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Locale Bol, Province of V

Sunil Akash, 41, stands just under six feet, slightly heavyset, clean-shaven, with a thick head of dark hair barely touched by grey. Neat in his police uniform—a starched, razor-edged khaki—he carries a polished wooden cane under one arm. Three red chevrons mark his sleeve: Head Constable.

He moves animatedly ahead of sixty recruits, all equally well-turned-out. His face is hardened, but the movement of his eyes and lips as he sings and calls cadence lends him an unexpected warmth.

He jogs ahead of them, drops for a few push-ups mid-stride, breaks into a ridiculous marching tune—never missing a beat as he inspects their formation. The squad moves with impressive uniformity.

A few civilians passing by the precinct slow down to watch. Like the recruits, their faces carry a quiet delight.

An hour and a half later, in the afternoon heat, he dismisses the squad.

“Thank you, sir!” they roar in unison before breaking formation.

With an easy, confident gait and that same quiet warmth about him, Sunil walks toward the far end of the field. A young recruit—Sunny—waits there, rigid in attention.

Sunil studies him for a moment, one eyebrow lifting just enough to almost break the boy’s composure.

“Well?” he asks.

“I’d like to take this moment to apologize for my actions, sir!” Sunny replies, eyes lowered. “I wasn’t thinking.”

Sunil nods once. “Reason,” he says, tapping his cane lightly against his cap. “Your greatest weapon. Use it—or lose it.”

He glances past Sunny to a scaffold behind him, where another recruit stands in the same rigid stance. A small gesture with the cane is enough—the young man descends quickly.

“I apologize for my behaviour, sir!” he says, then turns to Sunny. “I apologize.”

Sunny nods. “I overreacted.”

“The new world needs men of reason,” Sunil says calmly. “Inspire sound minds, not violence.”

Both young men nod.

“Tomorrow, you patrol the East Market,” he continues. “Together.”

Another nod—this time in unison.

“You’re dismissed.”

“Sir!”

They turn and leave.
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AT HALF PAST EIGHT, Sunil drives home in an old but well-maintained Mazda Protégé, warm silver in color. Earlier, he had been at a pool club—his favorite pastime—and before that, at a children’s home where he often drops off basic supplies.

By the time he arrives, the neighborhood security lights glow a dull yellow. The estate is small and orderly, lined with neat bungalows.

He parks just outside his gate, unlocks it, and steps inside. A narrow path lined with flowers leads to the veranda.

Through the large window beside the door, he spots his wife, Megha.

She stands a few steps from the television, mimicking movements—concealing and drawing a dagger in quick, practiced motions.

Sunil approaches quietly and watches.

“What are you doing?” he asks at last, amused.

Startled, Megha drops the dagger, jerking her foot back to avoid it.

Sunil quickly steps in, laughing once he’s sure she’s fine. “And where did you get this?” he asks, inspecting the blade.

She nudges him sharply in the ribs and takes it back. “You should know better than to do that,” she says, smiling brightly. “Come—stand behind me. Pretend to attack.”

She takes a defensive stance.

Sunil obliges, moving in with a mock strike. In a flash, she pivots—bringing the blade to his thigh, stopping just short as though slicing downward.

“Huh?” she says, raising an eyebrow, her face lit by the glow of the TV. “Impressive, right?”

Sunil takes the dagger again, folds it, and slips it into his pocket. He reaches for the remote and changes the channel.

“This never leads to anything good,” he says.

Megha moves to retrieve the blade, but he catches her hands instead, pulling her into a slow dance. They sway gently, smiling.

“The world is getting uglier and uglier,” she murmurs, resting her head against his chest.

“I know,” Sunil replies softly after a pause. “Let’s not add to it.”

She slips free, giving him another light nudge, and heads toward the kitchen.

“It’s only for self-defense,” she says. “One to ten—how hungry?”

“Twenty,” he mutters absentminded.

He pulls the dagger from his pocket again, studying it briefly as Megha continues speaking in the background.

Then he sets it down on the table—and follows her into the kitchen.

Sunday Morning

The news runs longer than it should.

Grainy footage. Raised voices. A red line crawling along the bottom of the screen—escalating tensions at the northern border.

Sunil exhales through his nose and clicks the television off mid-sentence.

Silence settles.

He steps out onto the porch with a half-full mug of hot chai and lowers himself into a woven sisal chair. The morning is still damp; the leaves along the path hang heavy with dew.

He doesn’t drink.

A knock comes at the gate.

Sunil sets the mug down on the small sisal table and rises, gathering the hem of his white kurta slightly as he walks, careful not to brush against the wet leaves.

He opens the gate.

“Good morning, sir!”

Sunny stands there, already smiling.

“You’re early...”

“Yes, sir,” Sunny says quickly—too quickly—already turning to his motorcycle. He pulls a full doodh-dabba from a crate strapped to the back of a well-kept Rajdoot 175.

“More deliveries today,” he adds. “All the way to Roger’s greenhouse.”

Sunil steps aside to let him pass, his gaze lingering a moment on the bike—the tightened cables, the reinforced frame.

“Mh.”

Sunny presses a folded newspaper into his hand on the way in, then carries the milk container toward the house.

The door opens just as he reaches it.

“You’re early today, Sunny,” Megha says, taking the doodh-dabba from him.

“More orders, ma’am.” He dips his head slightly.

Sunil watches from the porch.

“I only get those at work,” he mutters, just loud enough.

Megha shoots him a look before turning back. “Thank you, Sunny. How’s your father?”

“Better, ma’am. Much better.” Another small bow. “Thank you.”

“Pass along our greetings, alright?”

“I will. Good morning.”

He turns and heads back toward the gate.

“Hey!”

Sunny reappears almost immediately.

“Take a look at the car when you have time,” Sunil says. “Engine’s acting up again.”

A quick smile. A small salute. “Tomorrow, sir.”

And then he’s gone.

The faint rattle of the motorcycle fades down the road.

Megha remains at the doorway a moment longer, watching the empty path.

“Am I wrong,” she says quietly, “or has he been a little... cold with me lately?”

Sunil doesn’t answer right away. He steps closer, brushing a stray lock of hair from her face.

“Nothing to do with you,” he says.

A moment of silence passes.

“C’est les affaires familiales.”

Megha studies him, then tilts her head, a small smile forming.

“You were like that too, you know,” she says. “Always in motion. Half here, half somewhere else.”

“Yeah, yeah...”

He turns back inside.

She follows, still smiling, still talking—something about those early years, about how he never sat still.

Sunil doesn’t respond.
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