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    Prologue: The First Silence

    
    
  
  Before time had a name, before the rivers learned to flow downhill, before death understood it was supposed to be permanent—there were the Aadya.

Not gods. Something older. Something so vast that the word "being" cracks under the weight of describing them. They thought, and oceans condensed from nothing. They dreamed, and mountains punched through the skin of the earth like fists. They whispered secrets to the dark, and from those secrets—fumbling, blinking, confused—the first mortals stumbled into existence.

The Aadya did not love their creations. Love requires separateness, and the Aadya were woven into everything they made. The mountains were their bones. The rivers, their veins. The mortals were their afterthoughts—accidents of consciousness, shed like dead skin cells from bodies too vast to notice the loss.

But the Aadya were not alone in what they made.

From the collision of their powers—where creation rubbed against destruction, where time scraped against eternity—twelve sparks caught fire. Twelve fragments of divine will that should not have existed. Twelve beings who opened their eyes and immediately wanted more.

The Divyas.

They were smaller than their makers. Hungrier. They had edges where the Aadya had horizons. They had ambition—that peculiar sickness of the almost-powerful, the disease of those who can see the throne but cannot quite reach it.

For a while, the arrangement held. The Aadya shaped reality. The Divyas maintained it. The mortals lived and died in blissful ignorance of the machinery above them, the way ants ignore the boot that hasn't yet decided to fall.

But power breeds contempt for those who hold more of it.

The details of what happened next exist only in fragments—hymns half-remembered, temple carvings worn smooth by millennia of monsoons, stories grandmothers tell in the dark when the power cuts out and there is nothing to do but speak the old truths.

Some say the Divyas rose against their makers. Some say the Aadya simply grew tired—exhausted by the act of being everything, everywhere, always. Some say they chose to sleep, folding themselves into the spaces between atoms, waiting.

Whatever the truth: the Aadya vanished.

And Indradeva, mightiest of the Twelve, claimed the highest throne.

He was not the wisest. Not the kindest. Not even the strongest, though he would have you killed for suggesting it. He was simply the one who moved first. The one whose hand closed around power while the others were still mourning their creators.

Under Indradeva's dominion, a new order crystallised. The Twelve at the apex—each ruling a domain of existence from their celestial seats. Below them, the lesser Divyas, divine-born children of unions between the Twelve and various celestial beings. Below them, the mortals.

Always below. Always looking up.

But the Aadya's absence left scars. Divine power bled into the mortal world like groundwater seeping through cracked foundations. It pooled in unpredictable places—in a fisherman's daughter on the Konkan coast, in a chai-seller's son in a Rajasthani village, in a Dalit woman's child in a Tamil Nadu hamlet. These mortals changed. Developed abilities that had no business existing in flesh-and-bone bodies.

The Divyas called them Vardaan-prapta. The Blessed.

They were dangerous. Unpredictable. And—if the wrong one acquired enough power—a threat to the divine order that Indradeva had built on the silence of the Aadya.

Thus came the Divyarohana. The Trials of Ascension.

Every generation, the Blessed were gathered. Torn from their families, their villages, their lives. Brought before the Twelve to compete in trials designed to break them—body, mind, soul. Those who survived earned a place in the lowest tier of the divine hierarchy. Honoured as Legends. Given immortality and a fraction of true divine power.

Those who failed were returned to the mortal world. Stripped of their abilities. Left with the memory of what they'd almost been, and the knowledge that they would never be more.

And those who died in the trials—

Well. The Divyas did not speak of them. The dead were inconvenient. The dead asked uncomfortable questions about the cost of maintaining celestial order.

For three thousand years, the system held.

The Blessed came. The Blessed competed. Most failed. Some ascended. The Twelve maintained their thrones. Indradeva's light blazed unchallenged across the heavens.

But here is the thing about systems built on silence:

The silence always breaks.

And when it does, the sound is deafening.




  
    Chapter 1: Salt and Starlight

    
    
  
  The oysters were dying again.

Tanvi Ranade knew this the way she knew most things about the sea—not through logic, but through the low, insistent hum that vibrated behind her sternum whenever something in the water shifted. She pressed her bare feet into the wet sand of the Devgad mudflats and felt the wrongness pulse upward through her soles like a second heartbeat.

"Tanu." Her uncle's voice, rough from decades of salt air and unfiltered Wills Navy Cut. "The catch?"

"Bad." She didn't elaborate. Shripati-kaka didn't need elaboration; he'd been reading her face since she was three years old and had started crying because the fish in his nets were afraid. She'd said that—afraid—and he'd looked at her with an expression she wouldn't understand for another twenty years. Not confusion. Recognition.

The Devgad coast in March was a contradiction—the tail end of tourist season, when the Alphonso mango orchards were still hardening their fruit and the Sindhudurg fort sat like a sleeping animal on its island, indifferent to the selfie-sticks pointed at it from the ferry boats. The village itself was small enough that everyone's business was communal property: who was sleeping with whom, whose daughter had gotten into which college, whose son had failed the MPSC exam for the third time. The kind of place where secrets were luxury items—expensive to maintain, impossible to keep.

Tanvi had been maintaining one for twenty-four years.

She straightened up from the mudflat, pushing a strand of salt-crusted hair behind her ear. The oyster beds stretched before her in neat rows—her rows, her design. Three years of building this farm from nothing. Convincing the local panchayat that a young woman could run an oyster operation. Battling the Fisheries Department for licenses. Learning, through a YouTube channel run by a Kerala marine biologist and sheer bloody stubbornness, how to coax life from the tidal flats that everyone else had written off.

And now the oysters were dying, and she knew exactly why, and she couldn't tell anyone.

Because the reason was her.

The hum behind her sternum intensified. She pressed her palm flat against her chest—a gesture she'd been making since childhood, the way other people crack their knuckles or bite their nails. Calming the thing inside her. The light. The wrongness that pulsed in her blood like bioluminescence, like the plankton that sometimes lit up the Devgad shoreline in December and made the fishermen's wives whisper about omens.

"Kaka, I'm going to check the western beds," she called over her shoulder.

"Take Mihir with you. The tide—"

"I know the tides better than the tides know themselves."

A grunt. Half-disapproval, half-pride. The Ranade way of saying I love you, you impossible girl.

She walked west along the shoreline, her feet finding the familiar path between volcanic rocks that the sea had spent millennia sculpting into shapes that looked, if you squinted, like the faces of old women mid-gossip. The March sun was still gentle—nothing like the May furnace that would turn the coast into a shimmering hallucination. The air tasted of salt and the faint sweetness of cashew flowers from the orchards that climbed the hillside behind the village.

Her phone buzzed. She pulled it from the back pocket of her salwar—she'd long since given up wearing anything impractical on the mudflats—and glanced at the screen.

Tejas: Where are you Tejas: I can feel you being weird Tejas: Your chest thing is doing the thing again

She typed back: Mind your own sternum

Tejas: We share a womb, Tanu. Your sternum IS my business

She almost smiled. Almost. But the hum was getting louder, and when she rounded the last outcrop and saw the western beds, the smile died before it reached her mouth.

The oysters were open. All of them. Hundreds of shells gaping at the sky like mouths frozen mid-scream. And inside each one, instead of the grey-pink flesh she'd spent three years nurturing—

Light.

Faint, silver-white, pulsing in rhythm with her heartbeat.

"No," she whispered. "No, no, no—"

She dropped to her knees in the mud. Plunged her hands into the nearest bed. The light responded to her touch—brightened, reached for her fingers like a living thing. Like it recognised her. Like it had been waiting.

The oysters weren't dying. They were responding. To her. To whatever lived inside her that she'd spent two decades learning to suppress, to hide, to pretend didn't exist.

She yanked her hands back. The light dimmed. The oysters slowly, reluctantly, began to close.

Her phone buzzed again.

Tejas: What just happened Tejas: Tanu I felt that Tejas: That was big Tejas: Where are you

She stared at the screen. Her hands were shaking. Her chest was a cathedral of sound—the hum had become a chord, rich and terrifying, as if something enormous had just cleared its throat inside her.

Nothing,* she typed. *Oysters being dramatic.

She knew he wouldn't believe her. Tejas never believed her lies, because her lies tasted wrong to him—that was the twin thing, the bond that no amount of rational thinking could explain. He felt her emotions like weather. She felt his like tides. When he was angry, her blood ran hot. When she was afraid, his hands went cold.

Right now, her fear was probably giving him frostbite.

She sat back on her heels in the mud, breathing. Counting. An old trick Shripati-kaka had taught her when she was seven and had accidentally made every lightbulb in their house explode during a particularly bad nightmare. Count the waves, he'd said, holding her while glass crunched under his chappals. Count them until the light goes back to sleep.

One wave. Two. Three.

The hum subsided. Not gone—never gone, not since the day she was born and, according to Shripati-kaka, the entire village had lost power for six hours—but manageable. Contained. The leash she'd been holding since childhood tightened back into place.

She looked at the oysters. Closed now. Silent. As if nothing had happened.

But something had happened. Something was changing. The episodes were getting worse—more frequent, harder to control. Last week she'd cracked the screen of her phone just by holding it too tightly during a dream. Last month, every streetlight on the road between Devgad and Malvan had flickered when she drove past on her Activa. And now this. The oysters. Her livelihood. Corrupted by the thing inside her.

She needed to talk to Kaka. Really talk to him—not the careful, surface-level conversations they'd been having for years, where both of them pretended that the light in her blood was a minor inconvenience, like a food allergy or a tendency toward migraines. She needed to ask the questions she'd been avoiding since she was old enough to understand that the answers might be worse than the not-knowing.

What am I?

Why am I like this?

What happened to our parents?

Her phone rang. Not Tejas this time. The screen showed a name that made her stomach drop.

Mihir.

She answered.

"Hey."

"Tanu." His voice was the Konkan coast in human form—warm, unhurried, slightly amused by everything. "Your uncle says you've gone to the western beds alone. He's doing that thing where he pretends not to worry by worrying louder."

"Tell him I'm fine."

"I would, but he's standing right here giving me a look that says if you drown, he's blaming me at your funeral."

Despite everything, she laughed. It came out waterlogged, heavy, but it was real. Mihir Patil had been making her laugh since they were twelve years old, when he'd fallen out of a mango tree trying to impress her and broken his arm so comprehensively that the Devgad primary health centre had to send him to Kolhapur for surgery. He'd come back six weeks later with a cast covered in the signatures of every nurse in the orthopaedic ward and a grin that said worth it.

They'd been—something—for three years now. Not dating, exactly. Devgad didn't really do dating; it did understanding, which was a local euphemism for two people whose families had tactfully agreed to ignore their midnight walks on Killa Beach until the appropriate time for a formal proposal. Mihir carved furniture from locally sourced wood—beautiful, dense, Konkan teak pieces that he sold to interior designers in Mumbai through Instagram. He was kind. He was steady. He was exactly the kind of man her uncle wanted for her.

And she was lying to him. Every day. About the most fundamental thing about herself.

"I'm coming back," she said. "Five minutes."

"I'll tell Shripati-kaka. He's already started the sol kadhi, which means he's stress-cooking, which means you've done something to upset him."

"I exist. That upsets him."

"That's his love language, Tanu."

She hung up. Looked at the oyster beds one more time. The shells were shut tight, keeping their luminous secret. For now.

I am twenty-four years old, she thought, standing. Mud squelched between her toes. The sun was angling toward the Arabian Sea, painting the water the colour of beaten copper. Somewhere in the cashew orchards, a koel was screaming its two-note song—the bird equivalent of a car alarm, beautiful and unbearable in equal measure.

I am twenty-four years old, and I am running out of time to pretend I'm normal.



By the time she reached the house—a squat, whitewashed Konkani structure with a red Mangalore-tile roof and a jackfruit tree in the courtyard that had been old when her grandparents were young—Tejas was already there.

He was sitting on the front step, long legs folded like a grasshopper's, peeling a raw mango with a knife he shouldn't have been trusted with. Tejas Ranade had the fine motor skills of a drunk surgeon; he could manipulate blood—actual blood, inside living bodies—with microscopic precision, but couldn't peel a mango without leaving it looking like it had been mauled by a small, determined animal.

"You're early," she said.

"You're lying." He didn't look up from the mango. "The oyster thing. It wasn't nothing."

"Tej—"

"I felt it, Tanu. Whatever happened on the western beds, it was—" He paused. Searching for words. Tejas was the talker, the charmer, the one who could sell sand to a man dying of thirst in Rajasthan, but when it came to this—to the shared strangeness in their blood—even he fumbled. "Big. Heavy. Like a door opening."

She sat down beside him. Took the mango from his hands and began peeling it properly—long, thin strips, the way Kaka had taught them. The raw green flesh underneath was tart enough to make her jaw clench.

"The oysters were glowing," she said quietly.

He went still. "Glowing how?"

"Silver-white. In rhythm with—" She pressed her palm to her chest. The gesture said everything words couldn't.

Tejas put the knife down. His eyes—dark brown, same as hers, same as their dead mother's if Kaka's one surviving photograph was to be believed—fixed on her face with an intensity that most people found unnerving. Most people hadn't shared a womb with Tanvi Ranade; most people didn't know that behind the charm and the crooked smile and the inexhaustible confidence, Tejas was terrified. All the time. Of the power in his blood. Of what it meant. Of what it might eventually demand from them.

"It's getting worse," he said.

"I know."

"Mine too. Last night—" He held up his left hand. She saw the thin, healing cut across his palm. "I was sleeping. Sleeping, Tanu. And the blood—it just—" He made a gesture like something unfolding. "It tried to leave my body. Like it wanted to go somewhere."

The March air was cooling. In the courtyard, the jackfruit tree's leaves stirred in the breeze coming off the sea. Inside the house, she could hear Kaka moving around the kitchen—the clank of a steel vessel, the sizzle of tempering spices, the domestic sounds that had been the architecture of her entire life.

"We need to talk to him," she said. "For real this time."

"I know."

"Tonight."

"I know."

They sat together in the last of the daylight, twins on a doorstep, peeling a mango that would never taste sweet enough to offset what was coming.




  
    Chapter 2: The Last Tide

    
    
  
  Dinner was a battlefield disguised as a meal.

Shripati-kaka had made bombil fry—the Bombay duck so fresh it still smelled of the morning's catch, coated in a rava-and-chilli crust that crackled like static when you bit into it. There was rice, obviously. There was always rice. Sol kadhi in steel tumblers, the pink coconut-kokum drink that Tanvi associated so deeply with home that she'd once cried in a Mumbai restaurant when a waiter brought her a glass. There was bhakri, the flat nachni bread that Kaka made by hand because he said the machine-pressed ones from the Malvan bakery tasted like cardboard wrapped in disappointment.

It was, by any reasonable standard, a perfect Konkani dinner.

Nobody was eating.

Tanvi sat across from Tejas at the small wooden table—Mihir's work, actually, a gorgeous piece of Konkan teak with legs carved to look like the roots of a banyan tree. Kaka sat at the head, the way he always did, his plate untouched, his eyes moving between the twins like a man watching a fuse burn toward something explosive.

"So," Tejas said, picking up a piece of bombil and putting it down again. "Nice fish."

"Tej." Tanvi's voice carried the specific weight of a twin who has run out of patience for her brother's deflection strategies.

"What? I'm complimenting the chef. Kaka, excellent fish. Really. The rava coating—"

"Boy." Shripati-kaka's voice was quiet. Not angry-quiet. The other kind—the kind that meant he'd been expecting this conversation for longer than they'd been alive. "Ask what you came to ask."

The kitchen was small. Most Konkani kitchens were—designed for efficiency, not entertainment, built in an era when cooking was labour and the fewer steps between the stove and the table, the better. The walls were whitewashed, hung with a faded calendar from the Devgad Cooperative Bank (still showing November 2024, because Kaka believed changing calendars was an unnecessary concession to the passage of time) and a framed photograph of a woman with dark eyes and a smile that looked like it was keeping a secret.

Their mother. Suvarna Ranade. Dead since the twins were three days old.

Tanvi had grown up under that photograph the way other children grew up under religious icons—aware of its presence in every room, shaped by its silence. She knew nothing about her mother except what that photograph showed her: young, beautiful, smiling at someone just outside the frame. Kaka had never spoken about her beyond the basics. Your mother was a good woman. She loved you both very much. She died when you were born.

Three sentences. Twenty-four years. That was the sum total of Suvarna Ranade's legacy, compressed into a frame that Kaka dusted every morning with the same devotion other men reserved for their gods.

"Kaka." Tanvi put her hands flat on the table. A grounding gesture. The wood was warm under her palms—Mihir's teak, absorbing the heat of the kitchen, the residual warmth of the bombil oil, the accumulated temperature of a house that had been standing since before Independence. "What are we?"

He didn't flinch. That was the thing about Shripati Ranade—he was a man built for impact. Decades of hauling fishing nets and surviving monsoons had given him a body that seemed carved from the same laterite rock as the Konkan cliffs, and an emotional constitution to match. He could absorb anything. He had been absorbing the weight of his niece and nephew's strangeness for twenty-four years without cracking.

But tonight, something in his face shifted. A tectonic movement. Barely visible, unless you'd spent your whole life reading the geology of that face.

"Your mother," he said slowly, "was not entirely human."

The sol kadhi in Tanvi's tumbler trembled. She wasn't touching it.

"Kaka—"

"Let me finish." He picked up his tumbler. Drank. Set it down with the deliberate precision of a man performing a ritual. "Your father—I never met him. Suvarna would not speak of him, except to say that he was from above. Those were her words. From above. I thought she meant—" A dry laugh, entirely without humour. "I thought she meant he was from Mumbai."

Tejas made a sound that was half-laugh, half-choke.

"She came home pregnant. Unmarried. Twenty-two years old. Our parents—your grandparents—they were traditional people. Brahmin family in Devgad, reputation matters more than reality, you know how it is. They wanted her to—" He stopped. Swallowed something that wasn't sol kadhi. "They wanted the pregnancy ended. She refused. They threw her out."

"And you took her in," Tanvi said. Not a question. She'd always known this part, even if the details had been withheld. The outline was visible in the way Kaka lived—alone, in a house too big for one person, with two children that the village whispered about but never confronted, because Shripati Ranade was the kind of man you whispered about but never confronted.

"I took her in. She was my sister. What else would I do?" He said this as if the alternative—abandoning his pregnant, unmarried sister in a conservative Konkani village in 2001—was genuinely incomprehensible to him. As if loyalty were not a choice but a physical law, like gravity.

"She told me things. During the pregnancy. Strange things. That the children would be... different. That they would have shakti—power that came from their father's blood. That one day, someone would come for them." His eyes, dark and steady, moved to the photograph on the wall. "She said the word Divya. I didn't know what it meant then."

Tanvi's chest was humming. Not the dangerous hum—the listening hum. The hum that happened when something true was being spoken near her, as if the power in her blood had a built-in lie detector that also responded to honesty.

"She died three days after you were born. Haemorrhage. The doctor at the primary health centre said it was complications from the delivery, but—" He paused. Long enough that the silence filled with the sound of the Arabian Sea, audible even here, even inside, even through the thick whitewashed walls. The sea was always audible in Devgad. It was the village's pulse. "But there was light. When she died. Silver-white light. It came from her body and went—" He made a gesture. Upward. "Into you. Both of you. Like she was passing something on."

Tejas had stopped pretending to eat. His face was a mask of careful blankness—the expression he wore when the feelings underneath were too large for his features. Tanvi reached under the table and found his hand. Cold. Her fear giving him frostbite again, or his own terror freezing him from the inside out. Hard to tell. Didn't matter. She held on.

"The power," she said. "It's getting worse. Stronger. I can't—Kaka, I can't control it anymore. The oysters today—"

"I know." Two words that contained twenty-four years of observation, worry, and the particular helplessness of a man who has devoted his life to protecting children from a threat he doesn't fully understand. "I know it's getting worse. I've known since you were seven and the lightbulbs—"

"You said that was a power surge."

"I lied." He said it simply. Without apology. "You were seven. What was I supposed to tell you? That your dead mother was half-divine and the light in your blood might one day attract the attention of beings I cannot protect you from?"

The kitchen seemed smaller than it had five minutes ago. The bombil was getting cold, the oil congealing into a waxy film on the rava crust. The sol kadhi was warming in their tumblers. Everything was reversing—hot things cooling, cool things heating—as if the natural order of the kitchen was responding to the unnatural conversation happening inside it.

"Someone will come," Kaka said. "That's what Suvarna said. When the power gets strong enough, they will notice. And they will come."

"Who?" Tejas's voice was rough. The charmer's polish stripped away, leaving raw Konkan stone underneath. "Who comes?"

"She called them the Twelve. The Divyas. She said they hold trials—competitions for people like you. People with divine blood who are too powerful to be left alone in the mortal world." He looked at them both, and for the first time in Tanvi's memory, Shripati Ranade looked old. Not tired-old. Ancient-old. Carrying-the-weight-of-something-cosmic old. "She said the trials are dangerous. That not everyone survives."

"Kaka—"

"She said I should protect you. Hide you. Keep the power small, contained, invisible. And I tried. For twenty-four years, I tried." His hands—massive, scarred, the hands of a man who had built his life from salt and labour—were trembling. Tanvi had never seen his hands tremble. "But you're too strong now. Both of you. I can feel it in the house—the walls hum when you sleep. The fish in my nets swim in patterns that match your moods. The mango trees in the orchard bloom out of season when Tejas is happy." He almost smiled. Almost. "You are your mother's children. And I cannot hide you anymore."

The silence that followed was the loudest thing Tanvi had ever heard.

It was broken by a knock at the door.

Not a polite knock. Not a neighbour-borrowing-sugar knock. The kind of knock that sounds like the universe clearing its throat before delivering news that will change everything.

Three strikes. Each one resonated through the house like a bell being struck, the vibrations travelling through the walls, the floor, the furniture, the bones of every person sitting at that table.

Kaka stood.

"Don't," Tanvi said. But she knew—the way she knew about the tides, the way she knew about the oysters, the way she knew about everything that the light in her blood had been trying to tell her for twenty-four years—that the door would open whether they wanted it to or not.

Shripati Ranade walked to the door. Opened it.

The woman standing outside was made of moonlight.

That was Tanvi's first impression, and she would later learn it was technically accurate. Prithvika—Goddess of Earth and Nature, Third of the Twelve—had a physical form that mortal eyes processed as luminous, the way staring at the sun leaves an afterimage: too much information for the human visual cortex to handle, compressed into a shape that the brain could accept without shattering.

She was tall. Taller than Kaka, which meant taller than anyone Tanvi had ever met. Her skin was the colour of monsoon-fed soil—dark, rich, alive. Her hair moved like it was underwater, or caught in a wind that existed only for her. She wore a sari that appeared to be woven from living moss, and her feet were bare, and where they touched the concrete step of the Ranade house, tiny green shoots pushed through the cracks.

"Shripati Ranade." Her voice was the sound of roots splitting rock. Patient. Inevitable. "I believe you have been expecting me."

Kaka stood in the doorway. A fisherman facing a goddess. The smell of bombil fry wafting past him into the Devgad night like the most absurdly domestic herald imaginable.

"No," he said. And then, because he was a Ranade and Ranades did not lie: "Yes."

Prithvika's eyes—green, the green of the Western Ghats after the first monsoon rain, so green that Tanvi felt her own eyes water just from looking—moved past Kaka and found the twins at the kitchen table.

"Tanvi Ranade. Tejas Ranade." She spoke their names the way a jeweller examines gemstones: with precision, assessment, and the faintest glimmer of avarice. "Your mother was Vardaan-prapta. Your father was of the Twelve. You carry the blood of both worlds."

The hum in Tanvi's chest erupted. Not painfully—joyfully. The light recognised this woman. Responded to her. Reached for her the way the oysters had reached for Tanvi's hands that afternoon—with desperate, delighted familiarity.

"You are summoned," Prithvika said. "The Divyarohana begins in seven days. You will compete. This is not a request."

"And if we refuse?" Tejas. Standing now, moving to flank Kaka in the doorway. Blood twin, protector, the boy who would fight a goddess with his bare hands if the situation required it. Which, from the set of his jaw, he was genuinely considering.

Prithvika looked at him with something that might have been admiration. Or pity. With divine beings, the distinction was often academic.

"If you refuse," she said, "your power will continue to grow. Uncontrolled. It will destroy your village first. Then the surrounding area. Then—" She paused. Considered. "You felt it today, Tanvi. The oysters. Your power is already affecting the ecosystem around you. In six months, it will be the entire coastline. In a year, the Western Ghats. In two years—" She left the sentence unfinished. The silence was more effective than any threat.

"You said not everyone survives the trials," Kaka said. His voice was steady. His hands were not.

"That is correct."

"And if they don't compete, their power destroys everything around them."

"Also correct."

"Then what choice is this?"

Prithvika's moss-sari rustled. In the garden behind her, the jasmine that Kaka had planted twenty years ago burst into unseasonal bloom, the scent flooding the night air like a benediction—or an apology.

"It isn't," she said softly. "I'm sorry."

She turned and walked into the darkness. Where her feet had touched the doorstep, a trail of tiny white flowers bloomed between the concrete cracks, glowing faintly in the moonlight.

Behind her, in a kitchen that smelled of cooling bombil and fresh jasmine and the end of everything familiar, three people stood in silence, looking at the place where a goddess had been.

Tanvi reached for Tejas's hand again.

He was shaking.

So was she.




  
    Chapter 3: Devgad Burns

    
    
  
  Seven days.

That was the grace period Prithvika had given them. Seven days to dismantle a life.

Tanvi spent the first day pretending it wasn't happening. She went to the oyster beds at dawn, the way she always did, her feet following the mudflat paths that her muscles had memorised years ago. She checked the eastern beds. Counted shells. Measured water temperature with the cheap digital thermometer she'd bought from a marine supply shop in Ratnagiri. She texted her buyer in Mumbai—a high-end restaurant in Bandra that paid three hundred rupees per oyster and called them artisanal Konkan pearls on the menu, which Tanvi found hilarious because there was nothing artisanal about kneeling in salt mud at five in the morning while crabs tried to eat your toes.

Normal. She was being normal. She was being aggressively normal.

Her phone buzzed.

Tejas: Stop pretending

She didn't respond.

Tejas: I can feel you pretending from here Tejas: It feels like denial mixed with bombil

Despite everything, her lips twitched.

Go away,* she typed. *I'm working.

Tejas: You're standing in a mudflat at 6am performing normalcy for an audience of crabs. That's not working. That's theatre.

He wasn't wrong. He was never wrong about her. That was the cruelty of the twin bond—you could lie to the whole world, but the person who'd shared your first heartbeat would always know.

She pocketed her phone and looked out at the Arabian Sea. Grey-blue in the pre-dawn light. Calm, deceptively so—Devgad fishermen knew that the sea's calm face was a performance, the same way they knew that a dog wagging its tail might still bite. The Konkan coast was beautiful and treacherous in equal measure, and the people who lived on it had learned to hold both truths simultaneously.

I have seven days,* she thought. *Seven days to figure out how to leave everything I've built. My oysters. My farm. My house. Mihir.

Mihir. God.

She hadn't told him. Couldn't tell him. What would she say? Hey, so, funny story—I'm half-divine, my dead mother was impregnated by a celestial being, my brother and I have supernatural powers, and a goddess in a moss sari showed up at dinner last night and said I have to go compete in deadly trials or my uncontrolled power will destroy the Konkan coastline. Sol kadhi?

The absurdity of it made her want to laugh. The reality of it made her want to drown herself in the mudflat and let the oysters build a pearl around her grief.



The second day, Mihir came to the oyster beds.

He arrived the way he always did—on his old Royal Enfield Bullet, the black one with the dented tank that he refused to repair because the dent was from the time he'd dropped the bike while teaching Tanvi to ride, and he said that dent was the most romantic thing he owned. He was carrying two cutting chai in those small, disposable clay cups—the kulhad chai that the roadside stall between Devgad and Vijaydurg made with so much ginger that your sinuses cleared for three days.

"Peace offering," he said, handing her a cup. "Your uncle says you've been weird since Tuesday."

"My uncle thinks I'm weird permanently."

"He's not wrong." Mihir sat on the volcanic rock next to her. His hands—broad, calloused, stained with wood oil from the workshop—wrapped around his chai cup with the same gentle precision he used on his furniture. Everything Mihir touched, he touched carefully. Deliberately. As if the world were made of something fragile that deserved his attention.

It was one of the things she loved about him. And right now, it was one of the things that made the lie unbearable.

"Tanu." He wasn't looking at the sea. He was looking at her, and his face had that expression—the patient one, the one that said I will sit here until you tell me what's wrong, and I will not be the first to break. The Patil family stubbornness, which was legendary in Devgad. Mihir's grandfather had reportedly argued with a coconut tree for forty-five minutes because it was growing at an angle he found aesthetically offensive.

"I might have to go away for a while," she said. The words came out clumsy, malformed, like fish thrown onto a dock—flapping and gasping and thoroughly out of their element.

His chai cup paused halfway to his mouth. "Go where?"

"I can't—I don't know exactly."

"For how long?"

"I don't know that either."

The silence between them was filled by the sea, the distant put-put of a fishing boat's engine, the shriek of a Brahminy kite circling overhead. Devgad's soundtrack. The background music of every conversation she'd ever had, every kiss she'd ever shared with this man on this beach under these birds.

"Is this about the thing?" Mihir asked quietly.

Tanvi's blood went cold. "What thing?"

"The thing you don't tell me about. The thing that makes the streetlights flicker when you're upset. The thing that made your phone crack last week—and don't say you dropped it, Tanu, I've seen you drop that phone from the top of the Sindhudurg fort wall and it didn't get a scratch." He turned the chai cup in his hands. "The thing I've known about since we were fifteen and you accidentally made the entire Ganapati visarjan procession's diya flames turn blue."

She stared at him. "You—you knew?"

"Of course I knew." He said this the way you'd say of course the sea is salty or of course Devgad mangoes are the best in the world—as if it were a fundamental, self-evident truth that only a fool would question. "Tanu, I've loved you since I was twelve and fell out of a mango tree. You think I didn't notice that my girlfriend can make lightbulbs explode with her mind?"

"I'm not your girlfriend. We're not—we don't—Devgad doesn't—"

"Devgad doesn't do labels. I know. We have an understanding." He made air quotes with the hand not holding chai. "Tanu, I understand plenty. I understand that there is something inside you that you've been hiding from everyone, and I understand that it's getting bigger, and I understand that whatever showed up at your house on Tuesday night was connected to it."

"How do you know something showed up on Tuesday?"

"Because every jasmine plant in a two-kilometre radius bloomed overnight. In March. Out of season. The old ladies at the Mahalaxmi temple are calling it a miracle. The botanist at the agriculture college in Dapoli is having a nervous breakdown." He drank his chai. "I'm a woodcarver, Tanu. I work with natural materials. I notice when nature does something unnatural."

The chai in her hands was cooling. The ginger burned on her tongue like a small, domestic fire—nothing compared to the inferno building in her chest, but grounding in its way. Real. Concrete. A flavour she could hold onto while the rest of her life liquefied.

"I'm half-divine," she said. And then, because the words sounded insane even to her: "Apparently."

"Okay."

"Okay? Mihir, I just told you I'm half-god."

"Half-divine, you said. Is there a difference?"

"I—yes? No? I don't know. The point is, there are these trials—competitions—for people like me and Tejas. Divine beings run them. If we don't compete, our power grows out of control and destroys—" She waved vaguely at the sea, the village, the entirety of the Konkan coast. "Everything."

Mihir considered this. He had the consideration speed of a man who builds furniture—slow, thorough, measuring twice before even picking up the saw.

"When do you leave?"

"Five days."

"Will you come back?"

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. "I don't know."

He nodded. Finished his chai. Set the cup down on the rock—gently, the way he set everything down, because Mihir Patil treated the world with a care it probably didn't deserve.

"Then I'm coming with you to wherever you go, for as far as they'll let me."

"Mihir—"

"No." Firm. The Patil stubbornness, the coconut-tree-arguing stubbornness, the stubbornness that had survived a broken arm and a Kolhapur hospital and six weeks in a cast and still come back grinning. "You're not doing this alone. Tejas will be there, but Tejas is your brother, and brothers are good for fighting beside but terrible for the quiet parts. The parts where you're scared and you need someone to make chai and not ask questions. That's me. That's what I do. You know this."

She was crying. She hadn't noticed until a tear dropped into her chai and she tasted salt mixed with ginger and realised that she was, against all her instincts and training and the carefully constructed emotional fortifications of a woman who had spent twenty-four years hiding a cosmic secret, weeping openly on a volcanic rock in front of a man who carved furniture and loved her.

"I can't take you where I'm going," she said. "It's not—it's not a place for—"

"For mortals?" He raised an eyebrow. "Is that the word? Mortals?"

"Don't make fun of—"

"I'm not making fun. I'm clarifying vocabulary." He reached over and wiped the tear from her cheek with his thumb. Sawdust under his nail. Wood oil in the creases of his palm. The smell of teak and honest work. "Tanu, I've known you were different since we were children. I didn't know the word for it. Now I do. It doesn't change anything."

"It changes everything."

"It changes nothing." He said it with such absolute certainty that for a moment—just a moment—she believed him.



The remaining days passed in the particular time-distortion of impending departure—simultaneously too fast and impossibly slow, each hour both precious and unbearable. Tanvi trained her assistant at the oyster farm, a nineteen-year-old girl named Pallavi from Kunkeshwar who had the work ethic of a monsoon and the social skills of a territorial crab. She'd be fine. The oysters would be fine. Everything Tanvi had built would continue without her, which was both reassuring and existentially devastating.

Tejas handled his own dismantling with less grace. He'd been living in Malvan, running a small boat tour operation for tourists who wanted to see the Sindhudurg fort up close—a business that was sixty percent charm, twenty percent actual sailing knowledge, and twenty percent Tejas's ability to tell increasingly outrageous lies about the fort's history while maintaining a straight face. He closed the business in two days. Sold the boat to a fisherman named Ganesh who'd been eyeing it for months. Packed his life into a rucksack that was, characteristically, too small for the amount of stuff he'd tried to cram into it.

On the sixth night, Kaka cooked.

Not the way he usually cooked—efficient, practical, fuel-to-body. This was different. This was a funeral feast for a life that wasn't dead yet. He made everything. Solachi kadhi, the real kind, with fresh kokum and hand-scraped coconut. Fish curry with rawas—the Indian salmon that cost four hundred rupees a kilo at the Devgad fish market and that Kaka usually refused to buy because he said paying four hundred rupees for a fish was a sign of moral decay. Bharleli vangi, the stuffed baby aubergines that had been Suvarna's favourite, according to Kaka, who had never before volunteered information about the twins' mother's food preferences.

They ate on the floor of the main room, on a straw mat, the way the Ranade family had eaten for generations. Kaka sat with his legs crossed, his plate balanced on his knee, eating with his right hand with the elegant efficiency of a man who had never used cutlery and saw no reason to start. Tejas ate like he always did—too fast, dropping rice, getting curry on his shirt. Tanvi ate slowly, tasting everything, encoding every flavour into memory: the tang of the kokum, the heat of the green chilli, the sweetness of the coconut, the salt of the fish, the bitterness of the karela that Kaka had included because he believed a meal without bitterness was a lie.

"Kaka," Tejas said, halfway through his third helping. "Will you be okay?"

It was such a simple question. Such a devastating one.

Shripati Ranade looked at his nephew. At the boy he'd raised. At the young man who had his dead sister's eyes and her dead lover's power and a smile that could convince the sea to give up its fish voluntarily. He looked at him, and for the second time in Tanvi's life, she saw something crack in her uncle's face.

"I have been okay for twenty-four years," he said. "I will be okay for as long as it takes."

Tejas reached across the mat and put his hand on Kaka's knee. Just that. No words. The gesture of a young man who had been raised by a man who spoke in gestures rather than sentences, and who had learned that sometimes a hand on a knee says more than any speech ever could.

Tanvi looked at them and felt her heart do something complicated—contracting and expanding simultaneously, grief and love braided together so tightly that she couldn't tell where one ended and the other began. The hum in her chest was quiet tonight. Even the power in her blood, it seemed, knew enough to be still during a goodbye.



The seventh morning. Dawn.

Prithvika came at the exact moment the sun broke the waterline—a disc of beaten gold rising from the Arabian Sea, painting the sky the colours of a bruise healing in reverse. She materialised at the end of the path that led to the Ranade house, and this time she wasn't alone.

Behind her stood two figures that Tanvi's mortal brain struggled to process. They were—large. Not physically large, though they were that too. Large in the way that a thunderstorm is large, or a cliff face, or the moment before a car crash when time stretches like taffy and you can see every detail of the thing that's about to change your life.

"Messengers," Prithvika said, by way of introduction. "They will escort you to the proving grounds."

Kaka stood in the doorway. He was wearing his best shirt—the white one with the collar, the one he wore to weddings and funerals and the annual Devgad fishing festival. He'd combed his hair. He looked like a man who had decided that if his children were leaving for a potentially fatal divine competition, he was going to see them off looking respectable.

Tanvi went to him first.

She wrapped her arms around his neck—she had to reach up; even at twenty-four, he was still taller—and pressed her face into his shoulder, and breathed in the smell of him: salt, fish, coconut oil, the faint camphor from the small shrine he kept in the bedroom, the accumulated scent of a man who had been her whole world for her entire life.

"I'll come back," she whispered.

"I know." He held her tight enough that she could feel the tremor in his arms—the first and only time she'd ever felt Shripati Ranade's body betray his composure. "You are a Ranade. Ranades always come back."

"That's not historically accurate. Ranades also die spectacularly and get songs written about them."

"Then come back, or I'll write a very bad song." His voice cracked on the last word. He released her before either of them could break further.

Tejas's goodbye was shorter. Rougher. He gripped Kaka's forearm in that particular man-to-man hold that Indian families use when hugging feels too vulnerable, and said, "Keep the oysters alive."

"The oysters are your sister's problem."

"Keep them alive anyway. She'll need something to come back to."

Then Mihir was there—he'd come on the Bullet, the engine still ticking as it cooled in the morning air. He'd brought two kulhad chais. Of course he had. He handed one to Tanvi, one to Tejas, and stood there in the Devgad dawn with sawdust on his jeans and love on his face and absolutely no idea what to do with either.

"I'll wait," he said. To Tanvi. Just to Tanvi. "However long it takes."

"You shouldn't—"

"Not a discussion. Not a negotiation. I'll wait." He kissed her. Once. On the forehead. The most chaste, the most devastating kiss of her life—his lips warm and dry, tasting of chai and certainty, pressed against her skin for exactly three seconds. Three seconds that contained their entire history and everything she was about to lose.

"Come back," he said. "Or I'll come find you. I don't care if I have to argue with every divine being in existence. The Patil stubbornness extends to celestial realms."

She almost laughed. Almost cried. Did both, simultaneously—the emotional whiplash of leaving everything you love for something you didn't choose.

She turned to Prithvika.

"We're ready."

The goddess extended her hand. Her palm was warm—impossibly warm, like sun-heated earth, like the Konkan soil in May, like the inside of a temple after hours of burning diyas. Tanvi took it. Tejas took her other hand.

The world dissolved.

Devgad disappeared—the sea, the mudflats, the oyster beds, the jackfruit tree, the red Mangalore tiles, the man with sawdust on his jeans, the uncle in his best shirt, the smell of bombil and jasmine and twenty-four years of hiding.

And in its place: light. Everywhere. The colour of everything and nothing, the frequency of creation itself, the sound of the universe inhaling before it speaks.

The twins were elsewhere.

The trials had begun.




  
    Chapter 4: The Proving Ground

    
    
  
  The first thing Tanvi noticed about the divine realm was that it smelled like rain on hot stone.

Not metaphorically. The air itself carried the petrichor of a thousand monsoons compressed into a single breath—that dense, mineral, alive scent that happens in the first ten seconds after rain hits sun-baked earth, before the water soaks in and the magic dissipates. Except here, it didn't dissipate. It hung in the atmosphere like a permanent state of being, as if this place existed in an eternal moment of first rain.

The second thing she noticed was that she couldn't see the sky.

Or rather—she could see a sky. But it wasn't the sky she knew. No sun. No clouds. Instead, a vast expanse of shifting colour—amber bleeding into violet bleeding into a blue so deep it hurt to look at—that pulsed with its own light source, as if the entire firmament were a living membrane breathing slowly above them.

"Tanu." Tejas's hand tightened on hers. "Are you seeing this?"

"Which part?"

"All of it."

They were standing on a platform of white stone—marble, maybe, but warmer, almost organic—that floated in a vast open space. Below them: nothing. Not darkness, not air, just nothing—an absence so complete that Tanvi's brain kept trying to fill it in, the way the eye invents shapes in a dark room. Around them, other platforms floated at varying heights and distances, connected by bridges of light that solidified and dissolved in slow, rhythmic cycles.

And on those platforms: people.

Dozens of them. Young, mostly—Tanvi's age, give or take. All of them wearing the same shell-shocked expression of mortals who had been plucked from their lives and deposited somewhere that fundamentally challenged their understanding of reality.

"Vardaan-prapta," Prithvika said. She had released Tanvi's hand and was standing at the edge of their platform, her moss-sari catching the ambient light. "The Blessed. Forty-two of you this cycle. From across the subcontinent." She paused. "You are the largest cohort in three hundred years. The Aadya's power is... stirring."

Something in her voice on that last word—a tremor, the goddess-equivalent of a flinch—made Tanvi's skin prickle.

"Where are we?" Tejas asked. He'd released Tanvi's hand and was turning in a slow circle, cataloguing everything with the quick, assessing gaze of a man whose survival instincts were permanently set to high alert.

"The Mandapa." Prithvika gestured at the floating platforms, the light-bridges, the impossible architecture. "The staging ground for the Divyarohana. You will be housed here between trials. It exists outside mortal space—between the planes, in the margins of reality."

"Margins of reality," Tejas repeated. "She says it like she's giving directions to the bus stop."

A laugh from somewhere to their left. Sharp, unexpected, the kind of laugh that belongs to someone who finds everything amusing and nothing funny.

Tanvi turned.

The woman standing on the adjacent platform was—striking. Not beautiful in the conventional sense, though that too. Striking in the way that a lightning bolt is striking: sudden, electric, and slightly dangerous. She was short—five-two at most—with a shaved head and earrings that looked like tiny silver skulls. Her skin was deep brown, her eyes narrow and assessing, and she held herself with the coiled alertness of a street cat deciding whether to fight or flee.

"Mrinal Bose," she said, offering the information like a card trick—quick, deft, with the implication that whatever you saw wasn't the whole story. "Kolkata. Curse manipulation." She waggled her fingers. "I make bad things happen to bad people. Sometimes good people, if they annoy me."

"That's—" Tejas started.

"Terrifying? I know. I've been told." She hopped across to their platform—a three-foot gap over infinite nothing—as casually as stepping over a puddle. "So. Twins. I've heard about you two. The Konkan coast kids. The fisherwoman and the—what are you? Boat man?"

"Tourism operator," Tejas said, with the wounded dignity of a man whose career had just been inaccurately summarised.

"Same thing with a hat." She turned to Tanvi. Her eyes—almost black, with the faintest amber ring around the pupil—swept over Tanvi with an assessment that felt like being x-rayed. "Star power. That's what they're saying about you. Nakshatra shakti. Like the Aadya."

The hum in Tanvi's chest responded to the word Aadya the way a tuning fork responds to its resonant frequency—a sudden, clear vibration that she felt in her teeth.

"I don't know what I am," Tanvi said honestly.

"None of us do." Mrinal shrugged. "But some of us are better at faking it." She produced a packet of Parle-G biscuits from somewhere—Tanvi genuinely had no idea where she'd been keeping them—and offered it around. "Biscuit? I stole them from the staging area. Turns out divine beings don't eat, so their hospitality budget is nonexistent."

Tejas took three.



The orientation happened at midday—if the concept of midday had any meaning in a place without a sun.

All forty-two Vardaan-prapta were gathered on the central platform—the largest, wide as a cricket ground, its surface etched with symbols that pulsed with faint golden light. They stood in loose clusters, divided by the invisible fault lines of region, language, class—the same social tectonics that governed mortal India, persisting even here, even at the alleged threshold of divinity.

Tanvi catalogued them automatically. A cluster of North Indian contestants—Hindi-speaking, mostly urban, with the particular confidence of Delhi and Mumbai kids who had grown up knowing they were different and had been told, by parents and culture alike, that being different meant being special. A smaller group from the South—Tamil, Telugu, Kannada—who stood slightly apart, the way South Indians always did in North-dominated spaces, with the quiet steel of people accustomed to being underestimated.

A massive Sikh man—easily six-four, turbaned, with hands the size of dinner plates—stood alone, radiating a calm so dense it was almost gravitational. A thin girl with a face full of piercings sat cross-legged at the platform's edge, her eyes closed, apparently meditating over the infinite void. A boy who couldn't have been older than eighteen was throwing up quietly into a light construct he'd created for the purpose, which Tanvi found simultaneously pathetic and impressively practical.

And then the Divyas arrived.

Not walked. Not appeared. Arrived—the way weather arrives, the way an earthquake arrives, with a shift in atmospheric pressure and a fundamental alteration of the space they occupied.

They came in their full forms. Twelve beings of such concentrated power that Tanvi's mortal senses could only process them in fragments—an impression of heat here, a wave of cold there, a sound like singing, a smell like crushed flowers, a taste like blood on the tongue.

Indradeva came first.

The King of the Divyas was—

Light. That was the simplest and most insufficient description. He was light the way the sun is light: not a metaphor, not an impression, but the actual physical phenomenon of photons in concentrated, weaponised form. His physical body—tall, broad, armoured in something that looked like crystallised dawn—was almost secondary to the aura that surrounded him, a radiance so intense that several of the Vardaan-prapta involuntarily shielded their eyes.

His face was handsome. Cruelly handsome. The kind of face that artists carve into temple walls and worshippers project their fantasies onto—strong jaw, high cheekbones, eyes that burned with the self-satisfied glow of a being who had held absolute power for three thousand years and had never once been given a reason to doubt that he deserved it.

He looked at the assembled mortals the way a farmer looks at a field of crops: with proprietary assessment, calculating yield.

"Vardaan-prapta." His voice was a physical force—it pressed against Tanvi's eardrums, vibrated in her ribs, made her teeth ache with resonance. "You carry in your blood the residue of power that was never meant for mortal vessels. You are, by your very existence, a disruption to the natural order."

Warm welcome, Tejas thought. Tanvi felt it rather than heard it—the twin bond transmitting his sarcasm like a radio signal.

"The Divyarohana exists to address this disruption. Through trials of body, mind, and spirit, you will be tested. Those who prove themselves worthy will ascend—shed your mortal limitations and join the divine hierarchy as Legends. Those who fail will be stripped of your powers and returned to the mortal world. And those who fall—" The barest pause. A fractional tightening around his luminous eyes. "Will be honoured in memory."

Honoured in memory,* Tanvi thought. *That's a nice way of saying 'dead.'

The other Divyas fanned out behind Indradeva. Tanvi tried to process them—Yamadeva, dark and stern, his presence accompanied by a cold that settled in the bone; Prithvika, whom she already knew, standing slightly apart with an expression that might have been sympathy; Agnisha, the Fire Goddess, whose hair literally moved like flames; Kuberon, corpulent and gleaming with gold; Varundev, who smelled like the deep ocean; and the others, each a concentrated dose of elemental power packed into a vaguely humanoid form.

And then—at the back, almost in shadow, as if he preferred the periphery—

Him.

Tanvi's chest detonated.

Not the gentle hum. Not the listening vibration. A full-body eruption of sensation—heat, cold, electricity, a sound like a bell being struck in a cathedral made of bone—that started in her sternum and radiated outward until her fingers tingled and her vision went white at the edges.

The man—the Divya—who had caused this was standing at the far edge of the divine delegation, arms crossed, face arranged in an expression of studied boredom that Tanvi's body absolutely did not believe. He was tall—tall the way shadows are tall in late afternoon, stretched and angular. Dark-skinned, darker than the others, as if he'd been carved from the space between stars. His hair was black and fell past his shoulders, and his eyes—

His eyes were the colour of old blood. Dark red, almost brown, with a depth that suggested they had seen things that no living being should have to witness and had chosen to keep looking anyway.

Yamadeva's son. The Warden of Naraka. The guardian of the dead, the keeper of the damned, the most feared and least understood member of the divine hierarchy.

Veer.

He caught her staring. His blood-dark eyes locked onto hers across the platform, across the assembled crowd of forty-two terrified mortals and twelve divine beings, and something passed between them—not recognition, not attraction, something older and stranger than either. A resonance. As if the power in her blood and the power in his were tuned to the same frequency, and hearing each other for the first time had set off an harmonic that neither of them had expected.

His bored expression fractured. Just for a second. Replaced by something raw—surprise, maybe, or fear, or hunger. Then the mask slid back into place, smooth as a closing door.

Tanvi forced her eyes away. Her heart was hammering. The hum in her chest had become a roar.

What,* she thought, *the absolute hell was that?



"The Choosing will occur at dusk," Indradeva announced. "Each of you will be claimed by one of the Twelve as their champion. You will train under their guidance. You will represent their domain in the trials. Choose wisely when asked for your preferences, but understand—the final selection is ours."

He swept away. The other Divyas followed, dispersing across the Mandapa like fragments of an explosion in reverse. The Vardaan-prapta were left standing in the sudden vacuum of their absence, forty-two mortals breathing the rain-on-stone air and trying to recalibrate their understanding of the universe.

Mrinal appeared at Tanvi's elbow. "Saw you having a moment with Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Death over there."

"I wasn't having a moment."

"You were. I'm a curse specialist, Tanu. I read energetic connections for a living. What just happened between you and the Warden of the literal underworld was a moment." She bit into a Parle-G biscuit with the aggression of a woman making a philosophical point. "A big one."

"Do you ever stop talking?"

"I do not. It's a coping mechanism. I also bite my nails and have an unhealthy relationship with instant noodles. We all have our vices." She dusted crumbs from her kurta. "Listen, I'm going to give you some unsolicited advice, because I'm Bengali and that's what we do."

"I've known you for twenty minutes."

"Twenty minutes in a divine proving ground is like two years in normal time. We're practically family." She leaned in. Her skull earrings caught the ambient light. "Be careful who chooses you. The Divyas don't pick champions out of generosity. They pick them out of strategy. And whatever just happened between you and the Warden—he felt it too. Which means he's going to want you. And a man who commands the dead wanting something from you is either the best or the worst thing that could happen."

"Which one?"

"Both." Mrinal grinned. It was not a reassuring grin. "That's what makes it interesting."



Dusk came—or whatever passed for dusk in a place without a sun. The ambient light shifted from its baseline amber-violet to something deeper, richer, the colour of wine held up to firelight. The forty-two Vardaan-prapta assembled on the central platform again, and the Twelve took their positions above—elevated on platforms of their own, looking down at the mortals like judges at an audition.

The Choosing was, Tanvi would later reflect, one of the most dehumanising experiences of her life. Each Vardaan-prapta was called forward, made to demonstrate their ability, and then claimed by whichever Divya wanted them. There was a veneer of ceremony—formal words, ritual gestures, a pretence of mutual selection—but the reality was a draft. A meat market. Divine beings picking their favourites from a lineup of scared, displaced mortals.

Names were called. Abilities demonstrated. Claims made.

Keshav, a metalworker's son from Jamshedpur with the ability to manipulate iron—claimed by Vishvakar, the Craft God.

Deepika, a marine biologist from Kochi who could breathe underwater and communicate with sea creatures—claimed by Varundev, the Ocean God.

Priya, a dancer from Jaipur whose movements could alter local gravity—claimed by Vayusha, the Wind Goddess.

The massive Sikh man—Harjinder Singh Sandhu, from Amritsar, with the ability to become functionally invulnerable—claimed by Rana Devi, the War Goddess.

Mrinal was claimed by Kaladeva, the God of Time and Fate, which she accepted with a sardonic bow and a muttered "fitting—I'm always late."

One by one, the forty-two were sorted. Assigned. Branded, essentially, with a divine patron's mark.

Tejas was called.

He walked forward with the particular swagger of a man who refuses to look scared even when his twin can feel him shaking through their bond. He demonstrated his power—held up his hand, and the blood of every mortal within ten metres responded, pulling toward him in their veins like iron filings toward a magnet. Several Vardaan-prapta gasped. One fainted.

"Rakta siddhi," Indradeva said, and his luminous face showed something that might have been unease. "Blood mastery. That is... a rare gift."

"Runs in the family," Tejas said. Because of course he did.

Chiranjeev—Indradeva's own son, God of Strategy—claimed him. A political move, Tanvi understood immediately. Indradeva wanted the blood-wielder under his family's control. Under his surveillance.

And then: "Tanvi Ranade."

She walked forward. The platform felt like it was tilting under her feet, though she knew it wasn't. The hum in her chest was building—anticipatory, almost excited, as if the power in her blood knew what was about to happen.

"Demonstrate," Indradeva commanded.

She closed her eyes. Opened the door she'd been holding shut for twenty-four years.

The light erupted from her hands—silver-white, the colour of stars seen from the ocean's surface, pulsing with the rhythm of her heartbeat. It rose from her palms and expanded outward in a sphere of illumination that pushed back the ambient glow of the Mandapa and replaced it with something older, something purer, something that made every Divya in attendance go completely still.

Because the light wasn't just light.

It was their light. The Aadya's light. The original divine radiance that had existed before the Twelve, before the domains, before the entire hierarchy that Indradeva had built.

And it recognised this place. It reached for the symbols carved into the platform—Aadya symbols, Tanvi realised, the etched markings weren't just decoration, they were remnants—and when it touched them, the symbols blazed to life for the first time in three thousand years.

The silence that followed was the silence of twelve divine beings simultaneously reconsidering their assumptions about reality.

"I claim her."

The voice came from the shadows. From the periphery. From the place where the Warden of Naraka had been standing all evening, watching, waiting, with the patience of a man who had spent millennia among the dead and had learned that the living always revealed themselves eventually.

Veer stepped forward. His blood-dark eyes were fixed on Tanvi with an intensity that felt like a physical weight.

"The Vardaan-prapta Tanvi Ranade carries Aadya resonance," he said. His voice was low, controlled, with the particular gravity of someone who chooses every word the way a surgeon chooses instruments. "Her power aligns with Naraka's frequencies. I claim her as my champion."

"Veer." Indradeva's voice held a warning. "You have not taken a champion in seven cycles."

"Then I am overdue."

A murmur rippled through the divine assembly. Tanvi stood in the centre of it, her light still bleeding from her hands, and felt the weight of a choice being made about her by beings who had existed since before her species learned to walk upright.

Indradeva's luminous eyes narrowed. He looked at Tanvi. At Veer. At the blazing Aadya symbols on the platform. At the power in Tanvi's hands that was older than his throne.

"Granted," he said. The word tasted like a concession he'd rather not have made.

Veer inclined his head—the minimal acknowledgement of a man who had gotten what he wanted and saw no need to be gracious about it.

He turned to Tanvi. Extended his hand.

"Come," he said. "We have work to do."

She looked at his hand—long-fingered, dark, steady. Then at his face—guarded, unreadable, beautiful in the way that dangerous things are beautiful: a blade's edge, a cliff's drop, a storm's eye.

Then at Tejas, across the platform, standing next to Chiranjeev, his face a mask of barely controlled alarm, his thought-voice screaming through their bond: TANU. TANU, DON'T—

She took Veer's hand.

His skin was cold. Not death-cold. The cold of deep earth, of underground rivers, of places where the sun has never reached. A cold that felt, paradoxically, like home—like diving into the sea off Devgad on a May afternoon, the shock of temperature giving way to something that your body recognises as necessary.

The hum in her chest went quiet.

For the first time in twenty-four years, the hum in her chest went completely, absolutely, terrifyingly quiet.

And Veer—the Warden of the Dead, the son of the Death God, the most feared being in the divine hierarchy—looked at her with those blood-dark eyes, and the mask slipped again, and underneath it Tanvi saw something she had not expected to see on the face of an immortal:

Relief.




  
    Chapter 5: The Choosing's Aftermath

    
    
  
  Naraka was not what she expected.

The mortal imagination—shaped by temple paintings and grandmother stories and that one really disturbing episode of a mythology serial she'd watched at age nine—conjured Naraka as fire and screaming and eternal punishment. A Hindu hell. A place of torment designed to scare children into eating their vegetables and respecting their elders.

The reality was quieter. And worse.

Veer led her through a passage that opened like a wound in the air—a tear in the fabric of the Mandapa that revealed, on the other side, a landscape of muted greys and deep indigos. The sky here (if it could be called a sky) was the colour of a bruise at its ugliest—greenish-purple, shot through with veins of dull silver that pulsed like a slow heartbeat.

The ground beneath her feet was stone. Not marble, not granite—something older, something that her bare soles recognised as fundamentally wrong. It absorbed sound. Their footsteps made no echo. The air absorbed temperature. She couldn't tell if it was hot or cold; it simply was, the way a void simply is.

"You're scared," Veer said. Not a question.

"I'm standing in the afterlife being led by Death's son to a place I've only heard about in stories designed to terrify children. No, I'm completely fine."

Something that might have been amusement crossed his face—a muscle twitch near his jaw, the faintest contraction of something too disciplined to be a smile. "The stories are wrong. Naraka is not punishment. It is... transition. The space between what was and what will be."

"That's very philosophical for a man whose father literally judges the dead."

"My father judges. I maintain. There is a difference."

They walked in silence for a while. The landscape revealed itself slowly, like a photograph developing—structures emerging from the grey: towers of dark stone that rose like broken fingers, bridges that arched over rivers of something that looked like mercury, gardens (gardens!) of black flowers that turned their heads to track Veer as he passed, the way sunflowers track the sun.

The flowers tracked Tanvi too. She felt their attention like fingertips brushing her skin.

"They respond to Aadya resonance," Veer said, noticing. "These gardens predate the Twelve. They were planted by the First Ones, before Naraka was... repurposed."

"Repurposed. That's a word for it."

"The accurate word is stolen." His voice was flat. Matter-of-fact. The voice of a man stating a truth so old it had lost its ability to wound. "My father was given dominion over Naraka after the Aadya vanished. But Naraka was not built for the dead. It was built as a waystation—a place where consciousness could rest between incarnations. The Aadya designed it as a garden. Indradeva turned it into a prison."

This was more information than Tanvi had expected. She filed it away—the way she filed information about tides and oyster growth cycles and the price of Alphonso mangoes at the Ratnagiri wholesale market. Data. Potentially useful. Definitely dangerous.

They reached a structure that Veer called the Kutil—a building carved from the same dark stone as everything else in Naraka, but shaped differently. Where the towers were angular and forbidding, the Kutil was curved, organic—its walls rising like the ribs of an enormous animal, its windows (narrow, deep-set, glowing with faint amber light) arranged in patterns that reminded Tanvi of the markings on a sea turtle's shell.

"Your quarters," Veer said. "You'll train here. Sleep here. Eat here, though the food situation in Naraka is—" He paused. "An ongoing negotiation with material reality."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning the dead don't eat, so the kitchen facilities are rudimentary. I've arranged for supplies from the mortal plane. Your uncle sent—" Another pause. Longer. "He sent pickles. And nachni flour. And a note that I was instructed to deliver."

He produced a folded piece of paper from somewhere in his dark clothing. Tanvi took it. Her uncle's handwriting—cramped, precise, the handwriting of a man who learned to write in Marathi medium school and had never quite adjusted to English:

Tanu,

I gave the goddess lady food for you because I don't trust divine beings to know what a Ranade needs to eat. The mango pickle is from last year's batch. The nachni is from Malvan market. Don't let anyone tell you these things don't matter because you're in a godly place now. You are still Konkani. You still need proper food. Come home when you can. The oysters miss you.

Kaka

She read it twice. Three times. Then folded it carefully and held it against her chest, where the hum lived, and felt the paper absorb her heartbeat like a prayer.

"Your uncle," Veer said, watching her with those blood-dark eyes, "is a remarkable man."

"He sent mango pickle to the afterlife."

"As I said. Remarkable."



Training began the next morning—or what Veer called morning, which was when the bruise-coloured sky lightened fractionally from purple-black to purple-grey. The distinction was subtle enough that Tanvi suspected he was making it up.

They stood in a courtyard within the Kutil—an open space ringed by the rib-like walls, its floor covered in sand that was the exact colour of ash. Veer had changed from the dark formal attire of the Choosing into something simpler—black kurta, loose trousers, bare feet. Without the ceremonial armour, he looked almost... normal. Like a man you might see at a chai stall in Varanasi. If that man radiated an aura of barely contained death-energy and had eyes the colour of old blood.

"Show me what you can do," he said.

Tanvi held up her hands. Summoned the light.

It came easier here—in Naraka, surrounded by the remnants of Aadya architecture, the power in her blood felt like a river that had been dammed for decades and was finally allowed to flow. Silver-white radiance poured from her palms, cascading over her fingers like liquid starlight, pooling at her feet in luminous puddles that made the ash-sand glow.

Veer watched. His face was unreadable—that disciplined mask back in place—but his body language told a different story. He'd gone very still. The kind of still that predators achieve before they strike, or that people achieve when they're witnessing something that fundamentally challenges their expectations.

"More," he said.

She pushed. The light expanded—filling the courtyard, climbing the rib-walls, reaching for the bruise-sky above. It was warm. It smelled like petrichor and jasmine and the sea—her sea, the Devgad sea, as if the power had encoded her entire homeland in its frequency.

"More."

She pushed harder. The light changed—from silver-white to something else, something with colour in it, gold and violet and a blue so deep it was almost black. It pulsed. It sang—a frequency that Tanvi felt in her bones, in her blood, in the part of her brain that processed music and mathematics and the patterns hidden in chaos.

"Stop."

She stopped. The light receded, drawn back into her palms like thread being wound onto a spool. The courtyard dimmed. The ash-sand stopped glowing.

Veer was breathing hard. This surprised Tanvi—she hadn't thought divine beings needed to breathe.

"You don't know what you just did," he said.

"I... made light?"

"You resonated. With Naraka. With the Aadya architecture embedded in its foundations. When you pushed, every Aadya-built structure in this domain responded. Gardens that haven't bloomed in millennia just flowered. Rivers that have been stagnant since the Twelve took power just started flowing." He looked at her, and the mask was gone again—replaced by that raw expression she'd seen at the Choosing. "Tanvi, you didn't just make light. You woke this place up."

The implications settled on her like snowfall—slowly, silently, each one adding weight until the cumulative burden was almost unbearable.

"The Twelve don't know this," Veer continued. "Indradeva doesn't know what you're capable of. If he did—" He stopped. A muscle worked in his jaw. "If he did, you would not be standing in this courtyard. You would be in a cage. Or worse."

"Why did you claim me?" The question came out raw, unfiltered. "At the Choosing. Why? If my power is so dangerous, why bring me here? Why not let Indradeva take me?"

"Because Indradeva would use you." His voice dropped. The death-realm's ambient silence absorbed everything except this: his words, her heartbeat, the space between them. "He would drain your Aadya resonance and feed it to his throne. That's what the Divyarohana is really for, Tanvi. Not ascension. Not honouring the Blessed. Harvesting. Every cycle, Indradeva selects the most powerful Vardaan-prapta and extracts their power to maintain his dominion. The ones who 'ascend' are the ones he can control. The ones who fail are the ones he's already drained. And the ones who die—"

"Were the ones who resisted."

"Yes."

The courtyard was very quiet. The ash-sand had settled. The black flowers at the edges of the space had oriented toward Tanvi, their petals open, their impossible biology straining toward the residue of her light.

"You're running a rebellion," Tanvi said.

"I am running a survival strategy." He said it precisely, the way a man says something he's been rehearsing for centuries. "Indradeva is not just a tyrant. He is a parasite. The divine hierarchy he built is a feeding mechanism. And I have been working, very carefully, for a very long time, to dismantle it."

"And you need me."

"I need what lives inside you. The Aadya resonance. It's the one power Indradeva cannot harvest, because it predates him. It's the one frequency his throne doesn't recognise. If you can learn to wield it—fully, not the fraction you just showed me—then we have a weapon he cannot defend against."

Tanvi looked at him. This man—this ancient, damaged, terrifying man who commanded the dead and lived in a garden-turned-prison and had just told her she was the key to overthrowing a divine monarchy. She looked at him and felt the hum in her chest, which had gone silent at his touch and was now building again—not in warning, not in alarm, but in recognition. In resonance.

"What if I say no?" she asked.

"Then I return you to the general population, and you compete in the trials like everyone else, and Indradeva harvests your power at the end, and everything you are—every memory of Devgad, every oyster bed, every sol kadhi your uncle ever made—is consumed to fuel a throne that was built on stolen bones."

He said it without drama. Without manipulation. Just truth, laid bare, the way a surgeon lays bare a wound before determining whether it can be healed.

"Or," he continued, "you stay here. You train with me. You learn what the Aadya resonance can really do. And when the time comes—when the trials reach their climax and Indradeva makes his move—we end this. Together."

Tanvi thought of Kaka. Of Mihir. Of the oysters, glowing silver in their beds. Of Tejas, somewhere in Chiranjeev's domain, probably charming everyone within earshot while internally screaming. She thought of her mother—Suvarna Ranade, half-divine, dead at twenty-five, passing starlight to her children with her last breath.

She thought of the hum in her chest, and the silence that had come when Veer touched her hand, and the way the black flowers turned toward her like she was the sun.

"I'm going to need more mango pickle," she said.

And—there. The thing she'd been waiting for without knowing she was waiting. The mask dissolved entirely, and Veer smiled.

Not a grin. Not a smirk. A smile—slow, surprised, luminous in its own way, transforming his severe face into something that looked, for just a moment, like a man instead of a myth.

"That," he said, "can be arranged."




  
    Chapter 6: Naraka's Warden

    
    
  
  Training with Veer was like being taught to swim by someone who lived at the bottom of the ocean.

He was patient. Methodical. Infuriatingly precise. And he operated at a depth that made Tanvi's head spin—not just teaching her to control the light, but teaching her to understand it, to feel its architecture, to map the invisible frequencies that connected her power to the Aadya remnants embedded in Naraka's foundations.

"Again," he said, standing at the edge of the courtyard, arms crossed. Day three. Or what she was calling day three; time in Naraka moved strangely, stretching and compressing in ways that made her internal clock useless.

Tanvi held out her hands. Summoned the light. This time she didn't just push it outward—she shaped it, the way Mihir shaped wood, finding the grain, following the natural lines of the energy rather than fighting against them.

The light responded. It didn't bloom in a formless sphere this time; it structured—crystallising into geometric patterns that hung in the air like three-dimensional rangoli, intricate and luminous and pulsing with a rhythm that matched her heartbeat.

"Better," Veer said. The highest compliment in his vocabulary, apparently.

"What are these patterns?" She rotated one with her fingers—it moved at her touch, fractal edges catching the grey Naraka light. "They look like—"

"Aadya script. The language of the First Ones. Your power naturally forms in their patterns because it is their power. You're not generating energy, Tanvi. You're channelling what they left behind."

She let the constructs dissolve. Her hands tingled—not unpleasantly, more like the pins-and-needles of a limb waking up after being sat on wrong. "So I'm a conduit."

"You're more than a conduit. A conduit is passive—a pipe through which water flows. You are—" He searched for words. Veer always searched for words, as if language were a forest and the right phrase was a specific tree he needed to find. "You are a resonance point. The Aadya left their power distributed throughout reality—in the stones, the rivers, the biological systems of every living thing. That power is dormant. Scattered. But when it encounters a compatible frequency—you—it wakes up. It congregates. It remembers what it was."

"And what was it?"

"Everything."

He said this simply. Without emphasis. The way you'd state a mathematical truth—not dramatic, just factual.

"The Aadya didn't create the world the way a potter creates a pot—separate from their material. They created it the way a mother creates a child—from their own substance. When they vanished, they didn't leave. They became the world. Every atom. Every wave. Every breath of wind. The Aadya aren't gone, Tanvi. They're dormant. And you—" His blood-dark eyes held hers. "You are the alarm clock."

She sat down on the ash-sand. Her legs were shaking—not from physical exhaustion, but from the weight of what he was describing. The hum in her chest was steady, almost purring, as if it approved of this conversation.

"Is that why Indradeva is afraid of me?"

"Indradeva built his entire hierarchy on the assumption that the Aadya are extinct. His throne—his power—his authority over the other eleven—all of it depends on the First Ones staying gone. If the Aadya's power can be woken up—" He let the sentence hang.

"Then his throne is built on a lie."

"His throne is built on a silence that you have the potential to break."

Tanvi looked at her hands. Ordinary hands. Brown, calloused from oyster beds, a scar on her left thumb from a shell that had closed on it two years ago. These hands had shucked oysters and braided her own hair and held Mihir's face and smacked Tejas when he deserved it. Now they were apparently capable of destabilising a three-thousand-year divine monarchy.

"I need chai," she said.



In the evenings—or what Veer designated as evenings—they talked.

Not about strategy. Not about the Aadya or the rebellion or the trials. They talked the way people talk when they've been thrown together by circumstances beyond their control and are slowly, cautiously, learning the topography of each other's minds.

Veer, she discovered, was old. Not metaphorically old, not I've-seen-some-things old—ancient. He'd been born before the Aadya vanished. He was one of the first-generation divine children—born from the union of Yamadeva and a river goddess whose name had been erased from history by Indradeva's propagandists. He remembered the Aadya. Fragments. The way a child remembers a grandparent who died when they were very young—impressions more than memories, feelings more than facts.

"They were warm," he said, sitting across from her in the Kutil's main room. Tanvi was eating nachni bhakri with the mango pickle Kaka had sent—the taste of home, so specific and irreplaceable that every bite was simultaneously comforting and devastating. "That's my clearest memory. Standing in a garden—this garden, actually, before it was part of Naraka—and feeling warm. Not temperature-warm. Loved-warm. The way you feel when someone is thinking about you kindly, even if they're in another room."

"You remember being loved by beings who created the universe?"

"I remember being loved. The scale doesn't diminish the feeling." He watched her eat. There was something careful in his gaze—the attention of a man who had spent so long among the dead that observing the living had become a form of worship. "Your uncle's pickle. What kind?"

"Aam ka achar. Raw mango. Kaka makes it every summer—he uses the small Devgad mangoes, the ones that are too sour for eating, and he does a Konkan-style preparation with mustard oil and hing. It takes three weeks to cure." She held out the jar. "Want some?"

"I don't need to eat."

"I didn't ask if you needed to. I asked if you wanted some."

That pause again. The fractional dissolution of the mask. He took the jar. Put a small amount on his finger. Tasted it.

His face did something extraordinary—cycled through surprise, confusion, pleasure, and something that looked very much like grief, in the space of about two seconds. The face of an immortal being experiencing mango pickle for the first time and discovering that mortal food contained entire civilisations in a single bite.

"It's—" he started.

"Good, right? Kaka would accept nothing less than 'life-changing.'"

"It's like eating preserved sunlight."

"I'll tell him you said that. He'll pretend to be annoyed and secretly be thrilled."

They sat in something that was almost comfortable silence. The Kutil's rib-walls glowed faintly with ambient light—the Aadya architecture responding to Tanvi's proximity, warming the space, making it feel less like a death-realm way station and more like a home.

"Can I ask you something?" Tanvi said.

"You're going to regardless."

"Why are you alone? You're—" She gestured at him. At all of him. "You're one of the Twelve's children. You command an entire realm. Why is this place so—"

"Empty?"

"Lonely."

He looked away. At the wall. At the faded patterns in the stone—Aadya designs, she now knew, ancient and beautiful and slowly being erased by the passage of time.

"The dead pass through Naraka," he said quietly. "Millions of them. Every day. I process their passage—judge the weight of their lives, determine their next incarnation, maintain the machinery of death and rebirth that keeps the mortal world turning. But the dead don't stay. They arrive, they are assessed, they move on. I am the only permanent resident of a place designed for transience."

"For how long?"

"Since the Aadya vanished. Three thousand years, give or take."

Three thousand years. Alone. In a garden-turned-prison, surrounded by the dead, serving a system he was secretly trying to destroy. Tanvi felt something in her chest shift—not the hum, something else, something softer and more dangerous. Empathy. The recognition of a loneliness so vast that it had become architectural, built into the walls of the place he inhabited.

"That's—" She stopped. What word was adequate? Terrible? Unfair? Monstrous?

"It is what it is," he said. The phrase of a man who had long ago exhausted his capacity for self-pity and moved into a harder, cleaner emotional state—acceptance without surrender, endurance without resignation.

"I'm here now," she said. The words came out before she could evaluate them—spontaneous, honest, the kind of thing you say before your brain has time to intervene with caution.

His eyes came back to her. Blood-dark. Ancient. And in them, again, that thing she'd seen at the Choosing—not relief this time, but something adjacent to it. Something that looked, in the right light, like the beginning of hope.

"Yes," he said. "You are."



On the fourth day, Tanvi demanded to see Tejas.

"He's in Chiranjeev's domain," Veer said. "The Mandapa allows visitation between trials, but—"

"No buts. He's my twin. I can feel him being anxious from here. His anxiety tastes like burnt rice."

The corner of Veer's mouth twitched. "Burnt rice?"

"Don't judge our bond's metaphorical vocabulary. Take me to him."

He did. Through the wound-passages that connected Naraka to the greater Mandapa, across light-bridges that solidified under their feet and dissolved behind them, to the bright, airy domain that Chiranjeev had carved out for himself—all white stone and strategic sight lines, the architectural equivalent of a chess player's mind.

Tejas was waiting. He'd felt her coming—of course he had—and was standing at the entrance to his quarters with his arms crossed and his jaw set and his entire body vibrating with the particular frequency of a twin who has been separated from his other half and is very, very unhappy about it.

"Four days," he said. "Four days and no visit. I know you've been busy playing student to Mr. Death over there—" He jerked his chin at Veer, who received this with a composure that suggested he'd been called worse. "—but four days, Tanu. I thought you were dead. Or worse, I thought you were fine and had forgotten about me."

"I could never forget about you. You're too loud."

"Loud? I haven't said a word in four—"

"In here." She tapped her temple. "You've been broadcasting anxiety and terrible jokes non-stop since the Choosing. Last night you were dreaming about fighting a giant fish and the dream was so vivid I woke up with the taste of scales in my mouth."

He deflated. The anger—which had never been real anger, just fear wearing anger's clothes—drained out of him, and he pulled her into a hug that was all bony elbows and too-tight grip and the familiar smell of Tejas: coconut hair oil and slightly stale deodorant and the metallic undertone that his blood-power gave him, like standing next to a generator.

"How are you?" she whispered into his shoulder.

"Terrible. Chiranjeev is smart but cold. He treats me like a weapon to be calibrated, not a person. And his domain is—everything is strategy with him. Moves and counter-moves. I feel like a pawn."

"You're never a pawn, Tej."

"His father is harvesting contestants' powers." Flat. Quiet. "I heard them talking. Chiranjeev and one of Indradeva's advisors. They don't think I understand what's happening, but—" He pulled back. His eyes were hard. "Veer told you. About the real purpose of the trials."

"Yes."

"Is it true?"

Tanvi looked at Veer, standing a respectful distance away, giving the twins their space. He met her gaze. Nodded, once.

"It's true," she said.

Tejas's face went through several transformations—denial, fury, calculation, and finally the particular expression of a man who has identified the enemy and is already planning the attack. The charmer was gone. The boat-tour operator, the mango-peeler, the boy who told outrageous lies about historical monuments—all gone. What was left was something older, something that ran in the Ranade blood alongside the divine power: stubbornness. The absolute, rock-solid, Konkan-cliff stubbornness of a family that had survived everything the coast could throw at them and was not going to be defeated by a celestial parasite with a light fetish.

"Good," Tejas said. "Then we know what we're fighting."

"Tej, this isn't a boat tour. We can't charm our way through—"

"I'm not talking about charm. I'm talking about blood." He held up his hand. The cut from the night before the Choosing had healed, but he drew a new one now—quick, casual, the way another man might crack his knuckles. Blood welled from his palm, dark red, and then moved—rising from the wound in tendrils that wove through the air like living vines. "Chiranjeev has been teaching me to control it. He thinks he's training a weapon for his father. He doesn't know he's training a weapon against his father."

"That's dangerous."

"Everything worth doing is dangerous. Kaka taught us that."

"Kaka was talking about fishing in monsoon season."

"Same principle. Bigger fish." He grinned—the real grin, the one that made people trust him, follow him, hand over their money on a boat tour. "Tanu, I'm in. Whatever you and Death-boy over there are planning, I'm in. We do this together or we don't do it at all."

She looked at her brother. At the blood-tendrils dancing from his palm. At the fire in his eyes that was pure Ranade—pure Devgad, pure salt-and-stubbornness, the same fire that had made Shripati-kaka take in his unwed pregnant sister and raise her divine children and stare down a goddess in a moss sari without blinking.

"Together," she said.

He clasped her hand. Blood and starlight met, and for one incandescent second, the twins' combined power flared—a pulse of energy that rattled the walls of Chiranjeev's pristine domain and made every divine being within a mile radius turn their heads.

In his quarters, Chiranjeev felt the tremor and frowned.

In the highest spire of the Mandapa, Indradeva felt it too. And did not frown. He smiled. The smile of a predator who has just confirmed the location of his prey.




  
    Chapter 7: The Blood Twin

    
    
  
  Tejas Ranade had always been the easy twin.

That was the narrative, anyway—the one Devgad had constructed for them since birth. Tanvi was the serious one, the responsible one, the girl who built an oyster farm from nothing and stared at the sea like it owed her money. Tejas was the light one. The charmer. The boy who could talk his way out of a traffic fine in Malvan and into a free meal at any restaurant between Devgad and Goa.

The narrative was, like most narratives about twins, exactly fifty percent wrong.

Tejas was charming because charm was armour. He smiled because smiling made people look at his teeth instead of his eyes, and his eyes—if you looked too long—contained something that didn't match the grin. Something watchful. Something that had been calculating escape routes since he was old enough to understand that the power in his blood made him dangerous.

Rakta siddhi. Blood mastery.

Of all the gifts the Aadya's residual power could have given a mortal body, his was the most visceral. The most feared. Tanvi's starlight was beautiful—ethereal, romantic, the kind of power that made people gasp in wonder. Tejas's power made people step back. Made them check that the exits were clear. Made them look at him with the particular wariness reserved for things that could kill you before you finished your sentence.

He could feel every drop of blood in every body within a fifty-metre radius. Not abstractly—specifically. He knew the rhythm of every heartbeat, the pressure in every artery, the exact chemical composition of every red blood cell. He could accelerate a pulse. Slow it. Stop it. He could make blood reverse direction in its vessels, pool in the brain, drain from the extremities. He could, if he chose, kill every person in a room by simply thinking about it.

He chose not to. Every day. Every hour. The choosing-not-to was the most exhausting part of being Tejas Ranade.

Chiranjeev's domain was the opposite of Naraka in every way. Where Veer's realm was dark, muted, organic, Chiranjeev's was bright, angular, precise. White stone walls at exact ninety-degree angles. Corridors that intersected in mathematically perfect grids. Training rooms designed with the clinical efficiency of a military installation, because that's what Chiranjeev was—not a god of war (that was Rana Devi's domain) but a god of strategy. The mind behind the army. The brain that moved the pieces while others swung the swords.

He was also, Tejas had decided within approximately four hours, the most insufferable person—divine or mortal—that he had ever met.

"Your control is adequate," Chiranjeev said, watching Tejas manipulate a practice dummy's blood supply. The dummy was a divine construct—a facsimile of a living body, complete with circulatory system, designed for exactly this purpose. "But adequate isn't sufficient. You hesitate."

"I hesitate because I'm manipulating blood. Inside a body. Even a fake one."

"Hesitation in the trials will kill you."

"Recklessness in the trials will make me a monster."

Chiranjeev regarded him. Indradeva's son was—handsome, Tejas supposed, in the way that a well-designed weapon is handsome. Clean lines. Sharp features. Eyes the colour of polished brass, bright and assessing. He moved with the contained precision of someone who had never made an unconsidered gesture in his life.

"You're afraid of your own power," Chiranjeev said. Not unkindly. Clinically. The diagnosis of a strategist identifying a structural weakness.

"I'm aware of my own power. There's a difference."

"Is there?"

Tejas dropped his hands. The practice dummy's blood supply normalised. He turned to face Chiranjeev directly—because Tejas Ranade might be scared, but he'd learned long ago that scared people who face forward are braver than confident people who look away.

"I can feel your blood," he said. "Right now. Your heartbeat is sixty-four beats per minute—slow for a humanoid, which means divine cardiovascular systems are more efficient. Your blood pressure is slightly elevated in your left arm, which means you're tense. Your cortisol levels—yeah, I can read those too—suggest you're more worried about something than you're showing. And there's something else." He tilted his head. "A secondary pulse. Faint. Like an echo. Is that—"

"Stop." Chiranjeev's composure cracked. Hairline fracture, quickly repaired, but Tejas saw it. "That secondary pulse is—it's a divine resonance. Not blood. You shouldn't be able to detect it."

"But I can."

"No mortal should be able to read a divine being's energy signature through their circulatory system. What you're describing is—" He stopped. Reconsidered. "You're not just manipulating blood. You're reading biological information at a molecular level."

"I prefer to think of it as aggressive empathy."

Something shifted in Chiranjeev's brass-coloured eyes. The assessment was still there, but it had deepened—moved from evaluating a weapon's sharpness to considering its potential applications. "This changes your training protocol. If you can read biological data this precisely, you can do more than control blood flow. You can—"

"I can heal." Tejas said it flat. No pride, no drama. A fact he'd discovered at seventeen, when he'd felt the cancerous cells in old Vasanti-aunty's liver from across the room and had spent three sleepless nights figuring out how to redirect her blood flow to isolate and starve them. She'd gone for her check-up a month later and the doctor had called it spontaneous remission. A miracle.

Tejas hadn't told anyone. Not even Tanvi.

"You can heal," Chiranjeev repeated. "And you can—"

"Kill. Yes. Obviously. That's why I hesitate." He met the god's eyes. "The distance between healing and killing, in my power, is the width of an intention. One thought in the wrong direction and I go from doctor to executioner. So yes, I hesitate. I will always hesitate. And if that makes me inadequate for your trials, then I am happy to be inadequate."

The silence in the training room was crystalline. White walls. White floor. Two beings—one mortal, one divine—staring at each other across an ethical chasm that neither could bridge.

"My father wants you to be a weapon," Chiranjeev said finally.

"I know."

"If you refuse—"

"I won't refuse to compete. I'll refuse to be a weapon." Tejas held up his hand. A single drop of blood rose from the cut on his palm—a perfect crimson sphere, hovering at eye level, catching the white-room light like a ruby in a jeweller's display. "This is mine. My power. My blood. Not your father's. Not yours. Mine. And I will use it the way I choose."

Chiranjeev stared at the floating drop of blood. At the young man holding it aloft with nothing but will and divine inheritance. And something complicated crossed his face—an emotion that his strategic mind probably hadn't budgeted for.

Respect.

"Then we'll train on your terms," he said. "But understand—the trials don't negotiate. What comes in those chambers doesn't care about your ethics. It will try to kill you. And if you hesitate at the wrong moment—"

"Then I'll die as someone I'm not ashamed of. Which is more than most divine beings can say."

The drop of blood hung between them, burning red in the white room, and Tejas Ranade—charmer, boat operator, blood mage, terrified twin—did not look away.



That night, lying on a pallet in his assigned quarters (white, sterile, military—Chiranjeev's domain didn't do comfort), Tejas felt Tanvi reach for him through the bond.

Not words. The twin bond didn't work in words; it worked in states—emotional weather patterns that transmitted across whatever invisible frequency connected them. Right now, Tanvi was sending him something warm. Steady. The emotional equivalent of a hand on his shoulder.

I'm okay, he sent back. Not in language. In feeling—a deliberate projection of calm confidence that he didn't entirely feel but that he knew she needed to receive.

Her response was a flicker of amusement. She could always tell when he was performing calm instead of feeling it.

Faker, her mood said.

Always, his mood replied.

He lay in the dark and felt the blood of every being within range—other contestants in nearby quarters, their hearts beating with the particular arrhythmia of fear. Chiranjeev, two floors up, his divine pulse slow and steady. The faint, distant signatures of other Divyas elsewhere in the Mandapa—a constellation of heartbeats, each one different, each one carrying information that Tejas's gift decoded automatically, constantly, whether he wanted it to or not.

Forty-two contestants. The first trial was tomorrow. Not all of them would survive.

He pressed his hand to his chest—the same gesture Tanvi made, the twin reflex, palm over the place where the power lived—and felt his own blood pulse against his fingers.

I will not be a weapon,* he promised himself. *I will be a healer who can fight. There's a difference.

He held onto that difference the way a drowning man holds a rope, and waited for a dawn that wouldn't come in any recognisable form.




  
    Chapter 8: First Trial — The Hunt

    
    
  
  The forest shouldn't have existed.

That was Tanvi's first thought as she stepped through the portal and onto ground that was soft with centuries of leaf rot, into air so thick with green it felt like breathing through a wet cloth. Forests don't grow in divine realms. Forests are mortal things—messy, organic, governed by the slow democracy of evolution rather than the top-down dictatorship of divine will.

But this forest was here, and it was vast, and it was hungry.

"The Vana Pareeksha," Prithvika's voice echoed from everywhere and nowhere—broadcast across the trial space like a celestial PA system. "The Forest Trial. The rules are simple. Survive until the horn sounds. Hunt or be hunted. The forest will provide weapons. The forest will also provide predators. There are no other rules."

Forty-two contestants. Scattered across the forest at random intervals. No allies, no maps, no supplies. Just bodies and powers and the particular terror of being prey.

Tanvi landed in a clearing. Ferns up to her waist, thick as a monsoon-season paddy field. Above her, a canopy so dense that the light filtered through in grey-green shafts, turning the air the colour of old glass. The smell was overwhelming—not unpleasant, but aggressive. Rotting vegetation and fresh sap and the mushroom-funk of mycelium and something else, something under all of it, a metallic sweetness that she associated with—

Blood.

The forest smelled of blood. Old blood. As if the soil itself were saturated with it.

How many people have died in this place?

She shoved the thought away. Veer had prepared her for this—hours of tactical briefings in the Kutil's courtyard, his calm voice laying out strategies with the precision of a military commander who also happened to be the son of the Death God.

Rule one: don't be where they expect you to be.

She moved. Not running—running in a forest was stupid; running made noise, caught on undergrowth, burned energy. She walked. Quickly, quietly, the way Kaka had taught her to move on the mudflats when the crabs were nesting and a wrong footstep could trigger a hundred angry claws.

Her power hummed. In this forest—this ancient, Aadya-adjacent space—the light in her blood was louder than usual, pressing against her skin like a dog straining at a leash. She could feel the trees. Not their physical presence—their history. These were old things. Old and aware, in the slow, patient way that forests are aware, consciousness distributed across root systems and fungal networks.

The forest will provide weapons.

She found one twenty minutes in. A branch—no, not a branch. A staff. Growing from the trunk of an enormous tree at exactly shoulder height, shaped like it had been designed for a human hand, its surface smooth and warm. When she touched it, it detached with a sound like a sigh—the tree releasing it willingly, the way a mother hands a child a tool.

The staff pulsed with faint silver light when she held it. Aadya-made. Of course.

A scream—distant, to her left. High, sharp, cut off abruptly. First contact. Someone had found a predator. Or a predator had found them.

Tanvi gripped the staff and moved deeper into the green.



She found the first predator an hour later, and it was not what she expected.

The creature emerged from the undergrowth with the silence of a thing that had evolved specifically for killing in enclosed spaces—no rustle of leaves, no snap of twigs, just a sudden presence at the edge of her vision that made every nerve in her body fire simultaneously.

It was—roughly—a tiger. The way a nightmare is roughly a memory. Four-legged, massive, feline in its proportions. But wrong. Its stripes were silver on black, and they moved—shifting across its body like living tattoos, rearranging themselves in patterns that Tanvi's brain recognized as Aadya script. Its eyes were the same blood-dark red as Veer's, which was either a coincidence or a message, and she wasn't sure which option was more terrifying.

It looked at her.

She looked at it.

The forest held its breath.

Don't run,* Veer's voice in her memory. *Running triggers the chase instinct. In a hunt trial, the predators are designed to pursue. Standing your ground confuses their programming.

She stood her ground. The staff in her hands hummed—a defensive frequency, almost a warning.

The creature's silver stripes rearranged. It tilted its massive head—a gesture that looked, absurdly, like curiosity. Then it did something that no predator in any trial in three thousand years of Divyarohana had ever done.

It sat down.

And yawned.

Tanvi blinked. The creature blinked back—slowly, the way cats do when they're comfortable, when they've decided you're not a threat and therefore not interesting. Its stripes settled into a static pattern—Aadya script, Tanvi realized, that she could almost read, the way you can almost read a language you studied in school but never used.

"You're... not going to attack me."

The creature's ear twitched. Its tail—long, thick, tipped with silver—swept the forest floor in a lazy arc.

"Because of the Aadya thing. My power. You recognise it."

Another slow blink. The creature lowered its head onto its paws. A sixty-kilo divine predator, curling up at her feet like a housecat.

"Okay," Tanvi whispered. "Okay. That's—new."

A crash from the northwest. Someone fighting—the sounds of power being used, trees splintering, a voice she didn't recognize shouting something in Tamil. Another voice—deeper, panicked—in Hindi.

And then a voice she did recognize.

"TANU!"

Tejas.

She ran. The silver-tiger raised its head, considered, then rose and followed—loping beside her through the undergrowth with the easy grace of a predator that had decided this particular mortal was more interesting alive than dead.

She found Tejas in a clearing fifty metres away. He was standing back-to-back with Mrinal—the Bengali curse-specialist grinning with the manic energy of a woman who had found her element in chaos—while three more of the silver-striped predators circled them. These ones were not sitting down. These ones were snarling, their Aadya-script stripes blazing with aggressive patterns, their blood-dark eyes locked on the two mortals in their centre.

"About time," Mrinal said, not taking her eyes off the circling predators. "I was getting tired of being the only competent person here."

"You've known her four days," Tejas said. "She's always like this."

"I'm a delight and you're welcome." Mrinal's hands were wreathed in dark energy—her curse power, which Tanvi had not yet seen in action. It looked like smoke, if smoke had teeth. "These things are resistant to my curses. I've hit them with bad luck, localized entropy, and my special—which is literally a hex that makes you step on Lego for the rest of your life—and nothing's working."

Tanvi stepped into the clearing. The silver-tiger at her side padded in beside her.

The three circling predators stopped.

Looked at her.

Looked at the tiger beside her—their sibling, their pack-mate, now standing at a mortal's heel like a trained dog.

And, one by one, they sat down.

"What the—" Tejas started.

"Aadya resonance," Tanvi said. "They're Aadya constructs. They respond to me."

"So you're a divine animal whisperer now?"

"I'm a woman with a very confusing job description."

Mrinal lowered her curse-wreathed hands. "I want to be angry that you just solved our problem by standing near it, but honestly, I'm too relieved." She looked at the now-docile predators. "Can they fetch? I want to see if the cosmic tiger can fetch."

"Mrin."

"Right. Priorities. How do we survive until the horn sounds?"

They formed a plan—or rather, Tanvi formed a plan, Mrinal critiqued it, and Tejas charmed a nearby tree into growing a platform high enough to give them a vantage point. The forest was still dangerous—the predators responded to Tanvi, but there were other threats. Other contestants, some of whom had interpreted hunt or be hunted as permission to target their peers. And the forest itself was changing, shifting, corridors of undergrowth rearranging to channel contestants toward each other, forcing confrontations.

They saw three fights from their platform. One between two contestants whose powers were roughly matched—a woman who controlled fire and a man who controlled earth, their clash sending plumes of steam and debris into the canopy. Another, more one-sided—the massive Sikh man, Harjinder, walking through a nest of smaller predators like a truck through a traffic jam, his invulnerability rendering their claws useless.

The third fight was worse.

A boy—young, maybe nineteen, with the ability to manipulate plant life—was cornered by two contestants who had decided that eliminating the competition was more efficient than surviving the forest. They hit him with fire and force while he screamed for help, his plant-constructs burning and crumbling, his green power no match for their combined assault.

Tanvi was moving before she made a conscious decision. Down from the platform. Across the clearing. Staff in hand, power blazing.

"Tanu, wait—" Tejas, behind her. And Mrinal, swearing creatively in Bengali.

She reached the fight. The two attackers—a man with electrical abilities and a woman with sound manipulation—saw her coming and turned.

"Back off," the man said. Electricity crackled between his fingers. "This isn't your fight."

"You're killing a boy."

"This is a trial. People die in trials."

"Not while I'm watching."

She planted the staff. The light erupted—not the gentle glow she'd used in training, but something harder, brighter, a wall of silver-white radiance that slammed into the two attackers and threw them backward. They hit trees. They did not get up immediately.

The plant boy was on the ground. Burned. His clothes were smoking, his skin blistered. He was crying—not the dignified crying of an adult in pain, but the helpless, hiccupping sobs of a teenager who had just learned that the world was capable of being much crueler than he'd imagined.

Tejas arrived. Knelt. Put his hands on the boy's chest.

"What's your name?" Tejas asked. Calm. Focused. The charmer's mask replaced by the healer's concentration.

"R-Rohan." Between sobs. "Rohan Shetty. Mangalore."

"Rohan from Mangalore, I'm going to help you. You'll feel something strange in your blood—don't fight it. It's me."

He worked. Tanvi could feel it through their bond—the precise, surgical application of Tejas's power, redirecting blood flow to damaged tissue, accelerating the repair processes that the body already knew how to do but couldn't do fast enough. The burns began to close. The blisters flattened. Rohan's sobs softened to whimpers, then to confused silence.

"How—how are you—"

"I'm a healer." Tejas said it simply. Without qualification. The first time Tanvi had ever heard him claim the title aloud.

The horn sounded.

Deep, resonant, shaking the canopy. The trial was over. The forest—which had been steadily growing darker, more hostile, more alive—froze, then began to dissolve, the trees and undergrowth and predators dissipating like morning fog.

When the green cleared, the forty-two contestants—thirty-nine, Tanvi corrected, counting the spaces where people should have been—stood on the central platform of the Mandapa, blinking in the amber light.

Three gone. First trial. Three people who had been alive that morning and were now—

Honoured in memory.

Tanvi looked at the empty spaces where they'd stood during the Choosing. A girl from Patna with wind powers. A man from Coimbatore who could manipulate heat. A woman from Ahmedabad whose ability Tanvi never got to learn.

She looked at Rohan Shetty from Mangalore, standing whole and healed because her brother had refused to be a weapon and chosen to be a doctor instead.

She looked at Tejas, and through their bond, she sent him something that wasn't quite a word and wasn't quite a feeling. Something more fundamental than either.

Thank you.

He sent back the emotional equivalent of a shrug. But she could feel the truth underneath: he was shaking. The healing had cost him. Not in energy—in proximity. He'd been inside another person's blood, directing their biology, holding their life in his hands. The distance between healing and killing was, as he'd told Chiranjeev, the width of an intention.

He'd chosen right. This time.

The trials had only begun.




  
    Chapter 9: Antlers and Ashes

    
    
  
  The dead contestants' names were Priyanka Kumari, Sathish Narayanan, and Fatima Bhatt.

Tanvi learned this from Mrinal, who had made it her business to know everyone's name, power, and regional origin within twelve hours of arriving at the Mandapa. "Information is currency," she'd said, adjusting her skull earrings. "And I intend to be rich."

Priyanka had been from Patna. Twenty-one. Wind manipulation. She'd been a kite-maker's daughter—which Mrinal delivered with the particular flatness of someone who recognised irony but refused to dignify it with a reaction. Sathish, twenty-six, from Coimbatore. Heat manipulation. Agricultural scientist. He'd been developing drought-resistant crop strains at a research station in Tamil Nadu when the Summons found him. Fatima, twenty-three, from Ahmedabad. Textile artist. Her power had been—

"Wait," Tanvi said. "What was her power?"

"She could weave reality. Literally. Take threads of existence and rearrange them. Like a loom, but the fabric was—" Mrinal waved her hand. "Causality. Probability. The stuff that makes things happen."

"That sounds—"

"Terrifying? World-changing? Yes. Which is probably why she was dead within the first hour of the forest trial." Mrinal bit a Parle-G biscuit in half. "A woman who could rewrite reality wasn't going to be allowed to survive. Not in Indradeva's system."

The implication settled in Tanvi's stomach like a stone in a well.

"You think she was targeted."

"I think three deaths in the first trial is average. I think a woman who could reshape causality dying first is convenient. I think Indradeva has been running these trials for three thousand years and has had plenty of time to optimise which threats get eliminated early." She dusted crumbs from her kurta. "But what do I know? I'm just a curse-specialist from College Street."

They were sitting in the Mandapa's common area—a broad platform that served as the social hub for contestants between trials. The atmosphere was funereal, which Tanvi supposed was appropriate given that three of their number had just been honoured in memory. Contestants sat in small clusters, speaking in low voices, the easy bravado of the Choosing replaced by the shell-shocked quiet of people who had just learned that divine trials were not metaphorical.

Rohan Shetty from Mangalore was sitting alone at the far edge of the platform. His burns were healed—Tejas's work—but his eyes had the glazed, unfocused look of a teenager whose worldview had been recalibrated by violence. He was nineteen. He could make plants grow. He'd been studying botany at Mangalore University. And twenty-four hours ago, two strangers had tried to burn him alive.

Tanvi walked over. Sat down beside him. Said nothing—because she'd learned from Kaka that sometimes the most useful thing you could do for a person in pain was occupy the same space as them without demanding they perform recovery.

After a while, Rohan spoke.

"The fire guy. The one who attacked me. He's from Lucknow. His name is Vikram. He has a little sister—he showed me a photo of her during the Choosing." His voice was toneless. "He showed me a photo of his sister, and then the next day he tried to kill me."

"People do terrible things when they're scared."

"He wasn't scared. He was strategic. He calculated that I was the weakest target in range and decided that eliminating me would improve his odds." Rohan looked at his hands—hands that could coax seeds into saplings, that could make a garden bloom in barren soil. "Is that what this place does? Turns people into calculations?"

"It's what this place is designed to do. But design isn't destiny."

He looked at her. Young eyes in a young face, searching for something—not comfort, she realised, but evidence. Evidence that the cynical calculation of the trials wasn't the only operating system available.

"Your brother healed me," he said. "He didn't have to. It would have been smarter to keep moving, to conserve his energy, to let me—" He swallowed. "Why did he do it?"

"Because he's a Ranade. And Ranades don't walk past people who are hurting."

"That's not strategic."

"No," Tanvi agreed. "It's not."

Rohan was quiet for a moment. Then: "Can I—is there a group? You and your brother and the Bengali woman with the skull earrings. You seem like you have a—a thing. Can I be part of your thing?"

"Our 'thing' is three people who are making it up as they go along and will probably get killed."

"That's more of a thing than I currently have."

She almost smiled. "Welcome to the thing."



The second trial was announced at what Veer called the third watch—one of the arbitrary time divisions he used to impose structure on Naraka's timeless environment. Tanvi was in the Kutil, practising light constructs, when the Mandapa's announcement system (which seemed to be the air itself, vibrating with Indradeva's voice) delivered the news.

"The Agni Pareeksha. The Trial of Fire. Three days hence."

Veer, who had been observing her practice from the doorway, went very still.

"What?" Tanvi asked, reading his body language the way she'd learned to over the past week—a curriculum of silences and micro-expressions, the physical vocabulary of a man who had perfected the art of saying nothing while communicating everything.

"The Agni Pareeksha is—different. From the forest trial. The forest tested survival instincts. The fire trial tests..." He paused. Chose his words with surgical precision. "Transformation. The contestants enter the flame. The flame burns away what is unnecessary. What remains is—stronger. Changed."

"That sounds painful."

"It is the most painful experience in the Divyarohana. Some contestants enter and never emerge. Others emerge so changed that they are unrecognisable—not physically, but fundamentally. Their power restructures. Their abilities evolve. And their bodies—" He stopped.

"Their bodies what?"

"Mark them. The transformation leaves a physical record. Some gain markings—patterns on their skin. Others develop—" He gestured at his own head. "Growths. Manifestations of their changed power."

"Growths. You're talking about the antlers." She'd heard about this—whispered among the contestants. Previous Divyarohana survivors who had emerged from trials with bone-like protrusions growing from their skulls. Horns. Antlers. Crowns of calcified power.

"The transformation is different for everyone. It depends on the nature of your power and the depth of the fire's reach. For some, the change is subtle—a shift in eye colour, a new pattern of veins visible under the skin. For others—"

"Antlers."

"Among other things."

Tanvi sat down on the Kutil's stone floor. The ash-sand was warm under her legs—Naraka's version of underfloor heating, courtesy of the Aadya architecture that had been slowly waking up in response to her presence.

"Will it change my power?"

"Almost certainly. The Agni Pareeksha forces your abilities through a crucible—strips them down to their essential frequency and rebuilds them at a higher intensity. If you survive, you'll be significantly more powerful."

"If."

"If."

She looked at him. At this man—this ancient, careful, lonely man who had spent three thousand years waiting for something and was now watching it happen with an expression that blended hope with terror in equal measure.

"You're scared for me," she said.

"I am... concerned."

"That's scared, in emotionally-repressed-immortal."

His jaw tightened. Not in anger—in the effort of holding something back. An emotion too large for the container he'd built for it.

"I have watched seven hundred and twelve people enter the Agni Pareeksha," he said. "Three hundred and forty-one emerged. The rest—" He didn't finish.

"Almost half."

"Almost half."

Silence. The Kutil's rib-walls pulsed with faint light, the Aadya architecture doing its slow, quiet work of making a death-realm feel like home.

"Veer."

He looked at her.

"I'm going to survive this. I'm a Ranade from Devgad. We survive monsoons, tax audits, and Kaka's lectures about the declining quality of Alphonso mangoes. I can survive a divine fire."

That thing again—the mask dissolving, the smile underneath. Not wide. Not easy. A smile that had been stored in the dark for millennia and was still learning how to function in the light.

"I believe you," he said. And for reasons she couldn't quite articulate, that felt more significant than anything she'd heard since arriving in the divine realm.



The Agni Pareeksha took place in a chamber at the centre of the Mandapa—a space that Tanvi had not seen before, sealed behind doors of dark metal that opened only when the trial was called. Inside: a pit. Circular. Deep. And at its bottom, fire.

Not mortal fire. Not even divine fire, in the way that Agnisha the Fire Goddess produced it. This was something older. Something that existed before fire had a name, when combustion was still a suggestion and heat was still negotiating its relationship with matter. The flames were white at their core, blue at their edges, and they moved with an intelligence that made Tanvi's stomach clench—coiling and reaching and assessing, like a living thing deciding what to eat.

Thirty-nine contestants stood at the rim. Thirty-nine faces lit from below by ancient fire, each one wearing a different version of the same expression: terror.

"You will enter one at a time," Indradeva's voice announced. "The fire will do the rest."

One at a time. Alone. Into the pit.

Harjinder Singh went first. The massive Sikh man descended the stone steps into the pit with the measured stride of someone who had made peace with the possibility of his own destruction. The flames engulfed him. He disappeared.

Thirty seconds. A minute. Two minutes. The other contestants stood at the rim, barely breathing.

At three minutes, Harjinder emerged.

He was—different. His turban was gone, his hair loose and flowing, and from his temples, curving upward like the horns of a great bull, two ridges of bone had erupted through his skin. Not horns exactly. More like the growth-rings of a tree—concentric arcs of dense, ivory-coloured bone that caught the firelight and refracted it into patterns. His eyes, which had been dark brown, were now gold.

He climbed the steps. Stood at the rim. Looked at his hands—unchanged—then touched the bone growths at his temples with an expression of bewildered wonder.

"Next," Indradeva's voice said. Indifferent to the miracle. Or the horror. Depending on your perspective.

One by one, contestants descended. Some emerged quickly—thirty seconds, a minute—with minor changes. A new pattern of veins on the forearms. Hair that had changed colour. Eyes that glowed faintly in the dark.

Others took longer. Mrinal was in the fire for four minutes, and Tanvi counted every second, her nails cutting crescents into her palms. When Mrinal climbed out, the silver skull earrings had fused to her ears—no, not fused. Grown. The metal had become part of her, silver tracery spreading from her earlobes down her neck in delicate, curse-dark patterns. Her eyes were the same sharp almost-black, but the amber ring around her pupils had widened, burning like a candle behind dark glass.

"Well," Mrinal said, examining her silver-traced neck in a reflective surface. "That's going to make airport security interesting."

Tejas went in at the twenty-third position. Tanvi felt it through the bond—the heat, the dissolution, the terrible intimacy of fire stripping you down to your essential self. She grabbed the rim of the pit and held on, tears streaming, as her brother's pain transmitted through whatever frequency connected them.

He was in for five minutes. When he emerged, the change was—

Dramatic.

His eyes had gone red. Not the blood-dark red of Veer's—a brighter, more vivid crimson, the exact colour of oxygenated blood. Visible veins traced his forearms and neck in patterns that pulsed with their own light—red, rhythmic, mapping his circulatory system on his skin like a living diagram. And at his temples, thin ridges of dark red crystal—not bone, not metal, something in between—traced the contours of his skull like a crown.

"The Blood Crown," someone whispered. Tanvi didn't see who.

Tejas stood at the rim, breathing hard, his new red eyes finding Tanvi's across the circle of terrified contestants. Through their bond, he sent a single, clear signal:

I'm okay. It was horrible. I'm okay.

Then it was her turn.

She descended the steps.

The fire was—

There are no words. Not really. The human language evolved to describe experiences that human bodies could survive, and this fire existed at the boundary of survivability. It was heat and it was cold and it was the sound of everything she'd ever been colliding with everything she could become. It was the oyster beds in Devgad and the smell of Kaka's bombil fry and the taste of Mihir's chai-mouth when he kissed her. It was her mother's face in the photograph—young, beautiful, dying—and the silver-white light that had passed from her body into two newborns on a day when the village lost power for six hours.

It was the Aadya.

They were here. In the fire. Not alive—not anything as simple as alive. They were the substrate. The foundation on which the fire was built. And when Tanvi's Aadya resonance entered the flames, the fire didn't burn her. It welcomed her. It opened like a flower. It sang—a frequency that she'd been hearing her whole life, the hum in her chest, amplified to a volume that transcended sound and became something closer to revelation.

She saw—

Everything. For one fraction of a second that lasted a geological age, she saw the Aadya's plan. The real plan. Not the creation of the world, not the Twelve, not the Divyarohana. The plan that existed underneath all of it, the way the ocean exists underneath the waves. A pattern so vast that only the Aadya could conceive it, and so simple that once you saw it, you couldn't believe you'd ever missed it:

They didn't vanish. They became. Everything. And they left the key inside the blood of their most vulnerable creation—the mortals they'd made as afterthoughts—because the afterthought was the point all along.

Then the vision ended. The fire receded. And Tanvi climbed the steps on legs that felt new—reforged, restructured, made of something denser and more luminous than what she'd descended with.

She stood at the rim.

The contestants stared.

At her eyes—which had gone from dark brown to silver-white, the colour of starlight seen through clear water. At her hair—which now held threads of actual light, fine strands of luminescence woven through the black. At her hands—which glowed, faintly, permanently, as if the light that had lived behind her sternum had migrated outward and taken up residence in her skin.

And at her back.

She couldn't see it herself—not then, not until Mrinal showed her, hours later, using a mirror—but the others could. From her shoulder blades, extending six inches past her shoulders on either side, two structures had grown. Not wings. Not antlers. Something in between—frameworks of silver-white crystal, delicate and complex, that pulsed with light in rhythm with her heartbeat. Like the skeleton of wings. Like the bones of something that hadn't finished becoming.

"Aadya marks," Veer said later, his voice barely above a whisper, his blood-dark eyes wide with something that had long since transcended concern and entered territory he didn't have a name for. "I've never seen—in seven hundred cycles, I've never seen—"

"Am I okay?"

"You're more than okay." He reached out. His fingers hovered near the crystal structures at her shoulders—close enough that she could feel the cold of his skin, the death-realm chill that was his inheritance. "You're awake, Tanvi. Fully awake. The fire didn't transform you. It activated you."

She turned to face him. Her new silver-white eyes met his blood-dark ones. And in the space between them—that charged, resonant, terrifying space that had existed since the moment they'd first locked eyes at the Choosing—something shifted. Deepened. Became less like attraction and more like gravity.

"So what happens now?" she asked.

"Now," he said, "we find out what you can really do."




  
    Chapter 10: The Court of Indradeva

    
    
  
  The banquet was a trap disguised as a celebration.

Tanvi knew this because Veer told her, and Veer told her because he'd watched Indradeva use banquets as intelligence-gathering operations for three thousand years. "He feeds you. He flatters you. He watches how you interact, who you trust, who you fear. By the end of the evening, he knows exactly how to break you."

"Lovely. And I have to attend because—"

"Because refusing a divine invitation is a declaration of war, and we're not ready for war yet."

The banquet hall was in Indradeva's domain—the highest spire of the Mandapa, a space that made Tanvi's oyster-farm-trained brain short-circuit with its excess. Everything was light. The walls were light. The floor was light. The ceiling was light shaped into architecture, luminous columns supporting radiant arches, the whole structure a cathedral of photons designed to remind every visitor that Indradeva controlled the most fundamental force in the universe.

The surviving thirty-six contestants—three more had been lost in the Agni Pareeksha—were dressed in provided garments. Tanvi's was a sari the colour of midnight, which she suspected was Veer's doing, or perhaps the Mandapa's tailoring system responding to her patron's aesthetic. The fabric was impossibly light, like wearing woven moonlight, and it made the silver-white crystal structures at her shoulders gleam.

Tejas, beside her, wore a kurta of deep crimson that matched his new blood-red eyes. His Blood Crown—the ridges of dark crystal at his temples—caught Indradeva's radiance and refracted it into ruby sparks. He looked, Tanvi thought, like a warning dressed for a party.

"Stop fidgeting," she murmured.

"I'm not fidgeting. I'm strategically adjusting my—"

"You're fidgeting."

"Fine. I'm fidgeting. This kurta itches. How can a divine garment itch? That seems like a design flaw in the universe."

Mrinal materialised at Tanvi's elbow—she had a talent for materialising, appearing in conversations like a footnote that had detached from its text and gone wandering. Her silver-traced neck glowed faintly against the dark green of her sari, and her skull earrings—now permanently fused to her body—clinked with a sound that was almost musical.

"Status report," she said, in the tone of a woman delivering intelligence. "Indradeva has seated us according to patronage—his champions closest to the head table, the rest in descending order of political favour. You and Death-boy are at the far end. Which means either he doesn't consider you a threat, or he considers you the biggest threat and wants you where he can see you."

"Which one?"

"The second one. Obviously."

The food was—extraordinary. And confusing. The divine catering staff (lesser Divyas, apparently, beings of intermediate power who served the Twelve's household) had produced a spread that blended cuisines with the chaotic generosity of a wedding buffet designed by a committee with no common language. There was biryani—multiple biryanis, Hyderabadi and Lucknowi and a Kolkata-style version with potatoes that made Mrinal gasp with homesickness. There was dosa, crisp and enormous, with sambar that smelled like every temple kitchen Tanvi had ever walked past. There was fish curry—not Konkan-style, something Northern, cream-based, which was the culinary equivalent of cultural appropriation but tasted good enough that Tanvi decided to forgive it. There was dal makhani that glistened with butter. There was raita and pickle and papad and curd rice and—

"They're trying to make us comfortable," Tejas observed, loading his plate with an amount of biryani that violated several laws of physics. "Food from home. They've researched each contestant's regional cuisine."

"That's either incredibly thoughtful or incredibly creepy."

"With divine beings, those are the same thing."

Tanvi ate carefully, aware of Indradeva's presence at the head table—a presence that was impossible to ignore, the way it's impossible to ignore the sun. He was in full ceremonial form tonight, his light-body turned up to a frequency that made the air around him shimmer, his crystallised-dawn armour replaced by robes that appeared to be made of woven aurora borealis. He looked magnificent. He looked like a tyrant who had learned that magnificence was the most effective form of control.

Beside him sat the other Twelve—or rather, the ones who had chosen to attend. Tanvi counted nine. Prithvika, the Earth Goddess, looking uncomfortable in the excessive luminosity. Agnisha, the Fire Goddess, whose hair blazed like a torch in the radiant hall. Kuberon, the Wealth God, draped in so much gold that he clanked when he moved. Kaladeva, the Time God, ancient and thin, with eyes that didn't seem to be looking at the present moment.

And Yamadeva. Veer's father. The God of Death and Justice.

He was—terrifying. Not in the way Indradeva was terrifying (overwhelming power, aggressive display). Yamadeva was terrifying the way a cliff edge is terrifying—through the simple, undeniable fact of what he represented. He was dark, darker even than Veer, with eyes that contained no colour at all—just depth, endless depth, the visual equivalent of looking into a well and not seeing the bottom. He sat very still. He said very little. The air around him was colder than the air around anyone else, and the contestants nearest to him had unconsciously leaned away, the way the body leans away from a precipice.

Veer was not seated with his father. He was at the far end of the table, near Tanvi, in the position of minimum prestige—the son of Death, choosing exile over proximity to the throne. His face wore its habitual mask, but Tanvi could read the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands rested on the table (flat, deliberate, controlling their stillness the way you control a dangerous animal).

"Your father," she said quietly.

"My father."

"He looks—"

"I know what he looks like. Please don't finish that sentence."

A beat. Then: "He has your cheekbones."

Veer blinked. Whatever he'd expected her to say, it wasn't that. "He—what?"

"Your cheekbones. The way the bone sits under the skin. You got that from him. Your jaw, too. And the way you hold your head when you're trying not to react to something—that exact angle. I've watched you do it a hundred times in training, and he's doing it right now."

She wasn't sure why she'd said it. Probably because she could see, under Veer's mask, the particular pain of a person sitting in the same room as a parent they loved and couldn't reach—and she knew that pain, had carried a version of it every day of her life under a framed photograph of a woman she'd never met.

Veer's mask cracked. Not fully—not here, not under Indradeva's surveillance. But a hairline fracture. Enough to show her what was underneath.

"He knows about the rebellion," Veer said, barely audible. "He's known for centuries. He doesn't approve. He doesn't disapprove. He simply—waits. That's what the God of Death does. He waits for things to reach their conclusion."

"That must be—"

"Maddening. Yes."

Indradeva stood. The hall went silent—not the voluntary silence of polite attention, but the involuntary silence of a room full of people whose vocal cords had been temporarily overridden by divine authority.

"Champions." His voice filled every corner. Every crack. It got inside Tanvi's ears and set up residence. "You have survived the Vana Pareeksha and the Agni Pareeksha. You have been tested in survival and transformation. Thirty-six of you remain."

Out of forty-two,* Tanvi thought. *Six dead. In two trials.

"The remaining trials will test deeper qualities. Courage. Wisdom. Desire. Fate. Endurance. Each trial is designed by one of the Twelve, according to their domain. Each trial will eliminate those who are—insufficient."

Insufficient. The word landed like a slap. Clean, precise, designed to sting without leaving a visible mark.

"But tonight is not for trials. Tonight is for communion. For the divine and the mortal to share space. To understand each other." His smile was radiant. Literally—photons increased in the area around his mouth when he smiled. "Eat. Drink. Be known."

Be known.* Translation: *be surveilled.

The banquet resumed. Conversations started up—tentative, strategic, the social manoeuvring of people who knew they were being watched. Tanvi saw Chiranjeev move through the crowd with the fluid efficiency of a diplomat, stopping at each contestant's seat for precisely calibrated small talk. She saw Agnisha, the Fire Goddess, laughing with a group of northern contestants—a big, warm laugh that seemed genuine but probably wasn't. She saw Kaladeva, the Time God, staring at Mrinal with an intensity that made Tanvi's skin crawl.

And she saw Indradeva watching her.

Not covertly. Not through sidelong glances or peripheral attention. He was staring at her directly, openly, with the unblinking focus of a being who had never needed to be subtle because subtlety was for creatures who feared consequences.

His eyes found the crystal structures at her shoulders. The light woven through her hair. The silver-white glow of her irises. The Aadya marks that the Agni Pareeksha had activated.

And in those luminous, magnificent, terrifying eyes, Tanvi saw something she recognised.

Not admiration. Not curiosity.

Hunger.

He knows what I am,* she thought, and the hum in her chest—which had been quiet during the banquet, politely contained—surged. *He knows, and he wants it.

She looked away. Found Veer's eyes. Through whatever silent communication they had developed—not the twin bond, something else, something built from proximity and trust and the slow recognition of a shared enemy—she transmitted a single message:

He's watching.

Veer's response was the faintest inclination of his head. I know. I'm watching too.

The banquet continued. The food was excellent. The company was dangerous. And somewhere in the gleaming, light-saturated heart of Indradeva's domain, a trap was being set.

Tanvi ate her biryani. She complimented the raita. She laughed at Mrinal's joke about curse-resistant divine tableware. She performed normality with the precision of a woman who had been performing normality her entire life.

And underneath the performance, behind the silver-white eyes and the crystal wings and the ancient power humming in her blood, she was planning.




  
    Chapter 11: The Conspiracy

    
    
  
  "I need to show you something."

Veer said this in the Kutil, three days after the banquet, in the tone of a man who has been building toward a confession for centuries and has finally run out of reasons to postpone it. His blood-dark eyes were steady, but his hands—those long, careful hands that she'd watched gesture through countless training sessions—were not.

"Show me," Tanvi said.

He led her deeper into Naraka than she'd ever been. Past the Kutil. Past the black-flower gardens. Past the mercury rivers and the dark stone towers. Into a part of the death-realm that felt older—not just architecturally but temporally, as if time itself moved more slowly here, thick and viscous, amber-like.

The passage ended at a door.

Not a grand door. Not ornate or imposing. A small door, set into the dark stone at waist height, requiring you to duck to enter—a deliberate design choice, Tanvi realized. The Aadya, who had built this place, had wanted anyone entering this room to bow first.

"What's behind it?"

"The truth."

She ducked through.

The room was circular. Small—barely large enough for four people standing. Its walls were covered, floor to ceiling, in Aadya script—not the dead, faded symbols she'd seen elsewhere in Naraka, but living text, glowing with silver-white light, rearranging itself in slow, continuous patterns like words in a conversation that had been running for millennia.

In the centre of the room, floating at eye level, was an object.

A thread.

A single thread of light—silver-white, like Tanvi's power, but denser, more concentrated. It hung in the air, unsupported, vibrating at a frequency that she felt in her molars. And from this thread, like branches from a trunk, thinner filaments extended in every direction—through the walls, through the ceiling, through the floor, disappearing into the fabric of reality itself.

"The Sutra," Veer said. "The Thread. The Aadya left it here before they—before they became. It's a record. A living document of everything they intended when they created the world."

Tanvi stepped closer. The thread responded to her—brightened, reached for her the way the oysters had reached, the way the black flowers reached, the way everything Aadya-made reached for the resonance in her blood.

"Can I—"

"Touch it? Yes. You're the only one who can. I've tried. Everyone in my rebellion has tried. The Sutra only responds to Aadya resonance, and you're the first person in three thousand years who carries enough of it to activate the interface."

She reached out. Her fingers touched the thread.

The room exploded.

Not physically. Informationally. Data poured into Tanvi's mind through the contact point—not words, not images, but understanding. Direct knowledge transfer, bypassing language entirely, writing itself into her neural pathways the way the Aadya had written themselves into the fabric of reality.

She saw the truth.

The Divyarohana was not a trial. It was a harvest.

Every cycle—every generation of Blessed who were gathered, tested, broken—Indradeva siphoned their power. Not all of it. Not obviously. But enough. A fraction from each contestant, drawn off during the trials through mechanisms embedded in the trial chambers themselves. The Agni Pareeksha—the fire that had transformed her, that had killed six contestants—was the most efficient extraction point. The flames didn't just transform; they tithed. A percentage of each contestant's newly elevated power was redirected through the fire's architecture directly into Indradeva's throne.

Three thousand years of tithing. Hundreds of cycles. Thousands of Blessed, each one contributing a fraction of their divine inheritance to a king who had built his monarchy on theft.

And the contestants who "failed"—who were stripped of their powers and returned to the mortal world—hadn't failed at all. They'd been drained. Emptied. Their power extracted completely and fed to the throne, their memories of the process erased, their bodies returned to the mortal world as husks of what they'd been.

And the dead—

Tanvi's stomach clenched.

The dead were the ones whose power was too strong to extract safely. The ones whose divine inheritance resisted the tithing mechanism. They didn't die in the trials because they were weak. They died because they were too strong, and the extraction process destroyed them.

Fatima Bhatt. The woman from Ahmedabad who could weave reality. She hadn't been killed by the forest trial. She'd been killed by the harvesting mechanism, because her ability to reshape causality was too powerful to be safely drained, and the system had resolved the error by eliminating the source.

"How long have you known?" Tanvi whispered, pulling her hand from the thread. Her fingers were trembling. Her vision was spotty—the data dump had overloaded something in her visual cortex, and the room kept pulsing in and out of focus.

"Since the beginning. My father—Yamadeva—he was there when Indradeva designed the system. He opposed it. He was overruled. He's been opposing it quietly ever since, in the way that the God of Death opposes things—by waiting. By watching. By cataloguing every soul that passes through Naraka with the knowledge that it passed too soon."

"And you?"

"I inherited my father's patience and my mother's anger. A river goddess, remember. Rivers are patient too—until they flood." He was standing in the doorway of the small room, his tall form bent to fit the Aadya's humble architecture. "I've been building a network for the last eight hundred years. Former contestants who survived the trials and kept their memories. Children of the Twelve who disagree with Indradeva's rule. Lesser Divyas who remember the Aadya and want them back."

"How many?"

"Enough to create pressure. Not enough to win. Not without—" He looked at the thread. At her. At the space between them where the Aadya's living text glowed and rearranged. "Not without the key."

"Me."

"The Aadya resonance you carry. It's not just power, Tanvi. It's authority. The Aadya designed the world. Their signature is in every atom, every wave, every living cell. If that signature can be broadcast—amplified—it overrides everything Indradeva built. His throne. His hierarchy. His harvesting system. All of it was constructed on top of Aadya architecture. Wake the architecture up, and the construction collapses."

"You're asking me to destroy a three-thousand-year divine order."

"I'm asking you to restore the one that existed before it."

The Sutra pulsed between them. Its filaments reached through walls, through stone, through the layers of reality that separated Naraka from the mortal world. Tanvi imagined those threads extending all the way to Devgad—through the mudflats, through the oyster beds, through the walls of Kaka's kitchen where the faded calendar and her mother's photograph kept their silent vigil.

"Who else knows?" she asked. "About all of this. The harvesting. The truth about the trials."

"Among the contestants? Just you and your brother, now. Among the Twelve—my father. Prithvika suspects but hasn't committed. Varundev, the Ocean God, has been sympathetic. The others—" He shook his head. "Some are complicit. Some are ignorant. Some are afraid."

"And Chiranjeev? Tejas's patron?"

"Chiranjeev is his father's son. Strategic. Cold. He knows the system is flawed, but he calculates that reforming it from within is safer than revolution. He is wrong, but he is not evil."

Tanvi sat down on the floor of the small room. Cross-legged. The way she sat on the mudflats. The way she sat at Kaka's kitchen table. A grounding posture—connecting her body to the earth (or the nearest equivalent), feeling the solidity under her, reminding herself that she was real and present and not drowning in revelations.

"Okay," she said.

Veer waited.

"Okay. I'll do it. Not because you asked me to. Not because the Sutra showed me the truth. Because six people are dead, and Indradeva is going to keep killing, and the system is going to keep harvesting, and somewhere in Devgad there's an old man who sent mango pickle to the afterlife because he loves his niece more than he fears the divine, and I am not going to let that man's trust be wasted."

She stood. The crystal structures at her shoulders caught the Sutra's light and blazed—silver-white, ancient, alive.

"But I have conditions."

"Name them."

"One: Tejas is in. Everything you tell me, you tell him. We don't work separately."

"Agreed."

"Two: Mrinal. She's smart, she's loyal, and she has a curse that makes people step on Lego. I want her in the network."

A twitch at his mouth. "Agreed."

"Three: when this is over—if we win, if we survive—the Blessed go home. All of them. Not stripped. Not drained. They go home with their powers intact, to their families, to their lives. They get to choose whether to stay divine or return to being mortal. That's a choice nobody's given them before."

"Agreed."

"Four—" She hesitated. This was the condition she hadn't planned. The one that emerged from somewhere underneath strategy, underneath anger, underneath the Aadya resonance and the crystal wings and the weight of cosmic responsibility. The condition that came from the part of her that was still just Tanvi Ranade, oyster farmer, Devgad girl, the woman who'd been loved by a woodcarver on a volcanic rock.

"Four: you tell me the truth. About everything. Not just the rebellion. Not just the politics. About you. About why you chose me at the Choosing. About why the hum in my chest goes quiet when you touch my hand. About what this is—" She gestured between them. At the charged space. At the resonance that had existed since the first time their eyes met. "—because I don't think it's just politics, and I don't think it's just Aadya frequency, and I need to know."

Veer's mask was gone. Completely, utterly gone. What was left was—

Raw.

"It isn't politics," he said. "It isn't frequency. It's—" He stopped. Started again. The God of Death's son, who had spent three millennia perfecting the art of composure, failing to complete a sentence. "When I was young—before the Aadya vanished—I asked my mother what love felt like. She said it felt like a river finding the sea. Not the dramatic part—not the waterfall, not the rapids. The quiet part. The estuary. Where fresh water meets salt and both become something new."

He looked at her. The blood-dark eyes, ancient and afraid and hopeful.

"When you took my hand at the Choosing, the silence in my realm—the silence I've lived in for three thousand years—it broke. Something inside me that had been still since the Aadya disappeared started moving again. Like a river. Finding the sea."

The Sutra's light pulsed between them—the Aadya's living text, rearranging itself into new patterns, new configurations, as if the ancient intelligence embedded in the thread was recording this moment. Archiving it. Recognising it as significant.

Tanvi took his hand.

Cold. Deep-earth cold. But underneath the cold—warmth. Buried. Preserved. The warmth of a man who had been storing heat in the dark for three thousand years and was finally, terrifyingly, allowing it to surface.

"Okay," she said. "Condition four is met."

The Sutra blazed.

The room sang.

And in the small, humble space that the Aadya had built at the heart of Naraka—a space designed for bowing, for truth, for the moments when the universe decides to change direction—two people stood hand in hand and began the work of dismantling heaven.




  
    Chapter 12: Desire Consumes

    
    
  
  The third trial was Svapnika's.

The Goddess of Dreams and Illusions designed her trial the way a spider designs a web—with geometric precision, lethal patience, and the absolute confidence that her prey would walk into it voluntarily. Because that was the horror of Svapnika's domain: you didn't fight it. You wanted it. You walked toward the trap with your arms open and your heart racing, and by the time you understood what was happening, the silk was already around your throat.

"The Kama Pareeksha," Mrinal said, reading the announcement with the flat delivery of a woman who had already decided to be angry about it. "The Trial of Desire. Each contestant will enter Svapnika's chamber individually. Inside, they will face their deepest desire manifested in physical form. The trial ends when the contestant either masters their desire or is consumed by it."

"Consumed," Tejas repeated. "That's a euphemism."

"For what?"

"I'm choosing not to speculate."

They were in the common area—Tanvi, Tejas, Mrinal, and Rohan, who had officially joined their alliance and was contributing primarily through anxious questions and an encyclopaedic knowledge of plant biology that was occasionally useful and always endearing. Thirty-three contestants remained. Three more had been lost in the second round of the Vana Pareeksha—a repeat hunt trial with escalated predators that had been, in Mrinal's words, "the forest's way of saying it wasn't finished with us."

Tanvi hadn't told the others about the Sutra. About the harvesting. About Veer's rebellion. That information was a weapon, and weapons in the wrong hands—or at the wrong time—could detonate prematurely. She'd told Tejas, through the bond, in feelings rather than words, transmitting the shape of the truth without the specifics. He'd understood. He always understood.

"Svapnika is one of the Twelve most loyal to Indradeva," Veer had told her during their last training session. "Her illusions are his surveillance network. She sees what people want, and she reports it. The Kama Pareeksha isn't just a trial—it's an interrogation."

"So whatever I desire in that chamber, Indradeva will know about it."

"Yes."

"Then I need to desire something that won't give him ammunition."

"You need to desire the truth. That's the only thing that Svapnika's illusions can't weaponise—because the truth, fully confronted, dissolves the illusion. Every other desire—power, love, safety, revenge—can be twisted. Used against you. But if what you truly want is to see clearly, the chamber has nothing to show you that you haven't already chosen to face."

Easy for him to say. He was a three-thousand-year-old immortal who had presumably made peace with his desires several millennia ago. Tanvi was a twenty-four-year-old oyster farmer from Devgad who hadn't even made peace with her feelings about Mihir Patil, let alone her cosmic destiny.



She entered the chamber alone.

The door sealed behind her—not with a sound, but with a sensation. The feeling of being enclosed. Wrapped. Contained in something that was paying very, very close attention to the contents of her mind.

The chamber was—nothing. White space extending in every direction, featureless, the visual equivalent of silence. She stood in it and felt Svapnika's power pressing against her consciousness like fingers testing the ripeness of a fruit.

Then the nothing changed.

It became Devgad.

Not a version of Devgad. Not an approximation. The real Devgad—perfect in every detail, down to the specific shade of rust on the Sindhudurg fort's cannon barrels and the exact pattern of cracks in the concrete step of Kaka's house where Prithvika's jasmine still bloomed.

She was standing on the mudflats. Dawn. The Arabian Sea stretched before her, grey-blue, calm. The air tasted of salt and cashew flowers. A koel screamed from the orchard. Her feet were bare. The mud was cool between her toes.

And there—walking toward her from the direction of the village, carrying two kulhad chais, his sawdust-stained jeans cuffed at the ankle, his Royal Enfield Bullet parked on the road behind him with the engine ticking as it cooled—

Mihir.

"Tanu." His voice. His exact voice. Warm, unhurried, Konkan coast in human form. "I brought chai."

Her heart cracked. Not broke—cracked. A structural failure in the wall she'd been building since the day she left, a wall made of duty and destiny and the firm belief that she had no right to want what she wanted, because wanting was a luxury and she had a divine monarchy to overthrow.

"You're not real," she said. Her voice cracked too.

"I'm as real as you need me to be." He held out the chai. The clay cup was warm. She could smell the ginger. She could feel the steam on her face. "Come home, Tanu. The oysters miss you. Kaka misses you. I—"

"Stop."

"—miss you. Every day. The bed is cold. The workshop is quiet. The Bullet stalls every morning because it only runs properly when you kick-start it with that specific angle you do—"

"Stop."

She was shaking. The light in her blood was surging—not the controlled, trained surges of her sessions with Veer, but the raw, ungoverned eruptions of a power responding to emotional overload. Silver-white light bled from her palms, her shoulders, the crystal structures at her back. The Devgad illusion flickered under the assault—the sky glitching, the sea stuttering, Mihir's face pixelating for a fraction of a second before reassembling.

"This is what you want," the Mihir-illusion said. Still warm. Still gentle. Still heartbreaking. "This is your deepest desire. Home. Safety. A life where you're just Tanvi. Just the oyster farmer. Just the girl who loves a woodcarver on a coast where the mangoes are always sweet and the sea always comes back."

"I know what I want."

"Then take it."

She looked at him. At this perfect reconstruction of the man she loved—because she did love him, she could admit that here, in the privacy of an illusion, where admission cost nothing and denial gained nothing. She loved Mihir Patil. She loved his steady hands and his patient eyes and his stubborn loyalty and his chai-and-sawdust smell and the dent in his Bullet's tank that he called romantic.

But.

"I want something more than this," she said.

The illusion shifted. Mihir's face wavered—not disappearing, but waiting. As if the chamber was asking: more than what?

"I want the truth. Not the comfort. Not the escape. I want to see what's real—what Indradeva has built, what it costs, what it takes to dismantle it. I want to see clearly. Even if what I see is terrible. Even if what I see means I can never come home to this—" Her voice broke. "—to this beautiful, perfect, impossible life that I want so badly it makes my teeth ache."

The illusion dissolved.

Mihir dissolved. Devgad dissolved. The mudflats, the chai, the koel, the cashew flowers—all of it dissolved, and what was left was—

The truth.

She saw the chamber as it really was. Not white space. Not Devgad. A mechanism. A machine. Thousands of threads—divine energy conduits—woven into the walls, the floor, the ceiling, each one designed to latch onto a contestant's desire and pull. To extract emotional energy the way Indradeva extracted divine power. To leave the contestant drained, docile, compliant.

And she saw the others. Not in the chamber—she was alone here—but through the threads, through the conduits that connected all the individual chambers. She saw the other contestants, each in their own illusion, each facing their own desire. Some were fighting. Some were weeping. Some had already surrendered—sitting on the floor of their chambers, wrapped in illusions so complete that they'd forgotten the illusions weren't real.

And she saw three contestants whose threads had gone dark. Whose conduits had stopped flowing. Whose chambers were silent.

"Consumed," she whispered.

Three more. Dead. Not from violence. From wanting too much. From desire so strong that the extraction mechanism couldn't modulate it, and the system had resolved the error the way it always did—by eliminating the source.

Tanvi stood in the naked truth of Svapnika's chamber and felt the anger hit her like a monsoon wave—massive, cold, relentless. Anger at Indradeva. Anger at the system. Anger at the elegant, invisible cruelty of a trial that killed you with your own longing.

The crystal structures at her shoulders blazed. The Aadya resonance surged—not outward, not destructive, but penetrating. It reached into the chamber's walls, into the threads, into the machine that Svapnika had built, and it understood the architecture. Read the code. Found the seams.

And with a precision that surprised even her, Tanvi reached through the conduits and sent a pulse of Aadya light into every chamber.

Not enough to disrupt the trial. Not enough to alert Svapnika or Indradeva. Just enough—a whisper of silver-white through the illusion-threads—to remind every contestant currently lost in their desire that the desire wasn't real. A gentle nudge. A hand on the shoulder. Wake up.

She felt them respond. One by one. Contestants blinking, shaking their heads, pulling back from the illusions. Some managed to break free entirely. Others simply gained enough clarity to endure—to ride the desire instead of being drowned by it.

Not all of them. She was too late for the three who'd gone dark. But the others—

The others survived.

The chamber's door opened. Tanvi walked out on legs that felt hollow, into the Mandapa's amber light, and found Veer waiting.

His face told her he knew. He'd felt the pulse. He'd felt the Aadya resonance extend through the chamber system like a hand reaching into a machine.

"You saved them," he said.

"I saved some of them. Not all."

"That's—" He stopped. Considered. "That's what it means to be what you are. You can't save everyone. But you can change the odds."

She leaned against the wall. The stone was warm—Naraka's warmth, radiating through the Mandapa's structure, the death-realm's way of reaching through the architecture. Her body was exhausted. Her mind was a battlefield. And somewhere underneath the exhaustion and the anger and the grief for three more names she'd never learn, there was—

Clarity.

The trial had shown her desire. And her desire was the truth. And now she had it—the mechanical truth of Svapnika's chamber, the architectural truth of Indradeva's harvesting system, the personal truth of what she wanted and what she was willing to sacrifice to get it.

"Veer."

"Yes."

"I'm ready. For whatever comes next. I'm ready."

He looked at her. Those blood-dark eyes. That mask of composure, which she now understood was not coldness but conservation—a man preserving his energy for the moment when it would matter most.

"I know," he said. And offered his hand.

She took it. Cold. Deep-earth cold. And underneath, always, the warmth.

They stood in the corridor outside the chamber where desire went to be weaponised, and they held each other's hands, and they did not speak, because some things are more real in silence.




  
    Chapter 13: Fire and Falling

    
    
  
  The bodies were laid out in the Mandapa's lower level—a space Tanvi hadn't known existed until Mrinal led her there, past a staircase that descended into cool, dim stone.

Three bodies. Arranged on slabs of white marble. Eyes closed. Faces peaceful—which was the cruelest part, because they had died in the grip of their deepest desires, and the last thing their minds had processed was not pain but pleasure. The illusion had consumed them so completely that they'd died happy. Which, Tanvi thought, was a very specific kind of horror.

Nikhil Pradhan, twenty-two, from Pune. Computer science student. Power: probability manipulation. He'd been quiet during the Choosing—the kind of quiet that comes from being deeply overwhelmed rather than deeply calm. His desire, Tanvi learned later, had been to undo a car accident that had killed his younger brother three years ago. Svapnika's chamber had shown him the world where the accident never happened. He'd walked into that world and never walked out.

Amara Obi, twenty-five, from Goa. Her mother was Nigerian, her father Goan—she'd grown up between two cultures and had never fully belonged to either. Her power was empathic projection—the ability to transmit emotions directly into other people's minds. Her desire had been belonging. A place that was fully, completely hers. The chamber had built it for her, and she'd stayed.

Kavitha Rajan, twenty-seven, from Chennai. Mathematician. Her power was pattern recognition at a cosmic scale—she could see the mathematical structures underlying reality. Her desire had been understanding. Complete, total comprehension of the universe's operating code. The chamber had started showing her, and the data stream had been so vast, so beautiful, so right that her mortal brain had overloaded trying to contain it.

Three people. Three desires. Three deaths that would be recorded as "trial casualties" and forgotten by everyone except the people who had loved them.

Tanvi stood in the dim lower level and felt the anger build. Not the hot, reactive anger of the moment—the cold, structural anger of a person who has identified a systemic injustice and decided to disassemble it bolt by bolt.

"I want to remember their names," she said to Mrinal.

"Already committed to memory. Nikhil Pradhan, Amara Obi, Kavitha Rajan. Plus the six from earlier: Priyanka Kumari, Sathish Narayanan, Fatima Bhatt, Darshana Singh, Ravi Thakur, Lakshmi Nair." Mrinal counted on her fingers. "Nine dead. Thirty-three remaining. And we're not even halfway through."

"How many trials are there?"

"Nobody knows for certain. The Divyarohana's structure changes every cycle. But historically—" She paused. "Historically, the casualty rate is forty to sixty percent."

Forty to sixty percent. Of forty-two people. That meant somewhere between seventeen and twenty-five people would die before this was over.

"Unless we stop it," Tanvi said.

Mrinal looked at her. The silver tracery on her neck glowed faintly—her curse power responding to her elevated emotions. "Is that what we're doing? Stopping it?"

"You're a curse specialist, Mrin. You manipulate bad luck. I'm asking you: can you curse a system?"

"A system?"

"The Divyarohana. The trials. The harvesting mechanism underneath them. Can you curse the machinery?"

Mrinal's eyes—dark, amber-ringed, sharp as the skull earrings that had fused to her body—widened. Then narrowed. The calculating look of a woman whose intellect had just been presented with a challenge worthy of it.

"A curse is a disruption in the probability field surrounding a target," she said slowly. "The more specific the target, the more effective the curse. A person is easy—they have defined boundaries, clear identity, concentrated probability signature. A system is harder. But not impossible. If the system has an architecture—nodes, connections, a structure I can map—then I can find the points of maximum vulnerability and introduce targeted entropic events."

"In normal language?"

"I can break it. If you show me what it looks like."

Tanvi held out her hand. "Then let me show you."

She touched Mrinal's forehead. Gently—a fingertip, nothing more. But through the contact, she channelled a pulse of Aadya resonance—a compressed burst of the knowledge she'd gained from the Sutra, the architectural truth of the trial system, the web of threads and conduits that Indradeva used to harvest divine power.

Mrinal gasped. Her body went rigid. The silver tracery on her neck blazed white-hot for an instant, then settled into a new configuration—the curse-power recalibrating itself to process the data it was receiving.

When Tanvi withdrew, Mrinal's expression had changed. The sardonic default was gone, replaced by something Tanvi had never seen on her face: cold fury.

"He's killing them," Mrinal said. "He's killing them and using their deaths as fuel."

"Yes."

"How long?"

"Three thousand years."

Mrinal was silent for ten seconds. For Mrinal Bose, who hadn't been silent for ten consecutive seconds since she learned to speak, this was seismic.

"I'm in," she said. "Fully in. And I want to make it hurt."



In the days between the Kama Pareeksha and the next trial, the alliance solidified.

Tanvi, Tejas, Mrinal, Rohan. Four mortals who had decided—with varying degrees of confidence and terror—that the divine order was broken and they were going to break it further. They met in Naraka, in the Kutil's main room, because Naraka was the one domain Indradeva's surveillance didn't fully penetrate. Veer's territory. Veer's protection.

Tejas was the strategist. Despite his charmer exterior, his mind worked like his power—precisely, analytically, reading the flows of information and influence the way he read the flows of blood in a body. He mapped the political landscape of the Twelve, identifying fault lines, potential allies, irredeemable enemies.

"Indradeva's coalition is built on fear and dependency," he said, drawing diagrams on the Kutil's stone floor with a stick of charcoal—because Tejas Ranade, blood mage and aspiring revolutionary, still thought best with analogue tools. "Nine of the Twelve actively support him. Yamadeva opposes but doesn't act. Prithvika is sympathetic but uncommitted. Varundev is—"

"An ocean," Mrinal supplied. "Hard to read, impossible to redirect once he starts flowing."

"Exactly. So we need to convert the uncommitted and isolate the committed. Start with Prithvika—she has the strongest connection to the Aadya through her earth domain. And she already showed sympathy when she came to Devgad. That wasn't standard protocol—she could have sent messengers, but she came personally. That means something."

Rohan contributed botanical metaphors. "It's like root rot," he said earnestly, sketching plant anatomy next to Tejas's political diagrams. "The corruption is in the root system—Indradeva's throne. You can't fix root rot by treating the leaves. You have to expose the roots."

"The boy's not wrong," Mrinal said, eating Parle-G biscuits with the focused intensity of a woman fuelling a cognitive engine. "Though I'd have gone with 'termite infestation,' personally. More dramatic."

Tanvi listened. Absorbed. Planned. And in the quiet moments—the pauses between strategic discussions, the brief interludes when the others were sleeping or eating or processing their fear—she trained.

Veer pushed her harder now. The initial curriculum—light control, resonance mapping, Aadya frequency modulation—had been foundation work. Now they were building the house.

"You're holding back," he said, standing in the courtyard, his dark kurta damp with the condensation that perpetually clung to Naraka's air. "I can feel it. There's a frequency you're not accessing—a deeper register. You touch it and pull away."

"Because it's terrifying."

"What does it feel like?"

She closed her eyes. Reached inward. Past the familiar hum, past the trained control, past the Aadya resonance that she'd learned to summon and shape. Down. Deeper. To the place where the light became something else—not light exactly, but the potential for light. The raw, unstructured power that the Aadya had woven into the foundations of existence. The power that existed before the categories—before light and dark, before hot and cold, before life and death.

"It feels like everything at once," she said. "Like standing at the edge of the universe and leaning forward. Like being about to fall into—into all of it. Every possibility. Every outcome. Every version of reality that could exist but doesn't yet."

"That's the Aadya's creative frequency. The one they used to build the world. It's not just power, Tanvi—it's potential. Raw, unlimited, undifferentiated potential."

"And if I let it loose?"

"Then you reshape reality itself. And nothing—not Indradeva, not his throne, not his three-thousand-year harvest—can stand against it."

"Or I lose control and unmake everything."

"That is also a possibility. Yes."

She opened her eyes. Looked at him. This man who stood in the courtyard of his lonely realm and asked her to reach for the power that could save the world or destroy it, with the calm of someone who trusted her to know the difference.

"You have a lot of faith in an oyster farmer," she said.

"I have faith in a woman who chose truth over comfort in a room designed to give her everything she wanted. That's not something power can teach. That's character. And character is what determines whether the potential creates or destroys."

She looked at her hands. Glowing. Always glowing now—the permanent silver-white luminescence that the Agni Pareeksha had made part of her. Oyster-farmer's hands. Calloused from shell-work. Scarred from knife-slips. Carrying the power of the beings who made the universe.

"Okay," she said. "Show me how."




  
    Chapter 14: The Ocean's Memory

    
    
  
  Varundev's trial was water.

Not the simple, mortal water of the Arabian Sea that Tanvi had grown up with—the warm, salt-heavy, fish-populated water that she could read like a language. This was divine water. Primordial. The water that had existed before oceans, when H2O was still an idea that the universe hadn't fully committed to.

The trial chamber was a sphere—a perfect, transparent globe suspended in the Mandapa's architecture, filled with water that glowed a deep, bioluminescent blue. The contestants would enter individually, submerge, and retrieve something from the bottom. What that something was, the announcement didn't specify. "You will know it when you find it," Varundev had said, in the maddeningly cryptic tone that ocean deities apparently cultivated as a personality trait.

Tanvi stood at the sphere's entrance—a circular opening at the top, like the mouth of a well—and looked down into the blue.

"How deep is it?" she asked Veer, who had accompanied her to the trial staging area. He wasn't allowed inside the sphere—patrons could observe but not interfere—but he'd walked her here, and his presence at her shoulder was a specific kind of reassurance. Like having a lighthouse visible from a rough sea.

"Deeper than it appears. Varundev's water doesn't follow mortal physics. The sphere is ten metres across on the outside. Inside—" He paused. "Inside, it's the ocean. All of it. Every ocean that has ever existed, compressed into a single body of water."

"That's impossible."

"It's divine. The two concepts overlap more often than physicists would like."

She looked at him. The crystal structures at her shoulders caught the blue light from the sphere and refracted it into prismatic patterns on the stone floor. "Any advice?"

"Don't drown."

"Inspirational."

"I'm the Warden of the Dead, not a motivational speaker." But his mouth twitched—the almost-smile that she'd learned to read like a barometer, tracking the weather of his carefully controlled emotional landscape. "Trust the Aadya resonance. Water was one of their primary mediums—they used it to store information, to transmit power, to encode memory. If the water in that sphere is primordial, then your resonance will recognise it. Let it guide you."

She nodded. Took a breath. Tasted the air—salt, brine, the deep mineral tang of water that had never seen sunlight. Familiar. The sea had always been familiar to her, since before she understood why.

Now she understood why.

She dove.



The water closed over her head like a hand closing into a fist.

For the first three seconds, it was just water—cold, dense, pressing against her body from every direction. Her lungs held air. Her eyes adjusted. The bioluminescent blue surrounded her, featureless, like being suspended in a sapphire.

Then the water recognised her.

She felt it happen—a shift in the liquid's behaviour around her body, from passive resistance to active engagement. The water began to move. Not random currents—structured flows. Channels forming around her limbs, directing her, guiding her downward with a purpose that felt almost maternal. The way a river carries a leaf—not carelessly, but with the quiet intention of a force that knows where things need to go.

She descended.

The blue deepened. The light changed—from bioluminescent glow to something older, a luminescence that came from within the water itself, as if the molecules were remembering how to shine. And as she sank deeper, the water began to show her things.

Memories.

Not her memories. The water's memories. The ocean's memories. Stretching back—back past the formation of continents, past the cooling of the planet, past the first rain that fell on hot stone and began the chemical process that would eventually produce life. She saw the Aadya—glimpsed them, refracted through water's ancient perspective—vast presences that moved through the primordial ocean like thoughts through a mind.

She saw them create.

Not deliberately—not with tools or plans. They created the way water creates: by flowing, by finding the path of least resistance, by filling every space available until the space became the shape. They poured themselves into existence. They became the ocean. The ocean became the world. The world became aware. And the awareness looked up from the water and asked the first question any consciousness has ever asked:

What am I?

Tanvi's lungs burned. She needed air. But the water—the Aadya water, the primordial medium—wasn't done with her. It carried her deeper still, past the memories of creation, into a stratum of the sphere that felt different. Warmer. More concentrated. As if the water here had been distilled—filtered through millennia until only the purest information remained.

And at the bottom—if a sphere compressed from infinite oceans could have a bottom—she found it.

A pearl.

Not a pearl like the ones her oysters sometimes produced—small, irregular, commercially worthless. This pearl was the size of her fist. It glowed with silver-white light. It was warm to the touch. And when her fingers closed around it, the hum in her chest—the hum that had been her constant companion since birth—harmonised with the pearl's frequency, and Tanvi understood what she was holding.

An Aadya memory.

Not a fragment. Not a residue. A complete, intact, deliberately preserved memory—the Aadya's equivalent of a message in a bottle, placed in the deepest water they could find, waiting for someone with the right resonance to retrieve it.

The memory flooded into her through the contact.

She saw a woman.

Not mortal. Not divine. Something in between—or rather, something that made the distinction meaningless. She was tall, dark-haired, with eyes that shifted colour like the sea in changing weather. She was standing on a coastline—this coastline, Tanvi realised with a shock that almost made her inhale water. The Devgad coastline. The exact stretch of mudflats where Tanvi had grown up.

The woman was speaking. Not in any language Tanvi recognized—in frequencies, in vibrations, in the electromagnetic spectrum of meaning that the Aadya used instead of words. But the pearl translated, turning the frequencies into understanding:

When you find this, the silence will have lasted long enough. We did not vanish. We became the world you stand on. We became the water you swim in. We became the blood in your veins. We are not gone. We are everywhere. And you—whoever you are, reading this, holding this pearl in human hands—you are the frequency we chose. The note we hid in the music. The word we left in the margin.

The Twelve will have built something on our silence. That is expected. Power always fills a vacuum. But the vacuum was a choice—our choice—and the filling was temporary. The music continues. The note is still there. And now you have found it.

Remember: you are not the weapon. You are the wake-up call.

The memory ended. Tanvi clutched the pearl and kicked upward—lungs screaming, vision darkening at the edges, her body demanding air with the primal desperation of an organism that has pushed its survival envelope to the tearing point.

She broke the surface.

Gasped. Coughed water—salt water, primordial water, Aadya-encoded water that tasted like every ocean she'd ever swum in and several she hadn't. She hauled herself out of the sphere's opening and collapsed on the stone floor, clutching the pearl to her chest, breathing in great ragged gulps.

Veer was there. On his knees beside her. His hands on her shoulders—cold, steady, an anchor in the chaos of oxygen debt and revelatory overload.

"What did you find?"

She opened her hand. The pearl sat on her palm, glowing, pulsing, alive with three-thousand-year-old purpose.

"A message," she said. "From the Aadya. Directly. To me."

His blood-dark eyes went wide. The mask—that permanent, three-millennia-thick mask of controlled composure—shattered completely. What she saw underneath was not the strategist, not the rebel leader, not the Warden of the Dead. What she saw was a man who had been waiting for this moment for longer than human civilisation had existed, and who had just watched it arrive in the hands of a woman from a fishing village.

"What did they say?"

She told him. Every frequency. Every meaning. The woman on the coastline. The message in the pearl. You are not the weapon. You are the wake-up call.

Veer sat back on his heels. His hands dropped from her shoulders. He looked at the pearl—this impossible artefact, this message in the deepest bottle, this proof that the Aadya had planned everything. The silence. The wait. The resonance point. Her.

"Three thousand years," he said. His voice was rough—not with emotion exactly, but with the strain of containing an emotion too large for any container. "I've been waiting three thousand years, and the answer was in the water the whole time."

"The answer was always in the water," Tanvi said. "That's the whole point. They became the water. They became everything. We've been living inside their plan our entire lives."

She sat on the stone floor of the Mandapa, soaking wet, holding a glowing pearl, sitting next to the son of the Death God, and felt—for the first time since this insane, terrifying, world-reshaping journey had begun—something that wasn't fear or anger or determination.

Hope.

Not the fragile hope of someone wishing for a better outcome. The structural hope of someone who has found evidence that the foundation is sound, that the architecture is deliberate, that the story has a design even when the characters can't see it.

The Aadya had a plan. She was part of it. And the plan was not destruction. The plan was waking up.

She looked at Veer. He looked at her. Between them, the pearl glowed, and the crystal structures at her shoulders sang, and somewhere in the deep water of the sphere behind them, the primordial ocean remembered what it had always known:

That the silence was never the end.

It was the breath before the beginning.




  
    Chapter 15: The Quiet Between

    
    
  
  There are moments in every war—even divine ones—when the machinery of conflict pauses, and what fills the silence is something unbearably human.

This was one of those moments.

The fifth trial had been announced: five days hence. Rana Devi's trial—the War Goddess's domain. It would be combat. Direct, physical, lethal. The announcement had landed on the surviving thirty contestants like a rock thrown into still water, sending ripples of fear through the Mandapa's population.

Five days. Five days of preparation. Five days of knowing that the next test wouldn't be a forest or a fire or a flood but a person—another contestant, another scared mortal with divine power, standing across from you with instructions to fight.

In the space between the announcement and the trial, something shifted.

Tanvi didn't plan it. Didn't choose it. It happened the way tides happen—the slow, inevitable movement of a force that responds to gravity rather than intention.

She was in the Kutil. Night, or Naraka's equivalent. The bruise-coloured sky had deepened to near-black, with the silver veins pulsing at their dimmest—Naraka's version of starlight, faint and strange and strangely beautiful. The black-flower gardens were closed, their petals folded, the plants sleeping in whatever way that alien botany slept.

She couldn't sleep. The Aadya pearl sat on the table beside her pallet—glowing softly, its light a metronome of reassurance in the dark. She held it sometimes, when the anxiety was worst, and felt the Aadya message pulse through her: You are not the weapon. You are the wake-up call.

The knock on her door was so quiet she almost missed it.

Veer stood in the corridor. Barefoot. His dark kurta was untucked, his hair loose—she'd never seen his hair loose before, always tied back, always controlled, and the sight of it falling past his shoulders made something in her stomach do a slow, complicated turn.

"I can't sleep either," he said. As if they'd been having a conversation and this was the continuation rather than the beginning.

"Do you sleep?"

"Not in the way you do. But I rest. I—process. And tonight, processing is—" He searched for the word.

"Difficult?"

"Insufficient."

She stepped aside. He entered. The Kutil's room was small—her pallet, a table, a chair, the pearl on its surface, the Aadya patterns on the walls glowing in response to her proximity. With two people in it, the space became intimate by default.

He sat on the chair. She sat on the edge of the pallet. The distance between them was three feet. It felt like three inches.

"Tell me something," she said. "Something that isn't about the rebellion or the trials or the Aadya. Something that's just—you."

The request seemed to disarm him more completely than any question about divine politics. His blood-dark eyes blinked. Once. Twice. The processing speed of a man recalibrating his conversational parameters.

"I carve," he said.

"You—what?"

"Wood. Stone. Sometimes bone, when the death-realm provides it. I carve." He held up his hands—long-fingered, precise, the hands she'd watched direct her training with such controlled authority. "It started as—I'm not sure when. Centuries ago. The dead bring things with them sometimes—objects, trinkets, fragments of their mortal lives. Most of it dissolves. But occasionally, a piece of wood or stone survives the transition. I started shaping them. Turning them into—" He gestured vaguely. "Things."

"Things?"

"Animals, mostly. Birds. I have a particular weakness for birds."

The image landed in Tanvi's mind with such specificity that it took her breath away. The Warden of the Dead, the most feared being in the divine hierarchy, sitting alone in his ancient realm, carving wooden birds from the fragments of mortal lives.

"Mihir carves," she said. And then immediately wished she hadn't, because Mihir's name in this room—in this context, in the intimate dark of Naraka with Veer's loose hair and bare feet and the three-foot gap that felt like three inches—was a complication she wasn't ready to navigate.

"Your woodcarver." Veer said it without inflection. Without judgment. But she heard the question underneath—the unasked what is he to you?

"He's—" She stopped. What was Mihir? Boyfriend felt too small. Partner felt too formal. Lover was inaccurate—they'd kissed, held hands, shared space and time and the slow accumulation of devotion that happens when two people grow up in the same small town and discover that the familiarity hasn't bred contempt but something quieter and more powerful. They'd never slept together. Devgad's social codes—and Tanvi's own fear of what her power might do in moments of lost control—had maintained a boundary that both of them pretended was cultural rather than supernatural.

"He's the person I was before I came here," she said finally. "He's Devgad. He's the mudflats and the chai and the life I built. He's—real. In a way that all of this—" She gestured at the glowing walls, the bruise-sky visible through the narrow window, the impossible architecture of a death-realm. "—isn't."

"Is that what you want? Real?"

"I don't know what I want. That's the honest answer. I know what I should want—to go home, marry the good man, run the oyster farm, live a life that my uncle would be proud of. And part of me does want that. Desperately."

"And the other part?"

She looked at him. At the loose hair and the bare feet and the blood-dark eyes that held three millennia of loneliness and eight hundred years of quiet rebellion and—somewhere underneath all of it—the warmth. The preserved, buried, carefully guarded warmth of a man who remembered being loved by the beings who created the universe and had spent every moment since trying to find his way back to that feeling.

"The other part of me is sitting in a death-realm at midnight talking to you," she said.

The silence that followed was not empty. It was full—pressurised, the way air is pressurised before a storm, every molecule carrying charge, the entire atmosphere leaning toward the moment of release.

"I should tell you something," Veer said. His voice had changed—dropped to a register she hadn't heard before, lower and rougher, the voice underneath the voice, the one that the mask usually covered. "About why the hum in your chest goes quiet when I touch you."

"Yes."

"It's a resonance match. Your Aadya frequency and my death-realm frequency—they're complementary. Opposite poles of the same spectrum. The Aadya created. Naraka processes the end of creation. Beginning and ending. Birth and death. Your power and mine are—" He paused. "—designed to meet."

"Designed."

"The Aadya didn't leave things to chance. If your frequency quiets in my presence, it's because they intended it to. We were—planned. The resonance between us. The connection. It was part of their design."

Tanvi absorbed this. The revelation that her feelings—the pull, the gravity, the quiet that descended when Veer's cold hand touched hers—were not spontaneous but engineered. Programmed by beings who had become the universe and left instructions in the fabric of their creation.

"Does that bother you?" she asked. "That we might be—predetermined?"

"Does it bother you?"

"I'm asking first."

He was quiet for a long time. The pearl pulsed on the table. The Aadya patterns shifted on the walls—slow, contemplative rearrangements, as if the ancient intelligence in the stone was thinking along with them.

"The Aadya designed the ocean," he said. "They designed the tides. They designed the fact that water flows downhill and that the moon pulls the sea. But the specific wave that hits a specific shore at a specific moment—that isn't designed. That's the system expressing itself. The design creates the conditions. The conditions create the moment. And the moment is—" He looked at her. "—real."

"Even if the conditions were planned?"

"The conditions for every human love story were planned—by evolution, by geography, by the specific chain of events that puts two people in the same place at the same time. Does that make the love less real?"

"No."

"Then neither does this."

Three feet. Three inches. The distance was collapsing—not physically, but in every other dimension. In the dimension of honesty, where they were standing face to face with nothing between them. In the dimension of need, where three thousand years of loneliness and twenty-four years of hiding were reaching for each other across a gap that got smaller every time one of them spoke the truth.

Tanvi stood up. Crossed the three feet. Stood in front of him where he sat in the chair, close enough that she could feel the cold radiating from his skin—the death-realm cold that was his inheritance, his curse, the physical manifestation of the domain he'd been given and the isolation that came with it.

She put her hands on his face.

His skin was cold. His jaw was tense—the muscles locked, the tendons standing out, the whole structure of his composure straining against the pressure of what was happening. His eyes were open. Looking up at her. Blood-dark and ancient and terrified.

"You're shaking," she said.

"I haven't been touched in three thousand years."

The words hit her like a physical blow—not because they were dramatic, but because they were true. Simple. Factual. The quiet confession of a man who had lived so long without human contact that the sensation of fingertips on his jaw was seismic.

She leaned down. Pressed her forehead to his. The point of contact was warm—her warmth meeting his cold, the temperatures negotiating, finding equilibrium. Her Aadya resonance met his death-realm frequency, and the hum in her chest didn't just go quiet.

It sang.

A new frequency. Not hers. Not his. Theirs—a harmonic that existed only in the overlap, the way a chord exists only when two notes sound together.

"Tanvi," he said. Her name. The first time he'd said it without the distance of formality or the framework of strategy. Just her name. In the dark. In the death-realm. In the three inches of space between his mouth and hers.

"I know," she said. "I know."

She kissed him.

His lips were cold. Then warm. Then something beyond temperature—a sensation that she had no vocabulary for, the feeling of kissing someone whose existence was complementary to yours at a fundamental, atomic, Aadya-designed level. The crystal structures at her shoulders blazed. The pearl on the table flared. The Aadya patterns on the walls erupted into new configurations—faster, brighter, more complex, as if the ancient intelligence in the stone was celebrating.

He kissed her back. Careful at first—the caution of a man handling something he's afraid to break. Then deeper. His hands—those carving hands, those death-realm hands, cold and precise and shaking—came up to cradle her face, mirroring her gesture, and the symmetry of it made her chest ache.

They stayed like that. Forehead to forehead. Mouth to mouth. His cold, her warmth. His silence, her song. The beginning and the end, meeting in the middle of a war, in the quiet between trials, in a room so small that there was no space for anything except the truth.

When they finally separated—minutes or hours later, time had stopped meaning anything—Veer's face was transformed. The mask was not just gone; it was dismantled. Taken apart piece by piece and set aside, deliberately, the way a man removes armour when he's decided that vulnerability is braver than protection.

"I should go," he said. His voice was wrecked—hoarse, rough, the vocal equivalent of a wall with the plaster stripped off, all raw stone underneath.

"You should stay."

He looked at her. At the room. At the pallet. At the three thousand years of loneliness that he was carrying and the twenty-four years of hiding that she was carrying and the combined weight of their respective isolations, which was enormous and which was, in this moment, lighter than it had ever been.

"If I stay—"

"Then you stay. And we figure out the rest in the morning."

He stayed.

They didn't sleep. They talked—the kind of talking that happens after a first kiss breaks the seal on a conversation that's been waiting to happen since before both parties were born. He told her about the river goddess—his mother, whom Indradeva had banished when Veer was still young, whose name had been erased from divine history but whose face Veer had carved from memory into a thousand wooden birds. She told him about Suvarna—her mother, the half-divine woman who had died giving birth to twins who carried starlight and blood in their veins, whose photograph hung in Kaka's kitchen, whose mango pickle recipe was the closest thing to a maternal inheritance that Tanvi possessed.

Two people who had lost their mothers. Two people who had been shaped by absence. Two people who had found, in the dark of a death-realm, the presence they'd been missing.

When Naraka's sky lightened to its daytime purple-grey, Veer left. He touched her face once more—gently, the way you touch something precious that you're still not sure you're allowed to have—and walked out of the Kutil into his ancient, lonely, slowly-awakening domain.

Tanvi sat on the edge of her pallet. The pearl glowed on the table. The Aadya patterns on the walls had settled into a new configuration—stable, luminous, content.

She pressed her hand to her chest. The hum was there—changed. Richer. A chord instead of a single note.

I am in so much trouble, she thought.

And smiled.




  
    Chapter 16: Blood and Blade

    
    
  
  Rana Devi's trial was exactly what Tanvi had feared: a colosseum.

Not a metaphorical colosseum. An actual, physical, architecturally enthusiastic arena—circular, tiered, with seating carved from red stone that rose in concentric rings around a fighting floor of packed crimson sand. The War Goddess had built it with the aesthetic sensibility of someone who genuinely believed that violence was beautiful, and the result was simultaneously magnificent and obscene.

"She's made a cricket stadium for murder," Tejas said, standing at the arena's entrance, his blood-red eyes scanning the structure with professional assessment. "Complete with VIP boxes."

The VIP boxes—elevated platforms draped in divine fabrics—held the Twelve. They watched from above, as they always did, with the detached interest of spectators at a sport they'd invented and would never have to play.

The rules were simple. Paired combat. Contestants drawn at random. Fight until one yields or cannot continue. Non-lethal force was encouraged but not required. That word—encouraged—was doing the heavy lifting of an entire ethical framework, and Tanvi did not trust it.

Thirty contestants remaining. Fifteen fights.

The first three bouts were—manageable. Powers clashing, bodies thrown, the sharp crack of divine energy against divine energy. Nobody died. Two contestants yielded quickly—a boy from Jaipur whose gravity-dance couldn't match a girl from Nagpur's stone-hardening ability, and a woman from Bangalore who surrendered gracefully when her opponent, a man from Chandigarh with sound manipulation, ruptured her eardrums with a focused sonic pulse. (Tejas healed the eardrums afterward. Nobody asked him to. He just did it, kneeling in the red sand with his Blood Crown glinting, his hands on the woman's head, his face set in the fierce concentration of a man who would not allow preventable suffering while he had the power to stop it.)

The fourth bout was Harjinder Singh versus a woman named Kaveri Menon from Kochi—a slight, quiet woman whose power was kinetic absorption. She could take any force directed at her and redirect it. Harjinder, functionally invulnerable, hit her with everything he had. She absorbed it all, redirected it back, and the resulting feedback loop—unstoppable force meeting immovable object—shattered the arena floor in a ten-metre radius. The bout was declared a draw. Both contestants were carried out on stretchers of divine light.

The seventh bout was Mrinal's.

She faced a man from Hyderabad—broad, muscular, with the ability to generate electromagnetic pulses. He was bigger, stronger, and his power had more raw destructive potential. Mrinal was five-foot-two, a hundred and ten pounds, and her combat training consisted of one summer of krav maga classes at a gym in Salt Lake City, Kolkata.

She won in forty-five seconds.

Not through strength. Through malice. Precise, targeted, exquisitely calibrated malice. She hit him with a cascade of micro-curses—each one individually minor, collectively devastating. Bad luck with his footing. A cramp in his right calf at exactly the wrong moment. His power misfiring—the electromagnetic pulse redirecting into his own nervous system for a fraction of a second, just long enough to make his legs buckle.

He went down. Mrinal stood over him, skull earrings glinting, silver-traced neck glowing, and said, "Yield," in a voice that made it clear the alternative was more of the same.

He yielded.

"That was cruel," Tanvi said afterward.

"That was efficient," Mrinal corrected. "Cruelty wastes energy. I simply ensured that every possible variable broke in my favour. That's not cruelty—it's statistics."

"Statistics with a grudge."

"All statistics have grudges. That's what makes them interesting."

The twelfth bout was Tejas's.

His opponent was Vikram Tiwari—the man from Lucknow who had tried to burn Rohan alive in the forest trial. The electrical-power user. The one who had calculated that eliminating the weakest target was the optimal strategy.

The arena fell quiet when their names were called. Not the respectful quiet of an audience watching sport. The hungry quiet of a crowd that senses something personal.

Tejas walked onto the red sand with the loose-limbed ease of a man who had decided, before the fight began, exactly how it would end. His blood-red eyes found Vikram across the arena. His Blood Crown caught the light.

"I want you to know," Tejas said, conversationally, as if they were discussing the weather rather than preparing for combat, "that I can feel your heartbeat from here. I can feel the adrenaline in your bloodstream. I can feel the cortisol spiking in your adrenal glands. I know exactly how scared you are."

Vikram's electricity crackled between his fingers. His face was set. Hard. The face of a man who had committed to a strategy and would not be shamed out of it.

"I'm not scared of you."

"That's what the cortisol says. Your body disagrees."

The horn sounded. The fight began.

It lasted three minutes. Three minutes that felt like three hours, because Tejas—who had spent weeks training under Chiranjeev's strategic tutelage and his own moral framework—did not fight the way anyone expected.

He didn't attack. He defended. Vikram threw everything—lightning bolts, electromagnetic pulses, concentrated electrical arcs that turned the red sand to glass. Tejas absorbed it. Not with a shield, not with deflection. With blood. His own blood, drawn from cuts on his palms, forming a liquid barrier that conducted Vikram's electricity harmlessly into the arena floor.

"You're not fighting," Vikram snarled, frustration cracking his composure.

"I'm not fighting because I don't need to. You're fighting because you're scared, and scared people exhaust themselves. I just have to wait."

And wait he did. For three minutes, Tejas stood in the centre of the arena, his blood-barrier absorbing attack after attack, his face calm, his posture relaxed, while Vikram expended every joule of energy his body could produce.

When Vikram's attacks finally sputtered—when the electrical reserves ran dry, when his arms dropped, when his body sagged with the particular emptiness of a person who has given everything and has nothing left—Tejas lowered the blood barrier.

Walked across the arena.

Stood in front of Vikram.

And extended his hand.

"Yield," Tejas said. Not a command. An offer. The emotional equivalent of a door being held open.

Vikram looked at the hand. At the man behind it. At the blood mage who could have ended this fight in seconds—who could have stopped his heart, drained his blood, done to him what he had tried to do to Rohan—and had instead chosen to wait. To endure. To win without violence.

"Why?" Vikram whispered. "Why didn't you just—"

"Because that's not who I am."

Vikram took his hand. The arena erupted—not in cheers, not in boos, but in the complicated, uncertain sound of thirty people recalculating their understanding of what power was for.

In the VIP box, Indradeva watched. His expression was—interested. The particular interest of a predator encountering prey behaviour it hasn't seen before.

Chiranjeev, beside his father, watched too. And on his face—for the first time since Tejas had known him—something that wasn't strategy.

Pride.



Tanvi's bout was last.

She stood on the red sand and faced a woman named Devyani Sharma from Delhi—tall, sharp-featured, with the ability to manipulate gravity in localised fields. Devyani was Indradeva's direct champion—chosen by the King of the Divyas himself, trained in his domain, wearing his light like armour.

The implication was not lost on Tanvi. Or anyone.

"He's testing you," Veer had warned her, in the hours before the trial. "Devyani is his instrument. Through her, he'll gauge your power—how much you've grown, what you can do, where your limits are. Don't show him everything."

"How much should I show?"

"Enough to win. Not enough to threaten."

Devyani struck first. Gravity shifted—the arena floor tilted under Tanvi's feet, pulled sideways, tried to throw her off balance. Tanvi planted the Aadya staff (which she'd kept from the forest trial—it had bonded to her, apparently, the way the predators had bonded) and poured light through it. The staff anchored her, creating a zone of normalised gravity that Devyani's manipulation couldn't reach.

They circled each other. Testing. Probing. Two women with complementary powers—Tanvi's light, ancient and creative; Devyani's gravity, fundamental and destructive—dancing a slow, cautious dance on crimson sand.

Devyani escalated. The gravity field intensified—crushing pressure, the weight of ten, twenty, fifty G's concentrated into a sphere around Tanvi's body. The staff groaned. The sand compressed. Tanvi's knees buckled.

And the Aadya resonance inside her—the deep register, the one Veer had been training her to access—pushed back.

Not with light. With something else. The creative frequency. The raw, undifferentiated potential that the Aadya had used to build the world. It erupted from Tanvi's body in a wave—not visible, not audible, but real—that hit Devyani's gravity field and rewrote it.

The gravity didn't dissipate. It transformed. The crushing field became a lifting field—a gentle, supportive upward force that raised Tanvi from the sand and held her at eye level with Devyani, who was staring at her with the particular horror of a person whose weapon has just been turned into a flower.

"What—" Devyani started.

Tanvi didn't let her finish. She sent a pulse of Aadya light through the transformed gravity field—using Devyani's own power as a delivery mechanism—and the pulse hit Devyani like a wave hits a cliff. Not destructive. Overwhelming. A wall of radiance so complete that it bypassed Devyani's defences entirely, because it wasn't an attack. It was a revelation. A compressed burst of Aadya truth—the same truth that the pearl had shown Tanvi in the water trial—broadcast directly into Devyani's mind.

Devyani dropped.

Not unconscious. Not injured. But—changed. She sat on the red sand and stared at Tanvi with wide eyes that held the particular glassiness of a person who has just had their worldview fundamentally restructured.

"Yield," Tanvi said.

Devyani yielded. Not because she couldn't fight. Because she'd seen something in the light that made fighting seem pointless.

The arena was silent.

In the VIP box, Indradeva was no longer interested. He was alarmed. Tanvi could see it—the fractional change in his luminous expression, the tightening around his eyes, the way his light-body flickered at its edges.

She'd shown too much. Veer's warning echoed in her mind: Enough to win. Not enough to threaten.

She'd crossed the line.



"He knows," Veer said. They were in the Kutil, after. His voice was flat. His face was the mask again—fully deployed, every crack sealed. "The way you transformed her gravity field. That's Aadya-level reality manipulation. No mortal contestant should be capable of that."

"I didn't plan it. It just—happened."

"I know. That's what makes it dangerous. Your power is growing faster than either of us anticipated. The Aadya resonance is—" He paused. "It's accelerating. Feeding on itself. Each trial amplifies it, and the amplification triggers more growth, and the growth—"

"Makes me a bigger target."

"Makes you the target. Specifically."

Tanvi sat in the Kutil's main room. The pearl glowed on the table. The black flowers outside the window had turned toward the building—their petals open, their strange biology straining toward the Aadya radiance that was now bleeding from Tanvi's body at a rate she couldn't fully control.

"What's he going to do?"

"I don't know. Indradeva is not impulsive—he doesn't react immediately. He plans. He positions. He constructs scenarios where his desired outcome appears to happen naturally." Veer's jaw tightened. "The most dangerous possibility is that he accelerates the trial schedule. Pushes the remaining contestants toward the final trial before you have time to prepare."

"The final trial. What is it?"

"Indradeva's trial. The Ascension itself. Where the surviving contestants are offered godhood—and where the harvesting mechanism extracts the maximum power from those who accept."

"And from those who don't?"

Veer looked at her. The mask was in place. But underneath it—underneath the three thousand years of composure and the eight hundred years of rebellion—she could see something she'd never seen in him before.

Fear.

"Those who refuse the Ascension," he said quietly, "are unmade. Their power is extracted completely. Their memories are erased. They are returned to the mortal world as shells—empty vessels that look like people but contain nothing of what they were."

The room was very quiet.

"That's what happened to the contestants who 'failed' in previous cycles," Tanvi said. "The ones who were stripped of their powers. They weren't stripped. They were erased."

"Yes."

"How many? Over three thousand years?"

"Thousands. Tens of thousands. Every cycle, the most powerful contestants who refuse Ascension are—" He couldn't finish.

"Murdered," Tanvi said. "The word is murdered."

Veer didn't contradict her.

She stood up. The crystal structures at her shoulders flared—bright, angry, the Aadya resonance responding to her emotional state with an intensity that made the Kutil's walls vibrate.

"Then we don't wait," she said. "We don't let him set the timeline. We move first."

"Tanvi—"

"No. We have the pearl. We have the Sutra. We have Mrinal's curse network and Tejas's blood-reading and Rohan's root systems and everyone you've been building toward for eight hundred years. We are not going to let him erase anyone else."

She looked at him. At the man she'd kissed in the dark. At the Warden of the Dead, the son of Death, the lonely carver of wooden birds. At the person who had waited three thousand years for this moment and was now afraid that the moment had come too soon.

"Trust me," she said.

And Veer—who trusted nothing, who had built his entire existence on the foundation of not trusting—looked at her silver-white eyes and her crystal wings and her glowing hands and the fury that was, in its own way, a form of love.

"I do," he said.




  
    Chapter 17: The King Moves

    
    
  
  Indradeva did not accelerate the trial schedule.

He did something worse.

He invited Tanvi to tea.

The summons arrived through Chiranjeev—hand-delivered, inscribed on paper that glowed with internal light, sealed with a mark that made Tanvi's Aadya resonance vibrate with a frequency she associated with warning.

"My father requests your company for refreshments," Chiranjeev said, delivering the message with the practiced neutrality of a diplomat whose personal feelings on the matter were irrelevant to the execution of his duties. "This afternoon. His private chambers."

"And if I decline?"

Chiranjeev's brass eyes held hers. For a moment—just a moment—something passed through them that wasn't strategy. Something that looked like genuine concern for a person rather than assessment of a variable.

"You can't," he said. "Not without consequences that would affect more than just you."

The implication was clear. Decline, and the people she cared about—Tejas, Mrinal, Rohan, Veer—would feel the repercussions.

"Tell your father I accept."



Indradeva's private chambers were not what she expected.

She'd anticipated grandeur—the overwhelming luminosity of the banquet hall, the aggressive magnificence of a king who controlled light itself. Instead, the chambers were—restrained. Almost modest. A room of warm stone, with windows that looked out onto a garden (real plants, not light constructs), furnished with low seats and a table on which sat a silver tea service that looked startlingly, impossibly mortal.

"Sit," Indradeva said.

He was smaller in private. Not physically—he was still tall, still luminous, still radiating the quiet menace of absolute authority. But the performance was dialled down. The crystallised-dawn armour replaced by simple white robes. The overwhelming radiance modulated to something almost human. He looked, Tanvi thought with a disorienting lurch, like someone's father. A stern father. A demanding father. But a father nonetheless.

He poured tea. With his own hands. The liquid was golden—not chai, something else, something that smelled like sunlight on grass, and when Tanvi took a tentative sip, it tasted like the first warm day after winter. Like hope. Like a lie that knew exactly what you wanted to believe.

"You're talented," Indradeva said. "Remarkably so. Your performance in the Rana Pareeksha was—exceptional."

"Thank you."

"It was also concerning."

There it was. The knife under the tea cloth.

"You demonstrated abilities that exceed any contestant in my memory. And my memory extends to the first Divyarohana." He set down his cup. His luminous eyes—gold, bright, the colour of everything valuable—fixed on her with an attention that felt like standing under a magnifying glass on a sunny day. "Aadya resonance. Prithvika confirmed it. The power that predates the Twelve. The frequency we were built on."

"I didn't choose it."

"No. You inherited it. Through your mother. Through the line of half-divine mortals who carry traces of the First Ones' creative energy. Most such traces are faint—barely detectable. Yours is—" He paused. The pause was calculated; everything Indradeva did was calculated. "—unprecedented."

"Is that why you invited me to tea? To discuss my unprecedented power?"

"I invited you because I believe we have complementary interests."

Tanvi's fingers tightened around her cup. The tea was warm. Her blood was cold.

"I want to offer you something that the Divyarohana doesn't normally provide," Indradeva continued. "A choice. Not the binary choice of the trials—succeed or fail, ascend or be stripped. A real choice. One that recognises the uniqueness of your situation."

"I'm listening."

"Ascension, as currently structured, integrates the Blessed into the divine hierarchy. You gain power. You gain immortality. You lose—" He tilted his head. The gesture was eerily reminiscent of the silver-striped predators in the forest trial. "—context. Your mortal identity. Your memories of the mortal world. Your attachments."

"My memories."

"The divine mind cannot sustain mortal memory. The architecture is incompatible. Ascension requires—restructuring. The mortal self is released. What remains is divine."

Released. Another word doing the heavy lifting of an atrocity.

"But you," Indradeva said, leaning forward—not physically, energetically, his light-body shifting to create an intimacy that was probably manufactured but felt disturbingly genuine, "are different. Your Aadya resonance gives you a frequency that the divine architecture was built on. You wouldn't need to be restructured. You could ascend intact. Memories, identity, attachments—all preserved."

"And in return?"

"In return, you join me. Not as a subordinate. As a partner. Your Aadya resonance, combined with my authority, would create a stability that the divine hierarchy hasn't known since the First Ones vanished. The other Twelve would follow—they always follow strength. And the Divyarohana would—evolve. Fewer casualties. More humane selection. Reforms that your bleeding heart would approve of."

He smiled. The smile of a king who has laid his best offer on the table and expects acceptance, because his best offer is, objectively, very good.

And it was good. That was the terrifying part. The offer was rational, strategic, and—if she squinted—even moral. Fewer deaths. Systemic reform. Her identity preserved. Her power amplified. A seat at the table where decisions were made.

All she had to do was join the man who had been harvesting divine power from mortal bodies for three thousand years.

"Can I ask you a question?" Tanvi said.

"Of course."

"Fatima Bhatt. The woman from Ahmedabad. The one who died in the first trial. Did you know she would die?"

The briefest hesitation. A photon's worth of delay.

"The trials carry inherent risk—"

"Did you know?"

Silence. The tea cooled between them. The garden outside the window swayed in a breeze that didn't exist.

"Fatima Bhatt's ability to weave reality was—incompatible with the trial architecture," Indradeva said, eventually. His voice had changed—shifted from the warm, avuncular register of the offer to something harder. Colder. The voice underneath the performance. "The system identified her as a high-extraction target. The extraction process, in her case, was—"

"Fatal."

"Regrettable."

"Fatal."

"Yes."

Tanvi set down her cup. The tea—that golden, hope-tasting, lying tea—had gone cold.

"You knew she would die, and you let it happen. Because her death powered your throne."

"My throne maintains the order of the divine realm. The divine realm maintains the order of the mortal world. Every death in the Divyarohana is—"

"Murder."

The word landed in the restrained, almost-modest room like a stone landing in a pond. Ripples. Distortion. The warm stone walls seemed to dim. The garden outside went still.

Indradeva's luminous eyes hardened.

"You're young," he said. "And you're angry. And you're carrying a power that makes you feel invulnerable. But you are not invulnerable, Tanvi Ranade. You are a mortal woman with a cosmic inheritance that you do not fully understand, and I am offering you the opportunity to understand it under my guidance rather than discovering its limits the hard way."

"Is that a threat?"

"It's a description of reality."

She stood. The crystal structures at her shoulders caught his light and refracted it—scattering his radiance into fragments, breaking his illumination into its component parts. A small defiance. A symbolic one. But symbolism mattered, in a place where symbols were architecture.

"Thank you for the tea," she said. "And the offer. I decline."

"You're making a mistake."

"Probably. I'm from Devgad. We make mistakes with conviction." She walked to the door. Paused. Turned back.

"One more question."

He waited. His light was no longer warm.

"The Aadya. When they vanished—when they became the world. Did they leave willingly?"

Silence. Longer this time. A silence that had weight—the weight of three thousand years of a particular narrative being maintained, a particular version of history being enforced.

"They left," Indradeva said.

"That's not what I asked."

His eyes blazed. For one terrifying second, the modest chambers were flooded with the King of the Divyas' full radiance—blinding, overwhelming, a reminder of exactly how much power was seated at that tea table.

"The Aadya's departure is not your concern," he said. "The Aadya's return is not possible. What exists is the system I built, and it functions, and it will continue to function, with or without your cooperation."

Tanvi stood in the doorway, the light behind her, the dark corridor ahead. Her Aadya resonance was screaming—not in fear, not in warning, but in recognition. The recognition of a truth that Indradeva had just, inadvertently, confirmed.

The Aadya didn't leave willingly.

He drove them out.

"Thank you," she said. "For the clarity."

She left. The door closed. And in the restrained, almost-modest chambers of the most powerful being in the divine hierarchy, Indradeva sat alone with his cold tea and his golden light and the first genuine uncertainty he'd felt in three thousand years.



"He offered you a partnership?" Veer's voice was dangerously flat. They were in the Kutil. The pearl pulsed on the table between them. Tejas, Mrinal, and Rohan sat in a semicircle, their faces lit by the Aadya glow.

"He offered me a throne next to his. In exchange for my Aadya resonance powering his system."

"And you said—"

"I said no. Obviously."

"Why obviously?"

"Because he killed Fatima Bhatt and called it regrettable. Because he's been murdering people for three thousand years and calling it order. Because—" She looked at Veer. At his blood-dark eyes and his carved-bird hands and the warmth underneath the cold that she'd discovered in the dark. "—because I don't partner with people who treat death as a resource."

Mrinal stirred. Her silver tracery was glowing—the curse power responding to the emotional temperature of the room. "He's going to retaliate. You turned him down. Kings don't handle rejection well—divine ones even less so."

"I know."

"So what do we do?"

Tanvi looked at the pearl. At the Aadya's message, glowing in its ancient, patient light. You are not the weapon. You are the wake-up call.

"We wake up," she said. "Everyone. All the contestants. We tell them the truth—about the harvesting, about the dead, about what Ascension really means. And then we give them what Indradeva never has."

"Which is?"

"A choice. A real one."




  
    Chapter 18: The Revelation

    
    
  
  Telling thirty people that their competition was a slaughterhouse required more diplomacy than Tanvi possessed.

Fortunately, she had Tejas.

"You can't just drop it on them," he said, pacing the Kutil's main room, his Blood Crown catching the dim Naraka light. "Information like this—it's a bomb. You have to control the detonation or the shrapnel takes out your own people."

"So what do you suggest?"

"We start with the ones who already suspect. The smart ones. The observant ones. The ones who've noticed that the 'randomly selected' casualties tend to be the most powerful contestants."

They identified five. Harjinder Singh, the invulnerable Sikh from Amritsar—quiet, watchful, with the strategic patience of a man who had been underestimated his whole life and had learned to use it. Deepika Nair, the marine biologist from Kochi who could communicate with sea creatures—she'd emerged from Varundev's water trial with knowledge that didn't align with the official narrative. Kaveri Menon, the kinetic absorber—her draw with Harjinder had given her time in the medical bay, where she'd overheard things she shouldn't have. Priya Kapoor, the gravity-dancer from Jaipur—young but sharp, with the particular intelligence of someone who learns by watching rather than asking. And Devyani Sharma—Indradeva's own champion, the woman Tanvi had defeated in the combat trial, who had received a burst of Aadya truth through Tanvi's light and had been processing it ever since.

They gathered in Naraka. The Kutil's main room, now the unofficial headquarters of a revolution that was being planned in a room designed for processing the dead.

Tanvi told them.

She didn't soften it. Didn't frame it. She held the Aadya pearl in her palm, let its light fill the room, and told them what the Sutra had shown her: the harvesting mechanism. The power extraction during trials. The real purpose of Ascension. The fate of those who refused. The three thousand years of systematic murder dressed up as divine selection.

She told them about Fatima Bhatt, who could weave reality and was killed because her power was too strong to safely extract. About the thousands of previous contestants across centuries of Divyarohana who had been drained, erased, returned to the mortal world as empty vessels.

She told them everything.

The silence that followed was the silence of a room full of people whose understanding of reality had just undergone a structural collapse.

Harjinder spoke first. His voice was deep, steady—the voice of a man who had decided to be calm because someone in the room needed to be.

"How certain are you?"

"The evidence is in the Aadya's own records. The Sutra—their living document—shows the harvesting architecture in detail. It's not speculation. It's engineering."

"And the Divyas? The Twelve? How many know?"

"Indradeva designed it. His inner circle maintains it. Yamadeva—Veer's father—knows and opposes it silently. Prithvika suspects. The rest are either complicit, ignorant, or afraid."

Deepika Nair—the marine biologist, methodical, precise—asked the practical question: "What's the extraction mechanism? How does it work physically?"

Tanvi described it. The conduits embedded in the trial chambers. The way each trial was designed to elevate contestants' power and simultaneously siphon a percentage. The Agni Pareeksha as the primary extraction point—the transformation fire that gave with one hand and took with the other.

"The fire that changed us," Deepika said. She touched the webbing between her fingers—new since the Agni Pareeksha, a physical manifestation of her deepened connection to water. "It changed us and drained us. Simultaneously."

"Yes."

"How much did it take?"

"From each of you? Approximately fifteen to twenty percent of your elevated power. From the six who died—" Tanvi's voice caught. "—everything. Their entire reserves. The fire couldn't modulate the extraction for contestants whose power exceeded the system's parameters. It took everything, and they—"

"Burned out," Kaveri finished. Her voice was hard. "They burned out from the inside."

"Yes."

More silence. The Aadya pearl pulsed steadily—a heartbeat of ancient light in a room full of people deciding whether to be afraid or angry.

Devyani Sharma, who had been quiet throughout, spoke. Her voice was different from the arena—stripped of the confident authority that Indradeva's training had given her, replaced by something rawer. "I felt it. When you hit me with the light in the combat trial. I saw—fragments. The harvesting. The dead. I thought I was hallucinating. I wanted it to be a hallucination."

"It wasn't."

"No." She closed her eyes. Opened them. "I've been Indradeva's champion since the Choosing. He trained me personally. He praised me. He made me feel—chosen. Special. And the whole time, he was—" She couldn't finish.

"Farming you," Mrinal said. Blunt. Precise. Mrinal didn't do euphemism. "He was farming all of us. Raising us like crops. Watering us with trials. And planning to harvest the best of us at Ascension."

The word farming landed differently than any of Tanvi's careful explanations. It was visceral. Physical. It connected the abstract horror of divine machination to the concrete experience of being a body, in a place, being used.

"So what do we do?" Priya asked. The gravity-dancer. Youngest in the room. Her voice shook, but her eyes didn't.

"We have options," Tejas said, stepping in with the strategic clarity he'd been building since Chiranjeev's training began. "Option one: we refuse the remaining trials. Collectively. All of us. A strike. Indradeva can't run the Divyarohana without contestants."

"He'll force us," Harjinder said. "Or punish us."

"Possibly. Which leads to option two: we compete in the trials, but we sabotage the extraction mechanism from the inside. Tanvi's Aadya resonance can interface with the trial architecture. If she can disrupt the conduits during the next trial—"

"That's risky," Deepika said. "If Indradeva detects the disruption—"

"Then option three," Tanvi said. "We don't disrupt. We don't refuse. We do something he hasn't prepared for, because it's never happened in three thousand years of Divyarohana."

"Which is?"

"We Ascend. All of us. On our own terms."

The room went very still.

"The Sutra showed me the original Ascension design," Tanvi continued. "Before Indradeva corrupted it. The Aadya intended Ascension to be voluntary—a choice made by mortals who had proven themselves worthy, a transformation powered by the contestant's own will rather than extracted by external machinery. The original mechanism is still there, buried under Indradeva's modifications. If I can activate it—if I can use the Aadya resonance to restore the original Ascension protocol—then we bypass the harvesting entirely."

"And Ascend," Mrinal said. "Become divine. Without losing ourselves."

"Without losing anything. The original protocol was designed to add, not replace. You keep your mortal identity. Your memories. Your connections. You gain divine power. And Indradeva's harvesting mechanism gets nothing."

"He won't allow it," Devyani said. "The moment he realises what you're doing, he'll intervene."

"That's where you come in. All of you. While I activate the original protocol, I need the rest of you to hold him off. Not defeat him—that's beyond any of us individually. Just delay him. Long enough for the protocol to complete."

"How long?"

"I don't know. Minutes. Maybe longer."

"Minutes of holding off the most powerful being in the divine realm." Harjinder's voice was flat. Not dismissive—assessing. The assessment of a man calculating odds and finding them unfavourable but not impossible. "That's a lot to ask."

"I know. I'm asking anyway."

He looked at her. At the crystal structures on her shoulders. At the silver-white eyes and the glowing hands and the pearl in her palm. At the oyster farmer from Devgad who was standing in a death-realm asking a group of strangers to fight a god.

"My grandmother had a saying," he said. "In Punjabi: Jab tak saans hai, tab tak aas hai. Where there's breath, there's hope." He stood—all six-four of him, the bone crescents at his temples gleaming, his gold eyes steady. "I didn't come to the Divyarohana to be harvested. I came because I was told I was Blessed. If being Blessed means anything, it means I get to choose what I fight for."

He extended his hand to Tanvi. She took it.

One by one, the others stood. Extended hands. Took hands. A chain of mortal bodies in a divine space, connected by grip and grief and the stubborn, irrational, deeply human refusal to be used.

Ten people. Against a three-thousand-year divine monarchy.

It wasn't enough. They all knew it wasn't enough.

But it was a start.




  
    Chapter 19: Prithvika's Choice

    
    
  
  The Earth Goddess came to Naraka at what Veer called the fourth watch—the deepest part of Naraka's night cycle, when the bruise-sky was at its darkest and the silver veins pulsed with the slow rhythm of a sleeping heart.

She didn't announce herself. She simply appeared—stepping through the dark stone passage that connected the Mandapa to Veer's domain, her moss-sari trailing behind her, leaving a line of tiny green shoots in her wake. The black flowers in the garden turned toward her with the same reverence they showed Tanvi—recognising something old, something fundamental, something that spoke the language of growth and root and the slow patience of geological time.

Tanvi was awake. She'd been sitting in the Kutil's courtyard, practising what Veer called "deep resonance"—the meditative state where she could feel the Aadya architecture beneath reality, map its connections, test its limits. The pearl sat in her lap, glowing. The crystal structures at her shoulders hummed with a frequency that she was learning to modulate—louder, softer, wider, narrower—the way a singer learns to control their voice.

"You look like your mother," Prithvika said.

Tanvi opened her eyes. The goddess stood at the courtyard's edge, framed by the rib-walls, her green eyes luminous in the dark. She looked—tired. Not physically tired; divine beings didn't experience fatigue the way mortals did. But tired in a deeper way. The fatigue of a being who had been carrying a weight for longer than she should have, and who had come here because the weight had finally become unbearable.

"You knew my mother."

"I knew Suvarna. She was—remarkable. Half-divine, like you, but her power was gentler. Quieter. She could make things grow." Prithvika's smile was small, sad. "I visited her in Devgad, once. Before you were born. She was pregnant—enormous, twin-pregnant, complaining about her ankles and the heat and the fact that mangoes were out of season. She made me sol kadhi and told me that she didn't care about the divine realm, or the Aadya, or any of it. She just wanted her babies to be healthy."

Tanvi's throat constricted. "Did she know? About the harvesting? About what the Divyarohana really was?"

"She knew enough to be afraid. She ran from the divine realm before the Summons could find her. Hid in Devgad with your uncle's help. She thought—" Prithvika stopped. "She thought that if she could just disappear deeply enough, the system would forget her children."

"It didn't."

"It never does."

Silence. The courtyard's ash-sand was warm under Tanvi's legs. The Aadya patterns in the rib-walls glowed softly—responsive to Prithvika's presence, recognising the Earth Goddess as something adjacent to their own frequency. Earth was, after all, one of the Aadya's primary mediums. They had become the stone and soil as much as they had become the water and light.

"Why are you here?" Tanvi asked.

Prithvika sat down. Cross-legged, in the ash-sand, the way a grandmother sits at a temple. Her divine formality dissolved—replaced by something more personal, more vulnerable. An ancient being allowing herself to be, for a moment, just a person.

"Because I've been a coward," she said. "For three thousand years, I've known what Indradeva does. Not all of it—he's careful about what he reveals to the other Twelve. But enough. I've known that the Divyarohana kills. I've known that the deaths aren't accidents. I've known that the power of the Blessed feeds his throne." She looked at her hands—hands that could grow forests, reshape continents, nurture every living thing on the planet. "And I've done nothing. Because doing nothing was safe."

"And now?"

"Now I watched you in the combat trial. I watched you transform Devyani's gravity field with a frequency that I haven't felt since the Aadya were present. And I realised—" Her voice cracked. The sound of a goddess's composure fracturing. "—that if I do nothing now, I'll be doing nothing forever. And forever is a very long time to be ashamed."

Tanvi looked at the Earth Goddess. At this ancient, powerful, frightened being who had come to a death-realm in the middle of the night to confess to a twenty-four-year-old oyster farmer.

"What can you do?" Tanvi asked. "Specifically. If you were to help us—what do you bring?"

Prithvika's green eyes brightened. Not with light—with purpose. "I can connect you to the earth. The mortal world's earth. The Aadya didn't just become the divine architecture—they became the ground. Every mountain, every stone, every grain of soil in the mortal world carries Aadya resonance at a frequency so low that the Twelve's instruments don't register it. But I can feel it. I've always been able to feel it. And if I open a channel between you and the mortal earth—"

"I can draw on the Aadya resonance of an entire planet."

"Yes."

The implication was staggering. Tanvi's current power—formidable, growing, capable of transforming gravity fields and waking ancient architecture—was drawn from the Aadya remnants in the divine realm. A fraction. A local source. If Prithvika could connect her to the global source—the Aadya presence embedded in every atom of the mortal world—

"That's—"

"Enough," Prithvika said. "Enough to challenge Indradeva directly. Enough to activate the original Ascension protocol. Enough to wake the Aadya themselves, if such a thing is possible."

"Is it? Possible?"

The Earth Goddess was quiet for a long time. The courtyard breathed around them—the Aadya architecture pulsing, the black flowers listening, the ash-sand warm and patient.

"The Aadya became the world," Prithvika said. "They didn't die. They transformed. Their consciousness is distributed—diffused across every molecule of existence. Waking them up would mean—" She stopped. Reconsidered. "It would mean re-concentrating that consciousness. Calling it back from its distributed state into something focused. Something aware."

"Something that could act."

"Something that could end this. All of this. The hierarchy. The harvesting. The entire system that Indradeva built on their absence."

"And then what? If the Aadya wake up—what happens to the mortal world? What happens to the divine realm? What happens to—everything?"

Prithvika looked at her with the ancient, tired, finally-honest eyes of a goddess who had been afraid for three thousand years and was choosing, in this moment, to stop.

"I don't know," she said. "And that terrifies me. But I know what happens if they don't wake up. More cycles. More deaths. More Fatima Bhatts and Nikhil Pradhans and thousands more whose names I never learned because I chose not to look. I know what that future holds. And I can't accept it anymore."

She reached out. Took Tanvi's hand—and the contact was different from Veer's cold, different from the mortal warmth of Mihir or Tejas. Prithvika's touch was alive. It felt like putting your hand in soil—rich, dense, teeming with invisible processes, the sensation of holding something that was growing even as you touched it.

"I'm with you," the Earth Goddess said. "Not as one of the Twelve. Not as Prithvika the Earth Goddess. As a person who should have done this a long time ago."



"We have an inside agent," Tanvi told the alliance the next morning.

Veer's reaction was—complicated. Relief and caution, braided together in the particular pattern of a man who had spent eight hundred years building a rebellion and was now watching it shift from long-term resistance to active revolution.

"Prithvika changes the calculus significantly," he said, standing in the Kutil's main room, addressing the expanded group—Tanvi, Tejas, Mrinal, Rohan, and the five new recruits from the revelation meeting. "With her earth-link, Tanvi's power becomes—" He paused. "—a different order of magnitude. But it also raises the stakes. If Indradeva discovers that one of the Twelve has defected, he won't just retaliate against us. He'll restructure the entire hierarchy. Purge anyone he suspects of disloyalty."

"Including Yamadeva," Tanvi said. "Your father."

"Including my father. Who has survived three thousand years of Indradeva's rule by being the one Divya that no one can replace. Death is a function, not a choice. Indradeva needs someone to process the dead, and Yamadeva is the only one built for it. That's been his protection. But if Indradeva feels threatened enough—"

"He'll find a way around it," Tejas finished. "Replace your father. Or worse."

"Or worse."

The room was heavy. Mrinal broke the silence with the particular grace of a woman who understood that heavy silences, left too long, became paralysing.

"So we need a timeline," she said. "When's the next trial?"

"Two days," Veer said. "Kaladeva's trial. The Trial of Time."

"The Time God. My patron." Mrinal's silver tracery pulsed. "What does it involve?"

"Kaladeva's trials are—unpredictable. Time manipulation affects cognition. Memory. Perception of causality. Previous Time trials have included temporal loops, accelerated aging, memory extraction—"

"Memory extraction?" Tanvi's stomach dropped.

"The contestant is placed in a temporal field that accelerates their subjective experience of time. Years pass in minutes. Decades in hours. And during that acceleration, their memories—their identity, their sense of self—erodes. The trial is to hold onto yourself while time tries to wash you away."

"And the harvesting mechanism?"

"Particularly efficient during temporal trials. The dissolution of memory releases enormous amounts of psychic energy, which the extraction conduits capture."

Tanvi closed her eyes. Felt the pearl against her palm—the Aadya's message, warm and steady, a frequency of reassurance in a room full of fear.

"Then we use the Time trial," she said. "Not to resist. To prepare. While the contestants are in Kaladeva's temporal field, I work with Prithvika to establish the earth-link. The Time trial will be Indradeva's last clean extraction opportunity. After that—"

"After that, we move," Veer said.

"How?" Rohan asked. The plant boy from Mangalore, youngest in the room, his face a map of anxiety and determination. "What's the actual plan?"

Tanvi opened her eyes. Looked at each of them—the alliance she'd built from strangers and circumstance and the shared refusal to be consumed.

"Indradeva will call the final trial—the Ascension—within days of the Time trial. He always does. It's the culmination of the cycle, the moment of maximum harvest. Every surviving contestant enters the Ascension chamber. The extraction mechanism activates at full capacity. The contestants who accept Ascension have their mortal identities erased and are absorbed into the hierarchy. The ones who refuse are unmade."

She held up the pearl.

"But the Ascension chamber was built on Aadya architecture. The original Ascension protocol—the one the Aadya designed—is still there, underneath Indradeva's modifications. With Prithvika's earth-link powering my resonance, I can activate it. Override Indradeva's corruption. Restore the Ascension to what it was meant to be: a voluntary transformation that preserves the mortal self."

"And Indradeva?"

"That's where all of you come in. When I activate the protocol, Indradeva will react. He'll try to stop me. He'll throw everything he has at the Ascension chamber. Your job is to hold him off. Not forever. Just long enough."

"Define 'long enough,'" Harjinder said.

"I don't know. Minutes. Maybe longer."

"Minutes of fighting the King of the Gods." Harjinder's voice was dry. "With what?"

"With everything. Your powers. Your anger. Your stubborn, beautiful, irrational human refusal to be harvested." She looked at him. "I know it's not enough. I know the odds are terrible. But the Aadya left a message in the deepest water they could find, and the message was: You are the wake-up call. I believe that. I have to believe that."

The room was quiet. The Aadya patterns on the walls pulsed. The pearl glowed.

"I have a saying," Mrinal said. "Not a grandmother's saying. A Mrinal saying. I made it up when I was fourteen and cursed my maths teacher's car to only turn left."

"Of course you did."

"The saying is: If you're going to be stupid, be stupid on a scale that makes the universe take notice." She stood. Skull earrings clinking. Silver tracery blazing. "I'm in. Let's make the universe notice."

One by one, they stood. One by one, they committed. Not with grand speeches. With nods. With the particular silence of people who have made a decision and don't need to justify it.

Tanvi looked at them. At this impossible, inadequate, magnificent group of mortals who had decided to fight a god.

You are not the weapon,* the pearl pulsed. *You are the wake-up call.

The next trial was in two days.

After that—the Ascension.

After that—everything changed, or nothing survived.




  
    Chapter 20: The Trial of Time

    
    
  
  Kaladeva's trial chamber was a clock.

Not a clock with hands and numbers—a clock in the way that the universe is a clock. A mechanism for measuring the passage of moments, built at a scale that made mortal timekeeping look like scratching tallies on a cave wall. The chamber was vast—cathedral-vast, with a ceiling so high it disappeared into darkness—and its walls were covered in gears. Enormous, interlocking, slowly turning gears of translucent crystal, each one etched with Aadya script that Tanvi could almost read, each one marking the passage of time at a different scale: seconds, minutes, hours, years, centuries, aeons.

The sound was overwhelming. Not ticking—that would imply regularity. This was the sound of time itself moving: a low, pervasive vibration that Tanvi felt in her marrow, in the calcium of her bones, in the electrical impulses of her nervous system. The sound of entropy. The sound of everything changing, always, forever, without pause or mercy.

Twenty-seven contestants remained.

They stood in the centre of the chamber, surrounded by the gears, dwarfed by the mechanism. Kaladeva himself stood at the chamber's highest point—a thin, ancient figure, older than the other Eleven by orders of magnitude, with eyes that weren't looking at the present moment. They never were. Kaladeva existed across all moments simultaneously, and the effort of compressing that experience into a single conversation was, Tanvi suspected, the reason he rarely spoke.

"The Kala Pareeksha," he said. His voice was—layered. Multiple versions of the same word, spoken at different speeds, arriving at the ear simultaneously. "You will each enter a temporal field. Inside the field, time will accelerate. You will experience years in minutes. Your task is to endure. To hold your identity against the current of time. To remember who you are when everything else has been eroded."

"And if we can't?" someone asked. A voice from the crowd—thin, scared.

"Then the field will take you. And you will emerge—" He paused. The pause lasted exactly the right amount of time to be terrifying. "—different."

Different.* Another word for *erased.

The contestants entered the temporal fields one at a time—stepping into circular zones on the chamber floor where the crystal gears' influence was concentrated. From outside, the zones looked like nothing—shimmering air, a faint distortion. From inside, Tanvi knew from Veer's briefings, they were hurricanes.

She watched the others enter. Watched their bodies stiffen as the temporal acceleration hit—their faces ageing in real-time, not physically but experientially, the weight of compressed time settling on their features the way weather settles on a landscape.

Some emerged quickly—thirty seconds of real-time, which meant hours or days of subjective experience. They stumbled out, disoriented, reaching for the walls, speaking names that they were afraid they'd forgotten. Their memories intact. Their identities bruised but whole.

Others took longer. Minutes of real-time. Months or years of subjective experience. They emerged changed—not in the dramatic way of the Agni Pareeksha, but subtly. A flatness in their eyes. A pause before answering to their own names. The particular vacancy of a person who has lived too long inside their own head and has started to lose the distinction between memory and imagination.

Two didn't emerge at all. Their temporal fields simply—dimmed. The shimmering air went still. The crystal gears in that zone stopped turning. And when the field dissipated, what was left was—

A body. Breathing. Eyes open. But the person inside—the consciousness, the identity, the accumulation of experiences and relationships and self-knowledge that constituted a human being—was gone. Erased by the passage of time that their mortal minds couldn't sustain.

Tanvi felt the deaths—both of them—through the Aadya resonance. Felt the extraction mechanism activate, felt the conduits in the chamber walls light up as the psychic energy released by the dissolution of two human identities was siphoned toward Indradeva's throne.

Two more,* she thought. *Two more names I need to learn.

When her turn came, she stepped into the temporal field with the pearl in her pocket and the Aadya's message in her heart.

The acceleration hit.

Time—

—sped up. That's the inadequate description. What actually happened was that Tanvi's subjective experience of consciousness was compressed—folded, the way you fold a piece of paper, each fold doubling the density of experience packed into a single moment. She was standing in the chamber and she was also standing in the chamber a year from now and she was also standing in the chamber a decade from now and a century from now and—

She held on.

The Aadya resonance anchored her. While her mortal mind flailed in the temporal hurricane, the Aadya frequency in her blood remained constant—a fixed point in the chaos, a note that didn't change regardless of the tempo. She clung to it the way a sailor clings to a mast in a storm—not because the mast would save her, but because letting go meant certain drowning.

Years passed. In the temporal field, Tanvi lived years—experienced the passage of time at a speed that compressed seasons into seconds and decades into minutes. She felt herself age. Not physically—the field didn't affect her body—but psychically. The weight of accumulated time pressing on her consciousness like sediment building on a riverbed.

And in those compressed years, she worked.

This was the plan. While the Time trial occupied Indradeva's attention—while the extraction mechanism was busy processing the temporal dissolution of twenty-seven contestants—Tanvi would use the expanded subjective time to establish the earth-link with Prithvika.

She reached downward. Through the chamber floor. Through the Mandapa's architecture. Through the layers of divine construction to the Aadya foundations underneath. And there—at the junction between the divine realm and the mortal world—she found Prithvika waiting.

The Earth Goddess had positioned herself at the boundary point—the seam where divine reality met mortal reality, where the Mandapa's floating architecture connected to the planet below. She'd been waiting for Tanvi's signal. When the Aadya resonance reached her, she opened the channel.

The mortal earth flooded into Tanvi.

It was—she had no vocabulary. No metaphor. No comparison that could capture the experience of being connected to an entire planet's Aadya resonance simultaneously. Every mountain. Every river. Every grain of sand on every beach. Every root system of every tree. Every crystal formation in every cave. The Aadya were everywhere—distributed, dormant, but present—and when Tanvi's resonance touched theirs, the response was—

A sound.

Not a sound in the auditory sense. A cosmic sound. The vibration of an entire planet recognising a frequency it had forgotten. The Aadya remnants in the mortal earth waking up—not fully, not into consciousness, but into readiness. The way an orchestra tunes before a performance. The way a runner settles into the blocks before the starting gun.

Tanvi opened her eyes—her real eyes, her physical eyes in the temporal field—and the crystal structures at her shoulders were blazing so brightly that the light was visible through the field's shimmering barrier. The contestants and Divyas outside could see it—a nova of silver-white radiance erupting from within the temporal zone.

She stepped out.

The field collapsed behind her. The crystal gears in her zone didn't just stop—they reversed. Turned backward for three rotations, a temporal stutter that made Kaladeva's layered eyes focus on the present for the first time in Tanvi's observation.

"Interesting," the Time God said. And for a being who existed across all moments simultaneously, that word carried the weight of absolute novelty.

Tanvi stood in the chamber, the earth-link humming through her body, the Aadya resonance of an entire planet singing in her blood, and met Indradeva's eyes across the space.

He was standing in his elevated box. His light was—different. Brighter. Harder. The warm gold had cooled to white. The benevolent radiance had thinned to something more focused, more surgical.

He knew.

Not the specifics—not the earth-link, not Prithvika's defection, not the plan for the Ascension. But he knew that something had changed. He could feel it—the shift in power, the disturbance in the divine hierarchy's carefully calibrated balance.

And in his magnificent, terrifying, three-thousand-year-old eyes, Tanvi saw the decision being made.

The Ascension would be called tomorrow.

Not in days. Not after more trials. Tomorrow. Because Indradeva had recognised the threat, and Indradeva was not a being who allowed threats to ripen.

The race was on.



"Tomorrow," Veer said, when Tanvi told him. They were in the Kutil. The alliance was assembled—all ten of them, plus Veer, plus the invisible presence of Prithvika, who was maintaining the earth-link from the boundary point and communicating through pulses of resonance that Tanvi translated for the group.

"He's accelerating. He felt the shift during the Time trial. He doesn't know what I did, but he knows something changed, and he's not going to give us time to use it."

"Then we're not ready," Tejas said. His Blood Crown glowed in the Kutil's dim light—the red crystal catching the Aadya patterns on the walls and refracting them into ruby fractals. "The plan was to have days. Days to coordinate. Days to prepare the other contestants. Days for you to practice with the earth-link."

"We don't have days. We have tonight."

"That's not enough."

"It has to be."

Silence. The alliance—ten mortals and the son of Death, in a room designed for the dead—faced the acceleration of their timeline with the particular composure of people who have already decided to act and are now simply adjusting the schedule.

Mrinal spoke first. "What do we need to do tonight?"

"Three things," Tanvi said. "First: I need to practice the earth-link. Full-power Aadya resonance, sustained, while simultaneously interfacing with the Ascension chamber's architecture. I haven't done that yet. I don't know if I can."

"You can," Veer said. Quiet. Certain. The certainty of a man who had waited three thousand years and was not going to entertain doubt now.

"Second: the other contestants. The ones who aren't in our alliance. They need to know what's coming. Not the full truth—there isn't time. But enough. They need to know that the Ascension is a trap, and that there's an alternative."

"I'll do it," Tejas said. "I can feel their heartbeats from here. I can read their stress responses. I'll know who's receptive and who isn't. I'll brief the receptive ones, and we'll have to hope the others follow when the moment comes."

"Third: Indradeva. He'll be in the Ascension chamber, directing the harvest. He'll have the full weight of three thousand years of extracted power behind him. When I activate the original protocol, he'll react. And he'll be—"

"Everything," Harjinder finished. "He'll be everything. The most powerful being in the divine realm, fighting for his existence."

"Yes."

"And our job is to hold him off."

"Yes."

The massive Sikh man looked at the crystal structures on Tanvi's shoulders. At the light bleeding from her skin. At the pearl in her palm, still pulsing with the Aadya's ancient, patient, deliberate message.

"Then we hold him off," he said. "Or we die trying. Either way, we don't bow."

The alliance nodded. Ten heads. Ten commitments. Ten mortals who had been plucked from their lives and deposited in a divine meat-grinder and had decided—against all odds, against all sense, against the cold strategic calculus that said they couldn't win—to fight.

Tanvi looked at them. At Tejas, her twin, her other half, the blood mage who chose healing over harm. At Mrinal, the curse-specialist who had been a stranger eight weeks ago and was now family. At Rohan, the scared plant boy who had grown into something quieter and stronger. At Harjinder, Deepika, Kaveri, Priya, Devyani—names she'd learned in the proving grounds of a divine competition and would carry with her for the rest of her life, however long that turned out to be.

At Veer. The Warden of the Dead. The man who carved wooden birds. The ancient, lonely, finally-hopeful being who had held her hand in the dark and told her about a river finding the sea.

"Together," she said.

"Together," they said.

And the night began.




  
    Chapter 21: The Night Before

    
    
  
  The last night before the Ascension, Tanvi did three things.

First, she practised.

In the Kutil's courtyard, under Naraka's bruise-sky, with the earth-link humming through her body like a second circulatory system, she practised the thing that would either save everyone or destroy everything. The Aadya creative frequency—the deep register, the raw potential, the power that the First Ones had used to build reality itself.

Veer stood at the courtyard's edge. Watching. His blood-dark eyes tracking every fluctuation of her light, every shift in the resonance patterns, every tremor in the crystal structures at her shoulders that indicated she was pushing too hard or not hard enough.

"The Ascension chamber's architecture is layered," he said. "Indradeva's modifications are built on top of the Aadya foundations. You don't need to destroy his work. You need to reach underneath it. Find the original protocol. Activate it. Let the Aadya design override the corruption."

"Like peeling a label off a bottle."

"More like finding a song underneath the noise. The signal is there. It's always been there. You just need to be loud enough to drown out the static."

She closed her eyes. Reached down through the earth-link—through Prithvika's channel, through the boundary between divine and mortal reality, into the vast, slow, patient resonance of the planet below. She felt the Aadya's distributed presence like a low-frequency vibration—not conscious, not aware, but there. Everywhere. In the tectonic plates shifting under the ocean floor. In the iron core spinning at the planet's centre. In the roots of every tree and the veins of every leaf and the calcium of every bone in every living body on Earth.

She pulled. Gently. Not extracting—inviting. The Aadya resonance responded—a slow, deep, planetary-scale acknowledgement, like an ocean recognising the moon.

The light erupted. Silver-white, yes, but also everything—every colour, every frequency, the full electromagnetic spectrum compressed into a radiance that exceeded mortal visual processing. The courtyard blazed. The rib-walls sang. The ash-sand crystallised under her feet, forming patterns—Aadya script, complex and beautiful and alive—that spread outward in concentric rings.

"Hold it," Veer said. His voice was strained—not from the light's intensity but from the effort of staying calm while watching the woman he loved channel the creative power of the universe through her body. "Hold it steady. The Ascension protocol requires sustained resonance—not a burst. You need to maintain this for—"

"How long?"

"As long as it takes."

She held it. Seconds stretched. The resonance built—layering on itself, each wave amplifying the one before it, a standing wave of cosmic power that made the Kutil tremble and the black flowers bloom in accelerated cycles and the mercury rivers in the distance begin to flow backward.

Her body protested. Not with pain—with volume. The power was too much for mortal architecture. Her nervous system was overloading, her cellular structure vibrating at a frequency that human biology wasn't designed to sustain. She could feel the limits—the places where flesh met frequency and one of them was going to give.

"Enough," Veer said. Sharply. She released.

The light subsided. The courtyard settled. The crystallised ash-sand held its Aadya patterns for a moment, then crumbled back to powder.

Tanvi's legs gave out. She sat in the ash-sand, breathing hard, her hands shaking, the crystal structures at her shoulders dimming from blazing to glowing to their baseline soft luminescence.

"I can do it," she said. "But it costs. Maintaining that resonance for more than—I don't know, three minutes? Four?—my body starts breaking down."

"The mortal body wasn't designed for this."

"So I need to be fast. Get into the Ascension chamber. Find the original protocol. Activate it. And do all of that before my body gives out."

"Yes."

"And while Indradeva is trying to stop me."

"Yes."

She looked at her hands. Glowing. Shaking. The oyster-farmer's hands that had become something else—something luminous and fragile and powerful and temporary. Because that was the truth she hadn't said aloud, the calculation she'd been running in the back of her mind since she first channelled the earth-link at full power:

This might kill her.

Not might. Would. If the Ascension protocol required sustained resonance at the level she'd just demonstrated, and if Indradeva's interference extended the time beyond what her mortal body could survive—

She would die.

Not honoured in memory. Not erased or consumed. She would burn out—the mortal shell destroyed by the divine fire it was channelling, the way a wire burns out when the current exceeds its capacity.

She didn't tell Veer. He knew anyway—she could see it in the way he looked at her, the careful, devastating attention of a man cataloguing every detail of a person he might lose.



Second, she called Tejas.

Not through the bond. In person. She walked from Naraka to the Mandapa's common area, where the surviving twenty-five contestants were gathered in the particular restless quiet of people who know something is coming and can't prepare for it. Tejas met her at the edge of the platform—he'd been briefing the contestants, one by one, reading their stress responses through his blood-sense, sorting the receptive from the resistant.

"Fourteen are with us," he said. "Definitely. They've seen enough—the deaths, the extraction mechanism, the way the trials get worse every round. They're angry and they're scared and they'll follow if we lead."

"And the others?"

"Eight are uncertain. They believe us but they're afraid. They might follow in the moment, or they might freeze. And three—" He grimaced. "Three are Indradeva's. True believers. Contestants who've bought completely into the Ascension narrative and see us as the threat."

"Can you—"

"Read them? Monitor them? Yeah. I'll know the moment any of them tries to warn Indradeva. And I can—" He hesitated. "I can slow them down. Non-lethally. If I need to."

"Non-lethally. That's important."

"I know, Tanu. I know."

They stood at the edge of the platform, looking out over the Mandapa's impossible architecture—the floating platforms, the light-bridges, the shifting amber sky. Below them: nothing. The void. The absence that held everything aloft.

"Tej."

"Yeah."

"If something goes wrong tomorrow. If I—"

"Don't."

"If I can't sustain the resonance. If my body—"

"Don't."

"Tej. Listen to me." She grabbed his arm. Felt his blood respond to her touch—the twin bond activating, transmitting not words but state. Her state. The calm, clear-eyed state of a person who has done the mathematics of their own mortality and arrived at an answer they're not happy about but have accepted.

He felt it. She watched him feel it—watched his charmer's face crack, watched the Blood Crown at his temples darken as his emotional state affected his power, watched the twenty-four years of shared existence compress into a single moment of devastating mutual understanding.

"No," he said.

"It's possible."

"No."

"Tej—"

"I said no." His voice was raw—stripped of charm, stripped of calculation, stripped of everything except the primal refusal of a twin who has been told that his other half might not survive the next day. "You are not dying in a divine Ascension chamber. You are not burning out. You are not sacrificing yourself for a rebellion against a system you didn't build and a war you didn't start. You are Tanvi Ranade. You are my sister. And you are coming home to Devgad with me, and Kaka is going to make sol kadhi, and Mihir is going to make chai, and we are going to sit on the mudflats and watch the tide come in and you are going to be alive for it."

His blood-power was leaking—red tendrils escaping from the cuts on his palms, writhing in the air around him like agitated snakes. His eyes—the new crimson eyes that the Agni Pareeksha had given him—were blazing.

Tanvi put her hands on his face. Warm meeting warm. Twin meeting twin.

"I'm going to try," she said. "I'm going to try very hard to survive. But I need you to be prepared for the possibility that I can't. And I need you to promise me something."

"What?"

"If I can't sustain the resonance. If I start to—break down. Finish it. Take the pearl. Take the earth-link. You carry enough Aadya resonance in your blood to activate the protocol. Not as powerfully. Not as cleanly. But enough."

"Tanu—"

"Promise me."

He was crying. Tejas Ranade—the charmer, the boat operator, the blood mage who could feel every heartbeat in a room—was crying in the Mandapa's amber light, with his crimson eyes streaming and his Blood Crown blazing and his sister's hands on his face.

"I promise," he whispered. "But you're not going to make me keep it. Because you're going to be fine. Because you're a Ranade. And Ranades—"

"Always come back. I know. Kaka's saying."

"It's not a saying. It's a law of physics."

She pulled him into a hug. Held him. Felt his heartbeat through the twin bond—fast, scared, determined, alive. Felt her own heartbeat answering his—slower, steadier, but carrying the same blood, the same divine inheritance, the same stubborn Konkan coast refusal to surrender.

"Together," she said.

"Always," he said.



Third, she went to Veer.

The Kutil. Midnight. The bruise-sky at its darkest. The pearl on the table. The Aadya patterns on the walls glowing with the soft, steady luminescence that meant the ancient intelligence in the stone was paying attention.

He was waiting. Not in the chair this time. Standing by the window—the narrow, deep-set opening that looked out onto Naraka's dark landscape. His hair was loose again. His feet bare. His dark kurta untucked. The Warden of the Dead in his most unguarded form.

"I know what you're going to say," he said, without turning.

"Then I don't need to say it."

"You should say it anyway. Some things need to be spoken to be real."

She crossed the room. Stood beside him at the window. Outside, the black-flower gardens were luminous—the Aadya-built plants responding to her proximity and to the earth-link still humming through her body, blooming in the dark, their strange petals open to a sky that held no stars.

"I might not survive tomorrow," she said.

"I know."

"The resonance required to activate the protocol—my body isn't built for it. If Indradeva delays me—if I have to sustain it beyond four or five minutes—"

"I know."

"Then why aren't you trying to stop me?"

He turned. Those eyes—blood-dark, ancient, containing three thousand years of waiting and eight hundred years of rebellion and the last weeks of something that was, despite every complication and impossibility, love.

"Because I've spent three millennia watching people die in these trials. Watching the system consume them. Watching Indradeva harvest their power and erase their identities and convert the Blessed into fuel. And in all that time—all those centuries of quiet rebellion, of careful planning, of waiting for the right moment—I never had any right to risk the life of another person for my cause." He took a breath. The careful, deliberate breath of a man choosing his next words the way a surgeon chooses an incision point. "But you're not risking your life for my cause. You're risking it for yours. For Fatima Bhatt and Nikhil Pradhan and every person who was consumed. For the twenty-five people who might be consumed tomorrow. For your brother. For your uncle. For the home you're trying to protect."

"And for you."

"And for me." He said it quietly. As if the admission cost something he wasn't sure he could afford.

She took his hand. Cold. Deep-earth cold. And underneath—always, always—the warmth.

"I want to come back," she said. "I want to come back to Devgad and eat Kaka's sol kadhi and kick-start Mihir's Bullet and fight with Tejas about whose turn it is to do the dishes. And I want—" She squeezed his hand. "I want to come back to this. To you. To whatever this is."

"A resonance match. An Aadya design. A river finding the sea."

"A person finding a person."

"Yes. That too."

She kissed him. Not like the first time—gentle, exploratory, two frequencies learning each other's shape. This was different. This was the kiss of someone who didn't know if they'd get another chance—urgent and tender and desperate and careful, all at once, all contradictions held in the space between two mouths.

He held her. His arms around her—cold arms, death-realm arms, arms that had never held anyone in three thousand years and were now holding her with the specific, devastating care of a man who understood exactly how fragile the thing he was holding was.

"Come back," he said against her mouth. "I don't care how. I don't care what it costs. Come back."

"I'll try."

"Try harder."

She laughed. It came out watery—half-laugh, half-sob—the emotional equivalent of monsoon rain, which is simultaneously destructive and life-giving.

"I'll try harder."

They stayed like that. In the narrow room. In the dark. In Naraka—the garden-turned-prison, the afterlife's waiting room, the last place on earth (or off it) where anyone would expect to find a love story.

But there it was.




  
    Chapter 22: The Betrayal

    
    
  
  Dawn in the Mandapa was announced by a shift in the ambient light—the amber sky brightening to gold, the light-bridges solidifying into their daytime configurations, the floating platforms settling into stable orbits. It was, Tanvi thought, a beautiful system. Elegant. Designed by beings who understood aesthetics at a fundamental level.

Designed by beings who were about to have their creation challenged.

The alliance assembled at the seventh watch—Veer's designation for mid-morning. Ten mortals. One divine rebel. And, invisible but present, one defecting Earth Goddess maintaining the channel that connected Tanvi to an entire planet's worth of Aadya resonance.

"The Ascension will be called at midday," Veer said. He was in his formal attire—the dark armour of the Warden of Naraka, his hair tied back, his face wearing the mask with deliberate precision. He looked, for the first time since Tanvi had known him, like what the world believed him to be: the son of Death. A being to be feared. "Indradeva will summon all surviving contestants to the central chamber. The Ascension protocol—his corrupted version—requires physical presence. Every contestant must be in the chamber for the harvesting mechanism to function."

"And if someone doesn't show?" Mrinal asked.

"The Mandapa's architecture will bring them. The central chamber generates a pull—a gravitational command that overrides individual will. Refusing to attend the Ascension is physically impossible once Indradeva activates the summons."

"So we can't avoid it. We have to be inside the chamber."

"You have to be inside the chamber. Which is also where Tanvi needs to be to activate the original protocol." Veer looked at each of them. "The timing is critical. Indradeva will begin the harvesting ritual immediately—he won't delay, not with what he suspects about Tanvi's power. You will have minutes. Perhaps less."

"What's our formation?" Harjinder asked. The military man. The tactician. Bone crescents gleaming, gold eyes steady.

"Tanvi at the centre. She needs direct contact with the chamber's Aadya foundations—the floor, specifically. The original protocol is embedded in the chamber's base layer. She sits, she connects, she channels." Veer moved to the diagram Tejas had drawn on the floor. "The rest of you form a perimeter. Not a physical wall—Indradeva's power would vaporise a physical wall. A resonance wall. Each of you projects your power outward, creating interference patterns that disrupt Indradeva's ability to focus his energy on a single point."

"Like white noise," Deepika said. "Drowning out his signal with ours."

"Exactly. It won't stop him. But it will slow him. Diffuse his attacks. Buy time."

"How much time?"

"Every second matters."

They reviewed the plan three more times. Positions. Signals. Contingencies. The particular contingency that nobody wanted to discuss but everyone understood: what happens if Tanvi falls.

"Tejas takes over," Tanvi said. For the third time. Because it needed to be clear. "The pearl. The earth-link. His Aadya resonance is weaker than mine, but it's there. He can finish what I start."

Tejas's jaw was set. His crimson eyes burned. He didn't argue. He'd made his promise. He would keep it.



At midday, the summons came.

It felt like a hook behind the sternum—a physical pull, irresistible, dragging Tanvi toward the central chamber with the inevitability of gravity. Her feet moved without her permission. Her body oriented toward the centre of the Mandapa and went, carried by the architectural imperative of Indradeva's command.

Twenty-five contestants converged on the central platform. From all directions—from their quarters, from the common areas, from the domains of their divine patrons—they came. Walking, stumbling, some fighting the pull and failing, others surrendering to it with the resigned efficiency of people who had learned that fighting the divine was exhausting and usually pointless.

The Ascension chamber was the central platform transformed. The flat surface had opened—split along lines that Tanvi now recognized as Aadya seams, the joins between the original architecture and Indradeva's additions—and from the gap, a structure had risen. A throne. But not a throne in the mortal sense—not a chair, not a seat of power. A mechanism. A towering lattice of light-crystal, threaded with the conduits she'd seen in the Sutra's records, pulsing with extracted power from every trial, every death, every erased identity in three thousand years of Divyarohana.

Indradeva stood at its peak.

He was—magnificent. There was no other word. He had abandoned the restrained persona of the tea meeting, the avuncular performance of the banquet. This was Indradeva at full power—a being of concentrated light, radiant beyond mortal comprehension, his physical form merely the visible fraction of a presence that extended through the Mandapa's architecture, through the divine realm's infrastructure, through the three thousand years of stolen energy that powered his throne.

"Champions," he said. And his voice was everywhere—in the air, in the stone, in the crystal lattice, in the bones of every mortal present. "You have proven yourselves through trial. Through fire. Through desire. Through time. Through combat. You have been tested, and you have endured. Now—the reward."

He gestured. The crystal lattice blazed—and Tanvi felt the harvesting mechanism activate. Not the partial activation of the trial chambers. The full mechanism. Every conduit, every extraction point, every thread in the three-thousand-year web of divine parasitism, spinning up to maximum capacity.

"Ascension awaits. Accept it—and become divine. Join the hierarchy. Shed your mortal limitations. Become Legend."

Shed your mortal limitations.* Translation: *let me erase everything you are.

Tanvi felt the pull. The mechanism was targeting all of them—reaching into their bodies, their power reserves, their divine inheritance, trying to latch on, trying to begin the extraction. Around her, contestants swayed—some leaning toward the lattice, drawn by the mechanism's pull, their faces going slack as the system began its work.

"Now," she whispered.

And sat down.

Cross-legged. On the chamber floor. The way she sat on Devgad's mudflats. The way she sat in Kaka's kitchen. The way she sat in the Kutil's courtyard, reaching for the Aadya frequency in the deep register.

Her palms pressed flat against the stone.

And the earth-link erupted.

The Aadya resonance of an entire planet—every mountain, every ocean, every grain of soil, every root system, every crystal formation—flooded through Prithvika's channel, through the boundary between worlds, through the chamber floor, and into Tanvi's body. Silver-white light blazed from her palms, her shoulders, her eyes, the crystal structures at her back. The Aadya script carved into the chamber's foundations—buried under three thousand years of Indradeva's modifications—blazed to life for the first time since the First Ones vanished.

"STOP HER!"

Indradeva's voice shattered the air. The crystal lattice surged—a focused beam of extracted power aimed directly at Tanvi, enough energy to annihilate a mortal body, enough force to—

The alliance moved.

Harjinder was first. He stepped between Tanvi and the beam, his invulnerable body absorbing the blow, his bone crescents blazing gold, his massive frame shuddering but holding. The kinetic energy of Indradeva's attack rippled through him and dispersed into the chamber floor.

Mrinal was second. Her curses hit the crystal lattice like acid—targeted entropic events that disrupted the conduit connections, causing misfires, delays, the mechanical equivalent of a system glitch. Not enough to stop the mechanism. Enough to slow it.

Tejas was third. His blood-power reached out—not attacking, but interfering. He couldn't control divine blood, but he could read it, and reading Indradeva's energy patterns gave him enough information to predict the next attack, shout a warning, redirect the alliance's defences.

The others joined. Deepika summoned water from the divine realm's oceans—a tidal wave that crashed through the chamber, not to damage but to create chaos. Kaveri absorbed kinetic energy and redirected it. Priya altered local gravity. Rohan's plant-power found the organic elements in the chamber's architecture and grew them—vines and roots erupting from the Aadya foundations, tangling the conduits, disrupting the flow.

Devyani—Indradeva's former champion—turned her gravity manipulation against her patron. The look on Indradeva's face when his own champion's power pushed against him was—

Tanvi didn't see it. She was in the floor. In the stone. In the Aadya architecture that sang beneath Indradeva's corruption. She was reaching, deeper than she'd ever reached, past the modifications, past the extraction mechanism, past the three thousand years of accumulated theft, to the original protocol. The real Ascension. The one the Aadya had designed.

She found it.

It was—beautiful. A pattern of such elegant simplicity that it made Indradeva's corrupted version look like a child's scrawl on a masterwork. The original Ascension was not a mechanism. It was an invitation. A frequency, embedded in the chamber's deepest layer, that said: You are worthy. You may choose. And whatever you choose, you will remain yourself.

Tanvi activated it.

The chamber transformed.

The crystal lattice—Indradeva's harvesting mechanism, his three-thousand-year instrument of theft—began to dissolve. Not violently. Not explosively. It simply—unravelled. Thread by thread. Conduit by conduit. The stolen energy releasing, returning, flowing back through the architecture to the sources it had been extracted from.

The contestants felt it. The pull reversed—instead of extraction, restoration. Power flowing back into their bodies. The power that the trials had siphoned. The power that the Agni Pareeksha had tithed. All of it, returning.

And with it—the original Ascension protocol's invitation. Not a command. Not a compulsion. A question, posed to each contestant individually, in the privacy of their own consciousness:

Do you choose to transform? Knowing the cost and the gift? Keeping everything you are?

"NO!" Indradeva's voice was—different. The magnificence was cracking. The light was fracturing. For the first time in three thousand years, the King of the Divyas was losing control of the system he had built. "You cannot—this is MY creation—MY hierarchy—"

"It was never yours," Tanvi said. Her voice was—everywhere. Amplified by the Aadya resonance, carried through the chamber's restored architecture, reaching every ear. "It was theirs. You built on their silence. And the silence is over."

The light intensified. Tanvi's body was—burning. Not with fire. With frequency. The Aadya resonance at full planetary power, channelled through a mortal body that was never designed to be a conduit at this scale. She could feel herself breaking down—cellular structures destabilising, neural pathways overloading, the biological infrastructure of being human reaching its absolute limit.

Three minutes. Four. The protocol was almost complete.

But Indradeva was not finished. He gathered himself—pulled the remaining stolen energy from the lattice, from the conduits that hadn't yet unravelled, from every reserve he'd accumulated over three millennia—and formed it into a weapon. A lance of pure divine power, concentrated, aimed at Tanvi with the precision of a being who understood that the only way to stop the protocol was to destroy the person channelling it.

The alliance saw it coming. Tejas felt the blood-signature of the attack before it formed.

"TANU!" he screamed.

And threw himself between his sister and the end of the world.

The lance hit Tejas.

It hit him in the chest—a direct strike, full force, three thousand years of stolen power compressed into a single point of impact. It should have killed him. It should have atomised him. But Tejas Ranade was a blood mage who had spent his entire life learning the distance between healing and killing, and in the fraction of a second between the lance's impact and its completion, he did the only thing he could.

He redirected it.

Through his blood. Through his body. Through the twin bond that connected him to Tanvi at a frequency deeper than divine or mortal, older than Aadya or human, the frequency of two people who had shared their first heartbeat and would share their last.

The energy passed through him. It ravaged him—she felt it through the bond, felt his pain, felt his body breaking—but it didn't kill him. It reached the twin bond. And the twin bond, which was itself a form of Aadya resonance (twins, after all, were the universe's way of saying this consciousness is too important for a single vessel), channelled the energy into the protocol.

Indradeva's weapon became the final burst of power needed to complete the Ascension.

The protocol activated.

The invitation went out—not to twenty-five contestants, but to everyone. Every Vardaan-prapta who had ever been harvested. Every Blessed whose power had been stolen. Every erased identity, every consumed consciousness, every person in three thousand years who had been fed to the throne. The Aadya's original protocol reached through time, through death, through the machinery of Naraka itself, and offered them what they had never been given:

A choice.

The chamber blazed white. Silver-white. The colour of the Aadya. The colour of the beginning.

And Tanvi—who was breaking, who was burning, who was channelling the creative power of the universe through a body made of calcium and carbon and the particular stubbornness of a fishing village on the Konkan coast—held on.

For one more second. For one more breath. For one more heartbeat, shared across the twin bond with the brother who had taken a god's weapon in his chest and turned it into salvation.

She held on.

And the world changed.




  
    Chapter 23: The Fall of Light

    
    
  
  The white faded.

Tanvi opened her eyes—she hadn't remembered closing them—and the chamber was different. The crystal lattice was gone. Dissolved. The conduits that had threaded the walls like parasitic vines had crumbled to dust. The harvesting mechanism—three thousand years of institutional theft—was dismantled.

In its place: the Aadya architecture. Exposed. Revealed for the first time since Indradeva had built over it. The chamber's true form was—

Breathtaking. Not in the dramatic, aggressive way that Indradeva's constructions were breathtaking. In the quiet way. The way a forest clearing is breathtaking. The way the sea at dawn is breathtaking. Organic curves instead of geometric precision. Warm stone that pulsed with embedded light. Aadya script flowing across every surface—living text, rearranging itself, the ancient intelligence celebrating its liberation.

And the contestants—

Twenty-five mortals stood in the revealed chamber, and they were changed. Not uniformly. Not identically. Each one differently, according to their power and their choice. Some glowed—faintly, subtly, the permanent luminescence of a mortal body that had accepted divine power on its own terms. Some had new markings—patterns on their skin, like living tattoos, mapping the connection between their mortal biology and their divine inheritance. Some looked exactly the same—because the original Ascension protocol respected the choice to remain unchanged, and several contestants had chosen to keep their mortality intact.

All of them were whole. Memories intact. Identities preserved. The thing that Indradeva had spent three thousand years stealing—the mortal self, the accumulated experience and love and grief and joy that constituted a person—still there. Still theirs.

Tanvi tried to stand. Couldn't. Her legs were—not legs anymore, exactly. They responded to commands with a delay, the way a phone responds when its battery is at one percent. Her body was failing. The sustained resonance had done what she'd feared—degraded her cellular structure, overloaded her neural pathways, burned through the biological infrastructure that made human life possible.

She was dying.

Not dramatically. Not in a blaze of glory. Quietly. The way a candle dies—the flame getting smaller, the wax running out, the light dimming by degrees.

"Tanu." Tejas. On his knees beside her. His face was—she couldn't focus on it. Her vision was strobing, the world flickering between the visual and the resonant, her Aadya-enhanced senses and her mortal eyes fighting for control of a processing system that was shutting down.

"Tej." Her voice was a whisper. "Did it work?"

"It worked. It worked. Everyone's—they're okay. The protocol completed. Indradeva's mechanism is gone." His hands were on her face—warm, shaking, his blood-power scanning her body with frantic precision. She could feel him reading her—feel his gift cataloguing the damage, the cellular degradation, the neural overload, the systematic failure of every system that kept a human body alive.

"How bad?" she asked.

He didn't answer. Which was the answer.

"Tej."

"Your cellular structure is—it's breaking down. The resonance was too much. Your mitochondria are failing. Your neural pathways are—" His voice cracked. "Tanu, I can slow it. I can redirect your blood flow, stabilise your core organs, buy time. But I can't fix this. The damage isn't in your blood. It's in your—in you. The fundamental structure of your cells. It's like—"

"Like a wire that carried too much current."

"Yes."

She closed her eyes. The hum in her chest—the hum that had been her constant companion since birth, the Aadya frequency that had defined her, driven her, led her to this moment—was fading. Dimming. The way a radio signal dims when you drive out of range.

"Where's Indradeva?" she asked.

"Down." Veer's voice. Close. His cold hands on her shoulders—she could barely feel them. Her nerve endings were failing with the rest of her. "The protocol's activation destabilised his power base completely. He's still alive—still divine—but the throne is gone. The harvested energy has been released. He's—"

"Diminished."

"Significantly. Prithvika and the other sympathetic Divyas have contained him. He's not a threat. Not immediately."

"Good."

Silence. The chamber hummed with Aadya resonance—the original frequency, restored, singing through the architecture the way it had sung before Indradeva built his parasitic overlay. It was, Tanvi thought distantly, a beautiful sound. The sound of something waking up after a very long sleep.

"Veer."

He was there. His face—she could see it, despite the strobing vision. Blood-dark eyes. The mask gone. The raw underneath. The man who carved wooden birds and loved her and was watching her die.

"The Aadya," she said. "In the pearl. The message. You are not the weapon. You are the wake-up call. I think—I think the wake-up call wasn't just the protocol. Wasn't just the Ascension. I think it was—"

"You." His voice was destroyed. "The wake-up call was you."

"If the Aadya are distributed. In everything. In the earth, the water, the stone. Then the wake-up call isn't a mechanism. It's a resonance event. One note, played at the right frequency, that reminds every atom of what it used to be."

"And the note is killing you."

"The note is doing what it was designed to do. The mortal body was just—the delivery system. The bottle for the message."

"No." Veer's composure—the three-thousand-year structure of controlled emotion—collapsed entirely. "No. You are not a delivery system. You are not a bottle. You are Tanvi. You are the woman who makes oysters glow and argues with goddesses and eats mango pickle in the afterlife and kissed me in the dark when I hadn't been touched in three millennia. You are not—"

"I'm not dying yet." She reached for his hand. Found it. Cold. Shaking. Held it. "I'm not done. But I need—" She looked around the chamber. At the contestants. At the alliance. At the exposed Aadya architecture, humming, singing, awake. "I need to finish it. The wake-up call. The full resonance event. If I stop now—if I die with the call half-transmitted—"

"Then the Aadya stay dormant. And everything we did was—"

"Temporary. Indradeva's mechanism is gone, but without the Aadya fully awake, someone else will build another one. Another tyrant. Another harvest. Another three thousand years of silence."

"Tanvi, if you push the resonance further, you will die. Not might. Will."

"I know."

"I cannot—" His voice broke. Actually broke, the way a bone breaks—a sharp, clean snap that you feel in your teeth. "I cannot watch you die. I have watched too many people die. I have processed their passage. I have judged the weight of their lives. I have been the Warden of the Dead for three thousand years, and I cannot—I cannot—be the one who wardens you."

She looked at him. At the grief. At the love underneath the grief. At the man who had waited three millennia for something and was now watching it slip through his fingers.

"Then don't watch," she said. "Help."

"Help—how?"

"You're the Warden of Naraka. Naraka is the space between death and rebirth. The transit point. The waystation." She squeezed his hand. "If I die—if the resonance destroys my mortal body—where does my consciousness go?"

Understanding hit him. She watched it arrive—the realisation, the recognition, the desperate, impossible hope that replaced the despair.

"Naraka," he said. "It comes to me."

"And Naraka is Aadya architecture. The original garden. The place the First Ones built for consciousness to rest between incarnations."

"You want me to—"

"Catch me. If I fall. Catch my consciousness in Naraka. Hold it. The way the Aadya designed Naraka to hold—not trap, not imprison, but preserve. Until—"

"Until the Aadya wake up. Until the resonance event completes. Until the beings who designed the system are conscious again and can—"

"Rebuild. Restore. Put me back together."

It was a gamble. An enormous, insane, cosmically arrogant gamble—betting that the Aadya, once awakened, would have the power and the inclination to reconstruct a mortal consciousness from the preserved fragments held in their own architecture.

But the alternative was dying and staying dead. And Tanvi Ranade had not survived Devgad monsoons, Shripati-kaka's cooking critiques, and a divine monarchy's best efforts at murder to die without a contingency plan.

"Can you do it?" she asked. "Can you hold me?"

Veer's blood-dark eyes held hers. In them, she saw the calculation—the Warden of the Dead assessing the capacity of his domain, the architecture of the afterlife, the possibility of using a prison as a lifeboat.

"I have held millions of souls," he said. "I have never held one that I loved. But—yes. Naraka can preserve you. If your consciousness remains coherent enough to enter the system."

"Then I need to stay coherent. Right up to the last second."

"And I need to be in Naraka when it happens. At the transition point. Ready to receive you."

She nodded. "Go. Now. Before—"

"Before you push the resonance."

"Yes."

He leaned in. Pressed his lips to her forehead—cold, deliberate, the kiss of a man who was not saying goodbye but making a promise. "I will be there," he said. "In the garden. Waiting. The way I've always been waiting."

He left. Through the chamber. Through the wound-passages. Back to Naraka. To his domain. To the waiting room of the dead, where he would prepare to catch the consciousness of the woman he loved as it fell from a body that couldn't hold it anymore.

Tanvi looked at Tejas. Her twin. Her other heartbeat.

"Tej."

He was crying. Still. The crimson tears of a blood mage whose power was leaking through his eyes. "Don't ask me to let you go."

"I'm not letting go. I'm transitioning. Naraka isn't death. It's—"

"A waystation. I know. You're betting your consciousness on cosmic real estate."

Despite everything—despite the cellular degradation and the failing neural pathways and the hum dying in her chest—she laughed. It hurt. It was worth it.

"Take the pearl," she said. "After. Keep it. It's the Aadya's message, and you're the next carrier."

"Tanu—"

"And tell Kaka. Tell him—" Her voice failed. She cleared her throat. Tried again. "Tell him the oysters are doing fine. And tell Mihir—"

"Tell Mihir what?"

"Tell him I'm sorry. And that he should wait. But not forever. Tell him—if I come back, I'll come back to Devgad. And if I don't—" She swallowed. "—tell him to find someone who kicks the Bullet at that specific angle. And to be happy."

Tejas gripped her hand. Blood and starlight. Twin and twin. The oldest, deepest, most unbreakable bond in the universe—two consciousnesses that had shared their first heartbeat and were now facing the possibility of losing their last.

"Come back," he said. "That's not a request. That's a twin mandate. Enforceable across all planes of existence."

"Noted."

She released his hand. Pressed her palms to the chamber floor. Felt the Aadya architecture beneath her—singing, awake, ready.

And pushed.

The resonance erupted. Not from her body—through her body, using her as a transmitter, a broadcast tower, the single point through which the planet's accumulated Aadya frequency was amplified and transmitted into the divine realm and through the divine realm and out into the universe.

The wake-up call.

Every atom of Aadya-encoded matter vibrated. Every molecule that the First Ones had become—every stone, every drop of water, every grain of soil, every cell in every living body—received the signal and responded. A planetary-scale harmonic event. A resonance cascade. The universe remembering what it was before it forgot.

Tanvi's body gave out at the four-minute mark.

Her nervous system failed first—the electrical signals that coordinated her muscles, her organs, her consciousness, all of them degrading simultaneously, like a building losing power floor by floor. Her vision went. Her hearing went. Her touch went.

But her resonance held. For one more second. Two more. The Aadya frequency, independent of the mortal body that had been channelling it, sustained itself—a standing wave that continued to broadcast even as the transmitter crumbled.

And then—

Silence.

Tanvi Ranade's body lay on the chamber floor. Still. The crystal structures at her shoulders dimming. The silver-white light fading from her skin, from her hair, from her eyes. The glow draining from her hands—the oyster-farmer's hands, the shell-scarred hands, the hands that had held a death god's face and reshaped reality and shucked ten thousand oysters on the mudflats of Devgad.

The hum was gone.

The light was gone.

Tanvi was gone.



In Naraka, the Warden of the Dead felt her arrive.

Not as a soul. Not as the dead arrived—depleted, confused, released from the machinery of biological life. She arrived as a frequency. A pure, clear, silver-white tone that entered Naraka's architecture and filled it—every stone, every garden, every river of mercury, every black flower—with the resonance of a consciousness that was too stubborn, too Konkan-coast, too fundamentally Tanvi to dissolve.

Veer caught her.

With everything he had. With three thousand years of practice processing consciousness. With the architecture of Naraka—the Aadya-built waystation, the garden-turned-prison-turned-garden-again—reconfigured to hold not the dead but the transitioning. A consciousness between states. A person between bodies. A woman between the mortal world and whatever came next.

He held her. In the dark. In the garden where the black flowers bloomed.

And waited.




  
    Chapter 24: The Aftermath

    
    
  
  The Mandapa was silent for the first time in three thousand years.

Not the artificial silence of Indradeva's authority—the kind that pressed on eardrums and demanded obedience. This was an organic silence. The silence of a system that had stopped running. The silence of a machine that had been turned off, and in the absence of its noise, the world was discovering what quiet actually sounded like.

Tejas knelt beside his sister's body.

He wasn't crying anymore. He had moved past crying into a state that was harder, cleaner, more dangerous—the state of a man who had processed his grief in real-time and emerged on the other side with a clarity that cut like surgical steel. His crimson eyes were dry. His Blood Crown pulsed with a steady, deliberate rhythm. His hands—the healer's hands, the blood mage's hands—rested on Tanvi's chest, monitoring the body that still breathed, still maintained its basic biological functions, but no longer contained the consciousness that made it her.

She was in Naraka. He could feel her through the twin bond—not clearly, not the way he felt her when she was in her body, but there. A distant signal. A frequency reduced to its minimum viable amplitude, like a phone call from the other side of the planet where you can barely hear the voice but you know who it is.

I'm here,* the signal said. *I'm waiting.

I know,* he sent back. *I'm coming.

But not yet. There was work to do.



Indradeva was contained.

Prithvika and three of the sympathetic Divyas—Varundev, the Ocean God; Vayusha, the Wind Goddess; and, surprisingly, Kaladeva, the Time God, who had apparently been waiting for an excuse to switch sides for centuries—had formed a containment field around the former King. His power, stripped of three millennia of stolen energy, was—diminished. Still divine. Still dangerous. But no longer the overwhelming, system-defining force it had been.

He knelt in the centre of the containment field, and the sight was—wrong. Not satisfying, not vindicating. Wrong. A being of immense power, reduced to his own resources, looking small in a space that had been built to make him look infinite.

"You've destroyed everything," he said. His voice was—normal. Not the everywhere-voice, not the bone-vibrating command. Just a voice. The voice of a being speaking at human volume for the first time in three thousand years. "The hierarchy. The order. Three millennia of stability."

"Stability built on murder," Tejas said. He'd left Tanvi's side—Mrinal was with her now, sitting beside the body with her curse power forming a protective perimeter, skull earrings glinting in the exposed Aadya light. "Stability isn't stability if it requires a constant supply of corpses."

"You don't understand what you've done. Without the hierarchy—without the structure—"

"The world keeps turning," Prithvika said. Her voice was tired but certain—the certainty of a goddess who had finally stopped being a coward and was discovering that courage, while exhausting, was also clarifying. "The mortal world doesn't need the divine hierarchy to function. It never did. The sun rises because of physics, not because of you."

Indradeva looked at her. At the Earth Goddess who had been his quiet ally for three thousand years and was now his jailer. "You betrayed me."

"I betrayed a system that was eating its children. That's not betrayal. That's mothering."

The containment field held. Indradeva's fate would be decided later—by the reformed divine council, by the awakening Aadya, by whatever governance structure emerged from the rubble of the old order. For now, he was contained. And for the first time in three thousand years, the divine realm was operating without a king.



The contestants gathered.

Twenty-five of them, in the Aadya-revealed chamber, standing in the light of an architecture that had been hidden for millennia. They were changed—all of them, whether they'd accepted the original Ascension or not. The experience of having their stolen power returned, of being offered a genuine choice for the first time, of watching a woman channel the creative force of the universe through her body and die in the process—

That changes a person.

Harjinder spoke for the group. His deep voice filled the chamber with the particular authority of a man who led not because he wanted to but because the situation demanded it and nobody else was stepping up.

"What happens now?"

Tejas stood before them. The blood mage. The healer. The twin whose sister was in the afterlife, held together by the Warden of the Dead's love and Naraka's ancient architecture.

"Now you go home," he said.

The words landed with the weight of something simple and impossible.

"The Aadya protocol restored your choice. Some of you accepted the transformation—you have divine power now, integrated with your mortal selves, yours to keep and use as you see fit. Others chose to remain mortal—your powers are yours too, undiminished, no longer being siphoned. Either way, you're free. The Divyarohana is over. Not just this cycle—forever."

"And the dead?" Deepika asked. "The nine who died during the trials. And the—thousands? Tens of thousands?—from previous cycles?"

Tejas looked at the pearl in his hand. Tanvi's pearl. The Aadya's message, still glowing, still pulsing with the patient light of beings who had planned for everything, including this.

"My sister sent a wake-up call. To the Aadya. To the First Ones, who didn't vanish but became the world. If the call works—if they wake up—" He paused. "Then everything changes. The dead. The erased. The consumed. The Aadya designed Naraka as a waystation, not a prison. If they wake up, they can restore it to its original function. Process the backlog. Give the dead what they were owed: passage. Rest. Rebirth."

"If," Kaveri said. "That's a big if."

"Yes. It is. But it's the only if we've got."

The contestants looked at each other. Twenty-five people who had been strangers weeks ago, who had been thrown into a divine killing ground, who had watched friends die and enemies yield and a woman from a fishing village sacrifice herself to break a three-thousand-year cycle of theft.

"I want to go home," Rohan said. The plant boy from Mangalore. The youngest. The one Tejas had healed in the forest. His voice was small but steady—the voice of a person who had grown up considerably in a very short time. "I want to go home and see my parents and eat my mother's fish curry and sleep in my own bed. And then—" He squared his shoulders. "—and then I want to figure out what to do with what I've been given."

"We all do," Harjinder said. And with a nod to Tejas: "Get us home, blood mage."



Prithvika opened the passages.

The Earth Goddess—liberated from her three-thousand-year silence, powered by the restored Aadya architecture, connected to the mortal world through the same channel she'd built for Tanvi—created pathways. Not the wound-passages of the Mandapa's internal architecture. Clean, direct routes from the divine realm to the mortal world, depositing each contestant at their point of origin. Their home.

One by one, they left.

Harjinder to Amritsar. Deepika to Kochi. Kaveri to Kochi. Priya to Jaipur. Devyani to Delhi. Rohan to Mangalore. Twenty-five mortals, returning to lives they'd been ripped from, carrying powers they'd been tortured into developing, bearing memories that would take decades to fully process.

Mrinal was the last before Tejas.

She stood at the passage entrance—a doorway of living earth, smelling of soil and rain, the gateway back to Kolkata. Her skull earrings (permanently fused, courtesy of the Agni Pareeksha) caught the Aadya light. Her silver-traced neck glowed with the quiet intensity of a curse-specialist who had just helped overthrow a divine monarchy.

"Tell her," Mrinal said to Tejas. "When she comes back—when, not if—tell her I said she still owes me a packet of Parle-G. And that if she's going to die and come back to life, the least she could do is bring biscuits from the afterlife."

"I'll tell her."

"And Tejas?"

"Yeah?"

"You're a good healer. The best I've seen. Don't let anyone tell you that your power is for killing." She poked him in the chest—hard, with the particular aggressiveness of Mrinal Bose's affection. "It's for fixing. Always has been."

She stepped through the passage. The earth closed behind her. Kolkata.

Tejas stood alone in the Ascension chamber. Alone with Tanvi's body, which Mrinal had been guarding and which now lay on the Aadya-inscribed floor, breathing slowly, a vessel waiting for its occupant to return.

He knelt beside her. Took her hand—her left hand, the one with the scar on the thumb from the oyster shell two years ago. Cold now. Not death-cold. The cold of a body running on minimum power, the way a computer in sleep mode is cold—technically on, but not generating the heat of active use.

"I'm going to take you home," he said. "To Devgad. To Kaka. To the mudflats and the oyster beds and the Bullet with the dented tank. And when you come back—from Naraka, from wherever the Aadya put you—you'll be home. You'll wake up in the place where you belong."

He lifted her. She was lighter than he expected—not physically, but in every other dimension. The Aadya resonance that had made her heavy—dense with purpose, weighted with destiny—was gone. What remained was a body. His sister's body. Twenty-four years old, brown-skinned, calloused hands, a scar on the thumb, hair that used to hold threads of light and now was just black.

He carried her to the passage. Prithvika opened it—the last doorway, aimed at the Konkan coast, at a village built on salt and stubbornness.

Devgad.

He stepped through.




  
    Chapter 25: Devgad, After

    
    
  
  The mudflats hadn't changed.

That was the thing about Devgad—it existed in its own temporal pocket, immune to the upheavals of the larger world. The Arabian Sea still retreated at low tide, exposing the grey-brown expanse where the oysters lived. The cashew orchards still climbed the hills behind the village. The Sindhudurg fort still crouched on its island, patient and salt-eaten. The koels still screamed at dawn, the autorickshaws still played Bollywood songs through tinny speakers, and Kaka's jasmine still bloomed on the cracked concrete step.

Tejas arrived at dawn. Carrying Tanvi.

Shripati-kaka was in the kitchen. Of course he was—Kaka was always in the kitchen at dawn, performing the morning's pooja, lighting the incense, setting out the steel plate with kumkum and haldi and the small brass lamp. The routine of a man who had lost his sister-in-law, raised her twins, and maintained his faith through every loss because the alternative was confronting an absence he couldn't bear.

He heard the door. Turned. Saw Tejas standing in the doorway—crimson-eyed, Blood-Crowned, carrying his unconscious sister in arms that were stronger than they'd been when he left.

"Kaka," Tejas said.

The old man's face did something complicated. Joy and terror and relief and dread, layered on top of each other in the particular emotional geology of a person who has been waiting for news and isn't sure what kind of news he's received.

"Is she—"

"She's alive. She's—it's complicated. Can we come in?"

They came in. Tejas laid Tanvi on the divan in the main room—the same divan where she'd done her homework as a child, where she'd napped during monsoons, where she'd curled up with textbooks on marine biology and dreamed about oyster genetics. Her body sank into the familiar cushions, and even in its dormant state, it seemed to relax. Home.

Kaka sat beside her. His weathered hands—fisherman's hands, now retired—touched her forehead with the specific gentleness of a man who had been the primary caregiver of orphaned twins and had developed a touch calibrated to detect fever, distress, and the particular temperature fluctuations of divine power manifesting in a twelve-year-old's body.

"She's cold," he said.

"Her body is in a dormant state. Her consciousness is—somewhere else. Being preserved. I know that sounds—"

"Divine." Kaka's voice was flat. Not disbelieving. Not accepting. The flat tone of a man who had always known, on some level, that the light in his niece's hands was not a medical condition and was waiting for the explanation to catch up with the reality. "Like her mother."

"You knew?"

"Suvarna told me. Before the twins were born. She told me what she was. What you would be. She said—" His voice cracked, a fissure in the flat affect, grief leaking through. "She said that one day, someone would come for you. And that when they did, I should let you go. And that you would come back."

"We came back."

"She came back in pieces."

"She came back alive. Kaka, I know how this looks. But she's in there. I can feel her—through the bond. She's—" He searched for the word. "—waiting. The Aadya—the First Ones, the beings who created the divine realm—they're waking up. Tanvi woke them. And when they're fully conscious, they can restore her. Put her back in her body. Bring her back."

"When?"

"I don't know."

Kaka was quiet for a long time. The morning light filled the kitchen—warm, golden, the specific light of the Konkan coast that seems to carry the smell of salt and cashew flowers in its spectrum. The incense from the morning pooja drifted through the room—sandalwood, familiar, the scent of every morning of Tejas and Tanvi's childhood.

"I'll make chai," Kaka said. Because that was what Shripati-kaka did when the world presented him with problems too large for human comprehension. He made chai. And somehow—through the ritual of boiling water, crushing ginger, measuring loose leaf, adding sugar that Tanvi always said was too much and Tejas always said wasn't enough—the problems became, if not smaller, at least more navigable.



Mihir came in the afternoon.

He appeared at the door the way he always did—announced by the sound of the Royal Enfield's engine cutting out in the yard, the particular rhythm of his footsteps on the concrete path, the slight pause before he knocked that indicated he was wiping sawdust off his hands onto his jeans.

Tejas answered the door. Mihir took one look at his crimson eyes and Blood Crown and said, with the equanimity of a man whose girlfriend could make oysters glow and who had therefore adjusted his baseline for weirdness years ago:

"Where is she?"

"Inside. Mihir, I need to explain—"

"Is she alive?"

"Yes. But—"

"Then explain inside."

He went to her. Sat beside the divan. Took her hand—the left hand, the one with the oyster-shell scar—and held it with the specific grip of a man who had been holding this hand since they were sixteen and whose muscle memory for the shape of her fingers was more reliable than his memory for his own.

Tejas explained. All of it. The Divyarohana. The trials. The harvesting. The rebellion. The Ascension protocol. Tanvi's sacrifice. Her consciousness in Naraka, held by Veer—

"Who's Veer?"

Tejas hesitated. The hesitation said everything.

"He's—the Warden of Naraka. The domain of death. He's—he and Tanvi are—"

"I know." Mihir's voice was quiet. Not angry. Not broken. Quiet, in the way that Mihir Patil was always quiet—the way the sea is quiet at slack tide, holding all its power in reserve. "She told me, before she left. Not the specifics. Just that something had changed. That she'd met someone. She said she was sorry."

"Mihir—"

"She doesn't need to be sorry. She went to war. In war, people change. Connections form. I'm not—" He took a breath. Let it out. "I'm not going to compete with a god for the heart of a woman who saved the world. That would be—" A ghost of a smile. "—even more stupid than buying a 1972 Bullet and trying to restore it with hand tools."

"You're taking this remarkably well."

"I'm a woodcarver from Devgad. My girlfriend turns out to be half-divine, goes to a cosmic trial, starts a revolution, falls in love with the son of the Death God, and dies saving the universe. My baseline for 'taking things well' has been recalibrated." He looked at Tanvi's face—peaceful, dormant, the face he'd watched change from teenager to adult, from girl to woman, from mortal to something else. "She's really in there? Somewhere?"

"I can feel her. Through the bond. She's—far. But present."

"Then I'll wait."

"For how long?"

"For however long it takes. I waited for her to come home from Pune after college. I waited for her to decide she wanted to date me instead of just being friends. I waited for her to tell me about the light in her hands." He squeezed her hand. "I'm very good at waiting."



The days that followed were—strange. Quiet. The village of Devgad absorbed the return of the Ranade twins the way the mudflats absorbed the tide—gradually, without drama, the information seeping through the community via the particular osmosis of small-town gossip.

Tejas took over the oyster farm. Not because he had to—the farm's hired hands were competent, and the oysters, freed from Tanvi's unconscious Aadya influence, had reverted to producing normal, commercially unremarkable pearls. But because someone needed to tend what Tanvi had built, and because the physical work—wading in the mud, checking the cages, sorting the harvest—kept his body busy while his mind processed the weight of what had happened.

He practiced his blood-reading. Not on people—on the tide pools. On the crabs and the sea slugs and the small, tenacious organisms that lived in the margin between land and sea. He could feel their circulatory systems—primitive, efficient, beautiful in their simplicity. He healed the ones that were injured. He studied the ones that were healthy. He mapped the invisible networks of blood and fluid that connected every living thing in the ecosystem, and he marvelled at how similar the patterns were to the Aadya architecture in the divine realm.

Because the Aadya were everywhere. In the oysters. In the mud. In the salt crystals that formed on the rocks at low tide. In the mango trees and the cashew orchards and the coral reefs off the coast. Tanvi's wake-up call had worked—the resonance event had reached every Aadya-encoded atom on the planet, and the response was—slow. Gradual. The First Ones were not beings who rushed.

But it was happening.

Tejas could feel it. Through his blood-reading, he could sense the shift—a deepening of the vibrational frequency in the earth, the water, the living tissue of every organism. The Aadya were stirring. Not conscious yet. Not awake. But no longer dormant. The way a person stirs in the minutes before waking—shifting, murmuring, the subconscious preparing the body for the transition to awareness.

Come on,* he thought, standing on the mudflats at dawn, his bare feet in the salt water, his crimson eyes watching the Arabian Sea catch the first light. *Wake up. She's waiting.

The sea didn't answer. Not in words. But the way the light hit the water—the silver-white glint, the familiar, impossible luminescence that had always been part of the coast and that Tejas now understood was the Aadya's distributed presence, visible to anyone who knew how to look—

It looked like a promise.




  
    Chapter 26: The Warden's Vigil

    
    
  
  In Naraka, time moved differently.

Not faster or slower—sideways. The bruise-sky held its colour without cycling through dawn and dusk. The mercury rivers flowed in their eternal loops. The black flowers bloomed and closed and bloomed again, measuring time in their own botanical rhythm, indifferent to the mortal calendar that counted days on the coast above.

Veer held Tanvi.

Not physically—there was no physical Tanvi to hold. Her consciousness existed as a frequency within Naraka's architecture, distributed through the rib-walls and the ash-sand and the ancient stone that the Aadya had built before categories like "life" and "death" had been invented. She was everywhere in the garden and nowhere specific—a presence without location, a person without a body, a song without a singer.

He could feel her. That was the mercy. Through the death-realm's sensitivity to consciousness—the same sensitivity that allowed him to process the dead, to weigh the quality of a life, to guide souls from one state to the next—he could feel the particular frequency that was Tanvi. The specific harmonic that distinguished her from every other consciousness that had ever passed through his domain.

It was stubborn. Warm. Faintly salt-scented, like the Konkan coast had been encoded into her very being. It asked questions constantly—not in words, but in the way that a consciousness without a body asks questions: by resonating against the architecture, testing boundaries, exploring the space it occupied. Even in this distributed, bodiless state, Tanvi Ranade was incapable of sitting still.

He talked to her.

Not because she could hear him—he wasn't sure she could. But because the alternative was silence, and Veer had endured enough silence for several eternities.

"The chamber is stable," he said, sitting in the Kutil's courtyard, speaking to the walls, to the air, to the distributed presence of the woman he loved. "Prithvika reports that Indradeva's containment is holding. The other Divyas are—adjusting. Three thousand years of hierarchy don't restructure overnight. There are factions. Disagreements. Varundev wants a council. Vayusha wants a democracy. Kaladeva wants—" He paused. "—Kaladeva wants everyone to calm down and let time handle it, which is, I suppose, on-brand."

The black flowers rustled. Not from wind—there was no wind in Naraka. From resonance. From Tanvi's frequency brushing against the garden's Aadya biology, causing the plants to respond the way they always responded to her: by growing. By reaching toward the light.

"Your brother is in Devgad," Veer continued. "I can feel him through the death-realm's connection to the mortal world—his blood-signature, the twin bond that extends even here. He's tending your oysters. He's—" A pause. The almost-smile. "He's arguing with your uncle about salt content in sol kadhi, which I gather is a recurring point of contention."

More rustling. More flowers leaning toward the invisible light source of Tanvi's consciousness. Veer chose to interpret this as engagement. Possibly even amusement.

"And Mihir is there. Your woodcarver. He comes every day. Sits beside your body. Holds your hand. Talks to you about the Bullet—apparently the carburettor needs rebuilding, and he's been detailing the process to you in the hope that the mechanical specifics will annoy you enough to wake up." His voice softened. "He's a good man. I can feel that from here. The particular quality of devotion in his blood-signature—steady, undemanding, patient. The kind of love that doesn't compete."

The courtyard was quiet. The ash-sand glowed faintly—Aadya patterns forming and dissolving, the ancient script writing and rewriting itself, processing the consciousness stored in its structure.

"I carved something," Veer said. "A bird. From a piece of driftwood that came through the death-realm—a fragment of a fishing boat that sank off the Maharashtra coast, carrying the soul of a man who had spent his life on the water. The wood smelled like salt. Like you."

He held up the carving. A small bird—not realistic, not abstract, but somewhere in between. A bird that captured the idea of flight more than the mechanics of it. Carved with the hands that had processed millions of dead and held one living woman and were now, in the quiet of a vigil that might last days or decades, making beauty from fragments.

"I'm going to give it to you," he said. "When you come back. Because you are coming back. The Aadya are stirring—I can feel it in the foundations. The wake-up call worked. The resonance is building. And when they're conscious enough to act, the first thing I'm going to ask them is to rebuild you. Not because you saved the world—that's incidental. Because you're Tanvi. Because you made the black flowers grow and the ash-sand sing and the Warden of the Dead remember what it felt like to not be alone."

He set the bird on the table. Beside the space where the pearl used to sit, before Tejas took it to Devgad. Beside the cup that Tanvi had drunk chai from, that first morning in Naraka, when she'd been a scared mortal with glowing hands and he'd been a three-thousand-year-old recluse pretending he didn't care.

"I'm very bad at this," he said. "At waiting. At hoping. I've spent three millennia being patient, and I was good at it, because patience without hope is just endurance—and endurance is my primary skill set. But patience with hope—patience when there's something specific you're waiting for, someone specific you're aching for—that's different. That's harder. That requires a kind of—"

He stopped. Because the Aadya patterns on the walls had changed.

Not subtly. Not gradually. A sharp, sudden reconfiguration—the living script reorganizing itself into a pattern Veer had never seen. Complex. Layered. The Aadya equivalent of a sentence, written in a language that had been dormant for three millennia.

He read it.

He read it again.

And for the first time in three thousand years, Veer—Yamadeva's son, the Warden of the Dead, the lonely carver of wooden birds—laughed.

The pattern said:

She is ready. We are waking. Prepare the vessel.



The message repeated across every surface in Naraka. Walls, floors, gardens, rivers. The Aadya intelligence—stirring, rising, assembling itself from the distributed fragments of a planetary consciousness—was communicating. Not to Veer specifically. To the architecture. To the system they'd built, the waystation they'd designed, the garden that was now performing its original function for the first time in three millennia: processing a consciousness for return.

Veer moved. Fast. The languor of the vigil—the carved birds, the one-sided conversations, the slow patience of a man waiting—evaporated. In its place: the focused efficiency of the Warden of Naraka executing his purpose.

He went to the heart of the domain. The deepest point. The place where the rib-walls converged and the ash-sand was densest and the Aadya architecture was most concentrated. A chamber—not built, but grown—where the boundary between death and rebirth was thinnest. Where consciousness transitioned from one state to another.

The transition chamber.

He hadn't used it in three thousand years. Indradeva's corruption had redirected the dead away from rebirth and toward harvesting, making the chamber obsolete. But the Aadya had built it to last—the architecture was intact, dormant but functional, waiting for someone with the authority and the skill to reactivate it.

Veer placed his hands on the chamber walls. Cold. Deep-earth cold. His frequency. His domain. His purpose.

"I need her back," he said. Not to the chamber. To the Aadya. To the beings who were waking up in every atom of the world, who had left a message in a pearl and a woman in a garden and a love story in the afterlife. "I need her back in her body. Whole. Complete. Tanvi—not a reconstruction, not a copy, not a divine reinterpretation. Tanvi. With her stubbornness and her questions and her oyster-farmer's hands. Can you do that?"

The Aadya patterns blazed. The chamber activated—not with the violent eruption of divine power, but with the gentle, pervasive warmth of a system coming online. The way a house warms when the heating is turned on. The way the earth warms in spring.

He felt Tanvi's frequency respond. The distributed consciousness—scattered through Naraka's architecture, stubborn and warm and faintly salt-scented—began to coalesce. To gather. To remember itself. The way water gathers from a hundred tributaries into a single river, the way light from a hundred sources converges into a single beam.

"Come on," he whispered. "Come home."

The transition chamber glowed. Silver-white. The colour of the Aadya. The colour of the beginning.

And in the heart of Naraka—in the garden that the First Ones built and a tyrant corrupted and a revolution restored—the frequency that was Tanvi Ranade began to sing.




  
    Chapter 27: The Return

    
    
  
  Tanvi woke up in pieces.

First: sound. The koel. That idiot bird, screaming its two-note song from the cashew orchard behind Kaka's house, the same song it had been screaming every dawn since before she was born. She'd spent her entire childhood wanting to throw something at that bird. She had never been so grateful to hear anything in her life.

Second: smell. Salt. Jasmine. Incense—sandalwood, the morning pooja, Kaka's routine unbroken by apocalypse. And underneath that: ginger. Fresh ginger, being crushed on a stone slab. Chai. Someone was making chai.

Third: touch. Cotton. The divan's familiar cushions—lumpy, overstuffed, the specific texture of furniture that has been loved into shapelessness. Her hands were flat at her sides, palms down, fingers spread. She could feel the fabric's weave. She could feel her own fingers. She could feel—

Her body. Her whole body. Not the fading, degrading, cellular-collapse body of the Ascension chamber. A body that worked. That hummed with health. That breathed easily, deeply, the lungs filling and emptying with the automatic precision of a system that had been restored to factory settings.

She opened her eyes.

The ceiling of Kaka's main room. Water stains in the northeast corner from the 2024 monsoon that Kaka kept promising to fix and never did. The ceiling fan—off, because it was dawn and the coast was still cool. The brass hook where the lamp hung during Diwali.

Home.

"Kaka," she said. Her voice was—her voice. Rough from disuse, dry, cracking on the syllable. But hers. The specific timbre and accent of a woman who grew up speaking Konkani to her uncle and English to her teachers and Marathi to the fishermen and Hindi to the tourists.

The ginger-crushing stopped.

Footsteps. Fast. The particular shuffle-run of a sixty-three-year-old man in bathroom slippers who has received news too important for dignity.

Shripati-kaka appeared in the doorway. He was holding the stone mortar in one hand and the pestle in the other. Ginger paste was on his fingers. His face was—

She would remember his face for the rest of her life. However long that turned out to be. The expression of a man seeing a miracle happen in his living room—not a divine miracle, not a cosmic event, but the specific, personal, unbearable miracle of a loved one returning from somewhere they shouldn't have been able to return from.

"Tanvi," he said.

"Hi, Kaka."

He set down the mortar. Carefully. On the shelf. With the particular precision of a man who is about to cry and wants his hands free.

Then he was beside her. On his knees. His arms around her—tight, shaking, the embrace of a man who had raised her from infancy and had watched her leave for a divine trial and had spent—

"How long?" she asked. "How long was I—"

"Three weeks." His voice was muffled against her shoulder. "Three weeks, four days. You've been lying on this divan for three weeks and four days, and I've been making chai every morning and leaving a cup beside you because I didn't know what else to do."

Three weeks. It had felt like—she didn't know. Time in Naraka didn't translate to mortal time. It had felt like both forever and an instant, the way dreams do.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"Don't be sorry. Be alive. That's enough."

He pulled back. Wiped his eyes with the back of his hand—ginger paste and tears, the most Kaka combination possible. Looked at her. Really looked—the assessing look of a guardian checking for damage.

"Your eyes are still silver," he said.

She blinked. Touched her face reflexively. "They are?"

"Not entirely. The brown is back. But the silver is—underneath. Like light behind glass." He paused. "It's beautiful. Your mother had the same thing."

"You never told me that."

"There were many things I never told you. I was trying to protect you." His weathered face crumpled, then reassembled. "I was wrong. You didn't need protection. You needed preparation."

"Kaka—"

"I should have told you about Suvarna. About what she was. About what you would become. Instead, I let you discover it in a trial ground, surrounded by strangers, without—" He stopped. Took a breath. "I'm an old fool. But I'm your old fool. And I'm glad you're home."

She hugged him. Properly this time—not the careful, fragile embrace of a guardian afraid of breaking something, but the full-contact, rib-compressing, Konkan-coast hug of two people who are family in the way that only families forged by loss and stubbornness can be.

"Make me chai," she said against his shoulder. "The good chai. With too much sugar."

"The sugar is perfect. You have no palate."

"I literally died and came back to life. My palate is fine."

"Your palate was questionable before you died. Death didn't fix it."

He went to make chai. She lay on the divan and listened to the sounds of Kaka's kitchen—the hiss of the gas stove, the clatter of the steel pot, the rhythmic crush of ginger on stone. The sounds of home. The sounds of a life that had been waiting for her to come back to it.



Tejas arrived at a run.

He'd been on the mudflats—the dawn oyster check, the routine he'd maintained every day of Tanvi's absence—and he'd felt the moment she woke up. Through the twin bond. The frequency that had been distant, muted, a signal from the other side of reality, suddenly snapped back to full strength. Present. Immediate. Here.

He burst through the door. Covered in mud. Barefoot. Crimson eyes blazing. Blood Crown catching the morning light.

"Tanu."

"Tej."

He crossed the room in three strides, dropped to his knees beside the divan, and grabbed her face in both hands—his blood-reader's hands, scanning her body through the contact, cataloguing every cell, every system, every biological marker, confirming what the twin bond had already told him: she was back. Whole. Restored.

"Your cellular structure is—" He blinked. Scanned again. "It's perfect. Better than perfect. Your mitochondrial function is—Tanu, your cells are operating at a level I've never seen in a human body. The Aadya didn't just rebuild you. They upgraded you."

"Upgraded?"

"Your biological infrastructure. It's been reinforced. The resonance channels—the pathways your Aadya frequency uses to flow through your body—they've been strengthened. Widened. It's like—" He searched for the metaphor. "It's like someone took a narrow country road and turned it into a highway. You can channel more power now without the cellular degradation."

"So next time I activate a cosmic protocol, I won't die?"

"I don't—next time? Tanu, you just came back to life. Can we have breakfast before we discuss your next cosmic protocol?"

She laughed. The laugh was—different. Fuller. As if the resonance rebuilding had affected her vocal cords along with everything else, giving the sound a quality that was almost musical. An Aadya overtone. A hint of the frequency that had become her fundamental nature.

"I missed you," she said.

"I missed you more. I had to run an oyster farm. Do you know how early oyster farmers wake up? It's inhumane."

"Welcome to my life."

"Your life is terrible and I want to go back to running boats."

She pulled him into a hug. Twin to twin. Blood and starlight. The oldest bond, restored to full contact after three weeks and four days of separation.

Through the embrace, through the twin bond, she felt everything he'd been carrying. The fear. The grief. The three weeks of tending her body, talking to her unconscious form, arguing with Kaka about salt content, holding Mihir together when the waiting got hard. The weight of being the one who survived—the one who carried the pearl, who maintained the vigil, who kept faith when faith was the only thing left.

"You were so brave," she whispered.

"I was terrified."

"That's what brave is."



Mihir came at noon.

She heard the Bullet first—the distinctive thump-thump-thump of the 500cc engine, a sound so specific to her life in Devgad that it might as well have been a heartbeat. Then the engine cutting. The footsteps. The pause.

The door opened.

He stood there. Sawdust on his jeans. A fresh cut on his left hand—a chisel slip, she could tell from the angle. His hair was longer than she remembered—three weeks and four days of not cutting it, of not doing anything except working and waiting and coming to sit beside a divan and talk about carburettors.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

The word carried everything. Three weeks of fear. A lifetime of love. The specific, devastating simplicity of a man who had spent twenty-four days holding the hand of an unconscious woman and was now looking at her awake and didn't know what to say because the feelings were too big for language.

"The Bullet's carburettor," she said. "Tejas told me you were boring me with engine rebuilds."

"It worked, didn't it? You woke up."

"I woke up because the Aadya rebuilt my consciousness from the cosmic substrate of existence."

"Or because I described the carburettor jet disassembly in such excruciating detail that your soul came back to tell me to shut up."

She laughed. He smiled. The room was full of morning light and the smell of Kaka's chai and the sound of the koel and the specific, irreplaceable feeling of being in a room with someone who loves you simply, without cosmic justification.

"Mihir."

"Yeah."

"I need to tell you something."

"About Veer."

"You know?"

"Tejas told me. And honestly—" He sat on the edge of the divan. Not close enough to touch, not far enough to create distance. The exact distance of a man who is being careful. "—I could feel it. Before you left. The way you talked about—about what was happening. About the trials. There was a quality in your voice when you mentioned certain things. A quality that I recognised, because it's the same quality my voice has when I talk about you."

"Mihir, I'm sorry—"

"Don't." He held up a hand. The cut one. The chisel-slipped hand of a woodcarver who made beautiful things from raw material through patience and precision. "Don't apologise. You went to war. You found someone who understands the part of you that I can't—the divine part, the cosmic part, the part that channels the creative force of the universe. I understand the oyster-farmer part. The Devgad part. The part that likes chai with too much sugar and argues with her uncle and kicks the Bullet at that specific angle." He smiled. It was real, and it was sad, and it was the bravest thing she'd seen all week—and she'd seen people fight a god. "I love the mortal you. He loves the whole you. And you deserve someone who can hold all of it."

"You're being impossibly gracious about this."

"I'm being honest. There's a difference." He looked at his hands. "I'll always be here, Tanu. In Devgad. In the workshop. With the Bullet and the sawdust and the terrible carburettor. If you need a place that's just—normal. Just human. I'll be here."

She took his hand. The cut one. Held it gently.

"Thank you," she said. "For waiting. For the carburettor lectures. For being—Mihir."

"That's generally what I'm best at."

He stood. Squeezed her hand once. Let go.

"I'll send over some sol kadhi from the market," he said. "The good kind, from Meera-bai's stall. Not the tourist stuff."

"The tourist stuff is fine—"

"The tourist stuff is watered down and you know it. Meera-bai's or nothing."

He left. The Bullet started—thump-thump-thump—and pulled away, the sound diminishing down the coastal road, growing fainter, becoming part of the background noise of Devgad, where it had always belonged.

Tanvi sat on the divan. In her uncle's house. In her village. On the coast where she'd been born and raised and where the Aadya had hidden her until the moment she was needed.

She was alive. She was home. She was changed—permanently, fundamentally, in ways she was only beginning to understand.

And somewhere, in a garden beneath reality, the Warden of the Dead was holding a carved wooden bird and waiting for the moment when the boundary between his world and hers became thin enough to cross.

Soon, she thought. Sending the thought downward, through the earth-link that Prithvika had built and the Aadya had preserved, toward the bruise-sky realm where the black flowers grew.

Soon.




  
    Chapter 28: The First Silence Ends

    
    
  
  The Aadya woke up on a Tuesday.

Not with thunder. Not with cosmic fanfare. Not with the dramatic, light-saturated upheaval that divine events are supposed to involve. They woke up the way the sea wakes up at dawn—gradually, quietly, the surface shifting from dark to silver as the light finds it, the change so subtle that you can't point to the exact moment it happened.

Tanvi felt it first.

She was on the mudflats. Dawn. Barefoot. The Arabian Sea retreating with the tide, the grey-brown expanse of oyster beds stretching before her, the cashew orchards dark against the brightening sky. She'd been back in Devgad for four days, and she'd spent every dawn here—standing where the land met the sea, feeling the earth-link hum through her feet, monitoring the Aadya frequency in the ground beneath her.

It had been building. Each morning, the frequency was a fraction stronger. A fraction more coherent. The distributed consciousness of the First Ones—scattered across every atom of the planet for three millennia—was reassembling. Slowly. The way a river that has been dispersed into a delta slowly consolidates into a single channel.

And on this Tuesday—ordinary, unremarkable, the koel screaming its dawn song and the autorickshaws beginning their routes and Kaka's incense drifting from the kitchen window—the frequency crossed a threshold.

Tanvi felt it in her chest. Not the familiar hum—that was still there, restored, the Aadya resonance that had been part of her since birth. This was something else. Something new. A vibration so deep it didn't register as sound, so vast it didn't register as sensation. The planet itself, vibrating at a frequency it hadn't achieved in three thousand years.

The Aadya were conscious.

Not fully. Not as they had been—the original Aadya, the First Ones, the beings of such creative magnitude that they had become the world rather than merely inhabiting it. But conscious in the way that a person is conscious in the first moments of waking—aware, oriented, beginning to remember.

And they remembered.

Tanvi felt the memory cascade through the earth-link. Not her memories—the planet's memories. The Aadya's memories of what they had been, what they had done, what had been done to them. The creation. The hierarchy they'd established. The Twelve they'd empowered. And then—the silence. The event that Indradeva had never fully explained. The moment when the Aadya had been driven from their conscious state into distributed dormancy.

She saw it now, through the earth-link, through the Aadya's newly restored awareness: Indradeva hadn't created the silence. He'd discovered it. The Aadya had chosen to disperse—to become the world, to distribute their consciousness across every atom of creation—as a deliberate act of transformation. They had outgrown their original form. They needed to become something larger, something more fundamental, something that was the universe rather than merely running it.

But the transition was supposed to be temporary. A sleep cycle. A metamorphosis. They were supposed to wake up.

Indradeva had prevented the waking. He'd built the hierarchy on their silence—used their dormancy as the foundation for his power, their distributed presence as the raw material for his extraction mechanism. He'd turned a chrysalis into a coffin.

And now the butterfly was emerging.



The sky changed.

Not dramatically. Not apocalyptically. The dawn light—already beautiful, already the particular gold-and-rose of a Konkan coast sunrise—gained a quality. A clarity. As if a filter had been removed from the atmosphere, and the world was being seen in its true colours for the first time.

Tejas felt it on the mudflats, ankle-deep in saltwater, his blood-reader's senses registering the shift in every living organism within range. "The microorganisms," he said, wading toward Tanvi, his crimson eyes wide. "The plankton, the bacteria, the single-celled organisms in the mud—they're all vibrating at the same frequency. The same frequency as your resonance. They're—harmonising."

"The Aadya are in everything. They are everything. And now they're waking up."

"What does that mean? For us? For the world?"

"I don't know."

She didn't. The Aadya's consciousness was vast—planetary, geological, operating at timescales that made human lifespans look like snapshots. Their return to awareness wasn't an event with a clear beginning and end. It was a process. A becoming. And the implications were—

Beyond comprehension. For now. The comprehension would come later, in the weeks and months and years that followed, as the Aadya's restored consciousness began to interface with the world they'd become. For now, what Tanvi knew was this:

The silence was over.

The First Ones were awake.

And the divine realm—the hierarchy, the Twelve, the entire structure that Indradeva had built on the Aadya's dormancy—was about to be fundamentally restructured.



Prithvika arrived at midday.

She stepped out of the earth—literally, her body emerging from the ground like a plant growing in time-lapse—on the beach below Kaka's house. Her moss-sari was greener than Tanvi had ever seen it, vibrant with the Aadya resonance that was now flowing through every plant on the planet. Her green eyes were alight—not with the tired, guilty light of the goddess who had confessed in Naraka, but with something brighter. Something relieved.

"They're speaking," Prithvika said. "The Aadya. Through the earth. Through every root system and mycelium network and geological stratum on the planet. They're speaking, and I can hear them."

"What are they saying?"

"Thank you." The Earth Goddess smiled—a real smile, wide and unguarded, the smile of a being who had carried guilt for three thousand years and was finally, finally setting it down. "They're saying thank you. To you. To the wake-up call. To the mortal woman who played the note that reminded the universe what it used to sound like."

Tanvi stood on the beach. Barefoot. Salt water drying on her calves. The crystal structures at her shoulders—still there, still part of her, permanent markers of the divine inheritance she'd accepted—caught the midday light and scattered it into rainbows.

"And Naraka?" she asked. "Veer?"

Prithvika's smile softened. "The Aadya are restoring Naraka to its original function. The garden is—" She paused, searching for words adequate to the description. "—blooming. In ways it hasn't bloomed in three thousand years. The black flowers are developing colours. The mercury rivers are turning to water. The bruise-sky is—lightening. The Aadya are healing the domain. And the Warden—"

"Yes?"

"He asked me to give you something."

Prithvika opened her hand. On her palm sat a small carved bird. Driftwood. Salt-scented. Not realistic, not abstract—something in between. A bird that captured the idea of flight more than the mechanics of it.

Tanvi took it. The wood was warm—Prithvika's warmth, the earth's warmth, and underneath both, a residual cold. Naraka-cold. Veer-cold. The cold of the man who had carved this in the dark, during his vigil, while her consciousness was distributed through his architecture.

"He also asked me to tell you," Prithvika said, "that the boundary between Naraka and the mortal world is thinning. The Aadya's restoration is removing the barriers that Indradeva erected—the walls he built to keep the living and the dead separate, to prevent the natural flow of consciousness between states. Within days, the boundary will be thin enough for—"

"For him to come here."

"For anyone to cross. In either direction. The way it was designed—death as a transition, not a terminus. Life and death as states on a continuum, not walls on either side of a prison."

"That's—" Tanvi looked at the bird. At the carved wings that would never carry it into the air but that somehow communicated everything essential about what flight meant. "That's going to change everything."

"Yes. It is. And that terrifies me."

"But?"

"But the alternative was what we had. And what we had was a system that killed children and called it selection." Prithvika looked at the sea—the Arabian Sea, the water that connected the Konkan coast to the rest of the world, the medium through which the Aadya had stored their deepest messages. "I'll take the terrifying unknown over the comfortable horror. Every time."



That evening, Tanvi sat on the mudflats.

The tide was coming in. The sea advancing in its slow, rhythmic, utterly reliable way—the water covering the oyster beds, the mudflats disappearing under brine, the coast performing its daily transformation from land to sea.

She sat at the edge. Letting the water reach her. Warm—the Arabian Sea in March, tropical, salt-heavy, the water she'd been born into and raised by and shaped by and that now, she understood, contained the consciousness of the beings who had created her.

The pearl was in her pocket—Tejas had returned it when she woke up, pressing it into her hand with the particular intensity of a man delivering a sacred trust. The pearl still glowed. Still pulsed. But the message had changed. The Aadya, now conscious, were updating their own communication.

She took it out. Held it in the water. Let the sea wash over it—the pearl and her hand, both submerged, both connected to the vast, slow, newly-awakened intelligence that permeated every molecule of the ocean.

The pearl spoke.

Not in frequencies this time. In words. Clear, direct, the Aadya-as-language, the First Ones who had become the universe now speaking through the medium of human communication:

You played the note. The silence is ended. What follows will be difficult—the reshaping of a world is never painless. But the silence is ended, and the music continues.

We remember what we are. We remember what we did. We remember the garden, and the river, and the man who waited.

He is coming to you. When the boundary dissolves—when death and life resume their natural flow—he will cross. Not as the Warden. Not as the son of Death. As a man. As Veer.

Thank you, Tanvi. For the wake-up call. For the stubbornness. For the oyster-farmer's hands and the kick-started motorcycle and the chai with too much sugar. We chose well, when we chose you.

Go home. Be human. Be loved. The universe will take care of the rest.

Tanvi sat in the rising tide. The water around her knees. The pearl in her hand. The sun setting behind her, turning the Arabian Sea to copper and rose, the colours reflecting off the crystal structures at her shoulders and creating patterns on the water that looked, if you tilted your head, like Aadya script.

She was twenty-four years old. She was an oyster farmer from Devgad. She was half-divine, fully Indianised, completely exhausted, and absolutely, irrevocably, cosmically in love with a man who lived in the afterlife.

And the afterlife was coming to meet her.

The tide rose. The mudflats disappeared. The koels went silent as the dark came. And in the distance—in the direction of the shore, where the land met the sea, where the boundary between worlds was thinnest—she felt it.

A cold spot.

Moving toward her through the warm evening air. Deep-earth cold. Death-realm cold. The cold of a man who hadn't walked in the mortal world in three thousand years.

Tanvi stood up. Water streaming from her clothes. Pearl in her hand. Heart in her throat.

And there he was.

Walking along the beach. Barefoot. His dark kurta was different—not the formal armour of the Warden, not the untucked vulnerability of their midnight conversations. Something new. Something mortal. As if Naraka itself had dressed him for the crossing, giving him clothes that said I am a man coming to see a woman rather than I am the processing system for the dead.

His hair was loose. His blood-dark eyes were the same—ancient, deep, carrying three millennia of solitude and a few weeks of hope and the specific, devastating expression of a person who is seeing something they love after an absence that was measured in heartbeats.

He stopped. Ten feet from her. On the wet sand where the tide had retreated, leaving behind the gleaming surface that reflected the last light of the sun.

"You came back," he said.

"I came back."

"I told you to try harder."

"I did try harder. The Aadya helped."

"They helped because you asked. Because you were too stubborn to stay dead."

"I'm from Devgad. Stubbornness is a regional trait."

He smiled. The real smile—not the almost-smile, not the mask-crack, not the controlled micro-expression. A full, human, devastating smile that transformed his face from something ancient and beautiful into something ancient and beautiful and warm.

She crossed the ten feet. He crossed the ten feet. They met in the middle—in the wet sand, in the last light, in the space between the divine and the mortal that was no longer a wall but a doorway.

She put her hands on his face. Warm. Not cold. His skin was warm. The death-realm cold was—not gone, exactly, but modulated. Tempered. As if crossing the boundary had brought him closer to life, closer to the warmth that was the mortal world's fundamental temperature.

"You're warm," she said. Stupidly. Irrelevantly. But the observation mattered, because it meant something had changed—not just in the world, but in him. In the space between what he had been and what he was becoming.

"The boundary dissolved. The Aadya's restoration is—" He stopped. Put his hands over hers. Cold meeting warm. "I don't want to explain the mechanics right now."

"What do you want?"

"To be here. With you. On this beach. Without a war or a trial or a divine monarchy between us."

She kissed him. On the beach. In the last light. With the taste of salt on both their lips and the sound of the sea and the distant, idiot koel starting its evening song and the warm sand under their feet and the Aadya's consciousness humming in every atom around them like the universe itself was playing a love song.

He kissed her back. Not carefully. Not cautiously. With the full, unguarded, three-thousand-year-old hunger of a man who had finally, finally, finally been given permission to want something for himself.

They stood in the shallows. Forehead to forehead. The way they'd stood in Naraka, on the night before the Ascension, when the distance between them was three feet and three inches and the width of a war.

There was no distance now.

"Stay," she said.

"For how long?"

"For as long as you want. For as long as the Aadya say you can. For as long as Devgad will have you."

"I don't know Devgad."

"I'll teach you. I'll teach you about oysters and tides and the specific angle for kick-starting a 1972 Royal Enfield Bullet. I'll teach you about sol kadhi and Kaka's morning pooja and the monsoon that turns everything green and loud and impossible. I'll teach you about being—"

"Human?"

"Alive."

He looked at her. At the silver-brown eyes and the crystal shoulders and the glowing hands and the soaking-wet clothes and the pearl in her pocket and the stubborn, irrational, deeply Konkan-coast woman who had died and come back and was now standing in the tide offering to teach a three-thousand-year-old immortal how to live.

"I'd like that," he said.

"Good. But first—"

"First?"

"Chai. Kaka's chai. With too much sugar."

"Is there any other kind?"

"According to Kaka, no."

They walked up the beach. Together. Barefoot. Toward the house where the light was on and the jasmine was blooming and a sixty-three-year-old man was making chai with the patient confidence of someone who always made enough for one more.

Behind them, the sea came in. The mudflats disappeared. The tide performed its ancient, reliable, Aadya-designed rhythm—water covering sand, revealing it, covering it again. The eternal conversation between land and sea that had been happening since the First Ones poured themselves into the world and became everything.

The first silence was over.

The music had resumed.

And on a beach in Devgad, on the Konkan coast, where the mangoes were about to come into season and the oysters were beginning to glow again, two people walked toward a lighted window, and the universe—newly conscious, newly awake, newly remembering what it was—watched them go, and was glad.




  
    Epilogue: The Second Music

    
    
  
  Six months later, the oysters started singing.

Not literally—oysters don't have vocal cords, a fact that Tanvi had explained to approximately forty-seven tourists and one very persistent marine biology student from Mumbai. But the Aadya resonance in the water had reached a concentration where the oyster beds vibrated at a frequency that, if you stood on the mudflats at dawn with your feet in the brine and your mind quiet, sounded like—

Music. Low, ambient, tidal. The sound of creation humming to itself while it worked.

The world was changing. Slowly—the Aadya were patient beings, and their return to consciousness was measured in geological increments rather than human ones. But changing. The divine realm was being restructured—Prithvika's council replacing Indradeva's monarchy, the Twelve becoming the Thirteen (Veer had been invited, somewhat to his horror), and the Divyarohana abolished permanently, its architecture repurposed as a place of learning rather than testing.

Indradeva was contained. Not imprisoned—the Aadya, it turned out, didn't believe in imprisonment. They believed in understanding, which was, in many ways, worse. The former King of the Divyas was being required to process—fully, without deflection—the three thousand years of suffering his system had caused. It was, Veer said, the most compassionate punishment imaginable, and the most effective. A being forced to understand what they've done cannot pretend they haven't done it.

The dead were being processed. Naraka, restored to its original function, was working through the backlog—three millennia of souls who had been harvested, consumed, erased. The Aadya's consciousness, operating through the architecture Veer maintained, was restoring them. Not to life—that wasn't possible for all of them, not after so long—but to completion. Giving them the passage they'd been denied. The rest. The transition.

It would take years. Decades. But it was happening.

Mrinal called once a week. From Kolkata, where she was studying advanced probability theory at ISI and "accidentally" cursing her statistics professor's car to only turn left. She had become, in the six months since the Divyarohana, something between a celebrity and a folk hero in the small community of Blessed who were slowly, cautiously revealing themselves to the mortal world. Her approach to this responsibility was characteristically Mrinal: "If people are going to be afraid of me, they should at least be afraid of me while I'm doing something useful."

Rohan was in Mangalore, growing things. His plant-power, unleashed by the original Ascension protocol, had become something extraordinary—he could communicate with root systems across an entire region, coordinating growth patterns, optimising soil health, essentially becoming a one-man agricultural revolution. He'd enrolled in an agricultural science programme and was, by his own account, "boring his classmates to death with enthusiasm."

Harjinder had returned to Amritsar and his family's transport company. His invulnerability, integrated with his mortal identity, made him—in his words—"the world's most overqualified security consultant." He'd started a quietly revolutionary initiative: a network of Blessed across India, supporting each other, sharing resources, building community. Not an organisation. Not a hierarchy. A network. Because if the Divyarohana had taught them anything, it was that hierarchies could be weaponised.

Tejas ran the oyster farm. He grumbled about it—the early mornings, the mud, the relentless biological optimism of shellfish—but Tanvi could feel through the twin bond that he loved it. The healer in him found satisfaction in tending living things, in monitoring the health of the oyster beds through his blood-reading, in the quiet, cyclical, deeply mortal work of growing food from the sea.

He and Chiranjeev spoke sometimes. Through channels that Prithvika maintained—conversations between a mortal blood mage and a divine strategist who had been, in his own complicated way, trying to fix the system from the inside. Tanvi didn't ask what they discussed. Some conversations needed privacy to be honest.

Kaka made chai every morning. With too much sugar. For four people now, instead of three.



Veer was learning to be human.

Not becoming human—he was still divine, still the Warden of Naraka, still carrying three thousand years of memory and purpose. But learning the daily mechanics of human life. The art of sleeping. The rhythm of meals. The social choreography of a Konkan village where everybody knew everybody's business and the addition of a tall, pale, ancient-eyed stranger to the Ranade household had generated gossip that would fuel the chai stalls for years.

He carved. In Mihir's workshop, sometimes—because Mihir, with the particular grace that was his defining quality, had offered the space. "Any man who carves birds can't be all bad," Mihir had said. And the two of them—the woodcarver and the death-warden—developed an unlikely friendship built on shared craft and the specific bonding that happens between two men who love the same woman and have decided to be decent about it.

He learned to cook. Under Kaka's tutelage, which was merciless. Kaka's kitchen was a dictatorship of specific measurements and precise timing, and Veer—who had processed millions of dead but had never made a roti—approached the culinary arts with the same focused intensity he brought to everything. His rotis were, after six months, "acceptable." His dal was "not terrible." His chai was "better than Tanvi's, which isn't saying much."

He walked on the mudflats at dawn with Tanvi. Every morning. Barefoot. The Aadya resonance humming through the earth and the water and the air, the cosmic substrate vibrating with the consciousness of beings who had slept for three millennia and were now, gradually, remembering how to dream.

"What happens next?" he asked her. One morning. The sea retreating. The oysters beginning their daily cycle. The koel screaming. The ordinary, extraordinary morning of a village on the Konkan coast.

"What do you mean?"

"The Aadya are awake. The hierarchy is restructuring. The Divyarohana is over. Indradeva is contained. The dead are being processed." He looked at her. Blood-dark eyes in the morning light—warmer now, somehow, as if proximity to the mortal world was slowly shifting his temperature. "What do we do now? With—this?" A gesture that encompassed the mudflats, the village, the sea, their joined hands, the life they were building from the ruins of a three-thousand-year silence.

"We live," Tanvi said.

"That's not a plan."

"It's the only plan that matters. The Aadya's message—the one in the pearl, the one that started everything. It said: Go home. Be human. Be loved. That's the plan. Everything else—the politics, the restructuring, the cosmic implications—will happen whether we plan for it or not. But this—" She squeezed his hand. "—this requires daily attention."

"Daily attention."

"Chai every morning. Mudflat walks at dawn. Learning to make roti that Kaka doesn't sigh about. Sitting on the step with the jasmine and watching the tide. Being here. Being present. Being—us."

He looked at the sea. At the water that contained the consciousness of the beings who had created him, who had created the world, who had planned this—all of this, the silence and the wake-up call and the girl from the fishing village—with the patient confidence of entities who understood that the best stories take time.

"I can do that," he said.

"I know. You waited three thousand years. Daily attention should be easy."

"Daily attention is harder. Waiting is passive. Attention is—"

"Active. Present. Requiring effort."

"Yes."

"Welcome to being human."

She leaned against him. His arm around her. The sea in front of them, advancing and retreating, the eternal conversation of water and land. The crystal structures at her shoulders caught the dawn light and scattered it—silver-white fractals on the mudflat surface, Aadya patterns written in light on the body of the earth.

Somewhere in the deep water, an oyster opened its shell and began the slow, patient process of building a pearl.

In the kitchen behind them, Kaka was making chai.

In the workshop down the road, Mihir was sanding a piece of teak.

In the divine realm, the Aadya were waking, and the world was changing, and the music that had been silent for three thousand years was playing again—not the same music, not the original composition, but a new arrangement. A remix. A collaboration between the beings who had created the universe and the mortals who had inherited it.

Tanvi held the carved bird in her pocket—the driftwood bird, the one Veer had made during his vigil, the one that captured the idea of flight without the mechanics. She held it and felt its warmth and felt the Aadya resonance in the wood and in the air and in the man beside her and in her own blood, and she thought:

This is the second music.

The first music was creation.

The second music is living in what was created.

And the second music is better.

Because it's ours.

The tide came in. The sun rose. The koel sang.

And in a village on the Konkan coast, where the mangoes were sweet and the sea always came back, the silence was over, and the music played on.
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