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    Chapter One: The Bitter Discovery

    The dough knew her hands before her mind was fully awake.

    Meera pressed her palms into the soft, yielding mass, folding it back against itself with the kind of automatic grace that comes only from years of repetition. The angithi hearth in the corner of her bakery had been lit since before the first muezzin called the faithful to prayer, and the air inside was already warm and close, threaded through with the green-gold scent of cardamom. She had cracked six pods herself this morning, bruising them between her fingers just to feel the oil release against her skin. A small indulgence. She permitted herself those.

    She hummed as she worked. The melody was old, the sort that had no clear beginning and no particular end — a ghazal fragment her mother had sung while grinding spices, which her mother's mother had likely sung before that, stretching back in an unbroken chain through women who had stood at hearthsides and made something from nothing. Meera did not think of this consciously. She simply hummed, and the bakery hummed back, the walls warm with it.

    Her establishment — she called it that, with deliberate dignity, an establishment, not merely a stall — occupied the narrow ground floor of a two-storey building near the edge of the Chowk bazaar in Lucknow. The signboard above the door, painted in both Urdu script and passable Devanagari, read: Meera's Sweet House. She had painted it herself. The lettering was slightly uneven on the left side, a fact that still bothered her at odd moments, but she had decided long ago that character and precision were not always the same thing.

    The rosewater biscuits were her signature. She shaped them now, pressing small rounds of dough into the carved wooden mold her father had made for her when she opened the shop six years ago. The mold left a rose pattern in relief on each biscuit's face, delicate as a pressed flower. She set them on the iron tray to rest before baking, then wiped her hands on the cloth tucked at her waist and surveyed her domain with the quiet satisfaction of a general reviewing her troops.

    Everything in its place. Everything as it should be.

    It was, she reflected, the one part of her life that reliably cooperated.

    The kitchen waste needed disposing before the morning customers arrived. This was not a glamorous task, but Meera had long since made her peace with the fact that running a bakery meant occasionally dealing with its less poetic aspects. She gathered the scraps from the previous evening — besan husks, the papery skins of cardamom pods, a quantity of ghee that had gone rancid in the heat — into the clay pot she kept for the purpose, then carried it out through the narrow back door into the alley behind the building.

    The alley was a thin strip of packed earth between her bakery's rear wall and the back fence of the cloth merchant's warehouse next door. It smelled, as it always did, of something complicated and not entirely pleasant — rotting vegetable matter, the ghost of a thousand cooking fires, the faint sweetness of fermenting fruit from the toddy seller three doors down. A cat that Meera refused to name, on principle, watched her from atop the fence with the particular expression of an animal who considers itself the primary resident of any space it occupies.

    She tipped the clay pot into the large wooden refuse container at the alley's end.

    And that is when she saw him.

    The mind, when it encounters something it refuses to believe, performs a fascinating act of bureaucratic delay. It receives the information, stamps it, files it in a pending tray, and politely suggests that perhaps there has been some mistake. Meera stood very still for three full seconds, the empty clay pot in her hands, while her mind worked through this process.

    Then the morning breeze shifted, carrying with it a smell that was not rotting vegetables, not fermenting fruit, not anything she had ever encountered in this alley before, and the pending tray overturned entirely.

    Ramakant Chatterjee lay folded into the refuse container with the awkward, boneless arrangement of a man who had been placed there rather than one who had climbed in of his own peculiar volition. He was dressed in his usual fashion — the cream-colored achkan coat he favored, the embroidered cuffs that he had once described to Meera, in a fit of unprompted self-congratulation, as befitting a man of his discernment. One of those embroidered cuffs was now dark with something that was not embroidery.

    His face was turned slightly to the side. His eyes were half-open. He did not look peaceful, which was appropriate, because Ramakant Chatterjee had never in his life managed to look peaceful, and death, it appeared, had not improved his disposition on that score.

    Meera set the clay pot down on the ground. She did this carefully, with great deliberateness, the way one moves when one is determined not to drop anything else.

    Ramakant Chatterjee. Food critic. Correspondent for the Lucknow Gazette. Self-appointed arbiter of what constituted acceptable confectionery in the city's most cultured households. The man who had written, in print, for all of Lucknow to read, that Meera's rosewater biscuits tasted like "the misguided ambitions of a woman who would do better to confine herself to domestic duties." The man who had told three separate nawabi households — she had it on good authority from the cloth merchant's wife, who knew everyone's business — that her cardamom mithai was "adequate for the bazaar trade but unsuitable for refined palates."

    The man who had, six months ago, nearly cost her the Nawab's household contract with a single poisonous letter to the estate manager.

    He was very dead. This was not a matter of interpretation.

    Meera pressed the back of her hand briefly to her mouth. Not from grief — she was honest enough with herself to acknowledge that grief was not what she felt — but because her body required a moment to understand what her eyes were telling it. The scent of rosewater drifted to her from inside the bakery, absurdly sweet against the alley's complicated perfume, and the contrast was so jarring, so entirely wrong, that she almost laughed. She didn't. But she almost did.

    The cat on the fence observed all of this without comment.

    She needed to think. She needed, specifically, to think before anyone else arrived in this alley, because anyone else arriving in this alley would find a dead man in the refuse container behind Meera's Sweet House, and anyone with even a passing familiarity with the situation between Meera and the late Mr. Chatterjee would draw an immediate and thoroughly inconvenient conclusion.

    She looked at the body again. She was not, by nature, a woman who looked away from things, even when looking away might be easier.

    He had been placed here, she was almost certain. The position was wrong for a man who had fallen. And Chatterjee, whatever his considerable faults, was not the sort of man who wandered into back alleys in the early morning hours for recreational purposes. He was the sort of man who was delivered everywhere in a covered palanquin and made pointed remarks about the dust.

    Someone had put him here. In her alley. In her refuse container.

    The question of whether this was coincidence or intention settled itself almost immediately. In her experience, this particular variety of coincidence did not exist.

    The sepoys arrived before she had fully composed herself, which told her that someone had already been watching the alley, or had been close enough to see her reaction. Two of them came around the corner with the brisk, self-important stride of men who had been given a task and intended to make the most of it. Behind them, moving with considerably less urgency but rather more authority, came Thomas Holt.

    Holt was the magistrate's clerk, and he was, by Lucknow's peculiar social mathematics, a man of moderate importance who had learned to carry himself as though he were of considerably more. He was young — perhaps twenty-eight — with the permanently slightly sunburned complexion of an Englishman who had been in India long enough to stop pretending the sun was not a problem, but not long enough to have made any real accommodation with it. He wore his coat despite the heat. He always wore his coat.

    He looked at the body. He looked at Meera. He looked at the clay pot still sitting on the ground beside her feet.

    "Miss Meera," he said, in his careful Urdu, which was better than he let on and not quite as good as he believed. "You will please explain."

    "I came out to dispose of kitchen waste," Meera said. Her voice came out steadier than she had expected, which she considered a personal achievement of some note. "I found him there."

    "You found him." Holt repeated this with the particular intonation of a man who found the passive construction suspicious. "You did not place him there."

    "If I had placed him there," Meera said, with a patience she did not entirely feel, "I would not have screamed."

    "You didn't scream," one of the sepoys observed, with what seemed like genuine curiosity.

    "I screamed internally," Meera said. "I am a baker. I have composure."

    Holt studied her for a moment. There was something in his expression that was not quite suspicion and not quite sympathy — a sort of careful neutrality, the look of a man who had learned that forming opinions too quickly in this city was an excellent way to be wrong in publicly documented fashion.

    "Mr. Chatterjee," he said, looking at the body again.

    "Yes."

    "The same Mr. Chatterjee who wrote that your establishment—"

    "Yes," Meera said. "That Mr. Chatterjee."

    The silence that followed was eloquent in ways that Meera found deeply unfair.

    One of the sepoys said something to the other in a low voice. Meera caught the word for "motive" and felt a cold, specific anger settle in her chest — not hot anger, not the kind that made you say things you'd regret, but the quiet, calculating kind that made you very careful about what you said next.

    "I did not kill him," she said. "I did not like him. Those are different things, and I would respectfully suggest that the East India Company's magistrate court is aware of the distinction."

    Holt's mouth did something complicated. "You are aware," he said carefully, "that we will need to ask you to remain available for further questioning."

    "I am available," Meera said. "I am always available. I have a bakery to run."

    He wrote something in the small leather notebook he produced from his coat pocket. She watched him write it and wondered what a man like Holt made of a city like Lucknow — whether he saw it as she saw it, layered and contradictory and furiously alive, or whether he saw only the version of it that the Company's maps described. She had met enough of his kind to know the answer was usually the latter. She held some hope, based on small and possibly imaginary evidence, that Holt might be an exception. She was not yet prepared to bet anything important on it.

    The sepoys had begun to manage the scene with the particular efficiency of men following a procedure. One went to find something to cover the body. The other stationed himself at the alley's entrance with the air of a man who expected an audience and was prepared to disappoint one.

    Holt looked at Meera one more time before he moved to supervise. "Stay close," he said.

    "Where would I go?" she replied. "My biscuits are in the oven."

    They left eventually. They always left eventually, taking their notebooks and their procedures and their careful neutrality with them, leaving behind only the empty alley and the cat on the fence and the knowledge that the morning, which had begun so well, had taken a turn of genuinely spectacular inconvenience.

    Meera went back inside. She checked the biscuits — perfectly done, the rose patterns clean and precise, the edges just golden — and set them to cool on the rack. She put water on the angithi for chai. She stood at her worktable and looked at the grain of the wood without really seeing it.

    Chatterjee had enemies. This was not a controversial position. The man had made a career of making enemies, wielding his pen with the cheerful destructiveness of someone who had never seriously considered that words had consequences. There were merchants throughout the Chowk whose reputations bore the marks of his attention. There were nawabi kitchens whose cooks had wept over his assessments. There was, she had heard, a halwai in the old city who had burned every copy of the Gazette he could find after Chatterjee described his gulab jamun as "the texture of a poorly-maintained road."

    Any of them could have wanted him dead. Any of them had better motive than Meera, who had suffered his particular variety of malice but had ultimately survived it, her bakery still standing, her customers still coming, her rosewater biscuits still selling to the households that mattered.

    But
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