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    Prologue: The Dream

    
    
  
  She dreamed of flying when she had no right to fly.

The wind was a blade — Himalayan wind, the kind that carried ice crystals and the memory of glaciers and the particular violence of altitude that stripped warmth from skin the way a knife stripped bark from wood. It cut through the leather armour that covered her body, finding the gaps at her neck, her wrists, the small of her back where the straps didn't quite meet, and it filled those gaps with cold so absolute that her bones ached with it.

Below her, mountains.

Not the mountains of postcards or meditation retreats or the soft-focus Himalayas that tourists photographed from heated hotel windows in Shimla. These were the real mountains — the ones that existed before humans gave them names, the ones whose peaks punctured the sky like broken teeth, whose valleys were throats that swallowed light and sound and the small, fragile things that dared to cross them. Pine forests clung to their slopes like dark fur, and fog moved between the trees in slow, deliberate currents, as if the mountains were breathing.

There was no moon. No stars. The only light came from below — from the belly of the creature that carried her.

Fire.

Orange and gold and white at its centre, the fire pulsed with the rhythm of a heartbeat, and the creature's scales reflected it in patterns that shifted like oil on water. The creature was enormous — larger than anything that should fly, larger than the physics of wing and bone and air should permit — and it held her in a single curved claw that wrapped around her body with the precision of a hand holding a sparrow.

She was not afraid.

This was the part that confused her, every time — the absence of fear. She was suspended three thousand metres above the earth in the grip of a creature that breathed fire, and her body was calm. Her heartbeat was steady. Her breathing was even. As if some part of her — a part deeper than conscious thought, deeper than the survival instincts that should have been screaming — recognised this. Remembered this. Had done this before, in a life she couldn't access while awake.

Neerja.

The voice was inside her skull. Not heard — felt. A vibration that bypassed her ears entirely and resonated in the bones of her jaw, her temples, the plates of her cranium. It was a voice like tectonic movement, like the sound the earth would make if it spoke, and it said her name — not her name, a name that belonged to someone else, someone who wore this leather armour and flew with this creature and was not afraid — with the particular tenderness of a being that had known the owner of that name for a very long time.

Neerja. Stay awake.

She tried. The wind pulled at her consciousness the way it pulled at her hair — relentlessly, with the patience of a force that would outlast her. The fire below dimmed. The mountains blurred. The leather armour grew heavy, and her body grew light, and the distinction between the two — between the armour that protected and the body it protected — dissolved.

She was falling. Not from the claw — the claw held — but from consciousness. Falling inward, into the dark place where dreams went when they stopped being dreams and became something else.

"Yeh lo." A voice — not the creature's voice but a human voice, female, close. Something touched her lips. Warm. Bitter. The taste of tulsi and something metallic, something that sang against her tongue like a tuning fork. "Peelo. Yeh theek kar dega..."

The words died in a rush of pain that started in her belly and climbed — climbed through her chest, wrapping iron fingers around her heart, squeezing with the methodical cruelty of a fist that knew exactly how much pressure a human heart could withstand before it stopped.

She heard it in her ears. Thundering.

His voice.

Her heart.

She felt the cold sliding down her throat like a living thing, and then everything went quiet, and the mountains disappeared, and the fire went out, and her heartbeat —

stopped.



Tara Sharma woke up gasping.

The ceiling was white. The fan was off. The Delhi heat pressed against the windows of her Vasant Kunj flat like an animal trying to get in, and the sheets beneath her were soaked — not with sweat but with the particular dampness of a body that had been somewhere cold, impossibly cold, and had brought the memory of that cold back with it.

She sat up. Her hands were shaking. The dream — the same dream, the one that had been coming for three weeks, since Lakshman disappeared — clung to her consciousness like smoke, refusing to dissipate, refusing to become the harmless nonsense that dreams were supposed to become in the first thirty seconds of waking.

The clock on her phone said 3:47 AM.

She reached for water. The glass on her bedside table was empty — she'd drunk it during the night, though she didn't remember doing so. Her throat was raw. Her chest ached. And her heart, which had stopped in the dream, was now beating so hard that she could feel it in her fingertips, in her temples, in the hollow of her throat where the pulse lived closest to the surface.

Neerja.

The name that wasn't hers. The voice that wasn't human. The mountains that weren't mountains she'd ever climbed.

Tara pressed her palms against her eyes and breathed. The breathing exercises that Dr. Mehra had taught her — in through the nose, four counts; hold, seven counts; out through the mouth, eight counts — were supposed to activate the parasympathetic nervous system, were supposed to tell her amygdala that the threat was not real, that the fire-breathing creature was a hallucination, that the falling was metaphorical.

But the cold on her skin was not metaphorical. And the taste of tulsi and metal was still on her tongue.

She got out of bed. The floor was warm — March in Delhi, the floor was always warm — and the contrast between her cold feet and the warm tiles was so sharp that she gasped again, the sensation anchoring her in the present, in the real, in the world where she was a twenty-nine-year-old mythology professor on medical leave whose boyfriend had vanished three weeks ago without taking his passport, his sitar, or his shoes.

The police said he left.

Tara knew he didn't.

And the dreams — the dreams that came every night now, the dreams of flying and fire and a name that wasn't hers — were telling her something that she couldn't quite hear, in a language she couldn't quite speak, from a world she couldn't quite see.

She stood at the window. Delhi spread below — the sodium-orange glow of streetlights, the distant hum of the Ring Road, the dark bulk of the Qutub Minar visible as an absence against the sky, a column of darkness where the stars should be. The city was asleep. The city didn't dream of Nagas.

Tara did.

She pressed her forehead against the glass. It was warm. Everything in Delhi was warm. And somewhere — in the cold, in the mountains, in the place where the creature with the fire in its belly flew through moonless skies — someone was calling her by a name she'd never been given.

Neerja. Stay awake.

She was trying.

Chapter One: The Mountain Road

The bus to Kullu smelled of diesel, marigolds, and the particular variety of human sweat that twelve hours of mountain roads produced.

Tara Sharma sat in seat 14A — window side, because the aisle meant elbows and the elbows of Himachal Pradesh Road Transport Corporation passengers were weapons of indiscriminate destruction — and watched the Himalayas assemble themselves outside the glass. The plains had given way to foothills somewhere around Chandigarh. The foothills had given way to mountains around Mandi. And now, six hours past Mandi, the mountains had given way to something that wasn't mountains at all but a geological argument — peaks and valleys and gorges and ridges thrown together with the carelessness of a god who had finished creating the world and had leftover earth to dump.

Her phone buzzed. Priya.

"Tell me you haven't been kidnapped."

"I haven't been kidnapped." Tara pressed the phone against her ear. The bus lurched around a hairpin bend, and her shoulder hit the window hard enough to leave a bruise. "I'm on a bus. The bus is trying to kill me, but that's standard for HP roadways."

"Tara." Priya's voice carried the specific frequency of a best friend who had been patient for three weeks and was approaching the end of that patience. "The police said—"

"The police said he left me. The police are wrong."

Silence. The particular silence of someone choosing their next words with the care of a person defusing a bomb.

"Okay," Priya said. "Let's say they're wrong. Let's say Lakshman didn't just... leave. What do you think happened?"

"I don't know. That's why I'm going to Kullu."

"To find his brother. Who you've never met. Who hung up on you twice."

"Three times."

"Three times. Tara, that's not a man who wants to talk to you."

"That's a man who knows something and doesn't want to share it." The bus negotiated another bend. Outside, the Beas River appeared — grey-green and fast, cutting through the valley floor like a vein of liquid stone. "Lakshman left his passport. His sitar. His chappal by the door. He left his half-read copy of Devdutt Pattanaik on the bedside table with the page folded at chapter seven. People who leave on purpose take their things, Priya. People who leave on purpose don't leave their chai half-drunk on the kitchen counter."

The chai had been cold when Tara found it. Three weeks ago. She'd come home from JNU — the mythology department, third floor, the office with the window that overlooked the dusty neem tree — and found the flat empty. Not empty the way flats are empty when someone steps out for milk. Empty the way flats are empty when the person who filled them has been extracted, removed, taken.

His kurta was on the chair. His phone was on the bed. His wallet was in the drawer with ₹3,400 and his Aadhaar card and the Metro card that he never used because he preferred walking.

Lakshman Lohar had not left. He had been taken. Or he had gone somewhere that didn't require passports, phones, or shoes.

"His brother runs some kind of metalwork business," Tara said. "Lohar Shilpkari. Traditional ironwork — temple gates, ritual objects, that kind of thing. The family's been doing it for generations. Vishwakarma community."

"And you think the brother knows where Lakshman is?"

"I think the brother knows something. The way he hung up — it wasn't confusion, Priya. It was fear."

The bus stopped. A chai wallah appeared at the window — a boy of maybe twelve, carrying a kettle and a stack of clay kulhads with the balanced efficiency of someone who'd been doing this since he could walk. Tara bought two. The chai was sweet, milky, heavy with elaichi and a ghost of adrak that burned the back of her throat.

She drank and watched the mountains. They were bigger here — not the gentle, forested hills of the lower ranges but the serious mountains, the ones with snow on their shoulders and clouds caught in their hair. The bus had climbed above the tree line briefly, then descended back into a valley so green it looked artificial, the kind of green that existed only where water was abundant and sunlight was scarce and the earth had nothing better to do than grow.

"How's the depression?" Priya asked. Carefully. The way you ask about a wound that might still be open.

"Better. Worse. I don't know." Tara finished the first kulhad. The clay taste lingered — mineral, earthy, the taste of the ground itself. "Finding Lakshman helped. Losing him made it worse. Going to find him again is... somewhere in between."

"Dr. Mehra said—"

"Dr. Mehra said I should avoid major stressors. Riding a bus through the Himalayas to confront a stranger about my missing boyfriend probably qualifies."

"Probably."

"I'm going anyway."

"I know." Priya's sigh was audible even over the bus engine and the general acoustic chaos of Indian public transport. "Just — call me when you get there. And if the brother is weird, if anything feels off, you leave. You come home. Promise me."

"I promise."

She didn't promise. She said the words, but the promise was hollow — a social contract designed to end the conversation, not to govern behavior. Because Tara knew, with the certainty that lived below logic, below reason, below the carefully constructed rationality of a woman with a PhD in comparative mythology — she knew that something had happened to Lakshman that the police couldn't explain and that his brother could. And she was not going home until she understood what it was.

The bus reached Kullu at dusk.

The town materialised out of the valley like a dream solidifying — first the scattered houses, then the market, then the temples with their pagoda roofs and carved wooden facades, the Dussehra Maidan where the festival happened every October, the narrow streets where motorbikes and pedestrians and cows negotiated passage with the choreographed chaos that was uniquely Indian.

Tara checked into a guesthouse on the main road. The room was small, clean, and cold — the Kullu kind of cold, the kind that came from stone walls and mountain proximity and the particular chill that settled into valleys after sunset like water pooling in a basin. She put on a sweater. Then another sweater. Then wrapped herself in the blanket and sat on the bed with her laptop.

Lohar Shilpkari. She'd found the address online — a workshop on the road to Naggar, about twenty minutes from town. The Google Maps satellite image showed a cluster of buildings near the river, surrounded by apple orchards. No website. No social media. A single mention in a Himachal Pradesh artisan directory: "Traditional metalwork. Temple restorations. Ritual implements. Contact: Dhruv Lohar."

Dhruv. Lakshman's twin brother. The man who had hung up on her three times and whose voice, on the phone, had been identical to Lakshman's — the same timbre, the same cadence, the same slight roughness at the edges — except colder. Harder. The voice of a man who had taken the same raw material as his brother and forged it into something different.

Tomorrow she would drive to the workshop. She would find Dhruv Lohar. And she would not leave until he told her where his brother was.

Tara lay down. The pillow smelled of camphor and cotton — the particular smell of Indian guesthouse linen, laundered with the local soap and dried in mountain sun. She closed her eyes.

The dream was waiting.

The mountains. The fire. The creature's claw around her body. The voice that said a name that wasn't hers.

Neerja. Stay awake.

She was trying.

Chapter Two: The Forge

The road to Naggar was the kind of road that existed to punish optimism.

Tara had hired an auto from the Kullu stand — a three-wheeled vehicle driven by a man named Raju who navigated the potholes and hairpin bends with the serene indifference of someone who had accepted that death was a scheduling matter, not a question of if. The auto's engine coughed and whined and produced a sound that was less mechanical propulsion and more asthmatic plea, and the wind that came through the open sides carried the smell of pine resin, river water, and the particular sharpness of Himalayan morning air that felt like breathing glass.

"Lohar Shilpkari?" Raju had said when she gave the address. "Dhruv bhai ka workshop? Haan, pata hai. Bahut bada kaam karte hain — Bijli Mahadev ke gates unhone hi banaye the."

The fact that Dhruv Lohar had made the gates of Bijli Mahadev temple — one of the most sacred Shiva temples in the valley — told Tara something about the family's reputation. This wasn't a roadside blacksmith hammering horseshoes. This was an artisan whose work adorned temples.

The workshop appeared after a bend in the road — a cluster of stone buildings set back from the river, surrounded by apple orchards whose bare branches clawed at the pale sky like skeletal hands. A painted sign, faded by weather: LOHAR SHILPKARI — PARAMPARIK DHATU KALA. Traditional Metalwork. Below it, smaller: "Mandir Punarrudhar. Anushthan Samagri." Temple Restoration. Ritual Implements.

Tara paid Raju. He offered to wait. She declined — the declination of a woman who didn't want a witness to what might become an ugly confrontation.

The yard was clean and ordered — stacked metal rods along one wall, a forge chimney producing thin smoke, the sound of hammering from somewhere inside the main building. The sound was rhythmic, precise, the kind of hammering that was not violence but conversation — metal being asked to become something other than what it was, and agreeing.

She found an office door. Knocked.

"Aaiye!" A woman's voice, warm and round, from inside.

Tara pushed the door open. The office was small — a wooden desk, a computer that looked like it predated the current century, two phones, and a woman of perhaps fifty with grey-streaked hair pulled back in a bun and the particular expression of cheerful competence that defined women who ran things while men took credit.

"Namaste." The woman stood. "Aap kisi kaam se aaye hain? Agar garden centre ke liye hai toh woh neeche—"

"Nahin, main Dhruv Lohar se milna chahti hoon."

The woman's eyebrows rose. "American? Nahin — Delhi? Aap Dhruv ji se personally milna chahti hain?"

"Haan." Tara chose her words. "Main unke bhai ki... friend hoon. Lakshman ki."

The woman's face changed. The warmth didn't disappear, but it rearranged — the cheerfulness shifting to something more careful, more guarded, the particular expression of a person who had just heard a name that carried weight.

"Aap rukiye," the woman said. "Main dekhti hoon."

She disappeared through a door that led, presumably, to the workshop. The hammering stopped. Voices — too low to distinguish words, but the tone was clear: the woman informing, a man responding, the response carrying the unmistakable frequency of alarm.

Footsteps. Heavy. Fast.

The door burst open, and a man stood in the frame.

Tara's breath left her.

He was Lakshman. He was not Lakshman. He was the same face — the same high cheekbones, the same dark eyes, the same jaw that could have been carved from the same stone as the mountains outside — but everything around the face was different. Where Lakshman was lean, this man was broad. Where Lakshman's hands were a musician's hands — long-fingered, precise, elegant — this man's hands were weapons. Thick-knuckled, scarred, the hands of someone who worked with fire and metal and didn't always win the negotiation.

His hair was shorter than Lakshman's, his beard longer, his skin darker from outdoor work. He wore a leather apron over a kurta that had once been white and was now the grey of forge ash. His arms — bare below the rolled sleeves — were roped with muscle that came not from a gym but from the particular conditioning of a man who swung a hammer for a living.

Dhruv Lohar looked at her the way you look at a ghost — with recognition, terror, and the desperate hope that you're wrong.

"Tum." His voice was Lakshman's voice run through gravel. "Yahan kaise—"

"Mujhe Lakshman ke baare mein baat karni hai."

His face closed. The recognition and terror compressed into something harder — a wall, built in real-time, the emotional equivalent of a forge door slamming shut.

"Bahar."

"Kya?"

"Bahar jao. Abhi." He pointed at the office door. His hand was shaking — not with anger but with something else, something that looked, in the moment before he controlled it, like fear. "Yahan se jao. Wapas Delhi jao. Lakshman ke baare mein bhool jao."

"Main nahin jaaungi."

"Yeh tumhare liye safe nahin hai."

The words landed differently than they should have. Not "I don't want to talk" or "leave me alone" — safe. He said safe. As if being here, asking about Lakshman, was not an inconvenience but a danger.

"Safe kaise nahin hai? Lakshman kahan hai? Kya hua usse?"

Dhruv's jaw clenched. The muscle worked — a visible, physical manifestation of a man fighting the urge to speak, the words pressing against his teeth like water against a dam.

"Please," Tara said. The word came out smaller than she intended — not the professional please of a woman accustomed to academic arguments, but the raw please of a person who had spent three weeks in the dark and needed someone to turn on a light. "Please. Mujhe bas itna batao ki woh theek hai."

Something in Dhruv's face cracked. Not broke — cracked. A fissure in the wall, thin as a hair, through which something that might have been compassion leaked before he could seal it.

"Woh theek hai," he said. "Lakshman zinda hai."

"Toh kahan hai?"

The crack sealed. The wall returned. "Tumhe nahin pata hona chahiye."

"Mujhe pata hona chahiye. Main uski—" She stopped. What was she? Girlfriend? The word felt inadequate. "Hum saath the. Char mahine. Woh mujhse bina kuch kahe chala gaya. Koi phone nahin, koi message nahin. Usne apna passport chhod diya. Apna sitar chhod diya. Apne joote chhod diye. Log jo jaana chahte hain woh apne joote nahin chhodte."

The detail about the shoes hit something. She saw it — a flinch, microscopic, in the muscles around his eyes. The shoes meant something to him. The shoes were evidence of something he already knew.

"Ek din," Dhruv said. His voice was different now — quieter, the anger replaced by something that sounded like resignation. "Tum ek din ruko. Main — mujhe sochna hai. Kal subah yahan aao. Saat baje."

"Kya bataaoge?"

"Main nahin jaanta ki kya bataana chahiye." He looked at her — really looked, the way Lakshman used to look at her when he was weighing whether to tell her something, the way his eyes would search her face as if looking for a structural weakness that would crack under the weight of truth. "Lekin tumne itna safar kiya hai. Aur tum — tum woh nahin ho jo maine socha tha."

"Tumne socha tha main kaun hoon?"

"Koi pagal ex-girlfriend jisko accept nahin ho raha." The ghost of something that might have been a smile touched his mouth. Touched and left, like a bird landing on a wire and immediately taking off. "Tum woh nahin ho."

"Main woh nahin hoon."

"Kal. Saat baje. Kisi se mat batana ki tum yahan aayi ho."

He turned. Walked back through the workshop door. The hammering resumed — harder now, faster, the rhythm disrupted, the conversation between man and metal turned into an argument.

Tara stood in the office. The woman — Kamala, her name was, embossed on a small wooden plaque on the desk — watched her with an expression that was equal parts sympathy and warning.

"Chai?" Kamala offered.

"Nahin, shukriya."

"Kal aana, beti." The woman's voice was gentle. "Dhruv ji ko thoda waqt chahiye. Woh — pareshaan hain. Bahut dino se."

Pareshaan. Troubled. For a long time.

Tara walked out into the mountain morning. The forge smoke rose behind her, thin and grey against the white sky. The apple orchards stood in their winter bareness, branches interlocking overhead like the fingers of praying hands.

Tomorrow. Seven AM. And she would have answers.

Or she would have more questions, which, in Tara's experience, was always what answers turned into anyway.

Chapter Three: The Confession

She arrived at seven. The forge was already burning.

The smoke rose from the chimney in a column so straight it looked architectural — as if someone had drawn a grey line from the roof to the sky and the smoke was merely following instructions. The morning was cold in the way that Kullu mornings were cold: not the wet cold of Delhi winters but the dry, clean cold of altitude, the kind that made your lungs feel like they'd been scrubbed with ice and your skin feel like it had been polished with something abrasive and necessary.

Dhruv was waiting outside.

He was sitting on a stone bench near the entrance, his hands wrapped around a steel tumbler of chai, his breath visible in the morning air. He looked like he hadn't slept — the particular quality of a face that had spent the night arguing with itself, the dark circles under the eyes that came not from fatigue but from the specific exhaustion of decision-making.

"Baitho." He gestured to the bench. On the stone beside him sat a second tumbler of chai, still steaming.

Tara sat. Picked up the chai. The warmth of the steel against her palms was so immediate, so welcome, that she felt her shoulders drop — the involuntary relaxation of a body that had been braced for confrontation and was now being offered hospitality instead.

The chai was strong. Adrak-heavy, the way mountain chai was always adrak-heavy, as if the ginger was defending the body against the cold from the inside. It burned a clean line from her tongue to her stomach.

"Jo main tumhe batane waala hoon," Dhruv said, "woh pagal lagega."

"Main mythology ki professor hoon. Mera poora career pagal cheezon ka study karne mein guzra hai."

The ghost-smile again. There and gone. "Yeh mythology nahin hai."

He drank. The silence between them was not comfortable but it was not hostile — the silence of two people who were about to cross a boundary and were giving each other a moment to prepare.

"Lakshman aur main judwaa hain," Dhruv said. "Tum jaanti ho."

"Haan."

"Jo tum nahin jaanti woh yeh hai ki hum yahaan paida nahin hue the." He paused. "Yahaan — matlab is duniya mein."

Tara's hands tightened on the tumbler. "Kya matlab?"

"Ek aur duniya hai." Dhruv's voice was flat — not emotionless but controlled, the voice of a man who had rehearsed these words all night and was now delivering them with the care of someone handling nitroglycerin. "Ek parallel duniya. Chhaya Lok. Is duniya ka pratibimb — sab kuch same hai, sab log same hain, lekin ek farq hai."

"Kya farq?"

"Jaadu." The word landed like a stone in still water. "Chhaya Lok mein jaadu real hai. Naag udte hain. Yaksha jungle mein rehte hain. Jo mythology tum padhaati ho — woh sab wahan sach hai."

Tara stared at him. The chai in her hands was still warm. The mountains were still there. The forge smoke was still rising in its perfect vertical line. The world had not changed — but the words that Dhruv Lohar had just spoken should have changed it, should have rearranged the atoms of the morning, and somehow they hadn't.

"Yeh..." She searched for the right response. The academic in her wanted to catalogue this — parallel universe hypothesis, Hindu cosmological frameworks, the fourteen Lokas of Puranic tradition. The woman whose boyfriend had vanished wanted to skip the cosmology and get to the point. "Lakshman wahan gaya?"

"Lakshman wahan se aaya tha." Dhruv met her eyes. His were dark — darker than Lakshman's, she thought, though they were the same eyes, the same brown that was almost black, the same intensity. The difference was what lived behind them. Lakshman's eyes had held music. Dhruv's held fire. "Hum dono Chhaya Lok mein paida hue. Hamara baap — wahan ka ek mukhiya hai. Ek raja, agar tum chahti ho toh. Sgàin — nahin." He corrected himself. "Wahan ka naam Shringa Durg hai. Pahaadon ka qila. Lakshman wahaan ka rajkumar tha."

"Rajkumar." Prince.

"Haan. Aur main bhi." The words carried no pride — only the weight of a fact that had been heavy for a long time. "Lekin main yahan aa gaya. Is duniya mein. Kyunki wahan ki zindagi — wahan ki zimmedaariyaan — mujhse nahin hoti thin." He lifted his hands — the forge-scarred, thick-knuckled hands. "Main loha peetta hoon. Yahi mera kaam hai. Lakshman sangeet bajata tha. Woh bhi is duniya mein aaya, California mein, kyunki woh bhi apni tarah se bhaag raha tha."

"Aur woh wapas gaya."

"Haan. Teen hafte pehle. Koi cheez — koi cheez ne usse bula liya. Main nahin jaanta ki kya. Lekin jab Chhaya Lok bulata hai, toh tum jaate ho. Tumhara choice nahin rehta."

Tara set the chai down. Her hands were shaking — not from cold but from the particular tremor of a nervous system processing information that it didn't have a category for. She was a mythology professor. She studied these stories. She analysed them, deconstructed them, explained their cultural functions and psychological significance to classrooms full of students who saw them as interesting artifacts of pre-scientific thought.

She had never, in twenty-nine years, considered the possibility that they were true.

"Chhaya Lok," she said. "Chhaya — shadow. Shadow realm."

"Haan. Kyunki woh is duniya ki chhaaya hai. Har insaan yahaan — uska ek pratiroop wahan hai. Same shakal. Same awaaz. Lekin wahan jaadu hai."

"Mera bhi pratiroop hai?"

Dhruv's face changed. The controlled flatness cracked — not the small crack of yesterday but a larger one, a fracture that revealed something beneath the surface that he had been trying to keep hidden.

"Tha," he said. "Tumhara pratiroop tha. Uska naam Neerja tha."

Neerja.

The name hit her like a physical force — not the polite impact of new information but the violent collision of recognition. The name from the dream. The name the creature spoke. The name that had been echoing in her skull for three weeks, calling her from the other side of sleep.

"Neerja," Tara whispered.

Dhruv's eyes widened. "Tumhe yeh naam kaise pata?"

"Sapne." Her voice was barely audible. "Teen hafte se. Har raat. Koi — koi cheez mujhe uthha ke le jaati hai. Pahaadon ke upar. Uske pet mein aag hai. Aur woh mujhe is naam se bulaati hai."

"Naag." Dhruv's voice was barely louder than hers. "Woh Naag hai. Takshak. Neerja ka — Neerja ka saathi tha."

"Tha? Past tense?"

The silence that followed was the loudest thing Tara had ever heard. It was the silence of a man standing at the edge of a truth he didn't want to deliver, looking down into the gap between what he knew and what she was about to know, measuring the distance and finding it exactly the width of a life.

"Neerja ki hatya ho gayi," Dhruv said. "Do saal pehle. Chhaya Lok mein. Kisi ne usse maar daala."

The morning continued. The smoke continued to rise. The mountains continued to stand. But something inside Tara — something that had been holding since the dreams started, since Lakshman disappeared, since the name began arriving in her sleep like a letter without a return address — that something broke.

Not broke in the way that things break when they're damaged. Broke in the way that things break when they're opened — the seal on a jar, the shell on an egg, the surface of water when something that has been submerged for a long time finally rises.

"Mujhe wahan le chalo," Tara said.

"Nahin."

"Mujhe Chhaya Lok le chalo. Abhi."

"Tara—"

"Mera pratiroop — Neerja — uski hatya hui hai. Lakshman wahan hai. Aur teen hafte se ek Naag mujhe sapne mein bula raha hai. Tumhe lagta hai main iske baad wapas Delhi ja sakti hoon?"

Dhruv looked at her. The fire behind his eyes — the forge-fire, the fire of a man who spent his life making things by heating them until they changed — burned with a particular intensity.

"Kal," he said. "Mujhe ek din chahiye. Taiyaari karni hogi."

"Kya taiyaari?"

"Chhaya Lok mein jaana itna aasan nahin hai jitna lagta hai. Portal — dwaar — sirf kuch jagahon par khulta hai. Aur usse kholne ke liye..." He lifted his scarred hands. "Loha chahiye. Aag chahiye. Aur sahi waqt chahiye."

"Kab?"

"Kal subah. Suryoday se pehle. Main tumhe le jaaunga." He picked up his chai — cold now, the steam gone, the warmth surrendered to the mountain air. He drank it anyway. "Lekin tum samajh lo — Chhaya Lok is duniya jaisi nahin hai. Wahan cheezein hain jo tumhe maarenge. Log hain jo tumhe nahin chahte. Aur Neerja ke qatil — agar woh abhi bhi wahan hai, toh woh tumhe bhi khatam kar sakta hai."

"Kyun? Main Neerja nahin hoon."

"Tum uski Brightkin ho. Uska prakash-bandhu." Dhruv's mouth twisted on the word — as if it tasted of something he didn't enjoy. "Chhaya Lok mein, har insaan ka is duniya mein ek pratiroop hota hai. Tum Neerja ki pratiroop ho. Iska matlab — tumhare andar woh cheezein hain jo Neerja ke andar thin. Woh shaktiyan. Woh connections."

"Kaun si shaktiyan?"

"Neerja Naagon se baat kar sakti thi."

The words settled into the silence like stones settling into water. Tara thought of the dream — the creature's voice in her skull, the name spoken with tenderness, the fire below and the mountains below the fire.

Neerja. Stay awake.

Not a dream. A calling.

"Kal," Tara said. "Suryoday se pehle."

"Kal."

Chapter Four: The Crossing

They left before the sun.

The sky was the colour of old iron — dark, heavy, holding the promise of light without delivering it. Dhruv met her at the guesthouse at 4:30 AM, driving a battered Mahindra Thar that smelled of metal shavings and motor oil and the particular must of a vehicle that spent more time on mountain tracks than on roads. He was wearing the leather apron over layers of wool, and he'd brought a second jacket — sheepskin, heavy, the kind of jacket that suggested wherever they were going was colder than Kullu.

"Pehno," he said. "Wahan thand bahut hogi."

Tara put on the jacket. It smelled of lanolin and wood smoke and something else — something sharp and mineral that she would later learn was the smell of the portal itself, the particular scent of the boundary between worlds.

They drove north. Past Naggar, past the tourist hotels, past the last apple orchards, into the narrow valley where the Beas River thinned to a stream and the road became a track and the track became a suggestion. Dhruv drove with the focused silence of a man who had done this before and who knew that the doing required concentration.

"Yahan se paidal jaana hoga," he said, stopping the Thar at the base of a steep incline where the track ended and the forest began.

They climbed. The forest was deodar — ancient, cathedral-dark, the trunks so thick that three people could have hidden behind each one. The smell was overwhelming — pine resin, wet earth, the particular sweetness of decaying leaves that the mountain cold preserved rather than rotted. The ground beneath their feet was a carpet of brown needles that compressed with each step, producing a sound like whispered consonants.

Tara's lungs burned. The altitude was higher than Kullu — she guessed 3,000 metres, maybe more — and each breath felt like breathing through a filter that removed half the oxygen and replaced it with the cold, thin essence of the mountains themselves.

"Kitna aur?" she asked.

"Bas thodi der." Dhruv's breathing was easy — the breathing of a man whose body had been built by mountains and who moved through them the way water moved through riverbeds: naturally, without resistance.

The temple appeared between the trees like a hallucination.

It was small — a single stone structure, no bigger than a room, its walls carved with figures that Tara recognised instantly: Nagas. Dozens of them, coiled and intertwined, their hoods spread, their eyes set with fragments of some dark stone that caught the pre-dawn light and held it. The temple had no door — just an archway, narrow, leading into darkness.

"Yeh kya hai?" Tara whispered.

"Naag Dwaar." Dhruv's voice was barely louder than hers. "Yeh portal hai. Yahan se Chhaya Lok jaate hain." He pulled a cloth-wrapped bundle from his pack and unwrapped it — a piece of metal, dark and oddly shaped, forged into something that looked like a key but was too large and too complex for any lock Tara had ever seen. "Yeh Chhaya Lok ki dhatu se bana hai. Is duniya mein nahin milti."

"Tumne is duniya mein laayi kaise?"

"Mere baap ne di thi. Jab main yahan aaya — is duniya mein — usne mujhe yeh di. Agar kabhi wapas aana ho." He looked at the metal key. "Maine socha tha kabhi use nahin karunga."

He stepped into the archway. Tara followed.

The interior was dark — completely, absolutely dark, the kind of dark that existed only in enclosed spaces at altitude before dawn, the kind that pressed against your open eyes and made you question whether your eyes were actually open. The carved Nagas on the walls were invisible but present — she felt them, the way you feel someone watching you in a dark room, the way the hairs on your arms rise before your brain registers why.

Dhruv struck something. Sparks — bright, orange, brief. Then a flame. He'd lit a diya — a small clay lamp, the kind used in puja, and the warm light pushed the darkness back just enough to reveal the interior.

The floor was carved. An intricate mandala, circular, its patterns flowing outward from a central point in concentric rings of Naga figures, each ring more detailed than the last. At the mandala's centre was a depression — a hole, shaped exactly like the metal key in Dhruv's hand.

"Suryoday se pehle portal khulta hai," Dhruv said. "Jab andhera aur roshni ke beech ka pal hota hai — sandhya kaal. Woh pal bahut chhota hai."

"Kitna chhota?"

"Saans jitna." He knelt at the mandala's centre. Placed the key in the depression. It fit perfectly — the metal sliding into the carved stone with a sound like a sigh, like something that had been separated for a long time being reunited. "Taiyyar ho?"

Tara looked at the mandala. The diya's light made the Naga carvings move — or seem to move, the shadows shifting across their stone bodies in patterns that suggested coiling, uncoiling, the eternal restlessness of serpents.

She thought of Lakshman. The cold chai on the counter. The sitar in the corner. The half-read book. The shoes by the door.

She thought of Neerja. The name in her dreams. The creature's voice. The murder that no one had solved.

She thought of the woman she had been three weeks ago — the mythology professor with the controlled depression and the careful life and the boyfriend who made everything better — and she understood that that woman was about to cease to exist. That stepping through this portal was not a journey but a transformation, and whatever came back through it would not be what went in.

"Taiyyar hoon," she said.

Dhruv turned the key.

The sound was not mechanical. It was organic — the sound of the earth shifting, of stone moving against stone in patterns that predated human memory, of something very old waking up. The mandala's carved lines began to glow — faintly at first, then brighter, the light not yellow or white but blue, the particular blue of a flame's hottest point, the blue that existed at the boundary between fire and the absence of fire.

The glow climbed the walls. The carved Nagas caught the light and held it — their stone eyes burning blue, their stone bodies writhing with reflected luminescence, the entire temple transforming from a dark cave into a cathedral of blue light.

The air changed. The temperature dropped — not gradually but instantly, as if someone had opened a door to winter. The smell changed too — the pine and earth of the mountain replaced by something that Tara had no reference for: cold metal, ozone, and beneath both, something alive and ancient and vast, like the smell of the ocean if the ocean were made of electricity.

"Ab," Dhruv said. "Ab chalo."

He grabbed her hand. His grip was iron — forge-iron, the grip of a man whose hands could bend metal and who was now holding her with the same certainty. They stepped forward. The mandala's blue light rose like water — pooling around their feet, then climbing their legs, then their waists, then their chests. It was not warm. It was not cold. It was nothing — the absence of temperature, the absence of sensation, the absence of the physical world.

For one moment — one saans, one breath, the width of the gap between worlds — Tara felt everything and nothing simultaneously. She felt her body dissolve. She felt her mind expand. She felt the boundary between herself and the universe thin to the width of a thought, and in that thinning she glimpsed something — not a place but a structure, a pattern, the architecture of reality itself, the scaffolding on which the worlds were hung like tapestries in a hall too large to see.

Then the blue light contracted. The sensation returned. Weight, gravity, the particular heaviness of a body made of bone and blood and the stubborn insistence of matter.

She was standing on stone. The temple was gone. The deodar forest was gone. The Kullu valley was gone.

Around her: mountains.

The same mountains — the Himalayas, she was sure of it, the same profiles, the same scale, the same brutal, beautiful architecture of stone and snow. But different. The light was different — softer, the sky not blue but a pale lavender, the sun not yellow but a cool silver-white that cast no harsh shadows but instead suffused everything with a luminescence that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

The air smelled of rain that hadn't fallen. Of flowers that didn't exist in the world she'd left. Of something that might have been magic, if magic had a smell — and apparently it did, because Tara was breathing it, and it tasted of sandalwood and lightning and the particular sweetness of the impossible made real.

"Chhaya Lok," Dhruv said. His voice was quiet. Reverent, almost. The voice of a man who had left this place and was now standing in it again and was remembering, with his whole body, what it felt like to be home.

"Chhaya Lok," Tara repeated.

The mountains held. The silver light held. And the world that Tara Sharma had studied her entire life — the world of Nagas and Yakshas and fourteen Lokas and the myths that she had explained and analysed and deconstructed — held too.

Because it was real.

It had always been real.

And she was standing in it.

Chapter Five: Shringa Durg

The path down from the portal temple led through a forest that was and wasn't the one they'd left.

The trees were deodar — the same species, the same towering trunks, the same cathedral architecture of branches — but they were larger. Impossibly larger. The trunks were wider than houses, their bark etched with patterns that looked deliberate, carved by something that wasn't human. The branches overhead formed a canopy so thick that the silver-lavender light of Chhaya Lok's sky filtered through in shafts, each one carrying motes of something that wasn't dust but glowed faintly, like fireflies that had forgotten how to fly and had settled for drifting.

"Yeh roshni kya hai?" Tara asked, reaching up to touch one of the glowing motes. It settled on her fingertip — warm, weightless, tingling, like static electricity made visible.

"Jaadu," Dhruv said. He didn't slow down. "Is duniya mein jaadu hawa mein hai. Paani mein. Mitti mein. Sab jagah. Tum isse feel karogi — especially tum."

"Kyun especially main?"

"Kyunki tum Brightkin ho. Neerja ka pratiroop. Is duniya ka jaadu tumhe pehchanta hai, chahe tum isse nahin pehchanti."

They walked for an hour. The forest gave way to open land — rolling meadows of grass so green it looked painted, crossed by streams that ran silver and made a sound like small bells. In the distance, mountains — the same Himalayas but taller, their peaks lost in clouds that glowed from within. And rising from a hill ahead, catching the silver light and throwing it back in fragments —

A fortress.

Not a fort in the way Tara understood forts — not the crumbling, tourist-friendly structures she'd visited on school trips. This was a living fortress, a working fortress, a structure built from dark stone that seemed to have grown from the hill rather than been placed on it. Its walls were thick, crenellated, adorned with carvings of Nagas and Yakshas and figures from a mythology that Tara had studied in books and was now seeing in stone. Towers rose from its corners, their tips catching the silver light. Flags — deep blue, embroidered with a serpent coiled around a mountain — flew from every parapet.

"Shringa Durg," Dhruv said. His voice held something that Tara couldn't quite identify — not pride exactly, not nostalgia exactly, but the particular resonance of a name that had been a person's entire world for a significant portion of their life. "Pahaadon ka qila. Yahan ke raja — hamara baap — yahan se poore uttari ilaqe par raaj karta hai."

"Aur Lakshman?"

"Lakshman yahan ka lord hai. Officially." The word 'officially' carried weight — the weight of a title accepted and a brother who had not accepted it. "Chalo. Guards humein dekhenge toh kuch explain karna padega."

They approached through a market that surrounded the fort's lower walls — stalls selling things that Tara's brain catalogued with the frantic efficiency of a mythology professor confronted with primary sources. Herbs she didn't recognise. Metals that shimmered with internal light. Fabrics woven with patterns that moved when you looked at them directly and froze when you looked away. Food — the smell hit her like a wall: spiced dal, fresh roti on a tawa, the particular sweetness of jaggery melting, the smoke of tandoor, and beneath it all, something that wasn't any food she knew but smelled like warmth itself, like the concept of nourishment made aromatic.

People stared. Not at Dhruv — at her. Their faces carried the particular expression of people seeing someone they recognised and simultaneously didn't — the cognitive dissonance of familiar features on an unfamiliar person.

"Woh Neerja jaisi dikhti hai," someone whispered.

"Neerja toh—"

"Chup." An older woman silenced the whisper with a look. But her eyes followed Tara up the hill, and in them was something that might have been hope or might have been fear.

The fort's main gate was guarded by men in leather armour carrying weapons that Tara's academic brain identified as variations of traditional Indian armaments — talwaar, bhala, dhaal — but made from metal that didn't exist in her world, metal that caught the light with an oily, iridescent shimmer.

"Rajkumar Dhruv?" One guard stepped forward. His face went through a rapid sequence: surprise, confusion, recognition, protocol. He snapped to attention. "Aap — aap wapas aaye?"

"Temporarily," Dhruv said. "Mujhe mere bhai se milna hai."

"Lord Lakshman darbaar mein hain. Rajaji ke saath."

"Aur yeh?" The guard's eyes moved to Tara. The surprise returned, deeper this time. "Yeh — yeh toh—"

"Yeh Neerja nahin hai." Dhruv's voice was firm. "Yeh Brightlands se hai. Neerja ki Brightkin."

The word moved through the guards like a current through water — Brightkin, Brightkin — each man processing the information and arriving at the same conclusion: the woman who looked like their murdered lady had come from the other world, and the implications of that arrival were too large to fit in a single glance.

They were escorted through corridors of dark stone — the walls lined with tapestries depicting scenes that Tara recognised from Puranic literature: the churning of the ocean, Vasuki coiled around Mount Mandara, Nagas in their underwater kingdom. The air inside the fort was cool and smelled of stone and lamp oil and something herbal — tulsi, she thought, burning somewhere, the same tulsi she'd tasted in her dreams.

The darbaar was a large hall — vaulted ceiling, stone pillars carved with serpentine figures, a raised platform at one end where a man sat on a carved wooden throne.

Raja Vikram was old. Not elderly — old in the way that mountains are old, his age a matter of accumulation rather than decline. His hair was white, his beard trimmed close, his body lean beneath robes of dark blue. His eyes — when they found Tara — were Lakshman's eyes. Dhruv's eyes. The same dark brown, the same intensity. But older. Deeper. The eyes of a man who had seen things that no one else in the room had seen, and who carried that seeing like a weight he'd learned to balance.

"Baap," Dhruv said.

"Dhruv." The king's voice was controlled. Not cold — controlled. "Do saal baad."

"Do saal baad."

"Aur yeh?" The king's eyes hadn't left Tara. "Yeh Neerja ki—"

"Brightkin. Haan."

The silence in the darbaar was the silence of held breaths. The guards, the courtiers, the servants at the edges of the room — everyone watching, everyone waiting, the entire court suspended in the moment between Tara's arrival and whatever was going to happen because of it.

Then — footsteps. Fast, from a side corridor. A voice that Tara knew — that she'd recognise across worlds, across dimensions, across the particular distance between love and its absence.

"Tara?"

Lakshman stood in the archway. He was wearing clothes she'd never seen — a kurta of dark silk, embroidered with silver thread, over fitted trousers and boots of the same iridescent metal-leather the guards wore. His hair was longer than she remembered. His face was thinner. But his eyes — his eyes were the same eyes that had looked at her across the kitchen counter in Vasant Kunj, the same eyes that had laughed at her terrible Hindi jokes, the same eyes that had held her gaze during the first night they'd spent together when neither of them slept because sleeping meant looking away.

"Lakshman."

He moved toward her. Stopped. The stop was visible — a physical arrest, his body wanting to reach her and his mind intervening, the collision between desire and something else producing a stillness that was almost painful to watch.

"Tum yahan kaise—" He looked at Dhruv. The look held the specific charge of two brothers who had not spoken in two years and who were now standing in the same room with a woman between them. "Tune isse yahan kyun laaya?"

"Usse sapne aa rahe the," Dhruv said. "Takshak ke sapne. Naag usse bula raha tha."

Lakshman's face changed. The colour — what little the Chhaya Lok's silver light left — drained from his cheeks.

"Takshak bula raha tha?"

"Haan."

"Toh woh jaanta hai." Lakshman's voice dropped. "Woh jaanta hai ki Neerja ki Brightkin yahan aa sakti hai."

"Apparently."

"Tara." Lakshman took her hands. The touch was electric — not metaphorically but actually, a current passing from his skin to hers, warm and sharp and carrying information that her nerve endings couldn't decode but her body understood. "Tumhe yahan nahin aana chahiye tha."

"Toh tumhe mujhse bina kahe nahin jaana chahiye tha."

The words landed. She watched them land — watched the impact cross his face, the flinch, the guilt, the particular expression of a man who knew he'd done something wrong and had spent three weeks building justifications that had just collapsed.

"Mujhe explain karna hai," he said.

"Haan. Tumhe explain karna hai."

Behind them, Raja Vikram watched. His expression was unreadable — the expression of a king who had ruled for decades and who had learned to keep his reactions private, to process before responding, to observe before acting.

But Tara caught something in his eyes — a flicker, brief, when he looked at her face. Not at her, exactly. At the face he was seeing. At the face of a woman who had looked exactly like this and who was no longer alive.

Grief. The king's eyes held grief.

And behind the grief — suspicion.

Chapter Six: The Naga

Lakshman's explanation took three hours and answered nothing.

They sat in a private chamber — stone walls, heavy tapestries, a fire burning in a carved hearth whose flames were blue instead of orange, the particular blue of Chhaya Lok's magic, and the warmth they produced was not the warmth of combustion but something deeper, something that settled into the bones and stayed. Lakshman talked. He talked the way he used to talk in Delhi — in circles, in tangents, in beautiful, elaborate sentences that were architecturally impressive and structurally evasive.

He had come back to Chhaya Lok because he'd been summoned. By whom? By the realm itself — a pull, a calling, something in the blood that activated when the Shadowlands needed its princes. Why hadn't he told her? Because explaining would have required telling her things that no one was supposed to tell Brightlanders. Why hadn't he called? Because there was no phone service between dimensions — the mundane answer to a cosmic question that made Tara want to laugh and scream simultaneously.

"Aur Neerja?" Tara asked. "Meri pratiroop. Jiski hatya hui."

Lakshman's face closed. Not the way Dhruv's closed — Dhruv's was a forge door, sudden and complete. Lakshman's was a folding, a careful compression of expression that left his features arranged in the particular neutrality of a man who was feeling too much and showing none of it.

"Neerja meri patni thi," he said.

The word hit her in the sternum. Patni. Wife. Lakshman had been married. In this world, to a woman who looked exactly like Tara, to a woman who was Tara's mirror-self, he had been married.

"Tum shaadi-shuda the." Her voice was flat. "Yahan. Is duniya mein."

"Haan."

"Aur jab tum mujhse mile — Delhi mein — tum already kisi aur se shaadi-shuda the."

"Neerja do saal pehle maari gayi thi. Main Brightlands mein — tumhari duniya mein — uske baad aaya tha." He met her eyes. The guilt was there — visible, uncontainable, leaking through the neutral expression like water through cracks. "Main bhaag raha tha, Tara. Neerja ki maut se. Is jagah se. In zimmedaariyon se. Aur tab mujhe tum mili."

"Aur tumne socha ki mention karne ki zaroorat nahin hai ki tumhari ek poori alag duniya hai jahan tumhari biwi ki hatya ho chuki hai."

"Kya tum believe karti? Agar main tumhe pehle din bol deta?"

"Nahin. Lekin yeh tumhari choice nahin thi."

The truth of the statement settled between them like an object placed on a table — visible, undeniable, taking up space that could not be reclaimed. Lakshman had lied. Not with words — with omission. He had omitted an entire world, an entire life, an entire dead wife, and the omission was not a small thing but a foundational one, the kind that made everything built on top of it unstable.

"Main tumse maafi chahta hoon," he said.

"Maafi baad mein. Pehle bataao — Neerja ko kisne maara?"

"Humein nahin pata."

"Do saal se nahin pata?"

"Chhaya Lok mein investigation tumhari duniya jaisi nahin hoti. Yahan jaadu hai. Jaadu se hatya hoti hai. Jaadu se saboot gayab hote hain. Aur Neerja — Neerja khaas thi."

"Kyun khaas?"

"Kyunki woh Naagon se baat kar sakti thi."



Tara was given a room in the east tower — stone walls, a narrow window that looked out over the valley, a bed covered in furs so thick she sank into them like sinking into warm water. Bonnie — no, Bindu, the Chhaya Lok version of the maid — tended the blue fire and brought food: dal so fragrant with haldi and jeera that Tara's eyes watered, roti that was thicker and chewier than any she'd eaten, and a bowl of something sweet — kheer, she thought, but made with a grain she didn't recognise and flavoured with something that tasted of roses and lightning.

She ate. The food was the first thing in Chhaya Lok that felt unambiguously good — not complicated by revelations or guilt or the particular disorientation of a woman discovering that her dead counterpart was also her boyfriend's dead wife.

After Bindu left, Tara stood at the window.

The valley below was beautiful in the way that sacred things are beautiful — not decoratively but essentially, the beauty a function of what the thing was rather than what it looked like. The silver light had deepened to a warm pewter as evening approached, and the meadows and forests and streams that spread below the fort were touched by it, each element luminous, as if the land itself was producing light from within.

Neerja.

The voice came without warning. Not from outside — from inside, the same place it had come from in the dreams, the resonance in the bones of her skull, the vibration that bypassed ears and entered directly.

Tara froze.

Tum aa gayi. Main tumhe bula raha tha.

"Kaun ho tum?" she whispered. But she knew. She already knew.

Takshak. Main Neerja ka saathi tha. Aur ab — tumhara.

She looked out the window. And there — on the ridge above the fort, where the towers met the mountain — she saw him.

He was enormous. That was the first thing — the scale, the sheer biological impossibility of his size. A serpent, coiled on the ridge, his body thick as a temple pillar, his scales catching the pewter light in patterns of deep emerald and black and gold. His hood was spread — wide, wider than the tower he rested beside, the hood's inner surface marked with patterns that Tara's mythology-trained brain recognised instantly: the divine markings of a Naga lord, the sacred geometry that Hindu texts described in precise, reverential detail and that she had always assumed was metaphorical.

It was not metaphorical.

The Naga's eyes found hers. They were amber — golden, ancient, lit from within by a fire that was not the blue of Chhaya Lok's magic but orange, the orange of the real fire, the fire that burned in his belly, the fire from the dreams.

Mat daro,* the voice said. *Main tumhe kabhi nahin dukhaunga.

"Main nahin dar rahi." And she wasn't. The same absence of fear from the dreams — the profound, irrational calm that had no business existing in the presence of a creature that could swallow her whole. "Tum mujhse kaise baat kar rahe ho? Mere dimag mein?"

Neerja bhi aise sun sakti thi. Yeh tumhari shakti hai — Brightkin ki shakti. Dono duniyaon ko jodne waali shakti. Naag tumse baat kar sakte hain kyunki tum dono jagah exist karti ho — is duniya mein aur us duniya mein. Tum pul ho.

"Pul?"

Dono duniyaon ke beech ka pul. Neerja bhi yahi thi. Isiliye usse maara gaya — kyunki yeh shakti kisi ko khatak rahi thi.

The implications unfolded in Tara's mind like a map being opened — each fold revealing a new territory, a new danger, a new question. Someone had killed Neerja because of her power. The power to speak to Nagas. The power that Tara now apparently possessed.

"Kaun? Kisne maara Neerja ko?"

Yeh main tumhe nahin bata sakta. Nahin isliye ki main nahin jaanta — balki isliye ki mera jaanna aur tumhara jaanna alag cheezein hain. Tumhe khud pata lagana hoga. Saboot dhundhne honge. Log hain yahan jo tumhari madad karenge. Aur log hain jo tumhe rokenge.

"Kyun mujhe? Main ek mythology professor hoon, detective nahin."

The Naga's laughter — if a serpent could laugh — was a vibration that she felt in her chest, in her ribcage, in the particular space where fear and wonder occupied the same address.

Neerja bhi yahi kehti thi. "Main sirf ek healer hoon, detective nahin." Phir bhi usne itna kuch discover kiya ki kisi ko usse chup karana pada.* A pause. *Tum usse zyada strong ho. Main feel kar sakta hoon.

"Tum kaise feel kar sakte ho? Hum abhi mile hain."

Nahin. Hum teen hafte pehle mile the. Jab tumhare sapne shuru hue — jab maine tumhe bulaana shuru kiya — tab se hum connected hain. Main tumhari shakti ko mehsoos kar sakta hoon. Woh badh rahi hai. Har din.

The Naga uncurled — a movement so massive and so fluid that it looked like the ridge itself was moving. His body flowed downward, scales whispering against stone, until his great head was level with Tara's window. The amber eyes, each one the size of her torso, regarded her with an intelligence that was not human but was not less than human — an intelligence that had been accumulating for centuries, that had watched civilisations rise and empires fall and humans perform the same beautiful, stupid, courageous, catastrophic things over and over again.

Main tumhara saathi hoon, Tara. Jaise main Neerja ka saathi tha. Yeh meri choice hai — aur meri zimmedaari. Jab tak tum Chhaya Lok mein ho, main tumhare saath hoon.

"Aur jab main wapas jaaungi?"

Tab bhi. Sapne mein. Hamesha.

Tara placed her hand on the window sill. The stone was warm — everything in Chhaya Lok was warm when it should have been cold, as if the magic that permeated the realm extended its influence to the temperature of surfaces. The Naga's breath — visible, a faint glow of orange — touched her face through the open window. It smelled of fire and iron and the particular clean heat of a forge, and she understood, in that moment, why the smell of Dhruv's workshop had felt familiar.

It smelled like this. Like the Naga. Like home.

"Theek hai," she said. "Toh batao — kahan se shuru karein?"

Neerja ke journals se. Usne sab likha tha. Har cheez jo usne discover ki — kaise Akquarian lords jaadu ka galat istemal kar rahe the, kaise court mein koi tha jo Brightlanders ko Chhaya Lok mein aane se rokna chahta tha. Sab.

"Journals kahan hain?"

Ahilya ke paas. Lakshman ki patni.

The word hit again. Not as hard this time — the bruise was already forming, the repetition dulling the impact from sharp to deep. Lakshman's wife. In this world. The woman who had married the man Tara loved, in a world where Tara's mirror-self had already been murdered.

"Ahilya," Tara repeated.

Woh tumhari dost hogi,* Takshak said. *Woh Neerja ki dost thi. Aur woh — woh tumhare jaisi hai. Brave. Curious. Thodi stubborn.

"Main stubborn nahin hoon."

Teen hafte pehle ek duniya mein bus li, ek anjaan aadmi se milne gayi, aur phir ek portal se doosri duniya mein aa gayi.* The amber eyes blinked slowly. *Tum bahut stubborn ho.

Despite everything — the dead counterpart, the lying boyfriend, the parallel universe, the giant telepathic serpent at her window — Tara laughed. The sound surprised her. It was small and raw and honest, and it echoed off the stone walls of her tower room and returned to her slightly changed, slightly warmer, as if Chhaya Lok itself had heard the laugh and amplified it.

Achha,* Takshak said. *Hasi. Yeh achha hai. Neerja bhi bahut hasti thi. Usse hamesha kehta tha — hasi sabse powerful jaadu hai. Koi spell nahin rok sakta isse.

Tara watched the Naga recoil back toward the ridge, his massive body flowing upward like a river in reverse, until he settled again on his perch above the towers, his amber eyes still watching, still warm, still carrying the fire that had been calling her for three weeks across the boundary between worlds.

She turned back to the room. The blue fire crackled. The kheer was cold now, but she ate the last spoonful anyway — the rose-and-lightning sweetness a small anchor in a world that had just expanded beyond anything her mythology textbooks had prepared her for.

Tomorrow she would find Ahilya. Tomorrow she would find the journals. Tomorrow she would begin to understand why someone had killed a woman who looked exactly like her and whether that someone might want to finish the job.

Tonight, she would sleep. And for the first time in three weeks, the dream would not be a calling.

It would be a conversation.

Chapter Seven: The Journals

Ahilya was not what Tara expected.

She had expected grief — the hollow-eyed, wasted grief of a woman whose husband's first wife had been murdered and whose husband had then disappeared to another dimension to fall in love with the dead woman's mirror-self. She had expected hostility, or at the very least the particular coldness that women deployed when confronted with the woman their husband had chosen instead of them.

What she got was a hug.

"Tum Tara ho." Ahilya stood in the doorway of her workshop — a bright, cluttered room in the castle's lower level, smelling of dried herbs and something chemical and sharp that Tara's brain identified as acids or reagents. "Dhruv ne bataya. Aao, andar aao."

The hug was brief but real — the embrace of a woman who had been alone with her grief for too long and who was not interested in performing propriety when genuine human contact was available. Ahilya was small, dark-haired, with quick hands and quicker eyes and the particular energy of a person whose mind moved faster than their body and who had accepted this as a permanent condition.

"Tum herbalist ho?" Tara asked, looking around the workshop. Shelves lined every wall, filled with jars and bottles and bundles of dried plants. A workbench held mortars and pestles, glass vessels, and books — dozens of books, handwritten, their pages swollen with pressed flowers and pasted notes.

"Healer. Herbalist. Thodi alchemist." Ahilya cleared a space on a second bench and gestured for Tara to sit. "Chhaya Lok mein medicine aur jaadu ek saath chalte hain. Main dono use karti hoon." She paused. "Neerja bhi yahi karti thi. Hum saath kaam karti thin."

"Tum Neerja ki dost thin?"

"Sabse acchi dost." The words carried no self-pity — only fact, stated with the directness of a woman who valued accuracy over diplomacy. "Log sochte hain ki humein ek doosre se nafrat honi chahiye thi — Lakshman ki patni aur Lakshman ki... Neerja. Lekin Neerja se pehle Lakshman tha, aur Lakshman se pehle Neerja aur main dost thin. Bachpan se."

"Aur shaadi ke baad?"

"Shaadi ke baad bhi. Neerja ko Lakshman se pyaar tha. Mujhe bhi. Hum dono jaanti thin. Chhaya Lok mein —" She hesitated, searching for words that would translate across worlds. "Yahan cheeezein tumhari duniya jaisi nahin hain. Yahan rishte — complex hote hain. Ek se zyada shapes mein exist karte hain."

Tara processed this. Filed it. Moved to what mattered.

"Neerja ke journals. Takshak ne bataya ki tumhare paas hain."

Ahilya's face changed — the quick energy stilling, the healer's composure settling over her features like a mask being adjusted. "Haan. Hain mere paas. Aur main tumhe de sakti hoon. Lekin pehle — tumhe samajhna chahiye ki Neerja ne kya discover kiya tha."

She crossed to a shelf, moved aside a row of jars, and retrieved a leather-bound book — dark brown, worn at the edges, its pages thick and yellow with age. The leather was embossed with a Naga symbol that matched the carvings on the temple portal.

"Yeh Neerja ki aakhri journal hai," Ahilya said, placing it on the bench between them. "Isme usne sab likha — kya ho raha tha court mein, kya ho raha tha Naagon ke saath, kaun kya chhupa raha tha."

Tara opened the journal. The handwriting was — she stopped. The handwriting was hers. Not similar to hers. Identical. The same slope, the same pressure, the same particular way of crossing t's and dotting i's that Tara had been doing since she was twelve years old.

"Yeh—"

"Haan." Ahilya's voice was gentle. "Tum Brightkin ho. Tumhara haath uska haath hai."

Tara read.

The entries were in a language she shouldn't have understood — the script was Devanagari but the grammar was different, older, the particular Chhaya Lok variant of Hindi that had evolved separately from the Brightlands version. And yet she read it fluently, the words entering her eyes and arriving in her mind already translated, as if the language had been waiting for her, had been installed in her consciousness by the same mechanism that let her hear Takshak's voice in her bones.

Aaj maine Revati ko Naag mandir mein dekha. Woh wahan akeli thi — raat ko, jab koi nahin jaata. Uske haath mein kuch tha — ek astra, haddi se bana hua. Maine pehle bhi suna tha is baare mein. Asthi-Astra. Mrityu ka hathiyaar. Yeh kisi ke paas nahin hona chahiye.

Revati. The name appeared again and again in the entries — each mention adding a layer, a detail, a piece of a pattern that Neerja had been assembling with the methodical patience of a woman who knew she was uncovering something dangerous and who was documenting it because documentation was the only protection she had.

Revati was Raja Vikram's sister-in-law — married to the king's younger brother, now deceased. She was a mage — powerful, trained in the old traditions, respected at court. She was also, according to Neerja's journals, conducting forbidden rituals in the Naag temple at night. Using bone weapons. Consorting with entities from the Borderlands — the dark forest between the settled lands where Yakshas and other creatures lived by rules that were not human rules.

Revati chahti hai ki Brightlanders kabhi Chhaya Lok mein na aa sakein. Woh portals band karna chahti hai — permanently. Usne court mein proposal diya — security ke naam par. Lekin asal wajah kuch aur hai. Agar portals band hon, toh Brightkin nahin aa sakti. Aur agar Brightkin nahin aaye, toh Naagon se baat karne waala koi nahin bachega. Aur agar Naag baat nahin kar sakte — toh woh Revati ko rok nahin sakte.

"Revati," Tara said. "Yeh wohi hai?"

"Raja Vikram ki bhabhi. Rani Orla ki beti. Bahut powerful mage." Ahilya's voice was careful — the carefulness of a woman who was naming a dangerous person and who understood that names, in Chhaya Lok, had weight. "Neerja ko yakeen tha ki Revati ne usse mara. Lekin — saboot nahin tha. Sirf patterns. Sirf observations."

"Aur ab main Brightkin hoon. Naagon se baat kar sakti hoon. Woh shakti jo Revati ko khatakti thi — woh ab mere paas hai."

"Haan."

"Toh Revati ko pata chalega. Ki main yahan hoon."

"Usse already pata hai." Ahilya met her eyes. "Tum kal darbaar mein aayi thin. Poora qila jaanta hai. Revati bhi."

The implication settled over Tara like a second layer of sheepskin — heavy, suffocating, warm in all the wrong ways. She was here. She had the power. And the woman who had killed to eliminate that power from the world already knew she existed.

"Toh main bhi target hoon."

"Haan." Ahilya didn't soften it. Didn't qualify it. Stated it the way she stated medical diagnoses — with clarity, because clarity saved lives and euphemism didn't. "Isiliye tumhe journals chahiye. Isiliye tumhe Neerja ki investigation continue karni hogi. Kyunki agar tum Revati ko expose kar sakti ho — saboot ke saath, court ke saamne — toh woh tumhe nahin chhoo sakti."

"Aur agar nahin kar sakti?"

"Toh woh wohi karegi jo usne Neerja ke saath kiya."

Tara closed the journal. Her counterpart's handwriting — her own handwriting — stared up at her from the page, the familiar loops and lines carrying words that had been written by a woman who was now dead, a woman who had been brave enough to investigate and not lucky enough to survive it.

"Main karungi," Tara said. "Investigation. Sabke saboot. Revati ka pura sach."

Ahilya smiled. The smile was the smile of a woman who had been waiting for someone to say those words for two years and who was now hearing them in a voice that sounded exactly like the voice she'd lost.

"Achha," she said. "Toh shuru karte hain."

Chapter Eight: The Court

Raja Vikram summoned her on the third morning.

The summons arrived via a guard — a young man with a face that suggested he'd rather be anywhere else than delivering messages to the woman who looked like a ghost. He stood at her door, recited the summons in formal Chhaya Lok Hindi, and left before Tara could ask questions.

"Woh tumhe judge karega," Dhruv said. He was leaning against the corridor wall outside her room, arms crossed, the posture of a man who had been waiting for this and who was not pleased about it. "Baap — Raja Vikram — woh pehle observe karta hai. Phir decide karta hai. Tumhare baare mein usne teen din observe kiya hai. Ab decision aayega."

"Kya decision?"

"Ki tum yahan reh sakti ho ya nahin."

The darbaar was fuller than Tara's first visit — courtiers lined the walls, and at the dais, Raja Vikram sat with the same contained stillness, flanked by advisors whose faces were carefully neutral. To his left stood a woman Tara hadn't seen before.

Revati.

She knew it the way you know a predator — not by logic but by the body's ancient wiring, the amygdala firing before the prefrontal cortex had time to construct a reason. The woman was tall, dark-haired, dressed in robes of deep indigo that moved like water. Her face was beautiful in the way that weapons are beautiful — precision-engineered, every feature serving a purpose, nothing wasted. Her eyes were dark, and when they found Tara, they performed a calculation so quick and so complete that Tara felt it like a physical scan — assessed, measured, categorised, filed.

"Brightkin." Raja Vikram's voice filled the hall without strain. "Tum teen din se Shringa Durg mein ho. Maine tumhe observe kiya hai. Ab main tumse seedha baat karunga."

"Ji, Rajaji."

"Meri bahu — Neerja — do saal pehle maari gayi. Uska qatil abhi tak nahin pakda gaya. Tum uski pratiroop ho — uski Brightkin. Tumhare aane se — baatein uthti hain. Sawalaat uthte hain. Kuch log kehte hain ki tumhara aana achha hai. Kuch log kehte hain ki khatrnak hai."

His eyes moved, briefly, to Revati. The movement was so slight that Tara almost missed it — a king's version of pointing a finger, done with the subtlety of decades of court politics.

"Main tumse poochna chahta hoon," Raja Vikram continued. "Tum yahan kyun aayi ho?"

The question was simple. The answer was not. Tara considered the political version — the careful, diplomatic response that a mythology professor who'd read enough Arthashastra to know how courts worked would craft. Then she discarded it.

"Main apne boyfriend ko dhundhne aayi thi," she said. "Mujhe pata chala ki woh yahan hai. Phir mujhe pata chala ki meri pratiroop — Neerja — ki hatya hui. Aur phir mujhe pata chala ki mujhme woh shakti hai jo Neerja mein thi."

"Naagon se baat karne ki shakti."

"Haan."

The hall murmured. The sound was the sound of a court processing information that was simultaneously expected and alarming — the particular frequency of people who had suspected something and were now having their suspicion confirmed.

"Aur tumhara iraada?" the king asked.

"Neerja ke qatil ka pata lagana. Saboot ikattha karna. Court ke saamne pesh karna."

The murmur became a wave. Revati's face didn't change — the calculation continued behind those dark eyes, but the expression remained fixed, the particular stillness of a predator that has been spotted and is deciding whether to flee or strike.

"Yeh ek bada dawa hai," Raja Vikram said. "Tum ek Brightlander ho. Is duniya ki nahin. Tumhara yahan koi adhikaar nahin — koi rank nahin, koi position nahin. Tum kaise investigation karogi?"

"Neerja ke journals hain. Usne sab document kiya tha. Main woh journals padh rahi hoon. Aur Takshak — Naag lord — mere saath hai."

The mention of Takshak produced a different reaction. Not murmur — silence. The deep, held-breath silence of people who understood that a Naga lord's allegiance was not a small thing, was not a political manoeuvre, was the intervention of a creature whose power predated the fort and the kingdom and the concept of human governance itself.

"Takshak tumhara saathi hai?" Raja Vikram's composure cracked — just barely, a hairline fracture in the kingly stillness. "Usne tumhe choose kiya?"

"Haan."

The king looked at her for a long moment. Then he looked at Revati. The look between them was layered — a conversation conducted in glances, the language that powerful people used when words were too public and silence was too ambiguous.

"Theek hai," Raja Vikram said. "Teen mahine. Main tumhe teen mahine deta hoon. Tum investigation karo. Saboot laao. Agar teen mahine mein tum apna case pesh nahin kar sakti — toh tum Brightlands wapas jaogi. Permanently."

"Aur agar main case pesh kar sakti hoon?"

"Toh nyaay hoga. Chhaya Lok ka kanoon — chahe qatil kahin ka bhi ho, chahe kitna bhi powerful ho — nyaay karta hai."

Tara looked at Revati. The woman's face was still fixed — the beautiful, weapon-precision face holding its calculation — but something had shifted behind the eyes. Not fear. Not yet. But the awareness that the game had changed, that a variable had been introduced that she hadn't accounted for, and that the variable looked exactly like the woman she had — allegedly — already eliminated once.

"Teen mahine," Tara said. "Enough."

She turned and walked out of the darbaar. Behind her, the court erupted — voices rising, the murmur becoming a roar, the particular sound of power recalculating itself.

Dhruv fell into step beside her in the corridor.

"Tumne abhi poore court ke saamne Revati ko challenge kiya," he said. His voice was neutral but his eyes were not — the forge-fire behind them was burning, bright and hot.

"Maine court ke saamne sach bola."

"Same thing. Yahan court mein sach bolna — woh challenge se zyada khatrnak hota hai." He paused. "Main tumhare saath hoon. Tum jaanti ho."

She looked at him. The man who was identical to Lakshman and nothing like him. The forge-scarred hands. The fire behind the eyes. The brother who had left this world rather than accept its expectations and who had come back for a woman he barely knew, because she had asked, and because asking was enough.

"Jaanti hoon," she said.

Chapter Nine: The Sacred Grove

The Kamdhenu grove was three hours' walk from Shringa Durg, through the Borderlands forest.

Ahilya led. She moved through the trees with the confidence of someone who had walked this path a hundred times — her steps quick, sure, her body navigating the root-tangled ground with the particular grace of a person who understood that forests were not obstacles but conversations, and that the conversation required listening.

The forest was different from anything Tara had experienced. The deodar trees of the portal area had been large; these were colossal — their trunks wider than temples, their bark carved with symbols that glowed faintly, the same blue as the magic that permeated Chhaya Lok. The canopy was so thick that the silver-lavender light couldn't penetrate, and the forest floor existed in a permanent twilight, the air cool and thick with the smell of moss, wet bark, and something sweet and unfamiliar — a floral scent that had no equivalent in the Brightlands, the scent of flowers that had evolved in a world where magic was a nutrient.

"Neerja yahan aksar aati thi," Ahilya said, pushing aside a low-hanging branch. "Kamdhenu se milne. Woh kehti thi ki Kamdhenu — divine cattle — who jaanti hain jo koi aur nahin jaanta. Unke paas is duniya ki memory hai. Hazaaron saalon ki."

"Kamdhenu se baat ho sakti hai?"

"Seedha nahin. Woh images bhejti hain — feelings, memories. Tum unke paas baitho, unhe touch karo, aur woh tumhe dikhaati hain."

They walked in silence for a while. The forest sounds were alien — birdsong that was almost birdsong but contained notes that didn't exist in any scale Tara knew, the rustle of creatures in the undergrowth that were too deliberate to be rabbits, the occasional distant sound that might have been thunder or might have been something very large moving through the trees far away.

"Ahilya."

"Haan?"

"Tumhe Lakshman se pyaar hai?"

The question was blunt. Tara knew it was blunt. She asked it anyway, because the question had been sitting in her throat like a stone since the first morning and she was tired of carrying it.

Ahilya didn't stop walking. Didn't flinch. Didn't do any of the things that people did when asked questions they weren't prepared for.

"Tha," she said. "Bahut pehle. Jab hum chhote the. Jab shaadi hui — yeh political thi, family ne decide kiya, lekin hum dono khush the kyunki hum dost the aur humne socha ki pyaar aa jaayega."

"Aur aaya?"

"Ek tarah ka. Lekin Lakshman — Lakshman ka dil Neerja ke paas tha. Shaadi se pehle bhi. Yeh sab jaante the — main bhi. Maine accept kiya tha. Chhaya Lok mein rishte —"

"Complex hote hain. Tumne pehle bhi kaha."

"Haan." Ahilya glanced back. Her expression was not hurt but measured — the expression of a woman who had processed this particular pain long ago and who now carried it the way you carry a healed scar, aware of its presence but no longer bleeding. "Main tumse jealous nahin hoon, Tara. Agar yeh tumhara sawaal hai."

"Nahin. Mera sawaal yeh hai ki — kya tum meri madad karogi kyunki tum sach chahti ho, ya isliye ki tum Lakshman ke liye kuch prove karna chahti ho?"

Ahilya stopped. Turned. Looked at Tara with the full force of her quick, assessing eyes.

"Main tumhari madad karungi kyunki Neerja meri dost thi. Aur kisi ne usse mara. Aur do saal se kisi ne kuch nahin kiya — kyunki Revati powerful hai, kyunki court mein uske log hain, kyunki sab darte hain." She stepped closer. Her voice dropped. "Main nahin darti. Kabhi nahin dari. Lekin mujhme woh shakti nahin hai jo tumme hai. Main Naagon se baat nahin kar sakti. Main Brightkin nahin hoon. Main sirf ek healer hoon jiske paas journals hain aur gussa hai."

"Gussa kaafi hai."

"Nahin. Gussa akela kaafi nahin hota. Lekin gussa plus saboot plus ek Naag lord plus ek stubborn Brightkin — yeh kaafi hai."

The grove appeared without warning — one moment they were in dense forest, the next they were standing at the edge of a clearing so perfect in its circularity that it looked designed. The grass inside the clearing was not green but golden — a pale, luminous gold that caught the silver light and held it, creating a warmth that was visible, tangible, a warmth you could feel on your face from three steps away.

And in the centre of the clearing, grazing on the golden grass: the Kamdhenu.

They were not cattle. Tara's brain tried to apply the word and the word bounced off, inadequate. They were — presences. White, enormous, their bodies smooth and muscular, their eyes large and dark and ancient. Their horns curved upward, long and spiraling, and at the tip of each horn, a glow — the same golden light as the grass, as if the creatures were not eating the light but producing it.

There were seven of them. They raised their heads as Tara and Ahilya entered the clearing, and their collective gaze settled on Tara with a weight that was not threatening but absolute — the regard of beings that had seen everything and forgotten nothing and were now looking at her with the particular attention of entities that had been waiting.

Neerja ki pratiroop.* The voice was not Takshak's — it was softer, older, layered, as if multiple voices were speaking simultaneously in perfect harmony. *Tu aa gayi.

"Main — main sunne aa gayi hoon," Tara said. "Neerja ke baare mein. Jo usne dekha tha. Jo tumne dekha tha."

Baitho.

Tara sat on the golden grass. It was warm beneath her — not warm like sunlit ground but warm like skin, like the warmth of a living thing, and the sensation was so intimate that she felt her eyes prick with tears she didn't understand.

The largest Kamdhenu approached. Her breath was sweet — the sweetness of fresh milk and crushed flowers and something else, something ancient, the sweetness of time itself when time was not measured in clocks but in the slow accumulation of everything that had ever happened. The Kamdhenu lowered her great head and touched her nose to Tara's forehead.

The world vanished.



Images. Not seen — experienced. Tara was inside them, living them, feeling them with Neerja's body and Neerja's senses.

Night. The Naag temple. Torches casting shadows that moved wrong — against the light, not with it. Revati, standing at the altar, her hands raised, her voice chanting words that felt like hooks being driven into the air itself. Something on the altar — a weapon, white, made of bone, carved with symbols that pulsed with a dark light that was the opposite of Chhaya Lok's magic. Not blue. Not gold. Black. The black of absence, the black of something that consumed rather than produced.

Neerja watching from behind a pillar. Her heart hammering. Her hands shaking. The Naga bond screaming in her mind — Jaao wahan se! Woh khatrnak hai! Neerja, chalo! — but she didn't go. She stayed. She watched. Because she needed to see.

Revati's chanting reached a pitch that made the air vibrate. The bone weapon — Asthi-Astra — began to glow. And from the shadows at the temple's edge, shapes emerged. Not Yakshas. Not any creature Tara recognised from her mythology. Darker things. Things that existed in the spaces between the defined creatures of Puranic cosmology, things that had no names because naming them would have given them legitimacy.

Revati spoke to them. Commanded them. And they obeyed.

The image shifted.

Neerja in her room, writing in the journal. Her handwriting — Tara's handwriting — moving fast, the pen digging into the page with the urgency of someone who knew that documentation was the only weapon she had.

Revati is building an army. Not of soldiers — of shadow-creatures from the Borderlands. She's using the Asthi-Astra to control them. If she succeeds in closing the portals, the Nagas will be cut off from their Brightkin links. Without Brightkin, the Nagas lose their connection to the Brightlands. Without that connection, they weaken. And weakened Nagas cannot oppose Revati's power.

The image shifted again.

Neerja walking through the forest. Alone. The bond with Takshak humming in her mind, the Naga far away, sleeping on a mountain ridge, unaware. A sound behind her. Footsteps that weren't footsteps — too light, too precise, the sound of something that moved on feet that weren't meant for walking on this earth.

Neerja turning. Seeing nothing.

Then pain. A flash of white — bone-white, the colour of the Asthi-Astra — and pain so absolute that it erased thought, erased vision, erased the world itself.

And then nothing.



Tara gasped back to consciousness. She was lying on the golden grass, Ahilya's hands on her shoulders, the Kamdhenu's breath still sweet on her face. Tears were streaming down her cheeks — not her tears, Neerja's tears, the grief of a woman relived and delivered to her mirror-self like a package marked urgent.

"Kya dekha?" Ahilya whispered.

"Sab." Tara's voice was raw. "Maine sab dekha. Revati ne kiya. Asthi-Astra se. Aur woh — woh shadow creatures bana rahi hai. Ek army."

Ahilya's face went white. "Army?"

"Borderlands se. Shadow creatures. Naag ko kamzor karne ke liye. Portals band karne ke liye. Sab connected hai."

They sat in the golden grass. The Kamdhenu grazed, their ancient eyes watching, their golden horns catching the light. The grove was peaceful. The grove didn't care about armies or murder or the particular cruelty of a woman whose ambition required the death of a world's connection to its mirror.

Tara wiped her eyes. The tears were still coming — quiet now, the aftershock of Neerja's final moments living in her body, the phantom pain of a wound she had never received but had now experienced.

"Ahilya."

"Haan?"

"Main yeh karungi. Revati ko giraungi. Neerja ke liye. Aur is duniya ke liye."

Ahilya took her hand. The grip was not Dhruv's forge-iron grip or Lakshman's electric touch but something else — the grip of a healer, firm and sure, the grip of a woman who fixed broken things and who recognised that what was being assembled between them — the investigation, the alliance, the intent — was not broken but new.

"Saath mein," Ahilya said.

"Saath mein."

Chapter Ten: The Forge in the Forest

Dhruv's forge in Chhaya Lok was nothing like the workshop in Kullu.

The workshop in Kullu was a business — ordered, professional, the kind of place that produced temple gates and ritual implements and operated within the recognisable framework of Indian small enterprise. Dhruv's Chhaya Lok forge was something else entirely. It was a living space, a working space, and a sacred space all at once, built into the side of a hill half an hour's walk from Shringa Durg, surrounded by forest so old that the trees seemed less like individual organisms and more like the fingers of a single, vast hand reaching upward from the earth.

The forge itself was stone — dark stone, the same as the fort, but rougher, less finished, as if it had been shaped by hands that valued function over aesthetics. The chimney rose through a hole in the thatched roof. The bellows were massive, operated by a mechanism that Tara didn't recognise — not mechanical, not electrical, but something that hummed with the ambient magic of Chhaya Lok, the bellows breathing of their own accord in a rhythm that matched the pulse of the land.

"Yahan main rehta tha," Dhruv said. He stood in the doorway, and the expression on his face was the same one he'd worn when they first arrived in Chhaya Lok — the expression of a man who had left home and was now standing in it again and was remembering, with every cell, what it had cost to leave. "Jab main Shringa Durg mein nahin rehna chahta tha — jab court aur politics aur rajkumar hone ki zimmedaariyaan bahut zyada ho jaati thin — main yahan aata tha."

"Tum yahan akele rehte the?"

"Haan. Takshak aata tha, kabhi kabhi. Neerja bhi." He paused on the name. "Neerja yahan aati thi jab usse shanti chahiye hoti thi. Woh kehti thi ki forge ki aag — woh sochne mein madad karti hai."

Tara stepped inside. The air was warm — forge-warm, the dry heat of a space where fire was not a guest but a resident. The smell was iron and charcoal and something else — the particular metallic sweetness of Chhaya Lok's unique metals, the ones that shimmered with internal light, the ones that didn't exist on the other side of the portal.

The walls were hung with Dhruv's work. Not temple gates or ritual implements — weapons. Swords, daggers, spear-tips, each one catching the firelight with that oily, iridescent shimmer. And among the weapons, other things: ornaments, delicate and precise — a Naga coiled around a mountain, wrought in silver; a Kamdhenu with golden horns, no bigger than her palm; a woman's face, half-hidden behind flowing hair, her expression caught between laughter and grief.

"Yeh Neerja hai?" Tara asked, touching the small sculpture.

"Haan." Dhruv's voice was quiet. "Maine banaya tha. Uski maut ke baad. Yaad rakhne ke liye."

The sculpture was warm under her fingers — the metal holding heat the way Chhaya Lok's stone held warmth, the way everything in this world seemed to retain the memory of fire. The face was hers — Tara's face, Neerja's face, the shared face — but the expression was Neerja's alone, an expression that belonged to a woman Tara had never met but whose life she was now living inside, whose journals she was reading, whose murder she was investigating.

"Dhruv."

"Haan?"

"Tumhe Neerja se pyaar tha?"

He didn't answer immediately. He crossed to the forge, picked up a pair of tongs, and adjusted something in the coals — a piece of metal, glowing orange, that he examined with the critical eye of a craftsman assessing raw material.

"Haan," he said, finally. "Lekin yeh — complicated hai. Lakshman uski patni tha. Main uska devar. Chhaya Lok mein — kuch rishtey defined nahin hote. Kuch feelings acknowledge nahin ki jaati. Neerja jaanti thi. Maine kabhi kuch nahin kaha. Usne kabhi kuch nahin pucha."

"Lekin woh jaanti thi."

"Woh sab jaanti thi. Yeh uski — yeh uski taakat thi aur uski kamzori bhi. Woh bahut zyada samajhti thi. Bahut zyada dekhti thi. Isiliye usne Revati ko dekh liya — kyunki woh dekhna band nahin kar sakti thi."

The metal in the coals hissed as he turned it. The sound was intimate — the particular sound of transformation, of one thing becoming another, of potential being realised through heat and pressure and the skilled violence of a craftsman's hands.

"Main tumhare liye kuch banaunga," he said.

"Kya?"

"Protection. Chhaya Lok ki dhatu se. Agar Revati tumhare peeche aayegi — aur woh aayegi — toh tumhe kuch chahiye jo tumhe protect kare."

"Jaadu se?"

"Lohe se. Yahan loha — sahi loha, sahi tarike se banaaya gaya — jaadu se zyada powerful hota hai. Yeh purani baat hai — Vishwakarma ki tradition. Loha sab todta hai — jaadu bhi."

He pulled the metal from the coals. In the orange glow, his face was transformed — the hardness softened, the forge-fire in his eyes matching the fire in his hands, and for a moment Tara saw not the gruff, guarded man who had thrown her out of his office but the artist, the maker, the man who shaped the world's hardest material with the tenderness of a person who understood that creation and destruction were the same process viewed from different angles.

"Baitho," he said. "Yeh time lagega."

She sat. The forge was warm. The rhythmic breathing of the magical bellows was hypnotic — a lullaby played on the instrument of fire and air. Outside, through the open doorway, the Chhaya Lok forest rustled with its alien sounds — the almost-birdsong, the not-quite-wind, the distant, vast presence of Takshak somewhere above, sleeping or watching or doing whatever Naga lords did when the world was quiet.

Tara opened the journal — Neerja's journal, the last one, the one that ended mid-sentence because the woman writing it had been killed before she could finish.

She read while Dhruv hammered. The sound of the hammer and the sound of Neerja's words merged in her consciousness — both of them transformations, both of them the process of making something new from something old, both of them the work of people who understood that the world was not given but made, and that making it required heat, pressure, and the willingness to be changed by the process.



Aaj Takshak ne mujhe kuch ajeeb bataya. Usne kaha ki Revati sirf portals band nahin karna chahti — woh kuch aur bhi chahti hai. Kuch bada. Usne kaha ki Revati 'Pehli Roshni' dhundh rahi hai — First Light — koi ancient shakti jo dono duniyaon ko jodti hai. Agar woh First Light ko control kar le, toh woh sirf portals nahin — woh dono duniyaon ke beech ka poora connection control kar sakti hai.

Mujhe nahin pata ki First Light kya hai. Takshak bhi nahin jaanta — ya nahin bataata. Lekin yeh important hai. Yeh sab se important cheez hai.



Tara looked up from the journal. "First Light," she said. "Kya hai yeh?"

Dhruv's hammer paused mid-strike. The metal on the anvil glowed. The forge breathed.

"Kahan padha tumne yeh?"

"Neerja ki journal mein. Woh kehti hai ki Revati 'First Light' dhundh rahi hai. Koi ancient shakti."

Dhruv set the hammer down. The metal on the anvil cooled — the orange fading to red, the red to dark, the transformation pausing, incomplete.

"First Light," he said. "Pratham Prakash. Yeh — yeh ek myth hai. Chhaya Lok ki sabse purani kahani."

"Batao."

"Jab dono duniyain bani — yeh duniya aur Brightlands — toh pehle ek roshni aayi. Sab se pehli roshni. Us roshni ne dono duniyaon ko joda. Woh roshni abhi bhi kahin hai — dormant, soti hui. Kahani kehti hai ki jo us roshni ko jaagae, woh dono duniyaon ka malik hoga."

"Aur Revati usse dhundh rahi hai."

"Agar Neerja sahi hai — haan."

Tara looked at the journal. At Neerja's handwriting — her handwriting. At the words that had been written by a dead woman who had uncovered a conspiracy so large that it had required her death to keep it hidden.

First Light. Pratham Prakash. The ancient power that connected both worlds.

And someone was trying to find it.

Chapter Eleven: Lakshman's Confession

He found her at dusk, on the rampart overlooking the valley.

The Chhaya Lok evening was a thing of layered light — the silver-lavender of the sky deepening to pewter, then to a bruised purple that held no stars but glowed from within, as if the darkness itself was luminous. The valley below was a patchwork of shadow and shine, the streams catching the last light, the forests going dark in stages, the distant mountains becoming silhouettes against the glowing sky.

Tara was sitting on the stone wall, her legs dangling over the edge, the journal in her lap. She was thinking about First Light — about the ancient power that connected both worlds, about Revati's search for it, about what it would mean if someone who built armies from shadow creatures and killed with bone weapons found the key to controlling the bridge between dimensions.

"Tara."

His voice behind her. The voice she'd fallen in love with in Delhi — across kitchen counters and autorickshaw rides and the particular acoustic intimacy of two people reading in the same room, the sound of pages turning and breath synchronising and the occasional quiet observation that wasn't conversation but communion.

"Lakshman."

He sat beside her. Not close — there was a gap between them, the specific width of unresolved things, of questions asked and not answered and truths told and not forgiven.

"Mujhe tumse baat karni hai," he said.

"Tum teen hafton se baat kar sakte the. Phone uthaa sakte the. Ek letter likh sakte the. Kisi se bol sakte the — Dhruv se, Priya se, kisi se — ki main zinda hoon, ki main theek hoon, ki mujhe maaf karo."

"Tum sahi ho."

"Main jaanti hoon ki main sahi hoon."

The silence between them was not the silence of the forge — not productive, not rhythmic. This was the silence of two people standing on opposite sides of a break, looking at each other across the gap, measuring whether the distance was crossable.

"Neerja se meri shaadi political thi," Lakshman said. "Lekin pyaar nahin tha — yeh jhooth hoga agar main kahoon. Pyaar tha. Ek tarah ka. Hum — hum ek doosre ko samajhte the. Woh is duniya mein paida hui thi, lekin uska dil tumhari duniya jaisa tha — curious, restless, unsatisfied with just accepting things."

"Woh meri pratiroop thi. Same person, different world."

"Haan. Aur jab uski maut hui — main toot gaya. Nahin literally — literally toh main functioning tha, court mein jaata tha, apni duties karta tha — lekin andar se toot gaya. Isiliye Brightlands gaya. Tumhari duniya. Kyunki wahan Neerja nahin thi, aur Neerja ki yaad nahin thi, aur main kuch din ke liye bhoolna chahta tha."

"Aur tab tum mujhse mile."

"Aur tab main tumse mila." His voice cracked — not dramatically, not the theatrical crack of a man performing emotion, but the small, structural crack of a wall that had been bearing weight for two years and was now, finally, giving. "Aur tum — tum Neerja nahin thi. Yeh sabse pehli cheez thi jo maine notice ki. Same face, same voice, lekin tum Neerja nahin thi. Tum — tum zyada gussa karti thi. Zyada hasti thi. Zyada seedha bolti thi. Neerja mein ek sadness thi — hamesha, even before the end — ek layer jo kabhi nahin jaati thi. Tumme woh nahin thi."

"Depression," Tara said. "Meri bhi thi. Hai."

"Haan. Lekin tumhari depression tumhe define nahin karti. Tumne usse fight kiya. Tumne mujhe bataya — pehle hafte mein — ki tum depression se lad rahi ho, ki yeh tumhari zindagi ka hissa hai lekin tumhari identity nahin hai. Neerja kabhi woh nahin keh paati. Neerja ki sadness uski identity thi."

The observation was precise and it was painful — the particular pain of hearing someone describe a person you're connected to in ways that make you understand both the connection and the difference.

"Toh tum mujhse kyun mile? Honestly."

"Honestly? Kyunki tum Neerja jaisi dikhti thi aur main kamzor tha." He met her eyes. The guilt was total — not partial, not qualified, not surrounded by explanations that made it smaller. "Pehle din — yahi tha. Main kamzor tha aur tumhara face mujhe comfortable feel karaata tha. Lekin — doosre din se — teesre din se — tum tum thi. Sirf tum. Aur main tumse — tum se — pyaar karta tha. Neerja ki wajah se nahin. Tumhari wajah se."

"Aur tumne mujhe kuch nahin bataya."

"Kyunki batane ka matlab tha — sab batana. Chhaya Lok. Naag. Neerja ki maut. Portal. Sab. Aur main jaanta tha ki agar main sab bataunga — toh yeh khatam ho jaayega. Yeh cheez jo humne banayi thi — yeh normal, simple, beautiful cheez — khatam."

"Toh tumne choose kiya ki main andhera mein rahoon."

"Haan."

"Yeh galat tha."

"Haan."

The admission was bare. No defence attached. No explanation softening its edges. Just the fact — I chose wrong — delivered with the particular honesty of a man who had exhausted his ability to construct lies and was now standing in the rubble of them, looking at the woman he'd wronged, waiting to see what she would do with the wreckage.

Tara looked at the valley. The purple sky had deepened to something close to black, but the luminous quality persisted — the glow within the darkness, the light that existed even when the light was gone. Chhaya Lok's sky never went fully dark. There was always something shining.

"Main tumhe maaf karti hoon," she said. "Nahin abhi — abhi nahin. Lekin eventually. Kyunki tumne sach bola aur kyunki main samajhti hoon ki tum kyun darte the."

"Tara—"

"Lekin tumhe ek cheez samajhni hogi. Main yahan tumhare liye nahin aayi. Main Neerja ke liye aayi hoon. Uska qatil dhundhne. Is duniya ko bachane. First Light — jo bhi hai — Revati ko uspe control nahin lene dena."

"First Light?" The colour — what was left of it — left his face. "Tumhe First Light ke baare mein kaise pata?"

"Neerja ki journals."

"Tara, tum nahin samajhti — First Light sirf ek power nahin hai. First Light — woh ek insaan hai."

The words rearranged the world. Not metaphorically — literally, the shape of Tara's understanding of everything she'd learned in the past five days shifted, reformed, the puzzle pieces clicking into a new configuration that was terrifyingly different from the old one.

"Insaan?"

"Haan. First Light ek insaan mein manifest hota hai. Har generation mein ek insaan — Brightkin — jiske andar Pratham Prakash hota hai. Woh insaan dono duniyaon ka pul hota hai. Woh insaan Naagon se baat kar sakta hai, Kamdhenu se connect ho sakta hai, portal bina chaabi ke khol sakta hai."

Tara's blood went cold. The evening air, already cool, became ice.

"Neerja."

"Neerja First Light thi. Haan. Isiliye usse maara gaya — Revati chahti thi ki First Light ek aisi body mein na rahe jo uske khilaaf ho. Agar Neerja marti hai, toh First Light transfer hota hai."

"Kahan transfer hota hai?"

The silence that followed was the silence before the answer that changes everything. The silence between the question and the moment when the world splits into before and after.

"Brightkin mein," Lakshman whispered. "First Light hamesha Brightkin mein transfer hota hai."

"Main."

"Tum."

Tara stood. The journal fell from her lap and she caught it — reflexively, with hands that were suddenly not just hands but vessels, containers of something ancient and vast and dangerous, the same hands that had held steel tumblers of chai and typed lecture notes and turned the pages of mythology textbooks and were now, apparently, the hands that held the power that connected two worlds.

She was First Light.

She was what Revati was looking for.

And she was standing on a rampart in the open, visible to anyone in the valley below, her silhouette against the glowing sky a target as clear as a diya in a dark room.

"Andar chalo," Lakshman said. His voice was urgent now — the languid guilt replaced by fear, real fear, the fear of a man who had just watched the woman he loved discover that she was the most hunted person in two worlds. "Tara. Andar chalo. Abhi."

She moved. But as she moved, she felt it — the thing that had been dormant, the thing that the dreams had been trying to wake, the thing that the Kamdhenu's touch had stirred and that Lakshman's words had now named.

A warmth. Not the warmth of Chhaya Lok's stones or the forge or the blue fire in her room. A warmth inside — deep, cellular, the warmth of a light that had been sleeping and was now, slowly, irrevocably, beginning to wake.

First Light.

Pratham Prakash.

Her.

Chapter Twelve: The Banquet

The banquet was Revati's idea.

"A welcome feast," she had proposed to Raja Vikram in open court, her voice carrying the particular melody of a woman who had perfected the art of making threats sound like hospitality. "For the Brightkin. For Neerja's pratiroop. Surely we owe her that — a proper welcome to Chhaya Lok."

The king had agreed. The king could not, politically, have refused. And so Tara found herself standing in a chamber while Bindu — the warm-faced Chhaya Lok counterpart of some maid she'd never know in Delhi — adjusted the drape of a sari so elaborate that Tara felt she was being dressed for battle rather than dinner.

"Yeh silk Naag-thread se buni hai," Bindu said, smoothing the fabric over Tara's shoulder. The silk was the colour of deep water — dark blue-green that shifted as it moved, catching the light like a living thing. "Bahut purana design hai. Neerja ke liye banaya gaya tha."

"Neerja ka sari."

"Haan. Koi aur nahin pehna iske baad." Bindu's hands paused. "Aap mein — aap mein woh wali baat hai. Neerja wali. Ankhon mein."

Tara looked at herself in the polished metal mirror. The woman looking back was her and was not — the sari transformed her, the way costumes transform, not by changing the body but by revealing what the body already contained. The dark silk against her skin. The silver ornaments at her wrists and throat. The kohl that Bindu had lined her eyes with, making the dark brown irises seem deeper, older, as if the eyes had seen more than twenty-nine years' worth of things.

She looked like a mythology illustration come to life. She looked like Neerja.

"Chalo," she said.



The great hall of Shringa Durg was a space designed for power.

The ceiling vaulted upward, supported by stone pillars carved with scenes from Chhaya Lok's mythology — Nagas and Yakshas and Kamdhenu and the ancient battles between light and shadow that had shaped this world's geography. Torches burned along the walls, their flames the blue of Chhaya Lok's magic, and between them hung tapestries that moved — not in wind, because there was no wind, but of their own accord, the woven figures shifting through their stories in slow, deliberate loops.

Tables filled the hall. Two hundred people, Bindu had said — local lords, Yaksha dignitaries from the Borderlands, Naag representatives in human form, and visiting nobility from the southern and eastern territories. The head table sat on a raised platform at the far end, where Raja Vikram presided with the particular authority of a man who had been king for so long that the crown had become an extension of his skull.

Revati sat at his right. She wore indigo — always indigo, always the colour of deep water, the colour between blue and black where light went to drown. Her hair was unbound, flowing over her shoulders like dark water, and at her throat hung a pendant that Tara's newly-awakened senses flinched from — a pale stone, oblong, smooth, emanating a coldness that was not temperature but absence. The absence of the magic that filled everything else in Chhaya Lok.

Bone. The pendant was bone.

Tara was seated between Dhruv and a Naag lord in human form — a young man whose skin had a faintly iridescent quality and whose eyes, when they caught the light, flashed amber. He introduced himself as Darius, one of Takshak's kin.

"Takshak ne mujhe bheja hai," Darius said, his voice low enough to be private. "Woh chahta hai ki main tumhara yahan khayal rakhoon. Banquet mein woh human form mein nahin aa sakta — bahut bada hai."

"I imagine fitting in the hall would be a problem."

Darius smiled. The smile was quick and sharp and carried the particular quality of Naag humour — ancient, dry, the humour of beings who had been watching humans make mistakes for millennia and who found it more entertaining than distressing.

The food arrived in waves — thalis of beaten silver carrying dishes that Tara's nose catalogued with the overwhelmed precision of a professor encountering a primary source library: a dal made with something that was not masoor but tasted similar, richer, deeper, spiced with haldi and something floral; roti that was thick and warm and left a faintly sweet residue on the fingers; a sabzi of root vegetables in a gravy so complex that each bite revealed a new layer — cumin, then coriander, then something bitter and bright that had no Brightlands equivalent; and at the centre of each thali, a small bowl of kheer made with rose water and what Darius called "star grain" — a grain that grew only in the Kamdhenu meadows and that tasted, somehow, of morning.

"Star grain," Tara said. "It tastes like morning."

"It tastes like the first hour of light," Darius corrected. "When everything is new and nothing has gone wrong yet."

She ate. The food was extraordinary — not merely delicious but alive in a way that food in the Brightlands wasn't, as if the magic that permeated Chhaya Lok had seeped into the agriculture and the cooking and the very act of eating, making nourishment an experience that fed not just the body but something deeper.

Dhruv ate in silence. His plate was methodically organised — each dish in its sector, each bite deliberate, the eating habits of a man who approached food the way he approached metalwork: with precision, respect, and no waste. He had changed into court clothes — a dark kurta over fitted trousers, his forge-scarred hands looking strange without the leather apron, the hands of a craftsman dressed in a prince's clothes.

"Tum theek ho?" he asked, not looking at her.

"Haan. Tum?"

"Main is jagah se nafrat karta hoon." He said it mildly, the way you'd say you disliked a particular weather pattern. "Yeh hall. Yeh log. Yeh pretend ki sab theek hai jab sab jaante hain ki sab galat hai."

"Lekin tum aayi."

"Tumhare liye aaya." He took a bite of roti. Chewed. Swallowed. "Koi tumhe akela yahan nahin chhod sakta."

Midway through the meal, a performance began. Musicians played instruments that were variations of the ones Tara knew — sitar-like but with additional strings that produced harmonics in frequencies she'd never heard, tabla-like but with surfaces that responded to the player's intent as much as their hands, creating rhythms that shifted and evolved like living things.

The music was beautiful. The music was also a weapon — Tara understood this the way she understood Revati's pendant, with the new senses that the First Light awakening had given her. The music was being used. Someone in the ensemble was weaving something into the melodies — a pattern, a spell, a subtle magical influence that was designed to do something to the audience. Relax them. Lower their defenses. Make them suggestible.

Main bhi feel kar rahi hoon, she thought, and immediately — immediately — felt the pushback. The warmth inside her — the First Light — resisted the music's influence the way iron resisted rust: not dramatically but fundamentally, the two substances simply incompatible.

She looked at Revati. The woman was watching the musicians with the particular satisfaction of a conductor watching her orchestra perform.

Tara.* Takshak's voice, distant but clear. *Sangeet mein jaadu hai. Tum resist kar rahi ho — achha. Lekin doosre nahin kar rahe.

Tara looked around the hall. The faces of the guests were... softer. The suspicion that many of them had worn when looking at her — the Brightkin, the ghost of Neerja, the outsider — was fading, replaced by a glazed contentment. Even Dhruv's rigid posture had loosened slightly.

She touched his arm. "Dhruv."

He blinked. The glaze cleared — his eyes sharpening, the forge-fire returning.

"Sangeet," he muttered. "Revati ka kaam."

"Tum theek ho?"

"Ab hoon." He looked at her hand on his arm. Didn't move. Didn't pull away. "Tumne mujhe jagaya."

"First Light ne jagaya. Apparently yeh kaam karta hai."

"Apparently bahut saare kaam karta hai."

The banquet continued. Tara ate, watched, catalogued. She noted who Revati spoke to — which lords, which advisors, which Yaksha dignitaries. She noted the pattern of the enchanted music — when it intensified, when it subsided, which conversations it was being directed toward. She noted the bone pendant at Revati's throat, and the way it seemed to pulse — faintly, rhythmically, the heartbeat of something that should not have a heartbeat.

And she noted Lakshman, across the hall, watching her. His expression was the expression of a man watching a woman he loved walk into a room full of predators wearing nothing but silk and silver and the particular armour of not knowing how much danger she was in.

But Tara did know.

She knew exactly how much danger she was in. And she was eating the kheer anyway, because the kheer tasted like morning, and mornings were for the living, and she was alive, and she intended to stay that way.

Chapter Thirteen: The Journals

The investigation consumed her days.

Tara established a routine — the kind of routine that people build when they're standing on unstable ground and need the architecture of habit to keep from falling. Morning: read Neerja's journals in Ahilya's workshop, the smell of dried herbs and reagents a constant backdrop, the handwriting that was her own handwriting revealing its secrets page by page. Afternoon: walk the fort, the market, the surrounding lands with Takshak's voice in her mind, the Naga lord pointing her toward people, places, connections that Neerja had documented and that needed verification. Evening: sit with Dhruv at the forge, read aloud what she'd found, let the sound of his hammer be the rhythm against which the investigation's pieces assembled themselves.

The journals were meticulous. Neerja had been a scientist of suspicion — documenting dates, times, observed behaviours, overheard conversations, patterns of movement. She had catalogued Revati's allies in court (seven lords, three Yaksha envoys, the head musician — which explained the enchanted banquet music). She had mapped Revati's late-night visits to the Naag temple (seventeen in two months, always between midnight and the third hour). She had described the Asthi-Astra in detail — a weapon carved from the bones of a creature that didn't appear in any mythology Tara knew, a creature from the space between the Lokas, the void that existed where the worlds didn't quite meet.

And she had written about First Light.

Main jaanti hoon ki Pratham Prakash mere andar hai. Takshak ne bataya — lekin mujhe pehle se feel ho raha tha. Kuch alag hai mere andar. Kuch jo pehle nahin tha. Jab se main Naagon se baat karne lagi — jab se Kamdhenu ne mujhe apna liya — tab se kuch badal raha hai. Badh raha hai.

Lekin main yeh kisi ko nahin bata sakti. Agar Revati ko pata chale ki First Light mere andar hai — woh mujhe maarungi. Yeh main jaanti hoon jaise main apna naam jaanti hoon. Isiliye yeh journal mein likh rahi hoon aur kisi se nahin bol rahi. Journal safe hai. Journal mere paas hai. Aur agar kuch ho jaaye — agar main na rahoon — toh yeh journal mere Brightkin ke haath lagegi. Kyunki Brightkin hamesha dhundhti hai. Hamesha aati hai.

Tara closed the journal. The prescience of Neerja's words — the calm certainty that she might die and that her Brightkin would come — settled over her like a second skin, intimate and suffocating.

"Usne mujhe predict kiya," Tara said to Ahilya. "Usne jaanti thi ki main aaungi."

"Neerja bahut cheezein jaanti thi." Ahilya was grinding something in a mortar — a dried root, the colour of rust, that produced a smell like burnt honey. "Woh kehti thi ki First Light tumhe — us insaan ko — ek tarah ki foresight deti hai. Bhavishya nahin exactly — lekin patterns. Tum patterns dekhti ho jo doosre nahin dekhte."

"Main bhi dekh rahi hoon. Patterns."

"Kaise?"

"Revati ke allies — woh sab uttari seema se hain. Northern border. Jahan Borderlands sabse paas hai. Jahan shadow creatures sabse asaani se aa sakte hain."

"Yeh toh—"

"Aur Revati ki temple visits — woh hamesha amavasya ke aas-paas hain. New moon. Jab Chhaya Lok ka apna andhera sabse gehra hota hai. Jab magic sabse unstable hota hai."

"Mujhe nahin pata tha—"

"Aur uski bone pendant — woh sirf decoration nahin hai. Woh ek anchor hai. Asthi-Astra ka ek tukda. Woh usse hamesha apne paas rakhti hai kyunki woh usse Borderlands se connected rakhta hai. Bina uske — woh shadow creatures ko command nahin kar sakti."

Ahilya's grinding stopped. She looked at Tara with the particular expression of a woman who was watching someone become something — not changing but unfolding, the way a flower unfolds, the potential that was always there becoming visible.

"Tumne yeh sab journals se nikala?"

"Journals plus observation plus—" Tara paused. "Plus something else. Kuch jo andar se aa raha hai. Patterns mujhe dikh rahe hain jo text mein nahin hain. Connections jo logical nahin hain lekin sahi hain. Main jaanti hoon ki sahi hain."

"First Light."

"Haan. First Light."



That evening, Tara met Takshak on Tower Ridge — the high outcropping above the fort where the Naga lord rested during the pale hours of Chhaya Lok's daylight. The ridge was windswept, the stone cold beneath her feet despite Chhaya Lok's ambient warmth, as if the altitude created a pocket where the magic's influence thinned and the raw, honest cold of mountains reasserted itself.

Takshak was coiled in his full form — the enormous serpent body covering the ridge like a living blanket, his emerald-and-gold scales catching the last pewter light of evening. His amber eyes opened as Tara climbed the final steps.

Tum thaki hui ho, he said.

"Haan." She sat on the stone beside his coil. The scales near her were warm — body-warm, the particular warmth of a creature whose internal fire was not metaphorical but literal, the heat of the forge-belly radiating through armoured skin. She leaned against him. The scales were smooth — smoother than she'd expected, not rough like reptile skin but polished, like river stones, like marble, like the surface of something that had been shaped by millennia of existence.

"Mujhe kuch samajh nahin aa raha," she said.

Kya?

"Revati ne Neerja ko maara kyunki Neerja First Light thi. Lekin — First Light transfer hota hai Brightkin mein. Matlab First Light mere mein aaya. Matlab Revati ne Neerja ko maarke — apna problem solve nahin kiya. Usne sirf ek duniya se doosri duniya mein shift kiya."

Haan.

"Toh — yeh galti thi? Revati ko nahin pata tha ki First Light transfer hoga?"

Nahin. Revati jaanti thi.

"Toh phir kyun maara?"

Takshak's great head turned. The amber eyes regarded her with the particular patience of a creature that had been waiting for this question and was now pleased that it had arrived.

Kyunki Brightlands mein First Light soya rehta hai. Tumhari duniya mein jaadu nahin hai — First Light ke paas koi fuel nahin hai. Woh dormant rehta hai. Jab tak Brightkin Chhaya Lok mein na aaye — First Light kabhi jaagta nahin.

"Matlab — Revati ka plan tha ki main kabhi yahan na aaun."

Haan. Isiliye woh portals band karna chahti hai. Agar portals band hon — toh Brightkin kabhi Chhaya Lok mein nahin aa sakti. First Light hamesha dormant rehta hai. Aur Revati ko — koi nahin rok sakta.

The logic was elegant in its cruelty. Kill the First Light host. The power transfers to the Brightkin — but the Brightkin is in the other world, where magic doesn't exist, where the power sleeps. Close the portals. The Brightkin can never cross. First Light remains dormant forever. And Revati — with her shadow army, her bone weapons, her court allies — rules unopposed.

"Lekin main aa gayi."

Tum aa gayi. Kyunki tumne sapne sune. Kyunki maine tumhe bulaya. Aur kyunki tum — tum woh ho jo tum ho. Stubborn. Brave. Woh cheezein jo Revati ne underestimate ki.

"She underestimated a mythology professor who takes HPRTC buses."

She underestimated a woman who loves someone enough to cross worlds for him. Yeh chhoti cheez nahin hai, Tara. Yeh sabse badi cheez hai.

Tara leaned harder against Takshak's scales. The warmth seeped into her — through her clothes, through her skin, into the bones that had been cold with the weight of everything she was learning and everything she was becoming.

"Toh mujhe kya karna hai?" she asked. "First Light jaag raha hai mere andar. Revati jaanti hai ki main yahan hoon. Usse pata chalega — agar already nahin pata — ki First Light mere mein hai. Phir kya?"

Phir ek race hai. Tum evidence ikattha kar rahi ho — court ke saamne pesh karne ke liye. Revati apna plan accelerate karegi — portals band karna, shadow army ready karna. Jo pehle succeed kare — wohi jeeta hai.

"Aur agar woh mujhe pehle maar de?"

Woh try karegi. Isiliye Dhruv tumhare liye hathiyaar bana raha hai. Isiliye main tumhare saath hoon. Isiliye Ahilya tumhare saath hai. Tum akeli nahin ho.

"Neerja bhi akeli nahin thi. Phir bhi—"

Neerja ke paas woh sab nahin tha jo tumhare paas hai. Neerja ke paas journals thin aur observations the. Tumhare paas journals hain, observations hain, aur tumhare andar First Light jaag raha hai. Yeh farq hai. Yeh sab farq hai.

The Naga's amber eyes blinked slowly — the measured blink of a being that counted time in centuries and that was now watching a woman count time in days, and finding both measurements equally valid.

Aur ek cheez aur,* Takshak said. *Neerja mein ek sadness thi — hamesha. Woh us sadness ko apni taakat nahin bana payi. Tum — tumne apni depression se ladna seekha hai. Tumne andhera dekha hai aur wapas aayi ho. Yeh tumhari sabse badi taakat hai. Yeh woh cheez hai jo Revati nahin samajhti.

Tara sat in the gathering darkness, leaning against a creature that breathed fire, on a ridge above a magical fortress, in a world that shouldn't exist, thinking about how her depression — the thing she'd thought was her greatest weakness — might be the weapon she needed to defeat a woman who commanded armies of shadows.

The myths we study are the truths we've forgotten.

She had forgotten that darkness was not the enemy. Darkness was the teacher. And she had been a very good student.

Chapter Fourteen: The Yaksha

The Borderlands forest was not a place that welcomed visitors.

Tara felt the change before she saw it — the ambient warmth of Chhaya Lok's settled lands giving way to something cooler, denser, the air thickening as if the forest were breathing out and everything it exhaled carried weight. The deodar trees thinned, replaced by species Tara didn't recognise — twisted trunks with bark like charred skin, canopies of leaves so dark they were almost black, roots that rose from the earth in arches you could walk beneath, forming tunnels that led deeper into a darkness that was not the comfortable darkness of night but the deliberate darkness of a place that had decided light was unwelcome.

"Yahan koi akela nahin aata," Dhruv said. He walked ahead, his hand on the hilt of a sword that looked like the weapons on his forge wall — iridescent metal, Chhaya Lok steel, the kind of weapon that was crafted for things that ordinary weapons couldn't touch. "Borderlands mein rules alag hain. Yakshas apne territory mein sovereign hain. Court ka kanoon yahan nahin chalta."

"Aur hum kyun aa rahe hain?"

"Kyunki ek Yaksha hai jisse Neerja trust karti thi. Journals mein naam hai — Kritamala. Woh is jungle ki sabse purani Yakshini hai. Woh bahut kuch jaanti hai — bahut kuch jo court nahin jaanta, jo Naag nahin jaante."

Main jaanta hoon,* Takshak's voice rumbled distantly. He was flying above the canopy, too large to navigate the forest floor. *Lekin Kritamala jaanti hai kuch aur — woh jaanti hai kya ho raha hai Borderlands ke andar. Mere ankhein forest ke upar dekhti hain. Uski ankhein andar dekhti hain.

They walked for two hours. The forest deepened around them — the twisted trees growing closer, the roots more elaborate, the darkness more intentional. Sounds that didn't belong to any creature Tara could categorise moved through the undergrowth — clicks, whistles, a low hum that seemed to come from the ground itself, as if the earth beneath the Borderlands was vibrating at a frequency designed for a listener that wasn't human.

Something moved in the canopy above. Tara looked up and saw eyes — golden, slitted, watching from between the black leaves. The eyes blinked. Disappeared. Reappeared ten metres further along, as if the creature had teleported rather than moved.

"Mat dekho," Dhruv said. "Woh tum dekhogi toh woh interested ho jaayenge. Unhe interested mat karo."

Tara stopped looking. But she felt them — presences in the forest, multiple, watching, the particular attention of beings that were curious about what was walking through their territory but not yet sure whether to engage or eliminate.

The clearing appeared between two massive arched roots — a circular space, perfectly flat, the ground covered in moss that glowed faintly blue. In the centre of the clearing stood a tree — not a tree like the others but a tree like a monument, its trunk wider than the portal temple, its bark silver, its branches spreading outward to create a canopy that was its own sky.

At the base of the tree sat a woman.

Tara's eyes told her "woman." Her other senses — the new senses, the First Light senses that were sharpening daily — told her something else entirely. The figure at the base of the silver tree was shaped like a woman but was not one, the way a river is shaped like a road but is not one. She was old — not in years but in the way that geography is old, the particular antiquity of a being that had been in this place since before the place had a name.

Her skin was the colour of dark wood. Her eyes were golden — the same gold as the creatures in the canopy but deeper, older, lit from within by something that was not fire but patience. Her hair was white and fell to the ground around her like roots. She wore nothing recognisable as clothing — only layers of moss and lichen and small flowering vines that grew on her body the way they grew on the trees, as if the distinction between the Yakshini and her forest had dissolved long ago.

"Kritamala," Dhruv said. His voice carried something Tara hadn't heard from him before — deference. Not fear, not servility, but the genuine respect of a man who understood that he was in the presence of something that outranked him in ways that had nothing to do with politics.

"Lohar ka ladka." The Yakshini's voice was not a voice — it was the sound of wind through branches, of water over stones, of the forest itself deciding to communicate using a medium that human ears could process. "Do saal baad. Aur yeh —" The golden eyes moved to Tara. "Yeh toh wahi hai."

"Neerja ki Brightkin."

"Nahin." The Yakshini smiled. The smile was not comforting — it was the smile of a being that found human categories amusing. "Yeh Pratham Prakash hai. Roshni aa gayi."

The words settled into the clearing's blue-moss silence like stones dropped into still water.

"Aapko pata hai," Tara said. "Ki main First Light hoon."

"Jungle jaanta hai. Jungle mujhe batata hai. Tum jab se Chhaya Lok mein aayi ho — jungle ne tumhe feel kiya hai. Har ped. Har patthar. Har jeevan. Tum roshni ho — aur roshni ko andhera hamesha pehchanta hai."

"Main aapke paas information ke liye aayi hoon. Revati ke baare mein."

"Revati." The name produced a reaction — not in Kritamala but in the forest around her. The trees leaned inward. The blue moss dimmed. The creatures in the canopy went silent. As if the forest itself was responding to the name with the particular vigilance of an organism that recognised a threat.

"Revati mere jungle mein aati hai," Kritamala said. "Raat ko. Woh yahan se — mere jungle ke sabse gehrein hisse se — shadow creatures banaati hai. Woh creatures mere jungle ka hissa hain — lekin woh unhe tod deti hai. Unhe apne control mein le leti hai. Unke andar Asthi-Astra ki shakti daaldeti hai."

"Aapne usse nahin roka?"

"Main sovereign hoon — lekin main akeli nahin hoon. Revati ke paas court ke log hain. Agar main usse rokon — toh woh court ko mere khilaaf bheji. Yahan Yaksha aur court ke beech ek naauk balance hai — bahut purana, bahut fragile. Agar main woh balance todon —" The golden eyes held Tara's. "Yeh poora jungle jalega."

"Toh aap jaanti thin ki Neerja ko kisne maara."

"Haan."

"Do saal se."

"Haan."

"Aur aapne kuch nahin kiya."

The Yakshini's expression didn't change. The golden eyes didn't waver. But something in the clearing shifted — the blue moss brightened, the trees leaned back, the silence acquired a different texture. The texture of grief.

"Main bahut kuch kar sakti hoon, Pratham Prakash. Lekin kuch cheezein hain jo sirf tum kar sakti ho. Court mein gawahi dena — yeh mere liye possible nahin hai. Yaksha court mein jaate nahin. Lekin insaan jaate hain. Brightkin jaate hain. First Light jaati hai."

"Aur agar main jaun — agar main court mein Revati ke khilaaf gawahi doon — toh aap kya karogi?"

"Main gawaah banoongi. Jungle gawaah banega. Do saal ka saboot — har raat ka, har visit ka, har shadow creature ka — main sab yaad rakhti hoon. Jungle sab yaad rakhta hai."

"Court Yaksha ki gawahi accept karega?"

"Agar First Light request kare — haan. First Light dono duniyaon ka pul hai. First Light Yaksha aur insaan ke beech bhi pul hai. Yeh tumhari shakti hai — sirf Naagon se baat karna nahin. Tum dono duniyaon ko — aur is duniya ke andar ke sab domainson ko — jod sakti ho."

Tara looked at Dhruv. He was standing still, his hand no longer on the sword, his face carrying the particular expression of a man who was watching something larger than himself happen and who was choosing to be humble about it.

"Ek cheez aur," Kritamala said. "Revati ko tumhare baare mein pata hai. Woh jaanti hai ki tum First Light ho. Usne mere jungle mein — kal raat — apni shadow creatures ko tumhare baare mein instruct kiya."

"Kya instruction?"

"Dhundho. Laao. Zinda." The three words were delivered without inflection. "Woh tumhe zinda chahti hai. Dead nahin — zinda. Kyun — yeh main nahin jaanti. Lekin yeh important hai. Agar woh tumhe maarni chahti toh already try karti. Woh tumhe zinda chahti hai."

The information was worse than a death threat. A death threat was binary — survive or don't. Being wanted alive meant being wanted for a purpose, and purposes, in Tara's experience with mythology, were always worse than death.

"Shukriya," Tara said. "Main wapas aaungi."

"Main yahan hoon. Jungle yahan hai. Roshni jab bhi aayegi — andhera raasta dikhayega."

They walked back through the Borderlands forest. The eyes in the canopy watched them go, and this time they seemed — if golden, slitted eyes in a magical forest could seem anything — less predatory and more protective. As if the forest had received a message from its oldest resident that the woman walking through it was not prey but something else entirely.

Something that even the darkness respected.

Chapter Fifteen: Dragon Flight

The morning Takshak offered to fly her was the morning everything changed scale.

Not metaphorically — literally. Standing on Tower Ridge at dawn, looking at the Naga lord in his full serpent form, Tara understood for the first time the difference between knowing something intellectually and experiencing it physically. She had known Takshak was enormous. She had leaned against his coils. She had spoken with him for hours, his voice a cathedral-bell inside her skull. But she had not understood what "enormous" meant until he uncurled from the ridge, spread the hood that blotted out a section of sky, and extended a single claw toward her — a claw the size of a rickshaw, curved and dark and surprisingly warm, the talons meeting above her like the ribs of a cage made of living bone.

"Tum mujhe pakdoge," she said. It was not a question.

Hamesha.

The claw closed around her — gently, with a precision that shouldn't have been possible for a creature this large, the way a surgeon's hand holds an instrument, the way a mother's hand holds a newborn. The pressure was firm but not painful, the talons interlocking above her chest, her body cradled in the curve of his grip like a seed in a shell.

Then he launched.

The word "launched" was inadequate. The word implied a vehicle leaving a surface. What Takshak did was closer to the earth rejecting him — the ridge dropping away beneath them as if the mountain itself had flinched, the air rushing upward to fill the space where a creature the size of a building had just been and was no longer, the acceleration so sudden that Tara's vision compressed to a tunnel and then expanded again as the G-force stabilised and the world below became a map.

She screamed. She was not ashamed of the scream — it was the correct physiological response to being lifted three thousand metres in three seconds. The scream was loud, brief, and completely lost in the wind that hit her like a wall of ice, the Himalayan wind she'd felt in the dreams, the wind that stripped warmth from skin and breath from lungs and thought from mind.

Saans lo, Takshak said calmly.

She breathed. The air was thin — thinner than anything she'd experienced, even on the portal climb. Each breath was a negotiation between her lungs and the atmosphere, each inhalation returning less oxygen than the one before. But her body — the First Light body, the body that was changing, adapting, becoming something that belonged to both worlds — adjusted. The breathing steadied. The cold receded from unbearable to merely brutal.

Below: Chhaya Lok.

The view was — there were no words. Tara's vocabulary, built by twenty-nine years of reading and teaching and the particular precision of academic language, failed completely. Below her was a world, and the world was beautiful, and the beauty was the kind that made your chest ache not because you couldn't contain it but because you could, and containing it changed you.

The mountains — the Chhaya Lok Himalayas — spread to every horizon, their peaks silver in the dawn light, their valleys dark with forest and bright with streams. Shringa Durg was a dark jewel on its hill, the fort's towers catching the light, the market around it a cluster of colour. Beyond the fort, the settled lands — villages, farms, orchards — spread in a patchwork that told a story of civilisation, of people who had built a life in a magical world and who had, over centuries, made it work.

And beyond the settled lands — the Borderlands. From this height, Tara could see them clearly: a ring of dark forest surrounding the settled lands like a wall, the trees so dense and so dark that they formed a boundary visible from the sky. The Borderlands were not a forest from up here — they were a border, a demarcation, the line between the world that humans had claimed and the world that remained wild and watchful and not entirely friendly.

"Wahan kya hai?" Tara pointed toward the north, where the Borderlands seemed thicker, darker, and where — at the very edge of her vision — something moved. Not a creature. A presence. A darkness within the darkness, as if the forest there had achieved a density that went beyond physical and became something else.

Woh Revati ka stronghold hai,* Takshak said. *Uttari seema. Jahan woh apni shadow army assemble kar rahi hai. Wahan Borderlands sabse gehri hai — sabse purani. Wahan ka andhera — woh sirf roshni ka absence nahin hai. Woh ek force hai. Aur Revati ussi force ko harness kar rahi hai.

"Kitni badi hai army?"

Pichle baar jab maine count kiya — do hafte pehle — teen sau shadow creatures the. Ab zyada honge. Woh har raat banati hai. Amavasya pe zyada, lekin har raat kuch.

Three hundred. And growing. Against what — the fort's garrison, the handful of Naag lords, the uncertain allegiance of a court that was half-enchanted by Revati's music?

"Humein aur log chahiye," Tara said. "Sirf court nahin. Gaon ke log. Yaksha. Naag. Sab."

Haan. Aur isiliye main tumhe uda raha hoon.

"Kya matlab?"

Dekho.

Takshak banked — the turn so wide and so smooth that it felt like the world rotating rather than the creature turning. They swung south, over the settled lands, and Tara saw — on a ridge below, two more Nagas. Different from Takshak — smaller, their scales copper and silver instead of emerald and gold, their hoods decorated with different patterns. They raised their heads as Takshak passed overhead, and their amber eyes followed not the great Naga lord but the human in his claw.

Mere kin. Darius ka family. Woh tumhare baare mein jaante hain. Woh tayaar hain.

They flew east. Over a valley where, on the banks of a wide river, a settlement of structures that were not quite buildings and not quite natural formations housed a community of beings that Tara's First Light senses identified before her eyes could — Yaksha. Hundreds of them. They stood on the riverbank, looking up, and their collective golden eyes caught the dawn light like a field of amber coins.

Kritamala ne unhe bataya hai. Woh bhi tayaar hain.

They flew north — skirting the Borderlands, close enough that Tara could feel the cold that radiated from the dark forest, a cold that was not temperature but intention, the particular chill of a place that was being weaponised. And on the northern approach to the Borderlands, she saw something else — a gathering. Not shadow creatures — people. Villagers from the settlements near the border, armed with the iridescent metal weapons, faces set with the particular determination of people who lived on the edge of something dangerous and who had decided that today was the day they stopped being afraid.

Tumhe dekhne ke liye aaye hain,* Takshak said. *Pratham Prakash ko dekhne ke liye. First Light ko.

"Main First Light hoon. Woh mujhe nahin jaante."

Woh jaante hain ki tum Neerja ki Brightkin ho. Woh jaante hain ki tum Naag se baat karti ho. Woh jaante hain ki tumne Revati ko openly challenge kiya court mein. Yeh kaafi hai. Yeh zyada hai.

The Naga carried her over the gathering. The people below looked up — faces visible from this height as pale ovals turned skyward, hands raised, some in greeting and some in something closer to prayer. A woman in the crowd held up a child so the child could see.

Tara felt it then — the First Light, the warmth inside her, the power that had been growing since she arrived in Chhaya Lok — pulse. Not in response to her will but in response to theirs. To the collective hope of hundreds of people who had been living under the shadow of Revati's growing power and who were now looking at the sky and seeing, for the first time in two years, something that might be salvation.

The warmth spread. From her chest outward, through her arms, her hands, her fingertips — and from her fingertips, light. Actual light. A glow, warm and golden, not the silver-lavender of Chhaya Lok or the blue of its magic but a new colour, a third colour, the colour of dawn in a world where dawn was a miracle rather than a daily occurrence.

The crowd below gasped. The sound reached her even at altitude — a collective intake of breath from hundreds of throats.

Pratham Prakash,* Takshak said. His voice held awe — and Takshak, who had lived for centuries, who had watched civilisations rise and empires fall, was not a creature given to awe. *Tum jaag rahi ho.

The golden light faded. Tara's hands were shaking — not with cold but with the particular tremor of a body that had just done something impossible and was trying to figure out how to do it again.

"Main—"

Haan. Tum woh kar sakti ho jo Neerja kabhi nahin kar payi. Tum First Light ko control kar sakti ho. Yeh bahut bada hai, Tara. Yeh sab badal deta hai.

The Naga turned back toward Shringa Durg. The mountains gleamed. The valley shone. And the darkness in the north — Revati's stronghold, the shadow army, the bone weapons, the plan to close the portals and sever the worlds — was still there.

But it was smaller now. Seen from this height, with the golden light still tingling in her fingertips, with the sound of the crowd's gasp still echoing in her memory, with the warm weight of a Naga's claw around her body and the cold weight of the wind in her hair — the darkness was smaller.

Not gone. Not defeated. But smaller.

And shrinking.

Chapter Sixteen: The Weapon

Dhruv worked for three days.

He didn't sleep — or if he did, Tara never saw it. Each time she came to the forge, he was there: standing at the anvil, the hammer in his hand, the metal glowing on the stone, his face lit by the orange-blue combination of Chhaya Lok fire and mortal forge-heat. His shirt was off by the second day — the heat too intense for cloth — and his body in the firelight was a landscape of labour: the muscles of his back and shoulders moving beneath skin that was glazed with sweat and marked with the small burns and scars that were the signatures of a life spent in conversation with fire.

"Kya bana rahe ho?" Tara asked on the first day.

"Kavach." Armour. "Tumhare liye."

"Armour? Main warrior nahin hoon."

"Tumhe warrior hone ki zaroorat nahin hai. Tumhe zinda rehne ki zaroorat hai." He didn't look up from the metal. His hammer fell — once, twice, the sound ringing through the stone building like a bell, each strike precise, deliberate, the metalworker's equivalent of a surgeon's cut. "Revati ki shadow creatures iron se darte hain — lekin sirf special iron. Chhaya Lok ka iron. Sahi tarike se forged."

"Sahi tarike se matlab?"

"Naag fire ke saath." He paused. Set the hammer down. Looked at her for the first time that morning, and his eyes — the forge-fire eyes, the eyes that burned when everything else about him was controlled — held something that was not the professional interest of a craftsman but something more personal, more dangerous, more honest. "Takshak se ek cheez maangi hai maine. Uski aag. Metal ko Naag fire mein tapana — yeh sabse strong iron banata hai. Yeh iron — jaadu ko katata hai. Shadow creatures ko destroy karta hai. Asthi-Astra ko bhi rok sakta hai."

"Takshak ne aag di?"

"Haan. Bina pooche. Maine request ki aur usne — usne kaha, 'Uske liye kuch bhi.'"

The words settled. Uske liye kuch bhi. For her, anything. The Naga lord who had watched civilisations rise and fall had offered his fire — the fire that lived in his belly, that was his weapon and his identity and the fundamental expression of what he was — without hesitation. For Tara. For the woman who was not the woman he'd lost but who carried the same light.

On the second day, Tara brought chai from the kitchen — the Chhaya Lok version, brewed with star grain and a spice that tasted like cardamom's older, wiser sibling. Dhruv drank without stopping work, the steel tumbler balanced on the anvil's edge between hammer strikes.

"Tumhe aaram karna chahiye," she said.

"Jab yeh complete hoga tab karunga."

"Tum gir jaoge."

"Main nahin girunga. Main Lohar hoon. Hum nahin girte." He struck the metal. The spark shower caught the dim light and turned it into brief stars. "Meri maa kehti thi — Lohar ka loha tab tak peeto jab tak woh tumhare haath ki shape le le. Tab tak peeto jab tak woh samjhe ki tum kya chahte ho."

"Tumhari maa—"

"Yahan thi. Chhaya Lok mein. Woh thi jo mujhe sikhaya. Baap ne politics sikhayi. Maa ne loha sikhaaya." His jaw tightened — the muscle working, the grief compressed into a physical gesture because verbal expression was too expensive for a man who rationed his words the way he rationed his metal. "Woh Neerja ki maut ke baad — ek saal baad — chali gayi. Dil se. Kehte hain dil toota. Doctors kuch aur kehte hain. Lekin main jaanta hoon — uska dil toota."

Tara sat on the bench and said nothing. Sometimes silence was the right response — not the silence of someone who had nothing to say but the silence of someone who understood that speech would diminish what was being offered. Dhruv's grief — for his mother, for Neerja, for the life he'd left when he crossed to the Brightlands — was being expressed in the only language he trusted: the language of the forge. Each hammer strike was a word. Each spark was punctuation. And the thing taking shape on the anvil was not just armour but a statement — I will protect you because I could not protect them.

On the third day, he finished.

The kavach was not what Tara expected. Not bulky plate armour or chain mail or any of the medieval warrior equipment that her mythology-trained imagination had conjured. It was — beautiful. Lightweight. A vest of interlocking metal scales, each scale small as a thumbnail, dark as obsidian, catching the light with the oily, iridescent shimmer of Chhaya Lok steel but underneath, running through the metal like veins, lines of amber — Naag fire, captured in iron, the fire of Takshak's belly permanently embedded in the metal's crystalline structure.

"Pehno," Dhruv said.

Tara put it on. The kavach settled against her body with the inevitability of a thing finding its intended home — not heavy, not constraining, but present, the weight distributed so perfectly across her shoulders and torso that after thirty seconds she forgot it was there. The metal was warm — the Naag fire's warmth, the same warmth as Takshak's scales, the warmth that was not external but inherent, the heat of protection made material.

"Kaise feel ho raha hai?" Dhruv asked.

"Jaise — jaise main hamesha se pehni hoon."

He nodded. The ghost-smile — there and gone, the bird on the wire. "Yahi hona chahiye. Sahi forged metal wearer ko pehchanta hai. Yeh tumhe jaanta hai, Tara. Yeh tumhare liye banaaya gaya — sirf tumhare liye."

She looked down at the kavach. The interlocking scales moved with her breathing — expanding and contracting, the metal mimicking the rhythm of her ribcage, as if the armour was not a separate thing but an extension of her body.

"Iske andar Naag fire hai," Dhruv said. "Asthi-Astra — bone weapon — tumhe touch nahin kar sakta jab tak yeh tumhare upar hai. Shadow creatures — tumhare paas aane se darte hain. Aur—" He hesitated. "Aur yeh tumhari First Light ko amplify karta hai. Metal conductor hai — jaadu ka bhi. Tumhari roshni — yeh kavach usse badhaata hai."

Tara raised her hand. Focused — the way she'd been practicing, the way Takshak had been teaching her on the ridge in the evenings, the way the First Light responded to intention the way muscles responded to thought. The golden glow appeared at her fingertips — but brighter than before. Brighter, warmer, the light spreading from her hand to her arm to the kavach itself, the amber veins in the metal catching the golden light and amplifying it, the entire vest becoming a source of illumination, a thing of beauty and power and the particular radiance of a woman who was learning what she was.

The forge lit up. The shadows retreated. Every corner, every crack, every dark space in the stone building was filled with golden light, and in that light, the weapons on the walls gleamed, and the tools gleamed, and Dhruv's face — the hard, guarded, grief-carved face of a man who had lost too much and protected himself by losing the capacity to show it — was illuminated.

He looked at her. In the golden light. With the forge behind him and the kavach on her body and the amber fire running through the metal and the light — her light — filling the space between them.

"Tum Neerja nahin ho," he said. His voice was quiet. "Main jaanta hoon. Tum Neerja nahin ho."

"Nahin. Main nahin hoon."

"Tum Tara ho."

"Haan."

"Achha." He swallowed. The muscle in his jaw worked — but differently this time, not with grief but with something that looked, in the golden light, in the warm forge, in the space between a man who made things and a woman who was becoming something — like the first, terrifying evidence of hope.

"Achha," he said again. And turned back to the forge.

Chapter Seventeen: Revati's Trap

The attack came on a quiet morning.

Tara was walking the path between the fort and Dhruv's forge — a path she'd walked a dozen times now, so familiar that her feet knew its contours the way fingers know a keyboard. The deodar forest was peaceful. The silver-lavender light filtered through the canopy in its usual shafts. The glowing motes drifted. The almost-birdsong chirped.

And then the forest went silent.

Not gradually — instantly. As if someone had reached into the air and removed the sound, the way you remove an ingredient from a recipe. One moment: birdsong, wind, the rustle of small creatures. The next: nothing. A silence so absolute that Tara could hear her own blood moving, the wet rush of it through her veins, the thump of her heart in the hollow of her throat.

She stopped.

The kavach — Dhruv's kavach, the Naag-fire armour that she wore beneath her kurta now, always, the warm weight of it so constant she'd stopped noticing — pulsed. Not the gentle warmth of its usual state but a sharp heat, sudden, the metal's amber veins flaring to life like warning lights, the Naag fire inside the iron recognising something that Tara's human senses hadn't yet identified.

Tara.* Takshak's voice. Urgent. Louder than she'd ever heard it. *BHAGO.

She ran.

The shadow creatures came from the trees — not from behind them or between them but from inside them, emerging from the bark the way liquid emerges from a crack, their bodies dark and fluid and wrong. They were shaped like people but not people — the proportions slightly off, the limbs slightly too long, the faces smooth where faces should have features, the darkness that composed them not the darkness of night but the darkness of absence, the void between the stars where light had never reached.

There were six of them. They moved fast — faster than running, the air around them rippling as if their passage disturbed the fabric of reality itself. Tara ran and they followed, and the distance between her and them — thirty metres, twenty, fifteen — shrank with the inevitability of mathematics.

The kavach's heat intensified. The amber veins blazed. And inside Tara, the First Light — the power that had been growing, the warmth that had been building — surged.

She didn't decide to stop running. The decision was made for her — by the power, by the light, by the part of her that was not Tara the mythology professor but Tara the First Light, the bridge between worlds, the woman who carried the oldest power in Chhaya Lok and who was discovering, in this moment of mortal danger, what that power was for.

She turned.

The golden light erupted from her hands — not the gentle glow of the forge, not the controlled luminescence of the Tower Ridge practice sessions, but a blast, a wave, a wall of light so bright that the silver-lavender forest turned gold for a hundred metres in every direction. The light hit the shadow creatures and they —

Screamed.

Not with voices. With substance. The darkness that composed their bodies recoiled from the golden light the way flesh recoils from fire, the void-substance writhing, splitting, the six creatures fragmenting into dozens of smaller shadows that scattered into the trees like rats from a burning building.

The light faded. Tara's knees buckled. She caught herself on a tree trunk — the bark rough under her palms, real, solid, the physical world reasserting itself after the supernatural blast that had just passed through it. Her hands were shaking. Her vision was grey at the edges. The First Light had taken something from her — energy, vitality, the particular currency that power demanded in exchange for its use.

The shadow creatures were gone. But the silence remained — the forest still holding its breath, the absence of sound a reminder that what had just happened was not over but paused.

Tara.* Takshak's voice. Closer now — he was descending, his massive body visible through gaps in the canopy, the emerald scales catching the silver light. *Tum theek ho?

"Haan. Nahin. I don't know." She slid down the tree trunk to sit on the ground. The deodar needles were soft beneath her. The bark at her back was solid. She focused on these sensations — touch, texture, the physical — because the alternative was to process what had just happened, and processing required energy she didn't have.

"Woh mujhe dhundhne aaye the. Revati ne bheje the."

Haan. 'Dhundho. Laao. Zinda.' — Kritamala ki warning.

"Lekin main zinda nahin chahiye thi unhe. Woh mujhe le jaana chahte the."

Haan. Woh tumhe Revati ke paas le jaate. Uttari seema. Uske stronghold mein.

"Kyun? Revati mujhe kyun zinda chahti hai?"

The Naga landed — if a creature that large could be said to "land" — in a clearing nearby, the impact shaking the ground, the trees swaying. His great head swung toward her, the amber eyes burning with something that Tara had not seen in them before: fear. Takshak was afraid. A creature that had watched centuries pass was afraid, and the fear was not for himself but for her.

Main — main sochta tha ki pata hai. Lekin ab — tumhare First Light blast ke baad — mujhe lagta hai samajh aaya.

"Kya?"

Revati tumhe nahin maarna chahti. Woh tumhara First Light chahti hai. Agar woh tumhe zinda pakde — agar woh Asthi-Astra use karke tumhara First Light extract kare — toh woh Pratham Prakash ka power le sakti hai. Apne andar.

The implication was a blade — cold, clean, precise. Revati didn't want to eliminate First Light. She wanted to steal it. She wanted to become First Light. And to do that, she needed Tara alive — alive long enough for the extraction, alive long enough for the transfer, alive enough to be a vessel from which the oldest power in Chhaya Lok could be drained.

"Yeh possible hai?"

Asthi-Astra se — haan. Bone weapon void se bana hai. Void absorb karta hai. Void transfer karta hai. Neerja ko — Neerja ko isliye nahin mara tha ki woh First Light permanently destroy ho. Usne isliye mara tha ki First Light tumhare paas jaaye — Brightlands mein, dormant. Taki baad mein — jab portals band hon, jab koi Brightkin na aa sake — First Light hamesha ke liye soya rahe.

"Lekin main aa gayi."

Tum aa gayi. Aur ab plan badla hai. Ab woh tumhe pakdegi aur First Light extract karegi. Aur agar woh First Light le le — agar woh Pratham Prakash ban jaaye — toh koi nahin rok sakta usse. Na Naag. Na Yaksha. Na court. Koi nahin.

Tara sat on the forest floor. The needles beneath her were soft. The bark at her back was solid. The kavach on her body was warm. And the weight of what she'd just learned — that she was not merely a target but a resource, not merely hunted but harvested — pressed down on her with the gravity of something that could not be carried alone.

"Mujhe court jaana hoga," she said. "Ab. Kal nahin. Agle hafte nahin. Ab. Revati ne attack kiya — shadow creatures Shringa Durg ke itne paas? Yeh court ke rules ki violation hai. Yeh evidence hai."

Haan. Lekin—

"Lekin kya?"

Tum kamzor ho. First Light blast ne tumhari energy li hai. Tumhe aaram chahiye.

"Aaram baad mein. Pehle court."

Tum bilkul Neerja jaisi ho.* The Naga's voice held sadness. *Woh bhi kehti thi — aaram baad mein. Pehle kaam. Aur phir—

"Main Neerja nahin hoon." Tara stood. Her legs were unsteady but they held. The kavach's warmth steadied her — the Naag fire flowing through the metal, through her body, replenishing some of what the First Light blast had taken. "Neerja ke paas yeh kavach nahin tha. Neerja ke paas Dhruv nahin tha jo uske liye teen din jaag ke armour banaye. Neerja ke paas Ahilya nahin thi jo openly uska saath de. Aur Neerja ke paas — yeh nahin tha."

She raised her hand. The golden light — dim now, exhausted, but present — flickered at her fingertips.

"Main First Light hoon. Aur main court ja rahi hoon."

Chapter Eighteen: The Battle

The court session was three hours old when Revati struck.

Tara had presented her evidence — methodically, thoroughly, with the particular precision of a woman who had spent her career constructing arguments from primary sources and who was now doing the same thing with murder. She laid out Neerja's journals. She described the Kamdhenu's vision — the bone weapon, the shadow creatures, the midnight rituals. She cited Kritamala's testimony — the Yakshini's voice carried into the darbaar by a small crystal that Ahilya had prepared, the forest's ancient witness speaking through mineral and magic, her words landing in the stone hall with the weight of centuries.

Raja Vikram listened. The court listened. Revati listened — her dark eyes fixed on Tara, her beautiful weapon-face arranged in an expression of polite curiosity that was so perfectly calibrated it was, itself, evidence. No innocent person could be that controlled.

"Yeh sab — journals, visions, Yaksha ki gawahi — yeh sab circumstantial hai," Revati said when Tara finished. Her voice was smooth, modulated, the voice of a woman who had been navigating courts for decades and who knew that tone mattered more than content. "Ek Brightlander — ek outsider — mere upar aarop lagaye, sirf purani diaries aur jungle ki aawaazon ke basis par? Rajaji, yeh —"

"Mujhe ek aur saboot pesh karna hai," Tara said.

She raised her hand. The golden light — stronger now, controlled, the First Light responding to her will with the obedience of a muscle she'd been training for weeks — rose from her fingertips and spread through the darbaar. Not a blast. Not a weapon. A revelation. The light touched the walls, the pillars, the tapestries, and where it touched, it illuminated — not the visible but the invisible, the magical residue that clung to surfaces the way fingerprints clung to glass.

The court gasped.

On the walls — on the pillars, on the floor, on the throne itself — patterns emerged. Dark patterns. The residue of enchantment — the same enchantment that had been woven into the banquet music, the same subtle, insidious magic that had been softening the court's resistance for months, perhaps years. The patterns were everywhere. And they all — every single one, traced by the golden light like ink revealed by flame — led back to a single point.

Revati's bone pendant.

The pendant pulsed. In the golden light, its true nature was visible — not a decoration but an anchor, a node in a web of dark magic that spread from Revati's throat to every corner of the darbaar, touching every seat, every person, every mind.

"Rajaji," Tara said. Her voice was steady. The First Light was steady. The kavach beneath her clothes hummed with Naag fire, amplifying the golden glow, the amber veins in the metal singing in harmony with the light from her hands. "Yeh court months se enchanted hai. Revati ki bone pendant — Asthi-Astra ka tukda — yeh sab ke minds influence kar raha hai. Isiliye kisi ne do saal tak koi sawaal nahin pucha. Isiliye kisi ne investigation nahin ki. Isiliye Neerja ke qatil ko kisi ne nahin dhundha — kyunki dhundhne ki iccha hi cheen li gayi thi."

Raja Vikram stood. The king — the man who had been sitting on that throne for decades, the man whose composed stillness was his weapon — stood, and the standing was itself a verdict. His dark eyes moved from the illuminated patterns on the walls to the pendant at Revati's throat, and in those eyes Tara saw something break — not composure but trust, the specific trust that a man places in the people he allows closest to him, the trust that when broken reveals how much of his judgment had been built on it.

"Revati." His voice filled the hall. "Yeh kya hai?"

Revati's composure cracked. Not the controlled crack of someone adjusting their mask but the structural crack of someone whose mask had been removed — the golden light stripping away the layers of enchantment that had protected her, the way sunlight strips mold from a wall, the way truth strips pretense from a face.

For one moment — one heartbeat, one held breath of the court — Revati's real face was visible. Not beautiful. Not composed. Desperate. The face of a woman who had bet everything on a plan and who was watching that plan burn in golden light.

Then she moved.

The bone pendant flared — a pulse of dark energy, the void-black of the Asthi-Astra, so cold that the air around it crystallised and Tara felt the kavach respond, the Naag fire surging to counter the darkness. Revati's hand closed around the pendant, and the dark patterns on the walls — the web of enchantment, the months of subtle manipulation — contracted, pulling inward, concentrating around Revati's body like armour.

"Tumhe yahan aana hi nahin chahiye tha," Revati said. Her voice was different now — stripped of its courtly modulation, raw, the voice of a woman who had stopped performing and started acting. "Neerja ko rokna aasan tha. Woh akeli thi. Woh darti thi. Tum — tum nahin darti."

"Nahin," Tara said. "Main nahin darti."

Revati raised her hand. The dark energy gathered — a sphere of void-black at her palm, the cold radiating outward, the stone floor beneath her feet cracking as the energy drew strength from the foundations of the fort itself.

The guards moved. Lakshman drew his sword. Dhruv — Dhruv was already moving, his own sword drawn, his body placing itself between Revati and Tara with the automatic precision of a man who had been waiting for this moment and who had calculated, in the forge during those three sleepless days, exactly where he would need to stand.

"HATHO!" Revati screamed. The dark sphere expanded — a wave of void-energy that slammed into the guards, into Lakshman, into the courtiers, throwing them back like leaves in a storm. The cold hit Tara — but the kavach held, the Naag fire blazing in its amber veins, the warmth pushing back against the void the way a wall pushes back against wind.

Dhruv didn't fall. The sword in his hand — Chhaya Lok steel, forged in Naag fire, his own work — cut through the void-wave like a blade through smoke, the metal singing as it cleaved the dark energy, and he advanced, step by step, toward Revati, his face set with the particular expression of a man who was not brave but stubborn, who did not have courage but had something better — the absolute refusal to stop.

"TARA!" Takshak's voice exploded in her mind. "AB!"

She understood. Not through words — through the bond, through the Naag fire in the kavach, through the First Light that connected her to Takshak and to the Kamdhenu and to the forest and to every living thing in Chhaya Lok that drew its existence from the light that held both worlds together.

She gathered the First Light. All of it. Not the controlled glow of practice or the desperate blast of the forest attack but everything — the full power, the complete Pratham Prakash, the ancient light that had existed since the worlds were made and that now lived inside a twenty-nine-year-old mythology professor from Delhi who had depression and a PhD and a broken heart and a refusal, absolute and unyielding, to let the darkness win.

The golden light erupted.

Not from her hands this time — from her body. From the kavach. From the air around her. From the floor, the walls, the pillars, the tapestries. The light was everywhere — golden, warm, vast, filling the darbaar the way water fills a vessel, finding every corner, every crack, every shadow. The dark energy around Revati — the void-sphere, the Asthi-Astra's power, the enchantments, the shadows — met the golden light and —

Dissolved.

Not with violence. Not with explosion. With the quiet, absolute certainty of darkness meeting dawn. The void-energy didn't shatter — it evaporated, the way mist evaporates when the sun hits it, the way nightmares evaporate when you open your eyes. The dark patterns on the walls vanished. The cold vanished. The bone pendant at Revati's throat — the anchor, the node, the source — cracked. A hairline fracture, visible in the golden light, and through the fracture, the void-energy leaked and was consumed by the gold.

Revati screamed. Not in pain — in loss. The sound of a woman watching her power drain, her plan collapse, her decades of careful construction dissolve in the light of something older, stronger, and more fundamental than anything she could build.

She fell to her knees. The pendant shattered — bone fragments scattering on the stone floor, each fragment catching the golden light and turning to dust, the Asthi-Astra's physical form unable to survive in the presence of its opposite.

The golden light held. Then, slowly, it faded — retreating into Tara's body, into the kavach, into the quiet space behind her sternum where the First Light lived when it wasn't being the most powerful force in two worlds.

The darbaar was silent. Two hundred people — lords, Yaksha, Naag, servants, guards — standing in a hall that was, for the first time in months, free of enchantment. Free of influence. Free.

Raja Vikram looked at Tara. His eyes were clear — she could see the clarity, could see the difference between the eyes that had watched her from a throne softened by Revati's magic and the eyes that were watching her now, sharp, present, seeing.

"Pakdo usse," the king said. His voice was quiet. Absolute. "Aur is baar — sab sach bolenge."

Guards surrounded Revati. She didn't fight. She was kneeling on the stone floor, her hands open, her face empty — the beautiful weapon-face finally showing what had always been behind it: nothing. A void. The same void that had powered her weapons and her army and her ambition, the void that existed where a person's humanity should have been.

Tara's knees buckled. This time she didn't catch herself — Dhruv caught her. His arms around her, the forge-scarred hands supporting her weight, his body solid and warm and smelling of iron and sweat and the particular scent of a man who had just fought through a wave of void-energy with nothing but a sword and stubbornness.

"Main theek hoon," she whispered.

"Tum theek ho," he agreed. His arms didn't let go. "Lekin abhi — abhi thoda ruk jao."

She rested against him. The kavach between them hummed — the Naag fire acknowledging the warmth of the man who had made it, the metal singing softly, the way things sang when they were where they belonged.

In the corner of the hall, Lakshman watched. His face held — everything. Pride. Love. The particular grief of a man watching the woman he loved being held by his brother and understanding, with the clarity that the removal of enchantment brings, that some things change in ways you cannot change back.

Ahilya stood beside him. She took his hand. He let her.

Chapter Nineteen: The Truth

The trial lasted three days.

Revati sat in a stone chamber below the darbaar, her wrists bound with Chhaya Lok iron — the same iron that Dhruv forged, the metal that cut through magic the way truth cuts through pretense. Without the bone pendant, without the Asthi-Astra's power, she was diminished — not physically but essentially, the force that had made her formidable revealed to have been external, borrowed, stolen from the void between worlds.

The court heard testimony.

Ahilya spoke first — the healer's voice steady, clinical, presenting the medical evidence she'd gathered from Neerja's body two years ago and preserved in sealed jars in her workshop. The wounds that no ordinary weapon could have made. The residue of void-energy on the skin. The particular pattern of the Asthi-Astra's signature, documented in Chhaya Lok's medical texts and matched, precisely, to what Ahilya had found.

Kritamala spoke through the crystal — the Yakshini's ancient voice filling the darbaar with the testimony of the forest itself. Seventeen nighttime visits documented. Shadow creatures witnessed. The Borderlands' balance disrupted. The forest's memory, old as the trees, older, presented as evidence with the particular authority of a witness that could not lie because lying required the intention to deceive, and forests had no intentions — only truth.

Darius, Takshak's kinsman, spoke in his human form — the young Naag lord's iridescent skin catching the torchlight as he described the Naag perspective: the gradual weakening of the bond between Nagas and their Brightkin, the disruption of the portal magic, the growing darkness at the northern border that the Naag lords had felt but hadn't understood until Tara arrived and the First Light revealed what had been hidden.

And Tara spoke.

She spoke with the journals open in her hands — Neerja's handwriting, her own handwriting, the words of a dead woman delivered by her living mirror. She read the entries aloud: the observations, the suspicions, the careful, methodical documentation of a woman who had known she was in danger and who had chosen to document rather than flee.

She read the last entry. The one that ended mid-sentence.

Aaj raat main Revati ke stronghold jaaungi. Mujhe pata hai ki yeh khatarnak hai — lekin main ek aakhri saboot chahti hoon. Agar main yeh dekh loon ki woh Asthi-Astra se shadow creatures bana rahi hai — apni aankhon se — toh court ke liye kaafi hoga. Takshak nahin jaanta. Main ussse nahin bataaungi kyunki woh mujhe rokeg—

The sentence stopped. The pen had stopped. The hand that held the pen had stopped.

The darbaar was silent.

"Neerja us raat gayi," Tara said. Her voice was steady — the steadiness was costing her, the effort of not crying visible in the set of her jaw, the tension in her throat, the way her fingers gripped the journal so hard that the leather creased. "Woh saboot dhundhne gayi. Aur woh wapas nahin aayi."

She looked at Revati. The woman in the stone chair was watching her — not with the calculated composure of the court but with something rawer, something that might have been recognition. The recognition of one determined woman looking at another and understanding that the difference between them was not strength or intelligence or ambition but the direction in which those qualities pointed.

"Revati," Tara said. "Sach bol do. Sab ke saamne. Yeh khatam karo."

The silence held. The court waited. Raja Vikram waited. Lakshman and Dhruv, standing on opposite sides of the hall, waited.

Revati closed her eyes.

"Haan," she said. "Maine kiya."

The confession was not dramatic. It was not the breakdown of a villain confronted with her crimes. It was the exhausted surrender of a woman who had been carrying a plan for years and who was now setting it down the way you set down a weight that has become heavier than your capacity to carry it.

"Neerja ko maine mara. Asthi-Astra se. Jungle mein. Raat ko." Her eyes opened. They were dry. "Woh bahut paas aa gayi thi. Usne sab dekh liya tha — shadow creatures, rituals, sab. Agar woh court mein boli hoti — sab khatam ho jaata."

"Aur First Light?" Raja Vikram's voice was a blade. "Tumne Neerja ko is liye mara ki First Light Brightkin mein transfer ho?"

"Haan. Yeh plan ka hissa tha. Neerja mein First Light tha — lekin Neerja mere khilaaf thi. Agar First Light Brightlands mein jaaye — dormant ho jaaye — toh mere raaste mein koi nahin."

"Aur portals?"

"Band karne the. Haan. Taki Brightkin kabhi na aaye. Taki First Light hamesha soya rahe. Taki main—" She stopped. Swallowed. "Taki main woh kar sakoon jo karna chahti thi."

"Kya karna chahti thi?"

"Chhaya Lok ko — strong banana." The words came out flat, stripped of the elaborate justification she had probably rehearsed a thousand times. "Yeh duniya kamzor hai. Brightlands se connected — hamesha dependent. Naag, Yaksha, Kamdhenu — yeh sab purani shaktiyaan hain jo Chhaya Lok ko peeche kheenchti hain. Agar main First Light le leti — agar Pratham Prakash mere control mein hota — main is duniya ko — independent bana sakti thi. Brightlands ki zaroorat nahin rehti."

"Independent matlab cut off," Tara said. "Dono duniyaon ka connection tod dena. Log jo dono taraf exist karte hain — unhe do hisson mein tod dena. Brightkin ko unke counterparts se hamesha ke liye alag karna."

"Haan."

"Yeh strength nahin hai, Revati. Yeh amputation hai."

The word landed. The court felt it — the particular impact of a metaphor that was not merely descriptive but diagnostic. Revati wanted to cut Chhaya Lok free from its mirror — and the cutting would not liberate but maim, leaving both worlds diminished, incomplete, the phantom limb of each aching for the other across an unbridgeable void.

Raja Vikram stood for the second time during these proceedings. The standing was, again, a verdict.

"Revati, daughter of Orla, Lady of Uttari Pradesh," he said, and his voice held the weight of a king who had been enchanted by someone he trusted and who was now dispensing justice with the particular fury of a man who understood how close he had come to losing everything without knowing it. "Tumhe Neerja ki hatya ka doshi paaya jaata hai. Tumhe Chhaya Lok ki court ke jaadu ke istemal se — enchantment ke through — sab ko influence karne ka doshi paaya jaata hai. Aur tumhe dono duniyaon ke beech ke connection ko khatam karne ki saazish ka doshi paaya jaata hai."

He paused. The hall held its breath.

"Tumhe Shringa Durg se nikala jaata hai. Tumhare saare magical abilities seal ki jaayengi — permanently. Aur tumhe Borderlands ke sabse door hisse mein bheja jaayega — jahan tumhara koi contact kisi se nahin hoga. Kabhi nahin."

Exile. Not death — exile. Sealed powers. Permanent isolation. For a woman who had craved control, the punishment was its perfect inverse: the absolute absence of influence.

Revati didn't speak. Didn't protest. She looked at Tara one last time — and in her eyes, Tara saw something that wasn't hatred or defeat but a question. The question of a woman who had believed she was saving her world and who was now confronting the possibility that she had been destroying it.

Then the guards took her, and she was gone.



The darbaar emptied slowly. People moved in the particular way that people move after witnessing something they'll tell their children about — with weight, with the consciousness of having been present at a hinge-point, the moment when history turned.

Tara stood in the centre of the hall, the journals still in her hands. The golden light was gone — retreated into the quiet space behind her sternum, sleeping the light sleep of a power that knew it might be needed again but was content, for now, to rest.

Ahilya reached her first. The hug was not brief this time — it was long, tight, the embrace of a woman who had waited two years for justice and who was now holding the person who had delivered it.

"Shukriya," Ahilya whispered.

"Humne saath mein kiya."

"Haan. Saath mein."

They stood in the hall. The blue torches burned. The tapestries moved through their stories. And somewhere, in the quiet that followed justice, in the particular peace that came when a wrong was acknowledged and a right was named, Neerja's ghost — if ghosts existed in Chhaya Lok, if the dead left echoes in a world made of magic and light — rested.

Chapter Twenty: The Choice

The days after Revati's exile were the quietest Tara had known in Chhaya Lok.

The court functioned differently without enchantment — slower, messier, more honest. Lords who had been docile under Revati's influence now argued. Alliances that had been artificially maintained frayed and reformed along new lines. The political landscape of Shringa Durg rearranged itself with the particular chaos of a system returning to its natural state after years of artificial order.

Raja Vikram called Tara to his private chambers on the fifth day. Not the darbaar — a smaller room, warmer, lined with books and maps, a fire burning in a hearth that was ordinary orange rather than magical blue. The king sat in a carved wooden chair, and for the first time, Tara saw him not as a king but as a man — old, tired, the weight of nearly losing his kingdom to a woman he'd trusted visible in the new lines around his eyes.

"Baitho," he said. "Chai?"

She sat. The chai was served by Bindu — the same warm-faced woman, the same clay cups that held heat the way Chhaya Lok held magic. The chai was simpler than the court's elaborate preparations — strong, dark, sweetened with gur, the jaggery dissolving slowly and leaving a warmth that was comfort rather than spectacle.

"Tara," the king said. "Tumne Chhaya Lok ki bahut badi seva ki hai. Neerja ka insaaf. Court ka enchantment todna. Revati ki saazish expose karna." He paused. "Main tumhe shukriya kehna chahta hoon — lekin shukriya kaafi nahin hai."

"Rajaji—"

"Main tumhe ek cheez offer karna chahta hoon." He set his chai down. His eyes — Lakshman's eyes, Dhruv's eyes, the family eyes that had seen too much — met hers. "Yahan raho. Chhaya Lok mein. Permanently."

The offer was not casual. The king's voice carried the formality of a pronouncement — this was not a suggestion but a royal invitation, the kind that came with rank, with position, with a place in the hierarchy of a world that Tara had entered as a stranger and was now being asked to join as a member.

"Tum First Light ho," Raja Vikram continued. "Pratham Prakash. Chhaya Lok ki sabse purani shakti. Is duniya ko tumhari zaroorat hai — nahin sirf ab, hamesha. Portals, Naagon ka connection, dono duniyaon ka balance — yeh sab tumhare through work karta hai. Agar tum Brightlands wapas jaogi—"

"Toh First Light dormant ho jaayegi."

"Haan. Aur Chhaya Lok phir se vulnerable."

Tara looked at her chai. The gur had dissolved, leaving the surface dark and still and reflective — a tiny mirror in which she could see the ceiling of the king's chamber, the warm firelight, the shadow of her own face looking down.

"Mujhe sochne ka waqt chahiye," she said.

"Tumhe jitna chahiye utna lo."



She went to Dhruv's forge.

Not because she had decided anything — but because the forge was the place where she thought most clearly, where the rhythmic breathing of the magical bellows and the heat of the fire and the smell of iron and charcoal created a space in which her mind could work without the interference of fear or obligation or the competing gravitational pulls of two worlds, each wanting her to stay.

Dhruv was working. Of course he was working — the man's default state was creation, his hands in constant conversation with metal, his body and his craft so intertwined that Tara sometimes couldn't tell where the blacksmith ended and the art began.

He looked up when she entered. Set the hammer down. Didn't speak — just waited, the way he always waited, with the patience of a man who had learned that the important things came in their own time and that rushing them was a kind of violence.

"Raja Vikram ne mujhe yahan rehne ko kaha," Tara said.

Dhruv's face didn't change. But his hands — the forge-scarred, thick-knuckled hands that had made her armour and fought through void-energy and caught her when she fell — closed. Not into fists. Into something softer. The particular compression of a man holding something inside that wanted to come out.

"Aur tum?"

"Main nahin jaanti."

"Kya nahin jaanti? Rehna chahti ho ya nahin?"

"Yeh simple nahin hai, Dhruv."

"Mujhe pata hai ki simple nahin hai." He crossed to the bench where the chai supplies were kept — the same steel tumblers, the same small stove, the same ritual of preparation that was, for Dhruv, what conversation was for other people: a way of being present with another person without the burden of words. He made chai. Handed her a tumbler. Sat beside her on the bench.

"Mere paas ek life hai wahan," Tara said. "Delhi mein. JNU. Meri job. Priya. Dr. Mehra. Meri flat. Mere books. Meri poori duniya wahan hai."

"Haan."

"Aur yahan — yahan sab kuch nahin hai mera. Yeh meri duniya nahin hai. Main yahan paanch hafte pehle aayi. Sab kuch naya hai. Sab kuch ajnabi hai."

"Sab kuch nahin."

The words were quiet. So quiet that Tara almost missed them — lost in the forge's ambient sounds, the breathing bellows, the crackle of coals. But she heard them. And the meaning — the thing that lived beneath the words, the thing that Dhruv was saying without saying — arrived in her consciousness like heat arriving through metal: slowly, completely, changing the temperature of everything it touched.

"Dhruv."

"Haan."

"Tum chahte ho ki main rahoon."

"Meri chahna — relevant nahin hai."

"Tumhari chahna relevant hai. Mujhe batao."

He looked at the forge. The fire burned — steady, patient, the fire that had been his companion for years, the fire that asked nothing and gave everything and was, in its fundamental nature, the purest expression of what Dhruv Lohar was: a man who created warmth.

"Haan," he said. "Main chahta hoon ki tum raho."

"Kyun?"

"Tumhe jaanti ho kyun."

She did know. She had known since the night in the forge when the golden light filled the room and he had looked at her and said "Tum Tara ho" with the particular emphasis of a man who was seeing, for the first time, not the face of the woman he'd lost but the face of the woman who was here. She had known since the three sleepless days when he'd forged her armour with the desperate devotion of a man who would not survive losing someone again. She had known since the battle, when his body placed itself between her and death with the automatic certainty of a reflex that lived deeper than thought.

"Aur Lakshman?" she asked. Not because Lakshman was a competitor — the dynamics had shifted, the relationships had rearranged, the enchantment's removal had clarified things that enchantment had blurred. But because Lakshman existed, and his existence was a fact that required acknowledgment.

"Lakshman tumhara ex hai," Dhruv said. The word "ex" sounded strange in his mouth — a Brightlands word, imported across the portal, carrying the particular finality of a modern vocabulary applied to an ancient situation. "Woh tumse pyaar karta hai. Lekin — woh tumse pyaar karta hai kyunki tum Neerja jaisi ho. Aur main tumse — main tumse pyaar karta hoon kyunki tum Neerja jaisi nahin ho."

The distinction was precise. It was the most words Dhruv had spoken in sequence since Tara had met him, and each one had been selected with the care of a man who chose his materials the way he chose his words: deliberately, sparingly, for maximum impact.

"Tumne pyaar kaha," Tara said.

"Haan." His jaw worked. The muscle — the familiar, visible muscle that was Dhruv's emotional semaphore, the involuntary flag that told her when he was feeling more than he was showing. "Maine pyaar kaha."

Tara set the chai down. Stood. Turned to face him.

He looked up at her. The forge-fire in his eyes was not controlled — for the first time since she'd known him, the fire was unguarded, burning openly, the heat of it visible on his face the way the heat of his forge was visible on his skin. He was terrified. The man who had fought through void-energy, who had stood between her and a woman wielding the most dangerous weapon in two worlds, was terrified of a woman standing in front of him in a warm forge with chai going cold on the bench.

Tara leaned down and kissed him.

The kiss was — real. Not the electric touch of Lakshman, which had always carried the charge of the portal, the buzz of two worlds meeting. This was the real-world warmth of skin on skin, of lips on lips, of a woman who had crossed dimensions and fought shadow creatures and discovered she was the most powerful being in two worlds choosing, in this quiet moment, in this warm forge, to do something utterly, perfectly, beautifully human.

Dhruv's hand came up — slowly, as if he couldn't quite believe the physical evidence of what was happening — and cupped her face. His palm was rough. Scarred. Warm from the forge and warm from something else, something that lived in the part of him that the fire hadn't hardened, the part that was still capable of tenderness.

The kiss ended. They looked at each other. The forge breathed.

"Main rahoongi," Tara said. "Lekin apni terms par. JNU se leave extension. Priya ko bataungi — sab sach. Portal open rakhna padega — main dono duniyaon ke beech aati jaati rahoongi. Main yahan ki nahin hoon — lekin main yahan ki ban sakti hoon. Apne tarike se."

"Tumhara tarika — wohi sahi tarika hai."

"Aur tum?"

"Main yahan hoon. Jahan hamesha tha." He looked at the forge. The fire. The metal. The work of a lifetime hung on walls and stacked in corners. "Lekin ab — yahan ka matlab kuch aur hai."

"Kya matlab?"

"Pehle — yeh jagah woh thi jahan main chhupne aata tha. Ab — yeh woh jagah hai jahan main rehna chahta hoon." He paused. "Farq yeh hai ki tum ho."

Chapter Twenty-One: First Light

Dawn in Chhaya Lok was not dawn.

In the Brightlands — in Tara's world, in the world of physics and meteorology and the particular, reliable mechanics of a planet rotating toward its star — dawn was a process. The earth turned. The sun appeared. The light arrived in predictable increments, each degree of rotation bringing a measured increase in luminosity, the whole thing governed by mathematics so precise that you could set a clock by it.

In Chhaya Lok, dawn was a decision.

The sky decided. The land decided. The magic that permeated every molecule of the Shadowlands gathered itself and chose — today, now, in this moment — to produce light. And the light it produced was not the yellow-white of solar radiation but something else, something that had no equivalent in the periodic table or the electromagnetic spectrum, something that was less a physical phenomenon and more an emotional one: the light of a world waking up and being glad to be awake.

Tara stood on Tower Ridge and watched the first light come.

It came from everywhere. Not from a point on the horizon — from the sky itself, from the mountains, from the forests and streams and the distant dark ring of the Borderlands. The lavender-silver brightened to pearl, the pearl warmed to a pale gold, and the gold — for the first time since Tara had arrived in Chhaya Lok — deepened to something that looked almost like sunlight. Almost. But warmer. Kinder. The light of a world that had been freed from a shadow it hadn't known it was carrying.

Yeh tumhari wajah se hai, Takshak said.

The Naga lord was coiled on the ridge beside her, his massive body radiating the forge-belly warmth that she had come to associate with safety, with counsel, with the particular comfort of a friend who had been alive for centuries and who still found the sunrise worth watching.

"Meri wajah se?"

First Light. Pratham Prakash. Jab Revati ne court par enchantment daala — jab usne dono duniyaon ke connection ko kamzor kiya — Chhaya Lok ki roshni bhi kamzor hui. Ab — tum yahan ho. First Light jaag gayi hai. Aur Chhaya Lok ka apna prakash — woh bhi wapas aa raha hai.

Tara looked at her hands. In the dawn light — the new dawn, the first real dawn — her skin glowed. Not the dramatic golden eruption of battle or the controlled luminescence of practice but a gentle, ambient glow, as if the First Light inside her had synced with the world's own light and was now breathing with it, in rhythm, the way a heart beats in rhythm with the body it lives in.

"Yeh kaisa feel hota hai?" she asked. Not Takshak — herself. She was asking herself, cataloguing, the professor in her still active beneath the First Light, still wanting to document, to understand, to file the extraordinary under a heading that made it accessible.

It felt like home.

Not the home of Vasant Kunj — the flat with the warm floors and the view of the Qutub Minar and the particular sound of Delhi traffic at 3 AM. Not the home of Kullu — the cold guesthouse with the camphor-cotton pillows and the mountains assembling themselves outside the window. Not even the home of Shringa Durg — the fort with its blue fires and moving tapestries and the darbaar where she'd fought and won and nearly died.

It felt like the home that existed before all those homes. The original home. The place where the self lived before it was given a body and a name and a world to inhabit. The place that myths described and religions promised and poets wrote about and that Tara, in twenty-nine years of studying mythology, had assumed was metaphorical.

It was not metaphorical.

It was this ridge, this dawn, this light. The Naga beside her. The forge below, where a man who loved her was already awake, already working, the hammer's faint rhythm rising through the morning air like a heartbeat rising through a chest. The journals in her room, filled with the handwriting of a woman who had been her and who had given her life so that Tara could stand here, in this light, and understand what she was.

Neerja ko yeh pal kabhi nahin mila,* Takshak said. His voice was soft — softer than Tara had ever heard it, the tectonic rumble gentled to something that was almost a whisper, the ancient creature vulnerable in the particular way that creatures become vulnerable when they speak of the dead. *Woh jaanti thi ki woh First Light hai. Lekin usne kabhi aise — aise dawn nahin dekha. Uski duniya hamesha shadow mein thi. Revati ke shadow mein.

"Ab nahin."

Ab nahin. Tumhari wajah se.

Tara sat on the stone. The ridge was cold beneath her — the one place in Chhaya Lok where the magic's warmth thinned, where the honest cold of altitude asserted itself, and she was grateful for it. The cold was real. The cold was a sensation that her body from the Brightlands understood, that anchored her in the physical, in the tangible, in the world of nerve endings and goosebumps and the small, reliable discomforts that proved you were alive.

She thought about Neerja. The woman she'd never met. The woman whose face was her face and whose handwriting was her handwriting and whose power now lived in her body. The woman who had been brave enough to investigate and not lucky enough to survive. The woman whose last journal entry ended mid-sentence — the pen stopping, the hand stopping, the life stopping in the middle of a word.

"Neerja," Tara said aloud. Not to Takshak. Not to anyone. To the dawn. To the light that was, in some way, the same light that had lived in Neerja's body and that now lived in hers — the unbroken chain of Pratham Prakash, passed from one vessel to the next, the oldest power in two worlds carried by women who were the same person in different frames.

"Main tumhara kaam khatam karungi. Tumne jo shuru kiya — main poora karungi. Sirf Revati nahin — sab kuch. Dono duniyaon ka connection. Portals. Naag aur insaan ka rishta. Sab."

The wind on the ridge carried her words. Whether Neerja heard them — whether the dead heard anything in Chhaya Lok, whether the magic preserved echoes the way the Kamdhenu preserved memories — Tara didn't know. But the saying of them mattered. The declaration mattered. The promise, made on a ridge at dawn, witnessed by a Naga and the mountains and the light itself, mattered.

The myths we study are the truths we've forgotten.

Tara hadn't forgotten anymore. She remembered. She was the memory — the living, breathing, glowing memory of every myth she'd ever taught, every story she'd ever analysed, every ancient truth she'd ever explained to a classroom full of students who saw them as interesting artifacts.

They were not artifacts.

They were her.

She was them.

And the first light of the morning — the real first light, the Pratham Prakash, the light that connected two worlds and that now burned inside a woman from Delhi who had depression and a PhD and a Naga for a best friend and a blacksmith for a lover and a dead mirror-self whose courage had made all of this possible — that light was the truest thing in any world.

Chapter Twenty-Two: The Bridge

The portal ceremony was Lakshman's idea.

"Agar tum dono duniyaon mein rehne wali ho," he said, standing in the darbaar with the particular stiffness of a man who was being generous about something that cost him, "toh portal permanent hona chahiye. Stable. Safe. Naag Dwaar temple ka portal — woh emergency crossing tha. Woh designed nahin hai regular travel ke liye."

He was right. Tara knew he was right — the crossing through Naag Dwaar had nearly killed her, the dissolution and reconstruction of her body a trauma that her muscles still remembered, the phantom ache of being unmade and remade lingering in her joints like old rain.

"Toh kya karna hoga?" she asked.

"Ek naya portal. Properly built. Naag magic, Yaksha engineering, aur —" he paused, the word costing him something — "First Light. Tumhara light."

The construction took twelve days.

They built it on Tower Ridge — the highest point of Shringa Durg, the place where the barrier between worlds was thinnest, where Tara had stood at dawn and felt the First Light sync with Chhaya Lok's own luminescence. The ridge was transformed from a lookout into a workshop, a ritual space, a bridge-point between dimensions.

Dhruv forged the frame. Two pillars of Chhaya Lok iron — each taller than a man, each inscribed with Naag script that Takshak dictated and Dhruv carved with tools so fine they left marks thinner than a hair. The iron was special — folded a hundred times, each fold incorporating a different element: Naag fire, Kamdhenu breath, Borderlands moss, the minerals from the deepest mines of Shringa Durg. The metal was not merely iron but a catalogue of Chhaya Lok itself, every layer a signature, every fold a promise.

The Yaksha wove the threshold. Kritamala sent her people — four ancient Yakshini who arrived at the ridge in the early morning, their bodies shifting between human and forest-form, their hands trailing vines and flowers that they braided into a lattice between Dhruv's pillars. The lattice was alive — green and growing, the vines pulsing with a slow vegetable heartbeat, the flowers opening and closing in a rhythm that matched the portal's resonance with the barrier between worlds.

The Nagas provided the fire. Takshak and three of his kinsmen — Darius among them, the young Naag lord's iridescent scales bright with ceremony — breathed their flame into the lattice, the fire not burning the living wood but merging with it, the orange and blue and green of Naag fire flowing through the vines like sap, the heat and the life coexisting in the way that only magic allowed.

And Tara provided the light.

She stood between the pillars on the twelfth day — the frame complete, the lattice woven, the fire flowing — and raised her hands. The First Light came. Not summoned but invited — the power rising from the quiet space behind her sternum with the willingness of something that had been waiting for this purpose, that had existed for millennia in anticipation of this moment: the moment when the bridge between worlds would be built not as an emergency exit or a desperate crossing but as a permanent connection, a doorway that could be walked through and walked back through, the architectural expression of the truth that two worlds were not two worlds but one world with two faces.

The golden light flowed from her hands into the lattice. The vines absorbed it. The Naag fire amplified it. The iron frame conducted it. And the portal —

Opened.

Not the violent tear of Naag Dwaar — the roaring dissolution, the painful crossing. This was different. This was gentle. The air between the pillars shimmered, softened, became transparent in a way that air was not normally transparent — and through the transparency, visible as if through the cleanest glass ever made, was the Brightlands. Tara's world. India.

Specifically: the Kullu Valley. The mountains. The deodar forests — the real ones, the ones that existed in the world of physics and weather and the particular green that chlorophyll produced when sunlight hit it. The mountains were there, snow-capped, solid, real. The sky was there — blue, ordinary blue, the blue of nitrogen and oxygen scattering photons in the particular way that Earth's atmosphere had been doing for four billion years.

The darbaar erupted. Not with the ordered response of courtiers but with the raw, uncontrolled exclamation of two hundred people seeing another world for the first time — the gasps, the pointing, the faces pressing forward, the children lifted onto shoulders to see, the old Yaksha lords leaning in with eyes that had seen centuries and were now seeing something new.

Tara looked at the portal. Through it, she could see the mountains she'd crossed to get here — the bus route from Delhi, the winding roads, the valley where she'd found Dhruv's forge and started the journey that had brought her to this ridge, to this moment, to this light.

She could step through. Right now. Walk from Chhaya Lok to India in the time it took to cross a threshold. And she could walk back.

"Yeh stable hai?" she asked Takshak.

Jab tak First Light hai — haan. Tumhare through. Tum bridge ho, Tara. Hamesha se thi.

She looked at Dhruv. He was standing beside the left pillar — the one he'd forged, his hand resting on the iron the way a father's hand rests on a child's shoulder. His face was — she'd run out of words for what his face was. The forge-fire eyes. The jaw. The expression that contained more than expressions were designed to contain.

She looked at Lakshman. He stood further back — not excluded but choosing distance, the particular distance of a man who was learning to let go and who was doing it with a grace that Tara hadn't expected and that she respected more than she could say.

Ahilya stood beside him. Their shoulders touched. Not holding hands — not yet — but the distance between them was the distance of possibility rather than separation.

"Main jaaungi," Tara said. "Aur main wapas aaungi."

She stepped through the portal.

The crossing was — nothing. No dissolution. No pain. No reconstruction. One step: the cold stone of Tower Ridge under her sandals. Next step: the soft earth of the Kullu Valley under her sandals. The same sandals. The same feet. The same body. The same woman, carrying the same light, standing in a different world.

The Himalayas rose around her. The real Himalayas — rock and snow and geological time, the mountains that had been here before humans and would be here after them, the mountains that didn't need magic to be magnificent. The air was cold — properly cold, the cold of 2,500 metres, the cold that thinned the oxygen and made each breath a conscious act. Pine trees. Deodar. The smell of resin and snow and the particular mineral scent of mountain water.

She breathed.

The phone in her pocket — she still had a phone, still had pockets, the ordinary machinery of the Brightlands still functional on her body — buzzed. She pulled it out. The screen lit up. Forty-seven missed calls. Two hundred and twelve WhatsApp messages. Fourteen emails from JNU. One email from Dr. Mehra: "Tara, please respond. We are worried."

She laughed. The sound was strange in the mountain air — a human sound in a landscape that had been, for the last five weeks of her absence, as indifferent to her existence as mountains always were to the small creatures that lived on them.

She turned. The portal shimmered behind her — visible from this side as a faint golden outline between two ordinary-looking rocks, the kind of rocks you'd walk past a thousand times without noticing, the kind of rocks that myths were made about.

The myths we study are the truths we've forgotten.

Tara turned on her phone. Called Priya.

"TARA? TARA KYA — TARA TU KAHAN HAI? FIVE WEEKS! FIVE WEEKS SE KOI CONTACT NAHIN! POLICE COMPLAINT FILE KI HAI HUMNE! DR. MEHRA NE — TARA TU THEEK HAI?"

"Priya. Haan. Main theek hoon."

"KAHAN THI TU?"

Tara looked at the portal. Through the golden shimmer, she could see Chhaya Lok — the silver-lavender sky, the ridge, the tiny figures of people who were not quite people, the massive coiled shape of a Naga who was her friend, the dark shape of a man who was her — who was hers.

"Ek bahut lambi kahani hai," she said. "Chai pe milte hain. Mujhe bahut kuch batana hai."

"Chai pe? CHAI PE? TARA SHARMA MAIN TUJHE MARUNGI PEHLE PHIR CHAI—"

"Priya."

"KYA?"

"Main ghar aa rahi hoon."

She looked at the portal one last time. The bridge between worlds. The permanent crossing. The architectural proof that connection was not weakness but strength — that two worlds, two lives, two selves, could coexist not by choosing one over the other but by building a door between them and walking through it whenever necessary.

She started down the mountain. The phone was warm in her hand. Priya's voice was in her ear. The Himalayas were around her. And behind her — through the portal, through the golden shimmer, through the bridge that she had built with her own light — Chhaya Lok waited. Patient. Permanent. Home.

Both of them. Home.


  
    Epilogue: Two Worlds

    
    
  
  Six months later, Tara Sharma stood in front of her JNU classroom and lied.

Not entirely. Not about the facts — the dates, the texts, the archaeological evidence, the careful scaffolding of academic mythology that she'd spent her career constructing. Those were true. Those had always been true. What she lied about was the distance.

"The Naga myths of the Kullu Valley," she said, clicking to the next slide — a photograph of a temple carving, sinuous serpent forms coiled around a pillar, stone eyes that stared with a particular intelligence that the sculptor had either imagined or remembered — "represent one of the most persistent mythological traditions in South Asian culture. Across centuries, across regions, across languages, the Naga figure remains constant: intelligent, powerful, connected to the earth's deepest energies, and fundamentally intertwined with human destiny."

Forty-two students looked at her. Some took notes. Some stared at their phones. One — a girl in the second row with dark eyes and an intensity that reminded Tara, with a pang she kept off her face, of herself at that age — leaned forward and asked:

"Ma'am, do you think the Nagas were real?"

Tara smiled. The smile cost her something — the particular cost of a woman holding a secret so large that it pressed against the walls of her body like light pressing against glass.

"Mythology doesn't require literal truth to be true," she said. The sentence was practiced, professional, the answer she would have given a year ago, before the bus to Kullu, before the portal, before the Naga whose warmth she could still feel on her skin when she closed her eyes. "The power of myth lies in its metaphorical truth — in what it tells us about the human condition, about our relationship with the natural world, about —"

She stopped. The girl in the second row was still leaning forward. Still waiting. Still wanting the real answer.

Tara changed her slide. The new image was not from her prepared lecture — it was a photograph she'd taken herself, three weeks ago, standing on a ridge in the Kullu Valley. The photograph showed mountains. Snow. Deodar trees. And between two rocks — ordinary rocks, the kind you'd walk past a thousand times — a faint golden shimmer that the camera had caught but that the untrained eye would dismiss as lens flare.

"The myths we study," Tara said, "are the truths we've forgotten."

The classroom was quiet. The girl in the second row nodded — slowly, as if the words had reached something in her that was deeper than academic interest.

The lecture ended. Students filed out. Tara collected her laptop, her notes, the small leather bag that held, in its innermost pocket, a shard of Chhaya Lok iron that Dhruv had given her — "Jab bhi ghar yaad aaye" — and that she touched, sometimes, during faculty meetings, the metal warm against her fingertips, warmer than any metal in the Brightlands had a right to be.



The portal was a twenty-minute walk from the Kullu Valley guesthouse.

Tara made the walk every Friday evening — up the mountain path, past the deodar groves, to the two ordinary rocks that were not ordinary, that were the frame of a doorway between worlds. The golden shimmer was visible only to her — First Light recognising its own architecture, the way a key recognises a lock. To anyone else, it was two rocks on a mountain. To Tara, it was the threshold of her second life.

She stepped through.

The crossing was, as always, nothing. One step: earth. Next step: stone. One world: the Brightlands, with its physics and its weather and its forty-two students and its chai stalls and its traffic and its particular, beloved, ordinary chaos. Next world: Chhaya Lok, with its silver-lavender sky and its magic and its Nagas and its man who waited for her in a forge that was warm.

Dhruv was at the base of Tower Ridge. He looked up when she appeared — the same look, every time, the look of a man who had lost someone and who had learned, against all probability, to trust that this someone would come back. The look lasted one second. Then the control reasserted — the jaw, the eyes, the contained fire of a man who expressed love through creation rather than declaration.

"Chai?" he said.

"Chai."

They walked to the forge. The path was worn now — not just by Tara's feet but by others. Ahilya came this way, bringing herbs from the Borderlands. Lakshman came this way, his visits to Dhruv's forge more frequent since the trial, the brothers rebuilding something that had been broken by guilt and grief and the particular damage that secrets do to the people who keep them. Even Raja Vikram came this way — the king who had learned, through Revati's enchantment and its removal, that the strongest fort was not the one with the highest walls but the one with the most honest people inside them.

The forge was warm. Dhruv made chai — the ritual unchanged, the steel tumblers, the careful preparation, the gur that dissolved slowly and left sweetness in its wake. He handed her a tumbler. Their fingers touched. The touch was familiar now — not the electric shock of the first kiss but the deeper current of something that had settled into permanence, the warmth of a connection that didn't need to prove itself because it had already survived everything that could have broken it.

"Kya ho raha hai Brightlands mein?" Dhruv asked.

"Students ne Naag ke baare mein pucha aaj. Ek ladki — bohot sharp. Seedha pucha: 'Kya Naag real the?'"

"Tumne kya kaha?"

"Mythology doesn't require literal truth to be true." She sipped the chai. The gur sweetness was warm on her tongue — the taste of Chhaya Lok, the taste of Dhruv's hands, the taste of home. "Standard academic answer."

"Lekin tum us answer se khush nahin ho."

"Main kabhi us answer se khush nahin thi. Pehle — pehle mujhe nahin pata tha kyun." She set the chai down. Looked at the forge — the fire breathing, the metal cooling on the anvil, the walls hung with the work of a man who turned raw material into beauty. "Ab pata hai."

"Kyunki answer galat hai."

"Nahin. Kyunki answer adhura hai. Mythology DOES require literal truth. Literal truth hai — bas humne bhool gaye hain. Myths we study are truths we've forgotten. Aur main — main woh professor hoon jo yaad karti hai. Jo dono duniyaon mein khadi hai. Jo truth jaanti hai."

"Toh bata do."

"Yeh itna simple nahin hai."

"Kyun nahin?"

She laughed. The sound filled the forge — warm, human, the laughter of a woman who had fought shadow creatures and revealed dark conspiracies and healed the bridge between worlds and who was now sitting in a forge drinking gur chai and debating epistemology with a blacksmith.

"Kyunki agar main JNU mein khadi hoke boloon ki Naag real hain, ki main ek aisi duniya jaati hoon jahan jaadui aag se talwaarein banti hain — toh meri job jaayegi, Dhruv."

"Job se zyada important cheezein hain."

"Job se zyada important cheezein hain. Lekin job bhi important hai. Aur — sach batane ka ek se zyada tarika hota hai."

She picked up the chai again. The warmth flowed through her fingers, into her hands, up her arms. The kavach beneath her kurta hummed — the faintest vibration, the Naag fire acknowledging its home, the metal happy to be back in the world where it was made.

"Main unhe nahi bataungi ki Naag real hain," Tara said. "Main unhe sikhaungi ki myths real hain. Pehle metaphor ke through. Phir — ek din — shayad — literally."

Dhruv looked at her. The fire in his eyes — the forge-fire, the constant, the thing that had been there since before her and would be there after — burned steady.

"Tum duniya badal dogi," he said.

"Main dono duniyaein badal doongi."

"Haan." The ghost of a smile — the rare, brief, devastating thing that Dhruv's face produced when something reached past his defenses. "Dono."



Outside the forge, the silver-lavender sky of Chhaya Lok stretched to the horizon. The mountains rose. The forests breathed. The Kamdhenu grazed in their golden meadows, their ancient eyes reflecting a light that had burned since before time had a name. The Nagas flew — Takshak's massive emerald form visible against the sky, wheeling in slow circles, the eternal patrol of a creature that had guarded this world for centuries and that now, for the first time in those centuries, had reason to believe the guarding would not be done alone.

And on Tower Ridge, between two iron pillars inscribed with Naag script and woven with living vines and filled with fire and light, the portal shimmered. Gold. Warm. Permanent. A bridge between worlds, built by a woman who had crossed the distance between myth and truth and who had discovered that the distance was not a distance at all but a doorway, and that the doorway had been waiting, all along, for someone brave enough to walk through it.

The first light of morning touched the portal. The golden shimmer brightened. And in both worlds — the Brightlands and the Shadowlands, the ordinary and the extraordinary, the known and the remembered — the light held.

It held.



For Neerja, who walked through first.*
*For Tara, who kept the door open.*
*For everyone who has ever read a myth and felt, in the quiet part of themselves, that it was true.
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