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  To Ruchi Singh.


  Lure of the Riptide


  A MALIHA ANDERSON Novella


  i


  Maliha knew she should simply walk away.


  She glanced along the Pondicherry beach. The waves of the Indian Ocean rolled in on the ebbing tide without the slightest concern for the naked body they had deposited on the sand. A cluster of fishing boats bobbed in the distance, perhaps half a mile out, only silhouettes against the brightness of the early morning sun.


  She turned inland to see if anyone was watching. Beyond the breakwater, the early morning life of White Town would be moving to and fro along the roads she could not see. The French-looking seaside houses stretched along the front.


  But there was no one close to her. No one to see the woman’s body lying face down in the sand, her straight black hair a bedraggled halo and the darker tone of her skin marking her as a native, just as Maliha herself was: native but a stranger in the land of her parents.


  She considered the possibility of leaving the woman to the crabs and gulls, but it was no more than a passing thought.


  There was a straight gash in the skin, about an inch long, located halfway between the ribs and the rise of her buttocks. The sea had cleaned the deep wound and its edges were well-defined. It looked to be the work of a broad-bladed knife or perhaps a sabre. She moved closer.


  Her grandmother did not have to be present for Maliha to hear her bitter words. Will you dishonour your dead mother by tainting yourself?


  It was the last day of her mother’s funeral rites—the only day Maliha was able to take part, because she had arrived too late to carry out the rites herself. A distant female relative she only vaguely recognised had been given the duty, since Maliha’s Aunt Savitha was not permitted.


  For a year after performing the rituals a person could not be involved in a wedding, and Maliha’s cousin Renuka was due to be married in a few months. The family would not have cared if Maliha was tainted. She was only a half-breed and an excuse not to invite her would have been the perfect solution.


  Maliha moved around to the woman’s feet. Her skin was not bloated, so she had not been in the water very long. The soles of her feet were not heavily calloused, which meant she was not of the lowest castes. She was not completely devoid of adornment; there was a thin chain around her ankle. Maliha bent over awkwardly in her corset and layers of dress, leaning on her stick, to peer at the links.


  They looked as if they might be silver. It was not the finest work but good nonetheless. It was certainly not cheap.


  Maliha stood up straight and stretched her back, settling the corset back into position. Refusing to wear a sari was her rebellion against her grandmother. It did not amount to very much but after years at Roedean School, Maliha still felt more comfortable in the defensive shield of so many layers than the revealing looseness of Indian dress.


  Perhaps the girl had been killed for her dowry. Maliha could not see her face but her skin said she could not be much older than Maliha, if at all. If she was a bride with a decent dowry it would not be at all surprising. Women had no value beyond their bride price and their ability to produce healthy male heirs. Even the simplest logic could reveal the long-term unworkability of that viewpoint.


  With both of Maliha’s parents killed in the fire that consumed the house, and her father holding patent on a number of devices as well as being well paid by the British government, Maliha herself would be worth a considerable sum—sufficient fortune to be independent—as long as the legalities could be worked out. Grandmother was satisfied by this because it meant that Maliha should be easy enough to marry off. She wanted nothing more than to get such a headstrong, disobedient, crippled, and—worst of all—educated girl out of her life.


  There was the faint shadow of old bruises on her arms and legs. Her wrists bore the remains of old blisters and healed burn marks. Maliha suspected that if she could examine the woman’s scalp she would find more evidence of punishment.


  Settling her feet in the sand, Maliha used her walking stick to move the woman’s hair away from her face. As young as Maliha. Pretty.


  The question was what should be done.


  The remains of her father’s body were already on their way back to Scotland by the time Maliha had arrived. They had gone by sea since there was no hurry; his ashes were not going to rot during the journey. She would visit his memorial one day.


  But if she reported this body to the authorities, her grandmother would declare her to be tainted and unable to join the funeral rites. It was not that Maliha was particularly religious, as her years in England had put paid to that, but she did not want to give Grandmother the satisfaction of denying her a final chance to say goodbye.


  On the other hand, how could she deny this woman her proper end, preventing her spirit from being allowed to move on to its next life with the proper rituals of her own family, when Maliha wanted that choice herself?


  The sea boomed behind her, gulls screamed above, and the world continued. The world did not care that another woman had been robbed of her life.


  But Maliha cared, even if it was not in her best interests, and even though she knew she would receive no thanks for it. It never was, and she never did.

  


  Maliha leaned on her walking stick and watched from the edge of the promenade as the two untouchables lifted the woman’s body onto a wooden cart and covered it with an old blanket. They proceeded to drag the cart laboriously up the beach. Its thin wheels cut into the sand.


  She had asked them to hold the body so she could examine the front of the girl’s torso. A longer cut in her stomach showed she had been run through with a sword.


  Once they had mounted the ramp to the boulevard Maliha led the way. The dead girl had most likely come from Black Town—that part of Pondicherry reserved for the wealthier Indians, across the ditch from the European colonials.


  The un-British architecture fascinated Maliha, as did the people themselves. Pondicherry had been acquired by the French East India Company as part of the effort to rival the British. Unfortunately, they were not only late to the party—all the best spoils had already gone to the British and Dutch—but they were also terrible businessmen. The French traders had gone to the wall long before their British equivalent had been disbanded. All efforts to revive the company failed.


  But they left behind a part of India that would be forever France.


  Intermarriage had been common early on, and she doubted any of the putative Europeans living in these houses could claim pure ancestry. Now the segregation was more forceful but the French, while they may have failed to conquer the world, had a laissez faire attitude that infected the whole society.


  Maliha’s thigh ached. She had not intended to have such a long constitutional. She checked the pocket watch her father had given her as a gift when she was sent away to England. It kept better time than the decorative ones women were usually given. The morning was getting on and she needed to get to her grandmother’s house.


  Maliha spoke briefly to the men pushing the cart and told them to take the body to the temple and wait for a priest. It was the best she could do. She found a couple of small coins and placed them on the sea wall.


  Charity blesses the giver, said the memory of her mother.
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  ‘You are late,’ snapped her grandmother from the top of the stairs. ‘What have you been doing? No, do not tell me, I do not want to know. Running about the city without a chaperone like a hussy. I forbid you to leave the house.’


  Maliha mounted the stairs steadily. ‘Don’t worry, Grandmother, you do not need to feel responsible for me. I will not be staying long.’


  In fact she had not been intending to leave Pondicherry. Every night through those long years she had dreamed of returning to her parents, but with them gone there was little to hold her here. Grandmother had made her decision for her.


  She reached the top. Grandmother was a small woman and even Maliha was taller by nearly a head. ‘You are my daughter’s daughter; you must be married off.’


  Only three weeks ago Maliha would have agreed that she had no choice, but now she had an option. ‘I’m sorry, Grandmother, I have a position to fill.’


  A look of horror filled the old woman’s face. ‘You have a job?’


  ‘An elderly lady is in need of company and offered me a place to stay.’ Maliha worded it carefully. It wasn’t a job, and she wouldn’t be paid. But most importantly she would not be hounded day and night, or presented to ugly sons of ugly parents with a view to marriage. Being half-white was not an advantage in the marriage market so the choices would comprise families with ailing businesses needing to be propped up by her dowry—not to mention what she might own outright when her father’s estate was settled.


  ‘When you say ‘lady’?’


  ‘She is of the British nobility, Grandmother.’ Maliha bowed her head slightly. ‘I must get changed.’

  


  It was the first time she had worn a sari in years. It felt strange and, though it was quite modest, she was embarrassed by the amount of her skin it revealed. Her cousin Renuka helped; otherwise she would not have arrived on time in the courtyard where the ceremony was being held. Renuka had been full of questions about England but Maliha simply told her to hurry.


  The distant female relation was already following the priest’s instructions, the food was laid out—a lot of food—and the close family was sitting around and watching.


  It surprised Maliha again. If this had been a funeral in England, everyone would have been sitting ramrod straight in the pews of a church. Here, people relaxed. It was hard to expel the Britishness from her thoughts, and she was not entirely sure she wanted to. There was security in that discipline. It reminded her once more how out of touch she was with her home.


  When the time came, Maliha knelt awkwardly as the strain triggered shooting pains in her scarred thigh. She accepted the food gifts and offered them to others. The priest talked about her mother’s spirit and how it was now released from its past and could move on. He said her mother’s wisdom and piety would be sure to give her a good next life.


  Maliha was not required to speak, for which she was grateful. It was embarrassing enough being the centre of attention.


  The ceremony came to an end here. There was only one more thing: to give her mother’s ashes to the river. The Ganges was too far away, even by flyer, but they had the second best thing in Pondicherry: the Kaveri, the second holiest river in all India.


  The back gates were opened to reveal carts sufficient in number to carry all the guests. The priest went in the first with Maliha and the close family. The others followed.


  The roads constructed by the French for Black Town were in a grid, just as they were for White Town. The procession exited a side road and headed slowly south. It was past midday and the sun was high, but each cart had an awning that kept the passengers in the shade.


  Although the towns were segregated, there was no bar to either colour crossing into the other zone. The carts turned onto an ornate bridge that would not have looked out of place spanning the Seine. Gaslights topped pillars that grew from the carved dolphins in the stonework of its walls.


  What it bridged was far less savoury; the drainage ditch was also the main sewer, open to the sky. The stench was enough to make one retch, and the air misted with the density of flies. A high tide would help but it needed the monsoon to flush it clean each year.


  They entered White Town. It was not the skin tone that changed much—Maliha herself could almost pass for white—but the bone structure. More faces were European than not.


  They turned south again along a wide boulevard. They could have so easily have been in a port on the Mediterranean Sea. The carts now kept to the right of the road. Several steam-powered, self-propelled carriages puffed by. They were extremely popular in England and the South coast roads were filled with them of a weekend during the summer. They roared, hooted, and thundered up and down the narrow lanes, driven by gentlemen with more money than sense.


  The old queen had been dead these seven years, and under Edward VIII things had changed enormously. In what Maliha had seen of British-governed India and Ceylon, so far, those changes had yet to arrive; but here, in this little France, life was up-to-date.


  A dark green jacket caught her eye. Three French soldiers on the far side of the boulevard were talking animatedly. She stared. Were they hussars? No, half a dozen books on military uniforms sprang to mind and clarified her impressions. They were Chasseurs à cheval, ‘hunters’; they were the intelligence gatherers for the French army.


  Why would a detachment of such soldiers be in Pondicherry? There was certainly no threat of war between France and Britain. The Entente Cordiale was in place and most people seemed to appreciate the increased trade.


  On the other hand, why would they not be? This was as good a place to be as any; perhaps they were training. One of them, blond with a very impressive moustache, turned on his heel and stalked away from the other two. She heard one of them call his name. ‘Louis?’ An unfortunate choice, she thought. His family must long for the world before the Republic.


  ‘Maliha, can you not at least disguise your wanton behaviour?’ snapped her grandmother.


  ‘Why are there French soldiers here?’ she said.


  ‘Well, I am sure I do not know, nor do I have the slightest interest,’ said Grandmother. Maliha turned and directed her eyes demurely at the horse’s hooves clopping along the cobbles.


  There was one other thing that concerned Maliha: the Chasseurs’ weapon of choice was a sabre.
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  The sun was at her back with her shadow stretched across the boulders and into the glasslike water. The tide was coming in. The distorted shapes of weed, sand, and fish twisted beneath the rippling surface.


  There was no sign now of her mother’s twice-burned remains that had been scattered to drift on the waves. Ashes burned once in the fire that had consumed the house, then the second time in the death rituals because you can’t miss out a step on the grounds that it’s already been done.


  And now she was gone, her spirit set free to be born once more. Maliha sighed. If only it were that easy.


  A few clouds floated dreamily across the porcelain blue of the sky. Seagulls hung and then dived. Others bobbed on the surface. If she closed her eyes she could imagine herself in England, but while she loved the green of it she had no reason to return.


  Her father had been a Glaswegian engineer but he had made his life out here where he met her mother. They had married against the wishes of both families. So, Maliha was born of rebels with their contrary blood flowing through her veins. Perhaps she would visit one day but, in truth, she would rather find somewhere to hide. She did not owe the world any favours.


  But there was the poor murdered girl, who deserved better than some anonymous funeral. The truth should be found out.


  What if a French officer met a young Indian girl and they fell in love? And somehow she was killed by his sword?


  Or, more likely, he seduced her, did what men do, then killed her and tossed her body into the sea in the hope she would never be found. Sadly, that was far more likely.


  ‘Maliha!’


  Maliha sighed and turned to her cousin. Although barely two years separated them, Maliha felt a hundred years older. She had already seen so much more than a woman of her age should, and read every book she could find—including many that no woman would ever be expected to read. Her grandmother would declare her spirit irrevocably unclean if she had even the slightest inkling of that truth. But knowledge was not tainted: only its uses.


  Grandmother had not even asked how Maliha had come to be so scarred and damaged in her thigh that she could not walk without a stick. She probably thought Maliha’s spirit was so unclean it was a natural result. Perhaps she was not that far wrong.


  ‘Maliha.’


  Renuka was suddenly beside her. Maliha had been so far into her own world she had not noticed her approach.


  ‘Have you heard? Arnithi Devanaya is dead—drowned!’


  ‘Who is Arnithi Devanaya?’


  ‘She married Srikanth Devanaya last year,’ said Renuka in a rush. ‘We were not invited, but the wedding was five days long.’


  Maliha stared back out to sea. The girl had a name. And she was a bride.


  ‘Is Srikanth a handsome fellow?’ she asked.


  She could almost feel Renuka’s shrug. ‘What does that matter? His family is very rich.’


  ‘What do they do?’


  ‘They import silks and sell them.’


  Maliha considered that; since trading vehicles had taken to the air, things had changed. Once India had been a major stopping point in the trade routes between Europe and China. Land routes brought the materials from China into Northern India while sea routes brought them through the island chains.


  But once the Faraday Device had become common and airborne vessels could carry huge quantities of cargo—the RMS Macedonia Sky Liner that had brought her back to India was 35,000 tons and carried over 300 passengers—the sea and land trading routes were abandoned. Everything flew direct.


  It was unlikely the Devanayas were as rich as they claimed—if they were, it was based on past wealth.


  ‘Perhaps we should visit to pass on our condolences,’ said Maliha.

  


  Maliha sat with a dozen women she did not know in the zenana, the women’s rooms, of the Devanaya house. She did not miss the subtle glances in her direction from the others. Renuka had slight acquaintance with the family, so it was not completely odd she should be there.


  But Maliha was effectively a foreigner. Too British for the Indians, too Indian for the British. And too British for the French, no doubt, as well.


  Mrs Devanaya was holding forth about her terrible loss. And her poor son, whose wife had been torn from him. She proceeded to attack the gods, and then plead with them.


  It was tiresome and unrevealing but the performance was expected of her in the circumstances. However, Maliha was not fooled, as she had seen the old wounds on the poor girl’s body. Those were not caused by her murderer; those had probably been made by this woman.


  Maliha stood and went to the window. The mother-in-law hesitated for a moment in her diatribe but managed to pick up again as if she had not been interrupted. At the window was an ornate screen designed to prevent anyone from looking in, but it did not stop Maliha from seeing out.


  The street was almost deserted. Death in a house would have that effect; the place was avoided if possible. In India, shame drove everything.


  Could Arnithi have killed herself? But who does that by running themselves through with a sword? Apart from the Japanese, of course.


  Maliha shook her head. There was a flash of green against the whitewashed houses. There he was again, looking at the house.


  Maliha put down her cup of cold chai (she would have preferred a British tea with milk) and headed for the door.


  This time the hostess did go silent and Maliha realised that all eyes were on her. Turning, she pressed her palms together.


  ‘Please forgive me,’ she said. ‘I am overcome with sorrow for the loss of such a fine daughter-in-law. Namaste.’


  Renuka jumped up to follow as Maliha swept from the room. She hurried in an unladylike way down the stairs. The servant at the door barely had time to open it as she rushed out.


  ‘Maliha!’ called Renuka. ‘What are you doing?’


  ‘I could not stand the hypocrisy, cousin.’


  ‘Hypocrisy?’


  ‘Do not pretend you do not know what happens to daughters-in-law that do not match the standards of their husband’s mother.’


  ‘But …’


  Maliha caught sight of the soldier on the corner. He looked nervous. He was less the Chasseur and more a rabbit faced with a farmer’s shotgun. Perhaps she was the farmer, as he was staring directly at her. She returned the look and strode towards him, walking stick clicking on the cobbles.


  She had managed to close the gap to no more than ten yards when his confidence gave out. He turned.


  ‘Wait, monsieur.’ Her voice brought him to a standstill, and he turned back with obvious reluctance.


  ‘Maliha,’ hissed Renuka, ‘you cannot speak to him, people will see.’


  Maliha stopped. ‘Tell me, cousin, what is said about me behind my back?’


  Renuka looked embarrassed and did not meet Maliha’s gaze.


  ‘So how much worse will my reputation be if I choose to speak to a man in the street?’


  ‘A little worse,’ said Renuka.


  Maliha smiled. ‘Yes, perhaps a little worse but it is a burden I am prepared to carry. You can always say that you warned me and tried to act as a chaperone.’


  ‘But I’m younger than you.’


  ‘But you tried.’ She turned back to the soldier and realised he would not have understood a word since they had not been speaking French. She changed gears.
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  ‘Good afternoon, Captain.’ His rank insignia matched her memories.


  ‘Good afternoon.’


  ‘I am Maliha Anderson and you are?’


  ‘Louis Paquette, Captain of Chasseurs.’


  Maliha had often found that people caught off-guard tended to respond more honestly. So, there was no time like the present.


  ‘I was wondering, Captain Paquette,’ she said, ‘did you kill Arnithi Devanaya?’


  Renuka gasped. The man’s face, already pale like his hair, blanched. ‘No, of course not.’


  ‘Do you know who did?’


  He seemed to recover a little from the shock of the first question, and shook his head.


  ‘But you knew her.’


  ‘It’s not what you think.’


  ‘And what do I think, Captain?’


  He stared at her helplessly. He reminded her a little of Mr Crier from the Sky Liner.


  ‘Perhaps we should walk,’ said Maliha. ‘Fewer people to see and overhear.’


  It was 1908 and, in England, the old rules for courting were falling apart. If they had been in France those rules would have been completely different, anyway. But this was still India. Maliha kept a yard between them and even forced herself to walk a little behind him with Renuka on her other side.


  ‘How could you say such things?’ Renuka asked in Hindi.


  Frankly, Maliha’s Hindi was now so rusty her French was better than her native tongue, but it would not improve without practice. ‘Because I needed to know.’


  ‘What business is it of yours?’


  ‘I choose to make it my business.’


  ‘But …’


  Her poor cousin was clearly at a loss. At a distant thundering, Maliha glanced up, but saw not a cloud in the sky.


  ‘I was the one who found Arnithi’s body on the beach this morning.’


  Renuka’s cry of horror and surprise was drowned out by the increasing drone of diesel engines. A Zeppelin swam into view above the houses. Its massive size blocked out the sun and a good portion of sky.


  Maliha leaned in to speak directly into Renuka’s ear. ‘She had been murdered with a sword. Her wound was about the right size for a sabre. Just like the one this captain is carrying.’ Looking up, she saw the name of the vessel: Frederick III. She was half-expecting the Hansa, as it was the same design, but that vessel would be somewhere over the Dutch East Indies now.


  By the time the Zeppelin had passed overhead and the sound diminished enough for normal conversation, they had passed into White Town and were heading towards the beach.


  ‘Slow down, Captain,’ Maliha said as they reached the promenade. There were a few people, walking singly and in groups. Some European couples, nannies with prams. ‘I’m afraid my injury makes walking a strain after a while.’


  ‘It is unusual for one so young,’ he said. His attempt at casual conversation did not disguise the strain in his voice.


  ‘I was in an accident,’ she said. ‘The damage was quite severe.’


  ‘I am sorry to hear that.’


  ‘At least the femoral artery was not severed,’ she said casually. ‘Otherwise we would not be having this conversation.’


  He hesitated. ‘Quite so.’


  ‘Now, perhaps you would be so kind as to explain your relationship with the dead woman.’


  ‘Her name is Arnithi.’


  ‘I find it highly suspect that you speak of her by her given name.’


  ‘I did not kill her.’


  ‘So you say, Captain, but as yet you provide no context and no evidence.’


  ‘Are you going to tell the police?’


  ‘That you had improper relations with a native girl—and a married one at that?’


  ‘I did not.’


  ‘You met with her privately?’


  ‘Yes, but—’


  ‘This is not France, Captain; you cannot meet with another man’s wife with impunity.’ She could feel her pulse racing with her anger. ‘Do you know what the penalty is for adultery?’


  ‘There was no adultery!’


  ‘Death by stoning.’


  The energy seemed to go out of him as he repeated, almost in a whisper, ‘There was no adultery.’


  ‘You belong to an arrogant race, Louis Paquette. You think you can come here and apply your foreign rules to this place, and that everything will be the same.’ She did not look across at his face but kept her gaze in the distance.


  She could hear Renuka muttering under her breath. Maliha thought perhaps it might be a prayer.


  They approached a wrought iron bench with bleached wooden slats dotted with seagull stains. The benches were cleaned daily but one could not be too careful. Maliha extricated a handkerchief and dropped it onto the seat before sitting.


  The captain had walked on, but turned back on noticing she was no longer with him. He stood at the far end of the bench, staring at the waves as they beat on the sand. It was almost as if he and Maliha had nothing to do with one another.


  ‘Do you know how she died?’ His voice cracked as he asked.


  ‘A single sword thrust,’ said Maliha. Renuka gasped again. ‘She would not have died immediately but in terrible pain as her life’s blood drained away.’


  ‘Why must you say things like that?’ he cried, momentarily attracting the attention of a couple passing by, and scaring a seagull into flight.


  ‘Because you knew her, quite inappropriately, and you own a sword.’


  ‘I did not kill her.’


  Maliha sighed and pressed the heel of her hand into her thigh where it ached.


  ‘But if you did not, then who? And how did she end up naked in the sea?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Who else knew of your assignations?’


  He hesitated. ‘Only my closest comrades.’


  Maliha closed her eyes. What an unutterable fool he was. ‘The ones you were arguing with on the street this morning?’


  ‘How do you know about that?’


  ‘I take it they were not in favour of your behaviour?’


  ‘I … no. But they only tried to persuade me—they would not kill her. For a soldier to kill a native would be crazy. The repercussions for him, for the country. We do not want an uprising like the British had.’


  ‘I imagine the scale would be considerably smaller,’ said Maliha. ‘It’s not as if you own a great deal of India.’


  He shook his head. ‘I do not understand you.’


  ‘Never mind.’


  Maliha watched a gull floating on the wind that flowed from the sea to the land. It hung there, drifting left and right, suddenly dipping as the wind dropped for a moment, or soaring up in a gust.


  ‘How did you meet?’


  ‘A reception in the Officer’s Mess, shortly after our brigade had arrived. We were new here.’


  ‘And how is it possible you even spoke?’


  ‘There was a disruption when a supplier’s demonstrations caught fire. As soldiers we protected the guests but were forced to withdraw through the building. I was unfamiliar with the layout and guided this young woman to what I thought was safety but turned out to be the dead end of a small reading room.’


  ‘So you kept her there until it was safe to come out.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And you talked.’


  ‘She said she wanted to practice her French.’


  Very romantic, thought Maliha. ‘She was impressed by your virile nature and you were enchanted by her exotic beauty.’


  He said nothing.


  ‘So who sent the first letter? You or her?’


  ‘She did.’


  Stupid girl. Suffering under the weight of a mother-in-law who hated her, she indulged herself in a forbidden relationship. And it killed her.


  ‘And where did you have your assignations?’


  ‘They were not …’ His protest petered out. ‘We met in a secluded place where a stream pours into the sea at the north end of White Town.’


  ‘Day or night.’


  ‘Night and sometimes early morning.’


  ‘Very well, Captain,’ said Maliha, ‘you had best be getting back to your quarters. Do not do anything. Do not leave your barracks unless it is under orders. Do not speak of this to your friends. But’—she took a breath—‘if I write to you, follow my instructions to the letter. Do you understand?’


  ‘What can you do?’


  ‘A simple yes will suffice.’


  ‘I will do as you ask.’


  Maliha frowned. ‘If you do not you may find yourself becoming acquainted with Madame Guillotine.’
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  The following morning, Maliha dressed in her European clothes. Even the corset was a comfort compared to the exposure the sari enforced on her. It was her armour.


  The evening before, she had composed a schedule of visits she needed to make. The body of Arnithi would have been burned by now so there was no further evidence to be gained there, and it would be difficult to speak to any of her direct family since they would be involved in the death rites for the next two weeks.


  Maliha went to the courtyard to the sacred tulsi plant in the shade of a tree. Every house had one and every part of it, even the soil in which it grew, was considered holy. Maliha took the small watering can from its place set into the stone of the building, filled it from the pump, and watered the plant.


  Watering the tulsi is a woman’s blessing, said her mother. Taking cuttings of the leaves and twigs is a man’s duty. Maliha smiled as she smelled its aroma. It brought back the memory of tomato soup from school; Cook always used basil for flavouring, and the tulsi was a basil plant. She had liked tomato soup from the first time it had been served. It was vegetarian and smelled of home.


  She stepped out of her grandparents’ house and down the steps to the street. Black Town had been built by the French as well so the buildings, while having an Indian flavour, were essentially European.


  The sun was already above the roofs, and the dry streets, dusty and very hot. Years in the cold and damp of Britain had made her susceptible to the heat, and her heavy dress did not help, even though she had dispensed with many layers beneath it.


  ‘Maliha!’


  Maliha glanced up at the sky. She loved her cousin but the girl would only get in the way, and it meant Maliha would have to be more careful about who she saw and spoke to. She had no intention of ruining Renuka’s prospects in the marriage market, even if she disagreed with the risks and the process.


  So she turned and smiled.


  ‘Where are we going today?’ asked Renuka as she hurried up with a servant in tow. Another mouth to tell on Maliha.


  ‘We shall go to the beach.’


  Renuka frowned. ‘But we have been there and I have seen it a thousand times.’


  ‘Well, I have not. I am the visitor, so you must show me.’


  At Maliha’s insistence they took the longer route south to the edge of town and down to where the old lighthouse stood. Again it revealed the differences of the French and the British. While the latter built smooth round towers and painted them with black and white stripes, the French created something altogether more elegant.


  And completely redundant.


  It had been built almost ten years before Faraday had demonstrated his partial nullification of gravity, and perhaps twenty before the flying machines began to dominate trade.


  Now, nearly eighty years later, there were no trading ships to warn. All the great sea vessels were gone, consigned to history. So, it stood as a beacon to the dead past.


  ‘Why are we here, Maliha?’ asked Renuka. It was not the most salubrious area. Women and children worked at mending fishing nets hung on poles. There was water on almost three sides. The city had extended far beyond the original boundaries created by the French, and spilled across the estuaries, rivers, and inlets. The waterways were thick with boats.


  ‘We are looking for someone who knows the waters.’


  Leaving the lighthouse behind, Maliha strode north with the sea booming to her right—the waves were high today and crashed onto the sand in foaming breakers.


  She glanced left and right at the people, all low caste but not untouchables. Finally she saw him. Skin as black as night, straggly hair bleached white by salt and age. He was mending nets, too.


  Maliha approached and pressed her palms together. ‘Namaste.’


  He looked up at her. ‘Namaste.’ He was not blind, which would be a reason for him to be on shore, but both his legs stopped above the knee, though one was longer than the other. The skin had grown over and healed long ago but there were scars stretching from the injury.


  ‘May I speak with you?’


  ‘I am honoured but I cannot offer you my seat.’


  Renuka’s maid found the remains of a chair with its legs sawn off to reduce its height. Maliha sat.


  ‘I was walking on the beach at White Town yesterday morning and I found a land creature that had been thrown into the sea but washed ashore.’


  ‘That is a sad thing for a young woman to find.’


  ‘This poor creature had not been in the sea very long, and I wondered about the place where it might have been thrown in.’


  ‘The one who threw it in does not understand the winds and the tides.’


  Maliha smiled. ‘No, I do not believe they do. I imagine they thought the creature would never be found, and yet it was perfect. Not bloated through exposure to seawater, and with barely a mark from the ocean or its denizens.’ She took a breath. ‘Whoever did this will have put the creature in the water thinking it would be carried out to sea.’


  The old man was silent for a while. He even went back to fiddling with a knot in the net, trying to straighten it.


  ‘One might wonder why a lady such as yourself would want to know such a thing,’ he said finally.


  ‘An injustice has been done. A terrible crime, and it must be exposed. It should be avenged.’


  ‘By you?’


  ‘If not me, then who?’


  He went back to the net. ‘To the north of the beach at White Town there is a small river. Someone who does not understand the sea might think that the current from the river would carry a thing far out into the ocean. This does not happen. The river current is not strong and anything in the water will remain close to the coast.’


  ‘There was a breeze blowing inland, and high tide at about six o’clock.’


  The man merely grunted.


  Maliha stood and pressed her palms together. ‘Namaste.’
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  They trudged along the coast northward, then climbed up to the road where the walking was easier. Half an hour brought them back to the seafront at White Town. Maliha pulled a letter from her reticule.


  ‘What’s that?’ said Renuka.


  ‘A lady is not so bluntly inquisitive.’


  Renuka hid a laugh behind her hand. ‘I have noticed that you are always blunt, cousin.’


  ‘But I am not a lady, Renuka, I am a mere half-breed.’


  ‘I think it’s romantic, what happened with your mother and father.’


  ‘They were burned alive, Renuka.’


  ‘That was an accident, everyone says so.’


  ‘Do they?’


  ‘Yes.’ Renuka sounded uncertain like a small child that had been rebuked.


  Maliha sighed. She turned and smiled at her cousin. ‘Whether it was an accident or not, can you not see that this thinking is what killed Arnithi Devanaya?’


  Renuka shook her head with a frown.


  Maliha did not want to force her cousin into a cultural dead end, but neither did she want her dead. So she tried again. ‘You must not think these thoughts. There is no real romance. You must be the best wife you can be to impress your mother-in-law, whoever she turns out to be.’


  ‘But you get to do whatever you want.’


  ‘Because no man will have me, Renuka, except to access my money and that’s what we’re going to see about next.’

  


  Maliha pushed open the door of the offices of Jean-Felix Laurent, Legal Representative, and entered the sweaty interior. The secretary, dressed in a well-cut French suit, took her name and asked her to take a seat. He took her information through to an inner room.


  After a short delay Maliha was admitted to the interior. Renuka and her maid remained in the waiting area.


  ‘Mam’selle Anderson. I am delighted to make your acquaintance.’


  Dark against the light streaming in through the closed and dusty window, Jean-Felix Laurent was a slightly overweight man of perhaps forty years. His black hair was thinning. His smile appeared genuine and he even kissed her hand.


  ‘May I offer you my sincerest condolences on the death of your parents.’


  ‘Thank you. You may speak French, Monsieur Laurent, if you prefer.’


  ‘I must practice my English, Mam’selle, if I am to represent you as I did your father.’


  ‘As you wish.’


  He indicated the leather upholstered chair and she perched on its edge.


  ‘You have read the copy of the will I sent to you?’


  ‘Yes, it was quite clear. I understand I am independently wealthy.’


  ‘Oh yes.’ He smiled. ‘Your father’s patent has been licensed sensibly, while his investments have been modest but generate a regular income.’


  ‘However I do not gain control of the money until I am twenty-one.’


  ‘That is considered normal.’


  ‘Normal for the British and the French, but not my family.’


  The legal representative barked a laugh. ‘Oui, Mam’selle, c’est vrai! But your father has taken care of that. The terms of his will are quite explicit. No one can control your money, except for normal administration and dispensation of your expenses, and the only person who can do that is me.’


  Maliha nodded. ‘So I understood. But you must understand that my family would like to marry me off with a large dowry and keep the rest for themselves.’


  ‘Greed is a terrible thing, Mam’selle Anderson.’


  ‘As is the marriage market.’


  He nodded. ‘But, as I have said, they can do nothing. Pondicherry is under French law.’


  ‘But if they marry me off, my regular income from the estate would go to my husband.’


  He thought about it and nodded slowly. ‘Can you not refuse to marry?’


  ‘I can, and I will not be staying so they will have even less chance. However, I want something else to be done with my income. Something they cannot touch. My personal needs are modest and my father was quite generous with his allowance to me.’


  ‘Do you wish to invest?’


  ‘No,’ she said, ‘I wish to build an ashram on the site of my parents’ house.’


  ‘Ashram?’


  ‘A school, for girls so they can be educated properly.’


  ‘Really?’ he said.


  Maliha frowned. ‘Someone will be required to manage the entire process,’ she said slowly, ‘and I could take my business elsewhere.’


  He laughed again. ‘I believe your idea has tremendous merit, mam’selle. Charitable deeds are the one thing at which the fairer sex excel.’


  His use of the word ‘fair’ irritated her. It was the one thing her skin would never be, and she would most certainly not emulate those Indian women who tried to whiten their skin. It was futile and insulting to their sex.


  ‘Very good, Monsieur.’ She stood and he jumped to his feet. ‘I will leave it in your hands, but I expect to see full financial reports as well as progress updates each month.’


  ‘Of course, I will set to work on it immediately.’


  ‘I will send you my address in Ceylon.’


  He grabbed the handle to open the door for her, but she laid her palm against it. ‘Monsieur Laurent, I require absolute secrecy. I do not wish my family to know the true nature of the project until I am ready. Until then, you are simply rebuilding the house.’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘And one final thing: make sure the area is thoroughly cleansed and blessed before any work is started,’ she said. ‘There must be no possibility that anyone can criticise the school.’


  ‘Yes, Mam’selle.’


  She swept from the room. Not that he would be able to get any workmen to set foot there until it was cleansed, anyway.

  


  Renuka did not ask what the visit had been about, but she seemed to have lost her enthusiasm for the journey and lagged behind. Maliha looked up and down the street but could not find what she was seeking.


  ‘I need to send a letter to Captain Paquette. Where’s the post office?’


  Renuka pointed further up the street. ‘It’s round the next corner. Why do you need to write to him?’


  ‘I want to talk to him. I have some questions.’


  The trip to the post office was uneventful. Maliha bought some paper and envelopes and borrowed a pen. The postmistress looked askance at the address when she took the letter, and eyed Maliha carefully. ‘Ten centimes.’


  Maliha handed over the coin. ‘Will that be delivered today?’


  ‘It is local, before six.’


  Maliha nodded and stepped back out into the brilliant sunshine. Renuka was standing on the corner, staring blankly along the street.


  ‘You should return home,’ said Maliha. ‘The sun is getting very high and that will not be good for your complexion.’


  Her cousin looked almost relieved. ‘What are you going to do?’


  ‘I am going to go to the library to look at the newspapers,’ said Maliha, ‘which will be very boring for you.’


  ‘Why do you want to look at newspapers?’


  ‘Because I am very boring.’


  Thankfully Renuka agreed and headed back into Black Town. Maliha got her bearings and went south again until she reached the Bibliothèque Publique in the heart of the city.


  The building was even older than the lighthouse but well preserved. It was airy and the stone construction kept the interior cool.


  Her European clothes provided some protection from criticism but her skin betrayed her. Rather than have to defend against hostile cross-examination, she had found it better to take the offensive. She approached the desk looking for some way to engage the librarian in conversation.


  ‘Good afternoon,’ she said in French. The man behind the desk glanced up at her from the books in front of him. He had a tortoiseshell fountain pen and she recognised the design immediately. ‘Is that a Waterman Self-Filler?’


  He frowned at her with incomprehension.


  ‘Your pen,’ she said. ‘An excellent device and, I would imagine, ideal for your purposes.’


  ‘Yes, miss, it is a Waterman.’ He hesitated, and then added, almost as if he were excusing himself for having such an ostentatious writing tool, ‘It was a gift.’


  She nodded and forced herself to smile. ‘I was wondering, do you carry The Times of India and local newspapers?’


  ‘The Times is in English.’


  ‘I am fluent.’


  ‘Through the doors.’ He waved his hand in the direction of the double doors that led further inside. ‘If you go to the left you will find all the newspapers in a room off the main area.’


  ‘You are very kind, sir,’ she said, then let her head drop and continued in a subdued tone. ‘I wonder, though, would it be too much trouble for you to escort me? I know that some patrons of this excellent library might find my presence difficult, and I do not want to cause any offense.’


  He reached out as if he intended to pat her on her hand but, to her relief, the distance was too great for him to do so without awkwardness. ‘Of course, miss, if you would care to follow me.’


  With deliberate care, he replaced the pen top and laid it neatly beside the journal. He stepped out from behind the desk and led her through the doors, courteously holding them open for her and leading her to the newspaper reading room. It was empty of other patrons.


  He took his leave and she ran her fingers across the huge folders used to contain the magazines. She could have asked him to get them down for her, they were heavy, but she had little idea of where she would find what she needed. Or if she would find it at all.


  She sighed. She probably only needed the financial reports for the past two years but if she went backwards through time she could keep going until she found what she needed or decided it wasn’t there.


  It was going to be a long afternoon.
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  Maliha left the library at around six. She was hungry but there was no time for food, and nowhere to get it at this hour. She headed out to the promenade. The tide was in. There must be a storm out to sea because six-foot waves were thundering hard on to the sand. She found it quite invigorating.


  She walked slowly north. French couples and children with their governesses and nurses wandered by her, barely noticing. Her hat put her face into shadow and it was difficult to tell the colour of her skin, and she had been blessed with the European bone structure of her father.


  In this place at this time she could have been one of them. But it was not something she would ever feel.


  When she had been a child here she had been allowed to run on the beach. To explore and discover all those things children found interesting and exciting. And for her there was nothing she did not find interesting, or that she ever forgot. There had been the pink conch shell washed up near a boat with blue and red stripes. She had carried it to her mother who told her how the ancient warriors of India would commence a battle by blowing a conch, and that Maliha should give it to the temple because it could be made into a sacred musical instrument.


  The young Maliha had wanted to keep it but her mother had insisted. She remembered reluctantly handing it to an old priest who took it gracefully and offered her a blessing in return. He told her the sound of the conch would drive evil spirits away.


  The older Maliha wished that driving out the evil spirits could be that simple. But the evil she had experienced lived inside of men and women, and driving that out seemed all but impossible.


  The promenade shrank to an empty single pavement. She reached the end of that and looked down at the stream tumbling from the hills to the north of the city. Even though it did not flow through any significant residential area, the smell emanating from it was unpleasant.


  She believed the captain when he said that they had only talked.


  ‘Miss Anderson?’


  She turned to see him walking towards her in his dark green uniform. Beside him was one of the friends he had been arguing with the first time she had seen him. They were unlike in so many ways: Louis was pale and blond with a bone structure one might almost describe as delicate, while the other was dark with heavy Germanic features and matching moustache.


  ‘May I introduce my friend Emil Chauvin?’


  Maliha held out her gloved hand. Emil took it gently and touched his lips to her fingers.


  ‘Charmed, Miss Anderson.’


  Maliha noted how his accent differed from the captain’s. ‘Good evening, Major Chauvin. Forgive me for asking, but would I be right in thinking your family is from the northern borders of France?’


  He smiled. ‘Not quite, miss. A small village in Chamonix.’


  Maliha smiled. ‘Of course. The Swiss border. The mountains must be impressive.’


  ‘I do miss them, though I am told the Himalayas put all our mountains to shame. I intend to visit them before I am posted elsewhere.’


  They were both immaculately turned out, though the major’s uniform was older with wear at the joints. They both carried sheathed sabres at their side. Maliha shivered at the thought of such a weapon being driven through the body of Arnithi Devanaya.


  ‘If you would excuse us, Major, I would like to speak to Captain Paquette alone.’


  He bowed and withdrew. Maliha turned her attention to Louis Paquette. He was looking tired and drained, as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders.


  ‘Where did you talk, Captain? Not here, surely?’


  He gestured to some rusted iron steps that led down to the beach. She stepped over to them and saw they were quite steep. ‘If you would be so kind, Captain.’


  He descended the six steps ahead of her and held her hand as she followed awkwardly. She did not curse her scarred thigh but it could be inconvenient. She stood at last at the bottom with her shoes sinking into the soft dry sand. When she had been young she seldom wore shoes. But now she was going to be pouring grains from her boots and working them from the gaps between her toes.


  There was an iron bench with rotted wooden slats against the wall of the breakwater.


  ‘We sat here,’ he said.


  The tide was beginning to withdraw but the waves still rolled in. If Arnithi had been killed here, no one would have heard her cry. Maliha studied the bench; there were no bloodstains.


  ‘Then let us sit also.’


  She sat carefully, concerned it might not be strong enough, but it held her weight. When Captain Paquette sat she felt the wood bend. The seat was only for two and he was almost touching her as he sat.


  ‘Where are you from, Captain?’


  He hesitated, almost as if he wasn’t expecting such a question. ‘Argelès-sur-Mer.’


  The name drew a blank in Maliha’s memory but the name indicated it was by the sea. ‘Which coast?’


  ‘It is on the Mediterranean.’


  ‘I haven’t heard of it.’


  ‘It is not big, though there are too many people to know everybody’s name.’


  She nodded. ‘Pondicherry is like that.’


  They were both silent for a while. Maliha watched the waves and the seagulls hanging above them.


  ‘What did you talk about?’


  ‘I do not think I should betray her confidence.’


  ‘You, sir, are an idiot. First, you put the life of a young woman at risk through stupidity or ignorance. And now you refuse to help me find the person who killed her. I cannot imagine what harm you bring to anyone you do not call friend!’


  He said nothing. If she did not look at him she could pretend she was on her own.


  ‘She spoke of her dreams and desires.’


  ‘Which were?’


  ‘She wanted to travel, she wanted to see beyond the borders of Pondicherry and the house she was confined to. I would tell her about all the places I had been and what I had seen. She never seemed to tire of it and even when I had run out she would have me repeat myself.’


  Maliha nodded, not caring whether he noticed or not. If she had been trapped in this place instead of being sent away to school she could imagine herself wanting to break free.


  Like Renuka.


  Societies were changing in the outside world but it would be a long time before they changed here, if they ever did.


  ‘What else?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘Please don’t lie to me.’


  There was another pause. ‘She told me what her mother-in-law did to her.’


  ‘I saw her injuries and I know what can happen. What did you say to her when she told you?’


  ‘I said I would take her away.’


  Maliha closed her eyes. Fools. ‘And what did she say to that?’


  ‘She said it was impossible.’


  ‘She was right,’ said Maliha. ‘How often did you meet?’


  ‘Usually twice a week, sometimes only once.’


  ‘And did you meet her the night she died?’


  ‘No, I was expecting to hear from her but sometimes she could not get away and would not send a message. I was disappointed but it was not unusual.’


  ‘But she was here.’


  The truth, which was obvious to her, struck him and he jumped to his feet. ‘Someone intercepted her message. Oh dear God. It might as well have been my own sabre that killed her. I am the reason she is dead.’


  Maliha said nothing, since there was nothing that could usefully be said. Of course it was his fault, but not because someone had seen her message.
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  Maliha had had to bear the harsh tongue of her grandmother when she finally returned to their home at nearly ten o’clock in the evening. Missing the evening meal was a crime of considerable magnitude.


  She went to her room without eating and lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to the distant waves crashing on the beach in constant but unpredictable roar. Although she could have memorised every page of every newspaper, she had chosen to restrict herself to the financial pages. Even so, it was a great deal of information. The only exception was the wedding of Arnithi Moopanar to Srikanth Devanaya; she had read the mentions in the local newspaper for that.


  The fact that her assessment of the likely condition of the Devanaya family’s finances was probably correct satisfied her. A number of smaller companies that had supported the trade in silks and other fabrics had gone under in recent years. The biggest had been a sea-faring family who had once, according to the article, owned a fleet of a dozen sailing ships that traded with China. Two years ago the last of their ships had been sold and the family disappeared from the news reports.


  The Devanayas still owned several vessels but there was little indication they were doing much business. There had been no reports of new contracts.


  Maliha stood up, pulled a light shawl around her shoulders, and went to the window. Her room faced inwards towards the courtyard, of course, but in the general direction of the sea. The buildings of White Town were taller and showed a patchwork of windows, some dark, others bright with electric lights. Shadows moved across both. It was hard to think of people as existing when they were out of sight. That they had their own lives. That they talked, argued, and kissed when Maliha was not there to see it happen.


  It was as if the world existed only around her. Logically—intellectually—she knew they had their own lives. She was no solipsist, but it was still hard.


  Who could have killed Arnithi Devanaya née Moopanar?


  Her mother-in-law was an obvious choice. Arnithi had been meeting another man, and that was certainly sufficient justification. The woman had probably caused the burns on the Arnithi’s hands as punishment for some minor crime. She would certainly have had the opportunity.


  The husband was a suspect for the same reason. Maliha had never seen him, so was not able to judge whether he seemed the sort that would.


  The father-in-law? Someone else?


  Maliha shook her head. She did not have enough information. All she knew for sure at this point was that the marriage was not the step up for Arnithi and her family that it ought to have been.

  


  Maliha took her breakfast with her grandmother. Grandfather had already eaten, as was tradition. Maliha ate the mixture of rice and vegetables slowly. She found herself craving eggs and bacon.


  She sighed. I have been ruined by the British.


  ‘A proper woman does not sigh at her own thoughts.’


  Maliha was certain her grandmother uttered these supposed pearls of ancient wisdom and etiquette as they occurred to her, and only as long as they were a criticism of Maliha’s behaviour. Arguing was not worth the effort.


  ‘I will be having my parents’ property purified and blessed, Grandmother.’


  ‘You said you intended to leave.’


  ‘That remains true,’ said Maliha. ‘But the property will have more value if the corruption is removed.’


  ‘Why do you even care?’


  ‘Because it is where my mother lived, and I grew up here. I shall have the building rebuilt in her honour.’


  Maliha lifted more rice to her mouth with her right hand. The use of the left hand when eating had disgusted her for a long time when she had been sent to England. Even her father had adopted the Indian custom since to do otherwise would have made it impossible for him to have a relationship with her mother.


  In England she had been sick the first time she sat at the communal table in the school’s refectory and watched them eating with their left hands as well as the right. She had been punished for her reaction by being forced to eat only bread and water on her own. At least they had considered it a punishment. It had been a blessing for her at the time.


  In the end she had become acclimatised to it, and did it herself though as little as possible. She justified it during the main meals by reasoning that a fork meant she was not actually using her left hand.


  Now she had to force herself to keep her left hand in her lap.


  ‘Does Grandfather do any business with the Moopanars?’


  ‘Those miners?’ Grandmother’s tone was one of utter contempt. ‘Of course not. They used to live quite close but thankfully have moved to a location more fitting to their station.’


  Maliha looked down at her food. The only way she was going to find the girl’s murderer would be to start making a fuss. It would be like the British on a hunt; she must beat the bushes to flush out the culprit.


  But beating the bushes would make her a target. She shook her head. It would not be the first time, and the truth must be revealed.


  ‘You think too much,’ said her grandmother. ‘It is a habit you should curb if you wish to find a husband.’
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  Renuka arrived shortly after nine o’clock with her maid in tow. Maliha had hoped to be out in case she appeared, but it seemed she could not escape her cousin. She was also somewhat shocked to see Renuka wearing a flowing dress of distinctly French design.


  ‘What on earth do you have on?’


  ‘It’s the latest fashion from Paris.’ Renuka spun around. ‘Do you like it?’


  Maliha found herself shaking her head again. ‘And your mother knows about this?’


  ‘Of course, she is very modern, not like Grandmother,’ Renuka said. ‘And Mother said I should look after you because you’ve forgotten our ways.’


  Maliha could think of nothing further to say. She walked out of the front door and headed for the road with Renuka not far behind and the maid bringing up the rear. Renuka hurried to catch up.


  ‘Where are we going today?’


  ‘I am going to speak to Arnithi’s mother,’ she said pointedly. ‘You should not come.’


  ‘You do not know the family and the Devanayas will be beginning Arnithi’s death rites today. I saw them building a pyre. Her parents will be going there.’


  Maliha picked up the pace. ‘Then we should hurry.’


  It took no more than five minutes to reach the Moopanar house at the slightly less expensive end of Black Town. There were people coming and going from the residence. Maliha strode up to the entrance to be stopped by a youth little more than a child. He had the same nose as Arnithi, a younger brother perhaps.


  Maliha pressed her palms together. ‘Namaste, I am Maliha Anderson and this is my cousin. I would speak with your mother.’ It was a guess but he did not contradict her.


  ‘It is not a good time. Perhaps another day.’


  Maliha chose to look demure. ‘I understand your loss, but it is important I speak with her. It is about your sister’s death.’


  The boy stared at her for a moment and disappeared inside.


  ‘What are you doing?’ asked Renuka.


  ‘I am preparing to beat the bushes.’


  ‘You are talking in riddles, cousin.’


  Maliha did not answer. The youth returned and led the way inside. The construction was similar to her grandmother’s house but with everything on smaller scale.


  They did not go upstairs to the zenana as Maliha expected but through to the courtyard. Mrs Moopanar was watering the tulsi and muttering beneath her breath. Prayers for her dead daughter. Maliha turned to her cousin before she stepped into the courtyard. ‘You must wait back there, Renuka.’


  ‘I want to come with you.’


  Maliha shook her head. ‘It is very important you do not hear what I have to say to Mrs Moopanar.’ She moved closer to her cousin and spoke quietly. ‘There is nothing I shall say that you do not already know but, for your own safety, it must appear that you do not know it.’


  ‘My safety, Maliha?’ said Renuka keeping her voice down in the same manner. ‘But what about yours?’


  ‘I know what I am doing, and I have done it before,’ she said. ‘There is danger here but you must not be touched with it. You are due to be married and I could not face your mother if something happened to you because of me.’


  Renuka relented and drew back. ‘Very well, cousin. I will wait by the entrance.’


  Mrs Moopanar finally turned and looked at Maliha, who pressed her palms together. ‘Namaste,’ Maliha said as she carefully maintained a respectful demeanour.


  ‘I know you. You are the daughter of Naisha Ganapathy and the Englishman.’


  ‘I am Maliha Anderson, Mrs Moopanar.’ She did not correct the woman about her father’s nationality.


  ‘Why do you come here on this day of my loss?’


  Maliha took a step closer and knelt to touch the woman’s feet. ‘I have come to tell you a truth about the death of your daughter,’ she said. ‘If you will hear me.’


  ‘Do you seek to increase my pain?’


  ‘The truth may hurt but it is better than lies.’


  The woman was silent and had not given her blessing in response to Maliha’s obeisance.


  ‘What is this truth?’


  ‘It was I who found your daughter’s body on the sand,’ she said with enough volume for her voice to carry through the courtyard. ‘It was I that arranged for her to be carried to the temple, because I did not know her.’


  ‘This brings me no pain but does not soothe my heart.’


  ‘Did the family of your daughter’s husband tell you how she died?’


  There was a pause. ‘They said she was drowned.’


  ‘They lied.’


  Maliha could feel the tension in the other woman: the desire to throw Maliha out fighting the need to know the truth.


  ‘What is the truth you claim to know?’


  ‘She had been stabbed with a sword and thrown into the sea in the hope she would never be found. But the currents brought her quickly back to the shore as the tide was going out, and left her on the sand.’


  There was a long pause. ‘And how do you know this?’


  ‘I saw the wound in her back and in her stomach. There is no doubt.’


  ‘Why should I believe you?’


  ‘Why should you believe them?’


  Another pause and the foot Maliha was touching was pulled away. ‘You seek my blessing, Maliha Ganapathy? I will not give it to you.’


  The woman walked away.


  Maliha felt odd. Though she did not truly believe the old religions, to be denied a blessing when requested was like finding the book one was reading had the final page missing. She was incomplete.


  She climbed awkwardly to her feet; her leg pained her after kneeling. She glanced at the boy who stared at her. Good, he had heard her. With luck he would not be able to keep his mouth shut and her accusation would spread.


  She felt tired but pulled herself together. She walked through the house, gathering up Renuka and her maid as she left.


  ‘Where are we going now?’ said Renuka.


  ‘The temple.’


  Maliha studied the houses as they walked back in the direction of her grandmother’s house. It was interesting how they changed subtly, becoming more ostentatious by stages.


  ‘The Moopanars moved recently?’ she said suddenly to Renuka.


  ‘They had a place near us,’ said her cousin, waving in the general direction of her own house.


  ‘I see.’


  They walked in silence for a while until Renuka said, ‘Would it not be simpler if it was that French soldier?’


  ‘What has simple got to do with it?’


  ‘Because you are stirring things up. If it was the Frenchman he could be guillotined and nobody would care, and both Arnithi’s families would be content.’


  ‘Why should I not stir things up if it finds the truth?’


  ‘You set Indian against Indian.’


  ‘So it is permissible for an Indian to kill an Indian as long as a foreigner is blamed for it?’


  ‘No, but …’ Renuka’s argument died.


  ‘There is no ‘but’, cousin, there is only the truth.’ Maliha could tell from the silence that Renuka was unconvinced. ‘If Arnithi’s murderer goes free then they may kill again. How would it be if we blamed the Frenchman and then the murderer killed Grandmother?’


  There was the slightest hesitation and Renuka said in a very quiet voice, ‘I’m not sure that would be so bad.’


  Maliha laughed. ‘Perhaps. But what if it was me, or you? What if it was her husband who did it for her betrayal of their marriage and then your mother married you to him?’


  ‘I’m to wed Balaji.’


  ‘Things can change.’


  The huge rectangular arch of the Manakula Vinayagar Temple in White Town came into view as the road curved to the left. They wandered past the multitude of traders. The detailed carvings depicted Ganesha and other gods.


  ‘Perhaps Ganesha will give us a new beginning,’ said Renuka. ‘We should offer a prayer.’


  ‘You can offer the prayer,’ said Maliha. ‘I only want to talk to a priest.’


  x


  ‘Namaste,’ said Maliha and pressed her palms together below her chin to show the proper level of respect for the priest. He was quite young, only in his thirties, and Maliha found herself surprised that she thought of him as handsome. She pushed that thought away.


  ‘Namaste, Miss Anderson,’ he said with a smile. ‘What can I do for you?’


  She frowned and leaned heavily on her stick. ‘You know who I am?’


  ‘I knew your mother.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘She was a kind and wise woman.’


  ‘Thank you.’


  ‘And she took her religious duties and observances seriously.’


  Maliha glanced at him. ‘Are you suggesting I do not?’


  ‘I have not seen you here at the temple.’


  ‘I do not think I need Ganesha to guide my activities,’ she said. ‘I am sure he has enough to do looking after those who have doubts. Besides, we have a shrine in my grandmother’s house.’


  ‘And you are artful in avoiding the question,’ he said. ‘Come.’ He led the way towards the shrine. ‘Do you complete your prayers every day?’


  ‘I do not.’


  ‘To your grandmother’s displeasure?’


  Maliha shrugged as they crossed the stone-flagged floor to the large statue of Ganesha set under an arch. Light from the windows glinted from the gold leaf that covered the stone. The detail in the face and trunk of the elephant-headed god was impressive.


  ‘At least I am not a hypocrite,’ she said.


  The shrine was empty except for the two of them. ‘It was you who sent the body of Arnithi Devanaya to us, was it not?’


  Maliha leaned heavily on her stick. She had done more walking in the past few days than in a very long time, and it was taking its toll. ‘Yes.’


  ‘But you did not alert the French.’


  ‘They do not understand India. Whatever they did would only make things worse.’


  ‘But she was murdered. Surely failure to report the crime is a crime in itself.’


  Maliha glanced at Ganesha’s smiling face. ‘I can be of more use then they can.’


  He turned to face her fully. ‘You think the events in England and on the ship that brought you home qualify you to take that responsibility?’


  ‘With Ganesha’s blessing,’ she said and he smiled.


  ‘You work to remove obstacles and request the blessing of a deity you do not believe in?’


  ‘It can’t do any harm,’ she said.


  His smile broadened. With difficulty Maliha knelt on the hard stone floor and the priest placed his palm on her head. ‘I can give you a blessing,’ he said, ‘but if you want the help of Lord Ganesha himself you must follow the rituals for seven weeks.’


  ‘I haven’t got that much time,’ she said and pushed herself up from the floor. ‘So I suppose I’ll have to do it on my own.’ She glanced at the statue which was, after all, merely a representation of an idea. ‘I do wonder though,’ she said, ‘why you didn’t report the murder?’


  ‘Personally I was not here,’ he said, ‘and some of my colleagues are reluctant to deal with our European overlords. They feel they must present a particular image, and the curious death of a woman might bring unwanted attention.’


  ‘Would you have reported it?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But we cannot build our lives on what-ifs.’


  She turned to go but he laid his hand on her arm. ‘Miss Anderson,’ he said, ‘please take care.’


  There was something about the way he spoke that gave her pause. At that moment another priest came in and knelt by the door.


  ‘Is there something you want to tell me?’ she said quietly.


  ‘P. K. Moopanar has been a frequent visitor to the temple.’


  ‘Her father?’


  ‘He has been reciting the Rinn harta mantra.’


  ‘I don’t know Sanskrit.’


  He nodded. ‘It is for wealth and prosperity.’


  ‘When did he start doing that?’


  ‘About a year ago.’


  ‘Thank you for your help,’ she said and left the shrine, collecting Renuka, who was busy muttering one of the shorter mantras, on the way out of the temple.


  Maliha set off back towards Black Town with Renuka in tow.


  They crossed the stinking drainage ditch and turned onto the main road.


  ‘Why would the Moopanars move to a smaller house?’ said Maliha.


  ‘Their daughter had married and moved out. They did not need anything bigger.’


  ‘What man of means would move to a less ostentatious dwelling? He wants the world to know how rich he is and how he is blessed. It might be sensible to move, but that is what a woman would say, not a man.’


  Renuka shrugged. ‘Perhaps his wife rules him.’


  ‘And why would he be in the temple praying for better prosperity?’


  Renuka was about to question the statement when Maliha interrupted her. ‘The priest told me.’


  ‘Perhaps his business is doing badly.’


  ‘It isn’t,’ said Maliha. That was one of things I was looking for in the papers. But the Devanayas’ business is almost completely dead.’


  ‘But the wedding and their house?’


  Maliha looked at her cousin. ‘Exactly.’


  The two of them stopped at the side of the road to allow a carriage to pass, then set off across the street. There was a clatter of iron on stone as a horse thundered out of a side street and turned towards them. Transfixed for a moment as it barrelled towards them, Maliha jumped back, attempting to pull Renuka with her.


  Her shoe caught between the stones and she tripped. Her treacherous weakened thigh refused to support her and she tumbled back, pulling Renuka down with her. The sound of a riding crop whipped past her ear and her hat was ripped from her head.


  The horse disappeared down the next side street and the sound of its hooves was quickly lost. Maliha felt her heart pumping fast and she was panting. Pain shot through her thigh. She closed her eyes and deliberately slowed her breath. Ignoring the pain, she rolled over and pushed herself up until she regained her feet.


  Renuka was already standing and held out her hand. ‘I’m fine,’ growled Maliha. Renuka snatched her hand back.


  This is what she had been afraid of. Still, it would solve one problem: how to persuade Renuka to stay away from her from now on.


  ‘Your lovely hat,’ cried Renuka as she held it out to Maliha. The whip had cut through the fabric and straw. It was almost in half. ‘Thank goodness you threw me to the ground! If that foolish fellow had hit you instead …’


  Then I would be slightly more disfigured than I already am, finished Maliha.


  ‘This was no accident, Renuka. I told you it was going to get dangerous and this is what I meant.’


  A small crowd had gathered and was staring at them.


  Maliha snatched the remains of the hat from Renuka and grabbed her hand. She almost dragged her across the road to the entrance to her grandmother’s house.


  ‘You cannot accompany me anymore.’


  ‘But …’


  ‘Do not be a child,’ said Maliha. ‘I told you I was beating the bushes to flush out the murderer. And this is what happens. It becomes dangerous. I love you, cousin, and you have a real life ahead of you. I do this because I do not. It does not matter what happens to me; it does matter what happens to you.’


  ‘But …’


  Maliha softened and took Renuka’s hand. ‘You have a life with Balaji to look forward to.’


  ‘And if my mother-in-law is like Arnithi’s?’


  ‘She won’t be,’ said Maliha. ‘I know she will be a good person and will love you.’


  ‘You can’t know that.’


  ‘It is what you deserve.’


  ‘Did Arnithi deserve what happened to her?’


  There are those that would say she did. ‘She created the situation whether she deserved it or not. It was she who chose to have a relationship with another man no matter how chaste it was.’


  Maliha looked at the maid. ‘Take your mistress home.’


  Renuka did not protest but walked slowly away. Maliha looked down at her ruined bonnet. It was only a material thing, it meant nothing.


  But it had been pretty.


  xi


  Maliha spent the rest of the day in her room. She did not like to admit it, but the attack had scared her. She tried to dismiss it as concern for her cousin but the fear in her own face when she looked into the mirror revealed the truth.


  She had no friends here. She thought for a moment of Mr Crier. He might be useful in this situation since he would be able to go into places she could not. But she had not seen him since they had left the RMS Macedonia. She could send a message to Barbara to see if she could find him.


  Maliha frowned and slammed her hand against the mirror’s surface. What was she thinking? She was perfectly capable of dealing with this. She had not needed him in England; she could have done without him on the ship. She most certainly did not need him now.


  All she had to do was determine the next move.


  She lay on the bed and replayed the attack. She had not been paying full attention and then it had happened so fast she had not been looking at the horse. Not that looking at horses was her favourite pastime. It had been a horse that had caused her injury. She did not like horses.


  However, her memory did not fail her. As always she could see everything again and even make out details she did not know she had noticed. The horse was black, quite heavy, and in extremely good condition. She could see the way the sun reflected off its coat and the oiled leather of the straps.


  In India horses were expensive, and required a great deal of looking after. Whoever owned the horse had money. The link between the horse and the Chasseurs was too obvious to be missed, even by a blind man.


  Unfortunately, she had seen nothing of the rider, as she had been too busy falling and trying to protect Renuka. Drat the girl.


  No. It was not Renuka’s fault; it was her own. She should never have allowed her to tag along in the first place.


  The attack had not been intended to kill her, only to scare and inflict pain. To scare her off. And that meant, as she had said to Renuka, the plan was working. But where did she go from here?


  The person who had attacked her was probably a Chasseur, tied into the fact that the murder weapon was a sabre. And someone at the barracks had intercepted the message from Arnithi, so knew she would be at the meeting place while Captain Paquette did not.


  The same person who attacked her was almost certainly the murderer. It was interesting that this person had not tried to kill her as well. That would be the simplest solution, but instead she was being warned.


  What did that mean? Did it mean anything? They could just be avoiding the coincidence of an investigator being killed. If she died the British might insist on an enquiry. The murderer could not afford that.


  Maliha sighed and lay down again. She stared at the ceiling and listened to the sounds of Pondicherry: the distant sea, the seagulls, the carriages and mechanicals in the street, and voices from within and outside the house.

  


  She awoke to the sound of the dinner bell. It was dark in the room. She was not dressed appropriately but the hunger decided for her and she headed down. The door to the room Grandfather used as his office was open and the lights were off. Usually he worked in the evening.


  Grandmother barely glanced at Maliha as she entered the dining room. When the French built Black Town they followed their usual rules for the most part, creating rooms that fitted their culture. So that’s the way the rooms were used by the Indian upper classes.


  ‘Is Grandfather out?’


  Grandmother sniffed and snorted. Maliha winced, it was un-British, though not un-Indian. She felt like a triangular peg that fitted neither the round nor the square hole.


  ‘Your grandfather has a business meeting.’


  ‘Oh?’


  Maliha let her half-question hang in the air while she helped herself to the first course of rice.


  To her shame, Grandmother had not born any male heirs: only Maliha’s mother and her sister, Renuka’s mother. So she had no daughter-in-law to wait on her hand and foot. And no male heir to take over Grandfather’s business. Maliha, even as the eldest descendant, was not going to get anything from them. It would pass to Renuka’s brothers.


  ‘Each month there is a meeting at the French Officer’s Club,’ said Grandmother.


  ‘Oh?’ Maliha said again, and took another mouthful of rice, forcing her left hand to remain in her lap. It was an effort.


  Grandmother did not reply immediately. Maliha wondered whether she was debating about telling the truth—which she almost certainly knew, and which Maliha could easily guess. These so-called business meetings would be nothing more than opportunities for gambling and drinking. Yes, it was certain that business was also discussed but the atmosphere would be relaxed and soldiers could be relied upon to indulge themselves. After all they would not allow the social customs of the invaded to get in the way of their enjoyment.


  ‘The more important businessmen meet and discuss matters. They can also make deals with the French. It is a good arrangement.’


  ‘I see.’


  Maliha considered the possibilities: either all the businessmen indulged or none of them. Probably the latter since it would not be good if their behaviour leaked out. It was not that gambling, or even alcohol, was actually forbidden, it was that they were associated with bad karma. Anyone indulging was putting his next life at risk—and to be identified as a man who drank or gambled recklessly could threaten his business in this life.


  But that gave Maliha another thought. She was certain Arnithi had been killed by a Chasseur, but there was no solid motive that she could see. Unless one of them was jealous of Captain Paquette, or perhaps had hidden feelings for him, or was outraged at a European having a relationship with an Indian. But, in all those cases, a word in the right place could have brought the relationship to an end. It was not a strong enough motive for such a cold-blooded crime.


  On the other hand, perhaps a Chasseur might have been convinced to commit the murder for another person. Someone who had a real motive, one related to money and a great deal of it.


  She would write a letter immediately after dinner.


  xii


  Maliha sat on the bench in the hidden spot where Louis Paquette and Arnithi Devanaya had had their trysts. They may not have kissed, perhaps they did not even touch, but they were lovers nonetheless. Maliha had chosen to wear a sari, just as Arnithi would have done.


  It was not raining but the sky was overcast and there was an uncommon chill in the air with a light mist hanging over the sea. There was no wind and the waves growled rather than roared.


  A French Zeppelin-style airship had gone over fifteen minutes before but even its engines were muffled by the damp air and it was little more than a dark shadow in the sky.


  She jumped at the sound of a boot striking the step of the steep iron staircase. There was the clatter of a sheathed sword striking the metal railing. And last, a double crunch as he jumped the final distance to the sand.


  ‘Miss Anderson.’


  The voice was not that of Louis Paquette.


  ‘Major Chauvin, you got my letter then.’ She looked up into his dark eyes and held them. ‘I suspected it might be you, though for Captain Paquette’s sake I wished it was not.’


  There was pain in his eyes but she did not feel for him. He had murdered a woman in cold blood, and no reason could be justification enough. He made a choice and it was a bad one. If he had another life, this amount of bad karma would make it hell.


  ‘How could you think it was me?’


  ‘You mean apart from your attacking me in broad daylight on one of the infantry horses?’ she said, not hiding her contempt. ‘The murderer had to know Captain Paquette was having a liaison with Arnithi Devanaya, and be able to intercept the letter from her to know where she was going to be. Only a close friend would be in that position.’


  She looked back out into the grey mist. ‘And, of course, you are here now.’


  ‘I could kill you,’ he said quietly.


  She shrugged. ‘You could, but you won’t. There’s no money in it.’


  ‘I didn’t do it for money!’


  ‘I’m sure you thought you were doing it for your family’s honour,’ she said and watched the expression of surprise cross his face. She had been right. ‘But all you did was trade a forgivable shame for an unforgivable one.’


  Maliha gave him a moment to respond but he remained silent. ‘Did Mr Moopanar explain all the details? Yes, he must have done; otherwise you would not have done it.’


  ‘How could you know?’


  ‘Most people spend their time in this world with their eyes closed,’ she said. ‘I, however, do not. The Devanaya business was bankrupt and yet they paid for a five-day wedding and continue to live in style. The Moopanars export increasing tonnage of kaolin for all the new industrial applications, and yet they have taken a smaller house. And the link between them is Arnithi.’


  Maliha pushed her walking stick into the sand and stood up. ‘I noted old bruises on her body when I found her, along with more recent burns. The Devanayas were extorting money from the Moopanars. I imagine Arnithi had no idea. Every new bride expects to be treated badly by her mother-in-law. But how many more times would she fall down the stairs if the Moopanars did not pay? And not only that, but the silly girl was meeting another man. I’m sure that, if he dared tolerate the shame, P. K. Moopanar could have escaped the trap by exposing her crime. But perhaps he could not bear to see her stoned to death. A sword would be quicker and cleaner.’


  Major Chauvin shook his head as if trying to shake loose the tangles of his crime.


  ‘But you,’ she said turning to face him. ‘You are, I imagine, a very bad gambler.’


  ‘How could you possibly know that?’


  ‘Though your income must be greater than your friend’s, your uniform is older and in need of replacement. And since you were the one who killed her, Arnithi’s father must have had some hold over you.’


  He looked down at the sand at her feet. ‘I cannot stop.’


  ‘Nor do you win. So among your fellow officers and friends you have built up considerable debts, yes?’


  He gave the very slightest of nods.


  ‘He saw you losing and had an idea. I imagine he bought up all of your debts and then told you he would expose you and shame your family if you did not do as he instructed.’


  Chauvin nodded again. ‘And pay them if I did as he said.’


  ‘I’m sure he made it sound logical, almost the best thing to be done. She was behaving badly and her mere existence allowed another man to get away with extortion. If she disappeared, every problem would be solved.’


  ‘It is exactly as you say, Miss Anderson.’


  The damp weather made her leg ache more than usual. There was no position in which she was comfortable. She walked across the sand until she stood at the place where the stream flowed into the sea. The major followed.


  ‘So you ran her through with your sabre, stripped her of her clothes, and threw her in from here, assuming she would be washed out to sea and never seen again.’


  ‘I was wrong.’


  ‘You had no experience of the sea. Captain Paquette would probably have known when it was best to dispose of the body.’


  The stream did smell very bad. She turned and walked back up the beach to the bench. She heard his sword being pulled from its sheath. She turned and sat.


  ‘You will not kill me, Major.’


  ‘Won’t I?’ He loomed over her and touched the blade to her bodice.


  ‘You can put this right, Major. It is in your power.’


  ‘You ask too much.’


  Maliha went cold with anger. She held it in check. ‘Murdering a woman is less than your shame?’


  ‘I will be condemned to hell for eternity.’


  ‘Only if your Roman Catholic church is right. If Hinduism is right, you may have a few unpleasant lifetimes, but redemption is available.’


  ‘I am not Hindu.’


  ‘Neither am I, anymore.’


  ‘You are taunting me,’ he growled.


  ‘No, simply pointing out there are options,’ she said calmly. ‘Though I find, when you choose to follow the path of right, there is usually only one route and it is the hardest. I know you can see it, Major. You must choose whether to step on it.’


  Epilogue


  Barbara Makepeace-Flynn had given Maliha a warm welcome when she returned to the house in Ceylon.


  From her bedroom window Maliha could see the glass and steel of the Fortress and watch the ships lifting into the Void. The air was alive with airships and other flying machines from all parts of the world. The atmospheric tubes buzzed with trains heading up into India.


  This felt more like home than Pondicherry.


  Barbara might be a new acquaintance, but she did not judge and accepted Maliha as no one in her real family did—except perhaps Renuka. And here at the beating heart of the British Empire, there was always the possibility she might see Mr Crier again.


  At breakfast a few days later, Maliha read in the newspaper that a businessman named P. K. Moopanar had been found stabbed to death with a sword, along with a French cavalry officer who had apparently committed suicide with a revolver.


  It was the best outcome she could have expected.
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