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Chapter 1

The Naga Hills District, Assam Province, 1951

The shriek came from the darkness between the trees, a howl so plaintive it returned her instantly to the streets of Bombay. A typical evening in India’s glamour capital, punctuated by the yells of fruitsellers, the shouts of rickshawwallahs, and the tortured cries of those discovering too late that not everything that glittered in the city of dreams was gold.

But she was a long way from home now.

‘It’s a capuchin. Whole troop of them, by the sound of it.’

Persis turned from the wooden railing to find the American, Oren Rake, approaching, cigar in hand. Rake, a cadaverous man in his late forties, with dark hair, greying in iron streaks, had the weathered quality common to men who had spent time in the tropics, battling the elements. In India that was a fight most men were bound to lose. The saner ones tended not to step into the ring at all.

But you couldn’t explain that to a foreigner.

Rake stopped beside her, the floorboards of the hotel’s rear veranda creaking softly beneath his feet. A tall man, well over six feet, and powerfully built. He wore a bush suit, in olive green, together with a revolver, holstered at the hip, as if he had swaggered out of a saloon in a low-budget western. She could smell his odour, a unique blend of a woody aftershave and his own rutting-stag musk.

Persis watched him fumble in his pocket for a cigar cutter, snip the cigar, then light it. The tip glowed dully.

‘So you’re a cop?’

Was she? She couldn’t be sure any more. Banished from Bombay, sent three thousand kilometres eastwards to the very edge of the country, to lose herself in these godforsaken hills, she was finding it difficult to reconcile past with present.

Persis Wadia, India’s first female police detective.

How hollow those headlines now seemed! And how vainglorious the expectations such words placed upon her.

And yet. There was little doubt that she had earned her spurs. The cases that she had investigated back at the Malabar House station in Bombay – beginning, just over a year ago, with the murder of a prominent English diplomat – had catapulted her to national attention, a star at the tender age of twenty-eight. The fact that the station was populated by a contingent of the force’s most unwanted had done little to slow her rise. Her subsequent fame had brought out the best – and worst – in her fellow citizens. Plaudits from those who considered her apotheosis in line with the country’s post-independence march on progress; brickbats from those horrified by the notion of women abandoning their traditional posts and overrunning the manly edifices of the new regime.

Persis had put on a steely front. Having lost her mother as a child, she had been raised by her father – a man who would have made Attila the Hun seem a geisha by comparison – never to take a backwards step. But sometimes the strength it took to deal with prejudice – and idiocy – was beyond her.

‘Do you suppose I’m wearing this uniform for fun?’

Rake’s grey eyes, the colour of ash, held fast; then he set his elbows on the railing and leaned out into the night.

Beyond the perimeter wall the hillside ran steeply down into the jungle, a dense mass of trees that whispered thickly into the near distance. Sounds emerged from the shadows, not just the gibbering of monkeys, but the whine and whirr of insects, the eerie song of flying lizards, and the rustling of bats. Above, the sky was a velvet dome, stars gleaming with crystal-bright urgency. If there was a solitary compensation to being here, Persis thought, it was the startling beauty of the night heavens.

‘We haven’t been officially introduced. My name is Oren. Oren Rake. I run a mining outfit, a few hours north of Kohima.’

‘I know who you are, Mr Rake.’

‘Please. Call me Oren.’ He flicked ash over the railing. ‘I have a place in Kohima, but I spend most of my time out in the hills. These days, when I venture south, I tend to stay here, at the Victoria. It’s a little isolated, but that’s no bad thing. Kohima’s a real frontier town, now. You never know if you’re going to make it out alive.’ He flashed an easy grin.

Did she agree with him? Perhaps. Kohima was one of only two or three towns worthy of the name in the Naga Hills region, and the site of the police station to which Persis had been seconded. The place was growing fast, but with growth came the anxieties – and politics – of modernity. Following independence, the local Naga population had split into those who favoured continuing as part of the new India – with all that entailed – and those who wanted to go their own way.

Greater Nagaland. Nagalim. An independent nation for the Naga people.

The very idea had caused the prime minister, sitting in faraway Delhi, to choke on his morning grapefruit. The Centre’s response had been swift and urgent. Nehru had made it clear that there was as much chance of India letting go of the Naga Hills as there was of a tiger giving up a coolie clamped in its jaws. Soldiers had been despatched. Furious headlines had railed against the ungrateful eastern tribes out in the misty hinterlands beyond the ‘chicken’s neck’, that narrow pass that connected mainland India to the semi-tropical tea-growing regions of the north-east.

For Persis, still finding her feet in the region, it meant navigating a place where, increasingly, death and rhetoric had become opposite sides of the same coin.

‘How long have you been out here?’ Rake’s gaze remained on the jungle.

‘Just over a month.’

‘And what brought you here?’

What could she tell him? That any notion of choice in her presence here was laughable? That the powers-that-be had decreed her banishment, for reasons that she still found baffling? Her thoughts returned to Bombay, the sights and sounds of a city that, in spirit and aspect, remained a million miles from these forbidden and unknowable hills. Bombay, with its chaotic traffic, its thunderous advance on destiny, its overpowering essence. A city that had inspired a thousand songs, a thousand films, and a thousand stories, including her own.

Though, of late, her life had taken the sort of unexpected twists that even Bombay’s mercurial film directors might have balked at.

Living through the turmoil that had marred the end of the Raj had taught her that life was neither predictable nor fair. Since joining the force, the trials and tribulations of being the Indian Police Service’s only woman, at the mercy of male superiors – and peers – who often treated her as an abhorrent infection rather than a colleague, had only served to sharpen her defensive reflexes. But you couldn’t keep a good woman down. Not if she was standing over you with her foot on your neck.

Perhaps the American sensed her hesitance. ‘Well, whatever it was, I doubt you were sufficiently prepared for this.’ He nodded into the jungle. ‘They say the forests are haunted by dead soldiers. Englishmen and Japs. The Naga believe each star in the night sky is a warrior fallen in battle. They love a good death here.’

Rake’s assertion was not so far from the truth. Could anything have truly prepared her for the intrigues of a land all but cut off from the rest of the world? A Shangri-La of sunless forests and highland villages, mired in myth and war?

‘He’s out there, somewhere. Baba Dao. The great revolutionary. Apparently, his name means “father of daggers”.’ Rake examined the glowing tip of his cigar. ‘They say he’s vowed to kill every last one of us. Foreigners, I mean. That goes for mainlanders, too.’

She was saved from having to respond by the arrival of the night porter. The youth – barely into his twenties and dressed in a white dinner jacket monogrammed with the letters HV – Hotel Victoria – was flushed, eyes wide. ‘Madam. The manager has requested your presence.’

‘Where?’

‘Mr Sinha’s room. We have a problem.’

 

Persis followed the young man – she recalled that his name was Peter Jadonang – through the hotel, up several flights of stairs to the topmost floor. The floor was taken up entirely by the suite rooms of Mohan Sinha, the region’s governor. Sinha had been sent to the Naga Hills district by Prime Minister Nehru a year earlier. In that time, the man had made it his mission to stamp out the incipient rebellion. But for every fire he put out, he appeared to have started two more.

She had seen Sinha around Kohima, always with an armed escort, met him only the twice, the first time a day after she had arrived in town. Sinha had summoned her to his office at the commissioner’s residence, eager to make the acquaintance of the country’s only female police officer, a celebrity in her own right.

The governor had wanted to hear about Bombay. Bright lights, big city. He had spent almost the entirety of his life in Calcutta, Bombay’s dour older sister, had once dreamed of travelling the well-trodden path to India’s city of dreams, pursuing a career in film. But his father, a wealthy businessman, had had different ideas.

In that first meeting, Sinha had struck her as a man consumed by his own legacy. He had talked incessantly about his intent to pacify the region – by any means at his disposal – and then to advance upon Delhi as a conquering hero. He was a chain-smoker, with a penchant for expensive suits and French perfume. Rake thin.

It had taken her a while to see beyond the dandyish veneer to the political animal within. Sinha was an important man. He had made a name for himself in Bengal, the country’s richest state, where he controlled a large voting bloc. During the war years, that fame had grown, as he had pitched himself headfirst into the communal rioting that had erupted in Calcutta and her environs. Somehow, he had emerged from the carnage unscathed, and with a vociferous base at his beck and call. More than one commentator believed that the wily, Oxbridge-educated politico had the chops to make it all the way to Delhi, possibly as a successor to Nehru. In time.

Perhaps the prime minister had sensed this, forcing his hand in sending Sinha to the crucible of the Naga Hills. Here, it was assumed, Sinha would either prove his mettle or be swallowed by the jungle and forgotten.

 

She found the hotel manager, David Keishing, pacing the floorboards outside Sinha’s door like an expectant father.

‘What’s the problem?’

‘Mr Sinha isn’t responding,’ said Keishing.

‘It’s late. Perhaps he’s asleep?’

‘No. He never sleeps before midnight. Peter goes in to collect his dining cart each evening at this time. He has never not opened the door before.’

‘Fine. So open it. Why am I here?’

Keishing, a short, round-faced Naga in a grey morning suit, patted his hands together nervously. In the tropical heat, the suit seemed both an extravagance and wildly incongruous. The man was practically swimming in his own perspiration. Persis knew that the uniform – along with much of the Hotel Victoria’s starched aspect – was dictated by the establishment’s idiosyncratic proprietor, Apeni Ao.

‘Mr Sinha is a powerful man. If I break into his room without permission . . .’ He left the thought unsaid.

‘But you think I should do it?’

‘You are a police officer.’

‘I’ll do it.’

Persis turned to find Rake breathing down her neck. The American had followed her from the hotel’s rear veranda. ‘Mohan is a friend. I’d hate to think anything’s happened to him.’

He stepped forward, but Persis stopped him with a raised hand. ‘If I need your help, I’ll ask for it.’

She turned to the door, examined it, then tensed herself. Focusing her energies, she aimed a kick at the lock, then another, and another. When she eventually burst through, she realised that the inner bolt, now displaced from its mooring, had been drawn.

She found herself in a spacious living room, a sofa arrangement – complete with a marble-topped coffee table – to one side. On a sideboard, a gramophone took pride of place. One wall was taken over by a portrait of Queen Victoria, set side by side with an image of Gandhi. The queen was po-faced. Gandhi appeared to be smiling at a joke only he understood.

She caught sight of her reflection in a gilt-framed oval mirror.

She had arrived back late from Kohima that evening, and had ventured out on to the hotel’s rear veranda, still in her khaki uniform, a moment of respite before the business of showering and changing for dinner. Minutes later, Oren Rake had interrupted her solitude, and then the night porter, Peter, had arrived to summon her. Her cheeks were dusty from the ride back from the city, and her nostrils twitched at the pungent note of sweat rising from her clothing. With her cap removed, her hair, thick and black, wound behind her head in a plait. She knew that she favoured her mother, dark eyes and features that men found attractive. At the police academy, she had expended as much energy batting away unwanted advances as she had in the gymnastics hall. In the years since, there had been only two genuine interactions with the opposite sex, one a brief liaison with an older man who had walked out on her, abruptly and without explanation, only to send her a card to his wedding a month later; the other, the unhappy state of affairs with Archie Blackfinch, a train wreck that had been slow in the making, but threatened to derail them both.

She shook away the thought, returned to the room.

Doors led off on all sides.

The others crowded in around her shoulders. ‘Don’t touch anything,’ she said.

Persis stepped through the door to her left and into a formal dining room. A mahogany dining table ran the length of the room, its surface mirror-bright with polish. On the table was a folded newspaper and a plate harbouring the remains of a meal, a glass half-filled with amber liquid set beside it. At the foot of the table stood one of the hotel’s wheeled dining carts, draped in a white cloth. Atop the cart was a bottle of whisky, and a steel cloche on a sterling-silver tray. A window in one wall was inset with mosquito mesh. Visible behind the mesh: a succession of iron bars.

Her nostrils twitched. Oren Rake’s unique musk made itself known, settling around her shoulders like a fox fur.

A cry of alarm sent them swiftly back into the living room.

Persis followed Rake and David Keishing through another door and into a master bedroom. The cry had come from the en suite attached to the bedroom. She saw Peter framed in the doorway. The boy’s face had paled; horror twisted his handsome features.

Persis walked past him and into the bathroom.

What she saw there sent her stomach into freefall.
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