev stood beside his battered police Mahindra Bolero, his hands resting on the iron railing where the low-tide line had left a crust of barnacles and green slime. Beside him, Sub-Inspector Naik was carefully checking the battery level of their portable searchlight against the dashboard charging dock. Naik was thirty-eight, a solid, unhurried man from a family of Ponda cashew farmers, whose greatest virtue in Dev’s eyes was an absolute refusal to be impressed by wealth or political noise.

"Third launch in ten minutes heading for the *Pride*," Naik observed, nodding toward a sleek mahogany-trimmed tender slicing past the red navigation buoys. "All dressed in dinner jackets and silk shawls. You'd think the money was being given away out there instead of being fed into magnetic card readers."

"Money is never given away on the river, Naik," Dev said quietly. His voice had the gravelly rasp of a man who spent too many nights breathing coastal sea mist and unsealed road dust. "It just changes hands while the house takes five percent on every shuffle."

Dev checked his watch. It was twelve minutes past two. His shift as harbor patrol supervisor was supposed to end at three, after which he had promised himself four hours of uninterrupted sleep in his quarters on the hill above Fontainhas. In the humid heat, the cotton of his civilian linen shirt clung slightly to his shoulder blades—a habit he kept even when on duty, preferring the loose mobility of civilian clothes over the stiff khaki tunic whenever harbor jurisdiction allowed it. Dev was thirty-five years old, broad-shouldered and lean, with the weathered hands of a man who had grown up pulling fishing nets on the southern coast before the police academy took him. His eyes, a cool, watchful hazel-gray, had earned him a reputation across the North Goa district for catching what other officers missed: the half-second hesitation before a suspect answered, the microscopic shift in posture when a lie was being calculated, the telltale smudge of grease on an expensive cuff.

The radio on the Bolero's center console crackled once, a sharp burst of static that cut through the low thrum of the river launches.

Dev didn't wait for the second burst. He leaned into the open driver’s window and reached for the handset before Naik could turn around.

"Kamat," he said.

The voice on the other end belonged to Inspector Deshmukh at the Betim coastal control room. It was tight, stripped of the usual bureaucratic cadence.

"Dev? Thank God you're still on the jetty. We just had a direct emergency patch from the bridge of the *Pride of Goa*. Captain Dennis Sequeira."

"What kind of emergency?" Dev asked, his eyes immediately locking onto the multi-deck white superstructure of the *Pride*, anchored eight hundred meters out into the stream. "Drunk patron over the railing?"

"Worse," Deshmukh replied. "A medical emergency in the private fourth-deck salon. The high-roller penthouse. A guest collapsed at the poker table. Sequeira says they called a private cardiologist from a clinic in Dona Paula, but the doctor arrived via tender, took one look at the patient, and refused to sign an emergency transport authorization or a natural death certificate. The doctor called the coastal control room directly from the ship's satellite line."

Dev felt the familiar cold tightening at the base of his neck—the instinctive physical warning that came whenever high finance and unexplained death collided in the state of Goa.

"Who is the guest?" Dev asked.

A brief hesitation hummed through the radio line. "Kabir Mehra."

Dev let out a slow, measured breath. "The venture fund partner from Delhi."

"The very same. And Dev—the casino management is already trying to reach the Deputy Superintendent’s personal residence. They want the body moved to a private morgue in Bambolim before the morning tourist ferries start running at six. If that boat stays cordoned off when the sun comes up, every business paper from Mumbai to London will be running the story by noon."

"Tell the coastal patrol boat to hold the perimeter around the hull," Dev said, his voice flat and hard. "Nobody leaves that vessel. No staff launches, no VIP tenders, no kitchen garbage scows. Naik and I are boarding right now."

He racked the microphone back onto the metal clip. Naik had already unholstered his service sidearm, checked the magazine feed with a practiced thumb flick, and racked the slide home with a crisp mechanical snap.

"Mehra," Naik muttered, adjusting his leather holster belt. "Isn't he the one who bought the old colonial estate on Chorao Island last winter and turned it into a private tech retreat?"

"He's the one who lent twelve crores to half the real estate developers in North Goa and collected sixty percent annual interest through offshore promissory notes," Dev corrected, stepping away from the vehicle. "A man with a great many friends while the cards are face down, and a hundred enemies the second they're flipped."

The night tide was turning against the stone slipway, sucking at the green slime on the lower steps with a rhythmic, hollow slurp that sounded uncomfortably like a dying throat. Dev stood on the upper granite ledge, watching the foam swirl around the wooden pilings of the Panaji ferry wharf. A few hundred meters down the avenue, the Portuguese-era lampposts of the promenade threw pale yellow circles onto the asphalt, their light shimmering in the humid haze that rose off the river.

Naik came back from the Bolero holding two paper cups of cutting chai from the all-night stall behind the customs jetty. The tea was dark, thick with condensed milk and crushed ginger that burned the back of the tongue.

"Deshmukh called back on the landline from the control room," Naik said, handing Dev a steaming cup. "The casino company's lawyers are already drafting an injunction to prevent the harbor police from seizing the vessel's registration papers. They claim the Pride of Goa is an internationally flagged vessel operating under a special offshore gaming charter, which places it outside the routine municipal jurisdiction of the Panaji precinct."

Dev took a sip of the scalding tea, his eyes never leaving the bright, neon-lit silhouette of the ship anchored three hundred meters out into the stream. "The vessel is anchored inside the navigational channel of the Mandovi, Naik. Three hundred meters south of the Betim line. That puts her squarely under the Inland Vessels Act and the Goa Police Act. If a man dies of unnatural causes inside state territorial waters, the Chief Justice himself couldn't stop us from boarding."

"They have money, Dev," Naik warned quietly. "The kind of money that buys judges, transfers superintendents, and buries case dockets in the cellar of the secretariat."

"Money buys silence from men who are looking for a payout," Dev said, his tone flat, even, stripped of anger. "It doesn't buy the river. And it doesn't change the physics of a crime scene. Finish your tea. The launch is ready."

Dev tossed the empty paper cup into the metal drum by the wharf gate. They walked down the slippery wooden jetty where the police harbor launch—a twenty-four-foot fiberglass interceptor with twin two-hundred-horsepower engines—lay idling against the rubber fenders. Dev stepped aboard, nodding to the coastal constable at the helm.

"Take us to the starboard boarding sponson of the *Pride*," Dev ordered. "No sirens. No blue beacons. We go in through the waterline service hatch."

The launch throttled up, its bow rising sharply as the twin screws bit into the dark river water. The wind across the open deck brought the full scent of the monsoon night—wet laterite earth carried down from the Ghats, decomposing mangrove leaves, and the cold, metallic ozone that preceded rain. Dev stood near the helm, watching the river traffic. Two dark, unlit barges were anchored near the Betim shore, their silhouettes motionless in the black water.

As the interceptor closed the distance to the *Pride of Goa*, the vessel's enormous white flank loomed above them like a floating cliff of riveted steel and smoked glass. The lower two decks—housing the main public gaming halls, the buffet restaurants, and the cabaret lounge—were ablaze with light. Dev could hear the muffled, bass-heavy beat of electronic dance music vibrating through the steel hull plates, punctured by the synthetic chirps of video slot machines.

The *Pride* was a two-hundred-foot converted coastal passenger vessel, refitted five years ago with five hundred tons of luxury appointments: Italian marble floors, brass railings, mirrored ceilings, and private suites that catered to the wealthiest gamblers in the subcontinent. But tonight, on Deck Four—the recessed private penthouse floor wrapped in brass-railed mahogany balconies—every exterior floodlight had been extinguished.

Standing on the narrow steel grating of the waterline service platform, two men were waiting beneath a yellow maintenance lamp. One was Captain Dennis Sequeira, a sixty-year-old veteran mariner whose shoulders were bowed under the gold-braided epaulets of his uniform. The other was Victor Fernandez, the casino's executive VIP director, immaculate in a midnight-blue tuxedo, though his satin bow tie was crooked and his forehead shone with a greasy film of sweat.

As the police boat bumped against the rubber fenders, Fernandez stepped forward, holding out both hands in a pleading gesture before Dev had even set his boot on the deck.

"Inspector Kamat," Fernandez said, his voice dropping into an anxious whisper that struggled against the hum of the ship’s generators. "Thank God it's you and not the precinct squad from Vasco. Please—we must handle this with absolute discretion. The gentlemen in that suite... their combined balance sheets could buy the entire port trust. If word leaks that Kabir had a heart attack on our gaming floor, our parent company's stock will drop twenty percent by the time the Bombay exchange opens."

Dev stepped up onto the grating, towering half a head over the VIP director. He didn't offer his hand.

"Heart attacks don't make private doctors refuse to sign transport papers, Mr. Fernandez," Dev said, his grey-green eyes fixing on the manager's twitching eyelid. "Where is the body?"

Fernandez swallowed hard, his adam's apple bobbing against his stiff collar. "Deck Four. The Salon Privé *Orquídea*. Everything is exactly as it was when he collapsed."

"And the other players?" Dev asked, stepping past him into the air-conditioned glare of the crew companionway.

"They're still inside the suite, Inspector," Fernandez said, jogging to keep pace as Dev and Naik moved toward the private service elevator. "I locked the acoustic doors myself. None of them wanted to leave anyway. They know what's at stake."

"Good," Dev said, as the elevator doors slid shut with a pneumatic hiss. "Because until I say otherwise, no one in that room is a guest anymore. They are suspects in an active crime scene."
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The elevator rose with an oily smoothness that insulated its passengers from the violent vibrations of the ship's marine engines below. When the brass-edged doors slid open on Deck Four, the noise of the public casino floor—the clatter of plastic chips, the canned electronic melodies, the collective murmur of five hundred tourists chasing fortune—vanished completely.

The private corridor was lined with sound-dampening acoustic panels upholstered in dark green raw silk. The carpet was thick, an imported Belgian wool that swallowed the heavy tread of Dev’s leather boots. Every twelve feet, a recessed halogen spotlight illuminated an antique Portuguese maritime map framed in gilt wood. At the far end of the hallway stood a double door of polished teak, fitted with heavy brass hardware, an electronic biometric deadbolt, and a secondary mortise keyway.

A private security guard in a black tailored suit stood outside the door, his hands clasped behind his back. When he saw Dev's badge, he stepped aside immediately, his eyes fixed on the floor.

"Who opened this door after the collapse?" Dev asked, stopping before the threshold.

"Only Dr. Kulkarni, sir," the guard replied softly. "He arrived twenty minutes after the call. He went in with Mr. Fernandez, stayed for six minutes, came out looking like he'd seen a ghost, and told Mr. Fernandez he wouldn't touch the body without a magistrate present."

Dev turned to Victor Fernandez. "Give me your passkey."

Fernandez handed over a heavy brass key and a magnetic keycard with trembling fingers. Dev used the keycard, heard the heavy electromagnetic lock disengage with a solid *thunk*, and pushed the teak doors open.

The air inside the Salon Privé was chilled to eighteen degrees Celsius, dry and pristine, conditioned by an independent high-efficiency particulate air filtration system. It smelled faintly of vintage Cuban tobacco, beeswax furniture polish, and the sharp, effervescent tang of open champagne.

In the center of the room, beneath a low-hanging chandelier of brushed brass and amber crystal, sat an octagonal poker table covered in forest-green baize.

Sprawled face-down across the center of that table lay the body of Kabir Mehra.

Mehra was thirty-six years old, built with the lean, athletic frame of a man who paid private trainers to counteract sixty-hour work weeks. He was dressed in an unbuttoned charcoal cashmere blazer over an open-collared white linen shirt. His head was turned to the left, resting against a massive, sprawling mound of high-denomination ceramic betting plaques.

The chips were works of commercial art: rectangular black plaques with gold-foil numbering denoting ₹10 lakhs each, mixed with oval purple chips worth ₹1 lakh. The total pot piled in the center of the green baize exceeded five crore rupees.

Kabir’s right arm was fully extended across the table, his fingers curled into rigid, claw-like hooks that dug directly into the pile of plaques. His face was frozen in a grotesque expression—not of pain, but of sudden, paralyzing shock. His mouth was slightly open, his lips parted over white porcelain veneers, and from his right ear canal a thin, dried rivulet of dark, oxidized blood traced a path down his neck to the collar of his shirt.

Dev stood entirely still just inside the entrance, his eyes methodically sweeping the room before taking a single step forward. This was the discipline he had honed over a decade of homicide investigations: never look at the body first. The body was the final punctuation mark; the room was the sentence that explained how the punctuation got there.

Four people were seated or standing in the frozen tableau around the table:

To the victim's immediate left sat Dr. Siddharth Rao, forty-two years old, one of the most prominent neurosurgeons in western India. Rao was slumped back in his high-backed leather chair, his tuxedo jacket discarded over the armrest, staring with glassy intensity into an empty crystal tumbler. His breathing was shallow, his manicured hands resting flat on his knees to conceal an involuntary tremor. Rao was a man accustomed to commanding operating theaters with absolute authority, but tonight he looked hollowed out, as if his internal skeleton had collapsed.

Standing twenty feet away, framed against the panoramic curved window that looked out over the black waters of the Mandovi, was Shekhar Jindal. At forty, Jindal was a titan of coastal real estate, a man whose construction cranes dominated the skyline from Miramar to Candolim. He stood with his feet planted wide, his expensive Italian loafers gripping the wool carpet, rhythmically twisting an eight-carat emerald signet ring on his pinky finger with his thumb. He didn't look at Dev; his gaze remained fixed on the distant lights of the Panaji riverfront, his jaw set in a hard, aggressive thrust.

Behind the dealer’s tray at the head of the table sat Natasha Lobo. At thirty-one, she was a woman of striking, architectural elegance, her dark hair pulled back into a severe chignon that accentuated the sharp lines of her cheekbones and jaw. She wore the casino’s formal dealer waistcoat in black velvet, but she wore it like armor. Her hands—long-fingered, devoid of jewelry—were resting flat on the green baize on either side of the card shoe. Unlike the men, her eyes were locked directly onto Kabir’s corpse, unblinking, devoid of tears, reflecting only a cold, impenetrable calculation.

In the corner of the room, standing beside an antique mahogany credenza fitted with an ice bucket and four crystal flutes, was a fourth man: Dr. Anand Kulkarni, the private physician who had refused to sign the death certificate. He looked up as Dev entered, his face pale, clutching a leather medical bag to his chest as if it were a shield.

"Nobody move," Dev said.

The command hung in the chilled air of the salon like an iron curtain dropping between the players and the outside world.

Dev let his gaze travel across the circular mahogany gaming table. The physical acoustics of the Salon Prive were designed for complete discretion: double-layered acoustic batting tucked
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