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    Prologue: The Beach

    
    
  
  The memory was not hers. Not exactly.

It belonged to a version of herself that existed before names, before bodies, before the specific limitation of bones and blood and a nineteen-year-old's metabolism that required chai every two hours. The memory lived in a place between remembering and knowing — the way you know the sun will rise without having been taught the mechanics of planetary rotation. A certainty that predated language.

In the memory: a beach.

Not Alibaug. Not Goa. Not the commercialised stretches of Indian coastline where families spread bedsheets on volcanic sand and ate vada pav while children screamed at waves. This beach existed before India existed. Before the subcontinent had separated from Gondwana and drifted north to crash into Asia and crumple the earth into the Himalayas. This beach existed when the world was young and the gods walked on its surface like children exploring a new room — curious, careless, magnificent.

The sand was gold. Not golden — gold. The actual element, ground to granules by a geology that had nothing to do with erosion and everything to do with divinity. It glowed under a sun that was not a star but a presence — a warmth so total that it didn't illuminate the world so much as constitute it.

She stood on this beach. Surya Devi. The first light. The oldest of the celestial sisters, the one whose fire had seeded every sun in every galaxy and whose warmth was the precondition for everything that breathed.

She was not alone.

He stood at the waterline. Tall. Dark-haired. The first being she had created — not born, not manifested, but created, the way a sculptor creates from clay, except the clay was cosmic energy and the sculpture was a man whose beauty was so devastating that looking at him felt like staring into her own fire.

Kaal.

The Titan of Time. Her first and most powerful creation. The being into whom she had poured half her fire, half her life, half the burning that made her who she was. She had made him immortal because she couldn't bear the thought of him ending. She had made him Kaal — Time itself — because she wanted him to last forever.

"Mujhe immortal nahi banna," he had said. The first language. Not Hindi — the words that preceded Hindi, the proto-speech that would eventually become Sanskrit and then split into a thousand tongues across a thousand centuries. But the meaning was the same: I don't want to be immortal.

"Toh main tujhe kya doon?" she had asked. Then what should I give you?

He had looked at her. The brown eyes — the eyes that she had designed, that she had crafted from the specific shade of earth that she loved most, the colour of chai before the milk, the colour of wet bark in monsoon — those eyes had held something that gods were not supposed to feel.

Vulnerability.

"Ek purpose de," he had said. Give me a purpose.

And she had. Standing on that golden beach with the first ocean lapping at their feet and the first stars (her sisters, though she didn't know it yet) winking into existence overhead, she had given him her fire and her word:

"Agar kabhi meri behen mujhe haar de — agar woh meri shakti absorb kar le — toh tu mujhe apni de dena. Yeh tera purpose hai."

If my sister ever defeats me — if she absorbs my power — then you give me yours. That is your purpose.

He had smiled. The devastating smile. The smile that would, across centuries and incarnations and betrayals and reconciliations, remain the single most dangerous weapon in any universe she inhabited.

"Done," he had said. In English. Because Kaal, even at the beginning of time, had a flair for anachronism.

She had kissed him. On that golden beach. The first kiss in the history of creation. The kiss that had transferred the fire from her body to his, the warmth flowing through the contact of their lips like a river finding a new channel, and when she pulled back, she was colder — fractionally, imperceptibly colder — and he was alive in a way he hadn't been before.

The memory ended there. Every time. The beach, the gold, the kiss, the fire, and then — nothing. The curtain of incarnation falling across the stage, the cosmic amnesia that accompanied every rebirth, the specific cruelty of being a goddess who had lived for eons and could remember almost none of it.

Surya Deshmukh — Suri to her friends, beta to her mother, that-brilliant-girl-who-runs-cold to everyone who'd ever shaken her hand — woke up in her hostel room at IIT Pune with the taste of gold on her tongue and the phantom warmth of a kiss that had happened before the world began.

3:47 AM. The digital clock's blue numbers cutting through the darkness of Room 412, Hostel 9, IIT Pune campus.

She pressed her fingers to her lips. They were cold. They were always cold. The sun goddess who couldn't generate warmth — the cosmic joke that the universe had been telling at her expense for nineteen years.

Outside, Pune slept. The December night pressed against the window — not the brutal cold of northern India but Pune's polite chill, the 14-degree courtesy that Maharashtrians called "thand" and that anyone from Delhi would call "pleasant."

Suri pulled the razai tighter. The quilt was her mother's — hand-stitched, cotton-stuffed, smelling of Amma's cupboard (naphthalene and sandalwood and the specific warmth of a Deshmukh household that compensated for what their daughter's skin could not provide).

The dream was already fading. The beach. The gold. The man whose name she couldn't say without her chest constricting.

Kaal.

She didn't know why she dreamed of him. She didn't know why the dreams left her mouth tasting of cinnamon and her hands aching for contact with skin she had never touched — not in this life, not in this body, not in the nineteen years of being Suri Deshmukh of Kothrud, Pune, Maharashtra, India, Earth, Solar System, the specific and mundane coordinates of a girl whose biggest problem should have been her final-year project submission.

Should have been.

The fire stirred inside her. The cold fire — the blue-white energy that lived in the space between her ribs, that had been there since birth, that her mother didn't know about and her father had never suspected and that Suri had spent nineteen years hiding with the discipline of a person whose survival depended on normalcy.

The fire was cold. It shouldn't have been. She was the sun. She knew this the way she knew the beach memory — not through learning but through being. She was the sun, and the sun was hot, and she was cold, and this contradiction was the first and most fundamental fact of her existence.

Something was wrong with her fire. Something had been wrong for centuries. Something that the dream almost explained and that waking always erased.

Suri closed her eyes. The dream was gone. The beach was gone. The golden sand and the devastating man and the kiss that had created time itself — gone.

But the taste of cinnamon lingered.

And the fire — the cold, wrong, impossible fire — the fire was awake.




  
    Chapter 1: The Institute

    
    
  
  She was getting on Suri's nerves. And that was significant, considering Suri had once fought a Vetala in the women's washroom of Pune Junction railway station during peak hour without losing her composure.

Maitreyi was in lecture mode. Full Maitreyi — the version that emerged when mythology was mentioned within her hearing range, which was considerable, and which activated a verbosity setting that no human engineering had yet found the off-switch for.

"Mythology is not just stories," Maitreyi was saying, her laser pointer dancing across the holographic projection like a caffeinated firefly. The projection showed the Trimurti — Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva — rendered in the hyper-detailed style that IIT Pune's new imaging lab made possible. The gods floated above the seminar table, their faces serene, their multiple arms gesturing at nothing, their divine indifference to the twenty-three first-year Humanities elective students who were watching them with expressions ranging from polite boredom to active hostility. "Mythology is the operating system of civilisation. Every religion, every culture, every art movement — they all run on mythological code."

Suri sat at the back. The seat she always chose — the position that allowed maximum wall-contact and minimum human-contact, the introvert's strategic optimisation of a classroom's geometry. Her fingers were wrapped around a steel tumbler of cutting chai from Raju Kaka's stall outside Gate 3. The chai was the temperature of the sun. The irony was not lost on her.

The cutting chai — fifty millilitres of redemption — was the only warm thing about Suri Deshmukh. Her fingers, wrapped around the steel, were cold. Her skin, where it touched the December air leaking through the window's imperfect seal, was cold. The tip of her nose, which she rubbed absently with her free hand, was cold.

Cold. Always. The sun goddess who couldn't warm herself. The cosmic joke that kept telling itself.

"Before you begin your semester projects," Maitreyi continued, adjusting her dupatta with the unconscious efficiency of an Indian woman who had been managing fabric since age twelve, "you need to understand that these aren't fairy tales. The Mahabharata alone has more strategic complexity than any military textbook. The Ramayana has more emotional nuance than any novel written in the last two thousand years. And if you think Greek mythology is just Zeus having affairs — well, you're not entirely wrong, but you're missing the point."

A laugh rippled through the room. Maitreyi had that gift — the ability to make academic content palatable through the precise application of humour. She was twenty, same as Suri, a second-year humanities student whose encyclopaedic knowledge of every mythology ever recorded made her either the most interesting or the most exhausting person in any room, depending on how much sleep you'd had.

They weren't close friends. Not exactly. They shared three classes, a hostel floor, and the specific bond of two women who'd discovered that the other one took mythology seriously in a world that didn't. For Maitreyi, it was academic passion. For Suri, it was survival — because the myths were real, and knowing their details was the difference between recognising a threat and dying ignorant.

"Excuse me." A voice from the fourth row. A girl with straightened hair, designer glasses, and the specific confidence of someone whose parents' donation to the institute predated her admission. "Why should we care about mythology? It's just old stories. What does it have to do with engineering?"

The groan that escaped Suri was involuntary. She covered it with a sip of chai.

"Because," Suri said, standing before she'd decided to stand, the words leaving her mouth before her brain had approved them, the specific impulsiveness that her mother called tujha temper and that was actually the fire inside her responding to ignorance the way fire always responded to fuel — by burning, "every bridge you'll ever design, every algorithm you'll ever write, every system you'll ever build — it all started with someone asking a question they couldn't answer. And mythology is the first record of humans asking questions they couldn't answer." She walked to the front, and Maitreyi stepped aside with the smooth choreography of a woman who recognised a better speaker and had the grace to make room. "The Pushpak Viman isn't just a flying chariot — it's the first documented human imagination of flight. Sanjaya's live narration of the Kurukshetra war to Dhritarashtra isn't just a story device — it's the first concept of remote broadcasting. The Brahmastra isn't just a divine weapon — it's the first theoretical framework for weapons of mass destruction."

The room was quiet. The first-years — eighteen-year-olds who'd survived JEE Advanced and entered IIT believing that mythology was the opposite of science — the first-years were listening.

"You don't have to believe the gods are real," Suri said. (They were.) "You just have to understand that the people who wrote these stories weren't stupid. They were asking the same questions we ask — how does the universe work? What happens when we die? Why do people suffer? — and their answers are worth studying because they're the foundation that everything else was built on."

She looked at the girl in the fourth row. The girl looked back. Not hostile — recalibrating. The specific expression of an intelligent person encountering an argument that their existing framework couldn't dismiss.

"Plus," Suri added, "if you want to graduate from this elective, you'll need to write a paper on comparative mythology. So you might want to pay attention."

Maitreyi reclaimed the podium with a smile that said thank you and show-off in equal measure.



The class ended at 11:30. December sunlight — Pune's winter sun, gentle and golden, the kind of warmth that heated the stone buildings of the campus without burning — December sunlight fell across the quadrangle as students dispersed. Suri walked toward the canteen, her empty chai tumbler swinging from her fingers, her jacket zipped to the chin because the December chill that Pune natives found bracing felt, to her, like standing in a refrigerator.

Cold. Always cold.

The fire stirred. It did that — responded to her emotions, to her thoughts, to the specific frequency of her attention. When she taught, when she spoke about mythology with the conviction that came from knowing it was real, the fire woke up. Not warm — never warm — but present. A cold blue-white energy coiled in the space between her ribs, pressing against her sternum, reminding her that she was not, despite the IIT ID card in her pocket and the ₹47 cutting chai habit and the hostel room with its Kishore Kumar poster and its engineering textbooks, she was not normal.

She was Surya Devi. The sun goddess. Reincarnated into the body of a nineteen-year-old Maharashtrian girl whose mother made the best poha in Kothrud and whose father worked at Infosys and whose younger brother was preparing for JEE and whose entire family had no idea that their eldest daughter carried the fire of the first sun inside her chest and that the fire was broken and that beings older than the Himalayas were hunting her for it.

Normal. She wanted normal. She wanted chai and classes and the specific mundane beauty of a life unlived by cosmic responsibility. She wanted to worry about her CGPA and her project deadline and whether Akash would ever stop looking at her like that — like she was something precious, something fragile, something he wanted to hold and couldn't.

Instead, she got this. The fire. The dreams. The creatures that appeared at inconvenient moments — the Vetala in Pune Junction, the Pishacha at the Shaniwar Wada night tour, the Yaksha who'd tried to drown her in the Mula River during last year's Ganpati visarjan. Each encounter handled, contained, explained away. Each encounter a reminder that the normal life was a costume she wore over the real one.

"Suri!" Maitreyi caught up, slightly breathless, her kurta billowing. "That was brilliant. The Pushpak Viman comparison — I'm stealing that for my thesis."

"It's not stealing if I give it to you."

"Semantics. Listen, have you eaten? The mess has rajma chawal today and it's actually edible for once."

"Can't. I have — " Suri searched for a plausible excuse. She didn't have one. What she had was a meeting at the airport — Lohegaon, thirty minutes away if traffic cooperated, which in Pune it never did — with a being she hadn't seen in six months and whose appearance in her inbox that morning had sent her heart rate to 140 and her fire to a cold burn that had frosted the inside of her chai tumbler.

"A thing," she finished lamely.

Maitreyi's eyes narrowed. The mythology encyclopaedia was also, unfortunately, perceptive. "A thing."

"A thing."

"Is the thing approximately six feet tall, devastatingly attractive, and possessed of a smile that makes rational women forget their own names?"

"Maitreyi — "

"Because if the thing is Akash, you should know that he's been sitting outside your hostel room for twenty minutes looking like a puppy that's been told it can't go on the walk."

Suri's chest did the constricting thing. The Akash thing. The specific compression that happened when someone mentioned the boy who had been her best friend since first year and who looked at her with those blue eyes (blue — the only non-brown-eyed person she knew, a genetic anomaly that he claimed came from a Portuguese ancestor and that Suri suspected came from something older) and who didn't know what she was and who she could never tell and whose ignorance was both her protection and her prison.

"It's not Akash."

"Then who — "

"Maitreyi. It's a thing. I'll explain later."

She wouldn't explain later. She never explained later. The later-explanations had accumulated over two years into a debt so large that Suri had stopped tracking it, the way the government stopped tracking fiscal deficits after a certain point — acknowledging the number was too large to be useful.

Maitreyi let it go. The specific grace of a friend who had learned that Suri's secrets were load-bearing walls — remove them and the whole structure collapsed.

"Fine. But you're coming to the Mythology Society meeting tomorrow. I'm presenting on Kali's iconography and I need someone in the audience who won't fall asleep."

"Deal."

Maitreyi left. Suri walked toward the parking lot where her Activa waited — the Honda Activa 7G, electric, silver, the vehicle that every Pune girl between eighteen and thirty seemed to own, the two-wheeled democracy of middle-class Maharashtra.

Her phone buzzed. A message. No contact name — the number changed every time, because the sender existed partially outside the normal telecommunications infrastructure and because cellular networks hadn't been designed for beings whose temporal signature predated the invention of radio waves.

The message was two words:

Terminal 2. Now.

The taste of cinnamon flooded her mouth. The fire flared — cold, sharp, a blue-white spike that made her fingers tingle and her vision blur for half a second.

Kaal.



She didn't remember the drive to Lohegaon. This was not unusual — her body operated on autopilot during emotional states that her conscious mind couldn't process, the dissociative efficiency of a being whose survival instincts had been developed over eons and whose mortal body's nervous system couldn't always keep up. One moment she was on the campus road. The next, she was parking the Activa in the airport's two-wheeler lot, removing her helmet, and walking toward Terminal 2 with legs that felt like they belonged to someone else.

The alley behind the cargo section. Their meeting place. The specific geography of clandestine encounters — narrow, poorly lit, smelling of aviation fuel and the particular municipal neglect that characterised Pune's infrastructure edges. Suri had been meeting him here, secretly, for a year. Hidden from Akash. Hidden from Gauri. Hidden from everyone who would have opinions about a nineteen-year-old engineering student meeting the Titan of Time in an airport alley.

"Namaste, Surya."

Her muscles locked. Every time. Every single time, his voice did this — bypassed her nervous system's defensive architecture and went straight to the limbic brain, the ancient structure that handled fear and desire and the specific intersection where the two became indistinguishable.

She turned. He was leaning against the wall. Hidden in shadow, the December sunlight catching only his military boots and black jeans. His arms would be crossed. His leather jacket would be open over a white kurta — the anachronistic combination that was uniquely Kaal, the Titan who existed in all time periods simultaneously and whose wardrobe reflected this with an eclecticism that ranged from Mughal-era to streetwear.

"Kaal." Her voice was a whisper. She cleared her throat. "Punctual as always."

He stepped forward. Into the light.

The face that she had designed — not in this life, not consciously, but in the life before lives, on a beach made of gold — the face emerged from shadow. Brown skin. Brown eyes (the shade she had chosen, the chai-before-milk shade, the colour she saw in dreams and craved in waking). Full lips. A nose that was too perfect to be natural, which it wasn't. Short hair, black, the darkness of it absorbing light the way his temporal energy absorbed minutes.

He was, objectively, the most beautiful man she had ever seen. He was also the most dangerous. The combination was, she reflected, the entire problem.

"Kya karein," he said, the grin spreading. "Samay ka devta hoon. Punctuality to brand hai mera."

What to do. I'm the god of time. Punctuality is my brand.

"Tumne mujhe kyun bulaya?" She tried to sound businesslike. Indifferent. The attempt was pathetic. Her fire — the treacherous, cold, broken fire — was responding to his proximity the way it always did: with recognition. The energy that she had given him, the fire that lived in his body and had lived there since the golden beach, her fire recognised itself in him and reached for it with a longing that was physical, chemical, neurological.

Why did you call me?

"Chhaya kuch plan kar rahi hai." His voice dropped. The grin vanished. The devastating face rearranging into the configuration that she feared most — concern. Because Kaal was many things (betrayer, lover, liar, protector, the most complicated being in any mythology) but when he was concerned, the concern was real, and the reality of it meant the threat was serious. "Badi cheez. Bigger than last time."

Chhaya is planning something. Big.

"Obviously." Suri crossed her arms. The defensive posture. The armour she wore around him because without it, she would do something catastrophic — like touch him. "Woh mujhe maarna chahti hai. That's not news."

She wants to kill me.

"Yeh alag hai." He stepped closer. She stepped back. Her spine met the wall. The geometry of their encounters — always this: him advancing, her retreating, the wall stopping the retreat, the proximity becoming unbearable. "Woh kuch dhoondh rahi hai. Ya kisi ko. Mujhe nahi pata exactly kya. Lekin woh jaanti hai tu kahan hai, har waqt. Tera har qadam. Har jagah."

This is different. She's looking for something. Or someone. I don't know exactly what. But she knows where you are, all the time. Your every step. Every place.

The cinnamon scent. His proximity generating it — the specific olfactory signature of the Titan of Time, the smell that Suri associated with danger and desire in equal, agonising measure. She pressed her hands against the wall behind her.

"Aur tum yahan ho kyunki tum meri help karna chahte ho?" The sarcasm was a shield. A paper shield, but a shield. "Ya phir aur koi reason hai?"

And you're here because you want to help me? Or is there another reason?

His hand rose. The fingers — the fingers that had touched her face in a thousand lifetimes and that she could not allow to touch her face in this one — his fingers stopped. An inch from her cheek. The heat of his skin (he was warm, always warm, because he carried her fire, the fire she had given him, the warmth that should have been hers) radiating across the gap.

"Main hamesha teri help karna chahta hoon." The brown eyes holding hers. The depth of them — Kaal's eyes contained time itself, the accumulated experience of every moment since the first moment, and looking into them was like looking into a well that had no bottom. "Tu jaanti hai."

I always want to help you. You know that.

"Pichli baar bhi tumne yahi kaha tha." She ducked under his arm. Escaped the wall. Put distance between them — the critical distance that separated wanting from having, that kept the fire from leaping across the gap. "Aur phir tumne meri peeth mein chhura ghonpa."

You said the same thing last time. And then you stabbed me in the back.

The words landed. She watched them land — watched his face absorb them the way his body absorbed time, without visible impact but with an internal reconfiguration that she could sense through the fire-connection, the phantom link between the energy in her chest and the energy in his.

"Woh galti thi." Quietly. The quiet that was louder than his charm, louder than the grin, louder than the cinnamon. "Aur main har din us galti ki sazaa bhugataa hoon."

That was a mistake. And I pay for that mistake every day.

Suri looked at him. The man she had created. The Titan who had betrayed her. The first love whose first betrayal had set the template for every heartbreak that every being in every mythology had ever experienced — because when the sun's heart broke, the fracture lines spread across creation like cracks in glass, and every love story since had been an echo of this one.

"Mujhe jaana hai," she said. I have to go. "Agar Chhaya sach mein kuch plan kar rahi hai, toh Chandu se baat karungi. Woh jaanti hai portals kaise kaam karte hain."

If Chhaya is really planning something, I'll talk to Chandu. She knows how the portals work.

"Suri." He stopped her. Not with touch — with her name. The mortal name. Not Surya, not Frao Sunne, not the cosmic title. Suri. The name her mother had given her. The name that belonged to the girl, not the goddess.

"Kya?"

"Apni cold fire use karna band kar." The concern again. The real concern that she couldn't deflect with sarcasm or escape with distance. "Tu khud ko nuksaan pahuncha rahi hai. Aur damage irreversible ho sakta hai."

Stop using your cold fire. You're hurting yourself. And the damage could be irreversible.

The fire pulsed. As if it heard him. As if the broken, cold, wrong energy inside her recognised the warning and — what? Agreed? Disagreed? The fire had its own opinions. The fire had been alive longer than she had.

"Main theek hoon."

I'm fine.

She wasn't fine. She knew it. He knew it. The fire knew it.

She left the alley. The December sun falling across her face as she emerged — warm, golden, generous — the warmth that should have been hers, that she should have been generating, that the cold fire inside her converted into nothing.

The sun goddess walked through sunlight and felt nothing.

Behind her, in the shadow of the cargo alley, the Titan of Time watched her go. His hand — the hand that had almost touched her face — closed into a fist. The watch on his wrist — the amulet that measured his remaining time, the countdown that had been running since the day he was created — the watch ticked.

One year. Maybe less.

He turned into shadow and disappeared.




  
    Chapter 2: The Titan

    
    
  
  The Activa's electric motor hummed — the specific frequency of a vehicle designed for Pune's chaotic traffic, a sound so ubiquitous in Maharashtra that it had become auditory wallpaper, the drone that accompanied every commute, every market run, every escape from an airport alley where the Titan of Time had almost touched your face.

Suri drove. University Road to Senapati Bapat Road to the flyover that arced over the railway tracks near Deccan Gymkhana, the route that her muscle memory navigated while her conscious mind replayed the encounter in a loop that would have impressed any Zeigarnik researcher.

Kaal.

Six months since she'd seen him. Six months since the Narmada incident — the quest up the river that had gone sideways when Chhaya's Shakti warriors had ambushed them near Omkareshwar, the night that had ended with Rohan unconscious, Chandu's ice powers depleted, and Suri's cold fire crackling so violently that it had frozen a thirty-metre stretch of the sacred river solid. The Narmada. Frozen. In June. The local news had called it a freak atmospheric event. The priests had called it divine intervention. Suri had called it the worst night of her life.

Until today, apparently.

Chhaya kuch plan kar rahi hai. Badi cheez.

Chhaya was always planning something. Her dark sister — the shadow goddess, the being who existed in the space where light couldn't reach, whose very name meant shadow and whose purpose, as far as Suri could determine across multiple lifetimes of conflict, was to absorb Suri's fire and become the singular power in a universe that was designed for balance.

Balance. The cosmic architecture that required sun and moon and stars and shadow in equal measure, the divine ecosystem that Chhaya rejected with every fibre of her dark energy. She didn't want balance. She wanted supremacy. And the path to supremacy ran through Suri's chest, through the cold fire that was the last remnant of the original sun's power, through the broken energy that Suri couldn't even use properly.

The Activa stuttered over a pothole. Pune's roads — the eternal humbling of any vehicle, the great equaliser that treated BMWs and Activas with equal contempt. Suri's teeth clacked together. The fire jolted.

Her phone rang. Not the encrypted line that Kaal used — the normal one. The ringtone was "Zinda" from Bhaag Milkha Bhaag, because Suri had a weakness for Farhan Akhtar and because the song's insistence on being alive felt personally relevant for someone who was periodically targeted for divine assassination.

The caller ID: Aaku.

Akash Patil. Best friend. Blue-eyed anomaly. The boy who didn't know what she was and whom she could never tell and whose voice, arriving through the phone's speaker as she tapped the Bluetooth earpiece, produced a warmth in her chest that the sun itself couldn't generate.

"Suri. Kahan hai tu?"

Where are you?

"Driving. Kya hua?"

What happened?

"Professor Kulkarni ne project meeting reschedule kiya. Aaj shaam, seven o'clock, Lab 4." A pause. The pause that contained more information than the words. "Tu theek hai? You sound — different."

Akash heard things. Not in the supernatural way — in the human way, the attuned way, the way that came from two years of friendship so close that he could identify her mood from the spacing of her syllables. He heard the micro-tremor in her voice that the encounter with Kaal had left. He heard the elevated breathing that her heart rate hadn't yet normalised. He heard the specific frequency of a woman who had been in proximity to someone who made her feel things she couldn't afford to feel.

"Main theek hoon. Just traffic."

I'm fine. Just traffic.

"Pune traffic doesn't make you sound like that." Another pause. "Suri. Kya chal raha hai?"

What's going on?

The question. The question he asked every week, in variations, with the gentle persistence of water wearing stone — not aggressive, not demanding, just present, always present, always asking, always getting the same non-answer that he accepted with a patience that she didn't deserve.

"Kuch nahi." The lie. The familiar lie. "I'll be there at seven."

Nothing.

"Okay." The acceptance. The acceptance that cost him something — she could hear that too, the price of respecting a boundary that he didn't understand and that she couldn't explain. "Suri?"

"Hmm?"

"Jo bhi hai — you can tell me. Whenever you're ready. No rush."

Whatever it is.

The warmth. There it was. The Akash-warmth that the fire couldn't produce and that his voice generated effortlessly — not the cinnamon-danger-desire warmth of Kaal but something softer, steadier, the warmth of a heater in winter versus the warmth of a forest fire. Both warm. Only one safe.

"Thanks, Aaku."

She disconnected. The traffic thickened around Nal Stop — the intersection that existed in a permanent state of automotive dysfunction, where auto-rickshaws, buses, Activas, and the occasional cow created a Brownian motion of vehicles that no traffic algorithm could model. Suri wove through it, her cold fingers gripping the handlebars, her mind on two men who represented two kinds of warmth and neither of whom she could have without consequences that she wasn't ready to face.



The hostel room was small. This was fine. Suri had spent lifetimes in palaces and preferred the constraint — the four walls of Room 412, the single bed with Amma's razai, the desk where her textbooks competed for space with notebooks full of mythology diagrams that Maitreyi would have killed to read, the window that faced west and caught the sunset and that Suri watched every evening with the specific attention of a sun goddess whose relationship with her own celestial body was complicated.

She locked the door. Sat on the bed. Let the fire out.

Not a lot. Not the full blaze — the full blaze hadn't been possible since before she could remember, since whatever had happened in whatever lifetime had broken her fire and turned it from the warm gold of the original sun to this cold blue-white energy that froze instead of burned. Just a little. A cold flame in her palm, dancing above her skin, casting blue light across the room's walls.

The flame was beautiful. She could acknowledge that even while hating it. The way frost is beautiful — the geometric precision of ice crystals, the specific artistry of cold. Her fire made similar patterns: fractal, intricate, alien. The fire of a sun that had been inverted. Heat become cold. Light become... something else.

"Kya problem hai tumhari?" she asked the flame. Speaking to it. The habit she'd developed at age seven when the fire had first manifested — a cold spot on her palm during a family picnic at Sinhagad Fort, her mother pulling her hand away and rubbing it, asking if she'd touched ice, and Suri realising for the first time that she was different. "Dhang se jalo na. Surya ki aag ho tum. Garmi honi chahiye. Toh cold kyun ho?"

What's your problem? Burn properly. You're the fire of the sun. You should be warm. So why are you cold?

The fire flickered. No answer. The fire never answered. It just was — present, cold, wrong, powerful, and completely resistant to explanation.

A knock on the door.

Suri extinguished the flame. The room returned to its normal lighting — the tube light's white glare, the sunset's gold, the shadow that the almirah cast across the floor.

"Kaun?"

"Mujhe andar aane de, Surya." The voice was not human. The voice was silver — literally, metallically silver, carrying frequencies that human vocal cords couldn't produce and that vibrated the fire inside Suri's chest with the resonance of a tuning fork matching pitch. "Portal band hone wala hai aur mujhe chai chahiye."

Let me in. The portal is about to close and I need chai.

Suri opened the door.

Chandrani stood in the hostel corridor wearing a silver saree, combat boots, and an expression of profound irritation. Her hair — white, not grey, not platinum blonde, but the pure white of moonlight given physical form — was pulled back in a severe bun that emphasised the angular beauty of her face. Her skin was pale — not European pale but luminous pale, the pallor of someone who existed in relationship with the moon the way Suri existed in relationship with the sun.

She was Suri's sister. The Moon Goddess. Chandra's feminine aspect given independent existence. She was also, currently, tracking mud across the hostel's linoleum floor.

"Chandu."

"Don't 'Chandu' me. I've been walking through a fifteenth-century Mughal battlefield for four hours and my boots have actual blood on them." She swept into the room with the authority of someone who owned all celestial space and considered a hostel room a significant downgrade. "Also, your wards are weak. Main easily aa gayi."

I got in easily.

"Mere paas wards nahi hain because this is a hostel, Chandu. Normal girls don't ward their hostel rooms."

I don't have wards.

"Normal girls aren't being hunted by their psychotic sister." Chandrani sat on the bed — Suri's bed, the only bed — and began unlacing her boots. The boots were, indeed, blood-spattered. Dried, dark, definitely not modern. "But that's why I'm here." She looked up. The silver eyes — Chandu's eyes, the colour of the moon when it hangs at its brightest, the colour that no contact lens could replicate — met Suri's. "Chhaya ne kuch bheja hai. Time portals mein. I tracked one."

Chhaya sent something. Through the time portals. I tracked one.

Suri's fire flared. Cold. Sharp. The blue-white energy spiking in her chest.

"Kya bheja?"

Sent what?

"Creatures. Two of them. A Garuda — " she raised a hand to forestall Suri's protest, " — haan, I know, Garuda is Vishnu's mount, divine creature, not supposed to be weaponised, but Chhaya doesn't care about supposed-to-be. She's corrupted it. Dark energy. Red eyes instead of golden. It's heading for your campus."

"Kab?"

When?

Chandrani unlaced the second boot. Placed it beside the first with the military precision of someone who had spent centuries organising battlefield logistics.

"Kal."

Tomorrow.

The word landed. The fire responded — a cold wave radiating from Suri's chest through her limbs, frosting the tips of her fingers, her breath fogging in the warm room.

"And the second creature?"

"Something worse." Chandu's face — the angular, beautiful, silver-and-shadow face — arranged into the expression that Suri had learned to fear. Not anger. Not concern. Resignation. "A Narasimha manifestation. Half-lion, half-man. One of Vishnu's most powerful avatars — not the real thing, obviously, but a shadow version. Chhaya's been experimenting. Building her own pantheon from corrupted reflections of real divinity."

"Building an army."

"Building an army." Chandu confirmed. "And she's testing it on you."

Silence. The hostel room's tube light flickered — a power fluctuation, Pune's electricity grid reminding its users that infrastructure was a work in progress. In the corridor, someone's phone played a Marathi song. A door opened and closed. The normal sounds of a building full of normal girls living normal lives.

"Mere paas kya hai?" Suri asked. The practical question. The question that bypassed the emotional and went straight to the tactical. What do I have?

"Your bow. It's still frozen — the cold fire locked it in ice form months ago. If you can warm it, you'll have your primary weapon. If not..." Chandu trailed off.

"If not, I fight a corrupted Garuda and a shadow Narasimha with my bare hands and a cold fire that freezes things instead of burning them."

"Essentially."

"Brilliant."

"Also." Chandu reached into the folds of her saree — the saree that apparently contained pockets, because Chandrani had been modifying her outfits with tactical storage for centuries and considered any garment without at least four hidden compartments to be incomplete. She produced a scroll. Actual parchment. Tied with silver thread. "This came through the portal network. Addressed to you."

Suri took it. The parchment was warm — genuinely warm, the first warm thing she'd touched in days that wasn't chai. The silver thread dissolved at her touch, unspooling like smoke, and the parchment unrolled to reveal a single line of text in Devanagari script:

स्फटिक बाण ढूंढो। सूर्य फल ढूंढो। अलकनंदा को ढूंढो। पांच दिन।

Find the crystal arrow. Find the sun fruit. Find Alaknanda. Five days.

No signature. No sender. But the parchment smelled of something — not cinnamon (that was Kaal), not moonlight (that was Chandu), not shadow (that was Chhaya). Something else. Something like — incense. The specific incense of a temple she had never visited but somehow remembered.

"Who sent this?" Suri asked.

"I don't know." Chandu's silver eyes held something — the closest thing to fear that the Moon Goddess ever displayed. "But whoever it is, they know about the Sphatik Baan. And the Surya Phal. And Alaknanda." She stood. "Those are things that haven't been spoken about in three hundred years, Suri. Things I didn't think anyone alive remembered."

"Except us."

"Except us." Chandu picked up her boots. Began relacing them with the efficient movements of someone preparing to leave. "I'll be back tomorrow morning. Before the creatures arrive. You should—" she looked at Suri with the specific intensity that older sisters reserved for younger sisters who were about to do something inadvisable, "—rest. Eat something. Don't go meeting any Titans in airport alleys."

Suri's face must have betrayed something, because Chandu's expression shifted.

"Tujhe lagta hai mujhe nahi pata?" Chandu's voice was ice. The temperature in the room actually dropped. "Suri, main Moon Goddess hoon. Mere portals har jagah hain. Tu sochti hai tu secretly Kaal se mil sakti hai aur mujhe pata nahi chalega?"

You think I don't know? I'm the Moon Goddess. My portals are everywhere. You think you can meet Kaal secretly and I won't find out?

"Chandu—"

"He's dangerous."

"I know."

"He betrayed you."

"I know."

"And you're still meeting him."

"He had information about Chhaya."

"He always has information about Chhaya. That's not why you go." Chandu's voice softened — the rare, devastating softness that appeared when the warrior-goddess remembered she was also a sister. "Tujhe abhi bhi feelings hain uske liye."

You still have feelings for him.

The fire pulsed. Once. A cold spike that fogged Suri's breath.

"Meri feelings se koi farak nahi padta." Suri's voice was steady. The steadiness cost something — a compression of the chest, a deliberate flattening of the internal landscape. "What matters is stopping Chhaya."

My feelings don't matter.

Chandu looked at her. The silver eyes seeing everything — the deflection, the cost, the cold fire that was responding to emotional distress by getting colder. The Moon Goddess who had watched her sister's heart break across centuries and who understood, with the accumulated wisdom of a being who controlled the tides, that the heart would break again and again and that no amount of moonlight could illuminate the specific darkness that love created.

"Kal subah," Chandu said. Tomorrow morning. "Gate 3 ke bahar Raju Kaka ki tapri pe. Cutting chai mujhe bhi chahiye."

At Raju Kaka's stall outside Gate 3. I need cutting chai too.

She didn't use the door. She never did. A shimmer of silver light, a compression of space-time that Suri felt as a tingling behind her eardrums, and Chandrani was gone — portal-jumped back to wherever moon goddesses went between crises.

Suri sat on her bed. The scroll in her lap. The taste of cinnamon gone, replaced by the metallic aftertaste of fear. The fire churning — cold, restless, awake.

Five days. Two creatures. An ancient quest she didn't understand. A dark sister who wanted her dead. A Titan who was dying because of her. A best friend she couldn't tell the truth to. A sister who could see everything and controlled nothing.

She reached for her phone. Opened the group chat — the mundane one, the engineering friends one, the one where the most dramatic thing that ever happened was arguments about mess food and exam dates.

Aaku: Project meeting 7pm Lab 4. Don't be late @Suri

Maitreyi: I'll be there! Bringing notes on Indo-Greek mythology parallels (relevant to our section!)

Vivek: Can someone explain what this project is actually about? I've been in this group for 3 weeks and I still don't understand

Aaku: It's about comparative cultural systems. We're analysing how mythology influences modern governance.

Vivek: ...that explains nothing

Suri: I'll be there.

She put the phone down. Looked at the scroll. The Devanagari script glowing faintly in the tube light.

Find the crystal arrow. Find the sun fruit. Find Alaknanda. Five days.

Five days to find three things that hadn't been seen in three centuries, while fighting creatures that her dark sister had corrupted, while carrying a fire that didn't work properly, while pretending to be a normal engineering student at IIT Pune.

The sun set. Through her west-facing window, Suri watched it go — the golden light retreating across the campus, the buildings turning from warm stone to cool shadow, the sky shifting through orange and pink and purple before settling into the particular darkness of a Pune winter evening.

The sun goddess watched the sun set and felt the cold deepen.

Tomorrow, the creatures would come.

Tomorrow, everything would change.

She closed the scroll. Put it under her pillow. Pulled the razai around her shoulders — Amma's razai, the warmth her own body couldn't provide.

And in the darkness of Room 412, Hostel 9, IIT Pune campus, the cold fire burned.




  
    Chapter 3: The Garuda

    
    
  
  The creature came at 10:47 AM, during the mid-morning break between Thermodynamics and Engineering Mathematics, when the IIT Pune campus was at its most populated — students streaming between buildings, chai stalls doing brisk business, the December sun casting long shadows across the quadrangle — the specific conditions that maximised civilian exposure and minimised Suri's ability to fight without witnesses.

Chhaya's timing, as always, was impeccable.

Suri felt it before she saw it. The fire — the cold fire, the broken fire, the fire that froze instead of burning — the fire screamed. Not metaphorically. The energy in her chest contracted with such violence that she doubled over, her cutting chai hitting the ground, the steel tumbler ringing against the concrete path like a temple bell.

"Suri?" Maitreyi's hand on her shoulder. Warm. Concerned. Human. "Kya hua? Are you—"

"Get inside." Suri straightened. Her eyes had changed — she could feel them changing, the irises shifting from their normal brown to the gold that her mortal body couldn't contain when the fire surged. She grabbed Maitreyi's wrist. "Abhi. Right now. Building mein jao."

Go into the building.

"What? Why—"

The shadow fell across the quadrangle like an eclipse. A shadow that was wrong — too large, too fast, too shaped like something that shouldn't exist in a world that had convinced itself that gods were stories. Students looked up. The instinct was universal — when darkness falls unexpectedly, humans look up, the primate brain searching for the predator, the evolutionary reflex that had kept the species alive for two hundred thousand years and that was, in this specific moment, exactly the wrong response.

The Garuda descended.

Not the Garuda of temple carvings — the benevolent eagle-mount of Lord Vishnu, golden-feathered, divine, carrying the preserver of the universe on its back with the steady dignity of a cosmic taxi service. This was a Garuda that had been corrupted. Chhaya's handiwork — the shadow goddess's signature technique of taking divine energy and inverting it, twisting it, pushing it through a prism of darkness until what emerged was a nightmare wearing divinity's face.

The wingspan was thirty metres. The feathers were black — not the glossy black of a crow but the absolute black of shadow, the colour of the space between stars, each feather trailing dark energy that dripped like ink and sizzled where it hit the ground. The eyes — Garuda's eyes should have been golden, should have held the wisdom and benevolence of Vishnu's most faithful servant — the eyes were red. Arterial red. The red of blood seen through firelight.

It screamed. The sound was — Suri had heard many things in her lifetimes. Battles. Storms. The cracking of glaciers. Chhaya's laughter. But the corrupted Garuda's scream was something else: it was the sound of a divine being in pain, the cry of a creature that had been twisted against its own nature, and the agony in it was so raw that Suri's fire responded with a spike of cold that frosted the ground beneath her feet.

Students ran. The panic was instantaneous — two thousand years of mythological storytelling had not prepared IIT Pune's student body for the arrival of an actual mythological creature, and the disconnect between academic knowledge and experiential reality manifested as screaming, stampeding, and the dropping of various electronic devices.

"SURI!" Maitreyi hadn't run. This was either bravery or shock — Suri couldn't tell and didn't have time to assess. She shoved her friend toward the Mechanical Engineering building.

"ANDAR JAO! Maitreyi, please!" Go inside!

"But what—"

The Garuda dove. The wind from its wings hit the quadrangle like a localised hurricane — benches flew, trees bent, the chai stall's tarpaulin ripped free and cartwheeled across the lawn. Suri planted her feet. The fire surged — cold, sharp, instinctive. Her hands came up. The blue-white energy crackled between her fingers, the frozen fire forming patterns in the air — geometric, fractal, alien.

The Garuda pulled up. Thirty metres. Twenty. Fifteen. The red eyes locked onto Suri — onto the fire, onto the cold energy that pulsed from her like a beacon. The creature recognised what she was. Corrupted or not, the Garuda was Vishnu's mount, and Vishnu was Trimurti, and Trimurti knew the sun when they saw it.

"Aaja," Suri whispered. Come. Her voice was not her own — deeper, older, carrying the resonance of a being who had existed before the concept of sound. "Tujhe mujhse ladna hai? Toh lad."

You want to fight me? Then fight.

The bow materialised in her left hand. Not gradually — instantly, the way divine weapons appeared, the way things that existed in a dimension adjacent to the physical could be called into material form by will alone. Her bow. The weapon of Surya Devi. An arc of golden light that should have hummed with solar warmth and should have generated arrows of pure fire.

It was frozen.

The bow — her primary weapon, the divine instrument that had been hers since before the first sunrise — was encased in ice. Not water-ice but fire-ice, the cold fire's corruption, a crystalline sheath of blue-white energy that locked the bow in a solid state and refused to thaw regardless of her will, her need, or the fact that a corrupted Garuda was currently diving at her with its talons extended.

"Shit."

The Garuda struck. Suri dove — not gracefully, not with the divine athleticism that should have been hers, but with the desperate scramble of a nineteen-year-old whose body was mortal and whose reflexes were a half-second slower than her danger warranted. She hit the ground. The talons raked the space where her head had been. The wind from the creature's passing flattened her against the concrete.

She rolled. Came up. The frozen bow in her hand was useless — a club at best, a declaration of inadequacy at worst. The fire raged in her chest — cold, powerful, desperate to be released — but the only thing it could do was freeze, and freezing a flying creature required precision she didn't have.

The Garuda circled. Banking wide over the campus, its shadow sweeping across the administration building, the library, the cricket ground where a practice session had devolved into twenty-two men in whites running for their lives. The creature was testing her. Gauging her power. Reporting back to Chhaya, probably — the dark sister watching through the Garuda's corrupted eyes, assessing, planning.

"SURI!" A different voice. Familiar. Close.

Akash.

He was standing at the edge of the quadrangle. Blue eyes wide. Laptop bag clutched to his chest like a shield. He hadn't run. The boy who didn't know what she was, who had no powers, no divine heritage, no cosmic significance — the boy had not run.

"Aaku, BHAG!" she screamed. RUN!

He didn't run. He stood. The blue eyes — the impossible blue eyes in the brown Maharashtrian face — the eyes were locked on her hands. On the blue-white fire that crackled between her fingers. On the frozen bow that shouldn't exist. On the reality of her that she had spent two years hiding behind cutting chai and engineering textbooks and deflected questions.

He was seeing her. The real her. For the first time.

The Garuda dove again. This time targeting Akash — the vulnerable one, the human, the pressure point. Chhaya's strategy: attack what Suri cared about and force her to expose her power.

Suri didn't think. The fire made the decision for her — the cold energy surging from her chest through her arms through her hands in a blast of blue-white power that hit the Garuda's left wing at the joint. The effect was instantaneous: ice. A spreading crystalline formation that locked the wing's joint, that froze the dark feathers solid, that turned thirty metres of corrupted divine wing into a rigid, frosted, useless appendage.

The Garuda shrieked. The sound was agony — the creature plummeting, its one frozen wing dragging it into a spiral, its trajectory shifting from Akash to the cricket ground where it hit the pitch with an impact that Suri felt through the soles of her feet.

Dust. Debris. The cracking of the pitch's rolled earth.

Suri ran. Not toward the creature — toward Akash. She grabbed his arm. His skin was warm under her cold fingers.

"Chal. Abhi." Move. Now.

"Suri, what the—" His voice was shaking. Not with fear — with the specific vibration of a worldview shattering. The sound of someone whose reality had just been rewritten in real-time.

"Baad mein explain karungi. Pehle yahan se nikalna hoga." I'll explain later. First we need to get out of here.

"That's a—"

"Haan."

Yes.

"A literal—"

"HAAN, Aaku. Garuda hai. Ab CHAL."

YES, it's a Garuda. Now MOVE.

She pulled him. He moved. They ran — away from the quadrangle, toward the academic block, toward the relative safety of reinforced concrete and human density. Behind them, the Garuda was struggling to stand, the frozen wing dragging, the red eyes burning with fury and corrupted intelligence.

They made it to the Mechanical Engineering building's entrance. Suri pushed Akash through the doors. Turned back. The Garuda was on its feet — standing in the centre of the cricket pitch like a nightmarish statue, its frozen wing cracking as dark energy began to melt the ice. Her cold fire's effect was temporary. The corruption was fighting back.

"Stay here," she told Akash.

"Suri—"

"STAY." The word carried fire. Literally — her voice resonated with the cold energy, and Akash felt it, his skin goosebumping, his blue eyes widening. He stayed.

Suri walked back into the quadrangle.

The campus was empty now. Evacuated by panic, by instinct, by the primal understanding that when a mythological creature appeared in your reality, the correct response was to be elsewhere. The December sun fell across the abandoned space — warm, golden, indifferent to the conflict beneath it.

Suri and the Garuda.

She raised her hands. The cold fire answered — blue-white flames dancing across her fingers, up her forearms, wreathing her in cold energy that dropped the ambient temperature by ten degrees. Her breath fogged. Frost spread from her feet in a circle that crackled across the concrete.

The Garuda shook free of the ice. Opened its wingspan — thirty metres of shadow, the dark feathers dripping corrupted energy, the red eyes finding her. It screamed again. The scream hit her like a physical force — the corrupted divine energy resonating with the fire in her chest, the pain of a being twisted against its nature calling to the goddess who should have been able to free it.

"Maaf kar," she whispered to the creature. To the real Garuda, somewhere beneath the corruption. Forgive me.

She attacked.

The cold fire erupted from her palms — not a blast this time but a sustained beam, a stream of blue-white energy that hit the Garuda's chest and spread. The creature screamed, fought, beat its wings, sending waves of dark energy that pushed against her fire. But Suri held. The cold energy — the broken fire, the wrong fire, the fire that she had hated for nineteen years — the cold fire was effective. Against corruption, against the dark energy that Chhaya used, the cold was not a bug. It was a feature.

The ice spread. Across the Garuda's chest. Down its legs. Up its neck. The creature fought — shaking, screaming, beating its wings — but the cold was relentless. The dark feathers frosted. The red eyes dimmed. The corrupted energy was being contained, the way fire was contained by removing its oxygen — the cold fire removing the warmth that the corruption needed to sustain itself.

"Main jaanti hoon yeh dard de raha hai," Suri said through gritted teeth, the fire pouring from her, the cold draining her, the specific cost of using a broken power against a creature that was stronger than her. "Lekin yeh band hoga. I promise."

I know this hurts. But it will stop.

The Garuda froze. Completely. A statue of black ice standing in the centre of the cricket pitch, the wings extended, the red eyes dimmed to ember-orange behind a crystalline mask. The corrupted energy trapped. Contained. The creature inside — the real Garuda, the divine being — in stasis. Not dead. Not freed. But stopped.

Suri lowered her hands. Her arms trembled. Her vision swam — the peripheral grey that came with power depletion, the mortal body's protest against the divine energy that it was never designed to channel. She dropped to one knee. The frost circle around her began to thaw.

"One down," she breathed.

The ground shook.

Not the Garuda. Something else. Something underneath.

Suri looked down. The concrete beneath her cracked — a single fissure that raced from her feet toward the frozen Garuda and then past it, toward the quadrangle's centre, toward the fountain that bore the IIT Pune motto ("Search for Truth") and that was currently vibrating with an energy that had nothing to do with plumbing.

The fountain exploded.

Water. Stone. And from the debris, rising like something from a nightmare that had been given a budget and a flair for the dramatic — the second creature.

The Narasimha.

Half-lion, half-man. The fourth avatar of Lord Vishnu — the form he had taken to kill the demon Hiranyakashipu, the form that represented the intersection of human intelligence and animal ferocity. But like the Garuda, this was not the divine original. This was Chhaya's version — corrupted, shadowed, wrong.

The creature was three metres tall. Its upper body was humanoid — muscled, dark-skinned, wearing the remains of what looked like Mughal-era armour that had been burned and reformed in shadow. Its lower body was leonine — powerful haunches, clawed feet, a tail that swept the ground and left furrows in the concrete. Its face was the horror: human features melting into a lion's muzzle, the transition point rippling with dark energy, the mouth full of teeth that were too large and too sharp and too numerous.

The eyes were red. Of course they were.

Suri stood. Her body screamed — depleted, cold, shaking — but she stood. Because standing was what you did when you were the sun. Even when the fire was cold. Even when the body was broken. Even when the second monster was worse than the first.

"Agni," the Narasimha growled. The voice was wrong — layered, as if multiple beings spoke simultaneously, the human and the lion and the corruption all contributing to a sound that vibrated in Suri's bones. "Tujhe Chhaya ne message bheja hai."

Chhaya sent you a message.

"Nahin chahiye," Suri said. Don't want it.

The Narasimha laughed. The laugh was worse than the growl — the specific awfulness of a sound that combined a man's humour with a lion's rumble and a demon's malice.

"Woh kehti hai: ghadi chal rahi hai."

She says: the clock is ticking.

The Narasimha lunged. Three metres of corrupted divine fury, claws extended, the lion's speed married to the man's intelligence, the trajectory precise and lethal and aimed directly at Suri's chest.

She raised her hands. The cold fire — depleted, weakened, the reserves nearly empty — the cold fire sparked. Flickered. The blue-white energy sputtered between her fingers like a lighter running out of fuel.

Not enough. She had used too much on the Garuda. The fire was empty.

The Narasimha's claws caught the light.

A wall of silver energy hit the creature from the side. The impact was colossal — the Narasimha's trajectory shifted, its body thrown sideways, crashing through the fountain's remains and into the Mechanical Engineering building's facade. Bricks cracked. Windows shattered. The creature hit the wall and stuck — pinned by a barrier of silver light that pulsed with the cold, clean energy of moonlight.

"Late ho gayi thodi." Chandrani landed beside Suri. Not landed — materialised, the portal-jump depositing her from wherever she'd been into the quadrangle's centre with the casual precision of someone stepping through a door. Silver saree. Combat boots. A sword in her left hand that was made of frozen light — Chandu's weapon, the Chandrahaar, the moon's blade, beautiful and lethal and currently dripping with the luminescent residue of a portal-jump across three time zones.

I'm a little late.

"Thodi?" Suri's voice cracked. "Woh mujhe maar deta." That thing was going to kill me.

"Lekin nahin maara." Chandu's eyes — silver, cold, absolutely focused — were on the Narasimha. The creature was struggling against her barrier. The dark energy pushing against the moonlight, the corrupted avatar of Vishnu fighting the constrained power of Chandra with the desperate fury of a being that existed in pain. "Tera fire khatam ho gaya?"

But it didn't.* ... *Is your fire depleted?

"Mostly."

"Toh main handle karungi." Chandu raised the Chandrahaar. The blade sang — literally, a high silver note that cut through the December air and made the Narasimha flinch. "Tu Akash ko le ja. Aur doosron ko bhi. Kisi ne nahi dekhna chahiye yeh sab."

Then I'll handle it.* ... *Take Akash. And the others. No one should see this.

"Chandu, akeli—"

"Main Moon Goddess hoon, Suri." The silver eyes met hers. The specific look — the older-sister look, the look that said I have been doing this longer than you remember and I will be doing this after you've forgotten again. "Ja. Mujh par bharosa rakh."

I'm the Moon Goddess.* ... *Go. Trust me.

Suri went. Not because she wanted to — because she had to. The fire was depleted. Her body was shaking. And Akash was standing in the doorway of the Mechanical Engineering building, blue eyes wide, reality shattered, watching a woman in a silver saree fight a half-lion creature with a sword made of moonlight.

She reached him. Took his hand. His warm hand in her cold one.

"Come on."

Behind them, the sounds of battle — silver light and dark energy and the Narasimha's howls and Chandu's calm, deadly precision. Suri led Akash through the building, through the back exit, across the parking lot, to the administrative block where students had gathered in confused clusters.

She pulled him into an empty classroom. Closed the door.

Silence. The artificial silence of shock — the absence of sound that followed the overload of too much sound, the quiet that the brain manufactured when reality exceeded its processing capacity.

Akash looked at her.

"Explain," he said. One word. Not a request. Not a demand. Just — the word. The single syllable of a man whose world had been rebuilt in the last fifteen minutes and who needed the blueprints.

Suri looked at her hands. The cold fire's residue — blue-white frost, melting slowly on her fingertips, the evidence of what she was.

"I'm not normal," she said.

He almost laughed. "Yeah. I got that."

"Aaku—" Her voice broke. The specific fracture of someone who had been carrying a secret for years and whose carrying muscles had finally failed. "Main — I'm not — yeh jo fire hai, jo tumne dekha — main—"

I'm not — this fire you saw — I'm—

She couldn't say it. Two years of hiding. Two years of lies. Two years of main theek hoon and kuch nahi and just traffic. The words were there — I am the sun goddess, I am Surya Devi reincarnated, my sister is trying to kill me, my fire is broken, I've been fighting monsters since I was fifteen — the words were there and they wouldn't come.

Akash took her hands. Both of them. His warm fingers wrapping around her cold ones. The gesture was simple — the simplest gesture, the most human gesture, the holding of hands that predated every mythology and that would outlast every god.

"Jab ready ho, tab batana," he said. Soft. Steady. The blue eyes holding hers with something that was not surprise, not fear, not the recalibration she expected — but something older. Something like recognition. As if he had always known. As if the secret had never been as hidden as she thought.

Tell me when you're ready.

Through the classroom window, Suri could see the quadrangle. Chandrani — silver saree, combat boots, moonlight blade — was finishing. The Narasimha was weakening, the dark energy draining, the corrupted avatar collapsing under the sustained assault of the Moon Goddess's power. Chandu was efficient. Chandu was devastating. Chandu was the Moon, and the Moon had been managing the night since before humanity learned to fear the dark.

Suri squeezed Akash's hands. The warmth. The impossible, precious, irreplaceable warmth.

"Thank you," she said.

Outside, the Narasimha fell. The dark energy dissipated. Chandrani lowered her blade. The December sun — bright, warm, oblivious — shone across the damaged campus.

Two creatures down. The message delivered.

Ghadi chal rahi hai.

The clock was ticking.




  
    Chapter 4: The Mission

    
    
  
  The damage report was surreal. Suri read it on her phone while sitting on the steps of the administrative block, her cold fingers scrolling through the WhatsApp messages that were proliferating across every IIT Pune group chat with the viral efficiency of content that nobody could explain and everybody wanted to discuss.

IIT Pune Official (Admin): Due to unforeseen structural damage to the Main Quadrangle, Mechanical Engineering Block facade, and Cricket Ground, all classes are suspended for 48 hours. Students are advised to stay in hostels. Investigation underway. DO NOT spread rumours on social media.

Mech Engg Batch 2041 (Unofficial): BRO WHAT WAS THAT THING

Someone: earthquake??

Someone else: earthquakes don't have WINGS

Vivek: I literally saw a giant bird. An actual giant bird. With black feathers. On the cricket pitch. If this is some kind of IIT ragging thing it's EXTREMELY elaborate

Maitreyi: It wasn't a bird. It was something else. I saw it too. Everyone in the Humanities seminar room saw it through the window.

Aaku: Everyone please stay inside. The admin is handling it. Don't go near the quadrangle.

Akash. Calm. Measured. Deflecting. The boy who had seen everything — had seen Suri's fire, had seen the Garuda, had seen Chandrani arrive through a portal of moonlight — and was now managing the group chat with the composed authority of someone who had decided that protecting Suri's secret was more important than processing his own shock.

She should call him. She should explain. She should —

"Surya Devi."

The voice came from behind her. Not Chandu's silver. Not Kaal's cinnamon-warmth. This voice was — brass. The resonance of temple bells, of conch shells blown at dawn, of the specific frequency that the Trimurti's messengers used when delivering communications that could not be ignored.

Suri turned.

The woman standing three steps above her was six feet tall, dark-skinned, and built like a warrior who had been training since before the concept of training existed. She wore armour — not medieval plate or mythological gold but something that existed between centuries: a black kevlar vest over a crimson kurta, tactical cargo pants, combat boots that made Chandu's look delicate, and across her back, a trishul that was definitely not decorative. Her hair was pulled into a tight braid that fell to her waist. Her eyes were gold. Not gold-flecked, not amber — gold. The actual metal, liquefied and poured into irises that reflected light with a warmth that Suri's fire couldn't produce.

"Gauri," Suri said.

Gauri. Durga's lieutenant. The warrior goddess who served as the bridge between the Trimurti's strategic command and the field operatives — the divine soldiers, the Shakti warriors, the celestial beings who managed the cosmic balance that Chhaya was trying to destroy. In this lifetime, Gauri appeared as a thirty-something woman who could have been a Krav Maga instructor or an NIA officer or both. She was, in practice, considerably more dangerous than either.

"Andar aao." Gauri's voice left no room for negotiation. Come inside. She turned and walked through the administrative block's rear door — a door that Suri was fairly certain had been locked, and that opened for Gauri with the compliance of a door that recognised a superior officer.

Suri followed.

They entered a conference room on the second floor. The room had been — transformed was too gentle a word. Commandeered. The conference table had been cleared of its usual clutter of AICTE paperwork and replaced with a holographic display that didn't belong to any technology Suri recognised. The display showed a map — not of Pune, not of India, but of time. Branching timelines, portal locations, energy signatures, all rendered in three dimensions with a clarity that made IIT's best imaging lab look like a child's toy.

Chandrani was there. Seated at the far end, her silver saree now bearing the evidence of combat — dark stains, a tear at the shoulder, the specific wear that fighting a corrupted Narasimha for fifteen minutes produced. She looked tired. Moon Goddesses could get tired, Suri had learned — the luminous power had limits, and those limits were measured in how many creatures you could fight before the moonlight started to dim.

And there was someone else. Sitting in the corner, legs crossed, a cup of what appeared to be chai balanced on his knee. A young man — twenty-two, maybe twenty-three, with the lean build of a runner and the specific posture of someone who was comfortable in any century. Dark hair falling across his forehead. Brown skin. An easy smile that was approximately thirty percent mischievous and seventy percent dangerous.

"Madhu?" Suri blinked.

"Surprise." Madhu raised the chai cup in greeting. Madhu — the god of Soma, the divine intoxicant, the celestial being whose original mythology centred on ecstasy and transcendence and who had, in his current incarnation, channelled these interests into an exhaustive knowledge of cocktail bars across seventeen centuries and an ability to make anyone he spoke to feel slightly drunk. "Gauri ne bulaya. Kuch bada ho raha hai, apparently."

Gauri called. Something big is happening, apparently.

"Baitho." Gauri pointed to a chair. Suri sat. "Time kam hai, toh main seedha baat karungi."

Sit.* ... *Time is short, so I'll speak directly.

Gauri tapped the holographic display. The timeline map zoomed in — India, but not present-day India. Multiple Indias. Overlapping. The temporal layers stacked like geological strata, each one representing a different era.

"Chhaya ne teen portals activate kiye hain." The warrior goddess's voice was briefing-mode — clipped, precise, no wasted syllables. "One in Mughal-era Rajasthan, 1632. One in Chola Dynasty Tamil Nadu, 1014. One in British Raj Calcutta, 1905. The portals are stable. They're being held open deliberately."

Chhaya has activated three portals.

"Why?" Suri asked.

"Because she's looking for three things." Gauri tapped again. Three icons appeared on the display — floating above their respective time periods. "Sphatik Baan. Surya Phal. Aur Alaknanda."

The Crystal Arrow. The Sun Fruit. And Alaknanda.

The same three things from the scroll. Suri's hand went to her pocket — the scroll was there, the warm parchment pressing against her thigh.

"Tumhe kaise pata?" How do you know?

"Because we've been tracking Chhaya's movements across the portal network for six months." Gauri's gold eyes held no warmth. The warrior goddess was not in the business of reassurance. "After the Narmada incident, we established surveillance on every known portal node. Chhaya's been sending scouts — the Garuda and Narasimha you fought today were field tests. She's building corrupted versions of divine beings and sending them through portals to test the defences."

"Whose defences?"

"Yours."

The word landed. Suri felt it — the weight of being the target, the specific gravity of knowing that an army was being built for the purpose of reaching you.

"The three items," Gauri continued, "are not random. The Sphatik Baan — the Crystal Arrow — was last seen in 1632, in the court of Shah Jahan, in the possession of a Sufi mystic who had acquired it from a tantric practitioner. The Surya Phal — the Sun Fruit — grows on a tree that exists in only one location and only one time: the Chola Dynasty, in a temple on the Kaveri River that was destroyed in 1014 during a war. And Alaknanda —" Gauri paused. The pause was significant. Gauri didn't pause. "Alaknanda is a person."

"I know. The first tantric practitioner. The first—"

"The first witch." Gauri's voice was flat. "In Western mythology, she's known as Alice Kyteler. In Indian mythology, she's older. Much older. She existed before the Vedas were written. She's the being who first discovered how to manipulate divine energy through ritual — not prayer, not devotion, but technique. The systematic application of willpower to cosmic energy."

"And Chhaya wants her?"

"Chhaya wants what Alaknanda knows." Gauri tapped the display again. A profile appeared — a woman, face obscured, time period listed as "variable." "Alaknanda has been moving through time for millennia. She appears in different eras under different names. In Mughal India, she was known as Begum Noor. In Chola Nadu, as Amma Shakti. In the British Raj, as Miss Margaret Jones. She's the keeper of the oldest divine knowledge — the knowledge of how the sun's fire works. How it can be restored. And how it can be stolen."

Suri's fire pulsed. Cold. Sharp.

"You're saying Chhaya wants to steal my fire."

"I'm saying she already tried. Your fire is cold, Suri. That's not natural. Something happened — in a previous incarnation, something went wrong. The fire was inverted. And whoever did it used knowledge that only Alaknanda possesses."

Silence. The holographic display hummed. Chandu watched from the far end of the table, silver eyes unreadable. Madhu sipped chai with the calm of a deity who had seen this kind of briefing a thousand times.

"Toh plan kya hai?" Suri asked. So what's the plan?

Gauri looked at her. The gold eyes assessing — strength, weakness, readiness, the calculation that warriors made before sending soldiers into battle.

"Tujhe jaana padega." You have to go. "Through the portals. Into three different time periods. Find the Sphatik Baan before Chhaya does. Find the Surya Phal and eat it — it's the only thing that can restore your fire. And find Alaknanda — she's the only one who can tell you what happened to your power and how to fix it."

"Five days," Suri said. The scroll's timeline.

"Less. The portals are stable but not permanent. They'll close in — " Gauri checked a device on her wrist, " — four days, seventeen hours. After that, the timeline access is gone. The next window won't open for a decade."

"And if I don't find them?"

"Then Chhaya finds them first. And she uses the Crystal Arrow to pierce your defences, the Sun Fruit's energy to enhance her own power, and Alaknanda's knowledge to permanently steal what's left of your fire." Gauri's voice was level. Facts. Not threats. "You freeze. Permanently. The cold fire wins. And the sun goddess becomes an ice statue."

The room was quiet. The tube light flickered — Pune's power grid, faithfully inconsistent.

"Kaun jayega mere saath?" Suri asked. Who goes with me?

"Chandrani will manage the portal network. She can open and close exits, buy you time, redirect Chhaya's scouts." Chandu nodded from the far end. "Madhu will handle interference — Chhaya's Shakti warriors, her corrupted creatures, anything that comes through the portals that isn't supposed to."

"Aur main?" Suri asked. And me?

"You find the things. Fight what you have to fight. And fix your fire."

"With a frozen bow and a cold fire that barely works."

"With whatever you have. That's how it's always been." Gauri stood. The briefing was over. The warrior goddess had delivered her mission parameters and expected compliance. "Portal ka pehla entrance kal subah khulega. Hostel 9 ke basement mein. Chandu ne set up kiya hai."

The first portal entrance opens tomorrow morning. In Hostel 9's basement. Chandu set it up.

Gauri walked toward the door. Stopped.

"Ek aur cheez." Her voice dropped. The warrior-goddess veneer cracking — barely, briefly — to reveal something underneath. Concern. The real kind. "Kaal se door reh."

Stay away from Kaal.

"Chandu ne tumhe bataya?"

Chandu told you?

"Mujhe batane ki zaroorat nahi thi. Main jaanti hoon." She didn't need to tell me. I know. "He's dying, Suri. His amulet is failing. And a dying Titan of Time is the most dangerous thing in any universe. His power becomes unstable. Time around him becomes unstable. And if he's near you when his power fails—" She stopped. "Bas door reh."

Just stay away.

She left. The door closed behind her with a finality that Suri felt in her chest.

Madhu stood, stretching with the lazy grace of a cat. "Well. That was cheerful." He finished his chai. "Koi additional chai ka arrangement karein? Because time travel on an empty stomach is objectively the worst experience in any mythology."

Should we arrange more chai?

Despite everything — the creatures, the mission, the dying Titan, the four-day countdown — Suri almost smiled.

"Raju Kaka ka stall band hoga abhi." Raju Kaka's stall will be closed now.

"I know a place in 1632 Rajasthan where they make qahwa that will change your life." Madhu grinned. The thirty-percent-mischief percentage climbed to fifty.

Chandu stood. The silver saree settling around her with the fluid grace of moonlight on water. "Kal subah, six o'clock. Hostel 9, basement. Pack light. And Suri—" The silver eyes held hers. "Apna bow fix karne ki koshish karna aaj raat. If we're going into the Mughal era, you're going to need it."

Try to fix your bow tonight.

They left. Portal-jump (Chandu), door (Madhu). Suri sat alone in the commandeered conference room, the holographic display still showing the three timelines, the three items, the four-day-seventeen-hour countdown that was now four-days-sixteen-hours-and-change.

Her phone buzzed.

Aaku: I know you can't tell me everything. But I'm here. Whatever you need.

Suri stared at the message. The warmth of it — the simple, human, impossibly precious warmth.

She typed: Kal subah milte hain. I'll explain what I can.

Let's meet tomorrow morning. I'll explain what I can.

His reply was instant: I'll be at Raju Kaka's stall. 5:30. Cutting chai meri taraf se.

The cutting chai is on me.

The sun goddess put her phone away. Looked at her hands. The cold fire flickered — blue-white, frost-edged, broken.

Four days. Three items. Two creatures already fought, more coming. One sister trying to kill her. One Titan dying for her. One friend who deserved the truth. One fire that needed fixing.

She stood. Walked to the window. The campus spread below — damaged, evacuated, the cricket pitch still bearing the frozen Garuda like a monument to the day that IIT Pune's students discovered that mythology was not, in fact, just stories.

The December sun was setting. Again. The gold light touching the buildings, the trees, the rooftops, with the generous warmth that Suri watched and felt nothing from.

Tomorrow, she would step through a portal into a different century. Tomorrow, the quest would begin. Tomorrow, the clock that Chhaya had started would tick louder.

But tonight — tonight she would try to thaw a bow that had been frozen by her own broken fire. Tonight she would sit in her hostel room with Amma's razai and the cold blue flame dancing in her palm and the taste of cinnamon gone from her mouth and the memory of warm hands holding cold ones.

Tonight, the sun goddess would prepare for war.




  
    Chapter 5: The Portal

    
    
  
  5:30 AM. Raju Kaka's stall. The December morning dark and cold — Pune's pre-dawn chill settling over the campus like a shawl, the street lights casting yellow pools on the empty road outside Gate 3, the only sounds a distant auto-rickshaw and the hiss of Raju Kaka's gas burner as he boiled water for the first chai of the day.

Akash was already there.

He sat on the metal stool — the stool that wobbled, the one that everyone avoided and that Akash chose every time because he claimed the wobble kept him alert. His hands were wrapped around a cutting chai. His blue eyes were watching the road. He hadn't slept. Suri could see it — the specific exhaustion of a man who had spent the night processing the dissolution of his reality framework and who had not, despite every rational argument available to him, called anyone, told anyone, or done anything except sit with the information and wait for her.

"Aaku."

He looked up. The blue eyes — the impossible blue eyes — found her. Not flinching. Not afraid. Just... present.

"Cutting chai?" He gestured to the stool beside him. Raju Kaka was already pouring — the man had the preternatural timing of a chai-wallah who had been serving IIT students for thirty years and who knew that Suri Deshmukh arrived at 5:30 AM every morning like a devotee arriving at a temple.

She sat. The chai arrived. Steel tumbler, fifty millilitres, scalding. The taste — ginger, elaichi, the specific darkness of CTC tea leaves boiled to within an inch of their lives — the taste of normalcy in a life that had abandoned the concept.

They sat in silence. The productive silence of two people who knew each other well enough to skip the preamble.

"Mujhe sab kuch batane ki zaroorat nahi hai," Suri said finally. The words she'd rehearsed. The words that were true but incomplete. "Lekin jo main bata sakti hoon, woh bataungi."

I don't need to tell you everything. But what I can, I will.

"Okay."

"Main normal nahi hoon." I'm not normal.

"Suri, that was obvious before the giant bird showed up."

She almost laughed. Almost. "I have — something inside me. An energy. It's been there since I was born. It's cold. It's not supposed to be cold but it is. And there are — beings. Like the creatures you saw yesterday. They come from — it's complicated. There's a mythology to it. A real mythology, not the textbook kind."

"The sun goddess stuff."

She went still. "What?"

Akash turned the chai tumbler in his fingers. The blue eyes — the eyes she'd studied a thousand times across two years of friendship, searching for the boundary between his perception and her secret — the blue eyes held steady.

"Suri. You teach mythology like you've lived it. Your hands are always cold. Your body temperature is below normal — I noticed that first semester, when you shook my hand and I thought you'd been holding ice. You disappear at weird times. You come back with injuries you can't explain. And yesterday —" He set the tumbler down. "Yesterday, your eyes turned gold. And your hands produced blue fire. And a woman in a silver saree appeared out of thin air."

"You saw all of that."

"I saw all of that."

"And you're — here. At 5:30 AM. With chai."

"Where else would I be?"

The warmth. The Akash-warmth. The warmth that the fire couldn't produce and that his presence generated as reliably as the sun generated light — except that the sun was broken and Akash wasn't. Akash was the most unbroken person she had ever known.

"I can't tell you everything," she said. "There are things that — if you know, it puts you at risk. There's someone — a being — who's looking for me. Hunting me. And she targets the people I care about."

"Chhaya."

"How do you—"

"You say the name in your sleep." His voice was soft. "First year, that night we all slept in the common room during the power cut? You were talking in your sleep. Saying 'Chhaya' over and over. And then something in Marathi that I didn't understand. And then — 'Kaal.'"

The name hit her like a physical blow. Her fire spiked — cold, sharp, the blue-white energy sparking at her fingertips. Akash saw it. Didn't flinch.

"Kaal is—"

"You don't have to explain." He reached for her hand. Warm fingers covering cold ones. "Jo bhi hai — whoever he is, whatever this all is — tujhe meri zaroorat hai toh main hoon. That's it. No conditions."

Whatever it is — if you need me, I'm here.

The tears came without permission. Not sobbing — just the specific moisture of relief, the physical response of a person who had been carrying a weight alone and who had just been told that someone was willing to help carry it, not because they understood it but because they understood her.

"Mujhe jaana padega," she said. Wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. "Aaj. Kuch dino ke liye. A quest — I know how that sounds, but it's literally a quest. I have to find three things across three different time periods before someone else finds them first."

I have to go. Today. For a few days.

"Time periods."

"Time travel, haan. Through portals."

"Of course." Akash nodded with the calm acceptance of a man who had already absorbed so much impossibility that one more serving barely registered. "Can I come?"

"No."

"Can I help?"

"You can — " She hesitated. The practical part of her brain engaging, the tactical assessment that war demanded. "Maitreyi. She knows mythology. All of it. If I'm in a different century and I need to know something — a historical fact, a mythological reference, a cultural detail — she could help. But she can't know why."

"You want me to be your mythology hotline. Using Maitreyi as the database."

"Essentially."

"Done." No hesitation. No questions about logistics. Just — done. The Akash efficiency that she relied on more than she admitted.

"Aaku."

"Hmm?"

"Tujhe dar nahi lagta?"

Aren't you scared?

He looked at her. The blue eyes — and in them, something that she couldn't name, something that was deeper than friendship and wider than attraction and more enduring than either.

"Tujhse? Kabhi nahi."

Of you? Never.



Hostel 9 basement. 6:00 AM.

The basement was used for storage — broken furniture, old mattresses, the institutional detritus that accumulated in any building older than a decade. Chandu had cleared a space in the centre, pushing aside a stack of rusted bed frames and three broken ceiling fans to reveal a circle of moonlight on the concrete floor.

The portal.

It didn't look like a portal — not the swirling vortex of science fiction, not the glowing doorway of fantasy. It looked like moonlight. A perfect circle of silver light on the ground, approximately two metres in diameter, shimmering with the subtle movement of liquid mercury. The air above it was cold — colder even than Suri's skin, which was saying something.

Chandrani stood at the edge, her Chandrahaar sheathed across her back, her silver saree replaced with tactical gear — black kurta, cargo pants, combat boots, a vest that held various items in pockets that Suri was fairly certain contained things from at least four different centuries. Her white hair was braided tight. Her silver eyes were checking the portal's stability with the focused attention of a pilot running pre-flight checks.

Madhu lounged against a pillar, wearing what appeared to be a Mughal-era sherwani over modern jeans, because Madhu's approach to temporal fashion was "everything simultaneously."

"First stop: 1632, Agra." Chandu didn't look up from the portal. "Shah Jahan's court. The Sphatik Baan was last seen in the possession of a Sufi mystic named Hakim Rafiuddin. He lived in the lanes behind the Jama Masjid."

"And we just — walk in? To the Mughal court?"

"We walk into 1632 Agra. You find Hakim Rafiuddin. You get the Crystal Arrow. I keep the portal stable and redirect any of Chhaya's scouts. Madhu handles security."

"I handle vibes," Madhu corrected. "And also security."

"What if the Hakim doesn't want to give up the arrow?"

Chandu looked up. The silver eyes holding that particular intensity. "Then you convince him. You're the Sun Goddess. He'll know what you are."

"My fire is cold and my bow is frozen. I'm not exactly presenting peak divinity."

"You're Surya Devi. Even diminished, even cold, even broken — the sun is the sun. A Sufi mystic in 1632 will recognise divine fire regardless of its temperature."

Suri looked at the portal. The silver light rippling. Below the surface — and there was a surface, she could see it now, the portal had depth, the moonlight was not light but substance, a medium through which one could travel — below the surface, she could see movement. Shapes. The ghost-image of a different world, a different time, the shadow of 1632 pressing against the membrane that separated now from then.

"Aur Chhaya ke warriors?" And Chhaya's warriors?

"Already in the field." Chandu's voice was grim. "My portals detected Shakti warrior signatures in all three time periods. Chhaya's sent teams ahead. They'll be looking for the same things you are."

"So it's a race."

"It's always a race." Chandu stood. The portal responded to her proximity — the silver light intensifying, the surface becoming more defined, the ghost-images of 1632 sharpening into recognisable forms. Buildings. Streets. The specific architecture of Mughal Agra. "Ready?"

Suri looked at her hands. Cold. Blue-white. The frozen bow materialising in her left hand — the weapon she had spent last night trying to thaw and that had responded to every attempt with the stubborn frigidity of an energy that did not want to be fixed.

She was not ready. She was cold, undertrained, carrying a broken weapon and a broken power, entering a different century to fight warriors who served a sister who wanted her dead.

"Ready."

Madhu straightened. Adjusted his sherwani. Produced a pair of swords from somewhere inside the garment that physics insisted couldn't contain them. "Mughal Agra. Beautiful city. Terrible plumbing. Excellent qahwa." He grinned. "Chalein?"

Shall we go?

Chandu stepped onto the portal. The moonlight accepted her — her feet sinking into the silver surface as if stepping into ankle-deep water, the light crawling up her boots, her legs, wrapping around her body. She turned to Suri. Extended a hand.

"Suri. Whatever happens on the other side — don't use your fire unless absolutely necessary. Every time you use the cold fire, it drains you faster. And we need you functional for three stops, not one."

"Understood."

"And if you see Kaal—"

"I won't see Kaal."

"If you see him — don't trust him. Whatever he says. Whatever he offers. He's not lying about Chhaya, but he's not telling you the full truth either. He never does."

The fire responded to his name. The cold spike. The cinnamon-phantom.

Suri stepped onto the portal.

The moonlight was cold. Colder than her skin, which she hadn't thought possible. The silver substance crawled up her legs, her torso, her arms — enveloping her in a cocoon of temporal energy that resonated with every cell in her body. She could feel time — not as a concept but as a physical medium, a fluid that she was sinking into, the present releasing her and the past reaching up to claim her.

The basement disappeared. Hostel 9 disappeared. IIT Pune, December 2041, the cutting chai and the blue-eyed boy and the frozen cricket pitch and the damaged quadrangle — all of it dissolved into the silver light.

And then—

Heat. Real heat. The kind of heat that Suri's body didn't produce and couldn't resist — the blinding, overwhelming, forty-three-degree heat of North Indian summer. The air hit her like a wall. Dry. Dusty. Smelling of horse dung and sandalwood and the specific organic complexity of a pre-industrial city of half a million people.

She opened her eyes.

Agra. 1632.

The city sprawled before her — a labyrinth of sandstone and marble, of minarets and domes, of narrow lanes and wide bazaars, all of it dwarfed by the structure rising in the distance. White marble. Perfect symmetry. The tomb that Shah Jahan was building for Mumtaz Mahal — not yet complete, not yet the Taj Mahal of postcards and tourist brochures, but already beautiful. Already devastating. The scaffolding that encased it couldn't contain the beauty. Even half-built, even encased in wood and rope and the labour of twenty thousand artisans, the building radiated the specific beauty of love made material.

"Mumtaz ka maqbara," Chandu murmured beside her. Mumtaz's tomb. Even the Moon Goddess paused for it. Even the being who had seen every wonder ever built paused for the Taj Mahal in its becoming.

"Focus," Gauri's voice crackled — not from physical presence but from a device in Chandu's ear, a temporal communicator that bridged the centuries with the casual efficiency of divine engineering. "Hakim Rafiuddin. Jama Masjid ke peechhe. Talaash karo."

Search.

Suri adjusted her clothes — the modern jeans and jacket that Chandu had glamoured to appear as a simple cotton salwar-kameez, the visual illusion that would prevent a group of time-travelers from being immediately identified as anachronistic. Madhu's sherwani required no glamour. The man dressed for every century simultaneously and somehow managed to look appropriate in all of them.

"This way." Chandu pointed toward the city's eastern quarter. The Jama Masjid's minarets visible above the rooftops, the mosque that Shah Jahan was building alongside the Taj, the twin monuments to faith and love that defined this decade of Mughal architecture.

They walked into 1632 Agra. The Sun Goddess, the Moon Goddess, and the God of Soma — three celestial beings in mortal bodies, walking through a Mughal city, looking for a Crystal Arrow that hadn't been seen in four centuries.

The heat pressed. Suri's cold fire stirred — not in distress but in something that might have been recognition. The sun was fierce here. The real sun. 1632's sun, undiluted by four centuries of atmospheric pollution. And for the first time in nineteen years, walking through the heat of Mughal Agra under a sun that burned with the intensity of a younger world, Suri felt — not warm, not exactly, but less cold.

The fire flickered. Shifted. The blue-white edge softening — just a fraction, just a hint — toward gold.

"Chandu," Suri whispered. "Mera fire—"

"I know." Chandu's silver eyes had noticed. "The sun is stronger here. Closer to what it was when your fire was whole. The older the time period, the more compatible with your original energy."

"Can it—"

"Not yet. Not from just sunlight. But it's a start." Chandu's hand found hers. Silver-cold meeting fire-cold. Two sisters, two celestial powers, two broken things holding each other together. "The Surya Phal will do the rest. If we find it."

When we find it, Suri corrected silently.

They entered the lanes behind the Jama Masjid, and the quest began in earnest.




  
    Chapter 6: The Confrontation

    
    
  
  The lanes behind the Jama Masjid were a labyrinth. Not metaphorically — the Mughal-era streets of Agra had been designed with the specific logic of a civilisation that valued privacy over navigation, and the result was a network of narrow passages, dead ends, and sudden openings that defeated any attempt at systematic exploration.

Suri navigated by fire. Not consciously — the cold energy in her chest responded to the city's divine signatures the way a compass needle responded to magnetic north, pulling her left, then right, then through an archway so low she had to duck, the fire tugging at her sternum with increasing urgency.

"Yahan," she said. Here.

They stood before a wooden door set into a sandstone wall. Unremarkable. The kind of door that a thousand homes in Mughal Agra shared — heavy teak, iron-banded, the wood dark with age and oil. But the fire knew. The energy behind this door was — old. Not divine-old, not cosmic-old, but human-old. The accumulated spiritual energy of a lifetime spent in devotion, concentrated into a single space.

Chandu placed her palm against the wood. "Wards," she said. "Old ones. Sufi tradition. They won't stop a goddess but they'll notice one." She looked at Suri. "He'll know we're here."

"Good."

Suri knocked.

The door opened immediately. Not the cautious crack of a man checking his visitors — the full swing of a door opened by someone who had been expecting guests and who considered hesitation a waste of everyone's time.

Hakim Rafiuddin was old. Not old in the way that modern humans measured it — not sixty or seventy or eighty, the numbered decades that contemporary medicine tracked with the anxious precision of an accountant auditing mortality. Rafiuddin was old in the way that spiritual practitioners became old — his body was lean and weathered, his face a landscape of lines that mapped decades of fasting and prayer and the specific physical toll of channelling divine energy through mortal flesh. His beard was white. His eyes were brown. His hands — the hands that held the door — were steady.

He wore a simple white kurta. No jewellery. No ornament. The specific austerity of a man whose relationship with the material world had been reduced to the essentials and who had found freedom in the reduction.

"Aaiye," he said. Come in. His eyes moved from Suri to Chandu to Madhu and back to Suri. The brown eyes — and in them, the recognition. The knowing. The specific response of a spiritual practitioner who could see divine energy the way a painter saw colour — not the aura-reading of charlatans but the genuine perception of someone who had spent forty years training his inner sight.

"Aap jaanti hain kaun hai yeh?" he asked, looking at Chandu. Do you know who this is?

"My sister," Chandu said.

"Nahi." Rafiuddin's voice was gentle. The gentleness of a man who corrected errors with the patience of a teacher who knew that correction was not criticism. "Yeh Surya Devi hain. Unki aag — dekh sakte hain? Blue hai. Galat hai. Kuch tuta hua hai."

No. This is Surya Devi. Her fire — can you see it? It's blue. It's wrong. Something is broken.

The fire pulsed. As if it heard him. As if the energy in Suri's chest responded to the diagnosis the way a patient responded to a doctor who finally identified the disease — with relief and fear in equal measure.

"Andar aaiye," he repeated, stepping aside. "Chai banata hoon."

I'll make chai.



The room was small. A rug on the floor — Persian, faded, the kind of rug that had been beautiful forty years ago and was now merely comfortable. Cushions around a low table. Bookshelves against every wall, the books handwritten, the leather bindings cracked with age. The smell — sandalwood incense, old paper, qahwa. The light came from oil lamps that the Hakim had lit with a gesture that Suri's fire recognized as energy-work — not magic, not the dramatic power displays of divine beings, but the subtle, practiced manipulation of ambient energy that was the hallmark of genuine spiritual mastery.

They sat. Rafiuddin poured qahwa — the bitter Mughal coffee, flavoured with cardamom and saffron, served in small ceramic cups that were warm to the touch. Suri held hers with both hands. The warmth was foreign. Welcome.

"Aap jaanti hain main kyun aaya hoon," she said. Not a question. The Hakim had been expecting them. The wards had been set to recognise, not repel. The door had opened before the knock.

You know why I've come.

Rafiuddin sipped his qahwa. The brown eyes steady above the rim.

"Sphatik Baan."

The Crystal Arrow.

"Haan."

"Mere paas hai." I have it. No drama. No negotiation. The Sufi directness that Suri found both refreshing and slightly unnerving. "Thirty-two saal se mere paas hai. Ek tantric practitioner se mila tha — Alaknanda naam thi uska. Bohot puraani aurat. Time ke through aati jaati hai jaise hum galli se guzarte hain."

I've had it for thirty-two years. Got it from a tantric practitioner — her name was Alaknanda. Very old woman. She moves through time the way we walk through alleys.

"Aapne Alaknanda ko jaana?" Suri leaned forward. You knew Alaknanda?

"Main uska student tha." The Hakim set his cup down. His hands — steady, calm, the hands of a man who had held divine artifacts for three decades and hadn't been destroyed by them — his hands settled in his lap. "She taught me how to see energy. How to contain it. How to hold something that doesn't belong in this world without the world rejecting it."

"And the Crystal Arrow?"

Rafiuddin stood. Moved to the largest bookshelf. His fingers found a leather-bound volume — not a book, Suri realised, but a box disguised as a book, the binding a shell over a hollow interior. He opened it.

The Sphatik Baan lay in a bed of red silk. Not a traditional arrow — not the war arrows of the Mughal military or the ceremonial arrows of temple iconography. This was something else. A shaft of crystal — clear, luminous, the transparency of it revealing an interior glow that shifted between white and silver. The fletching was crystal too — delicate, sharp, catching the lamplight and scattering it into prismatic patterns on the walls. The point was a diamond. Not decorative — functional. A diamond tip that could pierce anything material and most things that weren't.

Suri's fire screamed. The cold energy surging — not in threat but in recognition, the broken fire seeing the arrow and knowing it, the way an amputee felt a phantom limb. This arrow had been hers. In another life. The weapon that she had used before the fire broke, before the cold took over, before she became the sun goddess who couldn't warm herself.

"Yeh aapki hai," Rafiuddin said. This is yours. "Alaknanda ne mujhe bataya tha — ek din ek ladki aayegi. Uski aag blue hogi. Tuti hui hogi. Woh arrow maangegi. Aur main de doonga."

Alaknanda told me — one day a girl will come. Her fire will be blue. It will be broken. She'll ask for the arrow. And I'll give it.

He held the box toward her.

Suri reached. Her fingers touched the crystal shaft. The contact was — electric was too weak a word. The Sphatik Baan responded to her touch the way a musical instrument responded to a musician — the crystal vibrating, the interior glow intensifying, the arrow singing at a frequency that Suri felt in her teeth and her chest and the fire that was screaming and screaming and screaming.

She lifted it. The weight was nothing. The power was everything.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"Shukriya mat kaho." Rafiuddin's voice was tender. The tenderness of a custodian returning something to its rightful owner. Don't say thank you. "Yeh aapki cheez hai. Main sirf rakhwala tha."

This is your thing. I was just the keeper.



They left the Hakim's house with the Crystal Arrow secured in Chandu's temporal storage — a dimensional pocket that the Moon Goddess maintained in the folds of space-time, essentially an invisible bag that could hold objects across centuries without them degrading. The arrow was safe. Item one of three, acquired.

The lanes of Mughal Agra hummed around them. The bazaars were coming alive — merchants spreading their wares on cotton sheets, the smell of cooking oil and spices rising from food stalls, the sound of a city that housed half a million people and the construction project of the century waking to a summer morning.

"That was easy," Madhu said. "Suspiciously easy."

"Agreed." Chandu's silver eyes were scanning — not the physical surroundings but the temporal landscape, the energy signatures that she could perceive through her connection to the portal network. "Too easy. Chhaya had scouts in this timeline. They should have—"

The attack came from above.

Three women. Dropping from the rooftops with the coordinated precision of trained killers who had been waiting for the exact moment when their targets emerged from the protected space of the Hakim's wards. They wore dark red — saris adapted for combat, the fabric wrapped tight, the pallus secured, the aesthetic of traditional femininity weaponised into tactical gear. Each carried a weapon: a curved sword (katar), a chain-mace (gada), and a pair of throwing daggers that caught the morning light.

Shakti warriors. Chhaya's soldiers. The corrupted versions of Durga's divine warriors — women who had been turned from protectors into predators, their original purpose inverted the way Suri's fire had been inverted, the shadow goddess's speciality.

"DOWN!" Chandu shoved Suri sideways. The katar swept through the space where Suri's head had been. The blade was dark — not metal-dark but energy-dark, the corrupted steel carrying Chhaya's shadow in its edge.

Madhu moved. The God of Soma — the deity of intoxication and transcendence — was, underneath the sherwani and the easy charm, a warrior who had fought in divine conflicts since before the concept of war had a name. His twin swords appeared in his hands with the casual speed of a man drawing breath. He met the chain-mace warrior mid-air, the blades crossing, the impact generating a shockwave that cracked the nearest wall.

Chandu drew the Chandrahaar. The moon-blade sang — the silver note cutting through the morning noise, and the throwing-dagger warrior hesitated. That hesitation cost her. Chandu's blade found the woman's weapon arm. Not a killing strike — a disarming one. The Moon Goddess was precise. The Shakti warrior's daggers clattered to the stone, and Chandu's follow-through pinned the woman against the wall with a barrier of moonlight.

The katar warrior was Suri's.

The woman was fast. Trained. The curved blade weaving patterns in the air — defensive, probing, testing Suri's reactions. Her eyes were red-tinged. Chhaya's corruption in her irises, the shadow energy that puppeted her body and suppressed whatever she had been before the darkness took her.

Suri's fire surged. The cold energy answering the threat — blue-white flames crackling across her hands, the frozen bow materializing. Useless as a bow. Functional as a block. Suri caught the katar on the bow's ice-crusted limb. The impact jarred her arm.

"Agni." The warrior's voice was layered — her own voice under Chhaya's, the way a recording played over another recording. "Chhaya kehti hai: time khatam ho raha hai."

Chhaya says: time is running out.

"Chhaya bohot zyada bolti hai," Suri said through gritted teeth. Chhaya talks too much.

She pushed. The cold fire amplifying her strength — mortal muscles augmented by divine energy, the specific advantage that being a goddess in a human body provided. The katar warrior stumbled back. Suri followed — the frozen bow swinging, not with the finesse of a trained fighter but with the desperation of someone who was outmatched in skill and compensating with power.

The bow connected. The ice-crusted limb hit the warrior's shoulder. The cold fire discharged on contact — frost spreading from the impact point, the warrior's arm seizing, the corruption in her fighting the cold the way the Garuda's corruption had fought it. The warrior screamed.

"Maaf karna," Suri whispered. I'm sorry. To the woman underneath. To the Shakti warrior that Chhaya had stolen and turned into a weapon.

The cold fire spread. The warrior froze — not completely, not the full crystalline stasis that the Garuda had endured, but enough. The katar dropped. The red eyes dimmed. The corruption retreated behind a shell of frost.

Suri dropped to one knee. The power drain was real — the cold fire taking as much as it gave, each use burning through reserves that a broken fire couldn't replenish. Her vision greyed at the edges.

Madhu's opponent was down. The chain-mace warrior pinned under a weight of Soma energy — golden, warm, the god's power manifesting as a field that slowed the warrior's movements to a crawl, the divine intoxication weaponised into a restraining force.

Chandu's opponent was contained. The moonlight barrier holding.

Three Shakti warriors. Neutralised.

"That wasn't a scouting team," Chandu said, her breathing slightly elevated — the only concession that the fight had required effort. "That was an interception squad. They knew we were here. They knew we were going to the Hakim."

"Chhaya has intelligence in the portal network?"

"Or she has someone feeding her information." Chandu's silver eyes swept the lane. The civilian population had fled — the Mughal-era residents of Agra's mosque district retreating into their homes with the practiced efficiency of people who lived in a city where violence was not uncommon and where the wise response was to close your door and wait.

"We need to move." Madhu wiped his swords on his sherwani with the nonchalance of someone for whom blood-staining silk was a regular occurrence. "Next stop — Chola Dynasty. The Sun Fruit."

"Through the portal." Chandu closed her eyes. Her hands moved — the gesture that activated the portal network, the moon goddess's unique ability to fold space-time and create passages between eras. The air shimmered. A silver circle appeared on the ground — smaller than the one in Hostel 9's basement but functional.

"Wait." Suri straightened. Her body ached. Her fire was depleted. But the Crystal Arrow — she could feel it in Chandu's dimensional pocket, the Sphatik Baan's energy resonating with her own, the weapon calling to the wielder. "Before we go—"

A presence. Behind them. In the lane's shadow.

Suri's fire — depleted, exhausted, running on reserves — the fire sparked. Recognition. The cinnamon taste flooding her mouth.

Kaal.

He stepped from the shadow. Not from a portal — from the shadow itself, the Titan of Time existing in the spaces between moments, the dark intervals that separated one second from the next. He wore Mughal-era clothing — a dark sherwani, fitted, the collar high, looking like he had walked out of a miniature painting and into the lane with the specific authority of a man who belonged in every century because he belonged in none.

"Suri."

"Tum yahan kya kar rahe ho?" What are you doing here?

"Tumhari madad kar raha hoon." Helping you.

"Maine tumhe madad ke liye nahi bulaya." I didn't call you for help.

"Nahi bulaya." He stepped closer. The brown eyes — intense, warm, carrying the depth of a being who had experienced every moment since the first moment. "Lekin Chhaya ke scouts tumhari position track kar rahe hain through portal network. Main unhe distract kar sakta hoon. Time manipulate kar sakta hoon. Tumhe zyada waqt de sakta hoon."

No, you didn't. But Chhaya's scouts are tracking your position through the portal network. I can distract them. Manipulate time. Give you more time.

"Gauri ne kaha—"

"Gauri ne kaha mujhse door rehna." His voice was flat. "Gauri hamesha yahi kehti hai."

Gauri said to stay away from me. Gauri always says that.

Chandu stepped between them. The Chandrahaar in her hand. The silver eyes like arctic ice.

"Kaal." One word. The Moon Goddess's one word carrying the weight of centuries of complicated alliance and deeper mistrust. "Tu yahan kyun hai? Sach bata."

Why are you here? Tell the truth.

The Titan looked at the Moon. The Moon looked at the Titan. Two celestial beings, connected through the sun goddess who stood between them, measuring each other with the accumulated data of eons.

"Kyunki main mar raha hoon." His voice dropped. The performance evaporated. The charm, the grin, the cinnamon-scented confidence — all of it falling away to reveal what was underneath: exhaustion. Fear. The specific fear of a being who had been immortal and who had begun to feel time's weight for the first time. "Aur marne se pehle, main yeh sure karna chahta hoon ki woh safe hai."

Because I'm dying. And before I die, I want to make sure she's safe.

His wrist. Suri saw it — the watch. The amulet that measured his remaining time, the divine instrument that had ticked since the golden beach. The watch face was cracked. The hands were moving too fast — the minute hand sweeping at the speed of a second hand, the countdown visible, the acceleration of mortality.

"Kitna time hai?" she asked. She couldn't help it. The question came from the part of her that still — that always — How much time?

"Enough." He didn't answer the question. "Enough to help you find the Surya Phal. Enough to get you to Alaknanda. Enough to—" He stopped. Bit his lip. The devastating face rearranging into the configuration that destroyed her every time: vulnerability. "Enough."

Chandu looked at Suri. The decision was hers.

The fire pulsed. The cold energy and the cinnamon memory and the golden beach and the kiss that had created time — all of it swirling in the space between Suri's ribs, the impossible mathematics of a heart that was supposed to be divine and was, instead, desperately, painfully human.

"Aao," Suri said. Come.

Chandu's jaw tightened. But she said nothing. The Moon Goddess who saw everything and controlled nothing.

Kaal stepped toward the portal. His boot touched the silver light. Time shivered — not metaphorically. The temporal fabric around the Titan rippled, the seconds stretching and compressing as his presence interacted with Chandu's portal energy. The Moon Goddess winced. The Titan's proximity was expensive — his dying power creating interference, static, the temporal equivalent of a radio signal corrupted by proximity to a stronger transmitter.

"Ready?" Chandu asked. Her voice strained. Managing the portal with a dying Titan stepping through it was like navigating a river with a boulder rolling through the water.

"Ready."

They stepped through.

Mughal Agra dissolved. The lanes, the Jama Masjid, the half-built Taj, the frozen warriors, the Sufi mystic's door — all of it folding into the silver light.

And then — the second time period. The Chola Dynasty. 1014 CE. The Kaveri River. The temple that held the Surya Phal.

The quest continued.

The clock ticked.

The fire burned cold.




  
    Chapter 7: The Witch

    
    
  
  Chola Dynasty Tamil Nadu hit Suri like a fever dream.

The portal deposited them on the banks of the Kaveri River — not the tamed, dammed, disputed Kaveri of the twenty-first century but the original. The real river. A living thing, muscular and brown, moving through a landscape so green that Suri's eyes ached from the saturation. The air was wet — not Pune's polite December chill but the soaking, equatorial humidity of medieval South India, the kind of moisture that entered your lungs and set up residence.

The temple was visible immediately. Rising from the river's eastern bank like a stone fist punching skyward — a Dravidian gopuram, the stepped pyramid tower that was the signature of Chola architecture, carved with figures of gods and demons and celestial beings in postures of dance and war and love. The stone was dark — granite, weathered, the surface crawling with moss and lichen and the specific patina of a building that had been standing for centuries and intended to stand for centuries more.

"Kaveri-karai Kovil," Chandu murmured. The Moon Goddess's Tamil was archaic — the pronunciation of someone who had learned the language when it was being spoken by the Sangam poets. "The Riverside Temple. This is where the Surya Phal tree grows."

"Grew," Kaal corrected. He stood apart from the group — the specific distance that Chandu's body language enforced, the invisible perimeter that the Moon Goddess maintained between herself and the dying Titan. "The temple was destroyed in a war in 1014. The Chola-Chalukya conflict. We're in the window — maybe weeks, maybe days — before the destruction."

"Which means the fruit is still here," Suri said.

"Which means Chhaya's forces are also still here," Madhu added. The God of Soma was alert — the easy charm replaced by the focused attention of a warrior in hostile territory. His twin swords were sheathed but accessible. His eyes moved constantly — scanning the treeline, the river bank, the temple's approaches.

"Move," Chandu said. "Madhu — perimeter. Kaal —" She stopped. The silver eyes landing on the Titan with the specific weight of a being who did not trust him and was forced to use him anyway. "Stay close to Suri. If Chhaya's warriors engage, your time manipulation could buy us seconds. Seconds matter."

"Seconds are my entire existence," Kaal said. The grin. Even dying, even with the watch on his wrist spinning toward zero, the grin. Suri hated the grin. Suri's fire loved the grin. The contradiction was the entire problem.

They moved toward the temple.



The interior was cool. The granite walls breathing cold air, the ceiling so high that the lamplight couldn't reach it, the darkness above them alive with the sound of bats and the echo of their footsteps. The temple was active — priests in white dhotis moving between the sanctum sanctorum and the outer mandapam, the oil lamps creating pools of amber light that turned the carved stone into something breathing, something alive.

The priests did not see them. Chandu's glamour — the moonlight illusion that made them invisible to mortal perception — held. They moved through the temple like ghosts, the divine energy that each of them carried rendering them transparent to the human senses that couldn't process their presence.

"The Surya Phal tree is in the inner garden," Chandu said, her voice low. "Behind the sanctum. Only priests enter. The tree has been tended for — I don't know how long. Centuries. It grows the fruit of the sun. One fruit. Once."

"Once?"

"The tree produces one fruit in its entire existence. The fruit that's there now is the only one that has ever grown, and the only one that ever will."

"And eating it will fix my fire?"

Chandu hesitated. The hesitation was brief — a fraction of a second — but Suri caught it. The Moon Goddess's silver eyes flickering with something that was not quite doubt and not quite fear.

"Alaknanda believed so. The Surya Phal contains concentrated solar energy — the original warmth, the first fire, the energy that existed before your fire was broken. Eating it should restore the original temperature. Cold fire becomes warm fire."

"Should."

"Should." Chandu's voice was honest. "I've never seen it done. None of us have. The fruit exists in theory and in prophecy and in Alaknanda's records. But the actual consumption — the actual restoration —" She shook her head. "We won't know until you eat it."

They passed through the mandapam. The carved pillars — Chola artistry at its peak, each pillar a single stone worked into figures of Nataraja and Parvati and the Saptamatrikas — the pillars watched them pass with the stone patience of art that had outlasted its creators.

The inner garden was small. Walled. A courtyard open to the sky, the Chola architects having understood that some things needed sunlight more than shelter. In the centre, surrounded by a circle of stones that hummed with energy that Suri's fire recognised — old energy, ancient energy, the energy of the earth itself channelled through stone —

The tree.

It was small. Absurdly small. A bonsai — not a cultivated bonsai but a naturally miniature tree, the kind of cosmic joke that the universe played when it contained infinite power in finite form. The trunk was dark — darker than the temple's granite, the wood appearing to absorb light rather than reflect it. The leaves were gold. Not green-gold, not yellow-gold — gold. The actual colour of the metal, of the sun, of the beach in the dream that Suri had every night.

And on the lowest branch, hanging from a stem that was too thin for the weight it bore, the fruit.

The Surya Phal.

It was the size of a mango. It glowed — not the cold blue-white of Suri's fire but the warm, deep gold of the sun before clouds, before pollution, before the world complicated the relationship between light and surface. The glow was steady. Patient. The light of something that had been waiting for a very, very long time.

"Woh hai," Suri whispered. There it is.

The fire in her chest went berserk. Not the controlled pulse or the defensive spike — a full-body eruption of cold energy that raced through her limbs and frosted her fingers and fogged her breath and turned the air around her into a visible cloud of crystallised moisture. The fire wanted the fruit. The broken fire wanted its medicine. The cold wanted to be warm.

Suri stepped forward.

"Ruk." Kaal's hand on her shoulder. The warmth of his touch — the fire that she had given him, the warmth that should have been hers, flowing through the contact. "Dekh."

Stop. Look.

She looked. And saw what the fire's desperation had blinded her to.

The garden was not empty.

A woman sat at the base of the tree. Cross-legged. Her eyes closed. Her hands resting on her knees, palms up, the posture of meditation so deep that it had become indistinguishable from sleep. She wore cotton — simple, undyed, the fabric of the poorest class in Chola society. Her hair was loose — long, black, reaching the ground where it pooled like water.

But her energy. Suri's fire recognised it instantly. Not divine. Not mortal. Something in between — something that existed at the intersection of human will and cosmic power, the specific signature of a being who had learned to channel divine energy through mortal practice.

"Alaknanda," Chandu breathed.

The woman's eyes opened. Brown. Deep. The kind of brown that had seen every shade of human experience and had decided to keep watching anyway.

"Main tumhara intezaar kar rahi thi." Her voice was low. Musical. The Tamil that she spoke was flavoured with something older — a pre-Dravidian accent that placed her origin before the languages of the subcontinent had settled into their modern families. "Tum late ho."

I've been waiting for you. You're late.

"Aap Alaknanda hain?" Suri asked. Stepping around Kaal's restraining hand. Moving toward the tree, toward the fruit, toward the woman who sat beneath both with the calm authority of someone who owned the space.

Are you Alaknanda?

"Yahan, is samay mein, mujhe Amma Shakti kehte hain." The woman smiled. The smile was — unsettling. Not malicious. Not warm. Something else. The specific smile of someone who knew more than they should and who found the disparity amusing. "Lekin haan. Main wahi hoon. Pehli tantric practitioner. Sab se puraani jaadugarnee. Humanity ki pehli aurat jisne divine energy ko manipulate karna seekha."

Here, in this time, they call me Amma Shakti. But yes. I'm the one. The first tantric practitioner. The oldest witch. The first woman in humanity who learned to manipulate divine energy.

She stood. She was tall — taller than Suri expected, the lean height of a woman whose body had been shaped by millennia of practice and whose physical form had been maintained by the same energy she manipulated. Her face was — hard to pin down. The features were South Indian — dark skin, strong nose, wide-set eyes — but there was something else. Something that suggested she had worn other faces in other times, that the physical appearance was a costume that changed with the century.

"Tum Surya Phal ke liye aayi ho," she said. Not a question. You've come for the Sun Fruit. "Aur Sphatik Baan — " she nodded at the dimensional distortion that marked Chandu's storage pocket, " — woh toh tumne pehle hi le liya."

And the Crystal Arrow — you've already taken that.

"How do you—"

"Main time ke through dekhti hoon, beta. It's what I do." She walked around the tree. Her hand brushing the trunk — and where she touched, the bark softened, the gold of the leaves intensified, the fruit's glow brightened. The tree responded to her the way a pet responded to its owner. "Tumhari aag tuti hui hai."

I see through time, child.* ... *Your fire is broken.

"Haan."

"Cold fire. Blue-white. Freezes instead of burning. Hurts you every time you use it. Getting worse." She was circling Suri now. Not predatory — clinical. A doctor examining a patient. Her eyes following the lines of energy that Suri couldn't see but could feel — the pathways through which the cold fire moved, the channels that should have carried warmth and instead carried frost. "Yeh bahut puraana damage hai. Pichli zindagi ka. Maybe the one before that."

This is very old damage. From a past life.

"Kya hua tha?" Suri asked. The question she had carried for nineteen years. The question that the dreams almost answered and that waking always erased. "Mere fire ko kisne toda?"

What happened? Who broke my fire?

Alaknanda stopped circling. Her brown eyes met Suri's. The ancient eyes — the oldest human eyes on earth, the eyes that had watched civilisations rise and fall with the detached interest of someone who existed outside of all of them — held something. Compassion. The real kind.

"Tumne khud toda."

You broke it yourself.

The words hit Suri like a physical impact. The fire contracted — a cold implosion in her chest that made her stagger. Kaal caught her arm. The warmth of his grip.

"What?"

"Bahut time pehle." Alaknanda sat again. The meditation posture. The calm of a being who delivered devastating truths with the same equanimity with which she drank water. "Tum aur Chhaya. Ladaai. Sabse badi ladaai. Tum haar rahi thi. Chhaya tumhari aag absorb kar rahi thi. Aur tumne — " she paused. The pause of someone choosing words with the precision of a surgeon choosing instruments. "Tumne apni aag ko invert kar diya. Deliberately. Tumne warm ko cold mein badal diya taaki Chhaya use absorb na kar sake."

A very long time ago. You and Chhaya. A fight. The biggest fight. You were losing. Chhaya was absorbing your fire. And you — you inverted your fire. Deliberately. You turned warm into cold so that Chhaya couldn't absorb it.

"But that means—"

"Haan. The cold fire was your own defence mechanism. You broke yourself to prevent Chhaya from stealing you. And it worked — she couldn't absorb cold fire, it was incompatible with her shadow energy. But the cost —" Alaknanda looked at the tree. The fruit. The golden glow. "The cost was that you couldn't use your own fire properly. Across every incarnation since, the inversion persisted. Because you never reversed it."

"Can I reverse it?"

"Surya Phal." She pointed at the fruit. "The fruit contains the original solar energy. The first fire. Eating it won't just warm you — it will show your fire what it's supposed to be. Remind it. The way hearing your mother tongue after years abroad reminds your mouth how to shape the sounds."

Suri looked at the fruit. The golden light. The warmth she had never known.

"Then I eat it."

"Not yet." Alaknanda held up a hand. "The fruit must be eaten at the right moment. When your fire is at its lowest — when the cold has nearly won. That's when the contrast is strongest. That's when the fruit's warmth has the most impact. If you eat it now, when your fire is simply cold, the restoration will be partial. Incomplete. You'll be warmer, yes. But not fully restored."

"When, then?"

"You'll know." The ancient eyes — brown, deep, infinite — held certainty. "The moment will present itself. When everything is at its worst. When you've lost everything. That's when you eat the fruit."

Suri's jaw tightened. "That's not helpful."

"No one said I was helpful." The smile again. The unsettling, knowing smile. "I'm ancient and I'm honest. Those are different things."

Chandu stepped forward. "The fruit — can we take it now? Store it?"

Alaknanda considered. Her hand touching the tree again, the bark responding, the fruit swinging gently on its too-thin stem.

"Take it. But be careful. The fruit's energy is volatile when separated from the tree. Keep it close to Surya. Her fire — even broken — will stabilise it."

Suri reached for the fruit. Her cold fingers closing around the warm skin — the contrast electric, the warmth flowing up her arm, through her chest, the fire inside her singing — not with the cold scream of combat but with something else. Joy. The joy of a broken thing touching its medicine.

She picked the fruit. The tree shuddered. The golden leaves dimmed — not dying but resting, the tree that had fulfilled its singular purpose settling into a dormancy that might last another millennium.

"Thank you," Suri said. To the tree. To Alaknanda. To the universe that had placed a cure in a garden in a temple by a river in a time that shouldn't have been accessible but was.

Alaknanda stood. "One more thing." She walked to Suri. Close. Her hand rising — and touching Suri's forehead. The contact was warm. Not Kaal-warm, not chai-warm. Sun-warm. The warmth of the first fire, the original energy, the heat that had existed before the inversion.

"Tere andar ek aur behen hai," Alaknanda whispered. "Ek aur. Jise tune abhi tak nahi dhoondha. Woh tere paas hai. Tere saamne. Tu dekhti nahi."

There is another sister inside you. One more. Whom you haven't found yet. She is near you. In front of you. You don't see her.

"What—"

Alaknanda stepped back. Her body was changing — not dissolving but shifting, the way a reflection shifts when the mirror moves. The Chola-era cotton becoming something else. The dark skin remaining but the face rearranging, the height adjusting, the ancient practitioner becoming — a different woman. A different time.

"We'll meet again," she said. And her voice was different now — the Tamil accent gone, replaced by something that sounded almost like — Marathi? "In a different time. Under a different name." She smiled. "Tujhe mera asli naam tab pata chalega."

You'll learn my real name then.

She walked toward the temple wall. And through it. Not through a door — through the stone, the granite accepting her the way water accepted a diver, closing behind her without a mark.

Gone.

Suri held the Surya Phal. The fruit warm in her cold hands. The fire in her chest reaching for it with the desperation of a drowning person reaching for a rope.

Two items acquired. The Crystal Arrow and the Sun Fruit. One remaining — and the person who was supposed to be the third item had just walked through a wall.

"She said there's another sister," Suri said. Looking at Chandu. Looking at Kaal. "One I haven't found. Near me."

Chandu's silver eyes were unreadable. Kaal's brown eyes held something — the expression of a man who knew a secret and was deciding whether this was the moment to share it.

Neither of them spoke.

The temple's bells rang. Somewhere, a priest was performing puja. The sound of Sanskrit chanting — the oldest living language, the words that had been spoken in this temple since before the Chola dynasty claimed it — the chanting filled the garden like water filling a bowl.

Suri tucked the fruit into her bag. The warmth pressed against her hip.

"Next portal," she said. "Where?"

"British Raj Calcutta, 1905," Chandu said. "That's where Alaknanda's next appearance is recorded. Where she was known as Miss Margaret Jones."

"She just walked through a wall. How do we find her in a different century?"

"Because she wants to be found." Kaal's voice was quiet. "That's the thing about Alaknanda. She's always where she needs to be. And right now, she needs to be wherever you're going."

The portal opened. Silver light on the temple floor. The Chola Dynasty — the Kaveri River, the granite temple, the tree that had given its only fruit — the Chola Dynasty fading into the portal's temporal transit.

They stepped through.

Three down. The clock ticking. The fire burning cold. The fruit burning warm.

And somewhere, near her, in front of her, a sister she couldn't see.




  
    Chapter 8: The Amazons

    
    
  
  British Raj Calcutta smelled like empire. The specific olfactory profile of a colonial city in 1905 — coal smoke from the railway, the sweetness of jaggery from a nearby bazaar, horse dung from the carriage roads, the river-rot of the Hooghly, and underneath all of it, the smell of power being exercised by people who had no right to it and who had convinced themselves otherwise through the specific delusion of civilisational superiority.

Suri hated it immediately.

The portal deposited them in a lane off College Street — the intellectual quarter, the book-lined streets where Bengal's thinkers gathered to discuss revolution and literature and the specific intersection of the two that the British found so threatening. The lane was narrow, flanked by three-storey buildings with cast-iron balconies and wooden shutters, the architecture a hybrid of Mughal influence and British imposition that characterised Calcutta's built environment.

"1905," Chandu murmured. "The year of the Partition of Bengal. Swadeshi Movement. The city is on fire — politically, if not literally."

"Literally would be easier," Madhu said. He had changed — the Mughal sherwani replaced with a Bengali dhoti-kurta combination that made him look like a young freedom fighter, which, given that Madhu's approach to every century was to dress for its most interesting conflict, was probably intentional.

Kaal had disappeared. Not gone — Suri could feel him. The cinnamon trace in the air, the temporal distortion that his proximity created, the specific awareness that the Titan of Time was nearby but invisible, existing in the seconds between seconds, watching from the intervals.

"Alaknanda was known here as Miss Margaret Jones," Chandu said. "A medicine woman. She ran a clinic in the Kalighat district — near the temple."

"Kalighat." Suri processed the name. Kali's Ghat. The temple to the goddess of destruction, the divine feminine at her most ferocious. A fitting location for the world's oldest witch.

"The clinic is still active. My portal intelligence suggests Alaknanda is there — she's maintaining a presence in this time period for reasons I don't fully understand."

"She said we'd meet again."

"She says a lot of things." Chandu's voice carried the specific frustration of a Moon Goddess who preferred certainties and who found Alaknanda's prophetic ambiguity professionally offensive. "Let's move. We've burned sixteen hours across two time periods. We have three days left."

They moved through Calcutta's streets. The city was alive — vendors calling from stalls, rickshaws threading through pedestrian crowds, the specific energy of a metropolis that was simultaneously the jewel of the British Raj and the cradle of Indian nationalism. Posters for the Swadeshi Movement papered the walls. "Bande Mataram" was scrawled in Bengali script on a dozen surfaces. The air vibrated with the particular electricity of a people discovering their collective power.

Suri felt it. Not politically — energetically. The divine fire in her chest responding to the city's anger, to the collective heat of a population that was learning to burn. Her cold fire flickered — and for a moment, just a moment, the blue-white edge softened. As if the city's rage was warming her from the outside.

"Here." Chandu pointed. A building on the corner of a lane that led toward the Hooghly — two storeys, whitewashed, a wooden sign in English and Bengali: Jones Medical Dispensary. All Welcome.

They entered.

The dispensary was crowded. Patients lined the walls — women in white cotton saris, men in dhotis, children with the specific thinness that malnutrition and colonial economics produced. The smell was carbolic soap and turmeric paste — the intersection of Western and Indian medicine that a practitioner operating in both traditions would maintain.

A woman moved through the patients. Tall. Dark-haired. Wearing a Western-style dress — high-necked, long-sleeved, the constrictive fashion of Edwardian femininity — but with modifications. The sleeves were rolled. A Bengali shawl was draped over her shoulders. Her hands moved with the specific efficiency of someone who had been healing people for longer than anyone in the room could comprehend.

Her face was different from the Chola-era incarnation. The features were still South Indian at their foundation, but softer now, rounder, the face adapted to a time period where a dark-skinned woman running a medical clinic in British Calcutta needed to be simultaneously unremarkable and authoritative.

"Miss Jones," Suri said.

The woman looked up. The brown eyes — the ancient eyes, the eyes that had been brown in every century — found Suri. The recognition was instant.

"Ah." She set down the bandage she was wrapping around a child's arm. "Tum aa gayi."

You've arrived.

"Aapne kaha tha hum phir milenge."

You said we'd meet again.

"Maine bahut kuch kaha. Sab sach nahi tha." The smile. Different from the Chola version — warmer, more tired, the smile of a woman who had spent decades in a time period that was simultaneously brutal and beautiful. "But your arrival — that was true. Come. Not here." She gestured toward a door at the clinic's rear. "My patients don't need to hear what I have to tell you."

They followed her through the door, down a corridor, into a back room that was — different. The clinic's front was a medical dispensary. The back room was a library. Not a Victorian library with its leather and brass — a working library, the accumulation of a practitioner whose lifetime spanned millennia. Scrolls in Sanskrit. Books in Tamil. Manuscripts in Arabic, Persian, Chinese, Greek. Herbs hanging from the ceiling — dried, pungent, the smell of a thousand remedies from a hundred traditions.

"Baitho." She gestured to cushions on the floor. No chairs. The specific choice of a woman who had spent more centuries on the ground than in Western furniture. "Chai?"

"Please," Suri said. She was exhausted. Two time periods. Two fights. The fire depleted. The Surya Phal warm against her hip. The Crystal Arrow secure in Chandu's storage.

Alaknanda — Miss Jones — Margaret — whatever name she wore in this century — prepared chai. Not the cutting chai of Raju Kaka or the qahwa of Mughal Agra but a Bengali chai — thick, sweet, made with jaggery instead of sugar, the tea leaves boiled to darkness. She poured into terracotta cups that she produced from a shelf and handed them around with the practiced hospitality of a woman for whom feeding guests was not a courtesy but a compulsion.

"Tumne Surya Phal le liya," she said, sitting across from Suri. You've taken the Sun Fruit. "Aur Sphatik Baan bhi. Do cheezein mil gayi."

And the Crystal Arrow too. Two items found.

"Teesri cheez aap ho," Suri said. The third thing is you. "The scroll said find Alaknanda. We found you in 1014. Now we're here. What do you need to tell me?"

Alaknanda sipped her chai. The brown eyes watching Suri over the rim — assessing, measuring, the ancient practitioner evaluating the sun goddess with the clinical detachment of a doctor and the personal investment of someone who had a stake in the outcome.

"Bahut kuch. But the important thing — the reason I'm in 1905 instead of hiding in a time period where no one can find me — is this." She set down her cup. "Chhaya ne ek naya hatyaar banaya hai."

Chhaya has built a new weapon.

"We know. The corrupted creatures. The Garuda, the Narasimha—"

"Those are toys." Alaknanda's voice sharpened. The warmth evaporating, the ancient practitioner emerging from behind the Bengali healer. "Main weapon ki baat kar rahi hoon. Asli weapon. Chhaya ne divine energy ko corrupt karna seekh liya hai — not just creatures, not just warriors. She's learned to corrupt people. Gods. Celestial beings. She can take a divine being and invert their energy the way your fire was inverted. Turn them into shadow versions of themselves."

The room was silent. The chai cooled in its cups. Somewhere outside, a rickshaw-wallah called for passengers.

"She's building an army of corrupted gods?" Chandu's voice was controlled. The Moon Goddess processing tactical intelligence with the focused calm that millennia of warfare had produced.

"Not an army. A weapon." Alaknanda's hands moved — the gesture of a woman who thought in energy patterns, who saw the world as flows and channels and intersections. "One being. She's trying to corrupt one specific being. Someone powerful enough that their corruption would shift the cosmic balance permanently."

"Who?"

Alaknanda looked at Kaal. The Titan had rematerialised — standing in the corner, his brown eyes watching, his dying watch ticking on his wrist.

"Him."

The silence that followed was a different kind of silence. Not the silence of shock — the silence of confirmation. The silence of a truth that everyone in the room had suspected and that no one had wanted to verify.

"Kaal?" Suri's voice was a whisper. "She wants to corrupt Kaal?"

"She can't while he lives. His own energy — the fire you gave him, Surya — protects him. But that fire is running out." Alaknanda's eyes were on the watch. The spinning hands. The accelerating countdown. "When the fire dies, he becomes mortal. And a mortal Titan of Time is vulnerable in ways that an immortal one isn't. His temporal power — the ability to manipulate time, to exist in all moments simultaneously — that power doesn't disappear when the fire dies. It just becomes... unmoored. Unstable. And Chhaya can capture unstable energy. She's been doing it for millennia."

"She's waiting for him to die," Chandu said. The horror in her voice was subtle — the Moon Goddess's version of horror, which was a slight thinning of the lips and a temperature drop of two degrees.

"She's waiting for his fire to die. Then she takes his temporal power. And with the Titan of Time's power under her control—"

"She can manipulate time itself," Suri finished. "She can go back. Undo things. Change history."

"She can go back to the moment you inverted your fire and prevent it. Your only defence against her absorption — the cold fire — would never have existed. And without it—"

"She absorbs the original fire. The warm fire. Full power."

"Game over." Alaknanda's voice was flat. The flatness of someone who had seen the end of the world calculated to three decimal places and found it tedious. "She becomes the sun. The universe loses its balance. Everything burns."

Suri looked at Kaal. The man she had created. The Titan who was dying because he had given her back her fire. The being whose death would be the weapon that Chhaya used to destroy everything.

"Kitna time hai?" she asked him. Again. The question she kept asking. The question he kept not answering. "Kaal. Kitna time hai?"

How much time?

He looked at the watch. The spinning hands. The numbers that only he could read.

"Three months." His voice was quiet. "At this rate. Maybe four."

"And if you use your power? If you manipulate time, help us, fight?"

"Faster." The brown eyes — the eyes she had designed, the chai-before-milk shade — the eyes held something that she had never seen in them before. Acceptance. "Every time I use the power, the fire burns faster. Helping you in Agra cost me a week. Existing in this time period costs me days."

"Then stop helping. Stop following us. Go somewhere safe and—"

"There's nowhere safe. Chhaya's scouts are in every time period. And—" He stopped. The grin — and it was there, even now, the devastating grin that she loved and hated and that the fire reached for every time — the grin was sad. "Main tere bina nahi reh sakta. Yeh meri problem hai, meri weakness. Lekin sach hai."

I can't be without you. That's my problem, my weakness. But it's the truth.

The fire. The cold fire. The broken fire that she had broken herself, that she had inverted to protect herself from Chhaya, that she had carried for lifetimes without knowing why — the fire responded to his words. Not with cold. Not with the blue-white spike of combat readiness. With something else. Something that felt almost — warm.

"There is a way," Alaknanda said.

Everyone looked at her.

"There's always a way. That's the thing about cosmic balance — it has failsafes. Redundancies. The universe doesn't want to end. It wants to persist. And it builds escape routes into every extinction-level scenario."

"What way?"

Alaknanda stood. Walked to a shelf. Retrieved an object wrapped in silk. She unwrapped it and placed it on the floor between them.

A medallion. A silver chain holding a cage of metal that contained a pearl — not a white pearl but a pearl that shifted colours, green to blue to gold to red, the surface alive with internal light.

"This," she said, "is a containment amulet. I made it four hundred years ago, when I first understood what Chhaya was planning. It can hold temporal energy — specifically, the energy of a Titan." She looked at Kaal. "If you transfer your remaining power into this amulet before it runs out, the power is preserved. Contained. Chhaya can't corrupt what she can't reach. And the amulet can be hidden somewhere she'll never find it."

"That would kill me immediately," Kaal said. Calmly. The way a man stated the weather forecast. "Removing the remaining fire means removing what's keeping me alive."

"Yes."

"So the choice is: die in three months and let Chhaya take my power, or die now and lock my power away where she can't get it."

"Yes."

The room was silent again. The devastating silence of mathematics that produced only terrible answers.

"That's not a choice," Suri said. Her voice cracking. "That's two versions of the same ending."

"There is a third option," Alaknanda said. And her voice was different now — softer, the warmth returning, the ancient practitioner speaking not as a strategic advisor but as something else. A mother. A grandmother. A woman who had watched too many people she cared about face impossible decisions. "The Surya Phal."

"You said I should eat the fruit when my fire is at its lowest—"

"I said the fruit restores solar energy. I didn't say it only works on you." Her brown eyes moved from Suri to Kaal. "The fire in him is your fire. The same fire. If the Surya Phal can restore cold fire to warm fire, it can also restore depleted fire to full fire."

"You're saying I could give the fruit to Kaal? Restore his fire? Save him?"

"I'm saying you could use it on either of you. One fruit. One restoration. One choice."

"Fix myself or save him."

"Fix yourself or save him."

Suri looked at the fruit in her bag. The golden glow visible through the fabric. The warmth pressing against her hip. The medicine that she had crossed centuries to find.

She looked at Kaal. The dying Titan. The man whose watch was running out. The first being she had ever created, the being into whom she had poured half her fire, the being who had betrayed her and returned to her and was dying for her.

She looked at Chandu. The Moon Goddess's silver eyes holding something that might have been sorrow and might have been understanding and was probably both.

"I don't have to decide now," Suri said.

"No." Alaknanda picked up the medallion. Offered it to Suri. "But you should take this. Whatever you decide, the amulet is a failsafe. If the worst happens — if Kaal dies before you can use the fruit — this can still contain his power."

Suri took the medallion. The metal was warm. The pearl shifted — green, blue, gold, red — the colours of a cosmos that was trying to survive.

"One more thing." Alaknanda wrapped the silk around nothing — the medallion's absence leaving a void in the fabric. "Your sister. The one you haven't found."

"You said she's near me. In front of me."

"She is. And you need to find her before Chhaya does. Because your hidden sister is the key to everything — the balance, the final confrontation, the ending of this cycle." The brown eyes — ancient, infinite, kind. "Look at the people around you, Surya. Really look. Not with your eyes. With your fire."

A crash. Outside. The sound of wood splintering and people screaming. The Bengali chai cooling in its cups. The clinic's front door slamming open.

"Shakti warriors!" Madhu was at the door, swords drawn, the God of Soma's charm evaporated into combat readiness. "Six of them. Coming from the Kalighat temple direction."

"They followed us." Chandu was on her feet. Chandrahaar in hand. "Through the portal. Chhaya's tracked our jumps."

Alaknanda didn't move. The ancient practitioner sitting in her library of scrolls and herbs while the sound of divine warfare approached her clinic door.

"Go," she said to Suri. "Through the back. There's a portal node at the Hooghly ghat — Chandu knows where. Get back to your time. You have what you need."

"The Crystal Arrow. The Sun Fruit. The medallion. And—"

"And the knowledge." Alaknanda smiled. The unsettling, knowing smile. "The knowledge is the most dangerous weapon of all. Use it wisely."

Suri ran. Through the back door, into the Calcutta lane, Chandu and Madhu flanking her. The sounds of combat behind them — Madhu's swords meeting Shakti warrior blades, the clash of divine metal, the specific frequency of beings who existed partly outside of physics engaging in violence.

Kaal appeared beside her. From the shadows between seconds. His hand finding hers. His warm hand in her cold one.

"The ghat," he said. "I can feel the portal. This way."

They ran through 1905 Calcutta. Through streets where revolution was brewing. Past walls painted with "Bande Mataram." Through a city that was learning to fight for itself, that was discovering that the power to resist was not given but taken.

The Hooghly ghat opened before them — the river, brown and wide, the boats bobbing, the temple spires of Dakshineswar visible in the distance. And on the stone steps that descended to the water, a circle of silver light.

Chandu's portal. Open. Waiting.

They jumped.

The silver light swallowed them. 1905 dissolved. Calcutta dissolved. The Shakti warriors, the clinic, Alaknanda's library — all of it folding into the temporal transit.

And then — the basement. Hostel 9. IIT Pune. December 2041. The fluorescent lights. The broken furniture. The cold.

Home.

Suri collapsed against the wall. The Surya Phal warm in her bag. The Crystal Arrow safe in Chandu's storage. The medallion around her neck. The knowledge — the devastating knowledge, the choice she would have to make — burning in her mind like a fire that wasn't cold.

Two days left. The items found. The knowledge gained. The choice unmade.

The clock ticking.

The fire burning cold.

But for the first time — for the first time since she could remember — the cold felt like it might not be permanent.




  
    Chapter 9: The Train

    
    
  
  The morning after the time travel was the most normal morning Suri had experienced in a week, and the normalcy was devastating.

She woke in Room 412. Amma's razai. The tube light off, the December sunrise filtering through the west-facing window — wrong direction for sunrise, which meant the light was reflected, bounced off the engineering block's glass facade, arriving in her room second-hand. Like everything else in her life. Second-hand warmth. Second-hand fire. Second-hand normalcy borrowed from a world that didn't know what she was.

The Surya Phal sat on her desk. She had placed it beside her engineering textbooks — Thermodynamics by Cengel, Fluid Mechanics by White, and a golden fruit that contained the original fire of creation. The fruit's glow had dimmed overnight — not dying but conserving, the energy settling into a state that Alaknanda had called dormancy.

The medallion hung around her neck. Cool metal against warm skin — except her skin wasn't warm. The medallion was actually warmer than she was.

Her phone showed seventeen missed calls (Maitreyi — 9, Vivek — 4, Professor Kulkarni — 2, Amma — 2), forty-three WhatsApp messages (various group chats, all discussing "the earthquake" that the administration had settled on as the official explanation for the quadrangle's destruction), and one message from Akash:

Aaku: Good morning. Whenever you're back from wherever you went — I'm at Raju Kaka's. Same stool.

She showered. The water was warm — the hostel's solar heater, reliable in December, producing the temperature that her body couldn't. She stood under it for eight minutes, which was four minutes longer than her usual efficiency-optimised shower, because the warmth was a luxury and because the water washed away the temporal residue that clung to her skin from three centuries of portal travel.

She dressed. Jeans. Kurta — the simple cotton kind, not Chandu's tactical version. Jacket. The medallion under her clothes, the pearl pressing against her sternum, shifting colours against her skin.

She picked up the Surya Phal. Held it. The warmth flowing through her cold fingers.

Fix yourself or save him.

The choice that Alaknanda had presented. The mathematics of impossibility: one fruit, two broken fires, one restoration.

She put the fruit in her bag. Zipped it. The warmth pressing against her hip like a secret.



Raju Kaka's stall was open. The gas burner hissing, the chai boiling, the December morning crowd forming — the auto-rickshaw drivers who started their shifts at six, the joggers returning from the campus track, the early-bird students who believed that productivity and sunrise were causally related.

Akash was on the wobbly stool. Blue eyes. A cutting chai waiting beside an empty stool. The stool that was hers. The chai that was hers. The boy who was — hers was too strong a word. The boy who was there. Present. Reliable in the way that a compass is reliable — always pointing, always steady, always indicating the direction of something true.

She sat. Picked up the chai. The steel tumbler warm in her cold hands.

"Hi."

"Hi." He looked at her. The blue eyes doing their thing — the assessment that was not clinical but caring, the inventory of her wellbeing that he conducted every time he saw her, cataloguing the shadows under her eyes and the pallor of her skin and the tension in her jaw. "You look like you've been through three different centuries in forty-eight hours."

She almost dropped the chai.

"I'm joking." He wasn't joking. His blue eyes said he wasn't joking. But the kindness in them also said that he would pretend to be joking if that's what she needed. "Maitreyi is losing her mind, by the way. The 'earthquake' explanation isn't holding. She found feathers on the cricket pitch. Black feathers. She's comparing them to Garuda iconography in her mythology database."

"Of course she is."

"She's going to figure it out, Suri. She's the smartest mythology nerd in the country. If she finds black feathers on a campus where a giant bird attacked, she's going to connect the dots."

Suri sipped the chai. The ginger burning her throat. The warmth spreading through her chest — real warmth, not the fire's cold substitute. Chai-warmth. The specific temperature of comfort.

"Maybe that's not the worst thing," she said.

Akash looked at her. The blue eyes widening slightly. The reaction of a man hearing something unexpected from someone whose defining characteristic was secrecy.

"You want to tell her?"

"I need help, Aaku." The admission cost something. The price of vulnerability — the currency that Suri hoarded with the discipline of a miser because spending it felt like losing armour. "I have — things to do. In the next two days. Things that require knowledge I don't have. Mythology knowledge. History knowledge. And Maitreyi has that knowledge. All of it."

"You want to recruit her."

"I want to trust her."

The words hung between them. The December morning — cold, clear, the campus slowly waking, the damaged quadrangle visible from Raju Kaka's stall as a roped-off zone of broken concrete and administrative denial — the morning held the words and let them settle.

"She'll say yes," Akash said. "Immediately. Enthusiastically. Possibly with a PowerPoint presentation."

Despite everything — the quest, the choice, the dying Titan, the hidden sister — Suri laughed. The sound surprised her. A genuine laugh, produced by the intersection of Akash's dry humour and the absurd accuracy of his prediction.

"Let's go find her," Suri said.



They found Maitreyi in the library. Obviously. The mythology section — the corner that the librarian had stopped trying to keep organized because Maitreyi's research methodology involved pulling every book from the shelf, spreading them across three tables, and creating a knowledge map that only she could navigate.

She was surrounded. Books. Printouts. Her laptop open to seven tabs. A bag of Haldiram's bhujia providing caloric support.

And on the table, arranged in a line: three black feathers. The Garuda's feathers. Each one forty centimetres long, the blackness of them absolute, the dark energy that Chhaya had used to corrupt the creature still faintly visible as a shimmer along the barbs.

"SURI." Maitreyi stood so fast that she knocked over a stack of books. "These feathers. THESE FEATHERS. Do you know what these are? Because I do. I've spent forty-eight hours cross-referencing every avian mythology in the Indian subcontinent and these match NOTHING in the natural world but they match EVERYTHING in the Garuda Purana and if that's what I think it means then—"

"Baith." Suri pushed her back into the chair. Sat across from her. Akash pulled up a third chair and sat with the quiet composure of someone who had already processed the impossible and was now serving as emotional support for the next person to undergo the process. "Mujhe tujhe kuch batana hai."

Sit. I need to tell you something.

"Is it about the giant bird?"

"It's about everything."



She told her. Not everything — not the full cosmic history, not the golden beach, not the fire's origin or Kaal's creation or the lifetimes of warfare between sun and shadow. But the relevant parts. The operational parts. The parts that Maitreyi needed to know to help.

She told her about the fire. Showed her — a small blue-white flame in her palm, controlled, the cold fire dancing above her skin. Maitreyi's eyes went so wide that the whites were visible all around and her mouth formed an O that might have been surprise or ecstasy or the specific response of a mythology scholar who had just received empirical confirmation of everything she'd ever studied.

She told her about Chhaya. About the corrupted Garuda and Narasimha. About the Shakti warriors. About the shadow goddess who wanted to steal the sun's fire and remake the universe in darkness.

She told her about the quest. The Crystal Arrow (found). The Sun Fruit (found). Alaknanda (found, partially). The remaining mystery: the hidden sister.

She told her about the two-day deadline. The portals closing. The stakes.

She did not tell her about Kaal. Some secrets were load-bearing walls, and Maitreyi's structural tolerance had a limit.

When she finished, Maitreyi was silent for approximately four seconds. This was the longest silence Suri had ever witnessed from her.

Then: "I KNEW IT."

"You—"

"I KNEW mythology was real. I KNEW the stories weren't just stories. I have a THESIS, Suri. An actual thesis. Chapter three, section two, subsection four: 'The Persistence of Mythological Motifs Across Cultures as Evidence of Experiential Origin.' I argued that the consistency of mythological narratives across geographically isolated civilisations suggests a common experiential source — that the myths aren't independently invented but independently witnessed." She was pacing now. The library's other occupants — four students and the librarian — were watching. "And NOW — " she pointed at the flame in Suri's palm, "NOW I have PROOF."

"Maitreyi—"

"I need to revise my thesis."

"MAITREYI." Suri extinguished the flame. "Focus. I need your help. Not your thesis."

Maitreyi stopped pacing. The scholarly frenzy settling into the focused attention that she was also capable of — the state that emerged when the encyclopedia realised that the knowledge it contained had practical, immediate, life-or-death applications.

"What do you need?"

"The hidden sister." Suri pulled out a notebook. The notes she'd taken from Alaknanda's cryptic instructions. "Alaknanda said there's a sister I haven't found. Near me. In front of me. She said to look with my fire, not my eyes."

"How many sisters do you have?"

"Three that I know of. Me — Surya, sun. Chandrani — Chandra, moon. And there's a fourth." The fourth sister — the cliffhanger, the setup for the future. "But Alaknanda implied there's one I've already met and haven't recognised."

Maitreyi's eyes narrowed. The mythology database activating — the cross-referencing engine that lived behind those brown eyes, connecting data points across traditions and centuries and cultures.

"In Hindu cosmology," she said, "the celestial bodies are: Surya — sun. Chandra — moon. Tara — stars. And Sandhya — twilight. The feminine aspects."

"Tara." Suri's fire pulsed. A cold spike. The energy recognising the name the way it had recognised the Crystal Arrow.

"Tara. The star goddess. The keeper of stellar light. In some traditions, Tara is a single entity. In others —" Maitreyi pulled a book from the pile — "Tara is multiple. The Tara Mantra Shastra describes seven aspects of stellar consciousness. Seven personalities. Seven fragments of a single celestial being."

"Seven personalities." Suri's breath caught. Something clicking — the specific sound of a puzzle piece finding its slot. "Maitreyi. The people around me. The people I've met recently. Is there anyone who—"

"Who might be a star goddess in disguise? With seven personalities?" Maitreyi looked at her with the expression of a woman who had been asked to solve a mystery and who was discovering that the mystery had been standing in front of her the entire time. "Suri. Think about who you've met this semester."

The campus. The classes. The faces that moved through Suri's days with the predictable rhythm of an academic calendar. Maitreyi. Akash. Vivek. Professor Kulkarni. The first-years in the mythology elective. The hostel girls. The—

Her fire screamed.

Not a combat scream. A recognition scream. The cold energy surging with such force that Suri gasped, her vision whiting out for a fraction of a second, the fire inside her reaching toward something — someone — with the desperation of a sister recognising a sister after lifetimes of separation.

"The red-haired girl," Suri whispered. "In my mythology class. First row. Green eyes. She enrolled three weeks ago. She never speaks."

"Tara," Maitreyi breathed. "Her name is Tara."

Silence. The library humming with the quiet of books and the not-quite-quiet of a revelation.

"She's been in my class for three weeks." Suri's voice was hollow. The specific hollowness of someone realising that the thing they'd been searching for across centuries had been sitting in the front row of their Tuesday morning seminar.

"Alaknanda said she's near you. In front of you." Akash's voice was gentle. The blue eyes steady. "Front row. Literally in front of you."

Suri stood. The chair scraping back. The fire raging — cold, desperate, reaching.

"Where is she? Where does she live?"

"Hostel 9." Maitreyi was already on her laptop, pulling up the student directory. "Room 318. Three floors below you."

Suri was moving before Maitreyi finished the sentence. Through the library doors. Across the campus. Running — not the graceful sprint of a goddess but the desperate scramble of a nineteen-year-old who had just discovered that her sister had been sleeping three floors below her for three weeks and she hadn't known.

Hostel 9. Stairs — two at a time. Third floor. Room 318.

She knocked. Her cold knuckles against the wooden door. The fire screaming in her chest.

The door opened.

The girl was small. Five-foot-three. Red hair — not dyed red, not auburn, not the red that Maharashtrian sunlight sometimes produced in dark hair. Red. The colour of embers. Of dying stars. Of the specific wavelength that stellar energy produced when filtered through a human body that was too small to contain it. Her eyes were green — the green of new leaves, of emeralds, of things that grew in the light of stars that had been burning for millennia.

Her face was — innocent was the word. Not naive. Not childish. But innocent — the specific quality of a being whose primary personality was structured around trust, around openness, around the fundamental belief that the universe was good.

"Tara," Suri said.

The green eyes widened. Not with surprise. With recognition. The mirror of Suri's own fire-scream — the stellar energy in this girl's chest responding to the solar energy in Suri's, two celestial frequencies that had been separated for lifetimes finding each other across the narrow distance of a hostel corridor.

"Didi?" Tara's voice was small. Soft. The voice of the youngest child. The voice of someone who had been hiding and who had just been found.

Sister?

The fire broke. Not the cold fire — something deeper. Something older. The wall that Suri had built between herself and the world, the ice that she had constructed from years of secrecy and solitude and the specific loneliness of being the only goddess in any room — the wall cracked.

Suri pulled Tara into a hug. The girl was warm — not Kaal-warm, not chai-warm, but star-warm. The warmth of distant suns, of constellations, of the light that traveled across light-years to arrive in your eyes and that was always, always worth the wait.

"Mujhe bohot late ho gaya," Suri whispered into the red hair. I'm so late.

"Nahi." Tara's arms wrapped around her. Small arms. Strong arms. The arms of a star goddess who had been waiting three weeks and three lifetimes. "Bilkul sahi time hai."

No. It's exactly the right time.

In Room 318, Hostel 9, IIT Pune, the sun found her star.

The fire — the cold, broken, impossible fire — flickered. And for one heartbeat, one infinitesimal fraction of a second, the blue-white edge turned gold.




  
    Chapter 10: Ravana

    
    
  
  Tara's story came out in fragments. The way all origin stories do — not as a linear narrative but as a mosaic, each piece placed with the careful hesitation of someone who had never told anyone before and who was discovering, in the telling, that the truth was larger than the words available to contain it.

They sat in Suri's room. Room 412. The razai spread across the bed, Tara curled at one end like a cat, her red hair spilling across the pillow that Suri had given her because the girl looked like she hadn't slept properly in weeks. Chandu stood at the window — silver saree, combat boots, the Moon Goddess maintaining tactical awareness while her sisters talked. Akash sat on the floor, back against the wall, blue eyes watching with the quiet attention of a man who had decided that his role in this cosmic drama was to be present, and who performed that role with a devotion that no mythology had adequately described.

Maitreyi perched on Suri's desk chair, notebook open, pen moving, the scholar documenting a primary source with the reverent efficiency of an archaeologist uncovering a new stratum.

"Mujhe yaad nahi aata sab kuch," Tara said. Her voice was soft. Not weak — soft. The volume of someone who had learned that speaking quietly was safer than speaking loudly, because loudness attracted attention and attention attracted danger. "But I know — I've always known — that I'm not just me. That there are... others. Inside."

I don't remember everything.

"Others?" Suri asked. Gentle. The gentleness that she hadn't known she possessed until a girl with red hair had called her didi and something in her chest had rearranged itself around the word.

"Voices. Not — not in the crazy way. Not hearing things. More like... aspects. Parts of me that have different names. Different feelings. Different opinions." Tara's green eyes went distant. The look of someone examining an internal landscape. "There's one who's angry. Always angry. She wants to fight everything. There's one who's clever — she figures things out, plans, sees patterns. There's one who's fearless. One who's adventurous. One who's ambitious."

"Seven?" Maitreyi's pen stopped. Her eyes wide. "Tara. Are there seven of them?"

Tara nodded. "Seven. Including me. I'm—" She paused. Searching for the word. "I'm the one who trusts. The innocent one. That's what the others call me. Masoom."

Innocent.

Suri looked at Chandu. The Moon Goddess's silver eyes held confirmation — the nod so slight that it could have been a trick of the light.

"In the Tara Mantra Shastra," Maitreyi said, her voice the reverent whisper of a scholar encountering living scripture, "the seven aspects of stellar consciousness are: Krodh — anger. Buddhi — cleverness. Daya — empathy. Nirbhayata — fearlessness. Sahas — adventurousness. Mahatvaakanksha — ambition. And Masoomiyat — innocence." She looked at Tara. "You're Masoomiyat. The primary personality. The one who holds the others together."

"There's another name," Tara whispered. "For the clever one. She calls herself Swara."

Suri's fire spiked. Recognition. The cold energy hitting a frequency that resonated with something deep, something ancient, something that predated her mortal memory.

"Swara." Maitreyi was writing furiously. "In some traditions, Tara and Swara are presented as twins. But they're not twins — they're two aspects of the same being. The innocent and the clever. The heart and the mind."

"Tumhe pata tha?" Suri asked Chandu. Did you know?

Chandu's jaw tightened. The Moon Goddess who saw everything. "Mujhe shak tha. Three weeks ago, when she enrolled. I felt the stellar energy. But it was — fragmented. Scattered. Like looking at a broken mirror. I wasn't sure if it was one being or seven."

"It's one," Tara said. And her voice was different — firmer, the softness undercut by something sharper. An aspect asserting itself. "I am one. But I was broken. Split. The way—" she looked at Suri, "—the way your fire was inverted. My consciousness was fragmented. Seven pieces where there should be one."

"Who fragmented you?"

"Same person who inverted your fire." Tara's green eyes darkened. "Chhaya."

The name dropped into the room like a stone into still water. The ripples spreading.

"When?"

"I don't remember when. Time doesn't work the same way for fragmented consciousness — I've been seven and one and seven again across multiple lifetimes. What I know is: Chhaya did it. She found that separating a stellar goddess's consciousness into seven aspects weakened the overall power. Instead of one being with full stellar energy, there were seven fragments, each carrying only a seventh of the total."

"Divide and conquer," Akash said quietly. Blue eyes understanding.

"Literally." Tara uncurled from the bed. Sat up. The green eyes clear now — the innocence still present but underlaid with something harder. A girl who had lived with seven voices and who had survived by learning to listen to all of them. "But I came here. To IIT Pune. Three weeks ago. Because—" she looked at Suri, "—I could feel you. Across the city. Your fire. Even cold, even broken — I could feel it. Like a lighthouse. And the seven of us — all seven aspects — agreed for the first time: go to her."

"You came to find me."

"Didi." The word again. The word that cracked Suri's armour every time. "Main tumhe dhoondh rahi thi jab se mujhe yaad hai. Har zindagi mein. Har baar. Tum sun ho. Main tara hoon. Hum saath hone chahiye."

I've been looking for you as long as I can remember. Every life. Every time. You're the sun. I'm the star. We should be together.



The meeting expanded. Chandu called Gauri (temporal communicator, the warrior goddess's face appearing in a shimmer of gold light above Suri's desk). Madhu appeared through the door (actual door this time, having been camped in the hostel's common room pretending to be a visiting alumni). The group assembled in Room 412, which was not designed for divine strategy sessions and which protested the overcrowding by creaking ominously whenever Gauri shifted her weight.

"Situation update," Gauri said, her holographic face stern. "Chhaya's portal activity has increased. She knows you've acquired the Crystal Arrow and the Sun Fruit. She knows about Tara."

"How?" Suri asked.

"Intelligence leak." Gauri's gold eyes were hard. "Someone in the field is feeding Chhaya information. I don't know who. But every move you've made across the three time periods was tracked within hours."

The room processed this. The specific silence of a group realising that they contained a traitor, or that someone adjacent to them was compromised.

"Chhaya's next move will be aggressive," Gauri continued. "She'll come for Tara. A fragmented star goddess is easier to capture than a whole one — she'll try to isolate the seven aspects and contain them separately. If she succeeds, she has a bargaining chip against you, Suri. Your sister for your fire."

"That won't happen."

"It happened before. In a previous lifetime. Chhaya captured Tara — or the being that Tara was — and used her as leverage. That's how Tara was fragmented. It was Chhaya's punishment when the trade didn't go as planned."

Silence. Tara had gone pale — the red hair vivid against skin that had lost its colour.

"Two days left on the portal window," Gauri said. "Here's what needs to happen. Suri — you need to reconnect Tara's seven aspects. Merge the fragments into a single consciousness. Full stellar power."

"How?"

"The Tara Dand." Maitreyi spoke up. She'd been quiet — absorbing, processing, the mythology database running at full capacity. "The Star Staff. It's a divine instrument — like Suri's bow, like Chandu's blade. It belongs to the star goddess. When wielded by the complete consciousness, it channels stellar energy in its full form."

"Where is it?" Suri asked.

"That's the problem." Maitreyi consulted her notes. "The Tara Dand was broken into three pieces. By Chhaya — of course. The pieces were scattered across—"

"Time periods?" Suri guessed.

"Locations. In the present. One piece is in the Sahyadri mountains — the Western Ghats, near Mahabaleshwar. One is in the Patal Bhairavi caves in Rajasthan. And one—" Maitreyi hesitated.

"Where?"

"Lanka."

The room was very quiet.

"Lanka," Suri repeated. "As in—"

"As in the mythological Lanka. Which is, in the present day, a specific location in Sri Lanka that corresponds to the Ramayana's description. And which is currently under the protection of—"

"Ravana." Chandu's voice was ice. "Ravana's energy signature persists in Lanka. The demon king was killed by Rama, but his essence — the ten-headed aspect, the accumulated power of ten thousand years of tapasya — persists in the location. It's guarded."

"So we need to go to three places in the present day — Sahyadri, Rajasthan, and Lanka — collect three staff pieces, assemble them, and use the completed staff to merge Tara's seven personalities into one. In two days."

"In two days."

"While Chhaya sends warriors to stop us."

"Yes."

"And one of the locations is guarded by the residual essence of Ravana."

"Yes."

"Great." Suri looked at Tara. The girl was trembling — not with fear but with something else. Anticipation. The seven aspects stirring, each one responding to the idea of wholeness, of reunion, of being one again.

"Pehle Sahyadri," Suri said. Sahyadri first. "It's closest. Four hours from Pune. We can be there and back by evening."

"I'll open a portal," Chandu said. "Faster than driving."

"No portals." Gauri's holographic face was firm. "Chhaya's tracking portal signatures. Every time Chandu opens one, Chhaya knows where you are within minutes. You need to travel conventionally."

"Conventionally? To Mahabaleshwar?"

"Train to Wathar. Taxi from Wathar to Mahabaleshwar. It's five hours."

"We don't have five hours to spare."

"Then drive fast." Gauri's face dissolved. The holographic communicator shutting down with the finality of a warrior goddess who had delivered her orders and didn't care if they were convenient.



They took the Pune-Mahabaleshwar road. Not the Activa — Madhu had produced a vehicle from somewhere (Suri didn't ask; Madhu's resource procurement methods existed in a legal grey area that spanned centuries and jurisdictions). An Innova. White. The universal vehicle of Indian road trips, divine quests, and everything in between.

Madhu drove. Chandu rode shotgun, her Chandrahaar across her lap, the moon-blade's silver glow dimmed to avoid alarming other motorists. Tara and Suri sat in the middle row. Akash and Maitreyi in the back — Akash because he had refused to be left behind with a calm that made refusal impossible, and Maitreyi because the idea of an actual mythological quest was, for her, the academic equivalent of winning the lottery and she would have physically attached herself to the vehicle if excluded.

Vivek had been told they were going on a "team building trip." He had accepted this with the weary resignation of a man who had stopped trying to understand his friends' behaviour.

The road from Pune to Mahabaleshwar was — beautiful. Even at speed, even with the urgency of a two-day countdown and a dark sister's warriors potentially pursuing them, the road was beautiful. The Sahyadri mountains rising on both sides — the Western Ghats, India's spine, the range that caught the monsoon and created the ecosystem that sustained half the subcontinent. The vegetation thickened as they climbed — from Pune's dry Deccan plateau scrub to the lush green of the ghat section, the air cooling, the December sunlight filtering through canopy that hadn't been this dense since before the British had started their tea plantations.

Tara pressed her face against the window. The green eyes reflecting the green of the mountains.

"Tumhe yaad hai?" Suri asked. Do you remember? "Yeh mountains. Pehle ke time mein."

"Yaad nahi," Tara said. "Lekin meri andar ek voice hai — the adventurous one, Sahas — she's excited. She says she's been here before. Not as me. As — us."

"As the whole."

"As the whole."

They drove in silence. The Innova climbing the ghats. The hairpin turns demanding Madhu's attention, the God of Soma navigating the curves with the focus of a deity whose immortality did not extend to vehicular accidents.

Suri's phone buzzed. A number she didn't recognise.

Unknown: Sahyadri mein mat aana. Staff ka piece humne le liya hai. — C

Suri stared at the message. The fire going cold — colder than cold, the absolute zero of divine dread.

"Chhaya," she said. "She says she's already taken the Sahyadri staff piece."

The Innova was silent. The engine humming. The mountains passing.

"She's bluffing," Chandu said. But her voice wasn't certain. The Moon Goddess who controlled portals and saw through time — her voice carried the specific uncertainty of someone whose intelligence network had been compromised.

"Or she's not." Kaal's voice. From nowhere. From the shadows between seconds. The Titan materialising in the Innova's cargo area behind the back seats, folded into the space with the contortionist's ease of a being who could compress time and, by extension, himself. "I've been watching the temporal signatures around the Sahyadri location. There's been activity. Recent. Shakti warrior-level."

"WHAT THE—" Vivek would have screamed if Vivek had been there. But Vivek was not there, because Vivek had been told this was team building.

"Kaal!" Chandu's hand went to the Chandrahaar. "How long have you been—"

"Since Pune." The grin. The devastating, dying grin. "Did you think I'd let you drive into a possible ambush without backup?"

"I told you to stay away."

"And I told you I can't."

Suri looked at him. The brown eyes. The cinnamon scent filling the Innova's cabin. The watch on his wrist — still spinning, still counting down, still measuring the distance between now and the end of the man she had created.

"Is Chhaya bluffing?" she asked.

Kaal's face changed. The grin falling away. The seriousness that she trusted more than the charm.

"I don't think so. The temporal signatures suggest a team was there six hours ago. Heavy dark energy. They found something and left."

"Then we're wasting time going to Sahyadri."

"Unless—" Tara's voice. Small. Firm. The innocence underlaid with something that sounded like the clever aspect. Swara. "Unless she took a fake."

Everyone looked at the red-haired girl.

"The staff pieces are divine artifacts," Tara said. Her voice changing — subtly, the cadence shifting, the vocabulary expanding. Swara surfacing. "They respond to the star goddess's energy. Mine. If Chhaya's warriors took the piece without my energy signature nearby, the staff would have protected itself. Camouflaged. What they took would be a decoy — the staff's defence mechanism."

"You're sure?"

"I'm—" The voice shifted back. Tara. The innocent. The uncertain. "I'm not sure. Swara says she's sure. Swara is usually right."

"Which of the seven is Swara?" Akash asked from the back seat.

"Buddhi. The clever one." Tara's face flickered — not a physical change but an energetic one, the green eyes brightening with a different light. "She says: the staff piece is still there. Hidden. It needs me to find it."

Suri looked at Chandu. Chandu looked at Kaal. Kaal looked at the road ahead.

"We go," Suri said. "If it's a trap, we fight. If it's not, we get the first piece."

Madhu pressed the accelerator. The Innova surged up the ghat road.

The Sahyadri mountains rose around them. Ancient. Patient. Holding secrets that were older than the civilisations that had named them.

And somewhere in those mountains, a piece of a divine staff waited for the goddess who would make it whole.




  
    Chapter 11: The River

    
    
  
  Mahabaleshwar emerged from the mist like a memory trying to solidify. The hill station — perched at 1,353 metres above sea level, the highest point in the Western Ghats of Maharashtra — was wrapped in December fog that softened every edge, every building, every tree into watercolour approximations of themselves.

The Innova pulled into a clearing off the main road. Below them, the Krishna River — one of India's great rivers, born here in these mountains from a spring in the ancient temple of Mahabaleshwar, the river that would travel 1,400 kilometres east to the Bay of Bengal — the Krishna was a silver thread in the valley, visible through gaps in the fog.

"The staff piece is near the river source," Tara said. Not Tara — Swara. The clever aspect had surfaced fully now, the green eyes carrying a different light, the voice sharper, the posture straighter. The innocent girl replaced by the strategist. "I can feel it. Underground. Near the old temple."

"Which old temple?" Maitreyi asked. Her notebook out. Her pen ready. The mythology scholar operating in real-time field conditions with the same rigour she applied to library research. "Mahabaleshwar has the Panch Ganga Mandir — five rivers originate from the same source. Krishna, Koyna, Savitri, Venna, Gayatri."

"The source point. Where the five rivers begin." Swara's eyes — Tara's eyes, but different, the innocence replaced by calculation — were closed. Reading internal maps that the seven aspects shared. "The staff piece was hidden there. Where the water begins. Water and stars have a — relationship. The moon controls tides, but stars control the water's memory. The staff piece is in the river's memory."

"In the river's memory," Suri repeated. "What does that mean practically?"

"It means I need to go into the water."

They descended. The path from the road to the river source was narrow — a pilgrim's path, worn smooth by centuries of devotees who came to witness the point where five rivers emerged from a single stone. The fog was thicker here, the air saturated with moisture that clung to Suri's skin and made her cold fire hum at a frequency she didn't recognise — not the combat frequency, not the defensive spike, but something else. Something almost peaceful.

The temple was small. Ancient stone, moss-covered, the entrance dark. But they didn't enter the temple — Swara led them past it, down the slope, to where the river emerged.

The source was a rocky outcropping. Water — clear, cold, born from underground springs that had been feeding the Krishna for millennia — the water bubbled from cracks in the stone with the gentle persistence of something that had been doing this since before humans arrived and would continue long after they left.

Swara knelt at the water's edge. Her hands — Tara's small hands — touched the surface.

The water responded. Not visibly — Suri didn't see a change, didn't see ripples or glow or any of the dramatic visual effects that divine interactions usually produced. But she felt it. Through the fire. The cold energy in her chest sensing a shift in the water's energy — a recognition, a handshake between stellar consciousness and liquid memory.

"It's here," Swara whispered. "Deep. Under the rock. The staff piece sank into the river's origin point and the water has been protecting it."

"Can you reach it?"

Swara's eyes opened. Green. Sharp. "Not alone. The water protects it from everyone — including me, in this fragmented state. It needs to feel the star goddess's full energy signature." She looked at Suri. "Your fire. The cold fire. It's compatible — it's ice. Water recognises ice."

"You want me to put my fire into the water?"

"I want you to ask the water. With your fire. Tell it that the star goddess is here and that the staff piece needs to come home."

Suri looked at the water. Clear. Innocent. The birthplace of a river that sustained millions.

She knelt beside Swara. Put her hands in the water.

Cold. The water was cold — mountain-spring cold, the temperature of underground aquifers that never saw sunlight. But it was a different cold than Suri's cold. The water's cold was natural. Correct. The cold of something that was supposed to be cold. Her cold fire was wrong — inverted, broken, a warmth that had been turned to ice against its nature.

The difference mattered. The water knew.

Suri released the fire. Not a blast — a whisper. The blue-white energy flowing from her fingers into the water, the cold fire merging with the cold river, the two colds meeting and — understanding each other. The water's cold saying: I am what I am. The fire's cold saying: I am what I shouldn't be.

The water moved. Beneath the surface, deep in the rock, something shifted. The spring's flow increased — more water, faster, the pressure building from below. Suri's hands trembled. The fire draining — the cold energy leaving her body and entering the river with the one-directional flow of something that had found its destination.

"There." Swara pointed. In the water — in the deepest part of the spring where the rock gave way to the underground channel — a glow. Red. Not the red of Chhaya's corrupted creatures but the red of starlight, the specific wavelength that distant suns produced when their light traveled across space and redshifted into warmth.

A shape rose from the water. Slowly. The spring itself pushing it upward — the river surrendering what it had protected for centuries because the right hands were finally here to receive it.

A rod. Thirty centimetres long. Red metal — or something that looked like metal but pulsed with energy that was clearly not metallurgic. The surface was covered in script — Devanagari, Sanskrit, the words so old that they predated the written form of the language and existed as energy patterns rather than legible text.

The first piece of the Tara Dand.

Swara reached into the water and lifted it. The moment her fingers closed around the rod, the red glow intensified — the stellar energy recognising its vessel, the staff piece singing at a frequency that made the water ripple and the fog swirl and Suri's cold fire spike with a resonance that was almost — almost — warm.

"One," Swara said. The clever aspect smiling — not the innocent's trusting smile but the strategist's satisfied smile. The smile of a chess player who had taken the first piece. "Two more."



They climbed back to the Innova. The fog was thinning — Mahabaleshwar's December afternoon sun burning through, the hill station emerging from its cocoon of mist into clear, cold, high-altitude light.

Suri was drained. The fire-expenditure at the river had cost her — the blue-white energy in her chest diminished, the cold more pronounced, her fingers numb despite the December sun. She leaned against the Innova's door and breathed. The Sahyadri air — thin, clean, carrying the scent of eucalyptus and pine from the British-era plantations and the older, deeper scent of the original forest that had been here since before the Western Ghats had a name.

"Rajasthan next," Chandu said. "The Patal Bhairavi caves."

"That's — across the country." Suri did the geography. "Maharashtra to Rajasthan. Twelve hours by road. Six by train. We don't have—"

"I know someone who can help." Kaal's voice. From the shadow of the Innova. The Titan leaning against the vehicle with the casual posture of a man who had been there the entire time and whose presence was both expected and unwelcome.

"No portals," Suri said. "Gauri's orders."

"Not a portal." Kaal pushed off the vehicle. Walked to the road. Looked at the sky. "A shortcut."

"What kind of shortcut?"

"The Titan kind." His hand rose. His fingers — the fingers that carried her fire, the warmth that should have been hers — his fingers moved. A gesture. The specific hand-movement of a being manipulating temporal energy — not opening a portal but folding the distance between two points by compressing the time it took to travel between them.

The road changed.

Not visibly. The asphalt, the trees, the mountains — all the same. But the distance changed. Suri felt it — the Sahyadri mountains suddenly adjacent to the Aravalli range, the kilometres between Maharashtra and Rajasthan compressed into a fold of temporal space that reduced twelve hours of driving to—

"Forty minutes," Kaal said. "If Madhu drives fast."

"That will cost you," Chandu said. Her voice was ice — colder than usual, the Moon Goddess watching the Titan spend his remaining time. "How much?"

"Enough." The same non-answer. The same deflection. The dying man who refused to quantify his death because the numbers would make it real. "Let's go."

Madhu gunned the engine. The Innova surged forward. The road that should have taken twelve hours unreeled beneath them in a temporal fold — the scenery outside the windows blurring, not because of speed but because space was being compressed, the distance between two points reduced by a Titan who was spending his life to shorten a journey.

Suri watched Kaal in the rearview mirror. The brown eyes closed. The watch on his wrist spinning. The cost of the fold written in the acceleration of those hands — minutes of his life consumed for every kilometre compressed, the specific exchange rate of temporal energy for spatial convenience.

She wanted to tell him to stop. To save himself. To let them drive the twelve hours and preserve whatever time he had left.

She didn't. Because the two-day deadline didn't care about his sacrifice. Because Chhaya wouldn't wait while they drove conventionally across the Deccan Plateau. Because the staff pieces needed finding and Tara needed merging and the clock was ticking and every second mattered and Kaal knew this and was paying for it in the only currency he had.

The Innova drove through compressed space. Sahyadri became Satpura became Aravalli. Mountains changed shape and colour — the green of the Western Ghats giving way to the brown of central India giving way to the sand-and-scrub of Rajasthan.

Forty-one minutes after leaving Mahabaleshwar, Madhu pulled the Innova to a stop.

The Patal Bhairavi caves opened before them like a mouth in the desert.



The caves were — wrong. Suri felt it the moment they exited the vehicle. The air around the cave entrance carried a charge — not the clean, divine energy of the river source or the warm temporal energy of Kaal's fold, but something dark. Pressurised. The air of a place where shadow had been concentrated and compressed and left to ferment.

"Chhaya's been here," Chandu said. The Chandrahaar drawn. The moon-blade's silver light pushing against the darkness that seeped from the cave entrance. "Not recently. But the residue — heavy."

"The cave system is extensive." Maitreyi had pulled up geological surveys on her phone. "Patal Bhairavi is one of Rajasthan's deepest cave networks. Limestone. Seventeen known chambers. The deepest is six hundred metres below the surface."

"Of course the staff piece is in the deepest chamber," Madhu said.

"Where else would it be?"

They entered. Chandu led — the Chandrahaar illuminating the passage with silver light that turned the limestone walls into something cathedral-like, the stalactites and stalagmites casting shadows that moved as the moon-blade moved. The air was cool — not surface-Rajasthan cool but underground cool, the constant temperature of deep earth that didn't fluctuate with seasons.

The passage narrowed. The ceiling lowered. The walls closed in. Suri's cold fire flickered — the energy responding to the darkness with a defensiveness that was less tactical and more instinctive, the fire recognising that dark, enclosed spaces were where ambushes happened and preparing accordingly.

They descended. Through chambers of increasing darkness. Past underground lakes that reflected the Chandrahaar's light like mirrors made of obsidian. Through passages so narrow that they moved in single file — Chandu, Suri, Tara, Akash, Maitreyi, Madhu, with Kaal somewhere in the shadows, present and invisible.

The sixth chamber held the second staff piece.

And the trap.

"STOP." Chandu's arm shot out. The Chandrahaar's light swept the chamber — large, dome-shaped, the ceiling twenty metres above, the floor smooth and flat as if it had been polished. In the centre: a pedestal of dark stone. On the pedestal: a rod. Red metal. Identical in material to the first piece but different in shape — curved, tapered, the handle-section of the staff.

Around the pedestal: Shakti warriors. Eight of them. Arrayed in a defensive circle, their weapons drawn — swords, spears, chain-maces, the arsenal of corrupted divine warriors waiting for the exact visitors who had just arrived.

"Ambush," Chandu said. Unnecessarily.

The lead warrior stepped forward. She was tall — taller than Gauri, built with the specific musculature of a divine soldier who had been fighting since before human warfare developed tactical doctrine. Her armour was dark red — the colour of Chhaya's corruption, the shadow-energy woven into the metal like thread into fabric. Her eyes were red.

"Surya Devi." Her voice was layered — her own and Chhaya's, the dark sister speaking through her warrior. "Chhaya kehti hai: tum bahut door aa gayi ho. Wapas jaao. Staff ka piece chhod do. Aur shayad tumhari choti behen ko koi nuksaan na ho."

Chhaya says: you've come too far. Go back. Leave the staff piece. And perhaps your little sister won't be harmed.

Tara shrank behind Suri. The innocent aspect surfacing — the fear, the vulnerability, the part of her that had been fragmented and that knew what capture by Chhaya meant.

But then — a shift. The green eyes changing. Not Tara. Not Swara. Someone else. An aspect Suri hadn't seen yet.

"Nirbhayata," Tara said. But it wasn't Tara's voice. It was deeper. Harder. The voice of the fearless one. "Mujhe koi nuksaan nahi pahuncha sakta jab tak meri bahain mere saath hain."

No one can harm me as long my sisters are with me.

The first staff piece — the one they'd recovered from the river — pulsed in Tara's bag. Red light leaking through the fabric. The piece calling to its sibling on the pedestal.

"Chandu," Suri said. "Eight warriors. Can you—"

"I can take four." The Moon Goddess's assessment was instant. Clinical. "Madhu takes three. You handle one."

"My fire is depleted."

"Your bow isn't." Chandu glanced at the frozen weapon that had materialised in Suri's hand. "The ice is a weapon. Use it as one."

"And me?" Kaal's voice from the shadows.

"Cover Tara. If any warrior breaks through, you stop them."

"With pleasure."

The battle was — efficient. Chandu was devastating. The Chandrahaar singing through the cave's acoustics, the silver blade cutting through corrupted armour with the precision of a surgeon and the force of a natural disaster. Madhu was creative — the God of Soma using his twin swords in combination with bursts of golden intoxicating energy that disoriented the warriors, slowing their reactions, blurring their targeting.

Suri fought the eighth warrior. The woman with the chain-mace — the weapon whirling, the dark energy trailing it like smoke, the metal head aimed at Suri's skull. Suri blocked with the frozen bow. Ice met corrupted steel. The impact shattered ice fragments across the chamber. Suri swung — the bow becoming a club, the ice adding mass and coldness, the strike connecting with the warrior's torso and discharging a blast of cold fire that spread across the dark armour.

The warrior froze. Mid-swing. The chain-mace stopping in air. The red eyes dimming behind frost.

Eight warriors down. The chamber silent except for heavy breathing and the drip of cave water.

Tara — or whichever aspect was currently in control — walked to the pedestal. Her hand closing around the second staff piece. The red glow erupting — brighter than before, the two pieces in proximity amplifying each other, the stellar energy doubling, tripling, the cave filling with red light that made the frozen warriors' ice-shells sparkle like rubies.

"Two," Tara said. And her voice was different again — layered, multiple aspects speaking simultaneously, the seven personalities converging as the staff pieces drew them together. "One more."

Suri looked at her sister. The red-haired girl who contained seven goddesses. The fragments of a star that was slowly reassembling.

"Lanka," Suri said.

The word echoed in the cave. Old. Heavy. Carrying the weight of the most famous war in mythology — the war where a god had destroyed a demon king, where good had defeated evil, where a bridge had been built across an ocean by an army of monkeys and the world had learned that no fortress was impenetrable.

Lanka. Where Ravana's essence still guarded the third piece.

They climbed out of the cave. The Rajasthan sun — fierce, desert-bright, the opposite of Mahabaleshwar's gentle fog — hit them like a furnace.

Suri's fire stirred. The cold energy — depleted, weakened, barely a flicker — the cold fire stirred in the desert heat. And again — that shift. The blue-white edge softening. The gold trying to emerge.

The older the sun, the closer to original. The fiercer the heat, the more her fire remembered what it was supposed to be.

"Lanka is far," Chandu said. "Sri Lanka. Even with Kaal's fold—"

"I can do it." Kaal's voice was strained. The temporal fold from Maharashtra to Rajasthan had cost him. His face was drawn. The watch spinning faster. But his eyes — the brown eyes — were steady. "One more fold. Rajasthan to Lanka."

"It'll cost you months."

"I have months to spare."

He didn't. They both knew he didn't. But the clock was ticking and the staff needed assembling and Tara needed merging and Chhaya's warriors were regrouping and there was no time to drive to Sri Lanka conventionally.

The Titan of Time folded space again. The Innova drove through compressed distance — Rajasthan to Maharashtra to Karnataka to Tamil Nadu to the bridge, the bridge, the remnants of the Rama Setu visible beneath the waves, the ancient stones that an army of monkeys had placed and that the ocean had almost but not quite reclaimed.

Sri Lanka opened before them. Green. Lush. The island that had been Lanka, that had housed a demon king's palace, that still carried the residual energy of one of mythology's most powerful beings.

Ravana waited.

The third staff piece waited.

The clock ticked.




  
    Chapter 12: The Temple

    
    
  
  Lanka was not what Suri expected.

The mythological Lanka of the Ramayana — the golden city, the fortress of ten walls and ten moats, the palace where Ravana had held Sita captive and from which Hanuman had burned a path of escape — that Lanka existed in a dimension adjacent to the physical island. Not visible. Not gone. Overlaid. The way a palimpsest holds the ghost of an older text beneath the newer writing, the mythological Lanka existed beneath the modern landscape like a memory that refused to fade.

The Innova had deposited them at the southern tip of the island — a promontory of volcanic rock jutting into the Indian Ocean, the waves crashing against stone that had been shaped by millennia of tidal assault. The air was salt-thick and warm. The December sun here was fierce — equatorial, uncompromising, the sun of a latitude where winter was a suggestion rather than a season.

Suri's fire responded. The cold energy in her chest surging — not with the defensive spike of combat but with something more primal. Recognition. The sun here was strong. Closer to the original. The equatorial positioning, the ocean's reflective amplification, the altitude of the promontory — all of it combining to produce a solar intensity that her fire hadn't experienced since Mughal Agra. The blue-white edge softened. Gold flickered.

"The entrance to the mythological layer is here." Chandu stood at the cliff's edge, the Chandrahaar in her hand, the moon-blade pointing downward at the rock. "I can feel it. The membrane between the physical and the mythological is thin here — thin enough to push through."

"How?"

"Moonlight and starlight together." Chandu looked at Tara. "Your energy and mine. Combined. The moon illuminates the path. The stars light the destination."

Tara — or whichever aspect was dominant — nodded. The two staff pieces in her bag were glowing through the fabric, the red light pulsing in rhythm with her heartbeat.

"Everyone hold on," Chandu said.

She raised the Chandrahaar. The silver blade caught the December sun and converted it — the solar light entering the blade as gold and exiting as silver, the moon's transformation of borrowed light, the alchemy that had defined the relationship between sun and moon since the first night. The silver energy poured from the blade into the rock. The promontory shuddered.

Tara raised her hands. The red energy — the stellar light, the warmth of distant suns — flowed from her palms and joined Chandu's silver. The two energies merged. Silver and red. Moon and star. The combined light hitting the rock and opening it — not cracking, not breaking, but opening, the stone becoming transparent, the physical layer thinning, the mythological Lanka emerging from beneath like a city surfacing from underwater.

Gold.

The city was gold. Not the metaphorical gold of wealth or the poetic gold of sunlight — actual gold. The walls, the towers, the domes, the streets. The mythological Lanka was a city built from gold by a demon king whose ten heads had each contributed a century of architectural ambition, and the result was a fortress of such extravagant beauty that it bordered on obscenity.

"Pushpak Viman," Maitreyi breathed. She was pointing at the sky above the golden city, where a structure floated — a palace in the air, a flying machine that the Ramayana had described and that modern readers had dismissed as fantasy and that was currently hovering above them with the casual impossibility of a mythology that had decided to become real.

"Don't get distracted," Chandu said. But even the Moon Goddess paused. Even the being who had seen every wonder in every century paused for the golden city of Lanka.

They descended. The path from the promontory to the city gate was carved in the rock — ancient steps, golden-veined, the stone warm under Suri's feet. The cold fire hummed — not in distress but in something that might have been awe. The sun's fire recognising a city that had been built to honour it, that had been designed by a demon king whose devotion to Brahma and Shiva had been so extreme that the gods had been forced to grant his wishes even when those wishes included invulnerability and world domination.

The gate was open. Massive — thirty metres tall, the gold panels carved with scenes from the Ramayana that depicted Ravana's perspective: not the villain's story but the king's story, the ten-headed sovereign who had ruled Lanka with wisdom and cruelty in equal measure and whose downfall had been not his power but his obsession.

"The third staff piece is inside," Tara said. Swara's voice — the strategist assessing the terrain. "Deep inside. In the treasury. The room where Ravana kept his most powerful artifacts."

"And Ravana's essence?" Suri asked.

"Still here." Chandu's voice was flat. "I can feel it. Not the physical Ravana — Rama killed him. But the energy. The accumulated tapasya of ten thousand years. The devotion that made him the most powerful Asura in history. That energy doesn't just disappear. It persists. And it protects."

They entered the city. The streets were empty — not abandoned but preserved, the mythological layer maintaining Lanka in the state it had existed before the war, before the fire, before Hanuman's trail of destruction. The buildings were intact. The gardens bloomed. The fountains ran with clear water. A city frozen in its golden prime, waiting for a king who would never return.

The treasury was at the city's heart. A domed building — larger than the others, the gold thicker, the doors sealed with energy that Suri's fire identified as ancient, immense, and hostile.

"Ravana's wards," Chandu said. "Not like the Hakim's — these aren't meant to notice visitors. These are meant to destroy them."

"Can you break them?"

"No. Ravana's tapasya was powered by devotion to Brahma and Shiva. The Trimurti's energy. Moon and star can't override that. Only—" She looked at Suri.

"Sun."

"The sun is a celestial power. Same order as the Trimurti's components. Your fire — even cold, even broken — is the right type of energy. It can interact with the wards."

"Interact how?"

"Not break them. Request entry. Ravana was a devotee. His wards respond to devotion. Show the wards that you come with respect, not aggression, and they may open."

Suri looked at the sealed doors. The gold surface carved with Ravana's ten faces — each one distinct, each one representing an aspect of the demon king's fractured genius. Scholar. Warrior. Musician. Administrator. Devotee. Lover. Conqueror. Builder. Philosopher. King.

She placed her cold hands on the door. The fire responded — not with the combat surge or the defensive spike but with something quieter. Something that came from the part of her that was not a warrior but a goddess — the part that understood devotion because she had been its object, the part that recognised in Ravana's wards the specific energy of a being who had prayed so hard that the universe had been forced to listen.

"Pranam," she whispered. The word of respect. The greeting that a younger being offered to an older one, a student to a teacher, a goddess to a devotee whose devotion had exceeded what any deity had a right to expect.

The wards listened. The gold surface warming under her palms — not attacking, not resisting, but assessing. The accumulated energy of Ravana's ten thousand years of tapasya examining the sun goddess who stood at his treasury door and asking: do you come with respect?

Yes.

The doors opened.



The treasury was dark. Not cave-dark — deliberately dark. The darkness of a room designed to contain light, to hold things that were too bright for the world outside. Suri's cold fire provided illumination — the blue-white energy casting shadows that moved on the walls like living things.

Gold. Everywhere. Coins, jewelry, weapons, armor, crowns — the accumulated wealth of a king who had ruled for ten thousand years and who had spent those years acquiring everything that was worth acquiring and many things that weren't. The treasury was the material biography of Ravana's reign, each item telling a story of conquest or creation or the specific acquisitive compulsion that power produced.

But Tara — Swara — ignored the gold. She walked through the treasury with the focused purposefulness of a woman following an internal signal, her green eyes glowing with red-shifted stellar light, the two staff pieces in her bag pulsing with increasing urgency.

She stopped. At the far wall. Before a pedestal that was different from the others — not gold but stone. Black stone. The volcanic basalt of Lanka's geological foundation, the raw earth beneath the golden veneer.

On the pedestal: the third staff piece. The tip. Red metal. Curved to a point — the spear-like terminus that would complete the Tara Dand when joined with the handle and the shaft.

But standing between Tara and the pedestal — a shape. A presence. Not physical — energetic. The residual essence of Ravana, manifested as a ten-headed shadow that filled the treasury's far wall, each face carrying a different expression, each pair of eyes glowing with the specific red of a being whose power had been earned through devotion so extreme that it had become indistinguishable from compulsion.

"Who enters Ravana's treasury?" The voice was ten voices speaking simultaneously — each head contributing a different timbre, the combined effect a chorus that resonated in Suri's chest and made her cold fire contract.

"Surya Devi," Suri said. Standing tall. The cold fire crackling across her hands. "I've come for the Tara Dand's final piece."

"The sun goddess." The ten faces shifted — the expressions changing, the chorus reconfiguring. Some faces showed recognition. Some showed amusement. One — the devotee face, the face that had spent ten thousand years in prayer — showed something like respect. "Your fire is cold."

"I know."

"Your fire was warm when I last saw you. When was that? A million years ago? Two? Time is difficult to track when you exist as memory."

"I need the staff piece."

"Many have needed things from my treasury." The ten heads turned — surveying the gold, the weapons, the accumulated wealth. "Most didn't ask. They took. Rama took my life. Vibhishana took my kingdom. History took my legacy and made me a villain." The faces returned to Suri. "Why should I give you anything?"

The question was real. Not a challenge — a genuine question. The residual essence of a ten-thousand-year king asking why his treasury should serve anyone other than himself.

Suri could have fought. The cold fire, depleted as it was, could have attacked. Chandu's Chandrahaar could have cut through the energetic manifestation. Madhu's swords could have disrupted the essence's coherence. They could have taken the staff piece by force.

But the wards had responded to respect. And Ravana — whatever he had been, whatever his story's villain-narrative claimed — Ravana had been a devotee. A being who understood the sacred.

"Because you were a devotee," Suri said. "You spent ten thousand years in tapasya. You earned your power through prayer — through the specific humility of standing before something greater than yourself and asking. I'm asking too. Not taking. Asking."

The ten faces were still. The treasury was silent.

"And because the staff piece doesn't belong to you," Suri continued. "It belongs to my sister. To Tara. The star goddess. It was hidden here against her will — by Chhaya, who scattered the pieces to keep Tara fragmented. You're guarding something that was imprisoned, not stored."

The devotee face spoke. Alone. The other nine silent.

"I know Chhaya." The voice was singular now — one head, one timbre, the specific voice of the part of Ravana that had prayed. "She came to my Lanka centuries ago. Placed the artifact in my treasury. Told me to guard it. I guarded it because—" The face smiled. Sadly. "Because that is what I do. Guard things. Hoard things. It was my greatest strength and my greatest flaw."

"Will you release it?"

The ten-headed shadow regarded Suri. The ten pairs of eyes — red, burning, ancient — conducting an assessment that spanned dimensions of perception that mortals couldn't access.

"On one condition." The devotee face again. "Tell me honestly — do the people of the world still remember me?"

The question was — unexpected. Simple. Almost childlike. The question of a being whose memory had been reduced to a villain's role in someone else's story and who wanted to know if anything else had survived.

"Haan," Suri said. Yes. "They remember you. They burn your effigy every Dussehra. But they also remember your scholarship — you wrote the most beautiful music. They remember your devotion — ten thousand years of tapasya. They remember that you were a king who built a golden city and who loved his kingdom and who was, in the end, a devotee whose devotion exceeded his wisdom."

The ten-headed shadow was silent. The treasury lights flickered — the ancient lamps responding to the essence's emotional state.

"Enough." The shadow stepped aside. The ten faces dissolving — not disappearing but withdrawing, the essence pulling back into the walls, into the gold, into the basalt foundation of the city it had built and lost and could never quite release.

The pedestal was clear.

Tara stepped forward. Her hand closing around the third staff piece. The red glow erupted — not the gentle warmth of the river recovery or the doubled intensity of the cave, but a blaze. The three pieces — shaft, handle, tip — responding to proximity with the desperate energy of things that had been separated and that wanted, more than anything, to be whole.

The pieces moved. In Tara's hands. The metal flowing — the red material reshaping itself, the three components joining, the seams disappearing, the Tara Dand assembling itself with the organic fluidity of a living thing finding its form.

The staff was complete. Two metres long. Red metal that pulsed with stellar energy. Script running along its surface — Sanskrit, Devanagari, energy-patterns — the writing that had been illegible on individual pieces becoming clear on the whole: the Tara Mantra, the star goddess's prayer, the words that held seven aspects in one.

Tara held the staff. And the seven aspects moved.

Suri saw it — not with her eyes but with her fire. The seven personalities inside Tara, the fragmented aspects of stellar consciousness, the pieces of a goddess that had been scattered by Chhaya's cruelty — the seven personalities responded to the complete staff. They aligned. Like iron filings in a magnetic field, the seven aspects oriented themselves toward the staff's energy, the Tara Dand providing the framework that the fragments needed to remember their original configuration.

Tara's eyes changed. Green to red to gold to silver to every colour that starlight contained. Her body glowed — not the single-colour glow of one aspect but the prismatic light of all seven, the full spectrum of stellar consciousness erupting from a girl who was five-foot-three and who contained the power of every star that had ever burned.

"Tara." Suri's voice. Firm. Grounding. "Come back. Not yet. Not here."

The colours dimmed. Tara — Tara, the innocent, the primary — Tara returned. Green eyes. Red hair. Small. Trembling. Holding a staff that contained her entire fragmented self.

"I can feel them," she whispered. "All of them. Together. For the first time. They're — we're —" Tears. The specific tears of reunion. "We're one."

"Not yet," Suri said. "But soon. When it's safe. When we're ready."

"When?"

Suri looked at the treasury. At the space where Ravana's essence had been. At the golden city that surrounded them. At the sister she had found and the weapon that would make her whole.

"When we face Chhaya. When it matters most."

Tara nodded. The green eyes bright with tears and starlight.

They left the treasury. Left Lanka. Passed through the membrane between mythology and reality, the golden city sinking back beneath the physical landscape, Ravana's essence settling into the basalt foundation of an island that would carry his memory for as long as memory existed.

Three staff pieces. One complete Tara Dand. One sister on the verge of wholeness.

The clock ticked. One day left. Chhaya coming. The final confrontation approaching with the inevitability of sunrise.

Suri held the Surya Phal in one hand and her sister's hand in the other.

The fire burned cold.

But the fruit burned warm.

And somewhere between the two, the choice waited.




  
    Chapter 13: The Staff

    
    
  
  They returned to Pune at midnight. The Innova pulling into IIT campus through Gate 3, past Raju Kaka's shuttered stall, past the roped-off quadrangle where the frozen Garuda still stood like a monument to impossibility, past the hostels where two thousand students slept in ignorance of the cosmic war being conducted from their basement.

Suri was exhausted. Not the normal exhaustion of a long day — the deep-tissue depletion that came from channelling divine energy through a mortal body that was never designed for the current, the specific fatigue that left her bones feeling hollow and her thoughts moving through her mind like figures through fog.

Tara was asleep. The red-haired girl curled in the Innova's middle seat, the Tara Dand clutched in her arms like a child holding a stuffed animal, the complete staff pulsing with dim red light that synchronized with her breathing. The seven aspects were quiet — settled, aligned, waiting for the activation that would merge them into one.

Kaal was gone. He had disappeared after the Lanka fold — the second spatial compression having cost him visibly, his face drawn, his watch spinning, the cinnamon scent weaker. He had looked at Suri before vanishing — the brown eyes holding something that was farewell and promise and apology all at once — and then the shadows between seconds had swallowed him.

"He needs to rest," Chandu had said. Not with compassion — with clinical accuracy. "The temporal folds depleted his reserves. He's — " She hadn't finished the sentence.

Now, in the hostel basement, they gathered. Suri, Chandu, Tara (awake now, the green eyes bright with the specific alertness of someone who had slept three hours and was running on adrenaline and divine energy), Madhu, Akash, Maitreyi. Six people in a concrete room surrounded by broken furniture and illuminated by Chandu's moonlight.

"Tomorrow," Chandu said. "The merger. Tara's seven aspects need to be unified before Chhaya moves. We have — " she checked the temporal sense that she maintained like a permanent internal clock, " — eighteen hours before the portal window closes. After that, Chhaya's scouts can't use portals either, which limits her tactical options. But she'll know the window is closing. She'll act before it does."

"Where do we do the merger?" Suri asked.

"Here." Chandu pointed at the portal circle — still faintly visible on the basement floor, the silver moonlight residue marking the circle like chalk. "The portal node is a point of temporal convergence. The energies here are — aligned. Moon and star working together in the same space. It's the best environment for the merger."

"What does the merger involve?"

Chandu looked at Tara. The silver eyes softening — the rare, brief softening that the Moon Goddess permitted when addressing the youngest sister.

"Tara activates the Tara Dand. The staff channels the stellar energy — all of it, from all seven aspects. The aspects converge. Seven become one. The fragmentation that Chhaya imposed is reversed." She paused. "It will hurt."

Tara nodded. The green eyes steady. Not innocent in this moment — resolute. The quality that seven aspects shared when they agreed on a course of action.

"How much?" Tara asked.

"I don't know. The merger hasn't been done in recorded memory. The theory suggests that converging seven distinct consciousnesses into one produces — significant neural reconfiguration. The equivalent of seven brains becoming one brain. Seven sets of memories, emotions, skills, perspectives — compressed into a single consciousness."

"Will I still be me?"

The question was small. Not small in volume — small in the way that existential questions were small, the way a child asking "what happens when we die?" was small. The biggest question disguised as the simplest words.

"You'll be all of you," Chandu said. And the softness was there again — the Moon Goddess's love for her sisters, the specific tenderness of an older sibling who could not protect the younger from pain but who could promise to be present for it. "Masoomiyat won't disappear. She'll be integrated. All seven will be one — and you'll be the one."

"Tara," Suri said. Moving to sit beside her. Taking her hand — the small hand, the warm hand, the star-warm hand that her cold fingers wrapped around with the possessive gentleness of a sister who had just found her sibling and was not going to let go. "Tu ready hai?"

Are you ready?

Tara looked at the staff in her arms. The red metal pulsing. The script running along its surface — the Tara Mantra, the words that would become the activation key for the merger, the prayer that would call seven into one.

"Subah," she said. Morning. "When the sun is up. When your fire is strongest."

"My fire is cold."

"Your fire is still fire, didi." The green eyes — innocent, resolute, trusting. "And fire is strongest at dawn."



Dawn. 6:17 AM. The December sunrise painting the campus in shades of gold and pink that Suri watched from her window with the specific attention of a sun goddess who was about to witness her sister's transformation and who wanted to remember the last sunrise of the old world.

They gathered in the basement. The portal circle cleared of debris — Madhu had spent an hour pushing broken furniture to the walls, creating a clear space around the moonlight circle. The air was charged — the ambient energy of the portal node rising as Chandu amplified it, the Moon Goddess pouring moonlight into the circle until it glowed.

Tara stood at the centre. Bare feet on the concrete. The Tara Dand in both hands — held vertically, the spear-tip pointing at the ceiling, the handle planted on the ground. Her red hair was loose. Her green eyes were closed.

Suri stood at the circle's edge. Chandu opposite. Madhu and Akash at the doors — guarding, because the merger would produce an energy signature that Chhaya could detect and because the last thing they needed was an attack during the most vulnerable moment of the process.

Maitreyi stood behind Suri, notebook in hand, documenting what she believed would be the most significant mythological event in recorded history.

"Begin," Chandu said.

Tara spoke. The Tara Mantra — the words that the staff's script contained, the prayer that had been carved into red metal by a being who had known that this moment would come. The words were Sanskrit — old Sanskrit, the pre-classical form that had been spoken when the language was still being born, the syllables carrying energy that transcended meaning.

"Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha."

The staff glowed. The red light intensifying — not gradually but exponentially, the stellar energy in the metal responding to the mantra, the activation key turning in the lock. The light spread — from the staff to Tara's hands to her arms to her body, the red energy wrapping around her like a cocoon.

"Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha."

The second repetition. And the aspects began to emerge.

Suri saw them — not with her eyes but with her fire. Seven shapes. Seven presences. Seven distinct consciousnesses rising from within Tara like colours separating from white light through a prism. Each one distinct. Each one real.

Krodh — Anger. A blazing red figure, fists clenched, jaw tight. The aspect that burned.

Buddhi — Cleverness. Swara. A cool blue figure, eyes sharp, posture calculated. The aspect that planned.

Daya — Empathy. A warm gold figure, hands open, tears flowing. The aspect that felt.

Nirbhayata — Fearlessness. A steel-grey figure, spine straight, chin raised. The aspect that stood.

Sahas — Adventurousness. A green figure, muscles tense, eyes wide. The aspect that moved.

Mahatvaakanksha — Ambition. A purple figure, eyes burning, reaching upward. The aspect that climbed.

And at the centre, still holding the staff, still speaking the mantra — Masoomiyat. Innocence. Tara. The primary. The green-eyed girl whose trust held the others together.

"Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha."

The third repetition. And the convergence began.

The seven figures moved. Drawn toward each other — not by external force but by internal desire, the fragments of a single being remembering their wholeness and choosing to return to it. Anger moved toward Empathy. Cleverness moved toward Fearlessness. Adventurousness moved toward Ambition. And all of them moved toward Innocence.

Tara screamed.

The sound was not a single scream — it was seven screams, layered, each aspect's voice contributing its frequency, the combined sound a chord that resonated with every surface in the basement and made Suri's cold fire spike so violently that frost spread from her feet in a three-metre circle.

The aspects merged. The colours — red, blue, gold, grey, green, purple, white — the colours bled into each other. The figures lost their distinct forms. The seven became six became five became four became three became two became—

One.

Tara.

Not Tara-the-innocent. Not Swara-the-clever. Not any single aspect. Tara. The complete star goddess. The being who contained all seven aspects in a single consciousness, the way white light contained all colours, the way a symphony contained all instruments.

She stood in the centre of the circle. The Tara Dand in her hands — no longer just a staff but an extension of her, the weapon and the wielder merged, the stellar energy flowing between them without distinction. Her hair was still red — but brighter, the colour of a star at its peak luminosity. Her eyes were — everything. Green and gold and silver and red and every colour that starlight produced when filtered through a consciousness that encompassed seven perspectives simultaneously.

The merger was complete.

"Tara?" Suri's voice. Careful. The way you spoke to someone who had just been through something that no manual existed for. "Tu theek hai?"

Are you okay?

Tara looked at her. The eyes — the complete eyes, the seven-in-one eyes — focused. And then she smiled. Not the innocent's trusting smile. Not Swara's calculating smile. Not any single aspect's expression. A complete smile. The smile of a being who had been seven people and who had just become one and who discovered that the one was more than the sum.

"Main theek hoon, didi." Her voice was different — deeper, richer, carrying harmonics that individual aspects couldn't produce. The voice of a complete star goddess. "Mujhe sab yaad hai. Sab kuch. Har aspect ki har memory. Har emotion. Har skill. Sab."

I'm okay. I remember everything. Every aspect's every memory. Every emotion. Every skill. All of it.

She raised the Tara Dand. The staff responded — stellar energy erupting from the tip, a beam of red-gold light that punched through the basement ceiling and presumably through the hostel above and into the December sky where it was, Suri reflected, going to be difficult to explain to the administration.

"Can you — maybe — turn that down?" Madhu suggested from the doorway.

Tara lowered the staff. The beam cut off. The basement settled.

"Sorry." The smile again. The complete smile. And in it — a flash of Krodh's fire, Buddhi's precision, Daya's warmth, Nirbhayata's steel, Sahas's excitement, Mahatvaakanksha's ambition, and Masoomiyat's trust. All present. All one.

"Three sisters," Chandu said. The silver eyes bright — not with the tactical focus of a warrior goddess but with something older, something that predated strategy and warfare and cosmic balance. Joy. The Moon Goddess's joy at seeing her family grow. "Sun. Moon. Star. Together."

Suri took Chandu's hand. Took Tara's. The three sisters standing in a circle in the basement of Hostel 9, IIT Pune — sun, moon, star. Cold fire, silver light, red-gold stellar energy. Three celestial powers that had been separated across lifetimes and that were, for the first time in memory, together.

The fire pulsed. Suri's cold fire — the broken, inverted, wrong fire — pulsed. And in the pulse, responding to the proximity of moon and star, the blue-white edge softened. Gold flickered. Not fully — not the warm gold of the original fire — but more gold than before. The presence of her sisters was doing what sunlight alone couldn't — reminding the fire of what it had been. What it could be.

"It's working," Chandu whispered. "The proximity effect. Three celestial powers in alignment. Your fire is responding."

"Not enough." Suri could feel it — the gold flickering and fading, the cold reasserting itself, the inversion too deep for proximity alone to reverse. "I need the fruit."

"Not yet." Tara's voice — the complete voice, all seven aspects contributing. "Alaknanda said: when everything is at its worst. When you've lost everything. The contrast."

"I remember."

"Then wait." Tara squeezed her hand. The star-warm fingers. "The moment will come. And when it does — you'll know."

A sound. Above them. Through the basement ceiling. The sound of —

Impact. Massive. The hostel shuddering, the ceiling raining concrete dust, the tube lights swinging on their cables. Then another impact. And another.

Madhu was at the door. "We have a problem."

Suri released her sisters' hands. Ran for the stairs. Up through the hostel — past confused, terrified students in their nightclothes, past rooms with cracked walls and shattered windows — up to the roof.

The campus was under attack.

Shakti warriors. Not eight. Not twelve. Dozens. Descending from the sky on platforms of dark energy, their weapons drawn, their red-tinged eyes scanning the buildings with the coordinated movement of an army that had been given a single target and the permission to destroy everything between them and it.

And above them — floating, silhouetted against the December sunrise, wreathed in shadow energy so dense that it bent the light around her — a figure.

Chhaya.

The shadow goddess had come herself. Not through scouts. Not through warriors. Herself. And her presence — the weight of her darkness, the gravitational pull of her shadow — her presence was so immense that the sunrise itself dimmed, the golden light retreating from the campus as if the sun had decided that discretion was the better part of valour.

"SURYA!" The voice was — ten voices. A hundred voices. Every voice that shadow had ever swallowed, every scream that darkness had ever silenced, layered into a single address that made Suri's fire scream and her bones vibrate and her mortal body stagger.

"Chhaya," Suri breathed.

The dark sister looked down at her. From the sky. From the shadow. From the position of absolute power that she had been building toward across lifetimes and that she had finally, in this moment, achieved.

"Bahut daudh li." The voice was cold. Colder than Suri's fire. The absolute zero of malice. "Ab ruk ja."

You've run enough. Now stop.

The battle of IIT Pune had begun.




  
    Chapter 14: The Fruit

    
    
  
  The campus became a battlefield in ninety seconds.

Shakti warriors descended like dark rain — thirty, forty, more, their platforms of shadow energy dissolving as they landed, their boots hitting rooftops and pathways and the cricket pitch where the frozen Garuda still stood. They moved with military precision — squads of four, covering angles, establishing perimeters, the tactical deployment of an army that had been rehearsing this assault across centuries.

And above them all: Chhaya.

The shadow goddess was — Suri had never seen her in full manifestation. The previous encounters had been proxies — warriors, corrupted creatures, messages through intermediaries. But this was Chhaya herself, and the reality of her was worse than any proxy had suggested.

She was beautiful. That was the horror. The shadow goddess was beautiful in the way that deep water was beautiful — inviting, vast, and fatal. Her skin was dark — not the dark of melanin but the dark of absence, the colour that remained when all light was removed. Her hair was black and moved independently of wind, the strands animated by shadow energy that gave them their own volition. Her eyes were purple — deep, luminous, the colour of the sky in the last seconds before total darkness.

She wore shadow like clothing — the dark energy forming around her body in shifting patterns that suggested armour and suggested silk and suggested the specific aesthetic of a being who had made darkness her medium and who sculpted with it the way artists sculpted with clay.

"Surya." Chhaya descended. Not falling — settling, the shadow energy lowering her to the hostel roof where Suri stood, the landing as gentle as a leaf touching water. "Kitne saal ho gaye? Face to face?"

How many years has it been? Face to face?

"Not enough." Suri's fire surged. Cold. Defensive. The blue-white energy crackling across her body, the frost spreading from her feet, her breath fogging in the December morning air that was already cold and that her presence made colder.

"Tu abhi bhi gussa hai." Chhaya smiled. The smile was devastating — not in the way that Kaal's was devastating (desire and danger) but in the way that a blade was devastating (clean, precise, designed for one purpose). "Itne saalon baad. Itni zindagiyon baad. Tu abhi bhi mujhse gussa hai."

You're still angry. After all these years. After all these lives.

"Tune meri fire invert karwayi. Tune meri behen ko tod diya. Tune meri zindagi barbad—"

You caused my fire to invert. You broke my sister. You ruined my life—

"MAINE teri fire invert nahi karwayi." Chhaya's voice cut through Suri's accusation with the surgical precision of someone who had been waiting to make this correction. "TUNE KHUD ki fire invert ki. Alaknanda ne tujhe bataya hoga — she tells everyone eventually, the old witch can't keep secrets — tune KHUD ko toda. Main sirf catalyst thi."

I didn't cause your fire to invert. YOU inverted your own fire. Alaknanda must have told you — you broke YOURSELF. I was just the catalyst.

The words landed. Because they were true. Because Alaknanda had told her. Because the cold fire was Suri's own defence mechanism, her own desperate strategy, her own choice made in a moment of desperation that had echoed across lifetimes.

"What do you want?" Suri asked. The practical question. The question that cut through the emotional archaeology of a sibling rivalry that spanned cosmic history.

"Everything." Chhaya's smile widened. "Teri fire. Tara ki energy. Chandu ka portal network. Sab kuch. Main shadow hoon, Surya. I'm the absence. The space where light doesn't reach. And I'm tired of being the space. I want to be the light."

Your fire. Tara's energy. Chandu's portal network. Everything. I'm the shadow.

"That's not how it works. Shadow needs light. Without sun, without moon, without stars — there's no shadow. You destroy us, you destroy yourself."

"Maybe." Chhaya tilted her head. The purple eyes catching the diminished sunrise. "Ya maybe main balance ki zaroorat ko khatam kar doon. Maybe I become something new. Not shadow. Not light. Something that doesn't need the other to exist."

Or maybe I end the need for balance.

Below them, the battle had begun. Chandu's Chandrahaar singing through the campus pathways, the Moon Goddess engaging Shakti warriors with the devastating efficiency that centuries of combat had produced. Madhu's twin swords flashing — the God of Soma fighting three warriors simultaneously, his golden energy disorienting their attacks, his blades finding gaps in their corrupted armour. Tara — the complete Tara, the merged goddess, seven aspects in one — wielding the Tara Dand with a power that she was still learning to control, the stellar energy erupting in bursts that sent warriors flying.

And Akash. Suri's heart seized. Akash was on the ground — not fighting, not running, but evacuating. Moving through the campus buildings, shouting for students to stay inside, to lock doors, to get away from windows. The blue-eyed boy with no powers and no divine heritage doing the most human thing possible in the middle of a divine war: protecting people.

"Usse chhod do," Suri said. Looking at Chhaya. The fire responding to the sight of Akash in danger — the cold energy spiking, the frost thickening, the protective instinct that bypassed divine strategy and went straight to the primal. "Yeh humari ladaai hai. Mortals ko mat lao."

Leave him alone. This is our fight. Don't bring mortals into it.

"Main mortals mein interested nahi hoon." Chhaya raised her hand. The shadow energy responded — the darkness around her thickening, forming shapes, weapons, the silhouettes of things that existed in the absence of light. "Mujhe sirf tu chahiye."

I'm not interested in mortals. I only want you.

The attack came. Shadow energy — a wave of it, dense, cold (colder than Suri's cold, the cold of absolute darkness), the shadow crashing toward Suri with the force of a tsunami and the precision of a scalpel. Suri raised her hands. The cold fire answered — blue-white energy meeting purple-black shadow, the two forces colliding on the hostel rooftop with an impact that cracked the concrete and sent shockwaves across the campus.

The fire held. Barely. Suri's cold energy pushing against Chhaya's shadow, the blue-white meeting the purple-black in a border that shimmered and screamed and demanded more power than Suri had.

"Teri fire kamzor hai," Chhaya said through the collision. Conversational. The dark sister engaging in small talk while her shadow dismantled her sister's defences. "Cold fire. Broken fire. Tujhe pata hai why I want it? Because even broken — even cold — even inverted — teri fire sun ki fire hai. The first fire. The original. And if I can absorb it—"

Your fire is weak.

"You can't absorb cold fire." Suri pushed. The fire surging — everything she had, every reserve, the blue-white energy blazing at maximum output. "That's why I inverted it. Cold fire is incompatible with shadow. You can't take what your energy rejects."

"True. I can't absorb cold fire." Chhaya's smile widened. "But what about warm fire?"

The shadow shifted. Changed. Chhaya's attack pattern transforming — the direct assault becoming something subtler, the shadow energy not pushing against Suri's fire but reaching through it, finding the places where the gold flickered beneath the blue-white, the spots where the proximity of moon and star had softened the inversion.

Suri felt it. The violation — Chhaya's shadow touching the warm spots, the gold-flicker spots, the places where the original fire still lived beneath the cold. The shadow wrapping around those spots and pulling.

Pain. Real pain. Not the combat-pain of physical injury but the deep, structural pain of something being extracted from the core of her being. The warm remnants of her original fire — the gold beneath the blue — being pulled toward the surface by shadow energy that couldn't absorb cold but could find and extract warm.

"AHHH—" Suri's knees buckled. The cold fire flickered — the blue-white energy sputtering as the warm core was disrupted, the inversion destabilised, the delicate balance between cold and the remnant warm being torn apart.

"Wahan hai," Chhaya breathed. There it is. "The original fire. Under all that cold. Still warm. Still yours. Still mine to take."

"NO—"

Chhaya's hand closed. The shadow energy yanked. And Suri felt it — the warm gold, the last remnant of her original fire, the ember that had survived the inversion and that had flickered with hope when she stood in sunlight and held her sisters' hands — the ember was being pulled free.

The cold intensified. Without the warm core, without the gold ember, the cold fire became absolute. The temperature of Suri's body dropped. Her fingers went white. Her vision narrowed. The frost spreading from her wasn't just surface — it was bone-deep, organ-deep, the cold reaching into the fundamental structure of her mortal body and beginning to crystallize.

She was freezing. From the inside out. The cold fire — without its warm counterbalance — was killing her.

"DIDI!" Tara's voice. From below. Distant. The complete star goddess seeing her sister dying and screaming across the distance that the battle wouldn't let her cross.

"SURI!" Akash. Human. Powerless. Standing on the ground below the hostel, looking up at the rooftop where the sun goddess was becoming ice.

The Surya Phal.

The thought arrived from somewhere — not from Suri's conscious mind, which was shutting down, but from the fire itself. The cold fire. The broken fire. The fire that had been her defence and her prison and that was, in this moment, at its absolute lowest. The coldest it had ever been. The most depleted. The most broken.

When everything is at its worst. When you've lost everything. That's when the contrast is strongest.

Alaknanda's words. The ancient practitioner's instructions. The timing she had specified: not when the fire was merely cold but when the fire was dying. When the cold had nearly won. When there was nothing left.

Now. The moment was now.

Suri's frozen hand — the fingers barely responding, the joints crystallizing, the cold fire consuming the mortal body — her frozen hand reached into her bag. Found the Surya Phal. The golden fruit. The medicine that she had carried across three centuries and that had been waiting for this exact moment.

Fix yourself or save him.

The choice. Alaknanda's choice. One fruit. One restoration. Suri's fire or Kaal's life.

Chhaya saw the fruit. The purple eyes widening. The shadow energy reaching — trying to take the fruit, trying to prevent what was about to happen.

Suri bit into the Surya Phal.

The taste was — everything. Not a flavour — an experience. The taste of sunlight. The taste of the golden beach. The taste of the first fire, the original warmth, the energy that had existed before the inversion and that the fruit had preserved across millennia in a tree by a river in a temple that no longer existed.

The warmth hit her like a wave.

Not gradually. Not the slow thaw of a frozen pipe. Instantly. The Surya Phal's energy detonating inside her — the original solar fire, concentrated, preserved, unleashed into a body that had been cold for nineteen years and across lifetimes before that. The warmth raced through her veins. Through her chest. Through the channels that had carried cold fire and that now carried warm fire — the gold, the real gold, the sun's true fire restored.

The cold shattered. Like ice in boiling water — the inversion breaking, the blue-white crystalline structure that had locked her fire in cold collapsing, the fragments dissolving, the cold that had defined her existence evaporating in the face of warmth so profound that it felt like coming home.

Suri burned.

Not cold. Not blue-white. Gold. The warm, fierce, living gold of the sun at its peak — the fire that she had been born with, the fire that she had inverted in desperation, the fire that a golden fruit from a tree by a river in a temple in the Chola Dynasty had just restored.

The frost melted. Her skin warmed. Her eyes — brown, then gold, then blazing gold, the irises becoming miniature suns — her eyes burned with a light that hadn't been seen in this world since before the inversion.

Chhaya recoiled. The shadow energy that had been pulling at Suri's warm core suddenly encountering not a dying ember but a supernova. The shadow burning — not figuratively, the actual darkness dissolving in the presence of restored sunlight, the way shadows dissolved when you turned on a lamp but scaled to cosmic proportions.

"NAHI!" Chhaya screamed. The shadow goddess's composure shattering. The beautiful dark face contorting. The purple eyes flooding with something that Suri had never seen in them before: fear. "Teri fire — yeh — yeh possible nahi hai—"

Your fire — this — this isn't possible—

"Yeh meri fire hai." Suri's voice was different. Warm. Resonant. The voice of the sun goddess at full power — not the diminished, cold, broken version but the original. The first light. The oldest of the celestial sisters. "Aur ab yeh ghar aa gayi hai."

This is my fire. And it's come home.

The bow thawed. In her left hand, the ice-locked weapon responding to the warm fire — the crystalline shell melting, the golden arc emerging, the bowstring humming with restored solar energy. The bow of Surya Devi. Not frozen. Not broken. Alive.

Suri drew the bow. The Sphatik Baan — the Crystal Arrow, the weapon she had carried since Mughal Agra — materialised on the string. The clear crystal catching the gold of her restored fire and refracting it into a spectrum of devastating beauty.

"Chhaya." Suri aimed. The Crystal Arrow drawn. The restored fire burning. The sun goddess pointing an arrow at the shadow. "Yeh khatam karo. Apni army wapas le jao. Yahan se jao."

End this. Take your army back. Leave.

Chhaya looked at her. The shadow goddess — afraid, furious, the darkness that had been building toward this moment for millennia suddenly encountering a setback that her calculations hadn't predicted.

"Yeh khatam nahi hua," Chhaya said. The fear receding behind something harder. Determination. The specific stubbornness of a being who had spent cosmic ages pursuing a goal and who would not abandon it because of a single reversal. "Teri fire wapas aa gayi. Theek hai. But — " She rose. The shadow energy swelling around her — not attacking but retreating, the darkness pulling back from the restored sun with the strategic withdrawal of a general who recognised a temporary disadvantage.

"Mere paas abhi bhi options hain," she said. "Tujhe lagta hai sirf teri fire matters? Kaal abhi bhi mar raha hai. Uski temporal power abhi bhi vulnerable hai. Aur —" The purple eyes found something on the ground below. Found someone. "Tere insaan abhi bhi insaan hain."

I still have options. You think only your fire matters? Kaal is still dying. His temporal power is still vulnerable. And your humans are still human.

The threat was clear. Not to Suri — to everyone she loved.

Chhaya vanished. Not slowly — instantly. The shadow energy folding around her, the darkness consuming her form, the shadow goddess disappearing with the totality of a light being switched off. One moment she was there. The next — absence.

The Shakti warriors fell. All of them. Simultaneously. Chhaya's withdrawal taking their animation with it — the corrupted warriors collapsing like puppets whose strings had been cut, the dark energy evaporating from their armour, the red leaving their eyes.

The battle was over.

Suri lowered the bow. The Sphatik Baan fading from the string. The golden fire — warm fire, restored fire, the fire that was supposed to be hers — the fire settled in her chest. Warm. Steady. A furnace where there had been a refrigerator. A sun where there had been ice.

She looked at her hands. They were warm. For the first time in nineteen years. Warm.

Below her, the campus was a mess. Damaged buildings. Fallen warriors. Confused students. An administration that was going to need a much better excuse than "earthquake."

But the sun was shining. And for the first time since she could remember, the sun goddess felt it.

She ate the rest of the fruit.

The warmth deepened. The fire strengthened. The gold intensified.

And standing on the roof of Hostel 9, IIT Pune, with the December sun on her face and the warm fire in her chest and the Crystal Arrow in her hand and her sisters alive and her enemy in retreat — standing there, Suri Deshmukh smiled.

The sun goddess smiled in the sunlight. And the sunlight smiled back.




  
    Chapter 15: The Sacrifice

    
    
  
  The aftermath was worse than the battle.

Not physically — the campus damage was significant but manageable, the kind of destruction that insurance companies would argue about for years and that the administration would eventually attribute to "seismic activity compounded by pre-existing structural vulnerabilities," a phrase so bureaucratically elegant that it could have won a literary prize for fiction.

The aftermath was emotional. The specific devastation that came after the adrenaline drained and the fire settled and the body remembered that it was mortal and that mortal bodies had limits.

Suri sat on the hostel roof. The December sun — the real sun, the sun she could feel now, the warmth entering her skin and being received by a fire that finally knew what to do with it — the sun was setting. The campus spread below her: the roped-off quadrangle, the damaged Mechanical Engineering block, the cricket pitch where work crews were carefully not looking at the frozen Garuda, the administrative block where emergency meetings had been convened and where explanations that satisfied no one were being crafted.

The warm fire hummed in her chest. Steady. Gold. Correct. The inversion reversed, the cold banished, the blue-white replaced by the warm gold that should have been hers from birth. Every breath was different. Every sensation recalibrated. The world was warmer — not because the temperature had changed but because she could finally feel it.

She should have been happy. The fire was restored. The quest was complete — Crystal Arrow found, Sun Fruit consumed, Tara merged, Chhaya retreated. She should have been celebrating.

But the fruit was gone.

One fruit. One restoration. One choice.

She had chosen herself.

And Kaal was still dying.



He found her at midnight. Not on the roof — in Raju Kaka's alley, the space behind the chai stall where the gas cylinders were stored and where no one went after dark. She had come here because the alley was the closest thing to the airport alley where they'd met, and because the geography of their encounters had always been narrow spaces and poor lighting and the specific intimacy of being hidden.

"Suri."

She didn't turn. She didn't need to. The cinnamon scent — weaker now, fainter, the olfactory indicator of a Titan whose fire was running down — the cinnamon told her everything.

"Tumne fruit kha liya." Not a question. Not an accusation. A statement. The neutral observation of a man who had known she would choose herself and who had made peace with the mathematics before the equation was solved.

You ate the fruit.

"Haan."

Yes.

He stepped beside her. Leaned against the wall. The same wall-posture from the airport alley — the geometry of their encounters, the choreography that repeated across every meeting because the bodies remembered even when the minds pretended not to.

"Good." He said it simply. The way a man said "good" about weather or chai or the outcome of a cricket match. As if her choice — the choice that had restored her fire and sealed his death — as if that choice was merely good. "Tera fire wapas aa gaya. That's what matters."

"Kaal—"

"Don't." His voice was gentle. The gentleness that was worse than any sharpness, because sharpness could be met with sharpness but gentleness could only be met with the specific vulnerability that Suri had spent her entire life avoiding. "Mujhe pata tha. Jab Alaknanda ne choice bataayi — tab se pata tha. Tu always khud ko choose karegi. Because that's what you should do. Tu sun hai. Tu sabse pehle hai. Tere bina—" He stopped. The grin that wasn't a grin. The smile that cost something. "Tere bina sab kuch andhera hai."

I knew. Since Alaknanda explained the choice — I knew. You would always choose yourself. Because that's what you should do. You're the sun. You come first. Without you — everything is darkness.

"There's the medallion." Suri's voice was desperate. The specific desperation of someone grasping at alternatives. "Alaknanda's containment amulet. You can transfer your power into it before — before the fire runs out. Lock it away. Chhaya can't—"

"That kills me immediately instead of in three months." He said it without bitterness. The observation of a man who had been counting his remaining time and who found the arithmetic less distressing than the algebra. "Same ending. Different timetable."

"Then we find another way. Another fruit. Another restoration. Alaknanda said—"

"Alaknanda said one fruit. Once. The tree is dormant. The next fruit won't grow for a millennium." He turned to face her. The brown eyes — chai-before-milk, the colour she had chosen on a golden beach before time began — the brown eyes were clear. "Suri. Yeh mera purpose tha."

This was my purpose.

"What?"

"Golden beach. Remember? Tu ne mujhe ek purpose diya tha. 'Agar kabhi meri behen mujhe haar de — agar woh meri shakti absorb kar le — toh tu mujhe apni de dena.' You gave me your fire to hold. And you told me to give it back when you needed it."

You gave me a purpose. 'If my sister ever defeats me — if she absorbs my power — then you give me yours.'

"I didn't mean—"

"Yahi tha mera purpose. Your fire. Holding it. Keeping it safe. Returning it when the time came." His hand rose. The hand that had almost touched her face in the airport alley. The hand that carried the fire she had given him on a beach made of gold. "The fire is back where it belongs. In you. And I—" The watch on his wrist. The spinning hands. The countdown that was now countable in weeks rather than months.

"You've fulfilled your purpose," Suri whispered.

"Haan."

The word. The smallest word. The word that contained a lifetime — multiple lifetimes — of devotion and sacrifice and the specific love that existed between a creator and her creation, a love that no mythology had adequately named because no mythology had encountered it at this scale.

Suri kissed him.

Not the way she had kissed him on the golden beach — that kiss had been a transfer, a mechanism, a purpose-delivery system disguised as intimacy. This kiss was — human. The mortal version. The version that nineteen-year-old engineering students gave and received in poorly lit alleys behind chai stalls when they were in love and terrified and the person they loved was dying and there was nothing they could do except press their mouth against his and hope that the contact would communicate what words had failed to.

He was warm. His mouth was warm. The fire she had given him — the last of it, the diminishing reserves, the embers of a power that had once been half the sun — the fire was warm against her lips. She tasted cinnamon. She tasted time. She tasted the specific flavour of a man who had been alive since before time was time and who was, for the first time, running out of it.

He kissed her back. His hands in her hair. The warmth of his palms against her scalp. The contact that she had avoided for two years because she knew — she had always known — that touching him would confirm what the fire had been telling her since the airport alley: that she was in love with the man she had created, that the love was the most complicated thing in any universe, and that the complication was not a problem to be solved but a truth to be endured.

They broke apart. His forehead against hers. His breath warm on her face. The cinnamon fading.

"Main nahi marunga abhi," he said. I won't die yet. "Three months. Maybe four. That's time. And time—" the grin, the real grin, the devastating grin that she loved, "—time is my whole thing."

"Kaal—"

"Mujhe ek promise de."

Give me a promise.

"Kya?"

"Jab main mar jaaun — jab fire khatam ho jaaye — mere power ko Chhaya ko mat lene dena. Medallion use karna. Meri temporal energy lock kar dena. Chhaya ko kabhi time ka control mat milne dena."

When I die — when the fire runs out — don't let Chhaya take my power. Use the medallion. Lock my temporal energy. Never let Chhaya have control of time.

The medallion around her neck. The pearl shifting colours against her sternum. The failsafe that Alaknanda had given her.

"Promise."

He smiled. The smile that was not the grin — softer, sadder, the smile of a man who had gotten the answer he needed and who would carry it like a talisman.

"Ab ja." Now go. "Teri behnen wait kar rahi hain. Aur Chhaya wapas aayegi. She doesn't give up. She never has."

Your sisters are waiting. And Chhaya will come back.

"Tum kahan jaoge?" Where will you go?

"Main hamesha yahan hoon." The shadow between seconds opening for him — the temporal fold that he lived in, the space between moments that was his kingdom and his prison. "Har second mein. Har minute mein. Tere paas. Hamesha."

I'm always here. In every second. In every minute. Near you. Always.

He stepped into the shadow. The cinnamon lingering. The warmth of his mouth on hers fading. The Titan of Time dissolving into the intervals between seconds, present and absent and dying and alive and there and gone.

Suri stood in the alley. The warm fire in her chest. The taste of cinnamon on her lips. The medallion against her skin.

Three months. Maybe four. And then the man she loved would die.

She wiped her eyes. Straightened. Walked back toward the hostel where her sisters waited and where the next phase of a war that had been running since before time would be planned and prepared for and fought.

The sun goddess walked through the December night. And for the first time, the night felt warm.




  
    Chapter 16: The Mountain

    
    
  
  The war council convened in Suri's hostel room at 2 AM, which was both inappropriate for the hour and inadequate for the number of participants, and which proceeded regardless because divine wars did not respect either circadian rhythms or fire safety occupancy limits.

Chandu stood at the window, the Chandrahaar across her back, her silver eyes scanning the campus for threats that might materialise from the dark. Tara sat on the bed — the complete Tara, the merged goddess, her red hair loose and her multi-coloured eyes adjusting to the new reality of containing seven perspectives simultaneously. Madhu occupied the desk chair with the boneless grace of a deity who could fall asleep in any century and any furniture. Akash sat on the floor, cross-legged, his laptop open, running searches that Maitreyi was directing from beside him with the focused intensity of a mythology scholar who had just been promoted from academic to field operative.

Gauri's holographic face floated above Suri's engineering textbook. The warrior goddess looked tired — the gold eyes dimmer, the tactical composure slightly frayed. Managing a divine conflict while maintaining the cosmic balance across multiple dimensions was, apparently, exhausting even for beings who had been doing it since before the concept of exhaustion was invented.

"Status," Gauri said.

"Chhaya retreated," Chandu reported. "Full withdrawal. Her Shakti warriors are deactivated — the corrupted ones we fought on campus collapsed when she pulled back. The dark energy signatures have gone dormant across all the portal nodes I can access."

"She's regrouping," Gauri said. "Not retreating. Chhaya doesn't retreat. She recalibrates."

"Agreed." Suri's voice was — different. She noticed it herself. The warm fire had changed everything, including her voice — the resonance deeper, the confidence not performed but genuine, the specific authority that came from being the sun goddess and actually feeling like the sun goddess for the first time in her existence. "She mentioned Kaal. His temporal power. She said she still has options."

"Kaal's temporal power is the real prize." Gauri's holographic face tightened. "Your restored fire is a setback for her, not a defeat. She can't absorb warm fire directly — she couldn't before the inversion either. That's why she attacked you in the first place, eons ago. To force you to invert. To create a vulnerability. Now that the vulnerability is gone, she'll shift strategy."

"To Kaal."

"To Kaal. If she captures his temporal energy when he dies, she doesn't need your fire. She can manipulate time directly. Go back. Change events. Create a new vulnerability. She's patient, Suri. She's been playing this game longer than any of us."

The room absorbed this. The specific weight of an enemy who thought in geological timescales and who treated individual lifetimes the way chess players treated individual moves — sacrifice one, gain position, wait for the next.

"Options," Suri said.

"Two." Gauri's gold eyes were direct. "One: we pre-emptively contain Kaal's temporal energy. The medallion that Alaknanda gave you — we use it now. Transfer Kaal's remaining power before Chhaya can capture it. This kills Kaal immediately but secures the energy."

"No." The word left Suri's mouth before her brain approved it. The warm fire responding to the suggestion with a visceral rejection that manifested as a spike of gold energy and a temperature increase of three degrees in the room.

"Two: we find Chhaya's base of operations and attack before she can execute her plan for Kaal. Pre-emptive strike. Destroy her capacity to capture temporal energy."

"Where's her base?"

"That's the problem." Gauri's holographic face flickered — the temporal communicator straining. "We don't know. Chhaya operates from the spaces between dimensions — the shadow-spaces, the gaps that exist in the cosmic architecture between light and dark. Finding her is—"

"I can find her." Tara. The complete Tara. Her voice carrying the harmonic resonance of seven aspects speaking in agreement. "Stars see everything. That's — that's what stars do. We watch. From above. From every angle. And now that I'm whole, I can see into the shadow-spaces. The gaps between dimensions where Chhaya hides."

"You're sure?"

Tara closed her eyes. The Tara Dand — resting against the bed beside her — pulsed. Red-gold light filling the room as the star goddess extended her perception, the stellar consciousness spreading outward like light itself, reaching into every space, every dimension, every gap and fold and shadow.

"Got her." Tara's eyes opened. The multi-coloured irises spinning — processing data from seven perceptual frameworks simultaneously. "She's in the Himalayas. The shadow-space adjacent to the physical Himalayas. High altitude. Near — " Tara's brow furrowed. Swara's analytical precision combining with Sahas's exploratory instinct. "Near Kedarnath. The temple. She's using the temple's divine energy as an anchor — parasitising the residual devotional energy to power her shadow-space."

"Kedarnath." Chandu's silver eyes widened. "Shiva's temple. The highest of the Char Dham. She's hiding behind Shiva's energy?"

"The ultimate shadow," Maitreyi murmured from the floor. "Shiva is the destroyer. The cosmic darkness. Chhaya positioning herself behind Shiva's energy is—"

"Strategically brilliant," Gauri finished. "Shiva's energy masks hers. The destroyer's power and the shadow's power are — adjacent. Similar frequencies. We'd never detect her there through normal surveillance."

"But stars see everything," Tara repeated. The multi-coloured eyes steady. "And I see her."



They left before dawn. No Innova this time — Kaal's temporal folds had cost him too much, and the Titan was absent, conserving whatever time he had left. Instead, they used conventional means with divine augmentation: Chandu opened a single, brief portal — a risk, but the alternative was a twenty-hour drive — that deposited them at the Kedarnath helipad in the pre-dawn darkness of the Uttarakhand Himalayas.

The cold was real. Not the polite Pune chill or the mild Mahabaleshwar fog — the Himalayan cold. December in the high mountains. The temperature was minus twelve, the wind chill making it feel like minus twenty, the air so thin that breathing required conscious effort from mortal lungs.

Suri barely felt it. The warm fire — the restored, gold, correct fire — radiated heat through her body with the effortless generosity of a furnace that had been relit after years of dormancy. For the first time, she was the warm one. Akash, Maitreyi, and Madhu huddled in the jackets and thermal wear they'd hastily acquired; Suri stood in her kurta and felt the December Himalayan wind like a pleasant breeze.

"The temple's closed for winter," Chandu said. The Kedarnath temple was visible — the ancient stone structure, the sanctum that had survived floods and centuries and the specific violence of being the home of a god who represented destruction. The temple was dark. Padlocked. The winter closure that sent the deity's murti to the lower temple at Ukhimath for the cold months.

"The physical temple isn't where Chhaya is." Tara was focused — the Tara Dand in her hands, the stellar energy providing a radar that scanned dimensions the way sonar scanned water. "She's in the shadow-space. The dimensional layer that exists adjacent to the physical Kedarnath. Like Lanka — mythological and physical overlaid."

"How do we access the shadow-space?"

"Same way we accessed Lanka. Moon and star together." Tara looked at Chandu. "Except this time, we're not entering a preserved mythological space. We're entering an active shadow-dimension. Chhaya's territory."

"We're walking into her home."

"Yes."

The group stood in the Himalayan darkness. The stars above — visible with a clarity that low-altitude locations couldn't match, the Milky Way spread across the sky like a river of light — the stars seemed to respond to Tara's presence. Brightening. Pulsing. The stellar consciousness recognising its mortal vessel and saluting.

"Maitreyi. Akash." Suri turned to her human friends. The humans. The mortals. The people she loved who had no divine protection and no cosmic significance and whose presence in a shadow-dimension assault was approximately as advisable as bringing a candle to a hurricane. "Tum yahan raho."

You stay here.

"Suri—" Akash began.

"Nahi." The sun goddess's voice. Not Suri's — the warm, authoritative resonance of a being who had just recovered her full power and who was using it, for the first time, to protect the people she loved by excluding them. "The shadow-space will kill you. Not metaphorically — literally. Human bodies can't survive in a dimension where light doesn't exist. Tu yahan safe hai. Temple ka energy area ek shield hai."

No. You're safe here. The temple's energy area is a shield.

"Tu akeli nahi ja sakti." You can't go alone.

"Main akeli nahi ja rahi." She looked at Chandu. At Tara. At Madhu. "Mere paas meri behnen hain. Aur Madhu." She looked back at Akash. The blue eyes — the impossible, precious, irreplaceable blue eyes. "Aur mujhe pata hai tum yahan ho. That's enough."

Akash looked at her. The long look — the look that contained two years of friendship and the recent weeks of revelation and the specific pain of a man who wanted to help and who was being told, correctly, that the best help he could provide was to survive.

"Wapas aa," he said. Come back.

"Aaungi." I will.



The shadow-space opened like a wound.

Chandu and Tara working in tandem — moonlight and starlight combining, the silver and red energies twisting together to create a breach in the dimensional membrane. The breach was not beautiful. The Lanka entrance had been a shimmer, a thinning. This was a tear — the fabric of reality splitting along a seam that Chhaya had weakened through decades of occupation, the shadow-space pressing against the physical world like an abscess pressing against skin.

They stepped through.

Darkness.

Not night-darkness. Not cave-darkness. Shadow-darkness. The absolute absence of light that existed in a dimension where light was not merely absent but forbidden — a space constructed by a shadow goddess to be the antithesis of everything that the sun represented. The darkness was active. It pressed against Suri's fire — not attacking but testing, the shadow-dimension's ambient energy exploring the restored solar power with the curious malice of a predator encountering new prey.

Suri burned brighter. The warm fire surging — gold light erupting from her body, pushing back the darkness, creating a sphere of illumination that extended twenty metres in every direction. The light revealed the landscape.

Mountains. Shadow-mountains. The Himalayan topography replicated in darkness — peaks and ridges and valleys rendered in shades of black and purple, the stone not stone but compressed shadow, the snow not snow but frozen absence. The shadow-Himalayas were the dark mirror of the physical range — recognisable in shape, alien in substance.

"The fortress is there." Tara pointed. Her stellar sight piercing the shadow with a clarity that Suri's fire couldn't match. In the distance — maybe a kilometre, maybe less (distance was unreliable in a dimension that didn't respect physics) — a structure. Dark. Massive. The shadow-space equivalent of a palace, built from concentrated darkness, the walls shifting and reforming as if the building were alive.

Chhaya's fortress. Her home. The seat of shadow power.

"Approach?" Chandu asked. The Moon Goddess in tactical mode — the Chandrahaar drawn, the silver light combining with Suri's gold to create a wider illumination sphere.

"Direct." Suri's voice was calm. The calm of restored fire — the confidence that came from being whole. "She knows we're here. She knew the moment we breached the membrane. There's no stealth option."

"She'll have defences."

"I have fire."

They moved. Four divine beings walking through a shadow-dimension toward a fortress of darkness. The warm fire burning bright. The moonlight singing. The starlight seeing. The Soma god's golden energy adding a fourth frequency to the divine chorus.

The fortress grew. As they approached, the structure revealed its scale — massive, the walls fifty metres high, the gates carved with imagery that Suri couldn't look at directly, the shadow-imagery depicting scenes that existed in the space between nightmares and reality.

The gates were open.

"Trap," Madhu said.

"Obviously," Chandu said.

"We go anyway," Suri said.

They entered.

The interior was — a throne room. Vast. Cavernous. The ceiling so high that even Suri's fire couldn't illuminate it, the darkness above them absolute and hungry. The floor was smooth shadow — not stone, not metal, but compressed darkness that their feet sank into slightly with each step, the dimension itself trying to absorb them.

And at the far end, on a throne of shadow that rose from the floor like a wave frozen mid-crest:

Chhaya.

The shadow goddess sat with the specific posture of a host who had been expecting guests and who had prepared accordingly. Her purple eyes gleamed in Suri's firelight — the only part of her that the light touched, the rest of her form blending with the shadow-dimension that was, in every meaningful sense, an extension of her body.

"Ghar aayi." Chhaya's voice echoed. Not from the throne — from everywhere. The shadow-dimension amplifying her, the darkness itself acting as a speaker system. "Welcome, Surya. Welcome, Chandrani. Welcome — " the purple eyes found Tara, and something in them shifted. Recognition. Surprise. Fear. "Tara. You're — whole."

You've come home.

"Haan." Tara's voice was steel. Seven aspects of steel. "Main puri hoon. Tum ne jo toda tha — main ne jod diya."

Yes. I'm whole. What you broke — I've mended.

"Impressive." Chhaya stood. The shadow rising with her — the throne dissolving, the darkness reforming into armour, into weapons, into the silhouettes of an army that existed in the absence between light and dark. "But incomplete."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning you're three sisters. Sun, moon, star." Chhaya descended from the raised platform. The purple eyes moving between them. "You're missing one."

Silence. The shadow-dimension pressing.

"Chauthi behen," Suri said. The fourth sister. "Alaknanda mentioned her. A sister I haven't found."

"Haven't found?" Chhaya laughed. The laugh was the darkness laughing — the sound coming from every direction, from the walls, from the floor, from the absolute absence that constituted this dimension. "Suri. Tu mujhe kyun dhundhti rahi? Tu mujhse kyun ladti rahi? Itni zindagiyon se?"

Why have you been searching for me? Why have you been fighting me? For so many lifetimes?

The fire flickered. Not cold — warm fire didn't flicker cold. But uncertain. The gold dimming for a fraction of a second as the implication landed.

"Because you're my enemy."

"Because I'm your sister."

The words detonated in the throne room like a bomb in a cathedral.

"The fourth celestial body." Chhaya's voice was quiet now. The darkness pulling back — not retreating but revealing, the shadow-dimension's absolute dark thinning enough for Chhaya's face to emerge fully. And in the firelight — in the full, warm, restored golden light of the sun — Chhaya's face was visible for the first time.

She looked like Suri.

Not identically. The way sisters looked alike — the bone structure, the nose, the set of the jaw. The same face filtered through a different element. Where Suri was warm (now), Chhaya was cold. Where Suri's skin was brown with a golden undertone, Chhaya's was brown with a purple undertone. Where Suri's eyes were gold, Chhaya's were purple.

But the resemblance was unmistakable.

"Sun. Moon. Star." Chhaya counted on her fingers. "And Shadow. Sandhya. Twilight. The fourth celestial aspect. The darkness that exists because light exists. The shadow that is cast by the sun."

Suri's fire burned. Steady. Gold. The warm fire processing this information with the analytical calm that the cold fire had never possessed.

"You're saying you're my sister."

"I'm saying I've always been your sister. The war between us isn't a war between enemies — it's a family argument. The worst kind. The kind where no one remembers what started it and everyone remembers how much it hurts."

"You tried to absorb my fire. You fragmented Tara. You corrupted divine beings. You built an army. That's not a family argument — that's a war."

"And why did I start the war?" Chhaya stepped closer. The shadow pulling back further, revealing more of her — the body, the posture, the specific vulnerability of a being who was choosing to be visible in a space where invisibility was her greatest weapon. "Because shadow is nothing without light. Because I exist only in relation to you. Because I'm the absence, Suri. The gap. The space where you aren't. And I'm tired of being defined by what I'm not."

The throne room was silent. Four divine beings and one shadow goddess standing in a dimension made of darkness, the family reunion that no mythology had prepared them for.

"Yeh sab bahana hai," Chandu said. The Moon Goddess's voice cutting through the emotional fog with the surgical precision of someone who had been fighting Chhaya across centuries and who was not inclined toward forgiveness based on a revelation that could be a manipulation. "You've killed. You've corrupted. You've destroyed. A family connection doesn't erase that."

"No." Chhaya looked at Chandu. The purple eyes holding something that might have been sorrow. "It doesn't. But it explains it. And maybe — maybe — it suggests a different ending than the one we've been heading toward."

"What ending do you suggest?"

Chhaya looked at Suri. The purple eyes meeting the gold. Shadow meeting sun. The fourth sister looking at the first.

"Balance," Chhaya said. "Real balance. Not the kind where you shine and I hide. Not the kind where I attack and you defend. The kind where shadow has a place. An equal place. At the table."

The fire hummed. Warm. Gold. And in the warmth — a flicker. Not cold. Not the old inversion. Something new. Something that felt almost like — recognition.

"I don't trust you," Suri said.

"You shouldn't." Chhaya's voice was honest. The honesty of someone who knew their own history and didn't expect it to be forgiven. "But trust isn't the starting point. Understanding is."

A sound. From above. From the shadow-dimension's non-existent sky. A sound like fabric tearing — the dimensional membrane rupturing, the breach that Chandu and Tara had created expanding, destabilising.

"The shadow-space is collapsing," Chandu said. Urgent. The silver eyes reading dimensional metrics that Suri couldn't perceive. "The breach we created is widening. We need to leave. Now."

"Chhaya—"

"I know." The shadow goddess raised her hands. The darkness responding — not as a weapon but as an infrastructure, the shadow-dimension stabilising under her control. "Go. Through the breach. I'll hold the space long enough for you to exit."

"You're helping us?"

"I'm showing you something." The purple eyes. The sister's eyes. "I'm showing you that I can choose. That shadow isn't only destruction. That I can hold instead of consume."

The ceiling cracked. Shadow-stone falling. The dimension convulsing around the collapsing breach.

"GO!" Chhaya's voice — all of it, the full power of the shadow goddess channelled into holding reality together long enough for her sisters to escape.

They ran. Through the fortress. Through the gates. Across the shadow-Himalayas. The dimension collapsing behind them — the darkness folding inward, the mountains dissolving, the fortress crumbling, Chhaya's domain sacrificed to hold the breach stable.

They reached the tear. Dove through. The shadow-space disgorging them onto the physical Kedarnath helipad where the December pre-dawn had become the December mid-morning and where Akash and Maitreyi were standing exactly where they'd been left, waiting with the specific patience of people who loved someone and who had been told to stay and who had stayed.

The breach sealed behind them. The shadow-space gone. Chhaya — inside it, holding it, choosing to save instead of destroy.

Suri lay on the cold helipad concrete. The Himalayan sun warming her face. The warm fire steady in her chest. The knowledge — the devastating, reorienting knowledge — burning in her mind.

Chhaya was her sister.

The enemy was family.

The war was a family argument.

And the ending — whatever ending they were heading toward — would have to account for a shadow that wanted to be more than absence.




  
    Chapter 17: The Return

    
    
  
  They returned to Pune in silence. The portal — Chandu's final concession, because the alternative was a twenty-hour drive with four people who had just learned that their cosmic enemy was their sister and who were processing the information with varying degrees of denial, fury, and intellectual fascination — deposited them on the IIT campus at 3 PM.

The campus had been cleaned. The administration's crisis management was, Suri reflected, genuinely impressive — the Shakti warrior debris had been collected and labelled "seismic artifacts" by the geology department, the structural damage had been attributed to "subterranean resonance events," and a memo had been circulated reminding students that "unauthorized assembly in damaged zones will result in disciplinary action," which was the university's way of saying "please stop taking selfies with the frozen Garuda."

The Garuda was still frozen. Suri's cold fire had done its work well — the corrupted divine creature preserved in ice that refused to melt despite the December sun, the massive wings spread, the red eyes dimmed behind crystalline prisons. The administration had erected a temporary fence around it and was, according to campus gossip, in negotiations with the National Museum about "the contemporary art installation that appeared during the seismic event."

Suri walked to Raju Kaka's stall. The gas burner hissing. The chai boiling. The normalcy of the sound — the specific frequency of a propane flame heating an aluminium pot containing water, milk, sugar, ginger, and Assam tea leaves — the normalcy was medicinal.

"Ek cutting," she said.

Raju Kaka poured. The steel tumbler warm in her hands — warm on warm. For the first time, the chai's temperature wasn't a contrast to her body's cold but a complement to her body's warmth. The fire in her chest and the chai in her hands at the same temperature. Harmony.

Akash sat beside her. The wobbly stool. The blue eyes. The steady, reliable, compass-pointing presence.

"Chhaya teri behen hai," he said. Not a question. He had heard. On the helipad, in the aftermath, when the group had been processing and Suri had been staring at the sky and Maitreyi had been furiously rewriting her thesis notes, Akash had heard everything.

Chhaya is your sister.

"Apparently."

"Kya feel hota hai?"

How does it feel?

Suri sipped the chai. The ginger burning. The sweetness spreading. The specific taste of Raju Kaka's cutting chai that no other chai-wallah in Pune could replicate because the recipe existed not on paper but in muscle memory developed across thirty years of making the same drink for the same campus.

"Pata nahi," she said. "Confused. Angry. Sad. Like — like finding out the person who bullied you in school was actually your cousin and nobody told you."

I don't know.

"That's a very specific analogy."

"Mera life very specific hai." A smile. Small. The first smile since the shadow-dimension. "But also — it makes sense. In a terrible way. The fire in me always responded to her differently than to other threats. Stronger. More personal. And the cold fire — the inversion — I did it to protect myself from her specifically. Not from any enemy. From a sister whose power was designed to absorb mine."

"Sun and shadow."

"Sun and shadow. You can't have one without the other. And she said — she said she's tired of being defined by absence. By what she's not." Suri set down the chai. The warm fire flickering with something that was not combat readiness but was not peace either. Something in between. "Aaku, what would you do? If you found out your enemy was your family?"

Akash was quiet. The blue eyes doing their thing — not processing strategically but processing humanly, the mortal perspective that divine beings didn't possess and that was, Suri was increasingly realising, more valuable than any celestial power.

"I'd try to understand why they became my enemy," he said. "Not to forgive them — not yet. But to understand. Because enemies fight for positions. Family fights for belonging."

The words settled. The chai cooled. The campus moved around them — students, professors, auto-rickshaws, the daily mechanism of a place that was simultaneously one of India's premier engineering institutions and the site of a divine war that no one except a select few would ever know about.

"Maitreyi wants to talk to you," Akash said. "She has — theories."

"Of course she does."



Maitreyi's theories occupied three whiteboards in the empty classroom she had commandeered on the ground floor of the Humanities building. The whiteboards were covered in a notation system that appeared to combine Sanskrit, mathematics, and the specific organisational logic of a mind that processed information across seventeen disciplines simultaneously.

"SIT," Maitreyi said when Suri entered. The command was delivered with the authority of a mythology scholar who had just had every working hypothesis of her career confirmed in forty-eight hours and who was operating at a level of intellectual intensity that bordered on the religious.

Suri sat. Chandu stood at the window (default position — the Moon Goddess's eternal vigilance made furniture optional). Tara curled in a chair (the merged goddess still adjusting to unified consciousness, each of the seven aspects occasionally surfacing in her posture and expression).

"Four sisters." Maitreyi pointed at the first whiteboard. "Surya — sun. Chandrani — moon. Tara — stars. Chhaya — shadow. Four celestial aspects. Four fundamental components of the cosmic visual field." She drew lines connecting the four names. "In Hindu cosmology, these four don't just coexist — they're interdependent. The sun creates the shadow. The moon reflects the sun. The stars provide the context — the background against which sun, moon, and shadow are perceived."

"We know this," Chandu said. Not unkindly — the Moon Goddess's version of "please get to the point."

"Yes, but what you DON'T know — what none of you know because you've been too busy living it to analyse it — is that the four-sister dynamic has a specific mythological precedent." Maitreyi moved to the second whiteboard. "The Chaturmukhi Devi. The Four-Faced Goddess. In some Tantric traditions — particularly the ones that Alaknanda would have practiced — the four celestial aspects are described as faces of a single divine being. Not four separate goddesses. One goddess with four faces."

Silence. The classroom humming with fluorescent light and the distant sound of an engineering lecture in the next room.

"You're saying we're not four sisters," Suri said slowly. "You're saying we're one being. Split into four."

"I'm saying the mythology suggests it. The Chaturmukhi Devi is a whole — a complete celestial consciousness that contains sun, moon, star, and shadow. The four faces are aspects, not individuals. And the mythology further states that the Chaturmukhi Devi can only manifest fully when all four aspects are in alignment."

"In alignment."

"Together. Working as one. Not fighting. Not fragmented. Not separated across lifetimes and dimensions. Together."

"And what happens when the Chaturmukhi Devi manifests fully?"

Maitreyi moved to the third whiteboard. This one had a single sentence written in Sanskrit, with a translation beneath:

Chaturmukhi yadā bhāti, jagat sarvaṃ prakāśate

When the Four-Faced One shines, the entire world is illuminated.

"The Chaturmukhi Devi is described as the ultimate light. Not sunlight — not any single celestial light. The complete light. Sun plus moon plus star plus shadow. Because shadow is the definition of light — without shadow, light has no meaning, no shape, no direction. The complete light includes its own absence."

"And the complete light — what does it do? Practically?"

"It ends the cycle." Maitreyi's voice was reverent. The scholar encountering the core of her subject. "The war between light and shadow. The eternal conflict. The lifetimes of fighting and inverting and fragmenting and dying and being reborn. The Chaturmukhi Devi doesn't win the war. She ends it. Because the war is between aspects of herself, and when she's whole, the conflict dissolves."

The room processed this. The specific weight of a revelation that reframed everything — every battle, every sacrifice, every lifetime of warfare — as a symptom of a fragmentation that could be healed.

"So the solution," Suri said, "is not to defeat Chhaya. The solution is to — merge with her?"

"The solution is to be whole." Maitreyi looked at her. The brown eyes bright with the specific light of a woman who had spent her life studying myths and who was watching one unfold. "Four sisters into one goddess. The Chaturmukhi Devi. The end of the cycle."

"That requires Chhaya's cooperation," Chandu pointed out. "She'd have to choose to merge. To give up her individual consciousness. Her power. Her identity."

"She said she wanted balance," Tara said. The complete voice. The seven-in-one perspective. "In the shadow-dimension. She said she wanted a seat at the table. Maybe this is what she meant."

"Or maybe it's what she's been trying to prevent." Chandu's silver eyes were hard. "Maybe Chhaya knows about the Chaturmukhi Devi. Maybe her entire campaign — the war, the corruption, the fragmentation, the inversion — maybe all of it was designed to prevent the four-sister merger. To keep us separate. Because separate, she has power. She has identity. She has self. Merged, she becomes an aspect. A face. Not the whole."

"That's fear," Suri said. "Not malice. She's afraid of losing herself."

"Fear and malice produce the same casualties."

They were both right. Suri knew it. The warm fire knew it — the gold energy processing the dual truth with the equanimity that came from being restored, from being whole in her own single-aspect way, from understanding what it meant to be broken and what it meant to be fixed.

"First things first," Suri said. "Chhaya retreated. She's rebuilding. We have time — not much, but some. And the immediate problem is still Kaal."

"Kaal?" Maitreyi looked confused. The mythology scholar's database didn't include the personal dimensions of the cosmic drama.

"The Titan of Time. He's dying. His fire — my fire, the fire I gave him — is running out. When it does, Chhaya can capture his temporal energy and use it to manipulate time itself."

"Regardless of whether she's your sister or your enemy, that can't happen," Chandu said.

"No. It can't." Suri touched the medallion around her neck. The pearl shifting colours. The containment amulet that Alaknanda had given her. The failsafe for the worst case.

But maybe — maybe — there was another option. One that didn't require Kaal to die.

"Maitreyi," Suri said. "The Chaturmukhi Devi. When she manifests fully — when all four aspects merge — what's the scope of her power?"

"The mythology describes it as absolute. Complete. The ability to reshape cosmic balance. To heal what's broken. To restore what's depleted."

"Could she restore a dying Titan's fire?"

Maitreyi's eyes widened. The connection forming. "In theory — yes. If the Chaturmukhi Devi is the complete light, then restoring a single fire — even a dying one — would be trivial. A candle's worth of effort for a sun's worth of power."

"Then that's the solution." Suri's warm fire surged — the gold intensifying, the heat in the room rising. "We don't just merge to end the war. We merge to save Kaal. We merge to heal everything. We merge to fix it."

"That still requires Chhaya."

"I know." Suri looked at the whiteboard. The Sanskrit sentence. The promise of a wholeness that included its own darkness.

"I'll find her."

"And say what?"

"The truth. That she's family. That we need her. That the ending she's been fighting for — the ending where shadow has a place — that ending exists. But not through war. Through reunion."

"And if she says no?"

Suri was quiet. The warm fire steady. The gold light in her eyes reflecting off the whiteboard's surface.

"Then we fight the war. And we win. And Chhaya remains the enemy and the shadow remains the absence and nothing changes. Again. For another lifetime." She stood. "But I don't think she'll say no. I think she's been waiting for someone to ask."

The classroom hummed. The fluorescent lights buzzed. Outside, the campus continued its daily rhythm, unaware that in an empty Humanities classroom, four beings were planning the end of a cosmic war and the beginning of something that no mythology had described because no mythology had imagined it.

The sun goddess. The moon goddess. The star goddess. And somewhere, in the shadows, the fourth sister.

The Chaturmukhi Devi, waiting to be born.




  
    Chapter 18: The Choice

    
    
  
  Suri found Chhaya at sunset.

Not in the shadow-dimension — the shadow-space had collapsed, Chhaya's domain sacrificed to hold the breach while her sisters escaped. Not in a dramatic location — not a mountain, not a temple, not a fortress of compressed darkness.

She found her on the Brahmani River ghat. The stone steps that descended from the old city into the water, the same steps where Pune's residents came to wash clothes and perform pujas and sit in the evening light with the specific contentment of people who lived beside a river and who understood, on some cellular level, that proximity to moving water was a form of prayer.

Chhaya sat on the lowest step. Her feet in the water. The shadow energy was muted — not the full-manifestation darkness of the campus attack or the fortress confrontation but something quieter. A woman sitting by a river. A being who had spent eternity as absence and who was, in this moment, simply present.

She looked different. Without the shadow armour, without the fortress, without the army of corrupted warriors — she looked like a girl. A woman. Twenty, maybe twenty-one. Dark hair, dark skin, the purple eyes visible only when the sunset light hit them at the right angle. She wore a simple salwar kameez — the cotton kind, the kind that every twenty-something in Pune owned, the clothing of someone who wanted to be unremarkable.

"Mujhe pata tha tu aayegi," Chhaya said without turning. I knew you'd come.

Suri sat beside her. On the ghat step. The river water touching her shoes. The December evening light painting everything in shades of gold and amber that made Chhaya's dark skin glow.

"Your shadow-space collapsed."

"I let it collapse." Chhaya pulled her feet from the water. Drew her knees to her chest. The posture of a teenager, not a cosmic entity. "It took — everything. Holding the breach. Keeping you safe while the dimension folded. Every reservoir of shadow energy I'd built over centuries. Gone."

"You're powerless?"

"Not powerless. Depleted. Like — like you were, before the fruit. Running on fumes. The shadow is still there, but—" She held up her hand. The shadow energy that usually wreathed her like armour flickered weakly — a candle where there had been a bonfire. "It'll take years to rebuild. Decades, maybe."

"Why did you do it?"

Chhaya looked at the river. The Brahmani moving past them — brown, patient, the water that had been flowing since before the city existed and that would continue flowing after the city was gone.

"Because you ran." The voice was quiet. Not the layered, amplified voice of the shadow-dimension. A single voice. Human-scale. "You ran and I — I held. I could have let the space collapse on you. Killed all three of you. Ended it. But I held." She looked at Suri. The purple eyes — up close, in sunset light, without the shadow — the purple eyes were just eyes. A sister's eyes. "Mujhe nahi pata kyun."

I don't know why.

Suri looked at her. The warm fire in her chest responding to the proximity of the fourth celestial aspect — not with combat readiness, not with the cold spike of the old inversion, but with something else. Recognition. The specific frequency that family produced in the fire's energy patterns.

"Main tujhe kuch batana chahti hoon," Suri said. I want to tell you something.

"Kya?"

"Chaturmukhi Devi."

The reaction was immediate. Chhaya's body stiffened. The depleted shadow energy surging — briefly, weakly, the instinctive defensive response of someone who had just heard a name that meant something profound.

"Tujhe kaise pata?" How do you know?

"Maitreyi. Mythology research. The four-faced goddess. Sun, moon, star, shadow. One being. Four aspects."

Chhaya was silent. The river flowing. The sunset deepening.

"Mujhe pata tha," Chhaya said finally. "Hamesha se pata tha. The Chaturmukhi Devi. The whole that we come from. The being that we were before — before we were separated." She wrapped her arms tighter around her knees. "That's what I was fighting for. Not power. Not fire. Not — I was fighting because I thought the only way to become whole again was to absorb the other three. To take your energies into myself and recreate the Chaturmukhi Devi with shadow as the dominant aspect."

"That's not how it works."

"I know that NOW." The emphasis — the frustration in it, the specific anger of someone who had spent eons pursuing a strategy that was fundamentally flawed and who had only realised it when the strategy failed. "Absorption doesn't create unity. It creates dominance. One face consuming the other three. That's not the Chaturmukhi Devi — that's a monster wearing her mask."

"Then you know what needs to happen."

"Merger." The word spoken with the weight of something that had been considered across lifetimes and rejected across lifetimes and that was being spoken aloud for the first time. "Voluntary merger. Four aspects choosing to become one. No absorption. No dominance. Equal integration."

"Yes."

"That means—" Chhaya's voice caught. The purple eyes — and in the fading light, Suri saw something in them that she had never seen. Tears. The shadow goddess had tears. "That means I stop being me. Chhaya stops existing. The shadow aspect becomes a face — one of four. Not a being. Not a person. A component."

"We all stop being us," Suri said. Gently. The gentleness that the warm fire enabled — the softness that cold fire couldn't produce. "I stop being Suri. Chandu stops being Chandu. Tara stops being Tara. We all become — her. The whole."

"Easy for you to say. You have — things. People. Love. Connections. A life that matters. I have — shadow. Absence. A history of violence and a reputation for destruction." The tears fell. Purple-tinged. The tears of a shadow goddess on a riverbank at sunset. "What do I bring to the merger? What does the absence contribute?"

"Definition." Suri's voice was steady. The warm fire providing the words that the cold fire never could have found. "You bring definition. Shadow is what gives light its shape. Without you, there's no edge, no contrast, no boundary. We'd be — formless. Blinding. A sun without shadow is just a white void. You make us visible."

Chhaya looked at her. The purple eyes searching for the lie, the manipulation, the strategic angle. Finding — nothing. Finding honesty. Finding a sister who had just recovered her fire and who was using it not as a weapon but as a light.

"Mujhse nafrat nahi hai?" You don't hate me?

"Bahut zyaada hai." Suri smiled. Small. Sad. Honest. "You broke Tara. You forced me to invert my fire. You've killed and corrupted and destroyed across centuries. I'm furious. I'll probably be furious for a long time." She paused. "But you're my sister. And the fury and the love are going to have to coexist. Because that's what family is."

I have plenty.

The river flowed. The sunset faded. The first stars appeared — Tara's domain, the stellar light that watched from above with the patient attention of a sister who saw everything.

"Agar main haan boloon," Chhaya said. "If I agree to the merger. What happens to — " She gestured at herself. The body. The face. The specific individual who had been Chhaya for longer than any of them had been anyone. "What happens to me?"

"I don't know." The honest answer. "Tara merged seven aspects into one. She says she's still all of them — she remembers everything, she has all their skills, all their emotions. But she's also something new. Something the individual aspects couldn't have been separately."

"Is she happy?"

The question was so simple that it hurt.

"Yeah," Suri said. "I think she is."

Chhaya was quiet for a long time. The river moving. The stars brightening. The city around them settling into its evening rhythm — the sound of traffic decreasing, the temple bells starting their sunset aarti, the specific sonic signature of Pune at dusk.

"There's a condition," Chhaya said.

"What?"

"Kaal." The shadow goddess looked at the river. "I know he's dying. I know his temporal energy is — it was my plan. To capture it. When the fire runs out." She swallowed. The shadow of a plan that she was dismantling in real time. "The merger — the Chaturmukhi Devi — she has the power to restore him. Right? The complete light can heal anything."

"That's what Maitreyi's research suggests."

"Then we save him. First. Before the merger. Or as part of the merger. Whatever. But he gets saved." The purple eyes were fierce — not with shadow but with something else. "He didn't ask for any of this. You created him. I targeted him. He's collateral in a family argument. He deserves—" She stopped. "He deserves to live."

Suri stared at her sister. The shadow goddess who had spent eons trying to steal Kaal's temporal power — asking that his life be the condition of her cooperation.

"Why?"

"Because I've taken enough." The simple answer. The honest answer. The answer of a being who was choosing, for the first time in cosmic history, to give instead of take. "And because — in the shadow-dimension, when I was holding the breach, when everything was collapsing — I felt him. His temporal energy. Reaching through the fold, helping me hold it. He didn't have to. He barely had the energy. But he helped. The dying Titan of Time spent his last reserves helping the shadow goddess who wanted to steal his power."

Suri hadn't known that. She filed it away — another piece of the puzzle, another facet of the man she loved, another reason that the universe had decided he was worth saving.

"Deal," Suri said. "We save Kaal. As part of the merger. The Chaturmukhi Devi's first act."

Chhaya exhaled. The shadow energy settled — not building, not retreating, just existing. Present. A sister sitting by a river, making peace with a future that she hadn't expected to have.

"When?"

"Tomorrow. The campus. Where it started — the quadrangle where the Garuda first attacked. Where your war first came to IIT Pune." Suri stood. Offered her hand. The golden hand extended to the shadow sister. "Come home, Chhaya."

Chhaya looked at the hand. The golden fire visible beneath the skin. The warmth radiating from the sun goddess's palm.

She took it.

Her hand was cold. Not ice-cold — shadow-cold. The temperature of absence. But in the contact — in the moment where sun touched shadow, where gold light met purple dark — both temperatures shifted. Suri's warmth reaching into Chhaya's cold. Chhaya's cold defining Suri's warmth.

Balance.

They walked along the ghat. Two sisters. The sun and her shadow. The oldest pair in the cosmos, walking beside a river in Pune at sunset, heading home.

The fire burned warm.

The shadow walked beside it.

And for the first time, neither one flinched.




  
    Chapter 19: The Gathering

    
    
  
  The morning of the merger dawned clear and cold, the December sky over Pune scrubbed clean by overnight winds that had pushed the pollution toward Mumbai and left behind an atmosphere so transparent that the Sahyadri hills were visible from the campus rooftop — purple silhouettes against a sky that graduated from pale gold at the horizon to deep blue at the zenith.

Suri stood on the hostel roof at 5:47 AM and watched the sun rise.

The warm fire responded. The gold energy in her chest syncing with the solar light, the two fires — the distant nuclear furnace ninety-three million miles away and the divine flame that was its earthly echo — the two fires harmonising. She could feel it now. The sun. Not as light and heat but as self — the star that was her origin, the celestial body that she embodied, the source of the power that had been cold for nineteen years and that was now warm and correct and blazing.

She breathed. The December air cool in her lungs. The fire warming it before it reached her blood.

Today she would stop being Suri Deshmukh.

Today — if everything went according to the plan that had been constructed from Maitreyi's research and Chandu's tactical analysis and Tara's stellar intelligence and Chhaya's surprising cooperation — today, four sisters would become one goddess, the cosmic war would end, and a dying Titan would be saved.

Or today everything would go wrong and the universe would break.

The margin between the two outcomes was — thin.



The quadrangle had been chosen for its energy. The site of the first attack — the Garuda's arrival, the Narasimha's emergence, the beginning of the visible war — carried residual divine energy that Chandu could amplify. The portal node in the hostel basement was too small. The quadrangle was open. Open to the sky, which meant open to the sun (Suri's domain), to the stars that were still faintly visible in the pre-dawn sky (Tara's domain), to the moonlight that Chandu could channel even during daylight hours, and to the shadows that the morning sun would cast (Chhaya's domain).

The frozen Garuda still stood at the quadrangle's centre. The administration's fence had been quietly removed overnight — Madhu's work, the God of Soma having developed an astonishing proficiency in campus infrastructure manipulation. The ice-locked creature served as a reminder and, Maitreyi suggested, as an energy anchor — the divine ice containing frozen combat energy that could supplement the merger's requirements.

At 6:30 AM, they gathered.

Suri arrived first. Warm fire. Gold light beneath her skin. The Sphatik Baan — the Crystal Arrow, the weapon that had travelled across three centuries — in her quiver. The bow at her back, no longer frozen, the golden arc humming with restored solar energy.

Chandu arrived second. Through moonlight. The portal opening and closing in a silver flash, the Moon Goddess stepping through with the Chandrahaar drawn and the tactical awareness of a being who trusted the plan but did not trust the universe to cooperate with it. Her silver saree was clean — battle-fresh, the fabric carrying lunar energy that made it shimmer in the early light. The combat boots were polished. The Moon Goddess had dressed for the most important event in cosmic history with the same precision she applied to everything.

Tara arrived third. Walking — through the campus, through the gate, along the path that she had walked every day for three weeks as a fragmented girl attending classes and hiding from the world. The Tara Dand in her hands. Her red hair catching the sunrise. Her multi-coloured eyes — seven aspects, one consciousness — calm.

Chhaya arrived last.

She came from the shadows. Not dramatically — not the fortress manifestation or the army-backed descent from the sky. She came from the shadow of the engineering block, the long morning shadow that the five-storey building cast across the quadrangle, the natural shadow that the sun created simply by existing.

She wore the same salwar kameez from the ghat. Simple. Cotton. The clothing of a girl, not a goddess.

Her shadow energy was still depleted — the flicker rather than the bonfire, the candle rather than the conflagration. But she was present. And her presence — the fourth celestial aspect standing in the quadrangle of IIT Pune at sunrise — completed something. The air changed. The energy shifted. The four aspects in proximity creating a resonance that made the quadrangle hum with a frequency that Suri felt in her bones.

"Ready?" Suri asked. Looking at each sister.

Chandu nodded. The silver eyes resolute. The Moon Goddess who had fought across centuries, ready for the battle to end.

Tara nodded. The multi-coloured eyes bright. The star goddess who had been fragmented and merged and who understood, better than any of them, what it meant to become something new.

Chhaya hesitated. One moment. The purple eyes flickering — the last resistance of an individual consciousness facing its dissolution into a collective. The fear of a being who had been alone for eternity and who was about to become part of something.

Then: "Haan."

Yes.



Madhu stood guard at the quadrangle's perimeter. The God of Soma's twin swords drawn, his golden energy creating a ward that would discourage both human intrusion and divine interference. His role was clear: protect the sisters during the merger. Prevent interruption. Fight anything that tried to stop them.

Akash stood beside him. No weapons. No divine energy. Blue eyes. The steady compass. The mortal witness.

Maitreyi stood behind them, notebook open, pen ready, documenting.

Gauri's holographic face appeared above the frozen Garuda. The warrior goddess had come to watch — from whatever dimension she occupied, her gold eyes fixed on the quadrangle with the intensity of a being who had fought to make this moment possible and who was not going to miss it.

"The ritual," Chandu said, "follows the structure of the Chaturmukhi Puja. Four positions. Four directions. The sun faces east — the direction of sunrise, of beginning, of fire. The moon faces west — the direction of moonrise, of reflection, of silver. The stars face north — the direction of Dhruva Tara, the Pole Star, the fixed point. And the shadow faces south — the direction of Yama, of death, of the space between."

They moved into position. Suri east. Chandu west. Tara north. Chhaya south. The four sisters at the four cardinal points of the quadrangle, the frozen Garuda at the centre, the morning sun rising behind Suri and casting her shadow — casting Chhaya — toward the south.

"The mantra," Maitreyi called from the perimeter. "The Chaturmukhi Dhyana. All four of you. Together."

Suri had memorised it overnight. The Sanskrit words that Maitreyi had pulled from the Tantric texts that Alaknanda's tradition had preserved — the prayer that had been written for this specific moment, the invocation that called four into one.

They spoke. Together. Four voices — warm, silver, harmonic, dark — producing a single sound that was more than the sum.

"Om Chaturmukhyai Namah. Suryamukhyai, Chandramukhyai, Taramukhyai, Chhayamukhyai. Ekaroopinyai Namah."

Salutations to the Four-Faced One. To the Sun-Face, Moon-Face, Star-Face, Shadow-Face. Salutations to the One Who Is All Forms.

The energy responded.

Suri felt it — the warm fire in her chest reaching outward, stretching toward the other three aspects, the solar energy seeking its complements the way a river seeks the ocean. From the west, Chandu's moonlight answered — the silver energy extending toward Suri's gold, the reflected light meeting the source. From the north, Tara's starlight joined — the red-gold stellar energy threading between sun and moon, providing the background, the context, the stellar field against which the other lights were perceived. And from the south — Chhaya's shadow. Weak. Depleted. But present. The darkness extending toward the light, the absence reaching for the presence, the fourth aspect completing the circuit.

The four energies met at the centre. At the frozen Garuda. The ice — Suri's old cold fire, the blue-white energy that had been her limitation and her weapon — the ice served as a conduit, the frozen divine energy providing the framework that the four aspects needed to merge.

The ice began to melt. Not into water — into light. The frozen Garuda dissolving, the blue-white energy releasing and joining the four-way convergence, the cold fire that had been Suri's for nineteen years becoming part of the merger's fuel.

"Om Chaturmukhyai Namah."

The second repetition. And the convergence intensified.

Suri's body lifted. Not flying — ascending. The solar energy pulling her upward, the fire in her chest becoming the fire around her, the gold light enveloping her body until she was not a girl on a quadrangle but a pillar of golden light pointing skyward. Beside her — around her — three other pillars. Silver. Red-gold. Purple-black.

Four pillars of celestial light, rising from the quadrangle of IIT Pune, visible — Suri was dimly aware — from half the city.

The administration was going to need a very creative explanation.

"Om Chaturmukhyai Namah."

The third repetition. And the pillars moved. Toward each other. The four celestial lights converging, the four aspects of a single being drawn together by the mantra and by the deeper force that the mantra invoked — the cosmic memory of wholeness, the fundamental truth that four had once been one and that the universe preferred the original configuration.

The merger was not gentle.

It was — violent. Beautiful and violent. The way birth was violent. The way sunrise was violent — the darkness screaming as the light devoured it, the light screaming as the darkness defined it, both necessary, both agonising, both part of the process.

Suri felt herself dissolving. Not dying — expanding. Her individual consciousness — Suri Deshmukh, nineteen, engineering student, chai enthusiast, girl who had been cold her entire life — her self opening like a hand that had been clenched for years, the fingers spreading, the palm revealing what it had been holding.

She felt Chandu enter. The Moon Goddess's consciousness merging with hers — the silver clarity, the tactical precision, the love that Chandu carried for her sisters and that she expressed through protection rather than words. Chandu's memories flooding Suri's awareness — centuries of them, battlefields and palaces and moonlit oceans and the specific loneliness of a being who reflected others' light and wondered if she had any of her own.

She felt Tara enter. The star goddess — the complete Tara, seven aspects already merged — adding her consciousness to the growing whole. The stellar perspective — the view from above, from everywhere, the omniscient awareness of a being who contained seven ways of seeing the world and who was now adding those seven to the existing two.

And she felt Chhaya enter.

The shadow was — cold. Dark. Afraid. Chhaya's consciousness entering the merger with the hesitation of someone stepping into water of uncertain depth, the fear of dissolution warring with the desire for belonging. Suri felt Chhaya's memories — and they were terrible. Eons of isolation. Eons of being defined by absence. The specific agony of a being who existed only in relation to others and who had never been wanted for herself.

Suri reached for her. In the merger-space. In the convergence. The warm fire reaching for the cold shadow, the sun for her shadow, the sister for her sister.

Main hoon. Tu akeli nahi hai. Ab kabhi nahi.

I'm here. You're not alone. Never again.

The merger completed.



The Chaturmukhi Devi opened her eyes.

She was — everything. Not Suri. Not Chandu. Not Tara. Not Chhaya. All of them. None of them. A new being that contained four ancient beings, a consciousness that spanned from the sun's core to the moon's surface to the star-field's infinity to the shadow's depth.

She saw everything. The quadrangle. The campus. The city. The country. The planet. The solar system. The galaxy. The universe. The spaces between universes. The shadows between dimensions. Everything, simultaneously, without contradiction, without confusion, because she was the complete light and the complete light illuminated all.

She was tall. Taller than any of the four had been — the physical form created by the merger was idealised, the body that the Chaturmukhi Devi inhabited when she chose to inhabit a body. Four faces — not literally, not the grotesque four-headed depiction of crude mythology, but four aspects visible in a single face. The warmth of the sun. The clarity of the moon. The depth of the stars. The definition of the shadow. All present. All integrated.

Her fire was — complete. Not warm. Not cold. Not silver or red-gold or purple-black. White. The complete light. All frequencies combined. The light that existed when you added sun and moon and star and shadow together and that no single aspect could produce.

She held the Crystal Arrow. She held the Chandrahaar. She held the Tara Dand. She held the shadow.

And she looked at the Titan of Time.

Kaal was there. He had come. Drawn by the energy of the merger — the convergence of four celestial aspects producing a gravitational pull that not even a dying Titan could resist. He stood at the quadrangle's edge, the brown eyes wide, the watch on his wrist spinning, the last fire — the last of the warmth that Suri had given him on a golden beach — the last fire flickering.

The Chaturmukhi Devi walked to him. The steps leaving light on the ground — not footprints but illuminations, patches of complete light that the concrete absorbed and held.

"Kaal." The voice was four voices in one. The voice was every voice that had ever called his name across every lifetime. "Tu mar raha hai."

You're dying.

"Haan." The grin. Even before the Chaturmukhi Devi. Even before the complete light. The devastating grin. "Lekin — " he looked at her. The brown eyes — the eyes that Suri had designed, the colour of chai before milk — the eyes saw her. All of her. All four. "Lekin tujhe dekhke — marne se pehle yeh dekhna — it was worth it."

Yes. But seeing you — seeing this before dying — it was worth it.

The Chaturmukhi Devi raised her hand. The complete light gathering in her palm — white, blinding, the frequency that contained every frequency, the power that contained every power. The light that could reshape cosmic balance. That could heal what was broken. That could restore what was depleted.

"Tu nahi marega." The four-voiced voice, warm and clear. "Aaj nahi. Kabhi nahi. Main — hum — tujhe nahi marne denge."

You won't die. Not today. Not ever. I — we — won't let you die.

The light touched him.

The white energy — the complete light of the Chaturmukhi Devi — entered Kaal through the point where Suri's fire had always entered him: the chest. The space above the heart. The reservoir where the fire she had given him on the golden beach had been stored and depleted and was now —

Restored.

Not just restored. Amplified. The complete light didn't just replace what was lost — it upgraded it. The fire in Kaal's chest blazing from ember to inferno, the temporal energy stabilising, the watch on his wrist slowing — the spinning hands decelerating from their frantic countdown until they moved at the normal speed of a normal watch measuring normal time.

Kaal gasped. The breath of a man who had been drowning and who had just been pulled to the surface. His brown eyes — wide, disbelieving, the eyes of a being who had accepted his death and who was watching the acceptance being revoked.

"My fire—" His hand on his chest. Feeling it. The warmth. The full, restored, amplified warmth. "It's — it's back. It's more than back. It's—"

"Complete." The Chaturmukhi Devi smiled. The four-sister smile. "As it should have been from the beginning."

The watch stopped spinning. The hands settled. The countdown that had been measuring Kaal's remaining time recalibrated — from months to years to decades to centuries to —

Infinite.

The Titan of Time was restored.




  
    Chapter 20: The Separation

    
    
  
  The Chaturmukhi Devi existed for seven minutes.

Seven minutes of complete light. Seven minutes of total awareness. Seven minutes during which a being containing four celestial aspects looked at the universe from every angle simultaneously and understood — everything. The cosmic balance. The purpose of shadow. The necessity of separation. The beauty of reunion. The mathematics of a universe that required both light and dark to function and that had spent eons watching its components fight each other instead of collaborate.

Seven minutes. And then the separation began.

Not because the merger failed. Because the merger succeeded — and the Chaturmukhi Devi, in her complete awareness, understood what none of the four individual aspects had understood: the merger was not meant to be permanent.

The four-faced goddess was not meant to exist continuously. She was meant to manifest — briefly, purposefully, at moments of cosmic crisis — and then separate. Return to four. Because the universe needed four celestial aspects operating independently. The sun needed to shine alone. The moon needed to reflect independently. The stars needed to watch from their own perspective. And the shadow needed to define without being consumed.

The Chaturmukhi Devi understood this. All four aspects, merged into her consciousness, understood this. And so the separation was — chosen. Not forced. Not tragic. Conscious.

The white light divided. Like a prism working in reverse — the complete light splitting into its component frequencies. Gold. Silver. Red-gold. Purple-black. Four pillars descending from the sky to the quadrangle, four celestial energies returning to four bodies, four sisters re-emerging from the goddess who had contained them all.

Suri opened her eyes.

She was on the quadrangle. On her knees. The concrete warm beneath her — the complete light having heated the surface, the residual energy radiating upward. The morning sun was higher now — 7:30 AM, the campus stirring, the early risers beginning their routines, the administration's "seismic event" explanation about to be severely tested by whatever the city had seen in the sky seven minutes ago.

The warm fire was in her chest. Gold. Steady. But — different. Not diminished. Enriched. The fire carried something new: the memory of wholeness. The echo of being the Chaturmukhi Devi. The knowledge that she was not just Suri, not just the sun, but part of something larger, something complete, something that could manifest again when it was needed.

Chandu was beside her. On her feet — of course, the Moon Goddess recovered faster than anyone, the tactical readiness kicking in before the spiritual experience had fully processed. The silver eyes were — soft. Softer than Suri had ever seen them. The Moon Goddess who had spent centuries as the cold, strategic sister looking at the world with the specific tenderness of someone who had just been part of something bigger than strategy.

"Tu theek hai?" Chandu's voice was quiet. Are you okay?

"Haan. Tu?"

"I'm — " Chandu paused. The rare pause. The Moon Goddess searching for a word. "I'm more."

Tara was on the ground. Cross-legged. The Tara Dand across her lap. Her multi-coloured eyes open but distant — the star goddess processing the merger's aftermath with the specific depth of a being who had already experienced one merger (seven into one) and who had now experienced another (four into one into four again). Her red hair was brighter — the stellar energy amplified by the Chaturmukhi Devi's complete light.

"Tara?" Suri crawled to her. The warm fire reaching — the sisterly fire, the protective instinct.

"Main sab sun sakti hoon," Tara whispered. I can hear everything. "Stars. All of them. They're — talking. They saw what happened. They're—" She smiled. The complete smile. The seven-in-one smile. "They're celebrating."

And Chhaya.

The shadow goddess was standing. At the edge of the quadrangle. In the shadow of the engineering block — her natural habitat, the darkness that she had been born from and that she had spent eons trying to escape. But she was standing differently. Not hunched. Not defensive. Not the posture of a being who existed only as absence.

She was standing in the shadow with the specific dignity of someone who understood her shadow for the first time. Not as a curse. Not as a limitation. As a function. A purpose. A necessary part of a whole that was greater than any of its components.

"Chhaya?" Suri stood. Walked to her. The warm fire reaching toward the shadow — and the shadow didn't flinch.

Chhaya looked at her. The purple eyes — and they were different. Clearer. The malice gone. Not replaced by goodness — replaced by understanding. The understanding that came from having been part of the complete light, from having experienced firsthand that the shadow was not the enemy of light but its partner.

"Main tujhe feel kar sakti hoon," Chhaya said. I can feel you. "Even separated. The merger left a — connection. Between all four of us. I can feel the sun. The moon. The stars." She put her hand on her chest. "And they can feel the shadow."

Suri felt it. The connection. The residual link that the Chaturmukhi Devi had left in each of them — a thread of complete light connecting four aspects, a communication channel that didn't require words or portals or proximity. She could feel Chandu's silver clarity. Tara's stellar warmth. And Chhaya's shadow — not as a threat but as a presence. A sister's presence.

"Kaal." Suri turned. Looking for him.

He was there. At the quadrangle's edge. Standing. Breathing. Alive.

The watch on his wrist was — normal. Not spinning. Not counting down. Ticking with the steady, reliable rhythm of a watch that measured time rather than a life expectancy. The brown eyes — the chai-before-milk eyes — were bright. Clear. The dimness that had been creeping in over weeks, the gradual darkening that death-by-depletion produced — gone.

He looked at Suri. And the grin — the real grin, the devastating, full-power grin that she had fallen in love with — the grin was warm.

"Tera fire wapas aa gaya," he said. Touching his chest. "Full. More than full. I feel — " He laughed. The Titan of Time laughed in the morning sun on the quadrangle of IIT Pune. "Main feel karta hoon."

Your fire is back. I feel.

Suri walked to him. The warm fire reaching. The gold light visible beneath her skin. She stood before the Titan — the first being she had ever created, the man she loved, the man who should have been dead and who was alive because four sisters had chosen to be whole.

"Tu jeeyega," she said. You'll live.

"Tere wajah se." Because of you.

"Humari wajah se." Because of us. She gestured — at Chandu, at Tara, at Chhaya. At the four sisters. The complete set. "Hum sab ki wajah se."

He took her hand. Warm hand in warm hand. For the first time — both of them warm. Both of them alive. Both of them enough.



The aftermath of the merger settled over the campus like a second sunrise.

Gauri's holographic face — which had been watching from above the now-melted Garuda pedestal — dissolved with a single word: "Done." The warrior goddess's approval, delivered with the economy of a being who had spent aeons in meetings and who valued brevity.

Madhu sheathed his swords. The God of Soma's guard duty complete, the divine warrior transitioning back to the easy-smiled, sherwani-wearing figure who looked like he belonged at a wedding reception rather than a cosmic battlefield.

Maitreyi closed her notebook. Slowly. With the reverence of a scholar who had just filled forty-seven pages with observations that would rewrite the foundation of every mythology department in the world and that she could never publish because who would believe her.

And Akash.

Akash was sitting on the quadrangle bench. The bench where he waited for Suri before their morning chai. The bench where he had sat a hundred times, patient, steady, the compass that pointed toward something true.

Suri walked to him. Sat beside him. The bench creaking under her weight — the weight of a sun goddess was, apparently, slightly more than the weight of a nineteen-year-old engineering student, though the difference was mostly energetic.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi." The blue eyes. Looking at her. Not at the sun goddess. Not at the Chaturmukhi Devi's sun-face. At Suri. The girl he had met in first year. The girl who drank cutting chai and taught mythology and slept badly and hid a universe of secrets behind brown-turning-gold eyes. "You kissed him."

Not a question. Not an accusation. A statement. Delivered with the specific calm of a man who had been standing on a Himalayan helipad while the woman he loved kissed someone else in a hostel alley and who had processed the information with the same steady composure that he applied to everything.

"Haan."

"Because you love him."

"Because I love him." The honest answer. The answer that the warm fire enabled and that the cold fire had hidden. "He's — he's part of me. Literally. I created him. I gave him my fire. The love between us is — cosmic. Structural. Built into the architecture of the universe."

Akash nodded. The blue eyes steady. The compass still pointing.

"And me?" he asked. Quiet. The quietness of a question that had been carried for months and that was being set down now, gently, on the bench between them.

Suri looked at him. The blue-eyed boy. The boy with no powers. The boy who had guarded hostel doors and evacuated students and stood on Himalayan helipads and waited. The boy who had seen gods and monsters and the complete light of the Chaturmukhi Devi and who was sitting on a bench asking the most human question in the world.

"Tujhe bhi," she said. You too.

"Dono ko?"

Both of them?

"Dono ko." She let the words exist. The dual truth. The complicated, unfair, messy truth. "Kaal cosmic hai. Tu human hai. Dono real hain. Dono alag hain. Aur dono — " she stopped. The fire flickering — not with cold but with the heat of vulnerability, the specific warmth that came from being honest about feelings that didn't fit into neat categories. "Dono mere hain."

Kaal is cosmic. You're human. Both are real. Both are different. And both are mine.

Akash was quiet. The December morning around them — the campus waking, the chai stalls opening, the auto-rickshaws beginning their routes, the normal world resuming its normal rhythms around two people having an abnormal conversation.

"Main wait karunga," he said. I'll wait. "Jab tak tujhe figure out karne ki zaroorat hai. Jab tak chahiye. Because—" the blue eyes, the steady blue eyes, the eyes that had been looking at her since first year with the patience of the ocean watching the shore, "—main compass hoon. Main point karta hoon. Main change nahi hota."

As long as you need to figure it out. As long as you need. Because I'm the compass. I point. I don't change.

Suri's eyes burned. Not with fire — with tears. The warm, human, non-divine tears that were the most honest expression of emotion that a sun goddess in a mortal body could produce.

"Thank you."

"Chai?" He stood. Offered his hand.

She took it.

They walked to Raju Kaka's stall. Two people. Warm hands. The December morning. The campus that had survived a divine war and that was, in the way of all institutions, pretending that it hadn't.

The chai was perfect. The chai was always perfect.

And the fire — the warm, gold, restored, complete fire — burned steady in her chest.

Not cold. Not broken. Not alone.

Home.




  
    Chapter 21: The Aftermath

    
    
  
  The week after the merger was the strangest week of Suri's life, and given that her life included reincarnation, time travel, and a family reunion with a shadow goddess, that was saying something.

The campus settled. The "seismic event" narrative held — barely — propped up by an administration that had decided that implausible deniability was preferable to the alternative, and by a student body that was, in the manner of engineering students everywhere, more interested in upcoming exams than in the metaphysical implications of a frozen mythological creature on the cricket pitch. The Garuda's ice had melted during the Chaturmukhi Devi's manifestation, the corrupted creature's physical form dissolving with the ice, leaving behind only a scorch mark on the pitch that the groundskeeper attributed to "some electrical fault" with the weary confidence of a man who had stopped asking questions.

Suri attended classes. She sat in the Thermodynamics lecture and listened to Professor Kulkarni describe heat transfer with the detached amusement of someone who had recently been a pillar of golden fire and who found the academic treatment of thermal energy charmingly inadequate. She took notes. She answered questions. She was, by all observable metrics, a normal fourth-year engineering student approaching her final semester.

The warm fire hummed in her chest. Steady. Gold. The restored fire operating at a baseline that felt like — health. The specific feeling of a body that had been sick for so long that wellness was disorienting. She was warm. Perpetually, gloriously, unremarkably warm. The hostel room that she had heated with extra blankets for three years was now heated by her presence — the fire radiating ambient warmth that turned Room 412 into the coziest space in Hostel 9 and that drew Tara to her door every evening with the excuse of "study sessions" that were actually "sitting near my sister because her fire feels like home."

Tara had adjusted. The merged star goddess attending classes with the same quiet determination that Masoomiyat had always possessed, but with the added depth of six other aspects contributing their perspectives. Her academic performance had, predictably, improved — Swara's analytical precision combined with Mahatvaakanksha's ambition producing an approach to engineering that was, according to Professor Kulkarni, "unprecedented for a first-year." Her red hair still drew stares. Her green-gold-silver eyes still shifted colour in certain lights. But IIT Pune's student body, accustomed to eccentric brilliance, had absorbed Tara into its ecosystem the way the ocean absorbed a river — completely, inevitably, without particular fuss.

Chandu visited. Not through portals — through the front gate, walking, wearing a salwar kameez and sandals and looking like a visiting older sister, which is what she told the hostel warden she was. She came every two days. Checked on Suri's fire. Checked on Tara's integration. Ran tactical assessments that she disguised as casual conversation and that Suri recognised as tactical assessments because Chandu's version of casual conversation included phrases like "perimeter integrity" and "dimensional surveillance."

"Chhaya's gone quiet," Chandu reported, three days after the merger. They were sitting in Suri's room, chai from Raju Kaka's stall cooling in steel tumblers. "No shadow energy signatures anywhere in my detection range. No corrupted creatures. No Shakti warrior activity."

"Is that good?"

"It's unprecedented." Chandu sipped her chai with the precision of someone who had been drinking tea since before the beverage had a name. "Chhaya has never been quiet. In every incarnation cycle, in every century I've monitored — she's always active. Building. Planning. Recruiting. This silence is—"

"Maybe she's healing." Suri touched the connection — the thread of complete light that linked the four sisters. Through it, she could feel Chhaya. Distant. Quiet. Not hostile. Not planning. Just — existing. The specific energy signature of a being who had been fighting for eons and who was, for the first time, resting. "The merger took everything she had. Her shadow-space collapsed. Her reserves are depleted. Maybe she's just — recovering."

"Maybe." Chandu didn't sound convinced. The Moon Goddess's default setting was strategic suspicion, and no amount of cosmic reunion was going to recalibrate that to trust. "I'll keep monitoring."

Maitreyi had entered a state that could only be described as academic transcendence. The mythology scholar, having witnessed the manifestation of the Chaturmukhi Devi and the merger of four celestial aspects, had produced — in seven days — a 47,000-word thesis draft that she could never submit, a comprehensive taxonomy of divine energy types based on firsthand observation, and a comparative analysis of the Chaturmukhi myth across Tantric, Vedic, and Puranic traditions that would have earned her a PhD if she could have cited her sources without being institutionalized.

She cornered Suri in the library every afternoon. "Questions," she would say, producing a notebook filled with queries that ranged from the cosmological ("Does the Chaturmukhi Devi's complete light operate on electromagnetic principles or on something else?") to the personal ("When you merged, did you experience Chhaya's memories chronologically or simultaneously?") to the absurd ("Does divine fire have a specific heat capacity?").

Suri answered what she could. The memories of the merger were — fading. Not disappearing but settling, the way a vivid dream settled into fragments upon waking. She remembered the feeling — the wholeness, the completeness, the specific joy of being one — more clearly than the details. The details were cosmic-scale, and a mortal brain, even one belonging to a sun goddess, had storage limitations.

"The important thing," Suri told Maitreyi, "is that it can happen again. The merger isn't a one-time event. The Chaturmukhi Devi can manifest whenever all four sisters are in alignment. We just need to — choose it."

"And Chhaya has to choose it too."

"Yes."

"And you trust her to?"

The question landed. Suri considered it — not with the analytical precision of Swara's aspect (borrowed briefly during the merger) but with the warm, instinctive knowledge of a sister who had held another sister's consciousness and who had felt, firsthand, the depth of Chhaya's loneliness and the genuineness of her desire for belonging.

"Yes," Suri said. "I trust her to choose it when it matters."



Kaal came to her on the seventh day.

Not in the shadows between seconds. Not from a temporal fold. He walked through the campus gate. In daylight. Wearing jeans and a leather jacket and looking, for the first time since she'd known him, like a young man rather than a dying Titan.

He found her at Raju Kaka's stall. The wobbly stool. The cutting chai. The place where all important conversations happened.

"Hi," he said.

"Hi."

He sat on Akash's stool. The stool that was usually Akash's. The territorial implications of this were not lost on Suri, but Akash was in the Mechanical Engineering workshop and territorial implications required his presence to be relevant.

"Meri fire," Kaal said. Touching his chest. "It's — stable. More than stable. The Chaturmukhi Devi didn't just restore it. She—" he searched for the word, "—upgraded it. The temporal energy is stronger than it's ever been. The watch—" he held up his wrist. The watch that had been counting down his death. "It stopped counting. The numbers are — they're just numbers now. Not a sentence."

"Good."

"Good." He echoed the word. The word that they kept using — the word that was inadequate for the magnitude of what had happened but that served as a placeholder for emotions that neither of them had the vocabulary to express. "Suri. Mujhe — " he stopped. Started again. "Main jaa raha hoon."

I'm leaving.

The chai froze in her hand. Not literally — the warm fire prevented literal freezing. But the specific paralysis of unexpected news.

"Kahan?" Where?

"Time. Back into time. Into the intervals. There are — things to fix. The temporal damage from the folds, from the war, from the centuries of Chhaya's manipulation of the timeline. Things that only a fully powered Titan of Time can repair." He looked at her. The brown eyes. "It'll take a while."

"How long?"

"I don't know. Time doesn't work linearly for me. Could be a week from your perspective. Could be a year."

"A year."

"Could be." The grin. Not the devastating grin — the gentle one. The one that said: I know this hurts. I'm sorry. It's necessary. "But I'll come back. I always come back."

"You always come back because I always call you. Because the fire connects us."

"The fire connects us." He reached across the space between the stools. His warm hand finding hers. Warm on warm. The new normal — both of them at the temperature they were meant to be. "And the fire is stronger now. The connection is permanent. Whatever I'm doing, wherever I am in time — you'll feel me. And I'll feel you."

"I don't want you to go."

"I know."

"But you have to."

"I have to." His thumb traced the bones of her hand. The specific touch that she had memorised on a golden beach in a dream that wasn't a dream. "The timeline needs repair. The damage is — extensive. And if I don't fix it, the things that Chhaya changed across centuries stay changed. The corruption persists. The ripple effects—"

"I understand." She did. The warm fire understood. The sun goddess who had just experienced cosmic wholeness understood that the Titan of Time had a job that transcended personal desire.

"One more thing." He released her hand. Reached into his jacket. Produced an object — small, round, golden. A pocket watch. Not the wrist-watch with the countdown — a different watch. An old watch, the case engraved with Sanskrit script.

"This is for you." He placed it in her hand. The watch was warm — Kaal-warm, the specific temperature of his fire. "It's a beacon. When you need me — when it matters, when the world is breaking or Chhaya is rising or you just—" the grin again, softer, "—when you just need me — open the watch. I'll come."

She looked at the watch. The gold case. The Sanskrit engraving: Kaal sab jaanta hai. Time knows everything.

"Promise?" she asked. The word that they used. The word that bound Titans and sun goddesses and the spaces between seconds.

"Hamesha." Always.

He stood. Leaned down. Kissed her forehead — not her mouth, not the desperate mortal kiss from the alley, but the forehead kiss. The one that said: I love you across every timeline. I'll find you in every century. This goodbye is temporary because with me, everything is temporary and everything is forever.

He walked away. Through the campus. Past the engineering block. Past the quadrangle where the Chaturmukhi Devi had manifested. Past the gate where the auto-rickshaws waited.

And then — between one step and the next — he was gone. Into the intervals. Into time. Into the spaces between seconds where the Titan worked and waited and watched.

Suri held the pocket watch. The gold warm in her palm.

The chai was cold. She hadn't drunk it. Raju Kaka poured a fresh one without being asked — the old chai-wallah reading the emotional weather with the precision of a man who had been dispensing tea and unspoken comfort for thirty years.

Suri drank. The ginger burned. The sweetness spread. The warmth settled.

He would come back.

The fire knew it. The connection — the permanent, amplified, cosmic connection between the sun's fire and the Titan's fire — the connection pulsed. Steady. Strong. A heartbeat across time.

He would come back.



That evening, Akash found her on the hostel roof. The place where she watched sunsets now — the place where the warm fire and the setting sun harmonised, where the gold of her energy and the gold of the sky were indistinguishable.

"Woh gaya?" he asked. He left?

"Haan. Time repair. Could be a while."

Akash sat beside her. The blue eyes on the sunset. The compass pointing at the horizon.

"Tu theek hai?"

Are you okay?

"Haan." And she was. The warm fire was steady. The connections were intact — Chandu, Tara, Chhaya, Kaal. All present. All felt. The loneliness that had defined her for nineteen years replaced by a network of celestial relationships that hummed beneath her skin like a second heartbeat. "Main theek hoon."

"Good." He didn't push. Didn't ask about the kiss. Didn't ask about the dual-love confession. Didn't ask any of the questions that a lesser person would have used to stake a claim or force a resolution.

He sat. He watched the sunset. He was present.

"Aaku."

"Hmm?"

"Teri chai order kya hai?"

What's your chai order?

He looked at her. The blue eyes confused. "Cutting. Tu jaanti hai. Same as always."

"Mujhe pata hai. But — main kabhi nahi poochha. Properly. Tere baare mein. Tere — normal things. Because I was always hiding. Always running. Always dealing with — fire things." She turned to face him. The warm fire soft in her eyes. "Tell me your chai order. Tell me your favourite cricket player. Tell me the first song you ever downloaded. Tell me something normal."

Akash looked at her. The blue eyes — and in the sunset light, the blue was almost purple, almost gold, almost every colour that the Chaturmukhi Devi's complete light had contained.

"Cutting chai, extra ginger. Sachin Tendulkar, obviously — I'm Maharashtrian, there's no other answer. And the first song was 'Tum Hi Ho' from Aashiqui 2, which I downloaded on my Nokia phone in ninth standard and listened to seven hundred times." He grinned. Not the devastating Kaal-grin. The warm, human, blue-eyed grin. "Your turn."

"Cutting chai, less sugar. Virat Kohli — don't judge, I like fighters. And the first song was 'Kun Faya Kun' from Rockstar, which I still think is the most beautiful song ever written."

"It is."

They sat. On the roof. In the sunset. Sharing the normal things that normal people shared and that sun goddesses and blue-eyed engineers had been too distracted by cosmic warfare to get around to.

The fire burned warm. The sunset faded. The stars appeared — Tara's domain, the stellar light that watched from above.

And somewhere in the intervals between seconds, a Titan repaired the timeline and felt, through the permanent connection, the warmth of a sun goddess sharing chai preferences on a hostel roof.

The world was not fixed. Chhaya was quiet but not gone. The cosmic balance was restored but fragile. The Chaturmukhi Devi existed as a potential rather than a permanence. And the timeline still bore the scars of centuries of war.

But the fire was warm. The sisters were connected. The Titan was alive. And a blue-eyed boy was sitting beside her, telling her about his favourite cricket player.

That was enough.

For now, that was enough.




  
    Chapter 22: The Invitation

    
    
  
  Three weeks after the merger, the letter arrived.

Not an email. Not a WhatsApp message. Not a holographic communication from a warrior goddess or a temporal transmission from a dying Titan. A letter. Paper. Envelope. Stamp. The physical mail that India Post delivered with the specific inefficiency of a system that had been moving paper across the subcontinent since 1854 and that would continue doing so regardless of technological disruption.

Suri found it in her hostel mailbox — the metal cubicle on the ground floor that she checked once a month because nobody under the age of fifty sent physical mail and because the only things that arrived in it were bank statements and her grandmother's Diwali cards, both of which could have been digital but weren't because Amma's generation believed that important things deserved paper.

The envelope was thick. Cream-coloured. The paper expensive — the kind of stationery that cost ₹500 per sheet and that was used by people who considered the medium to be part of the message. Her name was written on the front in ink — real ink, not printed, the handwriting flowing Devanagari that suggested a hand accustomed to calligraphy.

श्रीमती सूर्या "सूरी" देशमुख**
**कक्ष 412, छात्रावास 9**
**भारतीय प्रौद्योगिकी संस्थान, पुणे

No return address. No postal mark. The letter had not been sent through India Post — it had been placed in her mailbox. By someone. Or something.

She opened it in her room. Alone. The warm fire humming — not with alarm but with recognition, the gold energy identifying the letter's energy signature before Suri's conscious mind could process it.

The letter was handwritten. The same flowing Devanagari. The ink was — unusual. Not black. Not blue. Brown. The specific brown of dried earth, of ancient clay, of the soil along the Nile.



प्रिय सूर्या,

तुम मुझे नहीं जानती। अभी नहीं। लेकिन तुम मुझे जानोगी।

मेरा नाम अनन्या है। कुछ लोग मुझे "मिस्र की रानी" कहते हैं, जो अतिशयोक्ति है — मैं रानी नहीं हूँ, मैं रक्षक हूँ। लेकिन मिस्र का हिस्सा सच है।

मुझे अलकनंदा ने भेजा है। सबसे पुरानी जादूगरनी। तुम्हें जानती है। तुम्हें जानती है तुमने क्या किया — चतुर्मुखी देवी का प्रकटीकरण। मिस्र से भी दिखा। दुनिया भर से दिखा।

एक समस्या है। एक बड़ी समस्या। तुम्हारी बहन — छाया — ने शांति बनाई, हाँ। लेकिन उसकी सेना ने नहीं। शक्ति योद्धा जो उसने बनाए — सैकड़ों, हजारों — वे अभी भी सक्रिय हैं। दुनिया भर में। मिस्र में। ग्रीस में। जापान में। हर जगह जहाँ छाया की पहुँच थी। और वे — एक नए नेता की तलाश में हैं।

छाया के बिना, शक्ति योद्धा अराजक हैं। खतरनाक। एक बिना सिर का साँप — फिर भी काटता है।

तुम्हें आना होगा। मिस्र। वाराणसी नहीं — जो बाद में आएगा। पहले मिस्र। क्योंकि मिस्र में एक कब्र है — देवताओं की कब्र — जहाँ सबसे पुराने दिव्य हथियार रखे हैं। और उन हथियारों में एक ऐसा है जो शक्ति योद्धाओं को शुद्ध कर सकता है। भ्रष्टाचार हटा सकता है। उन्हें वापस ला सकता है।

अलकनंदा कहती है: चारों बहनें आएँ। सूर्या। चन्द्राणी। तारा। छाया। चतुर्मुखी देवी की शक्ति चाहिए — कब्र केवल पूर्ण प्रकाश के लिए खुलती है।

जल्दी आओ। शक्ति योद्धा इंतज़ार नहीं करेंगे।

— अनन्या

पुनश्च: अलकनंदा ने कहा तुम्हें यह भी बताऊँ: "चौथी बहन को लेकर आना। उसके बिना कब्र नहीं खुलेगी। और कब्र के अंदर — वह जवाब है जो तुम अभी तक नहीं खोज पाई।"



Suri read the letter twice. The warm fire processing the information with the steady calm that the cold fire had never possessed — the gold energy assessing the threat, the opportunity, the implications, without the reactive spike of fear that the inversion had always produced.

She translated the key sections in her head, though the Devanagari was clear enough:

Dear Surya,

You don't know me. Not yet. But you will.

My name is Ananya. Some call me "the Queen of Egypt," which is an exaggeration — I'm not a queen, I'm a guardian. But the Egypt part is true.

Alaknanda sent me. The oldest witch. She knows you. She knows what you did — the Chaturmukhi Devi's manifestation. It was visible from Egypt. From everywhere.

There's a problem. A big problem. Your sister — Chhaya — has made peace, yes. But her army hasn't. The Shakti warriors she created — hundreds, thousands — they're still active. Worldwide. In Egypt. In Greece. In Japan. Everywhere Chhaya's reach extended. And they're looking for a new leader.

Without Chhaya, the Shakti warriors are chaotic. Dangerous. A headless snake — it still bites.

You need to come. Egypt. Not Varanasi — that comes later. Egypt first. Because in Egypt there is a tomb — the Tomb of the Gods — where the oldest divine weapons are stored. And among those weapons is one that can purify the Shakti warriors. Remove the corruption. Bring them back.

Alaknanda says: all four sisters must come. Surya. Chandrani. Tara. Chhaya. The Chaturmukhi Devi's power is needed — the tomb opens only for the complete light.

Come quickly. The Shakti warriors won't wait.

— Ananya

P.S.: Alaknanda also said to tell you this: "Bring the fourth sister. Without her, the tomb won't open. And inside the tomb — the answer you haven't yet found."



Suri put down the letter. The warm fire steady. The connection to her sisters humming — through the thread of complete light, she could feel Chandu's alertness (the Moon Goddess had felt the letter's energy the moment it was opened), Tara's curiosity (the star goddess's seven-in-one perception already scanning for information), and Chhaya's — something. Not alarm. Not resistance. Something that felt almost like — hope.

She picked up her phone. Called Akash.

"Aaku."

"Hmm?" The background sound of the Mechanical Engineering workshop. Metal on metal. The normal sounds.

"Kya tu kabhi Egypt gaya hai?"

Have you ever been to Egypt?

A pause. The specific pause of a man who had learned, over the past month, that Suri's non-sequiturs were never actually non-sequiturs.

"Nahi. Kyun?" No. Why?

"Because I think we're going."

She ended the call. Looked at the letter. Looked at the pocket watch on her desk — the gold case, the Sanskrit engraving, the beacon that would call the Titan of Time when she needed him.

She looked at the window. The December campus. The engineering block. The quadrangle where the Chaturmukhi Devi had manifested. The chai stall where Raju Kaka was pouring someone's cutting chai. The ordinary world that sat on top of the extraordinary one like a lid on a pot.

Egypt. The Tomb of the Gods. Four sisters. The complete light.

The war wasn't over. The merger had been a chapter, not an ending. Chhaya's peace was real but Chhaya's army wasn't peaceful, and the consequences of centuries of shadow warfare didn't dissolve because the general had laid down her arms.

But the fire was warm. The sisters were connected. The Titan was alive. And the compass — the blue-eyed, chai-drinking, cricket-loving compass — was beside her.

Suri picked up the letter. Folded it. Placed it in the pocket watch's case — the paper and the gold together, the invitation and the beacon, the next quest and the promise of help.

She walked to the door. Opened it. Tara was standing in the corridor — the red-haired girl, the star goddess, the sister who had been three floors below her for three weeks before being found.

"Maine letter feel kiya," Tara said. I felt the letter. "Egypt?"

"Egypt."

The multi-coloured eyes brightened. Sahas — the adventurous aspect — surfacing. "Kab?"

When?

Suri looked at her sister. The warm fire connecting them. The thread of complete light pulsing.

"Jaldi." Soon.

She walked down the corridor. Tara fell into step beside her. Two sisters. Sun and star. Walking through the hostel of IIT Pune toward a future that involved tombs and gods and Egypt and the specific, terrifying, exhilarating reality of being divine in a mortal world.

The fire burned warm. The stars watched. The moon reflected. And somewhere, in the shadows, the fourth sister felt the invitation and began to move.

The quest continued.




  
    Epilogue: The Fire

    
    
  
  The last day of the semester arrived with the quiet inevitability of all endings — not announced, not dramatic, just present. December 22nd. The campus emptying. Students dragging suitcases to the gate where auto-rickshaws waited in lines, the drivers negotiating fares with the specific aggression of Pune transport economics. The hostels hollowing out room by room, the corridors losing their noise, the buildings settling into the winter-break silence that would hold until January.

Suri packed slowly.

Room 412 had been her space for three and a half years. The walls that had absorbed her secrets — the 3 AM fires, the frozen bedsheets, the dreams of golden beaches, the cold that had defined her existence. The walls that had, in the past month, learned a different temperature. The warm fire's ambient heat had soaked into the concrete, and she liked to think that the next occupant would feel it — an inexplicable warmth in a west-facing room that shouldn't have been warm, a ghost of the sun goddess who had lived there.

She packed the engineering textbooks. The Thermodynamics by Cengel, the Fluid Mechanics by White, the notebooks filled with equations that she understood differently now — heat transfer was not abstract when you had been a pillar of golden fire. She packed Amma's razai — the grandmother's quilt, the cotton warmth that had supplemented her cold for nineteen years and that she would keep because sentimentality was not a weakness, it was a choice.

She packed the pocket watch. The gold case. The Sanskrit engraving. The beacon that would call the Titan of Time when the world needed him. She held it for a moment — felt the warmth, the Kaal-warmth, the specific temperature of the man she loved who was somewhere in the intervals between seconds, repairing a timeline that centuries of war had damaged.

She packed the letter. Ananya's invitation. Egypt. The Tomb of the Gods. The next quest.

She did not pack the Sphatik Baan or the medallion. These she wore — the Crystal Arrow in a quiver disguised as a yoga mat bag (Chandu's glamour, the moonlight illusion that made divine weapons look like campus accessories), the containment amulet around her neck, the pearl shifting colours against her sternum.

A knock at the door.

"Didi?" Tara. The red hair. The multi-coloured eyes. The sister who had been three floors below her for three weeks before being found and who was now, as far as the hostel warden knew, Suri's "cousin from Nashik" who had enrolled mid-semester.

"Almost done."

Tara entered. Sat on the stripped bed. The Tara Dand leaned against the wall — disguised, through Chandu's glamour, as a hiking pole. The star goddess looked at the empty room with the specific melancholy of someone leaving a place that had been the site of the most important events in her existence.

"Amma ne call kiya," Tara said. Amma called. "Teri Amma. Meri—" she paused. The question that hadn't been resolved: were their mortal families shared? Were their grandmothers the same? "She asked if you're bringing 'that nice red-haired friend' home for the holidays."

"What did you tell her?"

"I told her I'd love to come." The complete smile — seven aspects in harmony, the innocent and the clever and the fierce and the empathetic all contributing to a smile that was, Suri reflected, the most beautiful thing she had seen since the Chaturmukhi Devi's complete light. "If that's okay."

"That's okay."

They sat. In the empty room. The warm fire humming between them — the sisterly connection, the thread of complete light that linked sun and star.

"Egypt," Tara said.

"After the holidays."

"After the holidays." A pause. "Suri. Agar woh tomb — the Tomb of the Gods — agar woh sach mein hai, aur usme woh weapon hai jo Shakti warriors ko purify kar sakta hai—"

If the tomb is real, and it really has a weapon that can purify the Shakti warriors—

"Then we go. All four of us. The complete light."

"Including Chhaya."

"Including Chhaya."

Tara looked at the window. The December sun — low, golden, the winter sun that was closest to the horizon and that cast the longest shadows.

"Mujhe usse darr lagta hai," Tara whispered. "Abhi bhi. After everything. She fragmented me. She made me seven. She—" The green eyes glistened. Not with the stellar light of the goddess but with the simple moisture of a girl who had been hurt. "Kaise trust karoon?"

I'm still scared of her. Even after everything. How do I trust?

Suri took her hand. The warm hand holding the star-warm hand.

"Tu trust nahi karti. Not yet. Trust isn't a decision — it's a process. You watch. You wait. You let Chhaya prove herself. And if she does — slowly, action by action, choice by choice — then trust forms. Like a river forms. Not all at once. Drop by drop."

You don't trust. Not yet.

Tara nodded. The green eyes clearing. The seven aspects settling — the fearful one reassured by the wise one, the angry one tempered by the empathetic one, the innocent one held by all the others.

"Chalo," Tara said. Let's go.



Raju Kaka's stall was open. The last day of semester — the old chai-wallah serving final cups to students who wouldn't return until January, the gas burner hissing its familiar song, the aluminium pot producing the cutting chai that had sustained four years of Suri's engineering education and one month of her cosmic war.

The group gathered. Not by arrangement — by instinct. The gravitational pull of people who had survived something together and who found each other's presence as necessary as oxygen.

Akash. Blue eyes. Wobbly stool. A cutting chai waiting beside an empty stool. Always.

Maitreyi. Notebook. Pen. A new notebook — the old one filled, forty-seven pages of observations that would never be published and that she was, she told Suri, converting into a novel. "Fiction," she said. "Nobody will believe it as nonfiction. But as fiction — " the scholar's eyes gleaming, " — as fiction, it's the best mythology book ever written."

Madhu. The God of Soma, leaning against the stall's support pole with the boneless elegance of a deity on vacation. He had announced his intention to spend the holidays "traveling" — which, for a being who had spent centuries in every country on earth, meant something different than it did for mortals.

Chandu. Not at the stall — visible on the hostel roof, a silver figure against the December sky, the Moon Goddess maintaining her eternal vigil. She would not join them for chai. She would watch from above. That was her way — the protector's way, the sentinel's way, the older sister who showed love through presence rather than proximity.

And — at the edge of the group, standing in the shadow of the stall's awning — Chhaya.

The shadow goddess had come. Not dramatically. Not with the full manifestation of darkness or the army of corrupted warriors. She had walked to the stall from wherever she had been — the simple salwar kameez, the dark hair, the purple eyes that were visible only in certain light. She stood in the shadow because that was where she was comfortable, and because the shadow was not a hiding place but a home.

Suri looked at her. Across the distance. The warm fire reaching through the thread of complete light.

"Chai?" Suri called.

Chhaya hesitated. The specific hesitation of someone who had been invited to a place where she had never belonged and who was not sure if the invitation was genuine.

Then she walked over. Sat on the stool that Suri pushed toward her. Accepted the cutting chai that Raju Kaka poured without being asked — the old man's eyes lingering on the dark-haired girl with the expression of someone who couldn't quite place her but who was certain he'd seen those eyes before.

The chai was hot. The ginger was strong. The sweetness was right.

Six people at a chai stall. A sun goddess. A star goddess. A shadow goddess. A god of intoxicating beverages. A mythology scholar. And a blue-eyed engineering student who had no divine powers and who was, in Suri's increasingly certain estimation, the most important person at the table.

"So," Maitreyi said, breaking the silence with the specific efficiency of a woman who believed that silence was wasted potential for information exchange. "Egypt."

"After the holidays," Suri said.

"I'm coming."

"It's dangerous."

"I'm a mythology scholar being invited to the Tomb of the Gods. If you think 'dangerous' is going to stop me, you don't understand academics."

"I'm coming too," Akash said. Quiet. Certain. The compass pointing.

"Aaku—"

"I'm coming." The blue eyes. Steady. The voice that did not argue because it did not need to — the statement was a fact, not a request.

Suri looked at him. The boy who had no fire, no moonlight, no starlight, no shadow. The boy who had a wobbly stool and a cutting chai and a stubborn, immovable, compass-like devotion that was, in its own way, as powerful as any celestial energy she had encountered.

"Okay."

Chhaya sipped her chai. The shadow goddess drinking cutting chai at an IIT Pune stall, sitting among the sisters she had warred against for eons, and finding — in the ginger and the sweetness and the warmth of the steel tumbler — something that shadow had never contained before.

Belonging.



Suri stood alone at the campus gate. 6 PM. The auto-rickshaws gone. The students gone. The campus settling into its winter silence.

She looked at the campus. The buildings that had educated her. The quadrangle where the Garuda had attacked and the Chaturmukhi Devi had manifested. The hostel that had housed her cold and her warmth. The chai stall where the most important conversations of her life had been conducted over two-rupee cups of ginger tea.

She held her hand up. Palm open. Fingers spread.

The fire came.

Not cold. Not blue-white. Not the broken, inverted, desperate fire that had been her companion and her prison for nineteen years.

Gold. Warm. The fire of the sun. The original fire. The first light.

The flame danced in her palm. Warm against her warm skin. The paradox resolved — the fire and the vessel at the same temperature, the goddess and her element in harmony, the broken thing mended.

She closed her hand. The fire settled. Into her chest. Into the space above her heart where it lived — where it had always lived, cold and then warm, broken and then whole.

The December night fell. The stars appeared. Tara's stars. The moon rose. Chandu's moon. And the shadows — the long, dark, December shadows — Chhaya's shadows.

All present. All hers. All family.

Suri Deshmukh — Surya Devi, the Sun Goddess, age nineteen, fourth-year engineering student, chai enthusiast, sister, lover, warrior, girl — walked through the gate. Into the Pune night. Into the future.

The fire burned warm.

Agni ka vardan — the blessing of fire — was hers.

And the next adventure was waiting.
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