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Kayra Knight is a contemporary author based in India, writing stories that explore the space between what people feel and what they are able to express. With a voice that is both restrained and deeply evocative, Kayra creates narratives that focus on emotional depth, quiet tension, and the complexities of everyday life.

Kayra’s work is defined by clarity of language and subtle psychological insight. The prose remains simple and accessible, while the underlying emotions unfold gradually, leaving a lasting impression on the reader. She believes that the most powerful stories are often the quietest ones—the ones that reflect familiar emotions in unfamiliar ways.

Across her writing, Kayra consistently explores themes such as identity, resilience, human relationships, and the choices that shape individual lives. Her characters are not defined as heroes or villains, but as people navigating circumstances with their own strengths and limitations.

Based in India and influenced by its cultural depth and diversity, Kayra writes fiction that feels both intimate and universally relatable. Her stories are imagined, yet grounded in emotions that readers across different backgrounds can connect with. From deep psychological conflicts and cosmic mysteries to the lighthearted chaos of everyday friendships, Kayra writes to explore every shade of human reality.
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Chapter 1: The Simmering Feast
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At precisely 7:12 PM every evening, Apartment 4B of Sunrise Apartments became louder than the rest of the building combined.

Not through arguments.

Through life.

Old Hindi vinyl records crackled through an aging Bluetooth speaker positioned beside the balcony grill. The music was always excessively loud, always slightly distorted, and always thirty years older than the residents listening from adjacent flats. The corridor outside smelled permanently of browned butter, cloves, cardamom, and occasionally burnt garlic because seventy-year-old Samar Jog cooked the way retired men remembered wars—without moderation.

Children from the building wandered in and out of his apartment without knocking. Delivery boys lingered longer than necessary because he forced brownies into their hands. Security guards received tea in steel tumblers every winter night. Even stray dogs waited outside his staircase around dinner hours because Samar Jog never finished a meal without feeding something alive.

That Tuesday evening followed the same ritualistic architecture.

At least initially.

The old man stood in his kitchen wearing an aggressively bright Hawaiian shirt covered with faded orange parrots. The collar was stained near the neck with turmeric fingerprints. A pressure cooker hissed softly on the rear burner while a massive aluminum pot simmered on low flame near the front edge of the stove. Goat meat floated inside thickening curry gravy. Fat bubbles surfaced rhythmically before collapsing into oily crimson circles.

Wet coriander.

Freshly sliced onions.

Gas heat.

The faint medicinal odor of eucalyptus balm rubbed into arthritic wrists.

Samar moved slowly but with practiced mechanical precision. He chopped green chilies into microscopic rings while humming an old Kishore Kumar song badly off-key.

On the dining table rested handwritten recipe notes held beneath a ceramic bowl.

Beside them sat two grocery bags.
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Fresh mutton.
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Milk packets.

Egg cartons.

Walnuts.

Rice.

Sugar.

Everything required for a heavy celebratory dinner.

Because Wednesday mattered.

Every second Wednesday of the month, Samar hosted what he jokingly called “The Arthritic Kings Dinner.” Three retired friends from the neighborhood gathered in his apartment to complain about blood pressure medication, cricket politics, and municipal corruption while overeating until midnight.

The menu never changed.

Mutton curry.

Jeera rice.

Kheer.

Walnut brownies.

Predictability comforted him.

At 7:46 PM, his landline rang.

The old instrument sat near the living room window, beige plastic yellowed with age. Samar wiped his hands on a kitchen towel and walked toward it with the slight imbalance of a man whose knees had negotiated surrender years earlier.

“Hello?”

A woman’s voice answered.

Measured.

Polite.

Neighborly.

“Mr. Jog, I made masala tea. Too much again. Should I send some over?”

Samar smiled automatically.

“Mrs. Sharma, one day your tea will kill me.”

A brief pause emerged on the line.

Then soft laughter.

“You exaggerate too much.”

“I survived government museums for thirty years. I exaggerate professionally.”

Another pause.

Longer this time.

“May I come up for five minutes?”

“Of course.”

He returned to the kitchen after hanging up. The curry had thickened correctly. He reduced the flame further and added chopped coriander. Steam rose against his face carrying heat and cumin-heavy moisture into the room.

Then he opened the refrigerator.

Inside, beside containers of chopped vegetables and dessert ingredients, rested a small velvet pouch.

He stared at it longer than necessary.

His expression altered subtly.

Not fear.

Calculation.

He removed the pouch carefully and placed it on the dining table. Even through the fabric, the shape beneath appeared rigid and circular.

Coins.

Old ones.

Recently discovered.

Three days earlier, while replacing damaged floor planks beneath his armchair, Samar had accidentally uncovered a concealed cavity hidden between structural beams. Inside sat six British-era gold sovereigns wrapped in deteriorated cloth.

The kind collectors ruined lives for.

He had not informed the police.

Nor the bank.

Nor his nephew.

He planned to contact a museum acquaintance privately after authenticating them.

A mistake already in motion.

At 8:03 PM, the doorbell rang.

Mrs. Meera Sharma entered carrying a steel thermos and two ceramic cups balanced carefully on a tray. Fifty-eight years old. Widow. Retired school principal. Immaculately controlled posture. Her apartment directly faced Samar’s balcony across the narrow central courtyard.

She noticed the velvet pouch immediately.

Her eyes lingered only half a second.

Enough.

“Preparing another royal feast?” she asked.

“Wednesday tradition.”

“You cook enough food for a wedding procession.”

“Old age is just slow starvation with paperwork. Better to eat properly.”

She smiled mechanically.

The tea smelled strong.

Cardamom-heavy.

Bitter beneath the sweetness.

Samar sat in his preferred armchair beside the living room lamp while Mrs. Sharma occupied the sofa opposite him. The television played muted news coverage. Ceiling fan blades rotated lazily overhead, displacing humid kitchen air into the room.

“Children came today?” she asked casually.

“Six of them. Two stole brownies before cooling.”

“You encourage them.”

“They remind me the building still has circulation.”

Again, her gaze drifted toward the velvet pouch.

Again, briefly.

Again, enough.

Samar noticed this time.

He lifted the pouch.

“Found something interesting during renovations.”

“Jewelry?”

“History.”

He loosened the drawstring slightly.

Gold reflected under the lamp.

Mrs. Sharma’s pupils contracted almost invisibly.

“Where did you get those?”

“From beneath my own floorboards. Imagine surviving inflation, governments, and thieves only to end up under my chair.”

“Have you informed authorities?”

“Tomorrow.”

A lie.

She sipped tea without responding.

Outside, somewhere in the building courtyard, children shouted over a badminton game. Pressure pumps activated in the basement with a distant hydraulic groan. A scooter backfired near the main gate.

Ordinary residential noise.

At 8:41 PM, Samar blinked heavily.

His speech slowed first.

Then his shoulders loosened unnaturally.

The ceramic cup slipped slightly in his fingers.

Mrs. Sharma watched him clinically.

“How strong is this tea?” he muttered.

“No stronger than usual.”

His vision destabilized.

The room softened at the edges.

He attempted standing but failed midway. One knee buckled against the carpet. The thermos on the table reflected distorted ceiling light while the old Bollywood playlist continued faintly from the kitchen speaker.

“Something feels wrong...”

His sentence collapsed unfinished.

By 8:49 PM, Samar Jog was unconscious.

Mrs. Sharma remained seated another full minute before moving.

Not panicked.

Not rushed.

Methodical.

She checked his pulse.

Stable.

Sedated, not dead.

She stood and locked the apartment door from inside.

Then she searched.

Kitchen drawers.

Bedroom cupboards.

The study.

Finally, she approached the armchair.

Her fingers moved beneath its wooden base until they found the loose floorboard edge. She lifted it carefully.

Inside rested a cloth-wrapped cavity.

Gold sovereigns.

More than she expected.

Her breathing changed.

Faster now.

She transferred the coins into her handbag with trembling precision. One nearly slipped from her hand before she caught it against the carpet.

Then came the second stage.

The narrative construction.

She entered Samar’s study and removed an old typewriter from the shelf cabinet. Dust coated the roller edges. She inserted paper manually.

The typed note emerged slowly.

Uneven pressure marks.

Misaligned letters.

A manufactured farewell.
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"I am tired of the silence. Going to sleep forever."
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Short enough to appear emotionally exhausted.

Vague enough to avoid suspicion.

She placed the note beside an empty sleeping-pill bottle taken from her own medicine cabinet earlier that evening.

Unfortunately incomplete planning.

At 9:27 PM, before leaving, she returned to the kitchen.

The curry still simmered.

Low flame.

Half-cooked meat.

She stared at it uncertainly.

A practical problem emerged.

If she switched off the stove entirely, investigators might question interrupted preparation. If she increased the flame, the food would burn before morning.

So she left it untouched.

Lowest flame.

Slow simmer.

She exited at 9:31 PM.

The apartment door shut softly behind her.

The music playlist ended around midnight.

The refrigerator continued vibrating mechanically.

Condensation gathered along the kitchen tiles.

The curry reduced slowly under sustained heat, releasing dense layers of spice into stagnant air.

Samar Jog remained motionless in the armchair.

The typed suicide note rested beneath the side-table lamp exactly where she had positioned it.

At 6:14 AM Wednesday morning, the milk packets outside his apartment remained untouched.

At 7:03 AM, newspaper delivery boys noticed silence from 4B.

At 7:26 AM, Mrs. D’Souza from 3A knocked repeatedly without response.

At 7:41 AM, building secretary Rakesh Tandon used the duplicate emergency key.

The first thing they noticed was the smell.

Not decomposition.

Food.

Heavy mutton curry suspended in humid trapped air.

Then they saw the body.

Samar Jog sat peacefully beneath the yellow lamp glow, head tilted sideways, eyes closed behind thick bifocal glasses. The sleeping-pill bottle rested beside his right hand.

No signs of struggle.

No blood.

No overturned furniture.

Only silence.

Within forty minutes, local police classified the case preliminarily.

Elderly male.

Possible depression.

Overdose.

Suicide.

By 9:10 AM, officers photographed the scene while constables discussed breakfast near the balcony.

Nobody questioned the simmering pot.

Nobody wondered why a suicidal man had purchased fresh ingredients four hours before death.

Because people searching for death rarely investigate evidence of future plans.

And because staged suicides succeed most easily when investigators prefer emotional convenience over physical contradiction.

At 9:32 AM, Inspector Kabir arrived at Sunrise Apartments.

His beard remained uneven from missed shaving routines.

He entered Apartment 4B without greeting anyone.

Without examining the corpse.

Without reading the suicide note.

Instead, he stopped near the kitchen entrance.

And inhaled once.

Slowly.

The curry was still cooking.
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The Investigation


The Micro-Anomalies
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The apartment had already begun changing character by the time Inspector Kabir completed his first silent circuit through the kitchen.

Three constables occupied the living room near the corpse, discussing procedural paperwork with the detached impatience of men nearing lunch break. One officer photographed the sleeping-pill bottle repeatedly from identical angles. Another folded evidence markers incorrectly. Their voices carried through the apartment with bureaucratic dullness.

Kabir remained near the stove.

The aluminum curry vessel continued releasing slow bursts of steam into the humid room. The gravy had thickened unevenly from prolonged low-temperature reduction. A layer of coagulated fat collected near the edges. Half-cooked mutton floated beneath the surface—firm, not tenderized fully.

He adjusted the flame lower instinctively.

Then stopped himself.

Contamination.

Too late.

His fingertips hovered above the burner knob before retracting.

A young constable entered behind him holding an evidence bag.

“Sir, suicide note confirmed. Looks straightforward.”

Kabir ignored him.

Instead, he examined the chopping board.

The onions had been diced with consistent angular precision. Green chilies sliced uniformly. Coriander washed recently enough that moisture still clung beneath the stems. The knife resting beside the board retained vegetable residue not yet oxidized brown.

Purposeful preparation.

No hesitation marks.

People approaching self-destruction rarely garnish future meals.

Kabir leaned downward and opened the trash compartment beneath the sink.

Empty egg cartons.

Two milk sachet wrappers.

Fresh butcher paper stained with diluted blood-water.

A folded grocery receipt.

Timestamp: 7:18 PM.

He read the list twice.

Goat meat.

Rice.

Dry fruits.

Full-fat milk.

Cardamom.

Brown sugar.

The ingredients formed continuity.

A tomorrow-oriented routine.

Not terminal despair.

Behind him, the constable cleared his throat awkwardly.

“Sir?”

Kabir finally spoke.

“How long was the stove active after discovery?”

“Uh... we didn’t check.”

“You declared suicide before checking thermal continuity inside the apartment?”

The constable stiffened immediately.

“Sir, there was a note. Pills too.”

Kabir turned.

“An empty bottle is not evidence of intent. It is evidence of a container becoming empty.”

Silence.

The constable shifted uneasily.

Kabir walked past him toward the living room.

Samar Jog’s posture appeared unnaturally composed for pharmacological collapse. Head tilted rightward. Hands relaxed. Legs positioned symmetrically.

Too symmetrical.

Kabir crouched slowly.

The old man’s skin displayed early postmortem pallor beneath the jawline. Mild lividity had begun settling near the lower neck and forearms. Saliva residue remained faintly visible at one corner of the mouth.

He examined the spectacles.

Still aligned.

No impact displacement.

No collapse trauma.

The side table contained:
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— the suicide note
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— sleeping-pill bottle

— reading glasses case

— television remote

— crossword puzzle booklet

— half-finished Sudoku grid

Kabir lifted the crossword carefully.

Tuesday’s date circled at the top.

Only half completed.

The pen remained uncapped.

He looked toward the note.

Typed.

Not handwritten.

That alone irritated him.

Most elderly suicides involving emotional surrender preferred handwriting due to generational familiarity. Typewritten farewells created emotional distance unless the subject possessed unusual behavioral rigidity.

Kabir glanced toward the adjacent study room.

An old typewriter sat atop a shelf cabinet.

Dust coated most surfaces except one recently disturbed rectangular area beneath the roller assembly.

He stood.

“Who found the body first?”

Building secretary Rakesh Tandon raised a nervous hand from near the doorway.

“We opened using emergency duplicate key.”

“Door locked from inside?”

“Yes.”

“Windows?”

“Balcony door closed.”

Kabir nodded mechanically.

Then asked the question nobody else had considered.

“When was the victim last heard cooking?”

Confusion spread across the room.

Rakesh blinked.

“Cooking?”

“The smell reached the corridor. Someone noticed.”

Mrs. D’Souza from downstairs answered hesitantly.

“Last night around nine maybe. The curry smell was very strong.”

Kabir looked toward the kitchen again.

A pot left active accidentally after unconscious collapse would eventually carbonize contents if untouched for eight to ten hours depending on moisture ratio and flame intensity.

But the curry remained suspended between raw and cooked.

Which implied interruption.

Not abandonment.

He walked back toward the stove and removed a spoon from beside the sink. He pressed against one mutton piece gently.

Resistance.

Internal collagen not fully broken down.

Estimated cooking duration incomplete.

His gaze shifted downward toward the gas burner itself.

Minimal flame.

Intentionally reduced.

Not forgotten.

A voice interrupted behind him.

“Inspector saab, if you’re hungry, I can order biryani. Staring at curry won’t solve depression.”

The room collectively turned.

Bunty Jog entered dramatically through the apartment doorway wearing white sneakers, mirrored sunglasses indoors, and a violently red leather jacket inappropriate for both mourning and climate.

He removed the glasses slowly.

“Damn,” he muttered while observing the body. “This looks exactly like those low-budget crime serials my uncle binge-watched.”

Kabir studied him silently.

“Relationship?”

“Nephew. Emotionally neglected future heir. Financially devastated artist.”

“You arrived quickly.”

“Society WhatsApp group.” Bunty shrugged. “One auntie typed ‘Samar ji expired’ with crying emojis and three folded hands. Hard to ignore.”

He approached the corpse casually.

“Arre, Uncle... at least delete my browser history before dying.”

A constable snapped angrily, “Show respect!”

Bunty pointed at the body.

“He respected comedy more than all of you respected evidence apparently.”

Kabir watched him carefully now.

Bunty wandered toward the dining table.

Then froze.

“Wait.”

He frowned at the grocery bags.

“Mutton?”

Nobody answered.

He picked up the milk packet.

“Extra milk too.”

Then looked toward Kabir.

“No chance.”

“What?”

“My uncle planned tomorrow’s dinner every month like military logistics. He bought ingredients himself because he thought online vegetables looked ‘psychologically dishonest.’”

Kabir remained expressionless.

Bunty continued pacing.

“This old man renewed Netflix yesterday. Ordered walnuts in bulk. Bought saffron last week after arguing thirty minutes over fake Kashmiri branding. You people think he suddenly swallowed enough sedatives to tranquilize a horse?”

One constable muttered dismissively, “Families always deny suicide.”

Bunty smirked coldly.

“Families also notice patterns, Sherlock.”

Kabir stepped toward him.

“What time did you last speak to your uncle?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

“Behavior?”

“Annoyingly alive.”

“Specific.”

Bunty leaned against the counter.

“He called me useless for doing stand-up comedy. Then asked if my landlord fixed the water leakage problem. Then forced me to promise I’d attend Wednesday dinner because apparently ‘young people don’t chew properly anymore.’ Happy?”

Kabir processed that silently.

Still, assumptions killed investigations.

He needed friction.

Resistance emerged right on cue.

Senior Sub-Inspector Dheeraj Mallick entered from the hallway carrying irritation like a uniform accessory. Thick mustache. Tobacco breath. Permanent skepticism toward outside interference.

“Inspector Kabir,” he said flatly, “headquarters informed me you’re consulting.”

“Observing.”

“Well, observation complete. Elderly male. Isolation. Sedatives. Suicide note. Family denial. Open-and-shut.”

Kabir didn’t answer.

Mallick pointed toward the kitchen impatiently.

“You’re overanalyzing dinner preparation. Old people cook emotionally.”

Kabir turned slowly.

“And old investigators close files emotionally.”

Mallick stepped closer.

“You implying incompetence?”

“I’m implying chronology.”

Kabir pointed toward the stove.

“That curry remained thermally active all night under controlled flame reduction. If Jog intended self-administration of sedatives immediately after preparation, he would either finish cooking or extinguish the burner entirely. Human behavior seeks closure before planned self-erasure.”

“Psychological speculation.”

“No. Domestic sequencing.”

Mallick scoffed.

“You profilers always romanticize kitchens.”

Kabir ignored the insult.

Instead, he approached the balcony.

Morning humidity still clung to exterior railings. Across the narrow courtyard stood facing apartments with partially open curtains and drying laundry. One balcony directly aligned with Samar’s living room.

Apartment 4C.

Mrs. Sharma’s residence.

An elderly woman stood there briefly before withdrawing inside after noticing police observation.

Kabir’s eyes narrowed.

On the balcony table rested a ceramic planter beside several medicine strips weighted beneath a newspaper.

One strip looked familiar.

Oval blue tablets.

Possibly sedatives.

Possibly nothing.

His first assumption formed rapidly:

Financial motive.

Family inheritance.

Nephew.

Performative humor masking opportunism.

He turned toward Bunty again.

“How much debt?”

Bunty blinked.

“Excuse me?”

“Credit cards. Loans. Gambling. Substance dependency. Pick one.”

“Wow. Straight to middle-class character assassination.”

“How much?”

Bunty exhaled theatrically.

“Three lakh maybe. Two and half officially. Additional emotional liabilities spiritually.”

Kabir observed the expensive jacket.

Fake designer.

Counterfeit zipper.

Not wealth.

Performance.

“Did your uncle support you financially?”

“Occasionally. Mostly with insults.”

Kabir nodded once.

Enough to maintain suspicion.

Not enough for certainty.

A female forensic assistant entered carrying preliminary toxicology field equipment.

“Sir, stomach purge residue indicates heavy benzodiazepine concentration preliminarily. Exact composition pending lab confirmation.”

Kabir asked immediately, “Prescription history recovered?”

“Not yet.”

Mallick interrupted impatiently.

“There. Pills. Suicide.”

Kabir extended his hand toward the empty bottle.

The label carried pharmacy details.

Patient name partially scratched.

Not Samar Jog.

Interesting again.

“Who collected medications?” Kabir asked.

“No idea,” replied the forensic assistant.

Bunty suddenly leaned over too closely.

“Can I see?”

Before anyone stopped him, he grabbed the bottle carelessly.

The constable shouted, “Evidence!”

Bunty rotated it upside down dramatically.

“SleepFast-10. Damn. One tablet of this and even my open-mic audience would look talented.”

Kabir’s gaze sharpened instantly.

There.

A tiny adhesive residue beneath the pharmacy sticker.

Secondary label removed recently.

Bunty laughed while contaminating the exact clue everyone else missed.

Kabir took the bottle back using gloves.

The scratched prescription section retained partial lettering:

“...Sharma.”

Not Jog.

His attention shifted again toward the opposite balcony.

Earlier, the apartment smelled domestic.

Warm.

Occupied.

Now every object carried evidentiary weight.

The typewriter represented behavioral fabrication.

The curry represented interrupted intention.

And somewhere inside this carefully staged scene existed one physical contradiction large enough to dismantle the suicide narrative completely.

Kabir removed another nicotine patch from his pocket and pressed it against his wrist mechanically.

Local officers wanted closure.

Family dynamics polluted objectivity.

Witnesses were performing grief.

And the apartment itself felt claustrophobic from retained food heat and human observation.

Near the study-room entrance sat a crumpled envelope beneath a side cabinet.

Partially hidden.

Probably ignored during initial sweep.

He bent and retrieved it carefully.

Printed across the corner in minimalist blue typography:
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Behavioral Lifestyle Optimization Survey

Inside rested an incomplete questionnaire.

Sleep patterns.

Consumption habits.

Social interaction frequency.

Emotional resilience metrics.

Samar Jog had answered only half the pages.

Kabir glanced at it briefly before folding it back.

Then he looked again toward the half-cooked curry still trembling gently above controlled flame.

And finally said the sentence that shifted the room permanently away from suicide.

“Nobody in this apartment expected death before dessert preparation.”
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The irritating pre-storm variety that coated balcony railings with sticky moisture and transformed concrete corridors into humid echo chambers. Sunrise Apartments developed a trapped smell of wet cement, frying oil from distant kitchens, and damp newspapers abandoned near doorsteps.

Inspector Kabir had not slept in thirty-one hours.

He compensated mechanically: nicotine patches, black coffee without sugar, and obsessive environmental observation.

At 12:14 PM, he stood inside the forensic pathology unit of Municipal Civil Hospital.

The mortuary refrigeration system emitted a continuous industrial vibration through the tiled floor. Formalin, disinfectant, and metallic blood residue saturated the air-conditioning ducts. Stainless steel autopsy trays reflected pale fluorescent lighting with surgical hostility.

Samar Jog’s body rested beneath a white examination sheet.

Dr. Ira Menon adjusted latex gloves while reviewing preliminary toxicology sheets.

“No external trauma,” she said without looking up. “No cranial hemorrhage. No petechial rupture. Cardiovascular history stable for his age.”

Kabir remained beside the tray silently.

“What concentration?”

“Extremely elevated benzodiazepine presence. Specifically nitrazepam derivatives.”

“Lethal?”

“Depends.”

That answer interested him.

Dr. Menon continued.

“For a chronic insomnia patient? Maybe survivable with emergency treatment. For an elderly individual combined with alcohol or metabolic compromise? Respiratory suppression becomes probable.”

“No alcohol?”

“Minimal.”

Kabir observed the corpse carefully.

Samar’s fingernails remained clean.

No defensive abrasions.

No vomit contamination around clothing.

No muscular contraction trauma.

Death through sedation looked peaceful externally because the body surrendered incrementally rather than violently.

But something continued bothering him.

Not the pills.

The timeline.

“Stomach contents?”

Dr. Menon lifted another report.

“Partially digested meat proteins. Onions. Capsaicin residue from chilies. Digestion incomplete.”

“How incomplete?”

She looked at him now.

“You’re building chronology?”

“Yes.”

“Then here’s the problem. Gastric emptying rates in elderly individuals vary enormously. Stress, medication, diabetes, fat composition—all alter digestive progression.”

Scientific doubt.

“However... the victim consumed a substantial cooked meal shortly before incapacitation.”

Kabir’s expression hardened.

Cooked.

Not raw.

Yet the kitchen curry remained unfinished.

Meaning Samar had eaten something else before collapse.

Or someone served him separately.

“What about tea compounds?”

Dr. Menon flipped another page.

“Detected.”

“There.”

“Wait,” she interrupted. “Not conclusive. India runs on tea. Trace tannins prove nothing.”

Kabir nodded once.

He appreciated resistance from competent experts more than agreement from mediocre officers.

His phone vibrated.

Sub-Inspector Mallick.

Kabir answered reluctantly.

“You still dissecting dinner recipes?” Mallick asked dryly.

“Update.”

“The nephew’s financial records are dirty. Loan defaults. Betting apps. Cash withdrawals.”

Expected.

Partial failure expanding.

“Anything physical connecting him?”

“No.”

Kabir closed his eyes briefly.

Wrong direction perhaps.

Mallick continued.

“Also media pressure started. Reporter leaked suicide angle already. Commissioner wants closure by evening.”

Of course.

Suicide required less paperwork than homicide.

Kabir disconnected without replying.

Then turned toward Dr. Menon again.

“Can nitrazepam dissolve completely in hot tea?”

“Yes.”

“Taste profile?”

“Bitter initially. Sugar masks partial presence.”

He processed silently.

Tea.

Routine trust converted into delivery mechanism.

The science remained brutally ordinary.

No exotic toxin.

No cinematic injection.

Just altered hospitality.

At 1:26 PM, Kabir visited Sunrise Medical Pharmacy three lanes behind the apartment complex.

The establishment smelled of antiseptic powder and old cardboard inventory. Ceiling fans circulated warm medicinal air unevenly across narrow aisles stacked with hypertension drugs, protein supplements, and discount diabetic biscuits.

Pharmacist Jignesh Patel sweated continuously while speaking.

“Yes sir, prescription issued legally.”

“To whom?”

Patel hesitated.

Kabir placed the pill bottle gently on the counter.

“The adhesive beneath your pharmacy label retained secondary glue residue. Someone removed the original patient sticker manually.”

Patel swallowed.

“That medication belonged to Mrs. Meera Sharma.”

There it was.

Kabir studied the prescription logs.

Nitrazepam 10mg.

Monthly refill.

Chronic insomnia treatment.

Issued three days earlier.

“Did Samar Jog ever purchase sedatives?”

“Never. He used ayurvedic nonsense mostly. Tulsi drops. Herbal sleep powders.”

Kabir noticed a laminated QR-payment placard near the cash register.

Corner logo.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

UNSAIDDIGITAL HEALTH PARTNER


[image: ]


Again.

Background noise.

Again.

Probably irrelevant.

Probably not.

He photographed nothing.

Mentioned nothing.

Instead, he asked quietly:

“Did Mrs. Sharma collect the medicine personally?”

“Yes.”

“Behavior?”

Patel frowned while remembering.

“She asked strange questions.”

“Specific.”

“How many tablets cause unconsciousness... whether elderly people metabolize medicine slower... interactions with hot beverages...”

The pharmacist stopped suddenly.

Fear entered his face.

“Oh God.”

Kabir’s silence confirmed nothing and everything simultaneously.

Outside, thunder rolled across low clouds while traffic congestion compressed the afternoon into impatient horn patterns.

Kabir remained under the pharmacy awning smoking mentally through an absent cigarette.

His earlier assumption regarding Bunty weakened substantially now.

The nephew had motive through inheritance.

But the pharmacological pathway pointed elsewhere.

Still incomplete.

Still circumstantial.

He needed physical architecture.

At 2:11 PM, he returned to Apartment 4B with forensic acoustics specialist Ravi Chauhan carrying a compact density mallet and portable infrared thermometer.

Mallick waited inside already irritated.

“You brought construction engineers now?”

“Material analysis,” Kabir corrected.

“This isn’t archaeology.”

“No,” Kabir replied calmly. “It’s concealment.”

The living room had cooled noticeably since morning. Without active cooking heat, the apartment atmosphere felt clinically hollow. Refrigeration vibrations echoed harder now.

Kabir stood before Samar’s armchair.

“Move it.”

Constables shifted the heavy chair sideways across the rug.

The wooden flooring beneath displayed minor discoloration around one rectangular plank section.

Ravi crouched immediately.

“Different resonance pattern,” he murmured.

He tapped multiple floor segments lightly using the mallet.

Solid.

Solid.

Solid.

Then—

Thunk.

Hollow cavity resonance.

Mallick crossed his arms dismissively.

“Old buildings settle.”

Ravi ignored him.

He measured plank temperature.

“Interesting.”

Kabir looked down.

“The cavity below retains lower thermal density than surrounding boards. Air pocket beneath.”

“Meaning?”

“Hidden compartment probably.”

Mallick exhaled aggressively.

“This better not become another one of your insomnia hallucinations.”

Ravi inserted a thin pry instrument carefully along plank edge.

The board lifted upward with dry wooden friction.

Dust dispersed immediately into the room.

Inside rested an empty velvet depression.

Coin-shaped impressions remained embedded into the fabric base.

Six circular cavities.

Recently occupied.

Kabir stared silently.

Then at last the apartment geometry rearranged itself logically.

Not suicide.

Theft-driven staging.

But he still lacked transition proof between theft and death.

Mrs. Sharma could claim she discovered coins after suicide.

Needed chronology.

Needed movement reconstruction.

Bunty arrived exactly during that realization carrying packaged samosas and catastrophic timing.

“Oh wow,” he said, peering into the floor cavity. “Uncle really lived like a Netflix treasure-hunt documentary.”

Mallick snapped instantly.

“Don’t touch anything.”

“I wasn’t touching. I was emotionally admiring.”

Bunty leaned closer anyway.

“Damn... hidden floor stash. If my landlord hears this, he’ll start checking tiles.”

Kabir barely listened.

His attention fixed instead on the armchair legs.

Minor scrape marks.

Directional.

The chair had shifted recently before being repositioned.

He crouched lower.

Wood abrasion lines formed shallow arcs across dust accumulation.

Someone moved the chair intentionally to access the compartment.

Not Samar routinely.

The scrape pressure looked recent and forceful.

Then another discrepancy surfaced.

One armrest carried faint tea-ring residue.

Only one.

Single cup placement near victim position.

Yet Mrs. Sharma claimed earlier she had not visited him in weeks.

Contradiction accumulating.

Bunty interrupted again accidentally.

“Inspector, if treasure was hidden there, maybe Uncle died from excitement. Old people get emotional over gold rates.”

Kabir looked upward sharply.

“Gold.”

“Yes?”

“Did your uncle ever mention antiques? Collections? Museum contacts?”

Bunty shrugged.

“He worked in museums thirty years. History was basically his second religion. He used to bore children explaining coin metallurgy during birthday parties.”

Coin metallurgy.

Melting.

Selling.

Concealing.

Kabir’s eyes shifted toward the balcony facing Mrs. Sharma’s apartment again.

Then toward the recovered questionnaire envelope near the cabinet.

Then back toward the empty cavity.

An elderly woman with chronic insomnia.

A lonely retired curator discovering historical gold.

Facing balconies.

Routine tea visits.

Sedative access.

A fabricated suicide.

Yet intelligent criminals fail rarely through major mistakes.

They fail through ordinary physical continuities.

Kabir walked suddenly into the kitchen again.

He reopened the curry vessel.

Cold now.

Surface fat hardened partially.

He inserted a spoon beneath one meat piece and examined connective tissue separation.

Then he smiled faintly for the first time.

Not satisfaction.

Recognition.

The visible consequence finally aligned with toxicology.

The meal timeline proved Samar never completed cooking after sedation.

Because low-temperature simmering at minimum flame for nearly ten hours would eventually tenderize goat collagen entirely through prolonged moist heat.

But the meat remained structurally resistant.

Meaning the burner flame had been reduced after the cooking process began.

By someone monitoring the apartment after Samar lost consciousness.

A killer preserving a future narrative accidentally damaged culinary chronology.

Food had become forensic evidence.

Not chemically.

Thermodynamically.

Kabir straightened slowly.

And for the first time since entering Apartment 4B, he knew the death inside this room had not emerged from despair.

It emerged from observation.

Someone saw hidden wealth.

Someone weaponized routine hospitality.

Someone trusted that police officers would respect typed sadness more than half-cooked curry.

And someone underestimated a detective exhausted enough to notice cooking physics instead of emotions.
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Rainwater crawled down the grilled windows of Sunrise Apartments in greasy vertical streaks. The building generator vibrated beneath the concrete foundation with a low mechanical resonance that traveled through the corridor tiles like a pulse. Someone in Flat 302 was pressure-cooking lentils. Burnt garlic and steam floated through the ventilation shaft, mixing with the antiseptic odor lingering from the forensic team’s luminol spray.

Inspector Kabir stood alone inside Samar Jog’s apartment after midnight.

The residence no longer resembled the warm domestic environment described by neighbors earlier that morning. Under forensic illumination, the apartment had transformed into an evidence chamber: stainless-steel utensils reflecting ultraviolet glare, condensation forming around sealed specimen pouches, digital timestamps blinking from confiscated electronics. He could hear the gas regulator clicking inside the kitchen every forty-seven seconds. The comedian nephew sat upside down on the sofa, legs hanging over the backrest, chewing mint gum with theatrical exaggeration while scrolling through social media.

“Inspector,” Bunty muttered, “if I die mysteriously, promise me one thing.”

Kabir ignored him.

“No motivational quote on Instagram. I refuse to become ‘Gone Too Soon’ material.”

Still silence.

Bunty leaned forward. “You know what’s terrifying? Mrs. Sharma cried for exactly eight seconds during questioning. I counted. That’s not grief. That’s buffering.”

Kabir finally looked at him.

“Get out of the living room.”

“Why?”

“Because every time you speak, I lose measurable faith in civilization.”

Bunty grinned. “Progress. Earlier you had zero.”

Kabir returned his attention toward the dining table.

The evidence layout was meticulous.

The pharmacy printout.

The grocery receipt.

The half-cooked mutton.

The toxicology estimate.

The sleeping pill concentration chart.

The old velvet imprint recovered from beneath the floorboard cavity.

And one object positioned separately from everything else:

The tea thermos.

Not because it contained fingerprints. It did not.

Not because it carried poison residue. The wash cycle had erased most traces.

But because of heat retention.

That detail bothered him.

The thermal flask Samar received should have preserved tea temperature for nearly six hours. Yet forensic temperature modeling suggested the beverage cooled unusually fast before ingestion.

Meaning the lid had remained partially open at some point.

Meaning someone tampered with the contents shortly before delivery.

Kabir rubbed his eyes.

He had made one incorrect assumption earlier.

Initially, he believed Mrs. Sharma acted impulsively after discovering the hidden coins.

Wrong.

Nothing inside the apartment suggested panic.

The onions were symmetrically diced.

The coriander remained hydrated.

The stove flame had been adjusted to minimum fuel conservation mode.

Samar had expected company.

Not danger.

Kabir reopened the toxicology sheet.

Zolpidem concentration.

Severe overdose.

But not instantly fatal.

The old man likely remained semi-conscious for several minutes after consumption.

Enough time to notice betrayal.

Enough time to attempt movement.

Kabir’s gaze drifted toward the armchair.

There.

A faint abrasion near the wooden leg.

Linear.

Fresh.

Not visible under normal lighting.

He crouched.

The scratch pattern matched metallic friction.

Keys.

Samar had attempted to reach for something before neuromuscular suppression immobilized him.

A notification vibration interrupted the silence.

Kabir checked the confiscated tablet recovered from Samar’s bedroom.

An old survey interface remained open in background memory cache.

A faded logo occupied the lower corner.

UNSAID BEHAVIORAL WELLNESS INITIATIVE.

Just another irrelevant elderly mental-health questionnaire distributed across residential societies.

Kabir dismissed it instantly.

His attention returned to the thermos.

Then to the pharmacy slip.

Then to Mrs. Sharma’s statement.

And finally—

—to Bunty.

The idiot was now wearing latex gloves and pretending to conduct forensic analysis using a TV remote.

“CSI: Malad edition,” Bunty announced dramatically. “Victim died after exposure to unbearable neighborhood gossip.”

Kabir’s expression hardened.

“Repeat what you touched yesterday.”

“What?”

“In the kitchen.”

“The fridge handle, maybe. Why?”

“No. Think carefully.”

Bunty snapped his fingers.

“Oh! The egg cartons.”

Kabir looked up immediately.

“The trash can?”

“Yeah. I accidentally crushed one while searching for water. Why?”

“Describe it.”

Bunty shrugged. “Cheap local tray. Wet at the bottom. Smelled weird.”

Kabir stood motionless.

Wet.

Why wet?

The apartment temperature had remained stable overnight.

No refrigeration leakage.

No sink overflow.

Then why moisture?

His mind connected the sequence instantly.

Milk.

Egg cartons absorb liquid rapidly through compressed fiber.

If someone transported chilled objects inside them—

Condensation.

Kabir grabbed the grocery receipt again.

Two egg cartons purchased.

But Samar only used one routinely every week.

The second purchase had no culinary purpose.

Unless it concealed something temperature-sensitive.

His pulse accelerated.

Sleeping pills alone would not guarantee death timing.

An intelligent killer





























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
3
-
. 2 s B
)+
o





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





