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    Prologue: The Bus

    
    
  
  The 332 Limited was seventeen minutes late, which meant Arjun Mhatre was going to miss the beginning of Neha's birthday dinner, which meant Neha was going to do that thing with her jaw where it tightened just enough to let him know she was disappointed without saying she was disappointed, and which meant the next forty-eight hours of his life would be an exercise in interpreting silence.

The bus groaned up the Eastern Express Highway in the particular manner of BEST buses that have been in service since before the driver was born — metal fatigue expressing itself as a continuous vibration that travelled up through the floor, through the orange plastic seats, through the bones of the passengers, and into the fillings in their teeth. Arjun stood in the aisle because the seats were full and the footboard was already occupied by three men who had achieved the Mumbai commuter's supreme skill: sleeping while standing while gripping a pole while the bus took corners at speeds that suggested the driver was auditioning for Formula One.

Arjun was twenty-eight years old. He worked at a digital marketing agency in Andheri where he wrote copy for brands that sold things nobody needed to people who couldn't afford them. He was adequate at his job. He was adequate at most things. He had an adequate flat in Ghatkopar — one BHK, second floor, no lift, excellent pressure cooker acoustics from the neighbour's kitchen — and an adequate relationship with Neha, who was adequate at being disappointed in him.

He was not, by any measure, a remarkable person.

The bus lurched. This was standard. Mumbai buses lurched the way other vehicles accelerated — it was their natural state of motion, a continuous series of violent adjustments rather than smooth propulsion. Arjun's hand tightened on the overhead bar. The metal was warm from a hundred other hands that had gripped it today, each leaving behind a film of sweat and desperation and the particular chemical signature of people who had been standing in Mumbai traffic for longer than their knees were designed to support.

His phone buzzed. Neha.

Where are you? Everyone's here. Mummy is asking.

Neha's mother asking was not a neutral event. Neha's mother asking was the opening salvo of a campaign that would begin with concern, progress through disappointment, advance to comparison with Neha's cousin Abhishek who was a CA and never late to anything, and culminate in the suggestion — offered as gently as a surgical incision — that perhaps Neha deserved someone more punctual.

Bus stuck in traffic. Ghatkopar flyover. 20 mins, he typed.

He was lying. He was at Vikhroli. Forty minutes minimum. But the lie was a gift — twenty minutes of hope for Neha, twenty minutes of peace for himself, and by the time the truth became apparent he would be close enough that the anger would be softened by proximity.

This is the kind of man Arjun Mhatre was: a man who managed expectations rather than meeting them. A man who calculated the optimal lie for each situation the way a chess player calculates three moves ahead. Not malicious. Not cruel. Just — adapted. Adapted to a life that required constant negotiation between what was expected and what was possible, between what he wanted and what he could afford, between the person he was and the person everyone assumed he should be by now.

The bus reached the Ghatkopar flyover. The flyover was not, technically, designed for BEST buses. It had been built in 2003 for lighter traffic, expanded in 2011 with questionable engineering, and was now supporting a load that would have made the original structural engineers reach for their prayer beads. But this was Mumbai. Everything in Mumbai operated beyond its design parameters. The city itself was a structural engineering miracle — fourteen million people on an island that was comfortable for two million, held together by the collective refusal to acknowledge that none of this should work.

The bus was halfway across the flyover when the tyre burst.

Not the front tyre — that would have been manageable. The rear left tyre, which was the load-bearing tyre, which was the tyre that the BEST maintenance schedule said should have been replaced three months ago, which had not been replaced because the budget had been allocated to the new AC buses on the Worli route because the Worli route served people who filed RTI applications.

The bus slewed. This is the physics of it: a heavy vehicle travelling at speed on an elevated road loses a rear tyre. The weight distribution shifts. The rear axle drops. The vehicle pivots on the dropped axle, the momentum carrying the front end around in a motion that is technically called a yaw but felt, to the forty-three people inside, like God had picked up the bus and thrown it.

Arjun's hand was torn from the overhead bar. He was airborne — not flying, not falling, just suddenly detached from all surfaces, his body obeying Newton's first law with the perfect indifference of physics to human preference. The bus was tipping. The windows on the left side were becoming the floor. The windows on the right side were becoming the ceiling. And through the windshield — now a side window, because the bus was rotating — he could see the railing of the flyover approaching with the unhurried certainty of something that had always been there, waiting for this exact moment.

The impact was not a single event. It was a sequence: the bus hitting the railing, the railing bending but not breaking (credit to the 2011 expansion engineers, whose questionable work was, in this moment, the only thing between forty-three people and a thirty-metre drop), the bus bouncing back, the passengers becoming projectiles, bodies hitting seats and walls and each other with the sounds that human bodies make when they are subjected to forces they were not evolved to withstand.

Arjun hit the roof — which was now a wall — with his left shoulder. He felt the collarbone snap. Clean, precise, the bone giving way with a sound like a green stick breaking. Then he was falling again, down the length of the bus that was now a vertical tube, and other bodies were falling with him, and the sounds were screaming and metal and glass and the hydraulic hiss of the bus's pneumatic systems venting, and somewhere in the cascade his head hit something hard and the world went from orange plastic and screaming to a perfect, absolute, boundless dark.



The darkness was not empty.

He knew this immediately, the way you know things in dreams — not through evidence but through conviction, the certainty arriving before the reasoning, the knowledge preceding the proof. The darkness had weight. It had texture. It had the quality of something that was not merely the absence of light but the presence of something else, something that existed in the frequency range that light could not reach.

He could not feel his body. This should have been terrifying — and it was, distantly, the way a fire alarm in a neighbouring building is alarming: acknowledged, noted, filed under "someone else's emergency." The terror was there but it was separated from him by a membrane he could not identify, as if his fear had been placed behind glass where he could see it but not touch it.

He floated. The floating was not physical — there was no body to float — but the sensation was unmistakable: suspension, weightlessness, the absence of down. He existed as awareness without anchor, consciousness without container, a mind hanging in a darkness that went on forever in every direction.

Is this death? he thought.

The darkness did not answer. But it shifted. Rearranged itself around the edges of his awareness, like a cat settling into a new position, and in the shifting he perceived — not saw, not heard, perceived — something moving toward him from very far away.

It moved slowly. Or it moved quickly and was simply very far. Distance was meaningless in this space — there was no reference frame, no background against which to measure approach. But it was coming. Something was coming. And the membrane that separated Arjun from his terror began to thin.

The thing arrived.

It was not a person. It was not a creature. It was a presence — vast, warm, and entirely without form. It surrounded him the way water surrounds a stone dropped into a well, closing over him completely, not with the violence of drowning but with the gentleness of immersion. And from within the presence, a voice spoke.

Not in Hindi. Not in Marathi. Not in English. In the language that existed before language, the one that babies understand and dying people remember, the language of pure meaning uncontaminated by grammar.

The voice said: You are not finished.

And then the voice said: Choose.

And before Arjun could ask what he was choosing, or why, or whether this was a hallucination produced by his dying brain firing its last electrochemical salvos into the void — the darkness opened beneath him like a mouth, and he fell.

Not down. Through. Through layers of darkness that had different textures — warm, then cold, then electric, then something that tasted of copper and smelled of rain on hot stone — through barriers that his mind registered as solid even though his body did not exist to touch them — through what felt like membranes, boundaries, the walls between one place and another place, between one world and another world, between one life and the next.

He fell for a very long time.

And then he stopped.




  
    Chapter 1: Patala

    
    
  
  He woke on stone.

Not the smooth stone of a hospital floor or the polished granite of a Mumbai apartment building lobby. Raw stone — rough, cold, the kind that has never been cut or shaped by human hands, the kind that exists in the bones of mountains and the floors of caves and the places where the earth has not been improved by civilisation.

His first sensation was cold. Deep cold, the kind that lives in the stone itself, that seeps upward through skin and muscle and settles in the marrow. His second sensation was weight — his own body pressing into the stone with a heaviness that felt wrong, as if gravity had been recalibrated while he was unconscious. His third sensation was fur.

Fur.

He lifted his hand — his hand that was not his hand — and stared at it.

The hand was smaller than his hand should have been. The fingers were longer in proportion, the joints more pronounced, the nails — not nails, claws — curved and dark. And covering everything, from fingertip to wrist and beyond, was a coat of short, dense, tawny-brown fur that caught the light from a source he could not identify and shimmered with an almost metallic quality.

He sat up. The motion was wrong — too quick, too fluid, his body responding with a speed and agility that his twenty-eight-year-old, office-chair-adapted body had never possessed. He looked down at himself and his mind, which had been processing the situation with the calm efficiency of shock, suddenly lurched into full panic.

He was not human.

He was small — a metre tall, maybe less. His body was compact, muscular, covered entirely in the tawny fur. His legs were shorter than his arms, bent at the knee in a way that suggested his default posture was not fully upright. He had a tail. A tail — long, prehensile, twitching behind him with a nervous energy that he could feel but not control, like a limb with its own opinions.

He opened his mouth to scream and what came out was not a scream. It was a shriek — high-pitched, primate, the alarm call of an animal that has woken in an unfamiliar territory and is broadcasting its distress to any member of its species within hearing range.

The shriek echoed off the stone walls. He was in a chamber — vast, cathedral-high, the ceiling lost in shadow. The walls were covered in carvings — intricate, ancient, depicting scenes he could not process in his current state of terror. The floor was the raw stone he'd woken on, and it stretched in every direction, punctuated by columns of carved rock that rose like the trunks of petrified trees.

And in the centre of the chamber, mounted in the ceiling high above, was a crystal. Massive. Pulsing with a warm golden light that was not sunlight but served the same function — illumination, warmth, the illusion of day in a place that had never known the sun.

He stared at the crystal. The crystal stared back — or seemed to, the pulsing light creating the impression of attention, of awareness, as if the light source was not merely functional but sentient.

His panic, having reached its peak, began to subside. Not because the situation was less terrifying but because the human brain — even a human brain housed in a non-human body — has a finite capacity for sustained terror. The amygdala fires, the cortisol surges, and then, if no immediate threat materialises, the system begins to downregulate. Arjun's system downregulated. His breathing slowed. His tail, which had been lashing with panicked energy, settled into a slow, uncertain sway.

He looked at his hands again. Flexed the clawed fingers. Touched his face — fur, a flatter nose, ears that were higher on his head and pointed, eyes that felt larger, a jaw that was wrong in a way he couldn't articulate until he ran his tongue over his teeth and found canines that were longer and sharper than any teeth he'd had before.

Vanara,* something in his mind whispered. Not a thought — a knowledge, arriving fully formed, as if it had been placed there while he slept. *You are Vanara.

And with the word came a cascade of associated knowledge: Vanara — the monkey-folk, the forest people, the warriors of Kishkindha, the race that had built Rama's bridge to Lanka, the children of Vayu and Brihaspati and a dozen other divine patrons. Hanuman's kin. The beings that existed in the space between animal and divine, between earth and heaven, between the gross physical and the subtle spiritual.

He was a monkey. A mythological monkey. In a stone chamber lit by a magic crystal.

I am dead,* he thought. *I died on the bus and this is — what? Heaven? Hell? A hallucination?

And then, at the edge of his vision, something appeared. Translucent, golden, hovering in the air like a notification on a phone screen — which was exactly what his brain interpreted it as, because his brain was a twenty-eight-year-old Indian brain that had been trained since childhood to process information through screens.

He focused on it. The golden icon solidified — two hands flanking a rising sun, the symbol of — what? He didn't know. But the icon was there, hovering, patient, waiting for his attention the way a push notification waits for a thumb.

He thought at it. Reached for it mentally, the way you reach for a notification — an automatic gesture, a reflex trained by ten thousand hours of smartphone use.

The icon expanded.



SHAKTI DARSHAN (Power Vision)

Jeev: Vanara — Mushti Vanar (Fist Monkey) Naam: Arjun Starr: 1

Prana (Life Force) — 10/10 Tapas (Endurance Heat) — 10/10 Siddhi (Spiritual Power) — 10/10

Gun (Attributes): - Bala (Strength) — 1 - Chaalaki (Agility) — 1 - Buddhi (Intelligence) — 1 - Pranashakti (Vitality) — 1 - Sahansheelata (Endurance) — 1 - Tejas (Spirit) — 1



He stared at the display. The display stared back, golden and patient and entirely real — or as real as anything could be in a situation where a dead man from Ghatkopar was reading his own stat sheet while wearing a monkey's body in an underground crystal-lit chamber.

Mushti Vanar, he read. Fist Monkey. Level one. Every stat at one. The cosmic equivalent of spawning into a game with nothing — no gear, no skills, no advantages, just a body and a baseline and the vast, terrifying openness of a system that could go anywhere.

He navigated the menu. His mind moved through it naturally — the interface adapting to his cognitive patterns, presenting information the way his brain preferred to receive it: clean, categorised, with expandable subcategories and a search function that responded to thought.

Vidya (Abilities):

Kriya Vidya (Active Abilities):

Agni Mushti (Fire Fist) — Prakar: Shareer (Type: Physical) — Tattva: Agni/Vayu (Affinity: Fire/Wind) — Srot: Jati Shakti (Source: Species Power) - Starr: 1 - Keemat: 4 Siddhi - Vivaran: The user's fist crackles with explosive prana. This strike adds devastating fire-wind damage to an unarmed blow. Requires 2 seconds to charge. May inflict Dahan (Burning) on target. Scales with Bala.

Chhaya Vidya (Passive Abilities):

Shakti Chori (Power Theft) — Srot: Devashish (Source: Divine Boon) - Starr: 1 - Keemat: Nil - Vivaran: Copy a passive ability from any target. Hold the stolen ability for one ghati (24 minutes). 5% chance to permanently absorb. Cooldown: one ghati. Does not break concealment. Permanently absorbed abilities reset to base level. One temporary passive held at a time.

Sahaj Vidya (Innate Abilities):

Anukool Darshan (Adaptive Interface) — Tattva: Nil — Srot: Devashish - Starr: 1 - Vivaran: Displays information in the format most comprehensible to the user. Adapts as user acclimates to surroundings. Can be customised at user's discretion.



He closed the display. Opened it again. Closed it. The action was comforting — a rhythm he recognised, the open-close of an app, the checking and rechecking of a screen. A behaviour from his old life persisting in his new one, a thread of continuity in the chaos.

OK,* he thought. *OK. I am dead. I am a monkey. I have a stat sheet. The stat sheet is in Hindi-English. I have a fire punch that costs four magic points. I have ten magic points. I can fire-punch two and a half times before I run out.

The absurdity of the calculation — the sheer, lunatic mathematics of applying game logic to what might be the afterlife — hit him, and he laughed. The laugh came out as a chattering bark, the Vanara equivalent of laughter, and it echoed off the stone walls and came back to him distorted, multiplied, as if the chamber itself was laughing with him.

Or at him.

He stood. The standing was easy — his new body was designed for it, the musculature balanced, the centre of gravity low, the feet broad and gripping. He was steady in a way his human body had never been steady, rooted to the stone with a stability that felt earned, genetic, the product of millions of years of evolution in a species optimised for climbing, jumping, and — apparently — punching things with fire.

He looked around the chamber. The carvings on the walls were becoming clearer as his eyes adjusted — or as his new eyes, which were larger and more light-sensitive than his human eyes, did what they were designed to do. The carvings depicted scenes from — mythology? History? Both?

He recognised some. Samudra Manthan — the churning of the ocean, devas and asuras pulling the serpent Vasuki around Mount Mandara, the poison rising, Shiva drinking it, his throat turning blue. Rama's army crossing the bridge to Lanka — and there, in the army, Vanara warriors, monkey-folk like him, carrying boulders and trees and weapons, their faces carved with expressions of fierce devotion.

And other scenes he didn't recognise. Battles in underground caverns. Cities built in the roots of mountains. Serpents the size of rivers coiling through passages of carved stone. Beings that were neither human nor animal nor divine but something else — something that existed in the taxonomic spaces between the categories his education had provided.

At the far end of the chamber, a passage opened. Dark, narrow, the carved walls giving way to raw rock. Water trickled along the floor of the passage — clear, cold, the sound of it amplified by the stone into a music that was not quite music, not quite speech, but something that his new ears interpreted as meaningful.

His stomach growled. The sound was comically loud in the vast chamber — a Vanara stomach expressing its opinion on the situation with the directness that stomachs are known for. He was hungry. Desperately hungry, the kind of hungry that bypasses thought and goes directly to compulsion, the body's insistence that whatever metaphysical crisis was currently underway, it would be addressed more effectively after calories.

He moved toward the passage. His body moved differently than his human body — lower, more fluid, his arms swinging naturally, his tail counterbalancing his weight with an elegance that suggested it knew what it was doing even if he didn't. The passage was narrow enough that he had to crouch, and he discovered that crouching was comfortable — his body's default mode, the position it had been designed for.

The passage twisted. Turned. Descended. The walls were damp, the air cool and heavy with the smell of stone and water and something else — something organic, green, the smell of growth in a place where growth should have been impossible.

And then the passage opened, and he stopped.

He was standing at the edge of a jungle. Underground. A vast underground jungle, lit by the same golden crystal technology as the chamber behind him — crystals embedded in the ceiling far above, casting a light that was warm and full-spectrum and sufficient to sustain the explosion of vegetation that filled the cavern from wall to distant wall.

Trees. Enormous trees — banyans and peepals and species he couldn't name, their canopies forming a green ceiling beneath the crystal ceiling, their roots plunging into soil that should not have existed this far underground. Vines hung from branches. Flowers bloomed in colours that his new eyes could see but his old eyes could not have — ultraviolet patterns on petals, infrared signatures in the bark, the visual spectrum of a primate whose eyes had been engineered for a jungle environment.

Birds called. Insects hummed. Water flowed — a stream, emerging from the rock wall and winding through the jungle, its banks lined with moss and ferns and the small bright flowers that colonise wet places in tropical forests.

And fruit. Fruit everywhere — hanging from branches, scattered on the ground, the jungle offering its abundance with the casual generosity of an ecosystem in peak production. His stomach growled again, louder, and his body — his new Vanara body — moved before his mind gave permission, swinging up into the nearest tree with a fluency that was not learned but inherited, climbing the trunk with hands and feet and tail as if he'd been doing it his entire life, which, in this body, he had.

He reached a branch. Plucked a fruit — round, purple-red, the size of a cricket ball, its skin smooth and warm from the crystal-light. He bit into it and the taste hit him like a memory: jamun. Wild jamun. The specific sweet-sour-astringent flavour of the Indian blackberry, the fruit that stained your tongue purple and your shirt permanently and that his grandmother had forbidden him from eating while wearing anything white.

He ate six. Then eight. Then twelve. The hunger was not human hunger — it was primate hunger, the deep caloric need of a body with a metabolism designed for constant movement, for climbing and jumping and, presumably, for punching things with fire. He ate until the hunger subsided and then he ate four more because the jamun were extraordinary — better than any jamun he'd ever tasted, concentrated, as if the fruit had been designed by someone who understood what jamun was supposed to be and had engineered the tree to produce the platonic ideal of the fruit.

He sat on the branch, his tail curled around it for balance, purple juice staining his fur, and he looked out over the underground jungle and he thought: This is Patala.

The knowledge arrived the same way the word Vanara had arrived — fully formed, placed rather than discovered. Patala. The seventh and deepest of the seven underworlds described in the Puranas. The realm beneath the earth, below Atala and Vitala and Sutala and Talatala and Mahatala and Rasatala. The place where the Nagas lived, where the Daityas and Danavas had their kingdoms, where the treasures of the earth were stored, where the sun did not shine but a light greater than the sun illuminated everything.

He was in Hindu mythology. Not reading about it. Not watching a Netflix adaptation of it. In it. Wearing a monkey body and sitting in a magic tree eating divine jamun in the underground realm that his grandmother had described to him when he was six years old, sitting on the floor of their Ghatkopar flat, eating actual jamun, while she told him stories about Patala and its serpent kings and its demon armies and its treasures beyond counting.

Aaji,* he thought, and the thought carried a weight of grief and wonder and the absurd recognition that his dead grandmother's bedtime stories were, apparently, a user manual for the afterlife. *Aaji, you were right about everything.

The jungle hummed around him. The crystal-light pulsed. And somewhere far below, in the deeper levels of the underworld, something stirred.




  
    Chapter 2: The Syphoning

    
    
  
  The cart arrived on the third day.

Arjun had spent those three days doing what any sensible organism does when deposited in an unfamiliar environment: exploring, eating, and trying very hard not to die. The jungle was generous with food — fruit grew everywhere, the streams were clean, and his Vanara body processed the calories with an efficiency that his human body, which had subsisted primarily on vada pav and Maggi, would have envied. But the jungle was not safe.

On the first day, he'd encountered a snake. Not a snake — a Naga. The distinction was important. A snake is a limbless reptile that wants to be left alone. A Naga is a serpentine being the size of a water pipeline, with eyes that glow amber in the crystal-light and a hood that spreads wide enough to shade a small car, and it does not want to be left alone. It wants to know why you are in its jungle.

Arjun had run. His Vanara body was excellent at running — the quadrupedal sprint, the vertical escape up a tree trunk, the branch-to-branch swing that put distance between him and the ground-bound threat. The Naga had watched him flee with an expression that suggested it was not hungry, merely curious, and that his terror was mildly entertaining.

On the second day, he'd found the insects. Underground insects, evolved for a lightless environment that was no longer lightless, their bodies pale and translucent and their mandibles designed for processing the fungal growth that covered the deeper cave walls. They were the size of dogs. They moved in formations. And they were territorial in the way that colonial insects are territorial — not individually aggressive but collectively lethal, a swarm that could strip a carcass to bone in the time it took to scream.

He'd avoided them. Stayed in the trees. Eaten fruit. Slept in a hollow where three branches met, his tail wrapped around a limb for security, his body curled into the Vanara sleeping position that his muscles adopted automatically — compact, protected, the vital organs shielded by the curve of the spine.

And he'd practised. His one active ability — Agni Mushti, the fire fist — was pathetically weak at Level 1. The charge time was two seconds, during which his right fist glowed with a faint orange light and vibrated with a heat that was more warm than hot. The strike, when it landed — he'd tested it on a tree trunk — left a scorch mark the size of a chai saucer and cracked the bark but did not penetrate. Against the Naga or the insect swarm, it would have been as effective as throwing a lit matchstick at a charging bull.

But it was something. One ability. One weapon. One tool in a world that had given him nothing else.

The cart arrived at dawn on the third day — or what passed for dawn in Patala, the crystal-light cycling from dim amber to full gold in a pattern that mimicked the sun's arc and gave the underground world a rhythm of day and night that its inhabitants could organise their lives around.

The cart was pulled by creatures that Arjun's Adaptive Interface identified as Sharabha — eight-legged beasts, part lion, part bird, their bodies massive and armoured with scales that clinked like chainmail as they moved. They pulled the cart — a wooden platform on stone wheels, large enough to carry twenty passengers — along a path that had been invisible until the cart's wheels revealed it, the stone surface hidden beneath centuries of leaf litter and moss.

The cart was driven by a woman.

She was not human. She was not Vanara. She was — his interface supplied the word — Yakshini. Tall, broad-shouldered, her skin the colour of beaten gold, her eyes black from edge to edge with no visible iris or white. Her hair was pulled back in a style that was functional rather than decorative, and she wore armour — leather and metal, practical, the armour of a person who expected to use it.

She saw Arjun in his tree and stopped the cart.

"Naya hai?" she called up. New one?

Arjun, who had not spoken to another sentient being in three days and whose Vanara vocal cords had been producing nothing but alarm shrieks and satisfied eating sounds, tried to respond. What came out was a series of chattering clicks that conveyed meaning but not words — the Vanara communication system, which was gestural and tonal and perfectly adequate for a species that had evolved in jungle canopies but entirely inadequate for conversation with a golden-skinned cart driver.

She understood anyway. "Haan, naya hai. Chal, neeche aa. Cart mein baith." Yeah, new one. Come on, get down. Sit in the cart.

He descended. The descent was automatic — hands releasing branches, feet finding holds, tail providing balance, the tree-to-ground transition executed with a grace that delighted the part of his brain that had spent twenty-eight years being clumsy. He landed on the path beside the cart and looked up at the Yakshini.

She was enormous. Two metres tall, maybe more. Her arms were thick with muscle, her hands large enough to wrap around his entire torso. She looked down at him with the expression of a woman who had collected many confused new arrivals and found each one equally pitiful.

"Pahli baar Patala mein?" First time in Patala?

He nodded. Nodding worked. Nodding was universal.

"Kab aaya?" When did you arrive?

He held up three fingers.

"Teen din. Aur zinda hai. Bahut accha." Three days. And still alive. Very good. She said this without sarcasm — genuine approval, the acknowledgement that three days of solo survival in the Patala jungle was a meaningful accomplishment for a Level 1 Vanara with no training and no equipment.

She gestured to the cart. He climbed aboard. The platform was occupied by other passengers — beings of species he could not identify, none of them human, all of them looking at him with the cautious interest of commuters evaluating a new arrival on a morning train. A being with blue skin and four arms sat cross-legged near the front. Something that looked like a tortoise the size of a coffee table occupied the rear corner. Two creatures that resembled mongooses — but upright, bipedal, wearing what appeared to be woven grass clothing — sat together in the middle, their heads swivelling in unison to track his movements.

He found a space and sat. The cart lurched forward — the Sharabha resuming their steady pace, their eight legs moving in a pattern that was hypnotically regular, the cart rolling over the stone path with a vibration that reminded him, painfully, of the BEST bus.

The cart moved toward a structure. Through the jungle, following the path, the crystal-light growing brighter as they approached the centre of the cavern. And there, rising from the jungle like a mountain that had decided to be a building, was a pyramid.

Not Egyptian. Not Aztec. Indian. The architecture was unmistakable — the stepped profile, the carved gopuram at the entrance, the shikhara tower rising from the summit, the stone blackened with age but still showing the intricate carvings that covered every surface. Temple architecture. Dravidian style. The kind of structure you'd find in Thanjavur or Madurai or Hampi, built by dynasties that measured their ambition in tonnes of carved granite.

But this was larger than any temple Arjun had ever seen. Larger than Brihadeeswarar. Larger than Meenakshi. A structure so massive that the jungle grew around its base like moss around a boulder, the trees dwarfed by the carved walls, the canopy reaching only to the third tier of the stepped pyramid while the structure rose on and on, tier after tier, until the shikhara at the top nearly touched the crystal-studded ceiling.

The cart entered the pyramid through the gopuram — a gateway carved with figures of Nagas and Yakshas and Rakshasas and Gandharvas and a dozen other beings that Arjun recognised from his grandmother's stories and a hundred others he didn't. The interior was lit by smaller crystals set into the walls, their light casting shadows that moved — not because anything was moving but because the light itself pulsed, shifted, the crystals breathing with a rhythm that was organic rather than mechanical.

They passed through corridors. Past chambers where beings worked at tasks he couldn't identify — forges where metal glowed, libraries where scrolls covered every surface, training halls where the sounds of combat echoed. The cart descended, following a ramp that spiralled downward into the pyramid's interior, and with each level the air grew warmer, denser, heavy with the smell of stone and metal and the ozone tang of — what? Magic? Siddhi?

The cart stopped in a chamber at the pyramid's core. The Yakshini driver stood and addressed the passengers.

"Syphoning vibhaag mein aapka swagat hai," she announced. Welcome to the Syphoning Department.

The passengers disembarked. Arjun followed, his bare Vanara feet padding on the warm stone, his tail curled close to his body in the instinctive posture of a primate in an unfamiliar indoor space. They were herded — there was no other word for it — into a line that led to a desk, behind which sat a being that made the Yakshini look small.

The being was a Rakshasi. Female, immense — three metres tall, her skin dark green, her hair white and pulled into a crown of elaborate braids, her eyes red-gold and burning with an intelligence that scanned each new arrival with the efficiency of a barcode reader. She wore robes — administrative rather than martial, the garments of someone whose power came from bureaucracy rather than battle.

"Main Matron Mosri hoon," she said. Her voice filled the chamber the way water fills a glass — completely, leaving no space for other sound. "Syphoning vibhaag ki pramukh. Tum sab yahaan isliye ho kyunki tum mar chuke ho aur kisi devta ne tumhe doosra mauka diya hai. Yeh mauka muft nahi hai."

I am Matron Mosri. Head of the Syphoning Department. You are all here because you died and some deity gave you a second chance. This chance is not free.

She surveyed the line. Her gaze landed on each of them in turn — the four-armed blue being, the tortoise, the mongooses, Arjun. On him, her gaze lingered.

"Vanara," she said. "Mushti Vanar. Level ek." The corners of her mouth — which was very wide and contained more teeth than any mouth should — turned down in an expression that was not contempt but its professional cousin: assessment. "Tumhara koi devta hai jo tumhe sponsor karta hai?"

Do you have a deity who sponsors you?

Arjun shook his head.

"Koi gurukul ya sangh ka nimantran?"

Any gurukul or guild invitation?

He shook his head again.

"Koi purvaj ya vanshaj is lok mein?"

Any ancestor or descendant in this realm?

No.

Mosri made a note on a tablet — actual tablet, stone, with a stylus that left glowing marks on the surface. "Anath," she said. Orphan. The word was clinical, not cruel. A classification. A category in a system that processed the dead the way Mumbai's municipal corporation processed building permits — thoroughly, slowly, and with an emphasis on proper documentation.

"Tum syphoning mein jaoge," she continued. "Tumhari purani zindagi ki baaki hui shakti — tumhare karmon ka phisla hua saar — nikaali jayegi aur Patala ki arthavyavastha mein daal di jayegi. Yeh dard karega. Yeh tumhe kamzor kar dega. Lekin iske baad tum azad ho — apna raasta chunne ke liye, apni shakti banana ke liye, is lok mein apni jagah banana ke liye."

You will undergo syphoning. The residual power of your old life — the accumulated essence of your karma — will be extracted and fed into Patala's economy. It will hurt. It will weaken you. But afterward, you are free — to choose your path, to build your power, to find your place in this realm.

She leaned forward. The desk creaked under her weight. Her red-gold eyes found his and held them with the grip of a predator that knows the prey cannot run.

"Ya tum mana kar sakte ho. Aur hum tumhe Void mein waapas bhej denge. Woh andhera yaad hai? Woh hamesha ke liye hai."

Or you can refuse. And we will send you back to the Void. You remember the darkness? That one is forever.

Arjun remembered the darkness. The floating. The absence. The membrane between himself and his terror growing thinner.

He did not refuse.



The syphoning was exactly as painful as Mosri had promised.

They took him to a chamber below the processing hall — a round room, the walls covered in glyphs that glowed with a blue-white light, the floor a single piece of polished obsidian that was cold enough to burn. In the centre of the room stood a frame — metal, vertical, shaped like a doorway but leading nowhere, its surface covered in the same glowing glyphs.

They strapped him in. The straps were not for restraint — they were for support, to keep his body upright when the process knocked the strength from his muscles. A technician — a Naga, his serpentine lower body coiled beneath a humanoid torso, his hands precise and clinical — attached crystal nodes to Arjun's temples, his wrists, his chest.

"Yeh tumhare pichle janm ki shakti ko kheeche ga," the Naga explained. This will pull the power from your previous life. "Jo kuch bhi tumne kamaya — karma, punya, paap — sab extract hoga. Dard hoga. Lekin zyada der nahi."

Everything you earned — karma, merit, sin — all extracted. There will be pain. But not for long.

The machine activated.

The pain was not like any pain Arjun had experienced. It was not the sharp pain of the broken collarbone on the bus. Not the dull pain of a hangover or the burning pain of touching a hot pan. It was extraction — the sensation of something being pulled from inside him, from the spaces between his cells, from the marrow of bones he'd had for three days and the memories of a life he'd had for twenty-eight years. It was like having a tooth pulled, except the tooth was his entire previous existence.

He screamed. The Vanara scream — high, primate, the alarm call turned into a pain response, echoing off the obsidian floor and the glowing walls and the impassive face of the Naga technician who had heard this scream a thousand times and would hear it a thousand more.

It lasted — how long? Seconds? Minutes? Time distorted in the syphoning chamber, the glyphs on the walls pulsing with the rhythm of extraction, the crystal nodes on his body growing warm, then hot, then cool again as the process completed.

When it was over, he hung in the straps, his Vanara body limp, his fur damp with sweat, his breath coming in shuddering gasps. The pain faded — quickly, mercifully, the body's analgesic systems flooding him with the chemical equivalent of morphine, smoothing the sharp edges of the experience into a dull, retreating ache.

The Naga removed the crystal nodes. Unstrapped him. Caught him when his legs failed — the serpentine lower body providing a surprisingly stable platform for supporting a collapsed Vanara.

"Ho gaya," the Naga said. Done.

Arjun's Shakti Darshan flickered at the edge of his vision. He focused on it, expecting to see his stats reduced, expecting to find that the syphoning had taken something measurable.

The stats were unchanged. Level 1. All attributes at 1. Prana, Tapas, Siddhi all at their baseline maximums.

But something was different. The display showed a new line, one that hadn't been there before:

Syphoned Karma: 2,847**
**Status: Processed**
**Faction Standing: Neutral**
**Designation: Free Agent — Patala

Two thousand eight hundred and forty-seven. The accumulated karmic value of a twenty-eight-year-old man from Ghatkopar who had lived an adequate life, told adequate lies, loved an adequate woman adequately, and died on a bus that the maintenance schedule had forgotten.

It didn't feel like much. But it was apparently enough to buy his freedom.




  
    Chapter 3: The Jungle Floor

    
    
  
  Freedom in Patala was not what freedom meant in Mumbai.

In Mumbai, freedom was a day off. A Sunday with no plans, no calls from Neha, no emails from the agency, no obligations except the obligation to exist in a city that charged rent for the privilege. In Patala, freedom was simpler and more terrifying: you were free to go anywhere, do anything, become anything — and equally free to die in any of the thousand ways that the underworld provided for organisms that were Level 1, alone, and profoundly ignorant of the rules.

Matron Mosri had given him a choice after the syphoning. Three paths. She'd laid them out with the bored efficiency of a railway booking clerk explaining the difference between sleeper class and AC 3-tier.

Path one: join a sangh — a guild. Work your way up through the guild's hierarchy, take assignments, earn faction standing, gain power through institutional support. Slow, safe, steady. The corporate job of Patala.

Path two: find a guru. Seek out one of the powerful beings who took disciples, submit to training, earn power through apprenticeship. Faster than guild work, but dependent entirely on finding a guru willing to take a Level 1 Vanara with no connections and no remarkable abilities.

Path three: go solo. Enter the jungle. Fight, explore, survive. Earn power through direct combat and discovery. The fastest route to strength and the fastest route to death.

Arjun had chosen path three. Not because he was brave — he was emphatically not brave, he was a copywriter from Ghatkopar whose most dangerous experience before the bus had been eating street pani puri during monsoon season. He chose path three because paths one and two required things he didn't have: connections for the guild, reputation for the guru. Path three required only a body and a willingness to use it.

So he went into the jungle.



The first week was education through violence.

He learned that the insect swarms — the pale, dog-sized things with mandibles — were called Keet. They were Level 3 to Level 8, depending on the individual, and they hunted in packs of ten to thirty. A single Keet was manageable for a Level 1 Vanara with a fire punch. A pack of thirty was a death sentence wrapped in chitin.

He learned their patterns. Dawn — the crystal-light's activation cycle — triggered their emergence from the fungal beds where they slept. They hunted in expanding spirals, covering ground systematically, their chemical communication creating a network of scent trails that marked territory, food sources, and threats. The trails persisted for hours. If you stepped on a trail, the swarm knew where you were.

He learned to read the trails. His Vanara nose — more sensitive than his human nose by a factor he couldn't calculate — could detect the Keet pheromones from fifty metres. The smell was distinctive: astringent, metallic, like rusted iron dissolved in vinegar. He learned to navigate around the trails, through the gaps in the scent network, moving through the jungle the way a pedestrian moves through Mumbai traffic — not by going where you want to go but by going where the gaps are.

He learned to fight.

His Agni Mushti was the key. The fire fist, weak as it was, had one crucial advantage: the Keet were vulnerable to fire. Their chitin — pale, translucent, designed for a lightless environment — blackened and cracked under heat. A single charged Agni Mushti to a Keet's thorax was enough to kill it if the strike was precise, and his Vanara body, with its primate coordination and its combat-oriented reflexes, could deliver that precision.

The problem was the two-second charge time. Two seconds is nothing in a conversation. Two seconds is an eternity in a fight. He had to learn timing — when to charge, when to strike, how to position himself so that the two seconds of vulnerability didn't become the last two seconds of his second life.

He learned. Slowly. Painfully. With scars that his Vanara body healed faster than his human body would have but that still hurt, still bled, still served as reminders that this world did not grade on a curve.

By the end of the first week, he was Level 4.



Shakti Darshan

Jeev: Vanara — Mushti Vanar Naam: Arjun Starr: 4

Prana — 55/55 Tapas — 48/48 Siddhi — 38/38

Gun: - Bala — 7 - Chaalaki — 12 - Buddhi — 5 - Pranashakti — 6 - Sahansheelata — 5 - Tejas — 4



The stats told a story. Chaalaki — agility — was his highest attribute, nearly double his others. This was the Vanara body expressing its evolutionary priorities: speed and manoeuvrability over raw power. His Bala — strength — was decent but not dominant. His Buddhi — intelligence — was growing slowly, boosted by each successful encounter, each tactical decision that worked, each moment of problem-solving that the system registered and rewarded.

Level 4 in one week. He had no context for whether this was fast or slow. He had no other reborn souls to compare himself to. He had only the jungle, the Keet, the daily cycle of hunting and eating and sleeping in tree hollows, and the slow, grinding accumulation of experience that the Shakti Darshan tracked with mathematical precision.

He discovered Shakti Chori — the passive theft ability — on the fifth day.

A Keet — larger than the others, Level 7, its chitin darker and thicker — had cornered him against a rock face. His Agni Mushti was on cooldown, the two-second charge feeling like two hours as the Keet's mandibles clicked toward his face. He'd thrown a desperate punch — unenhanced, no fire, just the physical strike of a Vanara fist against a Keet's armoured head — and felt something happen.

Not the impact. Something beneath the impact. A pull. A transfer. As if the punch had created a channel between his body and the Keet's, and through that channel, something had flowed.

The Keet staggered. Arjun staggered. And at the edge of his vision, a notification:

Shakti Chori activated.**
**Temporary passive acquired: Chitinous Hide (Starr 1)**
**Duration: 1 ghati (24 minutes)

His skin hardened. Not visibly — the fur was still there, the Vanara body still looked the same — but beneath the fur, something had changed. The skin was tougher, more resilient, carrying the echo of the Keet's natural armour translated into Vanara biology.

He'd killed the Keet. The Agni Mushti came off cooldown and he'd driven it into the creature's exposed underbelly — the one spot where the chitin was thin — and the fire had done the rest. The Keet had collapsed, its legs folding beneath it, the smell of charred chitin filling the air with an acrid sweetness that reminded him, absurdly, of the tandoori smell from the restaurant below his Ghatkopar flat.

The Chitinous Hide lasted twenty-four minutes. In those twenty-four minutes, he'd fought three more Keet, and the stolen armour had absorbed blows that would have broken his bones without it. When the duration expired, the armour faded, and his skin returned to its normal Vanara softness, and he felt the loss like a phantom limb — the protection gone, the vulnerability returned, the body remembering what it had briefly been and mourning the loss.

But the ability had shown him something. Shakti Chori was not just theft — it was adaptation. Each stolen passive changed his body temporarily, gave him capabilities he didn't have natively, let him experience what other species could do. And with a 5% chance of permanent absorption, each activation was a lottery ticket — a small chance of keeping the stolen power forever, of adding it to his permanent repertoire, of becoming something more than a Level 1 template with a fire punch and a dream.

He hunted with purpose after that. Not just for experience. For passives. Every creature in the jungle had something worth stealing — the Keet had their armour, the tree lizards had their camouflage, the cave bats had their echolocation. He fought everything, stole everything, and tracked the results with the obsessive attention to data that his marketing background had trained into him.

Sixty-seven Shakti Chori activations in the first week. Zero permanent absorptions. The 5% chance was, apparently, exactly that — a 5% chance, not a guarantee, not a progression, just probability doing what probability does, which is disappoint you sixty-seven times in a row and make you wonder if the system was broken or if the universe simply enjoyed watching a monkey punch things and fail to steal their powers.

But the temporary buffs were valuable. He learned to chain them — steal a Keet's armour, use the protection window to fight something tougher, steal from the tougher thing, use that buff to fight something tougher still. A ladder of stolen powers, each rung lasting twenty-four minutes, each rung lifting him to a fight he couldn't have won without it.

By the end of the second week, he was Level 9.



The jungle had layers.

The top layer — the canopy, close to the crystal-light — was safest. Fruit, birds, small creatures, the occasional territorial primate that challenged him for branch space and retreated when he showed his Agni Mushti. The canopy was where he slept, where he ate, where he retreated when the jungle floor became too dangerous.

The middle layer — the understorey, the dense vegetation between canopy and floor — was where most of the life concentrated. Keet swarms, lizards, the medium-sized predators that hunted by ambush, waiting in the shadows of large leaves for prey to pass within striking distance. This was where he fought, where he trained, where his experience accumulated.

The bottom layer — the jungle floor, the dark ground between the root systems of the massive trees — was where he did not go.

The floor was dangerous in a way that the other layers were not. The creatures there were higher level — 15, 20, 30 — beings that had survived by being the most lethal things in their niche. He could see them from the understorey: shadows moving in the permanent twilight of the forest floor, shapes too large to be Keet, too fast to be the armoured things that burrowed in the soil.

And in the darkest parts of the floor, where the tree roots created caverns and the crystal-light didn't reach, there were sounds. Low sounds. Resonant sounds. The sounds of large things breathing in confined spaces, waiting with the patience of apex predators for something to descend from the safety of the trees.

He stayed in the middle layer. He was not ready for the floor. He knew this the way you know not to cross a Mumbai road during rush hour — not through calculation but through survival instinct, the deep primate awareness that says: not yet. Not yet. Build. Grow. Become something that the floor cannot kill. Then descend.

So he built. He grew. He punched things with fire and stole their powers and ate fruit and slept in tree hollows and checked his stats with the compulsive frequency of a man checking his phone, watching the numbers climb — slowly, steadily, the way compound interest climbs, each day's gain building on the previous day's total.

And at night — Patala's night, the crystal-light dimming to a deep amber that cast the jungle in shadows — he sat in his tree hollow and he thought about Mumbai.

About Neha, who would have received the news by now. The bus accident. The bodies. The identification process — dental records, Aadhaar card, the administrative machinery of death grinding through its procedures while the families waited. Would she cry? He thought she would. Not because she loved him — he wasn't sure she did, wasn't sure he'd given her enough to love — but because she had invested four years and the investment had failed, and Neha grieved investments the way traders grieve bad positions: with the specific sorrow of resources that cannot be recovered.

About his mother. Sunanda Mhatre. The woman who had raised him alone after his father left — not dramatically, not with shouting or suitcases, just a quiet exit, a door closing, a space in the flat that filled with silence and never refilled with anything else. His mother, who worked at a pharmaceutical company in Thane, who commuted two hours each way, who had saved enough to put him through engineering college (which he'd dropped out of) and then through a communications degree (which he'd completed with the minimum effort required to not fail).

His mother would not be OK.

The thought hit him in the tree hollow, in the amber dark, and it hit with a force that his Vanara body was not equipped to process. The grief was human grief — the specific, complex, layered grief of a son who has died and cannot tell his mother he is alive, cannot tell her he is sorry for the years of adequacy when she deserved excellence, cannot tell her that the chai she made — with too much sugar and not enough ginger, the exact opposite of good chai, the chai he'd complained about his entire life — was the thing he missed most in this underground world of crystal-light and fire punches and stolen powers.

He pressed his face into his fur-covered knees and he cried. The Vanara cry was quiet — a keening, low and sustained, the sound a primate makes when it is alone and knows it. The jungle absorbed the sound. The crystal-light pulsed, indifferent. The world did not care that Arjun Mhatre missed his mother's chai.

But Arjun cared. And the caring — the human caring, the Mumbai caring, the Ghatkopar-second-floor-one-BHK caring — was the thing that kept him climbing, kept him fighting, kept him punching Keet with fire and stealing their powers and watching his numbers grow.

Not because the numbers mattered. Because the numbers might, someday, be large enough to find a way home.




  
    Chapter 4: The Old Man

    
    
  
  He found the door on the eighteenth day.

By then he was Level 14. His Agni Mushti had levelled to 6, the charge time dropping from two seconds to one point two, the fire burning hotter, the scorch mark now a crater. His Shakti Chori had finally paid out — on his one hundred and thirty-first activation, against a cave bat whose echolocation passive he'd stolen and returned dozens of times, the 5% chance hit. The notification had appeared while he was hanging upside down from a branch, the bat's broken body falling away beneath him:

Shakti Chori: Permanent absorption successful.**
**Passive acquired: Shabdadrishti (Sound Sight) — Starr 1**
**Vivaran: Emit pulses of sound and perceive the environment through their echoes. Range: 10 metres. Resolution improves with level.

Echolocation. He could see with sound. The ability was crude at Level 1 — the pulses were short-range and the resolution was grainy, like watching a video at the lowest quality setting — but it let him navigate in total darkness, which meant he could go places the crystal-light didn't reach.

Which is how he found the door.

He'd been exploring the deep jungle floor — finally, after two weeks of avoiding it, his Level 14 stats giving him enough confidence to descend from the understorey and move through the root-cave system beneath the great trees. The floor was as dangerous as he'd feared — creatures in the Level 15-25 range, ambush predators that struck from shadows, burrowing things that erupted from the soil without warning. But his echolocation gave him an advantage they didn't expect: he could detect them before they could ambush him, the sound pulses bouncing off their bodies and returning to his ears as shapes, presences, warnings.

He moved through the root caves carefully, mapping as he went, building a mental picture of the underground architecture that his Adaptive Interface helpfully rendered as a glowing overlay at the edge of his vision. The caves were not natural — or not entirely natural. The root systems of the great trees had grown around and through older structures, stone passages and chambers that predated the jungle, that had been here when the cavern was raw stone and empty air.

The door was in one of these ancient passages. Set into the stone wall, framed by carvings that were different from the carvings in the pyramid — older, simpler, the lines cut deep and wearing with an age that made the pyramid look recent. The door itself was metal — dark, heavy, warm to the touch, humming with a vibration that his echolocation picked up as a continuous low tone, like a bass note held indefinitely.

He pushed the door. It didn't move. He pushed harder, his Vanara muscles straining, his feet bracing against the stone floor. Nothing.

He tried his Agni Mushti. The fire fist struck the door and the door absorbed the fire — not deflected, not resisted, absorbed, the flame flowing into the metal surface like water into sand, and the door hummed louder, as if the fire had fed it.

He stood before the door for a long time. His echolocation mapped it — two metres tall, one metre wide, no hinges visible, no lock, no handle. Just a flat metal surface set into carved stone, warm and humming and completely impassable.

Then he noticed the carving above the door. His eyes — sharper now, Level 14 Vanara eyes adapted to the deep dark — picked out the shapes in the ancient stone: a figure. Humanoid but not human. Large, muscular, carrying an axe. The axe was the dominant feature — enormous, curved, the blade wider than the figure's body, rendered in the stone with a detail that suggested the carver had known the weapon intimately.

Parashurama, his mind supplied. The sixth avatar of Vishnu. The Brahmin warrior. The immortal — one of the seven Chiranjeevis, the beings cursed or blessed to live until the end of the current age. The man who had killed the Kshatriya kings twenty-one times and given the earth to the Brahmins and then retreated to — where?

To the mountains. To the places between worlds. To the deep places.

To here.

Arjun knocked on the door. Not a test. Not an experiment. A knock — the universal human gesture, the knuckles-on-surface communication that says: I am here. I am asking permission. Please open.

The door opened.



The chamber beyond was not what he expected. He'd expected something mythological — a divine space, glowing, the celestial architecture of a god's dwelling. What he got was a shack.

A wooden shack, built inside a stone chamber, the wood old and dark and patched in places with newer boards. A porch — actual porch, with steps and a railing and a chair that had been repaired so many times it was more repair than original chair. A fire pit to one side, the coals still warm, the smell of wood smoke mixing with the cave's mineral air. Bottles — dozens of them, clay and glass and metal, some corked, some open, arranged on the porch railing with the casual disorder of a man who drinks regularly and organises never.

And on the porch, in the repaired chair, sat the old man.

He was not what Arjun expected either. Parashurama — the avatar, the warrior, the killer of kings — was supposed to be magnificent. Terrible. A divine figure radiating power and wrath and the accumulated karma of an immortal existence.

This man was old. Not divinely old, not mythologically old — old in the way that humans get old, the body wearing down, the skin loose, the joints stiff. He was large — broad-shouldered, thick-armed, the frame of a man who had been enormous in his prime and was still substantial in his age. His hair was white, long, tied back in a knot that was functional rather than aesthetic. His beard was white and stained with something that might have been food or might have been drink. He wore a dhoti — plain, cotton, the kind that a village farmer would wear, not the silk that a god would choose.

And his eyes. His eyes were the thing that did not fit the rest of him. They were young. Not in colour or shape but in intensity — the eyes of a being that had seen everything, forgotten nothing, and was still, after millennia, interested in what came next. The eyes found Arjun in the doorway and held him with a force that was not physical but was no less real.

"Aa gaya tu," the old man said. So you've come.

His voice was deep. Rough. The voice of a man who spoke rarely and drank often and had not modulated his volume for polite company in several centuries.

Arjun stood in the doorway. His Vanara body, which had been climbing and fighting and surviving for eighteen days without hesitation, was suddenly frozen. Not with fear — with recognition. The deep, primate recognition of a dominant organism, the acknowledgment that the being in the chair was not just powerful but fundamentally, categorically superior in a way that no amount of levelling would close.

His Shakti Darshan tried to read the old man. The interface flickered, glitched, displayed a string of characters that resolved into:

Naam: [RESTRICTED]**
**Starr: [ERROR — VALUE EXCEEDS DISPLAY PARAMETERS]**
**Status: Chiranjeevi

The display crashed. Rebooted. Came back showing Arjun's own stats, as if the interface had looked at the old man, panicked, and retreated to familiar territory.

"Baith," the old man said. Sit.

Arjun sat. On the porch steps, because there was only one chair and the old man was in it and suggesting that a Chiranjeevi share his seat was not something Arjun's survival instinct would permit.

The old man looked at him. The look was an evaluation — thorough, unhurried, the assessment of a being who had trained warriors for longer than most civilisations had existed. The eyes moved over Arjun's body, noting the scars, the muscle development, the way he held himself, the fur that was no longer the clean tawny of a new Vanara but was streaked with dirt and ash and the dark stains of Keet blood.

"Athaara din," the old man said. Eighteen days.

Arjun nodded.

"Level chaudah. Akele. Koi guru nahi, koi sangh nahi. Sirf mushti aur chori."

Level fourteen. Alone. No guru, no guild. Just fists and theft.

He'd been watching. Arjun realised this with a chill that had nothing to do with the cave's temperature. The old man — Parashurama, if the carving above the door was accurate — had been watching him. For eighteen days. Watching him fumble and fight and fail and learn and grow, watching from behind this door, evaluating.

"Kyon aaya?" the old man asked. Why did you come?

Arjun opened his mouth. His Vanara vocal cords, which had been improving over the past weeks — he could produce basic words now, his speech rough and accented but intelligible — found the answer before his brain did.

"Darwaza tha," he said. There was a door.

The old man laughed. The laugh was enormous — not in volume but in resonance, the sound filling the chamber and bouncing off the stone walls and vibrating in Arjun's chest like a second heartbeat. It was the laugh of a being who had heard ten thousand answers to that question and found this one, for reasons Arjun could not fathom, genuinely funny.

"Darwaza tha," the old man repeated, still laughing. "Darwaza tha. Hazaron saal mein kitne aaye is darwaze tak. Kitno ne dekha aur chale gaye. Kitno ne khatkhataya aur bhag gaye jab khula. Tu — tu andar aa gaya kyunki 'darwaza tha.'"

There was a door. In thousands of years, how many came to this door. How many saw it and walked away. How many knocked and fled when it opened. You — you walked in because 'there was a door.'

The laughter subsided. The old man leaned forward in his chair, the wood creaking under the shift of his weight, and his eyes — those young, ancient, terrifying eyes — fixed on Arjun with an intensity that made the Keet swarms seem like a pleasant afternoon.

"Main tujhe sikhaunga," he said. I will teach you.

The words were simple. The weight behind them was not.

"Lekin pehle," he continued, reaching for one of the bottles on the railing — a clay bottle, corked, the cork stained with whatever was inside — "pehle tu peeyega. Kyunki jo main tujhe sikhaane wala hoon, uske liye tujhe nasha chahiye. Hosh mein koi yeh nahi seekhta."

But first, you will drink. Because what I am going to teach you, you need to be drunk for. Nobody learns this sober.

He uncorked the bottle. The smell hit Arjun's Vanara nose — enhanced, sensitive, tuned for detecting threats — and his nostrils flared. The liquid smelled of fermented fruit and cave minerals and something else, something that his enhanced senses identified as siddhi — raw spiritual power, dissolved in alcohol, concentrated to a potency that made his fur stand on end.

"Yeh kya hai?" Arjun asked. What is this?

"Somaras," the old man said. And smiled.



What followed was not training. Not immediately. What followed was three days of drinking soma with an immortal warrior-sage in a wooden shack inside a cave in the seventh underworld, while the immortal warrior-sage told stories that alternated between cosmological history and crude jokes and occasionally both at the same time.

The soma was not like alcohol. Alcohol dulls. Soma sharpened. Each sip — and the old man insisted on sips, not gulps, because "soma gulped is soma wasted and I've been brewing this batch for two hundred years" — each sip expanded Arjun's awareness. Not his stats. His stats stayed the same. But his perception — the range of his senses, the speed of his thoughts, the depth of his understanding — opened like a flower in time-lapse, petals spreading, the centre revealed.

Under soma, he could feel the cave. Not just the stone under his feet and the air on his fur — the cave itself, the weight of the mountain above, the depth of the earth below, the currents of energy that flowed through the rock like blood through veins. Patala was not dead stone. It was alive — a system, a network, a vast organism of mineral and crystal and the ancient, patient power that had been accumulating in the earth since before the first Vanara climbed the first tree.

Under soma, he could feel the old man's power. And the feeling was like standing at the edge of the ocean — not the gentle ocean of Juhu Beach on a Sunday morning but the deep ocean, the abyssal ocean, the ocean that goes down eleven kilometres and contains things that have never seen light. The old man's power was that ocean: vast, dark, incomprehensible, and entirely contained within a body that sat in a wooden chair and drank from a clay bottle and told stories about the time he'd fought the Kshatriya king Kartavirya Arjuna and accidentally cut down a forest because the axe got away from him.

"The axe doesn't get away from me anymore," the old man said, and his eyes went distant for a moment — not sad, not regretful, just remembering across a span of time that no human mind could hold. "Ab main axe se zyada control karta hoon. Lekin tab — tab main jawaan tha. Jawaan aur gusse mein. Gussa aur shakti — dangerous combination. Tujhe bhi seekhni padegi yeh baat."

Now I control the axe better. But then — then I was young. Young and angry. Anger and power — dangerous combination. You'll need to learn this too.

"Main gusse waala nahi hoon," Arjun said. I'm not an angry person.

The old man looked at him. The look lasted three seconds. In those three seconds, Arjun felt — through the soma, through the expanded awareness — the old man's perception pass through him like an X-ray, reading his thoughts, his memories, his emotions, the accumulated sediment of twenty-eight years of adequacy and compromise and the quiet, persistent anger that lived beneath it all.

"Tu gusse waala hai," the old man said softly. "Tu bahut gusse waala hai. Lekin tere gusse ne kabhi jagah nahi payi. Isliye tune socha ki gussa hai hi nahi. Lekin hai. Aur jab main tujhe sikhaunga — jab teri shakti badhegi — tab tere gusse ko bhi jagah milegi. Aur tab tu choose karega: gusse ko chalana ya gusse se chalna."

You are angry. You are very angry. But your anger never found a place. So you thought the anger didn't exist. But it does. And when I teach you — when your power grows — then your anger will find its place too. And then you will choose: to drive the anger or to be driven by it.

Arjun didn't answer. The soma hummed in his blood. The cave hummed around him. And somewhere in the deep place where his anger lived — unnamed, unacknowledged, the anger of a man who had been adequate when he could have been extraordinary, who had settled when he could have strived, who had lied to Neha about being twenty minutes away when he was forty minutes away because managing expectations was easier than meeting them — somewhere in that place, something stirred.

The old man saw it. Nodded. Drank.

"Kal se training shuru," he said. Training starts tomorrow.




  
    Chapter 5: Training

    
    
  
  The old man was a sadist.

This was not Arjun's opinion. This was an objective assessment based on empirical evidence gathered over the first month of training, during which Parashurama — who insisted on being called "Guruji" and nothing else, because "Parashurama is a title and titles are for temples, not for training grounds" — systematically dismantled every assumption Arjun had built about his own capabilities and rebuilt them from the foundations.

Day one: Guruji had placed a clay pot on the sparring ground — a flat area of packed earth in the cavern outside the shack, lit by crystals that Guruji had installed himself "back when crystals were cheaper and my knees were better." The pot was the size of a cooking vessel. Guruji had pointed at it.

"Tod," he said. Break it.

Arjun had punched the pot with his Agni Mushti. The fire fist connected. The pot shattered. Fragments scattered across the sparring ground, trailing smoke.

Guruji had looked at the fragments. Then at Arjun. Then at the fragments again. His expression was the expression of a man who has asked a chef to prepare a meal and been handed a bag of raw onions.

"Phir se," he said. Again.

He'd placed another pot. Arjun had broken it. Another. Broken. Another. The pile of clay fragments grew. Arjun's Siddhi points depleted — each Agni Mushti costing four points, his total pool of thirty-eight draining fast.

"Aur ek," Guruji said, placing the twelfth pot.

"Siddhi khatam ho gayi," Arjun said. My Siddhi is finished.

"Toh bina Siddhi ke tod."

Then break it without Siddhi.

Arjun had punched the pot. Without fire, without enhancement, just the raw physical strike of a Vanara fist on baked clay. The pot cracked. His knuckles split. Blood — dark, Vanara blood — ran down his fingers.

"Phir se."

He'd broken fourteen pots that day. His hands were ruined by the end — knuckles split, the small bones bruised, the Vanara healing factor working overtime to repair damage that Arjun kept inflicting. Guruji had watched each break with the same expression: assessment, not satisfaction. Evaluation, not praise.

That night, sitting on the shack's porch, his hands wrapped in leaves that Guruji had gathered from the jungle — leaves that contained a natural analgesic, their sap numbing the pain while the healing factor did its work — Arjun had asked: "Aaj ka matlab kya tha?" What was the point of today?

Guruji had poured soma. Handed Arjun a cup. Drank from his own.

"Tujhe pata hai ki tu Agni Mushti se pot tod sakta hai. Yeh main bhi jaanta tha. Tujhe pata nahi tha ki tu bina Agni Mushti ke bhi pot tod sakta hai. Ab pata hai."

You knew you could break a pot with Agni Mushti. I knew that too. You didn't know you could break a pot without Agni Mushti. Now you know.

"Lekin mere haath —"

"Theek ho jayenge. Kal tak naye jaisa. Lekin jo tujhe aaj pata chala — ki teri shakti sirf abilities mein nahi hai, tere shareer mein bhi hai — woh nahi jayega."

They'll heal. By tomorrow, good as new. But what you learned today — that your power isn't only in your abilities, it's in your body too — that won't go away.



The training had a structure. Not the structure Arjun expected — not the disciplined progression of a martial arts class or the systematic curriculum of an engineering college. Guruji's structure was organic, responsive, the structure of a teacher who had been teaching for millennia and had long since abandoned any pretence of a syllabus.

Mornings: physical conditioning. Running the jungle — not the canopy running that Arjun had been doing, which was safe and efficient and exactly the kind of running a sensible organism would choose, but ground running, through the dangerous zone, past the predators that Arjun had been avoiding for weeks. Guruji ran beside him — or rather, Guruji walked beside him at a pace that matched Arjun's full sprint, which was either a demonstration of the old man's power or an insult to Arjun's speed or both.

"Bhag," Guruji would say when Arjun slowed. Run. And if Arjun didn't run, the old man's hand — enormous, calloused, carrying the strength of an immortal warrior in the casual grip of a disciplinary gesture — would connect with the back of Arjun's head with precisely enough force to motivate without injuring.

Afternoons: combat. Guruji sparred with Arjun the way a cat spars with a mouse — not to kill, not to harm, but to teach through the repeated, humiliating demonstration of the gap between what Arjun was and what Arjun could be. The old man's fighting style was not a style — it was everything, every martial tradition that had ever existed on Mrityuloka and several that existed only in Patala, blended into a fluidity that Arjun's Adaptive Interface couldn't classify.

Arjun would attack. Guruji would redirect. Not block — redirect. The difference was crucial: a block meets force with force. A redirect uses the attacker's force against them, turning their momentum into a weapon pointed at themselves. Arjun would throw his Agni Mushti — his best punch, his strongest technique — and find himself on the ground, his own fire-enhanced fist somehow having been guided past Guruji's body and into the dirt at his feet, the fire scorching earth instead of flesh.

"Tera punch seedha jaata hai," Guruji said, after the fifteenth time Arjun ate dirt. "Seedha accha hai. Seedha honest hai. Lekin seedha predictable bhi hai. Aur predictable ka matlab hai mara hua."

Your punch goes straight. Straight is good. Straight is honest. But straight is also predictable. And predictable means dead.

Evenings: meditation. This was the part Arjun hated most — not because it was painful but because it was still. Guruji would sit in the lotus position on the sparring ground, his massive body folding into the pose with a flexibility that shouldn't have been possible for a frame that large, and he would instruct Arjun to do the same.

"Aankhein band kar. Saans le. Apni siddhi ko mehsoos kar — yahan," a finger touching Arjun's sternum, "yahan nahi," a finger touching his head. "Siddhi shareer mein rehti hai, dimaag mein nahi. Dimaag direction deta hai. Shareer power deta hai. Dono ko jodna seekh — toh tu kuch ban sakta hai."

Close your eyes. Breathe. Feel your siddhi — here, not here. Siddhi lives in the body, not the mind. The mind gives direction. The body gives power. Learn to connect them — then you can become something.

Arjun meditated. Or tried to. His mind — the Mumbai mind, the phone-checking, notification-responding, multi-tab-browsing mind of a digital native — resisted stillness the way water resists being held in an open palm. Thoughts leaked. Plans formed and dissolved. Memories surfaced: Neha's jaw tightening, his mother's chai, the orange seats of the 332 Limited, the feel of the overhead bar in his hand before the tyre burst.

"Khayal aayenge," Guruji said, without opening his eyes. "Aane de. Jaane de. Tu dariya nahi hai — tu dariya ka kinara hai. Khayal paani hai. Paani aata hai, jaata hai. Kinara rehta hai."

Thoughts will come. Let them come. Let them go. You are not the river — you are the riverbank. Thoughts are water. Water comes, goes. The bank remains.

The metaphor was old. Arjun had heard versions of it in every meditation app he'd ever downloaded and deleted within a week. But hearing it from a being who had been meditating for longer than the river metaphor had existed gave it a weight that no app could provide.

He meditated. Badly, at first. His Vanara body was better at stillness than his human body had been — the primate capacity for extended motionlessness, for sitting in a tree for hours watching, waiting, the patience of a species that hunted through ambush rather than pursuit. But his mind was still human. Still restless. Still reaching for a phone that didn't exist in a pocket he no longer had.

It took two weeks before the stillness came.

Not as absence — as presence. A moment where his mind stopped reaching and started receiving, where the constant output of thoughts paused and the input of sensation took over. He felt his Siddhi — not as a number on a display but as a physical reality, a warmth in his core, a reservoir of energy that pulsed with his heartbeat and flowed through channels he hadn't known his body contained. Nadis. The energy channels that Ayurveda described and that he'd always dismissed as unscientific until this moment, sitting in the lotus position on packed earth in the seventh underworld, when he felt them for the first time — not as metaphor but as anatomy, as real as his veins, carrying siddhi the way veins carried blood.

"Aa gaya," Guruji murmured. There it is.



The weeks accumulated. His stats climbed.

Shakti Darshan

Jeev: Vanara — Mushti Vanar Naam: Arjun Starr: 27

Prana — 1,420/1,420 Tapas — 1,890/1,890 Siddhi — 980/980

Gun: - Bala — 142 - Chaalaki — 198 - Buddhi — 95 - Pranashakti — 132 - Sahansheelata — 189 - Tejas — 87

The numbers told a story of imbalance. Chaalaki and Sahansheelata — agility and endurance — dominated, because Guruji's training prioritised movement and survival over raw power. "Bala se ladai jeet sakte ho," the old man said. "Chaalaki se ladai se bach sakte ho. Bachna zyada zaroori hai."

With strength you can win a fight. With agility you can survive a fight. Surviving is more important.

Arjun's Agni Mushti had reached Level 11. The charge time was down to point six seconds — blink-fast, the fire manifesting almost instantly, the punch now leaving craters in stone and charring Keet chitin through two layers of armour. But Guruji was not satisfied.

"Ek ability," he said, shaking his head. "Ek active ability pe itna depend karta hai. Agar Agni Mushti counter ho jaye — agar koi paani ka praani mile, ya agni-resistant — toh tu kya karega?"

One ability. You depend so much on one active ability. If Agni Mushti gets countered — if you meet a water creature, or something fire-resistant — then what will you do?

The answer, Guruji explained, was in the siddhi. Not in the abilities the system provided but in the raw energy itself — the prana, the tapas, the siddhi that flowed through his nadis and powered everything. The abilities were templates. Structures. Channels through which the energy flowed in predetermined patterns. But the energy itself was formless, shapeable, capable of being directed in ways that the system's templates did not account for.

"System tumhe ek raasta dikhata hai," Guruji said. "Agni Mushti. Shakti Chori. Shabdadrishti. Yeh raaste acche hain. Lekin sirf raaste hain. Agar tu enerji ko seedha control karna seekh le — bina template ke, bina system ke — toh tu apne raaste bana sakta hai."

The system shows you one path. Agni Mushti. Shakti Chori. Shabdadrishti. These paths are good. But they're only paths. If you learn to control the energy directly — without templates, without the system — then you can make your own paths.

This was what the meditation was for. Not mindfulness. Not peace. Control. The ability to feel the siddhi in his nadis, to move it with intention, to direct it to specific parts of his body without the system's intermediation. Raw siddhi manipulation. The skill that separated a template user — someone who pressed buttons on the cosmic interface — from a practitioner — someone who understood the energy itself and could shape it with will alone.

The first breakthrough came on a Tuesday. Or what Arjun thought of as Tuesday — the crystal-light's cycle didn't map perfectly to a seven-day week, but his human mind insisted on the structure.

He was meditating. The siddhi was moving — he could feel it, the warm current flowing through his nadis in the pattern that his daily meditation had mapped. He focused on his right hand. Drew the siddhi there. Not through an ability — through intention, through the mental equivalent of flexing a muscle he'd never used before.

His hand glowed. Not with the orange fire of Agni Mushti — with a golden light, the raw colour of unprocessed siddhi, the energy visible for the first time without the filter of a system-defined ability. The light was warm. The light was his.

"Bahut accha," Guruji said. His voice was soft — the softest Arjun had ever heard it, the voice of a teacher witnessing a student's first real step. "Ab usse hath mein rakh. Mat chod. Control kar."

Very good. Now hold it in your hand. Don't let go. Control it.

Arjun held it. Three seconds. Five. The energy pulsed, wanting to disperse, wanting to flow back into the nadis and return to its natural circulation. He held it through will alone — the mental grip trembling, the effort equivalent to holding a live fish in a wet hand.

Seven seconds. The glow intensified. His hand began to shake.

Nine seconds. The glow flickered.

Eleven seconds. The energy broke free, flooding back into his body in a rush that left his hand tingling and his head spinning and his Siddhi meter flashing a warning:

Siddhi: 340/980 — RAPID DEPLETION DETECTED

He'd burned through 640 Siddhi points in eleven seconds of raw manipulation. The inefficiency was staggering — his Agni Mushti used four points per activation. Raw manipulation had used fifty-eight per second.

But it worked. The energy had responded to his will, not to a system template. He had touched the raw power beneath the interface, and the touch — however brief, however costly — had changed his understanding of what was possible.

Guruji handed him soma. Arjun drank. The soma replenished his siddhi faster than natural regeneration, the divine drink feeding the energy system the way glucose feeds the body.

"Phir se," Guruji said.

Arjun closed his eyes. Reached for the siddhi. Began again.




  
    Chapter 6: Ketaki

    
    
  
  She arrived on a day when Arjun was hanging upside down from a stalactite, channelling raw siddhi through his tail while Guruji threw rocks at him.

The exercise — Guruji's invention, because conventional training methodologies had apparently bored him sometime around 3000 BCE — was designed to teach multi-point awareness. Channel siddhi through one body part while using another body part to defend against incoming projectiles. The rocks were not small. The rocks were the size of cricket balls. And Guruji's throwing arm, powered by the casual strength of a being who had once thrown mountains, delivered them at speeds that Arjun's Shabdadrishti could barely track.

A rock connected with his ribs. He grunted, lost the siddhi flow, and dropped — catching a lower stalactite with one hand, swinging, landing on the cave floor in a crouch that his Vanara body performed with instinctive grace even as his ribs screamed with the blunt-force protest of bone that had been asked to absorb too much.

"Kharab," Guruji said from his throwing position. Bad.

"Meri pasliyan toot gayi hain," Arjun wheezed. My ribs are broken.

"Do hi toh hain. Theek ho jayengi raat tak. Phir se."

Only two. They'll heal by tonight. Again.

It was at this moment that the sound of footsteps echoed from the passage that led to the shack. Not the heavy footsteps of a large creature — light steps, precise, the gait of someone who knew exactly where to place each foot and why. Guruji's head turned. Arjun's echolocation mapped the approaching figure: bipedal, humanoid, slim, carrying something long and thin — a staff, or a weapon.

She emerged from the passage and stopped.

She was Naga. Not the massive serpentine Nagas that patrolled the jungle — a humanoid Naga, the kind that the Puranas described as the rulers of Patala's serpent kingdoms. Her lower body was human — legs, feet, the upright posture of a biped — but her skin had the faint shimmer of scales, iridescent green-blue that caught the crystal-light and scattered it. Her eyes were amber, slit-pupilled, set in a face that was sharp and angular and entirely devoid of the softness that Arjun's human brain associated with femininity. Her hair was black, long, bound in a practical braid that reached her waist. She wore armour — light, segmented, the plates overlapping like the scales they mimicked.

She carried a staff. Carved wood, the top crowned with a crystal that glowed with a faint blue light. The crystal was not decorative — Arjun's Shakti Darshan registered it as a siddhi conduit, a tool for channelling and directing spiritual energy. The staff of a practitioner.

"Guruji," she said. Her voice was cool. Precise. The voice of someone who measured her words the way an apothecary measures poisons — exactly enough, no more.

"Ketaki," Guruji said. And smiled. The smile transformed his face — the severe, sadistic training master replaced by something warmer, something that suggested history between them, familiarity, the easy recognition of two people who had known each other for a very long time. "Wapas aa gayi?"

You've come back?

"Kaam khatam hua. Narada ne mujhe Bhogavati se chutti di." The work is finished. Narada released me from Bhogavati.

She looked at Arjun. The amber eyes assessed him with a thoroughness that was, if anything, more clinical than Guruji's. She took in the fur, the scars, the broken ribs visible as a bulge beneath the fur where the bone had displaced, the general appearance of a Vanara who had been used as target practice for a being of incomprehensible power.

"Yeh kaun hai?" Who is this?

"Mera naya shishya," Guruji said. My new student.

Her eyebrows — scaled ridges above the amber eyes — rose fractionally. "Tumne shishya liya? Kitne saal baad?"

You took a student? After how many years?

"Bahut saal. Lekin yeh — " he gestured at Arjun, who was still crouched on the floor holding his ribs and trying to look dignified, which was difficult when you were a fur-covered monkey-man who had just been knocked off a stalactite by a thrown rock "— yeh different hai."

"Kaise different?"

Guruji didn't answer. Instead he looked at Arjun with an expression that Arjun had learned to dread — the expression that preceded a test.

"Arjun," Guruji said. "Ketaki Nagavanshi. Bhogavati ki archivist. Ritual magic ki expert. Aur meri purani shishya — bahut, bahut purani."

Arjun. Ketaki of the Naga clan. Archivist of Bhogavati. Expert in ritual magic. And my former student — very, very former.

Ketaki's expression did not change. The revelation that she was a former student of the immortal warrior-sage was apparently not news to her, and Arjun's impressed stare was apparently not a reaction she valued.

"Mushti Vanar," she said, reading his Shakti Darshan with a glance — her eyes flickering gold as her own interface activated, scanning him with the efficiency of a barcode reader. "Level satais. Ek active ability, ek permanent passive, aur — " she paused. Her eyes narrowed. "Raw siddhi manipulation? Is level par?"

Level twenty-seven. One active ability, one permanent passive, and — raw siddhi manipulation? At this level?

"Haan," Guruji said. And smiled again. The pride in the smile was unmistakable — the pride of a teacher whose student has just surprised a peer.

Ketaki looked at Arjun again. The assessment was different this time — not clinical but curious. The curiosity of an archivist who has encountered something that doesn't fit the existing records.

"Tum Mrityuloka se ho," she said. Not a question. You are from the mortal world.

"Mumbai," Arjun said. His Vanara speech had improved enormously over the weeks of training — the vocal cords strengthening, the pronunciation sharpening, the language centres in his brain adapting to produce the sounds that this body's anatomy allowed. He sounded almost normal now. Almost human. Except for the slight primate rasp that gave every word a texture, a grittiness, as if the words had been dragged over sandpaper on their way out.

"Mumbai," she repeated. The word was unfamiliar to her — a mortal city name in a realm where mortal cities were abstract concepts, as real and as distant as the stars were to a deep-sea fish. "Aur tum bus accident mein mare?"

And you died in a bus accident?

Arjun stared. "Tumhe kaise pata?"

How do you know?

"Syphoning records. Main archivist hoon — records access mera kaam hai. Tumhara entry log read kiya tha." She said this without apology. Reading his personal death records was professional activity, not invasion. "332 Limited. Eastern Express Highway. Tyre burst on Ghatkopar flyover. Taintalees passengers. Sattaees dead."

332 Limited. Eastern Express Highway. Tyre burst on Ghatkopar flyover. Forty-three passengers. Twenty-seven dead.

Twenty-seven. The number hit Arjun with a force that his broken ribs barely registered. Twenty-seven people. Dead. On a bus that was seventeen minutes late because Mumbai traffic was what it was and BEST schedules were aspirational documents rather than commitments.

"Tum ek-maat-reborn ho is batch mein," Ketaki continued. "Baaki chhabbees Void mein gaye. Kisi devta ne sirf tumhe choose kiya."

You are the only reborn from that batch. The other twenty-six went to the Void. Some deity chose only you.

"Kaun?" The word came out rough. Who?

"Unknown. Tumhara divine sponsor field blank hai. Jo bhi tha, identification nahi chodi. Yeh — " she paused, choosing her next words with the precision of someone who understood that information was currency "— yeh unusual hai. Devta apne reborn ko claim karte hain. Credit lete hain. Koi anonymously sponsor kare — yeh rare hai. Aur concerning."

Unknown. Your divine sponsor field is blank. Whoever it was didn't leave identification. This is unusual. Deities claim their reborn. Take credit. For someone to sponsor anonymously — this is rare. And concerning.

Guruji's expression had changed during this exchange. The pride was gone. In its place was something harder — not anger, not fear, but the alert stillness of a predator that has detected a scent it recognises.

"Ketaki," he said. "Yeh baat baad mein. Pehle — tu yahan kyun aayi? Sirf milne nahi aayi."

This discussion later. First — why are you here? You didn't come just to visit.

Ketaki's cool expression cracked — not much, just a hairline fracture in the composure, a micro-expression that Arjun's enhanced Vanara perception caught and his human brain interpreted as fear.

"Bhogavati mein kuch ho raha hai," she said. "Narada ne mujhe bheja — tumse baat karne. Voh kehte hain ki neeche se kuch aa raha hai. Saatvein starr se neeche — Void ke kinare se."

Something is happening in Bhogavati. Narada sent me — to talk to you. He says something is coming from below. From below the seventh level — from the edge of the Void.

The Void. The darkness. The place Arjun had floated in before being reborn. The place where the other twenty-six passengers of the 332 Limited had gone and would remain forever.

Guruji was silent for a long time. The kind of silence that only an immortal can produce — not the silence of someone who doesn't know what to say but the silence of someone who knows exactly what to say and is deciding whether to say it.

"Andhaka," he said finally. The name fell into the chamber like a stone into a well, the sound dropping and dropping and finding no bottom.

Ketaki's composure cracked further. "Tum sure ho?"

"Andhaka hamesha se neeche raha hai. Void ke kinare pe. Hazar saal se zyada. Lekin agar woh hil raha hai — agar woh Void ke kinare se upar aa raha hai — toh koi usse jagaya hai. Aur jo usse jagaya hai, woh ya toh bahut powerful hai ya bahut bewakoof."

Andhaka has always been below. At the edge of the Void. For more than a thousand years. But if he is stirring — if he is rising from the Void's edge — then someone has woken him. And whoever woke him is either very powerful or very foolish.

"Ya dono," Ketaki said. Or both.

"Ya dono."

Arjun stood. His ribs protested. He ignored them. "Andhaka kaun hai?"

Who is Andhaka?

Guruji and Ketaki looked at him. The look they shared was the look of adults who have been reminded that a child is in the room — not dismissive, not unkind, but weighted with the recognition that the explanation required would take longer than the question had taken to ask.

"Andhaka," Guruji said, "Shiva ka putra hai. Andha paida hua tha — isliye naam Andhaka. Lekin andha hona disability nahi hai Patala mein. Andhaka ne apni aankhon ki jagah aur kuch develop kiya — ek perception jo light pe depend nahi karti. Woh Void ko feel kar sakta hai. Void mein dekh sakta hai. Aur Void — Void usse sunti hai."

Andhaka is Shiva's son. Born blind — hence the name Andhaka. But blindness is not a disability in Patala. Andhaka developed something in place of his eyes — a perception that doesn't depend on light. He can feel the Void. See into the Void. And the Void — the Void listens to him.

"What does he want?"

The question was in English. Arjun hadn't spoken English since his death — there was no one in Patala who understood it — and the words came out strange, the Vanara vocal cords struggling with the phonemes. But the meaning was clear.

Guruji answered in the language they all shared — the hybrid of Hindi and Sanskrit and Patala's own tongue that served as the underworld's lingua franca.

"Woh upar jaana chahta hai. Patala se Mrityuloka tak. Saat starron ke through. Barrier ko todna chahta hai — woh barrier jo marton ki duniya ko neeche ki duniya se alag rakhti hai. Agar woh todega, toh Patala ki shakti Mrityuloka mein beh jayegi. Aur Mrityuloka ki zindagi Patala mein. Dono duniyaen barbaad."

He wants to go up. From Patala to Mrityuloka. Through all seven levels. Break the barrier — the barrier that separates the mortal world from the underworld. If he breaks it, Patala's power will flood into the mortal world. And the mortal world's life will flood into Patala. Both worlds destroyed.

Mumbai. His mother. The flat in Ghatkopar. The 332 Limited's route, running empty now, twenty-seven fewer passengers. All of it — flooded. Destroyed. By a blind god rising from the dark.

Arjun's hands clenched. The broken ribs screamed. He didn't care.

"Toh hum kya karenge?" he asked. Then what do we do?

Guruji looked at him. The assessment again — but different this time. Not evaluating what Arjun was. Evaluating what Arjun might become.

"Train harder," the old man said. "Bahut zyada harder."




  
    Chapter 7: Bhogavati

    
    
  
  Bhogavati was not what Arjun expected.

He'd expected a city. What he got was a civilisation compressed into a cavern so vast that the crystal-studded ceiling was indistinguishable from a night sky, and the buildings — carved from the living rock, grown from mineral deposits, shaped by Naga architecture that prioritised serpentine curves over human right angles — spread across the cavern floor like a coral reef, layered and organic and entirely without the grid logic that human cities used to impose order on chaos.

The journey from Guruji's chamber had taken four days. Through the jungle, past the pyramid, down passages that descended in spirals through rock that grew warmer with each level. Patala had levels — seven, as the Puranas described — and Bhogavati sat at the border between the fourth and fifth, in a transitional zone where the mineral composition of the stone shifted from granite to something that Arjun's Adaptive Interface identified as divya-shila — divine stone, a substance that conducted siddhi the way copper conducts electricity.

Guruji had not come. "Main Bhogavati mein welcome nahi hoon," he'd said. "Narada aur mera — let's say humari philosophical differences hain. Woh kehte hain main zyada maar-dhaar karta hoon. Main kehta hoon woh zyada gossip karta hai. Dono sahi hain."

I'm not welcome in Bhogavati. Narada and I — let's say we have philosophical differences. He says I'm too violent. I say he gossips too much. We're both right.

So Ketaki had led him. Through passages that she navigated from memory, her amber eyes seeing in the dark with a clarity that didn't require echolocation, her scaled skin shimmering in the faint bioluminescence of the deep cave fungi that grew on the passage walls. She moved silently — not the trained silence of a warrior but the innate silence of a species that had evolved in stone corridors, every footstep placed with the precision of an organism that understood acoustics at a cellular level.

They'd talked. Or rather, Arjun had talked and Ketaki had responded with the minimum number of words required to maintain the conversation, her communication style the exact opposite of his — his verbose, hers surgical.

"Tum Guruji ki student thi?" he'd asked, for the third time, hoping for details.

"Thi."

"Kab?"

"Bahut pehle."

"Kitni pehle?"

"Tumhari species jab trees mein rehti thi tab."

When your species still lived in trees.

This had shut him up for approximately twenty minutes, which Ketaki seemed to appreciate.



Bhogavati's entrance was a gate. Not a gate in the human sense — not a door or a barrier but a threshold, a line carved into the stone floor beyond which the air changed, the light changed, the very composition of reality shifted. On one side of the threshold, the passage was dark stone and cave silence. On the other side, the cavern opened — vast, bright, alive with the sounds and smells and energy of a city that had existed since before the first human city had been imagined.

The light came from everywhere. Not crystals — the stone itself glowed. The divya-shila emitted a soft, warm luminescence that varied in colour and intensity, creating zones of light that served the same function as streetlamps but with an organic quality that made the city feel less like an infrastructure and more like a living thing.

The buildings were carved into massive stalagmites and stalactites — some growing up from the floor, some hanging from the ceiling, some meeting in the middle to form columns that served as the city's high-rises. The architecture was serpentine — curved walls, spiral staircases, round windows, nothing straight, nothing angular, the geometry of a species that thought in coils and arcs rather than lines and corners.

And the inhabitants. Nagas everywhere — humanoid Nagas like Ketaki, with scaled skin and slit eyes, in every colour from jet black to pearl white to the iridescent green-blue that Ketaki wore. And other beings: Yakshas, broad and golden, their bodies dense with muscle, moving through the streets with the purposeful stride of a species that valued physical presence. Gandharvas, slender and luminous, their skin seeming to emit its own light, their movements accompanied by a faint musical quality that was not imagined but physical — their bodies produced harmonics, a species-specific trait that made their presence literally symphonic.

And creatures that Arjun could not classify. Things with too many limbs. Things with no visible limbs. Things that existed partially in dimensions his eyes couldn't access, their bodies flickering at the edges as if they were broadcasting on a frequency his visual cortex could only partially receive.

Nobody stared at him. A Vanara in Bhogavati was unusual but not unprecedented — the city was cosmopolitan in the deepest sense, a meeting point for the species of Patala, and a monkey-man walking beside a Naga archivist was not the strangest pairing the streets had seen.

Ketaki led him through the city's midsection, past markets where vendors sold things he couldn't name — minerals that hummed, liquids that glowed, food items that his Vanara nose identified as edible and his human brain identified as alarming. Past training grounds where young Nagas practised combat in paired spirals, their bodies coiling and striking with a fluidity that made Arjun's own fighting style look like a toddler's tantrum. Past libraries — Ketaki slowed at these, her amber eyes lingering on the carved shelves that held not books but crystal tablets, thousands of them, the accumulated knowledge of a civilisation that measured its history in geological epochs.

"Yahan main kaam karti hoon," she said, nodding at the largest library — a building carved into a stalagmite so massive it looked like a mountain, its entrance flanked by carved serpents whose eyes were real crystals, pulsing with the same blue light as Ketaki's staff. "Bhogavati ka sabse bada archive. Har cheez ka record — births, deaths, treaties, wars, discoveries, recipes. Sab kuch."

This is where I work. Bhogavati's largest archive. Records of everything — births, deaths, treaties, wars, discoveries, recipes. Everything.

"Recipes?" Arjun asked.

She looked at him. The faintest suggestion of humour — not a smile, just a fractional softening of the severe line of her mouth. "Nagas ache cook hote hain. Aur humara khaana tumhari duniya mein bhi famous tha — jab duniyaen connected thi."

Nagas are good cooks. And our food was famous in your world too — when the worlds were connected.

She said this casually, as if the connection between Patala and the mortal world was common knowledge rather than the revelation that it was. Arjun filed it away. The worlds had been connected. Past tense. Something had separated them. And now Andhaka wanted to reconnect them — violently, destructively.



Narada's office was at the top of the library-stalagmite, accessible by a spiral staircase that wound up through the core of the structure like a corkscrew through stone. The climb took twenty minutes. Arjun's Vanara body handled it easily — the climb was nothing compared to the stalactite exercises Guruji had imposed — but the height was disorienting. By the time they reached the top, the city was far below, the glowing streets and curved buildings miniaturised to a model-maker's scale.

The office was a room carved into the tip of the stalagmite, with windows on all sides that provided a panoramic view of Bhogavati. The ceiling was low — deliberately, Arjun realised, designed for a being who was not tall. The furniture was simple — a desk, a chair, shelves of crystal tablets. The only decoration was a stringed instrument leaning against the wall — a veena, ancient, its body dark with age, its strings catching the light from the windows.

Narada was behind the desk.

He was smaller than Arjun expected. Shorter than Ketaki, shorter than Arjun in his Vanara form, a compact humanoid figure draped in white robes, with a face that was ageless — not young, not old, existing in the space between, the way a rock exists between erosion events. His skin was dark brown. His eyes were bright — not with youth but with interest, the permanent alertness of a being whose primary function was to know things and tell other beings about them.

"Aa gaye," Narada said. His voice was high, melodic, carrying the same musical quality as the Gandharvas in the streets but refined, controlled, a voice that had been used for millennia to deliver information in ways that maximised impact and minimised clarity. "Parashurama ka naya shishya. Mushti Vanar. Level — " he glanced at Arjun, his eyes flickering with interface activation "— level satais. Raw siddhi manipulation. Fascinating."

So you've come. Parashurama's new student. Fist Monkey. Level twenty-seven. Raw siddhi manipulation. Fascinating.

"Naradaji," Ketaki said, her voice carrying the precise formality of a subordinate addressing a superior in a professional context. "Maine unhe situation ke baare mein bataya hai. Basic overview."

"Basic overview," Narada repeated, and smiled. The smile was the smile of a man who found the concept of a "basic overview" inadequate for any situation, whose entire existence was dedicated to the proposition that every situation deserved the full, unabridged, maximally detailed version. "Toh main full version deta hoon."

He stood. Walked to the window. Looked out over Bhogavati with the expression of a man surveying a garden he'd planted and was watching for the first signs of blight.

"Andhaka Patala ke saatvein starr ke neeche hai. Void ke kinare pe. Wahan woh hazar saal se zyada hai — Shiva ne usse wahaan bheja tha, ek ladai ke baad jo — " he paused, chose his words "— bahut destructive thi. Shiva ne use maara nahi. Maar nahi sakta tha — Andhaka uska putra hai, aur devta apni santaan ko permanently destroy nahi kar sakte. Yeh cosmic rule hai, not personal choice."

Andhaka is below the seventh level of Patala. At the edge of the Void. He's been there for more than a thousand years — Shiva sent him there after a battle that was very destructive. Shiva didn't kill him. Couldn't — Andhaka is his son, and deities cannot permanently destroy their own offspring. This is cosmic rule, not personal choice.

"Toh woh zinda hai," Arjun said. So he's alive.

"Zinda se zyada. Woh grow kar raha hai. Void mein rehna — Void normal beings ko destroy karta hai, lekin Andhaka normal nahi hai. Woh Void se energy absorb karta hai. Void ke kinare pe baith ke, hazaron saal se, Void ki energy usmein flow ho rahi hai. Woh — " Narada turned from the window "— woh ab utna powerful hai jitna kabhi nahi tha."

More than alive. He's growing. Living in the Void — the Void destroys normal beings, but Andhaka is not normal. He absorbs energy from the Void. Sitting at the Void's edge for thousands of years, the Void's energy has been flowing into him. He is now more powerful than he has ever been.

"Aur woh upar aa raha hai," Ketaki added. And he's coming up.

"Nahin," Narada corrected. "Woh upar bheja ja raha hai. Koi neeche se usse push kar raha hai — koi force, koi entity, jo Void mein hai aur jo chahti hai ki Andhaka barrier tode."

No. He's being pushed up. Something is pushing him from below — some force, some entity that exists in the Void and wants Andhaka to break the barrier.

The room was quiet. The veena on the wall hummed — not played, just humming, its strings vibrating in sympathy with a frequency that Arjun could feel in his bones.

"Kitna time hai?" Arjun asked. How much time do we have?

Narada looked at him. The bright eyes assessed — not with Guruji's warrior's evaluation or Ketaki's archivist's cataloguing, but with the gossip's intuition, the information-broker's instinct for determining what someone needed to hear and when they needed to hear it.

"Chhe mahine," he said. "Agar woh current speed se aaye. Agar koi aur usse push kare — kam."

Six months. If he comes at current speed. If something pushes him harder — less.

Six months. In a world where Arjun was Level 27 and the threat was a being whose level his interface couldn't even display. Six months to become strong enough to face a blind god rising from the dark, powered by the Void itself, pushed by something even worse.

"Main kya kar sakta hoon?" he asked. The question was honest. Not rhetorical, not self-deprecating — a genuine request for information from the being who was supposed to know everything.

Narada smiled again. This time the smile was different — not the information-broker's smile but something closer to kindness.

"Tu Parashurama ka shishya hai. Woh tujhe tayyar karega. Lekin Parashurama sirf ladna sikhata hai — aur Andhaka sirf ladai se nahi harega. Usse rokne ke liye tujhe samajhna padega — Void ko, barrier ko, woh mechanism jo dono duniyaon ko alag rakhta hai. Aur yeh — " he gestured at the library below, the crystal tablets, the accumulated knowledge "— yeh Ketaki sikhayegi."

You are Parashurama's student. He will prepare you. But Parashurama only teaches fighting — and Andhaka won't be defeated by fighting alone. To stop him, you need to understand — the Void, the barrier, the mechanism that keeps the two worlds apart. And this — Ketaki will teach.

Ketaki's expression didn't change. But something in her posture shifted — a settling, an acceptance, the body language of someone who has been given an assignment she expected and is already planning how to execute it.

"Main Guruji ke paas training lunga aur tumse yeh sab seekhunga?" Arjun said, looking between them. "Dono ek saath?"

I train with Guruji and learn this from you? Both at the same time?

"Haan," Narada said. "Aur ek aur cheez. Bhogavati ka Gurukul — tumhe admission lena hoga. Official enrollment. Kyunki jo knowledge tumhe chahiye — barrier mechanics, Void theory, planar boundaries — yeh classified hai. Archive access ke liye tumhe Gurukul ka student hona padega."

Yes. And one more thing. Bhogavati's Gurukul — you'll need to enroll. Official enrollment. Because the knowledge you need — barrier mechanics, Void theory, planar boundaries — it's classified. For archive access, you need to be a Gurukul student.

A gurukul. School. In the underworld. For a monkey.

Arjun looked at Ketaki. She looked back. Her amber eyes held nothing — no encouragement, no warmth, no reassurance. Just the flat, professional gaze of an archivist who had been assigned a student and would teach him what he needed to know with the same precision she applied to cataloguing crystal tablets.

"Kab shuru?" he asked. When do we start?

"Kal," Narada said. Tomorrow. "Aaj rest karo. Bhogavati dekho. Khaana khao — Naga khaana try karo, it's really very good. Aur kal se — kal se tera asli kaam shuru hota hai."

Today rest. See Bhogavati. Eat — try Naga food, it's really very good. And from tomorrow — tomorrow your real work begins.




  
    Chapter 8: The Gurukul

    
    
  
  The Gurukul of Bhogavati occupied an entire stalagmite — the second largest in the city, its base wider than a cricket ground, its peak lost in the crystal-studded darkness of the cavern ceiling. The structure had been carved over millennia, each generation of Naga architects adding rooms, halls, training grounds, and libraries in a spiral that grew upward and inward, the building's interior a labyrinth of passages and chambers connected by staircases that followed the natural curves of the stone.

Arjun arrived at dawn. Bhogavati's dawn was not the sun cresting a horizon — it was the divya-shila's luminescence cycling from its nighttime amber to a brighter, cooler white, the transition taking approximately thirty minutes and accompanied by a low harmonic tone that resonated through the stone itself, the city's alarm clock built into its geology.

He wore nothing. Vanara didn't wear clothing — his fur was sufficient, and the attempts Ketaki had made to provide him with "something decent" had resulted in a leather chest piece that restricted his movement and a pair of leggings that his tail destroyed within twenty minutes. He'd abandoned both. His concession to civilisation was a satchel — woven grass, made by a Yaksha vendor in the market — slung across his chest, containing the crystal tablet that Narada had given him as his Gurukul enrollment token.

The entrance hall was enormous. Columns of carved stone rose to a ceiling where bioluminescent moss grew in patterns that might have been decorative or might have been informational — Arjun couldn't tell, and his Adaptive Interface offered no clarification. Students filled the hall — mostly Nagas, but with a scattering of other species: Yakshas, Gandharvas, a pair of Kinnaras whose horse-like lower bodies made the staircases a logistical challenge, and one being that Arjun's interface identified as a Vidyadhara — a celestial scholar, its body translucent, its movements accompanied by the faint shimmer of contained knowledge.

Nobody looked at him. The Gurukul was, like Bhogavati itself, cosmopolitan. A Vanara was unusual but not remarkable. The students moved through the hall with the purposeful disorder of young beings everywhere — chatting, arguing, comparing notes on crystal tablets, the universal behaviour of students that transcended species and dimension.

Ketaki met him at the enrollment desk. She was in her professional mode — armour polished, staff held vertically, her expression carrying the precise neutrality of someone who was doing a favour and wanted it understood that the favour was professional, not personal.

"Tumhara schedule," she said, handing him a crystal tablet. The tablet activated at his touch, displaying information in the hybrid Hindi-Sanskrit that the Gurukul used.

Gurukul Bhogavati — Nava Shishya Pathyakram (New Student Curriculum)

Pratham Santra (First Session) — Samanya Adhyayan (General Studies) - Patala Itihaas (Patala History) - Jati Vigyan (Species Science) - Siddhi Siddhant (Siddhi Theory)

Dwitiya Santra (Second Session) — Vishesh Adhyayan (Specialized Studies) - Barrier Mechanics (classified — requires archivist supervision) - Void Theory (classified — requires archivist supervision) - Planar Boundary Mathematics

Tritiya Santra (Third Session) — Yuddh Abhyas (Combat Practice) - Sparring - Team tactics - Dungeon exploration

"Classified subjects mein main tumhare saath rahungi," Ketaki said. "Archive access meri responsibility hai. Tum bina mere kisi bhi classified material ko touch nahi kar sakte. Samjhe?"

For the classified subjects, I will be with you. Archive access is my responsibility. You cannot touch any classified material without me. Understood?

"Samjha."

"Aur ek baat. Gurukul mein tumhara — " she paused, searching for the diplomatic word "— background public knowledge nahi hai. Narada ne tumhara enrollment normal student ki tarah kiya hai. Kisi ko nahi pata ki tum Mrityuloka se ho ya ki Parashurama tumhara guru hai. Yeh information sensitive hai. Mat batana."

And one thing. Your background is not public knowledge in the Gurukul. Narada enrolled you as a normal student. Nobody knows you're from Mrityuloka or that Parashurama is your guru. This information is sensitive. Don't share it.

"Kyun?"

"Kyunki Parashurama ka naam Patala mein controversial hai. Kuch log usse warrior-sage maante hain. Kuch log usse mass murderer. Aur Mrityuloka se reborn — yeh bhi complicated hai. Patala ke bahut se naagarik Mrityuloka ko inferior maante hain. Ek Mrityuloka reborn jo classified knowledge access kar raha hai — yeh political issue ban sakta hai."

Because Parashurama's name is controversial in Patala. Some consider him a warrior-sage. Some consider him a mass murderer. And being reborn from Mrityuloka — that's also complicated. Many Patala citizens consider Mrityuloka inferior. A Mrityuloka reborn accessing classified knowledge — this could become a political issue.

Arjun absorbed this. Politics. Even in the underworld. Even in a mythological realm with serpent cities and magic crystals and blind gods rising from the Void — politics. The same territorial, tribal, status-obsessed dynamics that governed Mumbai's housing societies and office hierarchies, translated into a different species and a different dimension but fundamentally identical.

He was, oddly, comforted by this. Politics he understood. Politics was marketing. And marketing was the one thing Arjun Mhatre had been adequate at.



The first day of classes was disorienting in the specific way that first days at new institutions are always disorienting — the combination of unfamiliar spaces, unfamiliar faces, unfamiliar routines, and the persistent low-grade anxiety of being the new person who doesn't know where anything is or how anything works.

Patala Itihaas — Patala History — was taught by a Naga professor named Vasuki. Not the Vasuki — not the cosmic serpent who served as the rope for the Samudra Manthan — but a descendant, three hundred generations removed, who had inherited the name and the teaching position and a tendency to speak in sentences so long that students routinely lost consciousness before the subject reached its verb.

The class was held in a lecture hall carved into the stalagmite's mid-section, the walls covered with maps — not paper maps but three-dimensional crystal projections, the seven levels of Patala rendered in glowing miniature, each level's geography, cities, and populations displayed with a detail that made Google Maps look like a cave painting.

"Patala," Professor Vasuki began, his serpentine body coiled around the lectern in a posture that was simultaneously professional and deeply unsettling, "ki sthapana Brahma ke pratham nirmaan kaal mein hui thi — Mrityuloka ke saath, lekin usse alag. Dono duniyaen ek barrier se vibhajit hain jo..."

Patala was established during Brahma's first creation cycle — alongside Mrityuloka, but separate from it. Both worlds are divided by a barrier that...

Arjun took notes. His crystal tablet responded to thought — he could record information by mentally flagging it, the tablet creating a transcript that was more accurate than any handwriting and more complete than any human memory. This was good, because Professor Vasuki's lectures contained information densities that would have required three human brains and a recording device to capture.

The key facts:

Patala and Mrityuloka had been created simultaneously. Two halves of a single system — the upper world of light and mortality, the lower world of depth and immortality. They were connected by a barrier — not a wall but a membrane, permeable in both directions, allowing the passage of energy, information, and (occasionally) beings between the two realms.

The barrier had been sealed. Approximately five thousand years ago — at the end of the Dwapara Yuga, the third age of the cosmic cycle — the barrier had been deliberately closed. By whom, the historical record was disputed. Some sources credited Vishnu. Some credited the collective decision of the Chiranjeevis. Some credited an entity that the records referred to only as Niyamak — the Regulator — whose identity and nature were classified at a level that even Professor Vasuki's clearance couldn't access.

Since the sealing, the two worlds had been isolated. Patala continued — its civilisations growing, its power accumulating, its population cycling through death and rebirth within the closed system. Mrityuloka continued — its civilisations rising and falling, its technology advancing while its spiritual connection to the lower world atrophied, its people forgetting that Patala existed, filing the knowledge under "mythology" and moving on.

The reborn — beings like Arjun, who died in Mrityuloka and were deposited in Patala by divine intervention — were the exception. Rare. Perhaps a dozen per century. Each one a thread of connection between the two worlds, a reminder that the barrier was not absolute, that the seal could be bypassed, that the separation was maintained by choice rather than by nature.

And Andhaka wanted to undo that choice. To break the barrier. To reconnect the worlds — not gently, not through the careful mechanisms that the original creators had designed, but violently, catastrophically, the cosmic equivalent of opening a dam without a spillway.

Arjun listened. Took notes. Asked questions that Professor Vasuki answered with the measured patience of a teacher who was accustomed to students who had not spent their previous lives in a world that had forgotten everything Patala knew.



Combat Practice was different.

The training yard was at the stalagmite's base — an open arena carved into the rock, its floor smooth and slightly concave, its walls high enough to contain stray siddhi blasts, its ceiling reinforced with layers of divya-shila that absorbed energy rather than reflecting it.

The combat instructor was a Yaksha named Bhairav. Enormous — three metres of golden-skinned muscle, his head shaved, his arms covered in geometric tattoos that were not decorative but functional, each pattern a siddhi circuit that could be activated for combat enhancement. His teaching style was the opposite of Guruji's — where Guruji was improvisational, sadistic, and genius, Bhairav was systematic, fair, and competent. The difference between a god who taught through chaos and a professional who taught through curriculum.

"Jodi banao," Bhairav announced to the assembled students. Pair up.

The students paired. Naga with Naga, Yaksha with Yaksha, each species gravitating toward its own kind with the automatic tribalism of school cafeterias everywhere. Arjun stood at the edge of the group, unpaired, the only Vanara in the class.

"Tu," Bhairav said, pointing at Arjun. Then pointing at another student who stood alone at the opposite edge. "Uske saath."

The other student was human.

Not Vanara. Not Naga. Not any of the species Arjun had catalogued in his weeks in Patala. Human — bipedal, five fingers, no tail, no scales, no fur. Tall, dark-skinned, with a build that suggested regular physical training and a posture that radiated the specific confidence of someone who knows they're good at what they do and doesn't bother being modest about it.

His Adaptive Interface displayed:

Naam: Dhruva Sengupta Jeev: Manushya — Punarjanm (Human — Reborn) Starr: 34 Status: Gurukul Student — Dwitiya Varsh (Second Year)

Human. Reborn. Level 34 — seven levels above Arjun. And he had arrived in human form, not Vanara form, which meant his rebirth had preserved his species rather than transforming it.

Dhruva looked at Arjun. The look was assessment — fast, practiced, the evaluation of a fighter who had learned to read opponents' capabilities from their stance and movement before a single blow was exchanged.

"Vanara," he said. His Hindi was accented — Bengali undertones, the soft consonants and musical cadence of someone who had grown up speaking Bangla and adopted Hindi as a working language. "Mushti Vanar. Kaunsa batch?"

Which batch?

"Batch?"

"Reborn batch. Main saat mahine pehle aaya tha. Delhi se. Auto accident — Mehrauli mein ek truck ne auto ko —" he made a crushing gesture with his hands, casual, the violence of his own death reduced to an anecdote. "Tum?"

"Mumbai. Bus accident. Do mahine pehle."

"Do mahine mein Level satais." Dhruva's eyebrows rose — the first crack in the confident facade, the involuntary reaction of someone encountering data that didn't match their model. "Kaun sikhata hai tujhe?"

Who teaches you?

"Classified," Arjun said, and felt immediately stupid, because the word sounded like something a child would say when caught in a lie.

Dhruva smiled. The smile was not friendly. It was the smile of a competitive person who has identified another competitive person and is already calculating the rankings.

"Theek hai, classified," he said. "Chalo, ladein?"

Fine, classified. Shall we fight?

Bhairav's whistle blew. The sparring began.

Dhruva was fast. Not Vanara-fast — no human body could match the raw agility of a species evolved for arboreal combat — but trained-fast, technique-fast, the speed of a fighter who had spent seven months in a world where combat was survival and had optimised every movement for efficiency.

His fighting style was structured. Muay Thai foundation — Arjun recognised the stance, the guard, the use of elbows and knees — blended with something that was not from Mrityuloka, something that incorporated siddhi flow into the strikes, each blow carrying a charge of spiritual energy that amplified the physical impact.

Arjun's style was Guruji's chaos. No structure. No form. Just instinct, adaptation, and the Vanara body's preternatural agility firing responses faster than his conscious mind could plan them. He dodged Dhruva's first combination — a jab-cross-elbow sequence that would have caught a human opponent — by simply not being where the strikes arrived, his body moving in the fluid, unpredictable way that primates move, all angles and direction changes and sudden stops.

Dhruva adjusted. His strikes became wider, covering more space, forcing Arjun into smaller evasion windows. Arjun countered with his Agni Mushti — the fire fist charging in point six seconds, fast enough to slip into the gap between Dhruva's combinations. The fire connected with Dhruva's guard — not his body, his guard, the siddhi-enhanced forearm block that absorbed the fire and dissipated it through the energy circuits in his arms.

"Nice," Dhruva said, through the guard. "Lekin sirf ek ability?"

But only one ability?

He dropped the guard and struck. Not with fists — with siddhi. A pulse of energy from his open palm — blue-white, concentrated, the system-template version of raw siddhi manipulation — that hit Arjun's chest and sent him skidding across the arena floor, his feet carving grooves in the smooth stone.

Arjun's Prana dropped: 1,420 → 1,180. The hit had bypassed his physical defences entirely, targeting the energy body rather than the flesh body.

"Mera bhi ek ability nahi hai," Dhruva said. "Main saat mahine se yahan hoon. Tere se saat level upar. Aur mere paas chaar active abilities hain aur do permanent passives. Tu — tu sirf punch aur chori pe chal raha hai."

I don't have just one ability either. I've been here seven months. Seven levels above you. And I have four active abilities and two permanent passives. You — you're running on just a punch and theft.

The observation was accurate. And it stung — not because Dhruva was being cruel but because Dhruva was being honest, and the honesty exposed the gap between Arjun's potential (which Guruji believed in) and his current reality (which was a Level 27 Vanara with one punch and one theft in a world where the threats had levels that broke the display).

The sparring continued. Arjun lost. Not humiliatingly — he lasted longer than Dhruva expected, his agility keeping him alive through combinations that should have ended the fight, his Agni Mushti landing two more hits that Dhruva had to actively defend against. But the outcome was never in doubt. Level 34 beats Level 27. Four abilities beat one. Seven months of training beats two.

"Accha ladta hai," Dhruva said afterward, offering a hand to help Arjun off the floor. The competitive smile was still there, but behind it was something else — respect, the specific respect that fighters give each other after an honest exchange. "Bahut raw hai. Lekin accha."

You fight well. Very raw. But good.

Arjun took the hand. The grip was strong — human strong, not Vanara strong, but enhanced with siddhi in a way that made the handshake a subtle display of power. A human who had learned to channel spiritual energy through a handshake. Mumbai auto-rickshaw drivers did the same thing with their horn — a greeting that was also a warning.

"Kal phir?" Dhruva asked. Tomorrow again?

"Kal phir," Arjun agreed.




  
    Chapter 9: The Archive

    
    
  
  Ketaki's teaching method was the opposite of Guruji's.

Where Guruji taught through experience — throw the student into the fire and see what survives — Ketaki taught through information. Precise, structured, exhaustive information delivered with the clinical efficiency of a surgeon explaining a procedure to a medical student.

The classified sessions took place in a sealed chamber deep within the archive — a room whose walls were lined with crystal tablets that hummed with restricted data, the access glyphs glowing blue-white in the dim light. Ketaki sat on one side of a stone table. Arjun sat on the other. Between them, the crystal tablets that contained the knowledge he needed, arranged in the order Ketaki had determined was most pedagogically effective.

"Barrier kya hai," she began, not as a question but as a heading. What the barrier is.

She activated a crystal. A three-dimensional projection appeared above the table — two spheres, one above the other, connected by a membrane that shimmered between them like a soap bubble.

"Oopar — Mrityuloka. Neeche — Patala. Beech mein — barrier. Barrier ek physical structure nahi hai. Yeh ek energy state hai — ek specific frequency pe vibrate karta hai jo dono duniyaon ki frequencies se alag hai. Sochlo ki Mrityuloka ek radio station hai aur Patala doosra. Barrier woh silence hai jo dono stations ke beech mein hota hai jab tum dial ghumate ho."

Above — Mrityuloka. Below — Patala. Between them — the barrier. The barrier is not a physical structure. It is an energy state — vibrating at a specific frequency that is different from both worlds' frequencies. Think of Mrityuloka as one radio station and Patala as another. The barrier is the silence between the two stations when you turn the dial.

The metaphor was clear. Arjun's marketing brain appreciated clarity.

"Barrier ko kisne banaya?" Who created the barrier?

"Created nahi — it was always there. Dono duniyaen banayi gayi tab barrier naturally exist karta tha — dono energy systems ke beech ka gap. Lekin barrier ko sealed kiya gaya. Strengthen kiya gaya. Paanch hazaar saal pehle, deliberately, taki passage band ho."

Not created — it was always there. When both worlds were made, the barrier naturally existed — the gap between both energy systems. But the barrier was sealed. Strengthened. Five thousand years ago, deliberately, to close passage.

"Kyun?"

The question earned him a look. Not impatient — Ketaki was not impatient in the way Guruji was impatient. Her impatience was colder, more controlled, the impatience of a person who valued efficiency and found unnecessary questions to be a form of pollution.

"Kyunki passage open hone se dono duniyaon mein problems thi. Patala ki energy Mrityuloka mein leak hoti thi — mortals ko powers milti thi jo unke shareer handle nahi kar sakte the. Mrityuloka ki mortality Patala mein leak hoti thi — immortal beings suddenly age karne lagte the, systems fail hone lagte the. Cross-contamination. Dono sides ne decide kiya — band karo."

Because open passage caused problems in both worlds. Patala's energy leaked into Mrityuloka — mortals gained powers their bodies couldn't handle. Mrityuloka's mortality leaked into Patala — immortal beings suddenly started aging, systems began failing. Cross-contamination. Both sides decided — close it.

"Aur Andhaka isse todna chahta hai."

"Andhaka isse todna chahta hai kyunki woh Mrityuloka mein jaana chahta hai. Uska goal barrier ka destruction nahi hai — woh byproduct hai. Uska goal Mrityuloka tak pahunchna hai. Kyun — yeh clearly documented nahi hai. Lekin theories hain."

Andhaka wants to break it because he wants to reach Mrityuloka. His goal isn't the barrier's destruction — that's the byproduct. His goal is reaching Mrityuloka. Why — this isn't clearly documented. But there are theories.

She activated another crystal. This one showed a figure — humanoid, massive, the body surrounded by a darkness that was not shadow but substance, the Void itself clinging to the figure like a second skin. The face was blank — no eyes, the sockets smooth and sealed, the blindness that was Andhaka's defining characteristic rendered in the projection as an absence that was somehow more present than presence.

"Theory ek: Andhaka Mrityuloka mein Shiva ko dhundna chahta hai. Father-son conflict — unresolved, hazaron saal se. Shiva ne usse Void ke kinare pe bheja. Andhaka waapas jaana chahta hai — confront karne, ya reconcile karne, ya destroy karne. Theory do: Andhaka Mrityuloka ki mortality chahta hai. Void mein rehna — yeh immortality nahi hai. Yeh suspension hai. Woh marna chahta hai aur mar nahi sakta. Mrityuloka mein jaake mortality access kar sakta hai."

Theory one: Andhaka wants to find Shiva in Mrityuloka. Father-son conflict — unresolved, thousands of years. Shiva sent him to the Void's edge. Andhaka wants to go back — to confront, reconcile, or destroy. Theory two: Andhaka wants Mrityuloka's mortality. Living in the Void — it's not immortality. It's suspension. He wants to die and cannot. Going to Mrityuloka, he can access mortality.

"Woh marna chahta hai?" Arjun's voice was soft. The idea — a being so powerful that death itself was inaccessible, trapped in existence the way a mortal was trapped in a bad job — was the first thing about Andhaka that felt human.

Ketaki noticed the softness. Her amber eyes held his for a moment longer than professional necessity required.

"Theory hai. Confirmed nahi. Lekin agar sach hai — toh Andhaka villain nahi hai. Woh ek being hai jo suffer kar raha hai aur escape dhundh raha hai. Aur uska escape dono duniyaon ko destroy karega."

It's a theory. Not confirmed. But if true — then Andhaka is not a villain. He's a being who is suffering and seeking escape. And his escape will destroy both worlds.

The distinction mattered. Arjun understood this instinctively — not as a warrior, which he was not, but as a storyteller, which his marketing career had made him. The villain who suffers is more dangerous than the villain who conquers, because the suffering villain has nothing to lose and the empathy of anyone who has ever wanted to escape their own life.



The classified sessions continued. Daily. Two hours each morning, before Arjun's training with Guruji (to which he commuted via a passage network that Ketaki had mapped for him, the four-day journey reduced to six hours through knowledge of shortcuts that only an archivist would possess).

She taught him barrier mechanics. The mathematical structure of the energy state that separated the worlds — equations that were not numbers but frequencies, expressed in a notation system that used siddhi states rather than digits. The barrier was not a wall. It was a resonance — a standing wave of energy that existed because both worlds' frequencies cancelled each other out at the boundary, creating a null zone that neither world's energy could cross.

Breaking the barrier required disrupting the resonance. Changing one world's frequency — or adding a third frequency that destabilised the standing wave. This was what Andhaka was doing. The Void's energy, which he had been absorbing for millennia, had a frequency of its own — neither Patala nor Mrityuloka but something else, something that the equations described as anti-resonant, a frequency that actively cancelled the barrier's standing wave rather than reinforcing it.

"Sochlo ki barrier ek tuning fork hai," Ketaki explained. "Specific frequency pe vibrate karta hai. Andhaka ek doosri tuning fork hai jo opposite frequency pe vibrate karta hai. Jab dono milenge — destructive interference. Barrier cancel ho jayega."

Think of the barrier as a tuning fork. Vibrating at a specific frequency. Andhaka is another tuning fork vibrating at the opposite frequency. When they meet — destructive interference. The barrier cancels out.

"Toh usse rokne ka tarika — ya toh Andhaka ko barrier tak pahunchne se roko, ya uski frequency change karo?"

So the way to stop him — either prevent Andhaka from reaching the barrier, or change his frequency?

Ketaki looked at him. The look was the closest thing to approval he'd received from her — a fractional narrowing of the eyes, the micro-expression of a teacher realizing that the student is tracking the logic.

"Haan. Pehla option physical hai — fight, contain, hold. Yeh Guruji ka department hai. Doosra option theoretical hai — find a way to alter the Void frequency that Andhaka carries. Yeh —" she tapped the crystal tablets "— mera department hai."

She taught him Void theory. The Void was not emptiness — it was a medium, an energy substrate that existed beneath all other energy states, the baseline from which Patala and Mrityuloka had been constructed. It was the null state. The zero point. The thing that existed when everything else was removed.

Beings that entered the Void did not cease to exist. They ceased to be — their identity, their memories, their consciousness dissolved into the substrate, their energy returning to the baseline. This was what had happened to the twenty-six other passengers of the 332 Limited. Not death. Dissolution. A return to the zero from which new things could be built.

Andhaka had not dissolved. Andhaka had incorporated. The Void's energy had flowed into him because his blindness — his lack of visual perception, the empty sockets, the neurological absence — created a resonance with the Void's null state. He was blind, and the Void was blindness, and the sympathy between them had allowed an exchange that no other being had ever achieved: the absorption of Void energy into a physical form.

"Woh Void ka avatar ban gaya hai," Ketaki said. He has become an avatar of the Void.

"Toh basically, Void ne usse weapon ki tarah use kar raha hai? Barrier todne ke liye?"

So basically, the Void is using him as a weapon? To break the barrier?

"Yeh assume karta hai ki Void mein agency hai. Consciousness hai. Intention hai. Yeh — " she paused "— debatable hai. Kuch scholars kehte hain Void conscious hai. Kuch kehte hain Void sirf ek energy state hai aur Andhaka ka absorption accidental tha. Archive mein dono positions documented hain."

That assumes the Void has agency. Consciousness. Intention. This is debatable. Some scholars say the Void is conscious. Some say it's just an energy state and Andhaka's absorption was accidental. Both positions are documented in the archive.

"Tum kya manti ho?"

What do you believe?

The question surprised her. Not the content — the presumption. Arjun was asking for her opinion, not the archive's documentation. He was treating her as a person with beliefs rather than a repository with references.

She was quiet for a moment. The crystal tablets hummed. The blue-white glyphs pulsed on the walls.

"Main manti hoon ki Void conscious hai," she said. "Lekin human ya Naga jaisi consciousness nahi. Different. Slower. The way stone is conscious — it responds to pressure, it changes over time, it has preferences about where it cracks. Void ko barrier nahi chahiye. Barrier Void ke through ek frequency force karti hai jo Void ko comfortable nahi hai. Andhaka — Andhaka Void ka response hai. Jaise shareer bukhar produce karta hai infection se ladne ke liye — Andhaka Void ka bukhar hai."

I believe the Void is conscious. But not in the way humans or Nagas are conscious. Different. Slower. The way stone is conscious — it responds to pressure, it changes over time, it has preferences about where it cracks. The Void doesn't want the barrier. The barrier forces a frequency through the Void that the Void isn't comfortable with. Andhaka — Andhaka is the Void's response. The way a body produces fever to fight infection — Andhaka is the Void's fever.

The metaphor landed in Arjun's chest. A fever. A natural immune response. The Void fighting a foreign body — the barrier — by producing an agent that could destroy it. Andhaka was not a villain. Not even a weapon. He was an antibody. The universe's immune system attacking the thing that was making it sick.

"Toh barrier galat hai?" Arjun asked. So the barrier is wrong?

"Barrier necessary thi. Cross-contamination real thi. Mortals were dying from Patala energy exposure. Immortals were aging from Mrityuloka mortality leakage. Barrier ne dono duniyaon ko bachaya."

The barrier was necessary. Cross-contamination was real. Mortals were dying from Patala energy exposure. Immortals were aging from Mrityuloka mortality leakage. The barrier saved both worlds.

"Lekin Void ko takleef de rahi hai."

But it's hurting the Void.

"Haan."

The silence that followed was the silence of two people who have arrived at a problem that has no clean solution. The barrier protects both worlds. The barrier hurts the Void. The Void produces Andhaka to destroy the barrier. Destroying the barrier destroys both worlds. No villains. No heroes. Just systems in conflict, each operating according to its own logic, each causing harm as a byproduct of self-preservation.

Arjun had written marketing copy for brands that sold competing products. He understood systems in conflict. He understood that the most intractable problems were not caused by evil but by multiple goods that couldn't coexist.

"Koi teesra raasta hai?" he asked. Is there a third way?

Ketaki's amber eyes held his. "Archive mein nahi hai."

Not in the archive.

"Toh hum banaayenge," Arjun said. Then we'll make one.

She didn't smile. Ketaki didn't smile — it wasn't in her repertoire, or if it was, the muscles had atrophied from disuse. But something shifted in her expression — a micro-adjustment, the faintest relaxation of the severity, the archival equivalent of a nod.

"Shayad," she said. Maybe.




  
    Chapter 10: Levels

    
    
  
  Three months in Patala.

Arjun's life had settled into a rhythm — not the comfortable rhythm of his Mumbai existence, where each day was a minor variation on the same adequate theme, but the demanding rhythm of a life split between three masters: Guruji's combat training, Ketaki's theoretical education, and the Gurukul's structured curriculum that wove them together.

His days began before Bhogavati's dawn cycle. Up from the sleeping alcove Narada had arranged for him in the Gurukul dormitory — a small room carved into the stalagmite's lower section, just large enough for a Vanara to curl into his sleeping posture, the walls bare divya-shila that glowed faintly through the night. He'd eat — fruit from the Gurukul kitchens, which served the same function as mess halls in Indian colleges but with food that was genuinely good, the Naga cooks producing meals that combined Patala ingredients with techniques that seemed to predate mortal cuisine.

Then the commute. Six hours through the passage network to Guruji's chamber, running the shortcuts Ketaki had mapped. The running was training in itself — the passages were not empty, the creatures that inhabited the deep rock unpredictable, and Guruji had made it clear that arriving late because of a creature encounter was acceptable but arriving late because of insufficient speed was not.

Training with Guruji: four hours. The sessions had evolved from the pot-breaking and stalactite-hanging of the early days into something more complex — multi-ability combat sequences, raw siddhi manipulation exercises that pushed Arjun's control further each session, and the occasional session that Guruji called "conversation" but which was actually philosophy delivered through the medium of extreme violence.

"Shakti kya hai?" Guruji had asked during one such session, while Arjun dodged a barrage of siddhi-enhanced stone projectiles that the old man launched with the casual accuracy of someone playing catch with a child. What is power?

"Numbers," Arjun had gasped, dodging a stone that would have taken his head off. "Level. Stats. Abilities."

"Galat." Wrong. A stone connected with his shoulder. The impact spun him. "Phir se."

"Control." Dodging again. "Apni energy pe control."

"Better. Lekin poora nahi." Another stone. This one he caught — his Vanara reflexes firing, his hand closing around the projectile with a grip strength that surprised them both. He stood there, holding the stone, breathing hard, and Guruji smiled.

"Shakti choice hai," the old man said. "Har situation mein, tu choose karta hai — ladna ya bhagna. Maarna ya bachana. Todna ya banana. Numbers choice nahi hain. Numbers tools hain. Tu tool nahi hai — tu tool chalane wala hai. Jab tujhe yeh samajh aa jayega, tab tere numbers matter karenge."

Power is choice. In every situation, you choose — fight or flee. Kill or save. Destroy or create. Numbers aren't choice. Numbers are tools. You're not a tool — you're the one wielding the tool. When you understand this, then your numbers will matter.

Then the commute back. Six hours. Arriving in Bhogavati in time for the evening classified sessions with Ketaki, whose teaching had progressed from barrier theory to practical applications — how to detect barrier fluctuations, how to read the energy signatures that indicated Andhaka's approach, how to theoretically reinforce a weakened section of the standing wave.

And throughout, the Gurukul's regular curriculum — classes with Professor Vasuki, combat sessions with Bhairav, the daily interactions with students who accepted him as a fellow student and did not know that he trained with an immortal warrior-sage and studied classified barrier mechanics with the archive's most private archivist.



Shakti Darshan

Jeev: Vanara — Mushti Vanar Naam: Arjun Starr: 58

Prana — 8,740/8,740 Tapas — 12,200/12,200 Siddhi — 6,890/6,890

Gun: - Bala — 487 - Chaalaki — 892 - Buddhi — 345 - Pranashakti — 412 - Sahansheelata — 1,220 - Tejas — 378

Vidya — Kriya Vidya:

Agni Mushti — Starr: 24 - Keemat: 28 Siddhi - Charge: 0.1 seconds - Damage: extreme fire-wind physical - Note: can now be applied to both fists simultaneously

Prana Vistaar (Prana Expansion) — Starr: 8 - Keemat: 120 Siddhi - Vivaran: Channel raw siddhi to temporarily boost Prana regeneration by 400% for 2 minutes. Acquired through raw siddhi manipulation breakthrough.

Vayu Pada (Wind Step) — Starr: 11 - Keemat: 15 Siddhi per activation - Vivaran: Compress air beneath feet for short-range aerial dash. Distance: 12 metres. Can chain up to 3 dashes. Acquired through Shakti Chori permanent absorption from Wind Keet (Level 22).

Chhaya Vidya:

Shakti Chori — Starr: 14 - Permanent absorption chance: 12% - Temporary hold duration: 2 ghati (48 minutes) - Can hold 2 temporary passives simultaneously

Shabdadrishti — Starr: 9 - Range: 80 metres - Resolution: high detail

Chitinous Hide — Starr: 6 (permanently absorbed) - Reduces physical damage by 18%

Vahni Pratirodh (Fire Resistance) — Starr: 4 (permanently absorbed) - Reduces fire damage by 30% - Acquired from Agni Keet (Level 28)



Level 58 in three months. The growth rate was extraordinary — even Dhruva, who had reached Level 34 in seven months, had acknowledged it with the grudging respect of a competitor who recognises that he is no longer competing.

"Tera growth rate abnormal hai," Dhruva had said, after a sparring session that Arjun had won — the first time he'd beaten the human reborn, the victory coming not through power (Dhruva was now Level 41, still grinding steadily) but through the combination of Vanara agility, raw siddhi manipulation, and the unpredictable combat style that Guruji's training had embedded in his reflexes.

"Abnormal kaise?"

"Normal reborn growth rate — with guild support, regular training, dungeon access — roughly five to eight levels per month. Top performers, ten. Tu bees levels per month kar raha hai. Koi Gurukul mein itna fast nahi badhta."

Normal reborn growth rate — with guild support, regular training, dungeon access — roughly five to eight levels per month. Top performers, ten. You're doing twenty levels per month. Nobody in the Gurukul grows that fast.

Arjun had not explained. Couldn't explain — the classified nature of his training, the immortal mentor, the daily passage runs that served as both commute and combat exercise. He'd shrugged, and Dhruva had accepted the shrug with the pragmatic acceptance of a man who understood that some people had advantages they couldn't discuss.

But the growth came at a cost.

His body was changing. Not just stronger, not just faster — different. The Vanara template was adapting to the power flowing through it, the biological framework stretching to accommodate energy levels it had not been designed for. His fur had darkened — from tawny brown to a deep bronze that shimmered with an almost metallic quality under the crystal-light. His muscles had grown denser rather than larger, the Vanara physiology prioritising power-to-weight ratio over mass. His eyes had changed — the pupils now slit vertically in bright light, a trait he'd absorbed from the Keet chitin that had integrated into his biology, giving him low-light vision that rivalled Ketaki's.

And his mind. His mind was changing too. The meditation — daily, gruelling, the stillness that Guruji demanded and that the soma facilitated — was rewiring his neural pathways. He could feel siddhi without concentration now. The energy was a constant presence, a background hum that overlaid his perception of the physical world, making everything — the stone, the air, the bodies of other beings — shimmer with an energy dimension that his human brain had not been equipped to perceive.

He could feel Andhaka.

Not as a presence — as an absence. A growing void in the deeper levels, a null zone that pulled at the edge of his siddhi perception like a black hole pulls at light. The sensation was faint — Andhaka was still far below, still rising through the deeper levels — but it was there, constant, growing, a reminder that the clock was running and the numbers, however impressive they looked on his Shakti Darshan, might not be enough.



Dhruva found out on a Wednesday.

They were in the Gurukul's common area — a large chamber in the stalagmite's mid-section where students gathered between classes to eat, study, and engage in the social dynamics that characterized student bodies everywhere. Arjun was eating — a bowl of something that the Naga kitchen called naga-dal, which was not dal in any recognizable sense but was warm and filling and reminded him enough of home that he ate it daily.

Dhruva sat across from him. The Bengali human had become something between a rival and a friend — the relationship that forms between two competitors who respect each other enough to be honest but not enough to stop keeping score.

"Tujhe pata hai na," Dhruva said, without preamble, "ki tere baare mein log baat kar rahe hain."

You know, right, that people are talking about you.

"Kaun?"

"Sab. Teachers. Students. Tu teen mahine ka hai aur Level 58 hai. Tujhe koi train kar raha hai — koi bahut powerful, Gurukul ke bahar. Aur tu classified archive access kar raha hai Ketaki ke saath. Yeh sab — yeh normal student profile nahi hai."

Everyone. Teachers. Students. You're three months in and Level 58. Someone's training you — someone very powerful, outside the Gurukul. And you're accessing the classified archive with Ketaki. All of this — this is not a normal student profile.

"Toh?"

"Toh log puch rahe hain. Aur kuch log — specifically kuch senior Naga students jo Bhogavati ke powerful families se hain — unhein pasand nahi aa raha. Ek Vanara — ek clearly non-native species, probably reborn — classified materials access kar raha hai jinhe unke families ko access nahi milta. Yeh political ho sakta hai, Arjun."

Arjun put down the bowl. Dhruva was warning him. Not from kindness — from the practical understanding that political problems in the Gurukul could become physical problems in the training yard.

"Kya karna chahiye?" Arjun asked.

"Kam dikhna chahiye. Tera growth rate — slow down. Ya kam dikha. Classes mein zyada questions mat puch. Classified sessions mein — " he lowered his voice "— dhyan rakh ki koi nahi dekhe."

Be less visible. Your growth rate — slow down. Or look slower. Don't ask too many questions in class. Classified sessions — make sure nobody sees.

The advice was good. Arjun knew it was good. The Mumbai in him — the part that had navigated office politics and housing society dynamics and the intricate social calculus of a city where twelve million people competed for space — understood that visibility was vulnerability.

But the warrior in him — the part that Guruji was building, the part that punched things with fire and stole their powers and ran twelve hours through dark passages and meditated until the siddhi sang — the warrior rejected the advice.

"Main slow down nahi karunga," Arjun said. "Chhe mahine hain, Dhruva. Chhe mahine mein kuch aane wala hai jiske baare mein main tujhe nahi bata sakta. Aur jab woh aayega, toh Level 58 kaafi nahi hoga. Level 158 bhi shayad kaafi nahi hoga. Main slow down nahi kar sakta."

I'm not slowing down. Six months, Dhruva. In six months something is coming that I can't tell you about. And when it comes, Level 58 won't be enough. Level 158 might not be enough. I can't slow down.

Dhruva stared at him. The competitive smile was gone. In its place was the expression of a man recalculating — not his ranking against Arjun but his understanding of the situation itself.

"Kuch aane wala hai," he repeated. Something is coming.

"Haan."

"Aur tu prepare kar raha hai."

"Haan."

"Akela?"

"Nahi. Lekin — bahut kam log jaante hain."

No. But very few people know.

Dhruva was quiet. The common room hummed around them — students talking, crystal tablets clicking, the Gandharva harmonics from a group of musicians in the corner creating a background symphony. In the middle of it, two reborn humans — one from Mumbai, one from Delhi — sat with the weight of a secret that neither could fully share.

"Main help karunga," Dhruva said.

"Tu nahi jaanta ki —"

"Zaroorat nahi hai jaanne ki. Tu mera dost hai. Kuch aa raha hai. Tu prepare kar raha hai. Main help karunga. Bas."

I don't need to know. You're my friend. Something is coming. You're preparing. I'll help. That's it.

The simplicity of it hit Arjun in a place that his stats couldn't measure. Dost. Friend. The word, in Hindi, carrying the weight of a relationship that was not transactional, not strategic, not political — just one person offering to stand beside another because the standing was the point.

"Dhanyavaad," Arjun said. The word was inadequate. But it was what he had.

"Chal," Dhruva said, standing. "Training yard. Mujhe abhi bhi tera Agni Mushti counter karna nahi aata aur yeh mujhe pareshaan kar raha hai."

Come on. Training yard. I still can't counter your Agni Mushti and it's bothering me.




  
    Chapter 11: The Quiet

    
    
  
  The quiet came on a rest day.

Guruji had declared rest days once a month — not from generosity but from the pragmatic understanding that even a Vanara body needed recovery time, that muscles grew during rest rather than during exertion, and that "a sword sharpened without pause becomes a needle." Arjun suspected the old man also used rest days to brew soma and drink alone, but this was never confirmed.

On this rest day — his fourth in Patala, marking roughly four months since his death on the 332 Limited — Arjun sat on a ledge overlooking Bhogavati and did nothing.

The ledge was high on the cavern wall, accessible only by climbing — real climbing, the kind that required all four limbs and a tail and the specific spatial intelligence of an arboreal species. He'd found it weeks ago, during one of his explorations of the city's periphery, and had claimed it as his own: a shelf of smooth stone wide enough to sit on, high enough that the city below was a miniature, close enough to the crystal-studded ceiling that the warm light fell on his fur like sunlight.

Below him, Bhogavati lived. The serpentine streets curved between the stalagmite buildings, alive with the morning traffic of a city that had been waking this way for longer than any city on Mrityuloka had existed. Naga vendors opened shops. Yaksha workers carried materials to construction sites where new chambers were being carved from the living rock. Gandharva musicians played on street corners — their music rising to Arjun's ledge as a faint, beautiful sound that mixed with the mineral hum of the divya-shila and the distant rush of the underground river that supplied the city's water.

He watched. Not studying, not analysing, not processing information for tactical advantage. Just watching. The way a man watches a sunset — not to learn from it but to be in it, to let the beauty of a moment fill the space that thinking usually occupied.

He missed Mumbai.

The missing was specific, as Guruji had taught him grief should be. Not "I miss home" — that was too abstract, too clean, the kind of grief that sounds good in a journal but doesn't make your throat close. What Arjun missed was:

The specific sound of a pressure cooker's whistle at 7 AM, coming through the shared wall from the Patils' kitchen next door. Mrs. Patil's pressure cooker — ancient, possibly older than Arjun, the whistle worn to a specific pitch that was slightly flat, slightly insistent, the sound of a Mumbai morning that no alarm clock could replicate.

The smell of the street below his building after rain. Not the rain itself — Mumbai rain was aggressive, filthy, a monsoon assault that turned streets to rivers and auto-rickshaws to boats. The smell after. When the rain paused and the wet asphalt released the particular Mumbai fragrance: diesel and jasmine and rotting organic matter and the distant ozone tang of the sea, a perfume so specific to that city that no other place on earth or under it could produce.

Neha's hands. Not the rest of Neha — his feelings about the rest of Neha were complicated, layered with guilt and inadequacy and the specific discomfort of knowing he had not loved her enough. But her hands — small, precise, the nails always painted, the fingers moving with a deliberation that made every gesture look intentional. The way she held her chai cup with both hands, the fingers interlacing around the warmth, the specific grip that suggested the chai was not just a beverage but a comfort, a stability, a warm thing held against a cold world.

His mother's voice. Not what she said — what she said was usually a variation on "khaana khaaya?" and "office se kab aayega?" and "Mhatre kaka ke ladke ne CA pass kar liya, tune suna?" — but the voice itself. The specific frequency. The timbre that carried twenty-eight years of love and worry and disappointment and hope, all blended into a sound that was as recognizable to Arjun's nervous system as his own heartbeat.

The Ghatkopar local. The specific way the Ghatkopar station platform smelled at 6 PM — sweat and hot metal and the chaat vendor's tamarind and the inexplicable sweetness that all Mumbai local stations share, as if the trains themselves exuded sugar. The crush of bodies entering the compartment. The hand on the pole. The stranger's shoulder against his. The complete, cellular-level comfort of being one organism in a mass of organisms all moving in the same direction, all wanting the same thing: home.

He missed being human.

The thought arrived without warning and with total force. Not the species — the condition. The condition of being mortal. Of being limited. Of having a body that would age and fail and stop, a mind that would forget and fade and end. In Patala, he was growing. Levelling. Becoming more powerful with each day, his stats climbing toward numbers that would have been mythological in his old life. But the growth had no ceiling. No end point. No natural limit that said "this is enough, you can stop now."

In Mumbai, there had been limits. He could only earn so much. Run so fast. Live so long. The limits were constraints, yes — but they were also borders, edges, the frame that made the painting make sense. Without limits, the painting was just paint spreading endlessly across an infinite canvas, and the spreading was not growth but dilution.

He sat on his ledge and he felt the weight of this insight — not as wisdom but as grief. The grief of a man who had not appreciated his limits until they were removed. The grief of a man who would trade every stat point, every ability, every level for one more morning in his one-BHK flat in Ghatkopar, listening to Mrs. Patil's pressure cooker and drinking his mother's too-sweet chai while the Mumbai rain hammered the window and the world was small and finite and enough.



Ketaki found him.

He didn't hear her approach — Naga footsteps were silent, the species-specific stealth that made them the librarians and spies and surgeons of Patala. She simply appeared at the edge of the ledge, having climbed the cavern wall with a fluidity that suggested her humanoid form retained more serpentine capability than was immediately apparent.

She sat beside him. Not close — a Vanara's body length apart, the distance of a colleague rather than a friend. She said nothing. Looked out over the city. Waited.

This was new. Ketaki did not wait. Ketaki arrived with agendas, with crystal tablets, with information that needed to be transmitted with maximum efficiency and minimum social lubrication. Ketaki arriving and sitting in silence was unprecedented.

"Kya hua?" Arjun asked. What happened?

"Kuch nahi. Rest day hai. Maine socha — " she paused, and the pause was also unprecedented, because Ketaki did not pause; Ketaki's speech was a continuous stream of precision with no gaps for uncertainty "— maine socha main bhi rest karungi."

Nothing. It's a rest day. I thought I'd rest too.

"Tum rest nahi karti," Arjun observed. You don't rest.

"Nahi karti. Lekin aaj —" Another pause. Her amber eyes looked at the city below, and in the crystal-light, the iridescent scales of her skin caught colours that Arjun hadn't noticed before: green, blue, gold, a shifting palette that responded to the angle of the light. "Aaj mujhe archive se break chahiye thi."

Today I needed a break from the archive.

This was, for Ketaki, a confession. The archive was not her workplace — it was her identity. She had been Bhogavati's archivist for longer than she'd been anything else, her existence defined by the cataloguing and protection and transmission of knowledge. For her to need a break from the archive was like a fish needing a break from water.

"Kya dhundh rahi thi?" What were you looking for?

"Third option. Jo tu bola tha — teesra raasta. Barrier todne aur Andhaka ko rokne ke alawa koi teesra solution. Maine archive ke har section check kiya. Har historical record. Har theoretical paper. Har equation set."

The third option. What you said — a third way. Beyond breaking the barrier or stopping Andhaka. I checked every section of the archive. Every historical record. Every theoretical paper. Every equation set.

"Aur?"

"Aur kuch nahi mila."

And found nothing.

The admission cost her. Arjun could see it in the micro-expressions he'd learned to read — the fractional tightening of her jaw, the barely perceptible lowering of her gaze, the body language of a being who prided herself on having answers and was confronting the possibility that the answer she needed didn't exist.

"Shayad answer archive mein nahi hai," Arjun said.

"Toh kahan hai?"

"Nahi pata. Lekin — " he thought about it, drawing on the unlikely combination of marketing training and metaphysical education that constituted his skill set "— jab mujhe client ke liye campaign banana hota tha aur koi idea nahi aa raha hota tha, toh main kaam band kar deta tha. Bahar jaata tha. Kuch aur karta tha. Aur idea wahan aata tha jahan main dhundh nahi raha hota tha."

Don't know. But when I needed to create a campaign for a client and couldn't find an idea, I'd stop working. Go outside. Do something else. And the idea would come where I wasn't looking for it.

"Yeh anecdotal hai, scientifically validated nahi."

That's anecdotal, not scientifically validated.

"Haan, lekin tum Void theory ka solution archive mein nahi dhundh payi. Toh shayad scientifically validated approach kaam nahi kar raha."

Yes, but you couldn't find the Void theory solution in the archive. So maybe the scientifically validated approach isn't working.

She looked at him. The look was long. Evaluative. And then — for the first time in the months Arjun had known her — the severe line of her mouth softened. Not a smile. Something smaller. Something that in another person would have been imperceptible but in Ketaki was seismic.

"Tum har baat ka answer marketing mein dhundhte ho," she said. You find the answer to everything in marketing.

"Marketing mein nahi. Observation mein. Marketing sirf observation ko sellable format mein rakhna hai."

Not in marketing. In observation. Marketing is just putting observation into a sellable format.

"Toh Void crisis ko sell karo mujhe. Kya observe kar rahe ho jo main nahi kar rahi?"

Then sell me the Void crisis. What are you observing that I'm not?

He thought about it. Below them, Bhogavati hummed. The Gandharva music rose and fell. The divya-shila pulsed with its patient luminescence.

"Barrier ek resonance hai, tumne kaha tha. Standing wave. Dono duniyaon ki frequencies cancel out karti hain boundary pe. Andhaka ki Void frequency barrier ki frequency ko destructively interfere karti hai. Yeh problem hai."

The barrier is a resonance, you said. Standing wave. Both worlds' frequencies cancel out at the boundary. Andhaka's Void frequency destructively interferes with the barrier's frequency. That's the problem.

"Haan."

"Lekin tumne yeh bhi kaha tha ki barrier created nahi thi — natural thi. Dono duniyaon ke beech ka gap. Natural resonance."

But you also said the barrier wasn't created — it was natural. The gap between both worlds. Natural resonance.

"Haan."

"Toh barrier ko kisi ne strengthen kiya. Seal kiya. Paanch hazaar saal pehle. Iska matlab — kisi ne natural resonance ko modify kiya. Amplify kiya. Change kiya."

So someone strengthened the barrier. Sealed it. Five thousand years ago. Which means someone modified the natural resonance. Amplified it. Changed it.

Ketaki's eyes narrowed. Not in displeasure — in the specific way they narrowed when she was processing information that contradicted her existing model.

"Agar barrier ko modify kiya ja sakta hai strengthen karne ke liye," Arjun continued, "toh barrier ko modify bhi kiya ja sakta hai Void frequency ko accommodate karne ke liye. Todna nahi — reshape karna. Standing wave ki frequency change karna taki Void frequency destructively interfere na kare."

If the barrier can be modified to strengthen it, then the barrier can also be modified to accommodate the Void frequency. Not break it — reshape it. Change the standing wave's frequency so the Void frequency doesn't destructively interfere.

"Toh — barrier ko tune karna. Like a radio station changing its frequency to avoid interference from another station."

"Exactly."

She was quiet. The kind of quiet that Arjun had learned to respect — not empty silence but full silence, the silence of a mind processing at speeds that conversation couldn't match.

"Theoretically possible hai," she said finally. "Lekin — implementation. Barrier ko tune karne ke liye, tumhe barrier ke control mechanism ko access karna hoga. Aur barrier ka control mechanism — agar exists bhi karta hai — documented nahi hai. Archive mein nahi hai. Classified ke classified ke classified mein bhi nahi hai."

It's theoretically possible. But implementation. To tune the barrier, you'd need to access the barrier's control mechanism. And the barrier's control mechanism — if it even exists — isn't documented. Not in the archive. Not even in the classified-within-classified-within-classified.

"Kyunki kisine document nahi kiya — ya kyunki kisine deliberately chupaya?"

Because no one documented it — or because someone deliberately hid it?

The question hung between them. In the crystal-light, Ketaki's scales shifted colour — a physiological response that Arjun had learned was the Naga equivalent of a blush, an involuntary display of internal state.

"Main dhundhungi," she said. And the words carried a weight that went beyond professional obligation — the weight of a person who has been given a new direction after being lost, who has been shown a door where she had seen only wall.

"Hum dhundhenge," Arjun corrected. We'll find it.

She looked at him again. The severity was back — but beneath it, visible only because Arjun had spent months learning to read the micro-expressions of a species that communicated in millimetres — beneath it was something warm.

"Hum," she agreed. We.

They sat on the ledge. Bhogavati hummed below. The crystal ceiling glittered above. And between the two realities — the city of serpents and the sky of stone — two beings who had no business being colleagues, much less allies, much less whatever they were becoming, sat in a silence that was not empty but full.




  
    Chapter 12: The Dungeon

    
    
  
  The Gurukul's third-session curriculum included dungeon exploration, and Arjun had been avoiding it.

Not from fear — from scheduling. His days were already split between Guruji's training, Ketaki's classified sessions, and the regular Gurukul classes. Adding dungeon runs meant losing sleep, and sleep was the one resource his Vanara body demanded without compromise. Skip food and it adapted. Skip water and it conserved. Skip sleep and it shut down — hard, involuntary, the biological equivalent of a forced restart, his body dropping into unconsciousness wherever it happened to be standing.

But Bhairav had made it clear: dungeon completion was mandatory for all students. No exceptions. Not even for a Level 58 Vanara with a classified schedule and an immortal mentor and the persistent look of someone who had not slept more than four hours in the last six days.

"Kal subah," Bhairav had announced. "Dungeon Three — Mahatala Depression. Team assignment final hai. Koi bimaar nahi hai, koi excuses nahi hain, koi classified conflicts nahi hain." He'd looked directly at Arjun for the last item. The Yaksha instructor was not stupid — he knew something was different about the Vanara student, even if he didn't know what. "Sabko aana hai."

Tomorrow morning. Dungeon Three — Mahatala Depression. Team assignments are final. Nobody is sick, nobody has excuses, nobody has classified conflicts. Everyone attends.



The team was five. Arjun. Dhruva. A Naga student named Sarayu — quiet, competent, her specialty in binding rituals that could restrain creatures long enough for teammates to deliver killing blows. A Yaksha named Vajra — enormous even by Yaksha standards, his body a wall of golden muscle and geometric tattoos, his combat role pure tank, absorbing damage that would destroy lighter beings. And a Gandharva named Svara — the team's support, her harmonic abilities capable of healing, buffing, and the peculiar Gandharva skill of disrupting enemy siddhi through discordant sound.

They assembled at the dungeon entrance at dawn. The Mahatala Depression was not in Bhogavati — it was a two-hour march south, through passages that descended into the fifth level of Patala, where the stone was darker and the crystal-light dimmer and the air carried the mineral tang of deep earth.

The entrance was a hole. Not carved, not constructed — a natural fissure in the cavern floor, its edges ragged, the darkness inside absolute. Arjun's Shabdadrishti mapped the first hundred metres: a vertical shaft, then a series of chambers connected by passages, the geometry organic and irregular, the architecture of a space that had been shaped by geological forces rather than intelligent design.

"Level range: 40 se 65," Bhairav announced, reading from a crystal tablet. "Boss entity at the bottom — estimated Level 70-80. Team target: clear all chambers, defeat boss, retrieve the Dungeon Core. Time limit: twelve ghati."

Level range: 40 to 65. Boss entity at the bottom — estimated Level 70-80. Team target: clear all chambers, defeat boss, retrieve the Dungeon Core. Time limit: twelve ghati.

Twelve ghati. Just under five hours. For a dungeon with an unknown number of chambers and a boss that outlevelled most of the team.

Dhruva caught Arjun's eye. The human's expression was calm — the calm of a fighter who had done dungeon runs before and understood the rhythm. "Formation?" he asked.

Vajra up front — the Yaksha tank leading, his massive body absorbing the first contact of any encounter. Sarayu behind him — the binding specialist, ready to restrain threats that got past Vajra. Dhruva and Arjun in the middle — the DPS pair, dealing damage while the front line held. Svara at the rear — the support, her harmonics providing healing and buffs from a safe distance.

They descended.



The first chamber was insects. Keet variants — darker than the ones in the surface jungle, their chitin thicker, their mandibles longer, adapted for the deeper environment. Level 42 to 48. A swarm of fifteen, emerging from the walls as the team entered, their chemical communication triggering a coordinated assault from three directions.

Vajra absorbed the first wave. The Yaksha's body was a fortress — his skin hardened by innate passives, his tattoo circuits blazing with golden light as they activated defensive siddhi. The Keet struck him and bounced, their mandibles skidding off skin that was harder than their chitin.

Sarayu bound six of them. Her technique was beautiful — ribbons of blue-green siddhi extending from her fingers, wrapping around the Keet's limbs and thoraxes, tightening with a precision that immobilised without killing, holding the insects in frozen poses while the damage dealers worked.

Dhruva moved. His combat style had evolved since their first sparring session — the Muay Thai foundation now integrated with siddhi techniques that Arjun hadn't seen before. A palm strike that released a shockwave. A spinning elbow that trailed blue fire. Each blow calculated, efficient, the fighting style of a man who had been keeping score against an impossibly fast Vanara and had optimised every movement to compensate for the speed gap.

And Arjun. Arjun moved in the way that Guruji had taught him — not with technique but with instinct, his Vanara body a blur of fur and fire, the Agni Mushti activating and deactivating in a rhythm that was too fast for conscious thought, the fire punches connecting with Keet thoraxes and leaving charred craters. His Vayu Pada — the wind step — carried him across the chamber in aerial dashes, each dash repositioning him for the next strike, the combat a three-dimensional chess game played at the speed of reflex.

The chamber cleared in ninety seconds. Fifteen Keet, dead. The team, unscathed. Vajra's skin hadn't even been scratched. Svara's healing harmonics — a soft, sustained tone that vibrated through the team's bodies, accelerating cell repair and siddhi regeneration — had been unnecessary.

"Aage," Vajra rumbled. The Yaksha's voice was as massive as his body — a bass so deep it vibrated in the stone floor. Forward.



The second chamber was worse.

Not insects — serpents. Not Nagas — lesser serpents, the feral cousins of Ketaki's species, beings that had the serpentine form but not the intelligence, the predatory instincts but not the culture. They were enormous — each one the length of a railway carriage, their bodies thick with muscle, their scales dark and resistant to physical damage.

Level 55 to 62. Higher than most of the team.

Vajra held the entrance. Two serpents struck at him simultaneously — their bodies coiling and striking with the whip-crack speed of species that had evolved to catch prey faster than thought. The Yaksha's tattoo circuits blazed. He caught one serpent by the jaw — his hands large enough to grip the creature's head, his strength sufficient to hold it while it thrashed — and planted his feet against the ground with a stability that was tectonic.

The second serpent got past him.

It came for Sarayu. The Naga student — a serpent-descendant herself — did not flinch. Her binding ribbons launched, wrapping the creature's body in a cage of blue-green energy. But the serpent was Level 62, and its physical strength exceeded the binding's restraint capacity. The ribbons stretched. Groaned. Began to crack.

"Arjun!" Dhruva shouted.

Arjun was already moving. Vayu Pada — three chained dashes, covering thirty-six metres in under a second, the air compressed beneath his feet creating sonic booms that echoed off the chamber walls. He arrived at the serpent's head as the bindings cracked, his Agni Mushti charged, and drove his fire fist into the creature's skull with everything he had.

The skull caved. The fire entered through the breach and expanded inside — not the contained scorch of his early Agni Mushti but a detonation, the Level 24 ability expressing its full destructive potential, the fire finding the creature's brain and cooking it.

The serpent collapsed. Its body twitched — posthumous nerve firing, the signals still travelling through a nervous system that no longer had a brain to report to. The twitching subsided. The chamber was quiet except for the sound of Vajra still holding the first serpent, which was thrashing with increasing desperation.

Dhruva finished it. A siddhi-enhanced palm strike to the creature's exposed underside — the scales thinner there, the flesh vulnerable — followed by a concentrated blast that ruptured the internal organs. The serpent died with a sound that was almost a sigh — the exhalation of a large animal accepting that the contest was over.

"Everyone okay?" Svara called from the rear, her hands already producing the healing harmonics, the sound washing over the team like warm water.

Everyone was okay. But the chamber had taught them something: this dungeon was not a training exercise. The creatures were high-level, aggressive, and numerous. The boss at the bottom would be worse.



Chambers three through seven blurred together. Arjun's memory retained them as a montage of combat — creatures emerging from walls and floors and ceilings, the team's formation adapting to each new threat, the individual skills of each member weaving into a collective capability that was greater than the sum of its parts.

Chamber three: burrowing creatures, Level 50, that erupted from the floor without warning. Arjun's Shabdadrishti was essential — his echolocation detecting the underground movement before the creatures surfaced, giving the team seconds of warning that made the difference between ambush and engagement.

Chamber four: a trap room. No creatures — instead, the walls themselves attacked, the stone animated by a siddhi presence that turned the chamber into a crushing mechanism. Vajra held the walls. Physically. His Yaksha body braced between the closing surfaces, his tattoo circuits burning with the golden light of maximum output, his muscles shaking with the effort of resisting a geological force. Dhruva found the siddhi node that controlled the trap — embedded in the ceiling, glowing faintly — and destroyed it with a precision blast.

Chamber five: flying creatures. Bat-like, but larger, with razor-edged wings that cut through the air with a sound like tearing silk. Level 58 — Arjun's own level. He fought them in their element — airborne, using Vayu Pada to match their flight, his Agni Mushti connecting in mid-air exchanges that left trails of fire and burnt fur and the acrid smell of charred wing-membrane.

His Shakti Chori activated three times during the chamber five fight. Each activation stole a temporary passive — enhanced air movement, sonar precision, wing-membrane toughness. None permanently absorbed. But the temporary buffs kept him alive through engagements that would have killed a ground-bound fighter.

Chamber six: a puzzle. Crystal mechanisms set into the walls, requiring specific siddhi frequencies to activate in a specific sequence. Sarayu solved it — her binding specialty, it turned out, was a subset of a broader skill in energy manipulation that included frequency matching. She tuned each crystal with the patience of a musician tuning an instrument, and the chamber's exit opened.

Chamber seven: empty. The emptiest room they'd encountered. Bare stone, no creatures, no traps, no puzzles. The team entered cautiously, formation tight, senses extended.

Svara spoke first. "Boss room ke pehle ka room. Rest point."

The room before the boss room. Rest point.

They rested. Vajra sat — his massive body lowering to the floor with the careful slowness of someone whose muscles had been operating at maximum capacity for hours. Sarayu's bindings retracted into her body, the blue-green energy reabsorbing through her scales. Dhruva checked his stats — his fingers moving through an interface only he could see, the habit of a gamer checking resources before a boss fight.

Arjun checked his own stats.

Starr: 58 → 60 (leveled up twice during dungeon)

Prana — 6,120/9,200 Tapas — 7,800/13,100 Siddhi — 3,240/7,400

Two-thirds depleted across the board. The dungeon had been expensive — the high-level encounters draining resources faster than natural regeneration could replace them. Svara's healing harmonics had kept Prana topped up, but Tapas and Siddhi were personal resources that only rest and soma could efficiently restore.

"Boss ka estimated level 70-80 hai," Dhruva said, reading from his interface. "Humari team ka highest level — Arjun, 60. Lowest — Svara, 38. Gap bahut bada hai."

The boss's estimated level is 70-80. Our team's highest level — Arjun, 60. Lowest — Svara, 38. The gap is too big.

"Gap hamesha hota hai," Vajra rumbled. "Dungeon boss team ke highest se upar hota hi hai. Point yeh nahi hai ki individually stronger ho. Point yeh hai ki collectively kaise ladte ho."

There's always a gap. Dungeon bosses are always above the team's highest. The point isn't being individually stronger. The point is how you fight collectively.

"Vajra sahi keh raha hai," Arjun said. He looked at each team member. The marketing brain — the part that understood teams, dynamics, how to make a group of individuals function as a unit — engaged. "Vajra front. Sarayu bindings for limb control — boss ko mobility se roko. Dhruva aur main damage — Dhruva left side, main right. Svara, healing priority pe — Vajra pehle, phir baaki. Aur main —"

He paused. Looked at his hands. The Vanara hands with their dark claws and bronze fur and the faint glow of siddhi that lived beneath the surface now, always, the energy he'd learned to feel and hold and direct.

"Main kuch naya try karunga," he said. I'll try something new.



The boss chamber was vast.

The ceiling rose higher than any previous chamber — fifty metres, maybe more, the stone disappearing into a darkness that even Arjun's echolocation couldn't map. The floor was smooth — polished by something, the stone carrying a sheen that reflected the team's crystal-lights like dark water.

And in the centre, coiled around a pillar of raw crystal — the Dungeon Core, pulsing with golden light — was the boss.

It was a Naga. Not a humanoid Naga like Ketaki — a primordial Naga, the original form, the being from which the humanoid species had evolved over millions of years. Its body was serpentine — thirty metres long, the scales black and iridescent, each scale the size of a dinner plate. Its head was hooded — the cobra hood spread wide, wider than Vajra was tall, the underside of the hood displaying patterns that shifted and moved, hypnotic, designed to paralyse prey through visual fixation.

Its eyes were gold. Slit-pupilled. Ancient. They found the team as they entered and held them with a gaze that carried physical weight — the siddhi-enhanced perception of a being that had existed in this dungeon for centuries, guarding the Core, waiting for challengers.

Arjun's interface flickered:

Naam: Kaaliya Jeev: Praacheen Naga (Ancient Naga) Starr: 78 Khaas Chetavni: Multi-element attacks. Venom siddhi. Hypnotic gaze. Regeneration.

Special Warning: Multi-element attacks. Venom siddhi. Hypnotic gaze. Regeneration.

Level 78. Eighteen levels above Arjun. Forty levels above Svara. The gap was not a gap — it was an abyss.

"Formation," Arjun said. His voice was steady. The steadiness was not courage — it was Guruji's training, the months of being thrown into situations that exceeded his capability and surviving not through power but through adaptation. "Ab."

Now.

Kaaliya struck.



The fight lasted forty-seven minutes.

Arjun would remember it in fragments — not a continuous narrative but a series of moments, each one burned into his memory by the intensity of what his body was doing and what his mind was processing simultaneously.

Vajra, holding. The Yaksha planted in front of the team like a golden wall, his tattoo circuits blazing so bright that his body became a lantern, the defensive siddhi pouring off him in visible waves. Kaaliya struck him — the massive head darting forward with a speed that shouldn't have been possible for something that large — and Vajra caught the blow on his crossed forearms, his feet carving trenches in the polished floor, his body absorbing an impact that would have vaporised a lesser being.

Sarayu, binding. Her ribbons — extended to their maximum reach, the blue-green energy stretched thin but holding — wrapped Kaaliya's tail, its midsection, any part that stayed still long enough to catch. The bindings slowed the ancient Naga without stopping it, reducing its movement options, creating windows for the damage dealers.

Dhruva, flanking. The human moved with a precision that Arjun admired even in the chaos — every strike placed, every ability timed, the siddhi blasts connecting with the joints between Kaaliya's scales where the armour was thinnest. He was bleeding — a glancing blow from the tail had opened a gash across his shoulder — but he fought through it, the pain compartmentalised, the fighter's discipline holding.

Svara, sustaining. Her harmonics were a constant now — a complex chord of healing and buffing frequencies that the team moved through like fish through water, each note repairing damage, restoring siddhi, keeping the collective alive through an encounter that should have ended them in the first thirty seconds.

And Arjun. Something new.

He'd discovered it during the meditation sessions with Guruji — the ability to channel raw siddhi not through the system's templates but through his own will, shaping the energy into forms that the Shakti Darshan didn't have categories for. He'd been practicing in secret, during the commute runs, during the quiet moments on his ledge. The technique was wasteful — burning siddhi at rates that made his Agni Mushti look efficient — but it was flexible.

He reached for the siddhi. Felt it — the warm current in his nadis, the reservoir in his core. He drew it up. Not into his fists — into his whole body. Every nadi, every cell, every strand of fur. The energy filled him and he felt the transformation: not a template activation but a full-body enhancement, the raw power of his siddhi expressed through flesh rather than formula.

His body blazed. Golden light — the colour of unprocessed siddhi — poured from his skin, his fur luminous, his eyes burning with an intensity that made Kaaliya's ancient gaze recoil. He moved — and the movement was not Vanara movement, not the trained reflexes of a primate fighter. It was something beyond. Faster. Stronger. Each step trailing golden afterimages, each punch carrying the full weight of his siddhi pool behind it.

He hit Kaaliya. Not with Agni Mushti — with a fist wrapped in raw siddhi, the energy compressed to a density that made the impact point on the ancient Naga's scales glow white, then crack, then shatter. The scales — armour that had resisted Dhruva's blasts and Vajra's physical strength — broke under the raw siddhi strike like glass under a hammer.

Kaaliya screamed. The sound — a Naga scream, part hiss, part roar, part frequency weapon — shook the chamber, cracking the polished floor and sending debris falling from the ceiling. The team staggered. Svara's harmonics wavered but held. Vajra dug in deeper.

Arjun hit again. And again. Each strike costing siddhi — enormous amounts, the meter dropping in chunks — but each strike landing on flesh that the scales no longer protected, each blow driving into the ancient Naga's body with the certainty of a weapon that has found its target's weakness.

Kaaliya turned. The golden eyes found Arjun — the small, glowing Vanara who was breaking its armour — and the hypnotic gaze activated. Patterns on the hood shifted, spiralled, the visual weapon designed to seize the prey's visual cortex and freeze the body.

Arjun closed his eyes. Used Shabdadrishti. The echolocation mapped the boss in sound — a detailed three-dimensional model, resolution high enough to target the gaps in the remaining scales, high enough to dodge the tail that whipped toward him with enough force to level a building.

He dodged. Vayu Pada — three dashes, the air compressing beneath his feet, the wind step carrying him around the tail's arc and into striking range of the hood's base — the neck, the vulnerable junction between body and weapon.

He charged everything he had into his right fist. Not Agni Mushti. Not raw siddhi manipulation. Both. The fire and the golden energy merged — orange and gold intertwining, the combination something his interface didn't have a name for, something that existed outside the system's categories, something new.

He struck the base of the hood. The blow connected with a sound that was not a sound — a frequency, a resonance, the specific vibration of maximum force meeting minimum resistance. The ancient Naga's neck cracked. Not broke — cracked. A fracture, deep, the structural integrity of a creature that had survived centuries compromised by a single blow from a being less than half its level.

Kaaliya collapsed. Not dead — not yet — but broken, the massive body slumping to the polished floor, the hood retracting, the golden eyes dimming from fury to something that might have been surprise.

Dhruva struck the killing blow. A concentrated siddhi blast to the fracture point, widening the crack, severing the connection between brain and body. The ancient Naga shuddered. Stilled. The golden eyes closed.

Arjun fell to his knees. His siddhi was gone — 0/7,400, the meter empty, his body suddenly leaden without the energy that had been sustaining the enhancement. The golden glow faded from his fur. His muscles trembled. His vision blurred.

Svara's healing harmonics found him — the sound wrapping around his body like a warm blanket, the healing frequencies stabilising his systems, preventing the crash that total siddhi depletion would normally trigger.

"Dungeon clear," Vajra announced, his voice carrying the satisfaction of a professional who has accomplished a difficult task within parameters. He walked to the crystal pillar, retrieved the Dungeon Core — a sphere of condensed golden energy the size of a mango — and held it up.

The team was alive. The boss was dead. And Arjun, kneeling on the floor of a chamber in the fifth level of Patala, his body empty and his mind ringing with the aftershock of power he hadn't known he possessed, understood something that Guruji had been trying to teach him for months.

The numbers were tools. The choice was his. And the choice he'd made — to merge two forms of power that the system said were separate, to create something outside the template — was the first step toward the third way.




  
    Chapter 13: The Frequency

    
    
  
  The dungeon run changed things.

Not just Arjun's stats — though those had jumped significantly, the boss kill awarding experience that pushed him to Level 63 — but his understanding of what was possible. The merged strike — Agni Mushti and raw siddhi combined, fire and golden energy fused into something the system couldn't categorise — had worked. It had broken armour that individual abilities couldn't breach. It had created a new tool.

Guruji was not surprised.

"Maine socha tha tu yeh dungeon mein karega," the old man said, when Arjun described the merged strike during their next training session. He was whittling — a stick, with a knife that was not the legendary axe but a simple blade, the whittling apparently being what immortal warrior-sages did when they were thinking. "System abilities templates hain. Templates useful hain — efficient, reliable, tested. Lekin templates rigid bhi hain. Rigid cheezein todti hain jab unknown forces milti hain."

I expected you'd do that in the dungeon. System abilities are templates. Templates are useful — efficient, reliable, tested. But templates are also rigid. Rigid things break when they encounter unknown forces.

"Toh merged strike — yeh template ke bahar hai?"

"Yeh template ke bahar hai. Yeh tujhse aata hai — tere body se, tere will se, tere specific combination of abilities aur raw manipulation se. Koi aur Vanara Mushti se yeh nahi kar sakta kyunki koi aur Vanara ne raw manipulation Level 27 pe nahi seekhi."

It's outside the template. It comes from you — your body, your will, your specific combination of abilities and raw manipulation. No other Fist Monkey can do this because no other Fist Monkey learned raw manipulation at Level 27.

"Toh yeh unique hai?"

"Unique nahi — personal. Difference hai. Unique matlab koi nahi kar sakta. Personal matlab koi aur aise nahi kar sakta — lekin apna version bana sakta hai. Har fighter ka personal toolkit hota hai — abilities jo sirf uski journey se aati hain. Tera personal toolkit mein yeh merged strike hai. Isse develop kar. Isse naam de. Isse apna bana."

Not unique — personal. There's a difference. Unique means nobody can do it. Personal means nobody can do it the same way — but they can make their own version. Every fighter has a personal toolkit — abilities that come only from their journey. Your personal toolkit includes this merged strike. Develop it. Name it. Make it yours.

Arjun thought about it. The merged strike — fire and siddhi, system template and raw energy, the combination that his body had found in the extremity of the boss fight.

"Sudarshan," he said. The word came from somewhere deeper than his marketing vocabulary — from the mythology his grandmother had told him, from the stories of Vishnu's discus that cut through everything, the weapon that was not just sharp but divine, the blade that could not be stopped because it was not merely physical.

Guruji looked up from his whittling. His eyes — those young, ancient, terrifying eyes — held something that Arjun had not seen before. Something that might have been recognition. Something that might have been grief.

"Sudarshan," the old man repeated. "Accha naam hai."



The development of Sudarshan consumed the next month.

Arjun worked with Guruji on the combat applications — how to charge the merged energy efficiently, how to sustain it without draining his entire siddhi pool, how to direct it in forms beyond the simple fist strike. The progress was incremental but steady, each session revealing new possibilities within the merged state.

He discovered that Sudarshan could be applied to his Vayu Pada. The wind steps, enhanced with merged energy, became something more than aerial dashes — they became projectiles, each step leaving a trail of fire-gold energy that persisted for seconds after he'd moved, creating barriers and traps that the environment carried.

He discovered that Sudarshan amplified Shakti Chori. When he stole a passive while in the merged state, the stolen ability integrated more deeply, the absorption chance increasing from 12% to — based on limited testing — approximately 30%. The merged energy acted as a solvent, breaking down the stolen ability's structure and allowing it to bond with his own systems more thoroughly.

And he discovered the cost. Sudarshan burned siddhi at four times the rate of his most expensive ability. A sustained merged state lasted approximately three minutes before total depletion. Three minutes of godlike power, followed by absolute zero — a body empty of energy, barely able to stand, vulnerable to anything that happened to be nearby when the lights went out.

"Teen minute bahut hai," Guruji said. "Ladaai teen minute mein jeet sakte ho — agar tumhe pata ho ki kab shuru karna hai aur kab khatam."

Three minutes is plenty. You can win a fight in three minutes — if you know when to start and when to stop.



Ketaki's research progressed in parallel.

The archivist had thrown herself into the search for the barrier's control mechanism with the intensity that she applied to everything — total, focused, the analytical engine of a mind that had catalogued more knowledge than most libraries contained, now directed at a single question: how was the barrier sealed, and could the seal be modified?

She found fragments. Not answers — pieces of answers, scattered across different sections of the archive, catalogued under different classifications, the information dispersed as if whoever had documented it had deliberately broken the knowledge into disconnected parts to prevent anyone from reassembling the full picture.

"Vikhandana," she told Arjun during one of their classified sessions. "Deliberate fragmentation. Kisi ne yeh information purposefully todke alag-alag sections mein rakhi hai. History mein kuch yahan, mathematics mein kuch wahan, cosmological theory mein kuch aur wahan. Koi ek section mein dekhega toh usse meaningless lagega. Lekin jab sab milao —"

Deliberate fragmentation. Someone purposefully broke this information and placed it in different sections. Some history here, some mathematics there, some cosmological theory somewhere else. Looking at any one section, it seems meaningless. But when you put it all together —

"Tab kya milta hai?"

"Tab pata chalta hai ki barrier seal karne ke liye ek device use hua tha. Physical device. Archive mein iska naam — jahan bhi mention hai — redacted hai. Literally kaala kar diya gaya hai. Lekin description se pata chalta hai ki yeh device barrier ki frequency ko control kar sakta hai. Amplify, dampen, aur — theoretically — retune."

Then you learn that a physical device was used to seal the barrier. A physical device. Its name in the archive — wherever it's mentioned — is redacted. Literally blacked out. But the description shows this device can control the barrier's frequency. Amplify, dampen, and — theoretically — retune.

"Retune. Barrier ko Void frequency ke saath compatible banana."

"Haan. Lekin device kahan hai — yeh nahi pata. Archive mein last known location bhi redacted hai."

Yes. But where the device is — unknown. Even the last known location is redacted.

"Kaun redact karta hai archive material?"

"Sirf ek authority. Narada."

The name hung in the air. Narada — the cosmic gossip, the information broker, the being who ran the Gurukul and managed the archive and knew everything about everyone. The being who had enrolled Arjun, assigned Ketaki as his teacher, and set this entire chain of events in motion.

"Narada knows," Arjun said. English again — the language he defaulted to when his brain was processing at its fastest, the thought-speed language that didn't wait for Hindi's grammar.

"Narada knows," Ketaki agreed. "Sawaal yeh hai — kya woh batayega?"



They went to Narada.

Not to the office — to the sage's private quarters, high above the office, in a chamber carved into the very tip of the library-stalagmite where the stone was thin enough to be translucent, the cavern's crystal-light filtering through in patterns that made the room glow like the inside of a shell.

Narada was playing his veena. The music was — Arjun had no frame of reference for describing it. Not beautiful, not technically impressive, not emotionally affecting in the way that music usually was. It was true. The notes were not performed but expressed, each one arriving with the inevitability of a mathematical proof, the melody progressing through states that felt less like composition and more like discovery, as if Narada was not creating music but finding it, unearthing it from the silence the way an archaeologist unearths a relic.

He stopped when they entered. Placed the veena down with the careful tenderness of a parent settling a child.

"Tum dono saath aa gaye," he said. "Yeh jaldi hua — maine socha tha do-teen mahine aur lagenge."

You've come together. This happened quickly — I thought it would take two or three more months.

"Aapko pata tha ki hum aayenge?" Ketaki asked.

"Mujhe pata tha ki tum archive mein barrier control mechanism dhundogi. Mujhe pata tha ki tum redactions paogi. Aur mujhe pata tha ki tum mujhse puchogi." He smiled — the Narada smile, warm and impenetrable and carrying the specific quality of a being who knows more than he says but says exactly enough to keep the conversation going. "Main isi liye redactions lagata hoon — taki sahi log sahi samay pe mujhse puchein."

I knew you'd search the archive for the barrier control mechanism. I knew you'd find the redactions. And I knew you'd come to me. That's why I place the redactions — so the right people ask me at the right time.

"Toh bataiye," Arjun said. Then tell us.

Narada looked at him. The bright eyes — the eyes of the cosmic gossip, the information broker, the being who had been trading in secrets since before the written word — assessed him with a thoroughness that went beyond Guruji's warrior evaluation or Ketaki's archivist scan. Narada was reading his story. Not his stats. His story. The narrative of a man who had died on a bus and been reborn as a monkey and trained with a god and studied with a serpent and was now standing in the tip of a stalagmite asking for the location of a device that could save two worlds.

"Device ka naam Shruti hai," Narada said. "Shruti — the heard. The device that listens to the barrier's frequency and can change it. It was built during the sealing — five thousand years ago — by a collective of beings who understood that the barrier, while necessary, was imperfect. Shruti was their contingency — the tool that could adjust the barrier if adjustment became necessary."

"Kahan hai?"

"Barrier mein."

The answer was absurd enough to be funny and serious enough to be devastating. The device that could modify the barrier was inside the barrier. To reach it, you'd need to enter the barrier — the standing wave of energy that separated two worlds, the null zone where neither world's physics applied, the space that was not space but the absence of space.

"Barrier mein kaise jaayenge?" Ketaki asked. Her voice was steady — the archivist in her processing the information rather than reacting to it. "Barrier ek energy state hai, physical location nahi. Tum energy state mein enter nahi karte."

How would we enter the barrier? The barrier is an energy state, not a physical location. You don't enter an energy state.

"Normally nahi," Narada agreed. "Lekin Shruti ka ek interface hai — ek access point jo barrier ke andar se extend hota hai aur Patala mein terminate hota hai. Access point physical hai. Tum usse chhoo sakte ho. Aur agar tum sahi frequency generate kar sako — barrier ki frequency — toh access point tumhe barrier ke andar le jayega."

Normally no. But Shruti has an interface — an access point that extends from inside the barrier and terminates in Patala. The access point is physical. You can touch it. And if you can generate the right frequency — the barrier's frequency — the access point will take you inside the barrier.

"Access point kahan hai?"

Narada smiled again. "Saatvein starr pe. Patala ke sabse neeche. Void ke kinare pe."

On the seventh level. At the very bottom of Patala. At the edge of the Void.

The same place Andhaka was rising from.

The irony was not lost on any of them. The device that could save both worlds was in the same location as the being that could destroy them. To reach Shruti, they would have to go to the place that Andhaka was leaving — pass him, or fight him, or find some way around a blind god powered by the Void itself.

"Yeh deliberately hai?" Arjun asked. "Access point aur Andhaka ek hi jagah?"

Is this deliberate? The access point and Andhaka in the same place?

"Sab kuch deliberate hai," Narada said. "Universe coincidence nahi karta. Universe design karta hai — lekin design itna complex hai ki hum usse coincidence kehte hain kyunki humari understanding incomplete hai."

Everything is deliberate. The universe doesn't do coincidence. The universe designs — but the design is so complex that we call it coincidence because our understanding is incomplete.

He stood. Walked to the window. Looked out over Bhogavati — the city he administered, the civilisation he protected, the knowledge he curated.

"Tumhare paas do mahine hain," he said. "Andhaka do mahine mein seventh level ki surface pe hoga. Tab tak tumhe tayyar hona hoga — fight karne ke liye, Shruti tak pahunchne ke liye, barrier ko retune karne ke liye. Yeh sab do mahine mein."

You have two months. Andhaka will reach the seventh level's surface in two months. By then you need to be ready — to fight, to reach Shruti, to retune the barrier. All of this in two months.

Two months. Level 63. Against a being whose level exceeded the display parameters of his interface.

Arjun looked at Ketaki. She looked back. The amber eyes held something they hadn't held before — not fear, not uncertainty, but the specific intensity of a person who has been given a deadline and is already calculating how to meet it.

"Do mahine," Arjun said.

"Do mahine," Ketaki agreed.

They left Narada's quarters. The walk down the spiral staircase was silent — not empty silence but planning silence, both minds processing, both beings calculating the path from here to the seventh level in sixty days.

At the bottom of the staircase, Ketaki stopped.

"Arjun."

"Haan?"

"Kuch baat hai jo archive mein nahi hai. Jo Narada ne nahi bataya. Jo main khud jaanti hoon kyunki — kyunki main bahut lamba time se yahan hoon."

There's something that isn't in the archive. That Narada didn't say. That I know myself because I've been here a very long time.

"Kya?"

"Seventh level pe — Void ke kinare pe — koi bhi being apni identity kho sakta hai. Void proximity identity ko erode karta hai. Jitna neeche jaoge, utna zyada. Agar tum seventh level pe jaoge aur Void ke kinare tak pahunchoge — tumhe yaad rakhna padega ki tum kaun ho. Puri tarah. Har detail. Warna Void tumhe le lega."

On the seventh level — at the edge of the Void — any being can lose their identity. Void proximity erodes identity. The deeper you go, the more it erodes. If you go to the seventh level and reach the Void's edge — you need to remember who you are. Completely. Every detail. Otherwise the Void will take you.

Remember who he was. Arjun Mhatre. Twenty-eight. Ghatkopar. The 332 Limited. Neha's jaw. His mother's chai. The pressure cooker whistle at 7 AM. The smell of Mumbai after rain.

The details that he'd been carrying since his death — the specific memories, the human memories, the things that made him Arjun rather than just a Vanara with a fire punch — were not just nostalgia. They were armour. The defence against a force that could dissolve identity itself.

"Yaad rakhunga," he said. I'll remember.

Ketaki nodded. Turned to go. Stopped again.

"Aur Arjun — jab tum neeche jaoge — main tumhare saath aaungi."

And Arjun — when you go down — I'll come with you.

The words were not a request. Not an offer. A statement — flat, clinical, delivered with the same precision she applied to everything. But beneath the precision, carrying a weight that had nothing to do with professional obligation and everything to do with the thing that was forming between them, unnamed and unacknowledged but no less real for being unspoken.

"Theek hai," he said. OK.

She left. He stood at the bottom of the staircase, in the archive's entrance hall, surrounded by crystal tablets that hummed with the knowledge of millennia, and he thought about identity, and memory, and the specific sound of a pressure cooker's whistle in a Ghatkopar morning.




  
    Chapter 14: The Descent Begins

    
    
  
  The last two months were the hardest of Arjun's second life.

Guruji's training intensified beyond anything the previous months had demanded. The old man — who had been severe before, who had thrown rocks and broken ribs and called it education — became something else entirely. Not cruel. Not sadistic. Urgent. The urgency of a being who had seen civilisations fall and knew what the approach of an extinction-level threat looked like, who understood that the window between "enough time" and "too late" was not a gradual transition but a cliff edge, and they were running toward it.

"Ab se," Guruji said on the first day of the accelerated program, "main tujhe woh sab sikhaaunga jo maine pichle mahino mein nahi sikhaya. Woh techniques jo dangerous hain. Woh knowledge jo tod sakti hai agar galat use ho. Maine roka tha kyunki tu tayyar nahi tha. Ab — time nahi hai tayyar hone ka. Ab sikhna padega aur tayyar hona padega saath-saath."

From now, I will teach you everything I held back in the previous months. The techniques that are dangerous. The knowledge that can break you if misused. I held back because you weren't ready. Now — there's no time to get ready. Now you learn and prepare simultaneously.

The techniques were dangerous. Guruji had not exaggerated.

The first was Prana Visarjan — Prana Release. The ability to convert Prana — life force, the energy that kept him alive — into offensive power. Not Siddhi, which was the system's designated combat resource. Prana. The stuff that, when it hit zero, meant death.

"Yeh suicide technique hai," Guruji said flatly. "Agar tu apna saara Prana release karega, tu marega. Simple. Lekin agar tu control ke saath use karega — measured amounts, precise timing — toh Prana-based attacks Siddhi-based attacks se zyada powerful hain. Kyunki Prana life itself hai. Aur life — life is the most destructive force in existence. Jis cheez ne planets pe jungles ugaye, oceans bhare, species evolve kiye — wohi cheez targeted karke release karoge toh kya hoga?"

This is a suicide technique. If you release all your Prana, you die. Simple. But if you use it with control — measured amounts, precise timing — then Prana-based attacks are more powerful than Siddhi-based attacks. Because Prana is life itself. And life is the most destructive force in existence. The thing that grew jungles on planets, filled oceans, evolved species — what happens when you release that targeted?

Arjun learned. The learning was painful — each practice session of Prana Visarjan leaving him depleted, shaking, his body protesting the voluntary expenditure of the energy it needed to survive. But the attacks were devastating. A Prana-enhanced Sudarshan — the merged fire-gold-life strike — hit with a force that cracked the training ground's reinforced stone and made Guruji, for the first time in their training, take a step back.

The second technique was Aatma Darpan — Soul Mirror. Not an attack but a defence — the ability to reflect siddhi attacks back at their source by creating a resonance field around his body that matched the incoming attack's frequency and reversed its direction. The technique required the raw siddhi manipulation that Guruji had been training from the beginning — the ability to feel an incoming attack's frequency in the split-second before impact and generate the matching counter-frequency.

"Yeh Andhaka ke khilaf kaam aayega," Guruji said. "Andhaka ki attacks Void-frequency hain. Void frequency unique hai — har baar same nahi hoti. Agar tu real-time mein frequency match kar sake — agar tera response time milliseconds mein ho — toh tu uske attacks reflect kar sakta hai. Wapas uspe."

This will be useful against Andhaka. Andhaka's attacks are Void-frequency. Void frequency is unique — it's not the same every time. If you can match the frequency in real-time — if your response time is in milliseconds — you can reflect his attacks. Back at him.

The training was brutal. Guruji would launch siddhi attacks at random — during meals, during sleep, during meditation — and Arjun had to generate the counter-frequency before impact. Failure meant taking the hit. The hits were calibrated to injure without killing, but the injuries accumulated: cracked bones, torn muscles, one memorable occasion where a siddhi bolt to the chest stopped his heart for three seconds before his Prana regeneration restarted it.

"Aatma Darpan reflexive hona chahiye," Guruji said, watching Arjun gasp on the ground after the heart-stop incident. "Sochke nahi — feel karke. Tera shareer pehle react kare, phir tera dimaag samjhe. Jaise tu haath jalaate waqt haath peeche khenchta hai — wahi speed chahiye. Brain se pehle body."

Soul Mirror must be reflexive. Not by thinking — by feeling. Your body reacts first, then your mind understands. Like pulling your hand back from a flame — that speed. Body before brain.



His stats climbed.

Shakti Darshan

Jeev: Vanara — Mushti Vanar Naam: Arjun Starr: 89

Prana — 24,600/24,600 Tapas — 31,800/31,800 Siddhi — 19,400/19,400

Gun: - Bala — 1,890 - Chaalaki — 3,240 - Buddhi — 1,120 - Pranashakti — 1,560 - Sahansheelata — 3,180 - Tejas — 1,410

Level 89 in six months. The growth rate was not just abnormal — it was unprecedented. Narada had confirmed this, in his indirect way: "Patala ke itihaas mein kisi reborn ne chhe mahine mein Level 89 nahi cross kiya. Closest was a Yaksha — fourteen hundred years ago — who reached Level 72 in the same period. Tu — tu kuch aur hi hai."

In Patala's recorded history, no reborn has crossed Level 89 in six months. The closest was a Yaksha — fourteen hundred years ago — who reached Level 72 in the same period. You — you are something else.

The "something else" had a name, though nobody had said it aloud yet: Parashurama's training. The immortal's methods — the chaos, the violence, the philosophical conversations delivered through the medium of thrown rocks and broken bones — were not conventional training. They were forging. The difference between shaping clay on a wheel and hammering steel on an anvil. The clay method produced consistency. The anvil method produced weapons.



Ketaki's research converged.

She had assembled the fragmented archive data into a coherent picture — a map of the barrier, its frequency structure, and the theoretical modifications needed to accommodate the Void's anti-resonance. The mathematics were complex — involving frequency sets that had more dimensions than Arjun's human-trained brain could visualise — but the concept was simple.

"Barrier ko retune karne ke liye," she explained, in their last classified session before the descent, "Shruti ko ek specific input dena hoga. Ek frequency jo barrier ki current frequency ko modify kare — shift kare — taki Void frequency destructive na rahe. Frequency shift karna jaise — jaise ek tanpura ko tune karna. Slight adjustment. Lekin adjustment sahi honi chahiye. Galat frequency se barrier todegi, sahi frequency se barrier adapt hogi."

To retune the barrier, Shruti needs a specific input. A frequency that modifies the barrier's current frequency — shifts it — so the Void frequency is no longer destructive. Shifting the frequency is like tuning a tanpura. Slight adjustment. But the adjustment must be exact. The wrong frequency breaks the barrier, the right frequency makes it adapt.

"Sahi frequency kya hai?"

"Maine calculate ki hai. Yahan —" she handed him a crystal tablet, its surface dense with mathematical notation "— yeh frequency set hai. Eleven-dimensional. Shruti ko yeh input dena hoga."

"Main yeh kaise input karunga? Main mathematician nahi hoon."

"Shruti physical device hai. Input physical hai. Tumhe frequency generate karna hoga — apne shareer se, apni siddhi se. Jaise tum Aatma Darpan mein counter-frequency generate karte ho — waise. Lekin bahut zyada precise. Aur bahut zyada sustained."

Shruti is a physical device. The input is physical. You need to generate the frequency — from your body, from your siddhi. Like you generate counter-frequencies in Soul Mirror — like that. But much more precise. And much more sustained.

"Kitna time?"

"Approximately ek ghati. Twenty-four minutes of sustained frequency generation at the exact specification. No deviation. No fluctuation. Perfect pitch for twenty-four minutes."

Twenty-four minutes. Of generating an eleven-dimensional frequency from his body while standing at the edge of the Void, next to a device he'd never seen, while a blind god powered by anti-existence approached from below.

"Main kar sakta hoon?" he asked. Not rhetorical. Genuine.

Ketaki looked at him. The amber eyes — the eyes that had been clinical, professional, archival for months and were now something else, something warmer, something that Arjun's human brain recognised even if his Vanara brain didn't have a word for it.

"Haan," she said. "Main tujhe frequency seekha dungi. Har dimension. Har harmonic. Tujhe twenty-four minutes tak hold karna sikhaungi. Lekin —"

"Lekin?"

"Lekin Void ke kinare pe — jahan identity erode hoti hai — frequency hold karna sirf technical skill nahi hai. Yeh identity ka sawal hai. Frequency tumhare andar se aayegi. Tumhari identity se. Tum kaun ho — Arjun Mhatre, Mumbai, bus, amma, sab — yeh sab frequency ka source hai. Agar Void tumhari identity erode karega jab tum frequency generate kar rahe ho —"

At the Void's edge — where identity erodes — holding the frequency isn't just a technical skill. It's a question of identity. The frequency will come from inside you. From your identity. Who you are — Arjun Mhatre, Mumbai, the bus, your mother, everything — all of this is the frequency's source. If the Void erodes your identity while you're generating the frequency —

"Frequency bhi erode hogi."

The frequency will erode too.

"Haan."

The stakes were absolute. To save both worlds, he needed to remember who he was for twenty-four minutes while standing in the one place in existence designed to make him forget.



The team assembled on the day of descent.

Arjun. Ketaki. Dhruva — who had been briefed by Arjun on the full situation, the classification be damned, because going into the seventh level without telling your best friend why was not something Arjun's human ethics would permit. And Guruji — who had declared that his philosophical differences with Narada could, under the circumstances, be tabled.

"Yeh philosophical difference nahi hai," Narada had said, when Guruji appeared in Bhogavati for the first time in centuries. "Tum mere best student ko maar doge."

"Maine use already maar diya," Guruji said, looking at Arjun. "Kayi baar. Woh wapas aata rehta hai."

This isn't a philosophical difference. You'll get my best student killed. / I've already killed him. Several times. He keeps coming back.

Narada had provided equipment. Crystal tablets loaded with maps of the seventh level's known geography. Siddhi-restorative potions — concentrated soma, brewed by Guruji but refined by Naga alchemists into a portable form. A barrier frequency reference — a small crystal that hummed at the exact frequency Ketaki had calculated, a tuning fork for Arjun to calibrate against.

And one item that Narada had given to Arjun privately, in his office, before the others arrived.

"Yeh rakh," the sage had said, pressing a small object into Arjun's palm. A pendant — a tiny golden disc on a thread, the disc carrying a carving so fine that Arjun's enhanced Vanara eyes could barely resolve it: two figures flanking a rising sun, the same symbol as his Shakti Darshan icon.

"Yeh kya hai?"

"Yeh tumhara tether hai. Tumhari identity ka anchor. Void mein — jab tumhari memories fade hongi, jab tumhe yaad nahi rahega ki tum kaun ho — yeh tumhe yaad dilayega. Isme — " he paused "— isme tumhari amma ki awaaz hai."

This is your tether. Your identity's anchor. In the Void — when your memories fade, when you won't remember who you are — this will remind you. In it is your mother's voice.

Arjun stared at the pendant. "Kaise?"

"Main Narada hoon," the sage said simply. "Main sabki awaaz sunta hoon. Mrityuloka mein bhi. Tumhari amma — Sunanda Mhatre, Ghatkopar — woh har roz subah tumhare liye prarthana karti hai. Woh nahi jaanti ki tum zinda ho. Lekin woh prarthana karti hai. Aur prarthana ki frequencies — woh barrier cross karti hain. Main unhe sunta hoon. Maine ek ko record kiya."

I am Narada. I hear everyone's voice. Even in Mrityuloka. Your mother — Sunanda Mhatre, Ghatkopar — she prays for you every morning. She doesn't know you're alive. But she prays. And prayer frequencies — they cross the barrier. I hear them. I recorded one.

Arjun's hand closed around the pendant. The metal was warm. Inside it — captured in the crystal core of the golden disc — was his mother's voice. His mother, who didn't know he was alive, who prayed every morning for a son she believed was dead, whose prayers crossed the barrier between worlds because love, apparently, was a frequency that no standing wave could cancel.

He couldn't speak. His Vanara throat closed. His eyes — the enhanced, slit-pupilled, low-light-adapted eyes that had seen the depths of Patala and the fires of combat — burned with tears that were entirely human.

"Yaad rakhna," Narada said softly. "Void mein — jab sab kuch fade hoga — yeh suunna. Aur yaad aayega."

Remember. In the Void — when everything fades — listen to this. And you'll remember.



They descended.

Through the fifth level. Through the sixth. The passages narrowed, the stone darkened, the crystal-light thinning until it was a memory rather than a presence. Guruji led — the immortal warrior's body emitting its own light, the siddhi of a Chiranjeevi illuminating the passages with a warm golden glow that pushed back the encroaching dark.

Ketaki mapped. Her archival knowledge of the lower levels was theoretical — no archivist had been below the fifth level in three hundred years — but the theoretical knowledge was precise, the passages matching the ancient records' descriptions with an accuracy that validated centuries of scholarship.

Dhruva covered the rear. The human reborn — now Level 47, his growth accelerated by the knowledge of what was coming and the training Arjun had shared with him — moved with the alert readiness of a soldier on point, his siddhi senses extended behind the group, watching for threats from the direction they'd come.

And Arjun walked in the middle. The pendant against his chest. The barrier frequency reference crystal in his satchel. The Sudarshan technique ready in his muscles. The memory of his mother's chai ready in his heart.

Toward the seventh level. Toward the Void. Toward Andhaka.

Toward the end of everything, or the beginning of something new.




  
    Chapter 15: The Seventh Level

    
    
  
  The seventh level of Patala was not a place. It was a condition.

Arjun understood this the moment they crossed the threshold — the invisible line between the sixth level's dark but navigable passages and the seventh level's absolute negation. The air changed. Not temperature, not humidity — the air itself changed quality, becoming thinner, less substantial, as if the molecules that composed it were losing their commitment to being air and were considering alternative states of existence.

The crystal-light was gone. Had been gone since the mid-sixth level, the divya-shila's luminescence fading like a radio signal at the edge of its range. Guruji's siddhi-glow was the only light — golden, warm, a sphere of illumination that surrounded the group and pushed back a darkness that was not merely the absence of light but the presence of something that actively consumed it.

"Void proximity," Ketaki said. Her voice was different here — flatter, the harmonics stripped away, the rich tonal quality of Naga speech reduced to something thinner. "Void light nahi absorb karta — Void light ko meaningless bana deta hai. Photons exist karte hain lekin information carry karna band kar dete hain."

The Void doesn't absorb light — it makes light meaningless. Photons exist but stop carrying information.

Arjun's Shabdadrishti was working, but wrong. The echolocation pulses went out and came back carrying information that his brain couldn't process — shapes that shifted between readings, distances that changed between pulses, a geometry that obeyed rules his spatial processing centers hadn't been programmed for.

"Yahan ka geometry Euclidean nahi hai," Ketaki continued. She was navigating by a different sense — a Naga sense, the deep-substrate perception that her species had evolved over millions of years of living in stone. "Void proximity space ko distort karta hai. Straight lines curve. Distances fluctuate. Tum compass aur map se navigate nahi kar sakte."

The geometry here isn't Euclidean. Void proximity distorts space. Straight lines curve. Distances fluctuate. You can't navigate by compass and map.

"Tab kaise navigate karein?" Dhruva asked. The human reborn was handling the seventh level's atmosphere with visible effort — his face taut, his breathing controlled, his body generating a visible aura of siddhi that served as a buffer between himself and the Void's erosion.

"Frequency se," Ketaki said. "Barrier ki frequency is level pe bhi feel hoti hai — faint, lekin present. Main usse follow kar sakti hoon. Barrier ki taraf — aur Shruti ki taraf."

By frequency. The barrier's frequency can be felt even at this level — faint, but present. I can follow it. Toward the barrier — and toward Shruti.

Guruji said nothing. The immortal warrior moved with the economical alertness of a being who had been in dangerous places before — many dangerous places, over many millennia — and whose body maintained a state of combat readiness that was not tension but preparedness, the difference between a coiled spring and a loaded weapon.

They moved.



The seventh level's terrain was stone. Not the carved, civilisation-touched stone of the upper levels — raw stone, primordial, the kind of stone that existed before life had opinions about what stone should look like. It was dark — not black but dark, a deep grey that absorbed Guruji's light and returned it dimmed, muted, the stone's surface carrying a texture that was simultaneously smooth and granular, as if the molecules were uncertain about their arrangement.

Formations rose from the floor — not stalagmites, not natural rock formations, but shapes that suggested intent without displaying design. Columns that almost looked carved. Arches that almost looked constructed. Walls that almost looked deliberate. The "almost" was the seventh level's signature — everything here was almost something, nearly coherent, the way a dream is almost a story.

"Void influence," Ketaki said, noting Arjun's confusion. "Void doesn't create. Void approximates. It perceives patterns from the upper levels — architecture, biology, geometry — and attempts to replicate them. But it doesn't understand intent. So the replications are — close. Not right."

They passed through a passage that was almost a hallway. The walls were almost parallel. The ceiling was almost flat. The floor was almost level. The cumulative effect of all these "almosts" was deeply, viscerally unsettling — the uncanny valley applied to architecture, the brain's spatial processing centres screaming that something was wrong without being able to specify what.

Arjun felt the erosion begin at the two-hour mark.

It started with his name. Not forgetting it — feeling it thin. The letters A-R-J-U-N, which had been as solid as his bones, as fundamental as his heartbeat, began to feel arbitrary. Why those letters? Why that sequence? Why did that particular arrangement of sounds signify him rather than someone else? The questions were not philosophical — they were ontological, arising from a level of cognition below thought, from the substrate where identity lived before language shaped it.

He gripped the pendant at his chest. Squeezed it. Felt the metal's warmth — real, physical, anchored in the material world that the Void was trying to erode.

"Naam bol," Ketaki said. She was beside him — she had been beside him for the entire descent, her proximity not accidental but deliberate, her archival knowledge of Void erosion informing a prevention strategy that she had not fully explained. "Apna poora naam bol. Baari-baari se."

Say your name. Your full name. Repeatedly.

"Arjun Mhatre. Arjun Mhatre. Arjun Mhatre."

"Aur bolo. Kahan se ho?"

"Ghatkopar. Mumbai. Second floor. One BHK. No lift."

"Aur?"

"Amma ka naam Sunanda. Neha — girlfriend. Agency mein kaam karta tha. 332 Limited. Eastern Express Highway."

Each detail was an anchor. A nail driven into the substrate of his identity, pinning it against the Void's pull. He felt the erosion slow — not stop, the Void was persistent, patient, the geological patience of a force that had eternity to work with — but slow, the details holding, the memories serving their purpose.

Dhruva was struggling more. The human reborn didn't have a pendant. Didn't have an archivist who had spent months learning his tells. Dhruva was gripping his own arms, his knuckles white, his mouth moving — speaking his name, his city, his details, the anchors that kept Dhruva Sengupta from becoming just another pattern the Void would try to replicate.

"Dhruva," Arjun said. "Apni kahani suna mujhe."

Tell me your story.

Dhruva looked at him. The competitive smile was gone. In its place was fear — not the fear of combat, which Dhruva had mastered, but the fear of dissolution, the specific terror of feeling yourself become less.

"Delhi," Dhruva said. His voice was thin. "Mehrauli. Auto mein tha. Truck aaya — Ashram side se — red light toda. Auto palat gayi. Main — main bahar gira. Truck ke neeche — nahi. Truck ke tyre — mere upar se gayi."

The details were gruesome. But they were specific. And specificity was the weapon against the Void — not beauty, not poetry, but the raw, ugly, particular facts of a particular life that could not be replicated because they belonged to one person and no other.

"Aur?" Arjun pressed.

"Amma — nahi. Ma kehte the hum. Bengali hain na. Ma. Baba Delhi mein professor the — JNU. Bengali department. Ma — Ma Loreto school mein padhaati thi. English. Main — main Commerce kar raha tha. DU se. Third year."

Commerce at Delhi University. Third year. A young man — younger than Arjun, Arjun realized, maybe twenty-two — who had been on his way somewhere in an auto-rickshaw when a truck ran a red light.

"Aur?"

"Aur — aur mujhe yaad hai ki auto palatte waqt maine — maine phone dekha tha. Ma ka message tha. 'Khaana kha lena.' Last message. 'Khaana kha lena.'"

Eat something. The universal Indian mother's message. The message that was not about food but about love, the specific love of a mother who could not control the trucks on Mehrauli road but could ensure her son ate, and the ensuring was the love, and the love was the anchor.

Dhruva's erosion slowed. The details held. The Void pulled but could not pull hard enough to dislodge a mother's last text message from a son's memory.

They walked. The almost-hallway opened into an almost-chamber. The almost-chamber led to another almost-passage. The geometry was wrong — Arjun's Shabdadrishti told him they were descending but his vestibular system insisted they were level, and Ketaki's frequency-based navigation said they were curving, and the disagreement between his senses created a nausea that lived in the space between his ears and his stomach.

And then Guruji stopped.

The immortal warrior stood at the edge of something. His golden light — the siddhi-glow that had been their only illumination — reached the edge and stopped, as if the photons had reached the end of their range and decided not to continue. Beyond the edge was not darkness. Darkness was the absence of light. What lay beyond the edge was the absence of ground.

The Void.

Not metaphorical. Not theoretical. Not the concept that Ketaki had described in the archive's sealed chamber. The actual Void — the energy substrate beneath all existence, the null state from which Patala and Mrityuloka had been constructed, the zero point that was not empty but full of a nothing so complete that it made emptiness look like abundance.

It stretched in every direction. Not visible — perceived. Arjun's eyes saw nothing. His echolocation returned nothing. But his siddhi sense — the perception that meditation and training had developed, the ability to feel energy — that sense detected the Void, and what it detected was an absence so profound that the detection itself felt like looking directly at the sun, the perceptual system overwhelmed by the magnitude of what it was trying to process.

"Yahan," Guruji said. His voice was quiet — the quietest Arjun had ever heard it, the reverent quiet of a warrior standing before the one thing in creation that could not be fought. "Void ka kinara."

Here. The edge of the Void.

At the edge, where the almost-stone met the absolute nothing, something glowed.

A device. Physical, as Narada had described. Small — barely a metre tall, mounted on a pedestal of dark stone. Its shape was — Arjun struggled for the comparison — like a tuning fork. Two prongs rising from a base, the prongs made of a metal that was neither gold nor silver nor any alloy he could identify, the surface covered in inscriptions so fine they were almost invisible.

Between the prongs, suspended by nothing visible, hung a crystal. Spherical, translucent, pulsing with a frequency that Arjun could feel in his bones — a deep, sustained vibration that was the barrier itself, concentrated, expressed, made physical in this one object.

Shruti.

"Woh rahi," Ketaki said. Her voice carried a quality he hadn't heard before — awe. The archivist who had catalogued the knowledge of civilisations, who had processed information with clinical precision for centuries, stood before a device she had only known as a redacted entry in a fragmented record, and the gap between knowledge and experience opened beneath her like the Void itself.

They approached. Carefully. The stone at the Void's edge was unstable — not structurally but ontologically, the material uncertain about its own existence, the surface occasionally flickering with an almost-transparency that revealed the Void beneath.

Arjun reached Shruti. Extended his hand. Touched the metal.

The frequency hit him like a wave. Not painful — overwhelming. The barrier's resonance, channelled through the device, flowing into his body through the contact point and filling him with a sound that was not audible but was felt in every cell, every nadi, every strand of fur. The standing wave that separated two worlds, expressed as a sensation that was part vibration, part temperature, part emotion — the frequency of separation, of isolation, of two things that were meant to be together held apart.

He understood. In the moment of contact, with the barrier's frequency flowing through him, he understood what the barrier was at a level that Ketaki's teachings had approached but never reached. The barrier was not a wall. Not a standing wave. Not an energy state. The barrier was grief. The grief of separation. Two worlds that had been one, torn apart, held apart, the barrier maintained by the accumulated sorrow of five thousand years of isolation.

And the Void — the Void's response — was not anger. It was loneliness. The Void was lonely. The null state that existed between the worlds, the substrate from which everything had been built, was alone — separated from its creations by the very barrier that those creations had erected. Andhaka was not a weapon. Andhaka was a message. The Void's message to its children: come home.

The understanding was too much. Arjun's hand released the device. He stumbled back. Ketaki caught him — her hands on his shoulders, her Naga strength stabilising his Vanara body, the physical contact grounding him in the material world that the frequency had almost pulled him out of.

"Kya hua?" she asked. What happened?

"Mujhe pata chal gaya," he said. His voice was shaking. "Frequency — mujhe pata chal gaya. Main generate kar sakta hoon. Lekin —"

"Lekin?"

"Lekin pehle — Andhaka se baat karni padegi."

But first — I need to talk to Andhaka.

Guruji turned. The immortal's face was unreadable — the face of a being who had lived long enough to recognise the moment when a student surpasses the teacher's understanding and enters territory that the teacher has never mapped.

"Andhaka se baat?" Guruji said. "Woh baat nahi karta. Woh destroy karta hai."

Talk to Andhaka? He doesn't talk. He destroys.

"Nahi," Arjun said. The conviction was absolute — not the conviction of knowledge but of empathy, the specific understanding of a being who had felt the Void's loneliness and recognised it. "Woh destroy nahi karta. Woh ghar jaana chahta hai. Void lonely hai. Andhaka Void ka — Void ka beta hai. Jaise main amma ka."

No. He doesn't destroy. He wants to go home. The Void is lonely. Andhaka is the Void's — the Void's son. Like I'm my mother's.

The silence that followed was the deepest silence Arjun had experienced — deeper than the meditation silences, deeper than the archive's sealed chamber, deeper than the moment before the bus tyre burst. It was the silence of four beings standing at the edge of everything, holding a truth that was too simple to be believed and too true to be denied.

And from below — from the Void itself — something stirred.




  
    Chapter 16: Andhaka

    
    
  
  He rose from the Void like a mountain rising from the sea — slow, inevitable, the emergence of something so massive that the act of appearing was itself a geological event. The almost-stone at the Void's edge trembled. Fragments fell — dropping into the nothing below, disappearing without sound, without trace, the Void accepting the offerings with the indifference of an ocean accepting rain.

Arjun felt him before he saw him. The siddhi sense — the perception that months of meditation and training had developed into a sixth sense as reliable as sight — detected the approaching presence as a null zone, a moving absence, a shape defined not by what it was but by what it wasn't. Where Andhaka moved, siddhi ceased. Energy fled. The warm, pulsing, living fabric of Patala's magical infrastructure went dead, the way a limb goes dead when circulation is cut — numb, cold, the tissue still there but the life withdrawn.

Guruji moved first. The immortal warrior — who had been still, watchful, the predator's patience — shifted into a stance that Arjun had never seen him use. Not aggressive. Not defensive. Ready. The stance of a being who had fought wars and knew that the moment before contact was the moment that determined everything.

"Arjun," Guruji said. His voice was calm. The calm of a Chiranjeevi who had faced extinction-level threats before and was still here. "Tu kaha tha baat karni hai. Baat kar. Lekin agar baat fail ho — toh hatna. Mujhe jagah dena."

You said you needed to talk. Talk. But if talking fails — move. Give me space.

Andhaka emerged.

He was not what the crystal projection in Ketaki's archive had shown. The projection had displayed a humanoid figure surrounded by darkness. The reality was — less and more. Less human. More present. The body was humanoid in structure — bipedal, two arms, a head — but the proportions were wrong, stretched, as if the Void had been trying to maintain the original form but had miscalculated the ratios. He was tall — four metres, maybe five, the height uncertain because the edges of his body flickered, the boundary between him and the Void behind him indistinct.

His skin was not skin. It was Void-substance — the dark, non-reflective material of absolute nothing, given form, given shape, wrapped around a skeleton and a musculature that moved with the fluid slowness of a deep-sea creature. The skin absorbed Guruji's golden light — not reflecting, not reacting, just accepting, the photons entering the Void-substance and never returning.

And his eyes. The empty sockets. Smooth, sealed, the blindness that had defined him since birth — since the moment Shiva's son had opened his eyes and found nothing, had reached for light and found Void, had begun his existence in the same state that most beings ended theirs.

The sockets were not empty now. They glowed. A faint, deep luminescence — not light but anti-light, a frequency that the visual cortex could detect but not process, leaving afterimages that were darker than the darkness around them.

Arjun stepped forward.

Every instinct in his body — human, Vanara, warrior — screamed against the step. The proximity to Andhaka was physical pain. The null zone that surrounded the blind god pressed against Arjun's siddhi like a hand pressing against a balloon — the energy inside him compressing, retreating, his nadis constricting as the Void-frequency attempted to cancel the living frequency that flowed through them.

He took another step.

"Andhaka," he said.

The name — spoken in the seventh level's thin air, at the edge of the Void, in the presence of a being whose power exceeded the parameters of any measurement system — the name fell into the space between them and hung there, vibrating with a significance that went beyond address.

The blind god turned. The eyeless face oriented toward Arjun — not by sight, not by sound, but by perception, the Void-sense that Narada had described, the awareness that did not depend on photons or vibrations but operated through the substrate itself.

Andhaka's mouth opened. The mouth was the most human part of him — lips, teeth, the mechanics of speech preserved even as the rest of the body had been consumed by Void-substance. The voice that emerged was not a voice. It was a pressure — a frequency that bypassed the ears and pressed directly on the brain's auditory processing centres, the words arriving as meaning without passing through sound.

TUM KAUN HO?

Who are you?

The question was not curiosity. It was taxonomy. Andhaka was classifying — determining what category of being had approached him, what threat level, what priority in the hierarchy of things that stood between him and his destination.

"Arjun Mhatre," Arjun said. "Mumbai. Ghatkopar. Bus 332 Limited. Eastern Express Highway."

The details. The anchors. Speaking them not for the Void's benefit but for his own — reminding himself who he was while standing before a being who could make him forget.

MRITYULOKA. MRIT. DEAD. REBORN. IRRELEVANT.

The classification was delivered without malice. Arjun was irrelevant to Andhaka the way an ant is irrelevant to a landslide — not despised, not noticed, simply operating at a scale that did not register.

"Main irrelevant nahi hoon," Arjun said. His Vanara voice was steady. Guruji's training — the months of being thrown into situations that exceeded his capability — had built a steadiness that was not courage but habit, the reflexive calm of a body that had learned to function under impossible pressure. "Main barrier ke baare mein jaanta hoon. Shruti ke baare mein jaanta hoon. Aur main jaanta hoon ki tum kyun yahan ho."

I'm not irrelevant. I know about the barrier. I know about Shruti. And I know why you're here.

The blind god paused. The Void-substance skin rippled — a micro-movement, the physical expression of attention being redirected, the entity recategorising the ant from "irrelevant" to "interesting."

TUM KUCH NAHI JAANTE.

You know nothing.

"Main jaanta hoon ki Void lonely hai."

The words — five words in Hindi, simple, the kind of sentence a child might construct — landed with the force of a Sudarshan strike. Andhaka's body went still. Not the stillness of a predator preparing to attack. The stillness of a being that has been seen. Truly seen. For the first time in thousands of years.

KAISE JAANTE HO?

How do you know?

"Maine Shruti ko chhooa. Barrier ki frequency feel ki. Aur frequency mein — frequency mein grief hai. Separation ka grief. Do duniyaen jo ek thin — alag ki gayin. Aur beech mein — Void. Akela. Hazaron saal se akela."

I touched Shruti. Felt the barrier's frequency. And in the frequency — there is grief. The grief of separation. Two worlds that were one — torn apart. And between them — the Void. Alone. For thousands of years alone.

Andhaka was silent. The silence of the seventh level was not the silence of the upper levels — it was heavier, denser, a silence that had mass, that pressed on the eardrums and the mind. In that silence, Arjun felt the Void's presence more strongly than he had since arriving — not as a threat but as a witness, the substrate itself listening, attending, the slow consciousness of stone becoming aware that someone was speaking its language.

BARRIER TODNA HAI.

The barrier must break.

"Nahi," Arjun said. "Barrier todne se dono duniyaen barbaad hongi. Tum jaante ho yeh."

No. Breaking the barrier will destroy both worlds. You know this.

DONO DUNIYAEN MUJHE KYA? VOID MUJHE GHARR HAI. DUNIYAEN VOID SE BANI HAIN. AGAR DUNIYAEN WAPAS VOID MEIN JAAYEN — YEH HOME AANA HAI. DESTRUCTION NAHI.

Both worlds mean what to me? The Void is my home. The worlds were made from the Void. If the worlds return to the Void — this is coming home. Not destruction.

The logic was alien. Not wrong — alien. From Andhaka's perspective — from the Void's perspective — the dissolution of Patala and Mrityuloka into the substrate was not destruction but reunification. The children returning to the parent. The paint returning to the canvas. The sound returning to silence.

But the children did not want to return.

"Tum sahi keh rahe ho," Arjun said. "Void ke perspective se, yeh home aana hai. Lekin duniyaon mein log rehte hain. Mere jaise. Meri amma jaisi. Woh ghar wapas nahi aana chahte — woh apne ghar mein rehna chahte hain. Apni zindagi mein. Apne chai mein aur apne pressure cooker mein aur apne bus routes mein."

You're right. From the Void's perspective, this is coming home. But people live in those worlds. People like me. Like my mother. They don't want to come home — they want to stay in their home. In their lives. In their chai and their pressure cookers and their bus routes.

The specificity again. Not grand arguments — small details. The particular. The human. The things that mattered not because they were important but because they were real.

TUMHARI AMMA.

The words were not a question. Not a statement. Something between — a recognition, the Void-entity acknowledging that the concept of "amma" had resonance even in a substrate that had no mothers.

"Haan. Meri amma. Sunanda Mhatre. Ghatkopar. Woh har roz subah mere liye prarthana karti hai. Woh nahi jaanti ki main zinda hoon. Lekin woh prarthana karti hai. Kyunki woh meri amma hai aur amma yahi karti hain."

Yes. My mother. Sunanda Mhatre. Ghatkopar. She prays for me every morning. She doesn't know I'm alive. But she prays. Because she's my mother and that's what mothers do.

Andhaka was still. The Void-substance skin had stopped its constant micro-movements, the body achieving a stillness that was not rest but processing, the entity behind the body considering information that did not fit its existing framework.

MAIN BHI KISI KA BETA HOON.

I am also someone's son.

"Shiva ka," Arjun said.

SHIVA NE MUJHE YAHAN BHEJA. VOID KE KINARE PE. HAZARON SAAL PEHLE. LADAI KE BAAD. LADAI MERI GALTI NAHI THI — MAIN ANDHA PAIDA HUA, DUNIYA NE MUJHE RAKSHASA KAHA, MAIN GUSSE MEIN AAYA, AURA GUSSE MEIN LADAI HUI. SHIVA NE LADAI JEETI. SHIVA HAMESHA JEET-TA HAI. AUR HAARNE WAALE KO — VOID.

Shiva sent me here. To the Void's edge. Thousands of years ago. After a battle. The battle was not my fault — I was born blind, the world called me a monster, I grew angry, and anger became battle. Shiva won the battle. Shiva always wins. And the loser — the Void.

The story was ancient mythology told in first person. Not the version Arjun had heard from his grandmother — the cleaned-up version, the moral version where Andhaka was the villain and Shiva was the hero. This was the other version. The version where a blind child is born different, is called wrong, grows angry at the calling, fights back, and loses, and the punishment for losing is not death but something worse: eternity at the edge of nothing.

Arjun's anger — the quiet, deep anger that Guruji had identified on their first meeting, the anger that had never found a place — found its place now. Not at Andhaka. At the system that had produced Andhaka. At the cosmos that could create a blind son, call him a monster, defeat him in battle, and banish him to the Void, and then be surprised when the Void sent him back with a message.

"Main samajhta hoon," Arjun said. And meant it.

TUM NAHI SAMAJHTE. TUM CHHE MAHINE SE YAHAN HO. MAIN HAZARON SAAL SE. TUM SAMAJHNE KA DAAWA KARTE HO LEKIN SAMAJHNA AUR EXPERIENCE KARNA ALAG HAI.

You don't understand. You've been here six months. I've been here thousands of years. You claim to understand but understanding and experiencing are different.

"Sahi keh rahe ho. Main tumhara experience nahi samajh sakta. Lekin ek cheez samajh sakta hoon — akela hona. Aur koi raasta nahi dikhna. Aur gusse mein aana kyunki gussa hi ek aisi cheez hai jo akele mein bhi feel hoti hai."

You're right. I can't understand your experience. But I can understand one thing — being alone. And seeing no way out. And becoming angry because anger is the one thing that can be felt even in loneliness.

The Void stirred. Not Andhaka — the Void itself. The substrate beneath them, around them, above them — the nothing that was everything — shifted, the way a sleeping animal shifts when a sound in its dream matches a sound in the waking world.

Arjun felt it. Ketaki felt it. Guruji — who had been poised for combat the entire conversation — felt it and adjusted, the warrior's stance softening fractionally, the recognition that what was happening was not combat but something else.

"Ek aur raasta hai," Arjun said. "Barrier todne ke alawa. Void ko satisfy karne ke alawa. Ek teesra raasta jo dono duniyaon ko bachaye bhi aur Void ko akela bhi na chode."

There is another way. Beyond breaking the barrier. Beyond satisfying the Void. A third way that saves both worlds and also doesn't leave the Void alone.

KYA RAASTA?

"Barrier ko retune karna. Frequency change karna — taki barrier separation na rahe. Connection ban jaaye. Dono duniyaen alag rahein — lekin connected. Void unhe feel kar sake. Void akela na rahe. Lekin duniyaen dissolve bhi na hon."

Retune the barrier. Change the frequency — so the barrier is no longer separation. It becomes connection. Both worlds stay separate — but connected. The Void can feel them. The Void is no longer alone. But the worlds don't dissolve either.

YEH POSSIBLE HAI?

"Shruti se. Device se. Main frequency generate kar sakta hoon. Lekin — "

He paused. The next words were the hardest he'd spoken in either of his lives.

"Lekin mujhe tumhari zaroorat hai. Tumhari Void frequency — jo barrier ko cancel karti hai — wohi frequency Shruti ko tune karne mein kaam aayegi. Agar tum apni frequency voluntarily do — controlled, measured, meri frequency ke saath mila ke — toh hum barrier ko retune kar sakte hain. Bina todne ke."

But I need you. Your Void frequency — the one that cancels the barrier — that same frequency will be useful in tuning Shruti. If you give your frequency voluntarily — controlled, measured, mixed with my frequency — we can retune the barrier. Without breaking it.

The request was insane. Asking a being who had spent millennia planning to destroy the barrier to instead help modify it. Asking a god's exiled son to cooperate with a dead copywriter from Ghatkopar. Asking the Void's fever to become the Void's medicine.

Andhaka's eyeless face turned toward the Void below. The anti-light in his sockets pulsed — communication, Arjun realised. Not with anyone present. With the Void itself. The son consulting the parent.

The consultation lasted a long time. Minutes. The group stood at the edge of everything — Guruji ready, Ketaki still, Dhruva braced — and waited while a blind god talked to nothingness about whether to end the world or save it.

Then Andhaka turned back.

DIKHA, he said.

Show me.




  
    Chapter 17: The Tuning

    
    
  
  Showing Andhaka was not a demonstration. It was an act of faith.

Arjun approached Shruti. The device stood at the Void's edge — the twin prongs of dark metal, the suspended crystal pulsing with the barrier's frequency, the inscriptions on the surface so fine they seemed to breathe. He placed his hands on the prongs. The frequency entered him again — the deep, sustained vibration of the standing wave, the grief of separation, the five-thousand-year ache of two worlds held apart.

This time he was ready.

The meditation — Guruji's months of training, the stillness that had rewired his neural pathways — held. The frequency did not overwhelm him. It filled him, and he held it, the way a singer holds a note: not by force but by resonance, the body becoming a vessel for a sound that was larger than the body.

He closed his eyes. Felt the barrier's frequency in his nadis — every channel, every pathway, the energy flowing through him like a river through a riverbed. Felt his own frequency — the living frequency, the Arjun frequency, the specific vibration of a being who had been born in Mumbai and died on a bus and was reborn as a monkey and trained with a god and fallen in something like love with a serpent.

And then he did what Ketaki had taught him and what Guruji had trained him for and what his own instinct — the marketing instinct, the storyteller's instinct, the instinct for finding the message that connects — demanded.

He began to generate.

Not the barrier's frequency. Not his own frequency. A new frequency — the one Ketaki had calculated, the eleven-dimensional harmonic that would shift the barrier from separation to connection, from wall to membrane, from grief to — what? Not joy. Not resolution. Something quieter. Acceptance. The acceptance that separation and connection could coexist, that two things could be apart and together simultaneously, the way a mother and a son who lived in different cities were apart and together at the same time.

The frequency emerged from his body. Golden light — the colour of raw siddhi, the colour of his Sudarshan technique — poured from his fur, his skin, his eyes. The light was not fierce. It was warm. The warmth of chai. The warmth of a hand held. The warmth of a voice saying khaana kha lena across the distance of worlds.

Shruti responded. The crystal between the prongs began to change — its pulse shifting, adapting to the new input, the ancient device doing what it had been built to do: listen, and retune.

But the retuning was incomplete. The barrier's standing wave was massive — a cosmic-scale energy state that spanned the boundary between two worlds. Arjun's frequency was one input. Powerful, precise, but insufficient alone. The wave needed a second input. The complementary frequency. The Void's frequency.

Arjun opened his eyes. Looked at Andhaka.

The blind god stood at the edge. The Void-substance skin rippled with micro-movements that Arjun now recognised as emotional expression — the body's language for a being without eyes, the physical manifestation of internal states that had no other outlet.

"Tumhari baari," Arjun said. Your turn.

Andhaka did not move. The eyeless face was turned toward Arjun — or toward Shruti — or toward both, the Void-perception not distinguishing between the beings and the device, seeing them as a single system, a pattern that was asking to be completed.

AGAR MAIN APNI FREQUENCY DOON — AGAR MAIN BARRIER KO RETUNE KARNE MEIN MADAD KAROON — TOH MAIN KYA BAN JAUNGA? ABHI MAIN VOID KA AVATAR HOON. VOID KI SHAKTI MERE THROUGH FLOW HOTI HAI. AGAR BARRIER RETUNE HO — AGAR VOID AKELA NA RAHE — TOH MERI ZAROORAT NAHI RAHEGI. MAIN — MAIN KYA HOUNGA?

If I give my frequency — if I help retune the barrier — then what do I become? Right now I am the Void's avatar. The Void's power flows through me. If the barrier is retuned — if the Void is no longer alone — then I won't be needed. I — what will I be?

The question was not strategic. It was existential. The fear of a being whose entire identity was defined by a purpose — break the barrier, end the separation, go home — confronting the possibility that the purpose might be fulfilled in a way that left no role for the being who had carried it.

Arjun understood this fear. He had lived it. The man whose identity was "adequate" — adequate job, adequate flat, adequate relationship — what happened to that man when adequacy was no longer enough? Who was Arjun Mhatre when the things that defined him were removed?

"Tum woh ban jaoge jo tum choose karoge," Arjun said. "Abhi tumhari identity Void ka avatar hai. Lekin yeh identity tumhe di gayi thi — Void ne di, circumstances ne di. Choose ki gayi nahi thi. Agar yeh purpose khatam hota hai — toh tum free ho. Choose karne ke liye. Kuch bhi banana. Kuch bhi hona."

You will become what you choose. Right now your identity is the Void's avatar. But this identity was given to you — by the Void, by circumstances. Not chosen. If this purpose ends — you're free. To choose. To become anything. To be anything.

FREEDOM. TUMHARE GURU NE TUMHE YEH SIKHAYA?

Freedom. Your guru taught you this?

"Nahi. Yeh mujhe Mumbai ne sikhaya. Jab tum ek crore logon ke saath ek island pe rehte ho — toh tum seekhte ho ki identity fixed nahi hai. Identity fluid hai. Tum jo choose karte ho — woh tum ho. Baaki sab — sab circumstances hai."

No. Mumbai taught me this. When you live on an island with ten million people — you learn that identity isn't fixed. Identity is fluid. What you choose — that's you. Everything else is circumstances.

The Void stirred again. The substrate — the nothing beneath everything — rippled with something that Arjun's siddhi sense interpreted as recognition. The Void was hearing its own loneliness described in terms it hadn't considered. Not the loneliness of isolation but the loneliness of having only one purpose, one function, one identity — and the possibility that the loneliness could end not through reunion but through expansion. Through becoming more than just the substrate. Through choosing.

Andhaka moved.

The blind god approached Shruti. Each step shook the almost-stone — not with physical weight but with the ontological weight of a Void-avatar walking toward a decision that would determine the fate of two worlds. The team — Guruji, Ketaki, Dhruva — held their positions. Guruji's hand was near his axe but not on it. Ketaki's staff glowed but did not activate. Dhruva's fists were clenched but his stance was neutral.

Andhaka reached the device. Extended one hand — massive, Void-dark, the fingers longer than Arjun's forearm. Touched the metal.

The reaction was immediate and catastrophic.

Shruti screamed. Not metaphorically — the device produced a sound, a frequency, the clash of two incompatible inputs hitting the crystal simultaneously. The barrier's frequency — the standing wave, the grief of separation — met the Void's frequency — the anti-resonance, the loneliness of the substrate — and the meeting was not harmony but collision, two cosmic forces contacting each other through a device that was designed to mediate but was being overwhelmed by the magnitude of what it was mediating.

The crystal cracked. A hairline fracture appeared on the sphere's surface — visible even through the blazing light, a dark line running across the translucent surface like a fault line through glass.

"NAHI!" Ketaki's voice, cutting through the frequency storm. "Crystal fracture! Agar crystal todega toh barrier collapse hoga! Arjun — frequency stabilise karo! AB!"

Crystal fracture! If the crystal breaks, the barrier collapses! Arjun — stabilise the frequency! NOW!

Arjun reached deeper. Past his Siddhi reserves. Past his Tapas. Into his Prana — the life force, the energy that Guruji had warned him was a suicide technique if misused. He pulled Prana into the frequency generation — the golden light intensifying, his body burning with the expenditure of life itself, the Vanara form blazing like a small sun at the edge of the Void.

The frequency shifted. His input — now powered by life force rather than spiritual energy — was stronger, more fundamental, more real. It pushed against the Void frequency, not to cancel it but to blend with it, to find the harmonic where the two inputs could coexist, the frequency where separation and connection overlapped.

Andhaka felt the shift. The blind god's body responded — the Void-substance skin adjusting its output, the frequency modulating, becoming less aggressive, less destructive. Not by choice — by resonance. Arjun's life-force-powered frequency was pulling Andhaka's frequency into alignment, the way a strong singer pulls a weaker singer into harmony, the way gravity pulls orbiting bodies into stable paths.

The crystal's fracture stopped growing. The screaming subsided. The two frequencies — Arjun's golden warmth and Andhaka's Void-dark absence — circled each other like dancers learning a new step, tentative, uncertain, but moving toward synchronisation.

"Ketaki!" Arjun gasped. His Prana was draining — 24,600 dropping, the numbers plummeting, his life force converting to frequency at a rate that would kill him in minutes. "Frequency calculation — mujhe exact harmonic chahiye — AB!"

I need the exact harmonic — NOW!

Ketaki moved. The archivist — who had spent months calculating the theoretical frequency, who had mapped the eleven-dimensional harmonic in crystal tablets and mathematical notation — stepped forward and placed her hand on Arjun's shoulder. The contact was electric — her Naga siddhi, trained for precision, for cataloguing, for the exact manipulation of energy that archival work required, flowed into Arjun through the contact point.

She didn't give him the frequency. She showed him the frequency — transmitted it directly, archivist to student, the eleven-dimensional harmonic expressed not as mathematics but as sensation, as feeling, as the specific vibration that existed where grief became acceptance and loneliness became solitude and separation became the kind of distance that doesn't diminish connection but defines it.

Arjun adjusted. The frequency in his body shifted — the golden light changing hue, becoming deeper, richer, the crude approximation refined by Ketaki's precision into the exact harmonic that the barrier needed.

Shruti received.

The crystal — cracked, stressed, on the edge of failure — absorbed the corrected frequency and sang. Not the screaming collision of before but a sustained note, clear, resonant, the tuning fork finding its pitch, the device doing what it had been built to do five thousand years ago: mediate between worlds, maintain connection, hold the space between separation and reunion.

The barrier shifted.

Arjun felt it — through Shruti, through the frequency he was generating, through the Prana that was pouring out of him in a golden flood. The standing wave that had separated Patala and Mrityuloka for five millennia changed. Not collapsed. Not strengthened. Retuned. The frequency shifted by a fraction — the cosmic equivalent of a tanpura string being adjusted by a hair's width — and in that fractional shift, the barrier transformed from a wall into a membrane.

Still there. Still separating. Still maintaining the distinct identities of both worlds. But permeable now — not to beings, not to energy in destructive quantities, but to connection. To feeling. To the subtle frequencies that carried love and grief and prayer and memory across distances that physics said were uncrossable.

His mother's prayer. The one Narada had recorded. The one that crossed the barrier every morning from a flat in Ghatkopar to the depths of Patala. That frequency — the frequency of a mother's love for a dead son — was no longer an anomaly. It was the model. The barrier, retuned, would carry all such frequencies. Every prayer, every memory, every act of love that reached across the divide — all of them, flowing through a barrier that was no longer grief but acceptance.

The Void felt it too.

Arjun sensed the change in the substrate — the nothing beneath everything responding to the retuned barrier, the loneliness easing, the isolation ending. Not because the barrier was gone but because it was no longer impenetrable. The Void could feel its creations again. Faintly, distantly, through the retuned membrane — but feel. And feeling, after millennia of nothing, was enough.

Andhaka's hand was still on Shruti. The blind god's body was changing — the Void-substance skin lightening, the absolute darkness softening to a deep grey, the anti-light in his sockets dimming. The Void frequency that had powered him for millennia was being redirected — from him, through Shruti, into the retuned barrier. The fever breaking. The immune response subsiding. The antibody completing its function and dissolving.

MAIN — MAIN MEHSOOS KAR SAKTA HOON.

I can feel.

The words were not the pressure-frequency of before. They were almost a voice. Almost human. The blind god, stripped of his Void-avatar status, becoming — what? Not a god. Not a monster. Something simpler. Something that Arjun recognised because he had seen it in the mirror of every flat he'd ever lived in.

A person. Lost. Looking for home. And finding, in the space between two worlds, a place that was neither home nor exile but something new.

Arjun's Prana hit critical.

Prana: 1,200/24,600 — CRITICAL DEPLETION — LIFE THREATENING

The golden light flickered. His body — which had been blazing with life force, the Vanara form lit from within like a lantern — dimmed. His muscles gave out. His hands slipped from Shruti's prongs.

Ketaki caught him. Her arms — strong, Naga-strong, the arms of a being whose species had been lifting and carrying and holding for millions of years — wrapped around his Vanara body and held him as the golden light faded and the Prana meter continued its descent.

Prana: 800/24,600

"Arjun! Mat sone de! Aankhein khol! ARJUN!"

Prana: 400/24,600

He heard her. Faintly. Through a tunnel that was narrowing, his consciousness contracting like a camera aperture closing, the world reducing to a point of light that was Ketaki's amber eyes and then to a point of sound that was her voice and then to nothing.

Prana: 50/24,600

The pendant activated. Not by Arjun's will — he had no will left, no consciousness to direct. The pendant activated by proximity to zero, a failsafe that Narada had built into the device, the cosmic gossip's insurance policy against the precise scenario unfolding.

His mother's voice filled the space between his dying body and the Void.

"Bhagwan, mere Arjun ko jahan bhi ho, surakshit rakhna. Usse khush rakhna. Usse yaad dilana ki uski amma usse bahut pyar karti hai. Aur agar woh — agar woh sun sakta hai — toh usse kehna: khaana kha lena."

God, wherever my Arjun is, keep him safe. Keep him happy. Remind him that his mother loves him very much. And if he can hear — tell him: eat something.

The voice — Sunanda Mhatre's voice, recorded by Narada from a prayer that had crossed the barrier from a flat in Ghatkopar to the depths of the seventh level — was the most powerful sound Arjun had ever heard. Not because of volume. Not because of beauty. Because of specificity. Because of the particular frequency of a particular woman saying a particular thing to a particular son, the frequency that no Void could cancel and no barrier could block because it was not siddhi or prana or any metaphysical energy but love, and love operated on a frequency that predated the cosmos and would outlast it.

Prana: 50/24,600 → 51/24,600

The descent stopped.

Prana: 51 → 54 → 60 → 78 → 120

Rising. Slowly. The voice — playing on loop from the pendant, the prayer repeating, the mother's words cycling — was doing something that no soma, no healing harmonic, no medical intervention could do. It was reminding his body why it was alive. Not the biological reason — the Vanara cells dividing, the heart pumping. The actual reason. The reason that preceded biology and would survive it.

Prana: 450 → 780 → 1,200

He opened his eyes.

Ketaki's face was above him. The amber eyes — the eyes that had been clinical, professional, archival — were wet. Nagas cried, apparently. Or this Naga cried. For this Vanara. In this moment. At the edge of everything.

"Khaana kha lena," Arjun whispered.

And Ketaki — who did not smile, who had never smiled, whose repertoire did not include the muscular contraction of the mouth that denoted happiness — smiled.




  
    Chapter 18: Aftermath

    
    
  
  Recovery was not linear.

Arjun's Prana stabilised at approximately 2,000 — enough to sustain consciousness, enough to prevent the organ failure that total depletion would have triggered, but not enough for movement, for siddhi use, for anything beyond lying on the almost-stone of the seventh level and breathing and existing and being grateful that existing was still an option.

Ketaki did not leave his side. This was noted by everyone and commented on by no one — not Guruji, whose relationship with emotional subtlety was the same as his relationship with gentle training methods (nonexistent), and not Dhruva, whose Bengali sensitivity to romantic dynamics was sufficient to recognise what was happening and insufficient to find the appropriate thing to say about it.

The Naga archivist sat beside the Vanara warrior — her staff planted in the almost-stone, its blue glow providing supplementary light, her hands occupied with the crystal tablets that she had brought for the descent. She was recording. Everything — the barrier's new frequency, Shruti's operational parameters, the mathematical expression of what Arjun had done — was being documented with the obsessive thoroughness that defined Ketaki's approach to reality. If something existed, it should be in the archive. If something was important, it should be in the archive immediately.

"Tum marne wale the," she said, without looking up from her tablet. Her voice was clinical again — the crisis past, the professional armour reassembled. But the reassembly was imperfect. Cracks showed. The amber eyes, when they briefly met his, carried a residue of the fear she'd felt when his Prana had dropped to 50.

"Lekin mara nahi," Arjun said.

"Pendant ke wajah se. Narada ke wajah se. Luck ke wajah se."

Because of the pendant. Because of Narada. Because of luck.

"Amma ke wajah se," Arjun corrected. Because of my mother.

Ketaki's fingers stopped moving on the tablet. A pause — two seconds, three — and then the fingers resumed. But the pace was different. Slower. The archivist allowing the emotional data to register before filing it.

"Haan," she said. "Tumhari amma ke wajah se."



Andhaka had not left.

The blind god — former blind god, former Void-avatar, currently an entity whose classification was uncertain — sat at the Void's edge in a posture that was not meditation and not rest but something between. His body had continued to change since the retuning. The Void-substance skin, which had been absolute darkness during his emergence, was now a deep grey — still dark, still non-reflective, but no longer the total absence that it had been. The edges of his form were more defined. The flickering had stopped. He looked more solid. More present. More here.

Guruji watched him. The immortal warrior had not relaxed — his body maintained the predator's readiness that was as natural to him as breathing — but the quality of his attention had shifted. He was no longer watching a threat. He was watching a being. The distinction, for a Chiranjeevi who had spent millennia classifying everything as either threat or non-threat, was significant.

"Woh kya kar raha hai?" Arjun asked, his voice still weak.

"Soch raha hai," Guruji said. "Pehli baar hazaron saalon mein — woh soch raha hai. Pehle uska ek hi thought tha: barrier todo. Ab woh thought gone hai. Aur uske paas — kuch nahi hai. Koi purpose nahi. Koi direction nahi. Woh wahi feel kar raha hai jo tum feel karte the jab tum 332 Limited se utare aur Patala mein aaye — everything you knew is gone, and you have to build from zero."

He's thinking. For the first time in thousands of years — he's thinking. Before, he had one thought: break the barrier. Now that thought is gone. And he has nothing. No purpose. No direction. He's feeling what you felt when you got off the 332 Limited and arrived in Patala — everything you knew is gone, and you have to build from zero.

The parallel hit Arjun with the specific force of a truth that should have been obvious. Andhaka was reborn. Just as Arjun had been reborn — torn from one existence, deposited in another, the old identity dissolved and the new one not yet formed. The blind god and the dead copywriter, separated by incomprehensible differences in power and age and species, connected by the identical experience of starting over.

"Usse kuch khaana chahiye," Arjun said. The words emerged from the part of him that was still Mumbai, still Indian, still operating on the fundamental axiom that all problems — existential, cosmic, divine — could be improved by food.

Guruji looked at him. The ancient eyes held a flicker of something that might have been amusement.

"Tu abhi apna Prana 2,000 pe hold kar raha hai aur tera pehla thought hai ki ek Void-god ko khaana khilao?"

You're holding your Prana at 2,000 and your first thought is to feed a Void-god?

"Khaana universal hai, Guruji."



Two days passed on the seventh level. Arjun's Prana recovered — slowly, without soma (the concentrated potions depleted during the descent), the natural regeneration of a Vanara body doing what biology demanded at a pace that biology determined. By the end of the second day, his stats had climbed back to functional:

Prana: 12,400/24,600 Tapas: 18,900/31,800 Siddhi: 11,200/19,400

Not full. But enough to move. Enough to climb. Enough to begin the ascent back to the upper levels.

Andhaka came with them.

This was not negotiated. Not discussed. Not agreed upon through any formal process. The blind god simply rose when the group began their ascent and followed — his massive form moving through the passages with a grace that his size should not have permitted, his Void-substance body contracting and expanding to fit through spaces designed for beings half his height. He said nothing. The pressure-frequency voice that had spoken during the confrontation was silent — not suppressed but unnecessary, the blind god having communicated everything he needed to communicate and now simply moving, existing, being present.

Guruji led. His golden light — brighter now, the immortal's siddhi reserves essentially infinite — illuminated passages that the descent had rendered familiar. The almost-geometry of the seventh level gave way to the dark-but-real geometry of the sixth, then the fifth, the stone becoming more solid, more committed to being stone, the crystal-light returning like warmth returning to a cold room.

The ascent was faster than the descent. Three reasons: they knew the route. The passages were cleared of creatures by Guruji's presence — his siddhi emanation functioned as a predator-deterrent, the spiritual equivalent of a tiger walking through a forest. And Andhaka's proximity, paradoxically, accelerated them — the Void-entity's residual frequency pushed against the resistance of the passages, smoothing the energy state of the stone, making the path literally easier.

They reached Bhogavati on the third day.



The city's reaction to Andhaka was predictable. Panic. Evacuation protocols. Naga warriors mobilising in the streets. Yaksha defence forces forming perimeters. Gandharva emergency harmonics — a discordant, disrupting frequency designed to disorient attackers — broadcasting from the city's communication crystals.

Narada handled it.

The cosmic gossip — the information broker, the being who had engineered Arjun's enrollment, Ketaki's assignment, and the entire chain of events that had led to the seventh level — appeared in the city's central plaza and addressed the populace with the calm authority of someone who had been managing civilisational crises since before most civilisations existed.

"Andhaka ab threat nahi hai," Narada announced, his high, melodic voice amplified by the plaza's acoustic architecture. "Barrier retuned ho chuki hai. Andhaka ki Void frequency ab barrier destruction ke liye nahi hai — barrier maintenance ke liye hai. Woh hummein se ek hai. Guest nahi — resident. Bhogavati mein uska swaagat hai."

Andhaka is no longer a threat. The barrier has been retuned. Andhaka's Void frequency is no longer for barrier destruction — it is for barrier maintenance. He is one of us. Not a guest — a resident. He is welcome in Bhogavati.

The populace did not believe this immediately. Belief in the non-threat-ness of a being who had been their civilisation's existential fear for millennia required more than one announcement. But Narada was persistent, persuasive, and — most importantly — Narada. The cosmic gossip's credibility was absolute because his information was absolute. If Narada said Andhaka was safe, Andhaka was safe, because Narada had never been wrong about anything and had no incentive to start.

The warriors stood down. The evacuation protocols were cancelled. The emergency harmonics ceased. And Bhogavati — the city that had lived under the shadow of Andhaka's approach for months — exhaled.



Arjun's recovery continued in the Gurukul dormitory. The small room — his sleeping alcove, the divya-shila walls, the space barely large enough for a Vanara to curl — had never felt more like home. Not Mumbai home. Not Ghatkopar home. A different home — the home that forms around you when you've been through something that changes you and the place you return to becomes the container for the new shape you've become.

Visitors came.

Dhruva first. The Bengali reborn brought food — Naga kitchen food, the warm naga-dal that Arjun craved, plus something new: a sweet that one of the Gandharva vendors had started making, a confection of honey and crystal-sugar that dissolved on the tongue and released a flavour that was simultaneously new and familiar, the taste of something that had no Mrityuloka equivalent but that Arjun's brain categorised as "mithai" because his brain was Indian and all sweets were mithai.

"Tu pagal hai," Dhruva said, sitting on the floor of the alcove with the comfortable informality of close friendship. "Level 89 pe ek Void-god se baat karna — diplomatically — while your Prana dropped to lethal levels. Tu marketing waala hai ya foreign ambassador?"

You're insane. Talking diplomatically to a Void-god at Level 89 while your Prana dropped to lethal levels. Are you in marketing or foreign diplomacy?

"Marketing mein diplomacy zaroori hai. Client ko kabhi mat bolo ki unka idea bakwaas hai. Unhe dikhao ki ek better idea hai. Client apne aap bad idea chhod deta hai."

Diplomacy is essential in marketing. Never tell a client their idea is garbage. Show them there's a better idea. The client drops the bad idea on their own.

"Tu client ki tarah treat kiya Andhaka ko?"

"Basically, haan."

Dhruva laughed. The laugh was full — the Bengali belly laugh that filled the small room and spilled into the corridor and drew concerned looks from the Naga student in the next alcove. In the laugh was relief. The relief of a friend who had watched another friend nearly die and was now sitting with them eating sweets and making jokes and being alive.

Bhairav came second. The Yaksha combat instructor — who had sent them into the dungeon, who had watched Arjun's growth with the professional appreciation of a teacher witnessing something beyond his curriculum — stood in the doorway (the room was too small for his massive body to enter) and delivered a statement.

"Tum Gurukul ke itihaas mein pehle student ho jisne dungeon boss se zyada mushkil enemy face kiya. Main impressed hoon. Yeh tumhari grade mein reflect hoga."

You are the first student in Gurukul history to face an enemy more difficult than a dungeon boss. I am impressed. This will be reflected in your grade.

The statement was delivered without emotion, without embellishment, with the functional precision of a Yaksha who valued results over sentiment. It was, Arjun understood, the highest compliment Bhairav was capable of.

Ketaki came last. After Dhruva left. After Bhairav left. After the corridor was quiet and the divya-shila had dimmed to its nighttime amber.

She brought a crystal tablet. Not a gift — an update. The tablet contained the final analysis of the barrier's new frequency state, cross-referenced against historical records and theoretical projections. The barrier was stable. The retuning was holding. The Void's loneliness — measured by proxy indicators that Ketaki had developed, the archival equivalent of vital signs for a cosmic substrate — was diminishing.

"Barrier stable hai," she reported. "Projected stability: indefinite, assuming no external interference. Void satisfaction indicators: positive and improving. Cross-world frequency permeability: functioning as designed — prayers, emotional transmissions, and subtle connections are flowing through. Bulk energy transfer: still blocked. Physical passage: still blocked. The barrier is now a one-way mirror for love and a wall for everything else."

"Sounds about right," Arjun said.

She placed the tablet on the floor. Stood in the doorway. The amber eyes — the eyes that had been his anchor through months of classified sessions and theoretical breakthroughs and one catastrophic descent to the edge of nothing — looked at him.

"Tum marne wale the," she said again. The same words as before. But this time, the clinical armour was not reassembled. This time, the words came from beneath the armour — from the person underneath the archivist, the being who had feelings that she did not catalogue and emotions that she did not file.

"Lekin mara nahi."

"Agar pendant nahi hota —"

"Pendant tha."

"Agar tumhari amma ki awaaz nahi hoti —"

"Thi."

"Agar —" She stopped. The amber eyes were wet again. Nagas cried rarely — the tear ducts, evolved for a species that lived in stone, produced minimal moisture. But Ketaki was producing moisture now. Two drops. One from each eye. Rolling down the scaled cheeks with the slow inevitability of something that had been held back for a very long time.

"Main darr gayi thi," she said. I was scared.

The admission — from a being who had never admitted weakness, who had processed the knowledge of civilisations without ever processing her own feelings, who had taught him everything about frequencies and barriers and Void theory but nothing about what she felt — the admission was the most valuable piece of information Ketaki had ever shared.

"Main bhi," Arjun said. Me too.

She entered the room. Sat beside him. Not at colleague distance — at the distance of someone who had decided that the categories she'd been using were insufficient and that a new category was needed.

They sat in the amber light of the divya-shila walls. In the small room carved into the stalagmite of a serpent city in the fourth level of a mythological underworld. A Vanara and a Naga. A dead copywriter and an ancient archivist. Two beings who had no business being in the same room, much less the same story, much less the same sentence.

Arjun reached for her hand. The gesture was human — the specifically human act of reaching for another person's hand in a moment of shared vulnerability. His Vanara hand, with its dark claws and bronze fur, met her Naga hand, with its iridescent scales and long fingers.

She did not pull away.

The contact was warm. Not siddhi-warm, not frequency-warm — just warm. The simple, physical warmth of one living being touching another. The most basic connection. The frequency that powered everything else.




  
    Chapter 19: The New World

    
    
  
  The weeks after the retuning were the strangest of Arjun's second life.

Not because of danger — the danger was past, the barrier stable, Andhaka neutralised. Strange because the absence of danger created a space that Arjun had not experienced since his death on the 332 Limited: normality. The simple, unremarkable normality of days that followed each other without crisis, without training montages, without the drumbeat of an approaching apocalypse setting the tempo.

He trained with Guruji. But the training was different now — less urgent, more exploratory, the immortal warrior shifting from crisis preparation to long-term development. The sessions still hurt — Guruji's definition of "gentle" was another person's definition of "assault" — but the pain had a different quality. Not the pain of forging a weapon for imminent war. The pain of building something meant to last.

"Ab tere paas time hai," Guruji said during one session, while Arjun practiced the Sudarshan technique at reduced intensity — not the full-body, Prana-burning version he'd used on the seventh level but a controlled, sustainable version that he could maintain for minutes rather than seconds. "Pehle teen minute the. Ab — decades. Centuries, maybe. Vanara lifespan Patala mein — nobody knows. Maybe very long."

The observation landed with a weight that Arjun hadn't expected. Longevity. The possibility of a life measured not in human decades but in something vaster. The Vanara body — enhanced by months of training, by Shakti Chori absorptions, by the siddhi that flowed through it like a river through its natural bed — showed no signs of aging. No signs of decline. If anything, it was still growing, still optimising, still becoming more of whatever it was becoming.

"Aur tum?" Arjun asked. "Tum kya karoge ab?"

And you? What will you do now?

Guruji smiled. The smile was rare — the immortal's emotional repertoire was limited to anger, amusement, and a third thing that was neither but that emerged when a student asked the right question at the right time.

"Main wohi karunga jo hamesha karta hoon. Wait. Watch. Occasionally, teach. Tu mera sabse interesting student hai bahut lambe time mein — lekin tu last nahi hoga. Aur agla aayega. Tab tak — main soma banaunga. Aur whittling karunga. Aur kabhi-kabhi, jab mood ho — main Narada ke office mein jaake usse pareshaan karunga."

I'll do what I always do. Wait. Watch. Occasionally teach. You're my most interesting student in a long time — but you won't be the last. The next one will come. Until then — I'll brew soma. And whittle. And sometimes, when the mood strikes — I'll go to Narada's office and annoy him.



Dhruva enrolled in the Gurukul's advanced programme.

The Bengali reborn — Level 52 now, his growth accelerated by the seventh-level descent and the combat experience that came with facing a Void-avatar — had found in Patala what he hadn't found in Delhi: direction. The Commerce student who had died in an auto-rickshaw in Mehrauli was gone. In his place was a fighter, a scholar, a being who had discovered that the combination of his Mrityuloka education and his Patala abilities made him uniquely suited for a role that Bhogavati had not previously filled: liaison between the reborn community and the native Patala population.

"Hum reborns — hum alag community hain," Dhruva explained to Arjun over naga-dal in the Gurukul common room. "Dozen per century aate hain. Har ek different background se, different duniya se. Aur hum sab ka same problem hai — we don't fit. Vanara nahi, Naga nahi, Yaksha nahi. Hum human hain — ya human the — aur Patala mein humari koi official category nahi hai."

We reborns — we're a separate community. A dozen per century arrive. Each from a different background, a different world. And we all have the same problem — we don't fit. Not Vanara, not Naga, not Yaksha. We're human — or were human — and there's no official category for us in Patala.

"Toh tum category bana rahe ho?"

"Main liaison bana raha hoon. Reborns aur Bhogavati ke beech. Narada support kar raha hai — obviously, kyunki Narada har cheez support karta hai jo information flow increase kare. Aur — aur main kuch aur bhi soch raha hoon."

I'm creating a liaison role. Between the reborns and Bhogavati. Narada is supporting it — obviously, because Narada supports anything that increases information flow. And I'm thinking about something else too.

"Kya?"

"Mrityuloka se aur log aayenge. Barrier retuned hai — tum log ne jo kiya usse barrier permeable ho gayi subtle frequencies ke liye. Iska matlab — reborn rate badh sakta hai. Zyada log barrier ke through aayenge. Aur unhe — unhe kisi ki zaroorat hogi jo unhe samjhaye. Jaise tumhe Guruji mila. Jaise mujhe tum. Har naye reborn ko koi chahiye jo kahe: sun, tu mar gaya hai, yeh Patala hai, yeh teri nayi zindagi hai, aur yeh rahi naga-dal."

More people will come from Mrityuloka. The barrier is retuned — what you did made it permeable for subtle frequencies. This means the reborn rate could increase. More people will come through the barrier. And they'll need someone to explain. Like you found Guruji. Like I found you. Every new reborn needs someone to say: listen, you've died, this is Patala, this is your new life, and here's some naga-dal.

The vision was practical, compassionate, and exactly what Bhogavati needed. Arjun felt a pride that had nothing to do with stats or levels — the pride of watching a friend discover their purpose.

"Tum acche ho isme," Arjun said. "Logon ko samjhana. Direction dena. Tu Delhi mein commerce kar raha tha — yeh tera actual calling hai."

"Commerce waste nahi gayi. Logistics. Organisation. Resource allocation. Reborn community ko run karna basically ek startup hai — aur startup chalana commerce hi toh hai."

Commerce wasn't wasted. Logistics. Organisation. Resource allocation. Running a reborn community is basically a startup — and running a startup is commerce.



Andhaka settled.

The word was inadequate for the process — "settled" suggested comfort, ease, the natural accommodation of a being to its environment. Andhaka's integration into Bhogavati was none of these. It was difficult, awkward, the cosmological equivalent of a whale learning to live in a swimming pool.

He was too large for most spaces. His Void-substance body, though diminished from its full avatar state, still stood four metres tall and emitted a residual frequency that made nearby siddhi-based systems malfunction. Street crystals dimmed when he walked past. Vendors' display mechanisms flickered. The Gandharva musicians, whose harmonics operated on siddhi frequencies, found their instruments producing unexpected notes when Andhaka was within earshot.

The populace was wary. Millennia of existential fear did not dissolve in weeks. Naga civilians crossed the street when he approached. Yaksha workers paused their construction when his shadow fell on their sites. Children — the young Nagas and Yakshas and Gandharvas who attended the Gurukul's preparatory levels — watched him with the wide-eyed fascination that children reserve for things that are simultaneously terrifying and wonderful.

Andhaka bore it. The blind god — the being who had spent millennia as the Void's avatar, whose existence had been defined by cosmic purpose and cosmic rage — navigated the social dynamics of a city that feared him with a patience that surprised everyone, including himself.

He spent time at the Void's edge. Not at the seventh level — at a point on Bhogavati's outskirts where the deeper levels' influence created a zone of mild Void proximity, enough for the blind god to feel the substrate's presence without the identity-eroding effects of the deep levels. He would sit there for hours — the massive body still, the eyeless face turned toward the nothing below, the being maintaining contact with the parent he had served and was now, slowly, separating from.

Arjun visited him.

"Kaisa hai?" Arjun asked, sitting beside the massive form. The scale difference was absurd — the small Vanara beside the four-metre Void-entity, like a sparrow sitting beside an elephant. But size, Arjun had learned, was the least important measure of anything.

ALAG, Andhaka said. The voice was still pressure rather than sound — the Void-entity's communication method unchanged by the retuning — but softer. Quieter. The cosmic microphone turned down.

Different.

"Accha different ya bura different?"

DONO. MUJHE PEHLE EK HI CHEEZ FEEL HOTI THI — VOID. AB BAHUT CHEEZEIN FEEL HOTI HAIN. STONE. AIR. LIGHT — LIGHT SAMAJH NAHI AATA LEKIN FEEL HOTA HAI. AUR — BEINGS. LOG. UNKI FREQUENCIES. BAHUT SAB.

Both. Before I felt only one thing — the Void. Now I feel many things. Stone. Air. Light — I don't understand light but I feel it. And beings. People. Their frequencies. Too much.

"Bahut zyada overwhelm karta hai?"

HAAN. VOID MEIN EK HI FREQUENCY THI. SIMPLE. CLEAR. YAHAN — YAHAN HAZARON FREQUENCIES HAIN. SAB ALAG. SAB COMPLEX. SAB SIMULTANEOUSLY. YAHAN REHNA JAISE — JAISE TERA MUMBAI. JAISE TERE DAS CRORE LOG. SAB EK SAATH. SAB BAAT KARTE HUE. SAB APNI DIRECTION MEIN.

Yes. In the Void there was one frequency. Simple. Clear. Here there are thousands of frequencies. All different. All complex. All simultaneous. Living here is like your Mumbai. Like your hundred million people. All at once. All talking. All going their own direction.

Arjun smiled. The comparison — a Void-god comparing Bhogavati to Mumbai — was so perfectly, absurdly right that it circled from funny back to profound. Mumbai was Void's opposite — not the absence of everything but the presence of everything, simultaneously, at maximum volume. And both conditions — total absence and total presence — were overwhelming in exactly the same way.

"Mumbai mein ek trick hai," Arjun said. "Tum sab kuch ek saath nahi sunte. Tum choose karte ho — ek awaaz, ek direction, ek person. Baaki background mein jaata hai. Noise ban jaata hai. Aur noise — noise comfortable ho jaata hai. Time lagta hai. Lekin ho jaata hai."

There's a trick in Mumbai. You don't listen to everything at once. You choose — one voice, one direction, one person. The rest goes to the background. Becomes noise. And noise becomes comfortable. It takes time. But it happens.

EK AWAAZ.

One voice.

"Haan. Pehle ek dhundho. Phir dheere-dheere zyada add karo. Lekin ek se shuru karo."

Yes. Find one first. Then slowly add more. But start with one.

The blind god was quiet. The Void-substance skin rippled — the micro-movements that Arjun had learned to read as emotional processing.

TUMHARI AWAAZ,** Andhaka said. **TUM PEHLE THE JO MUJHSE BAAT KI. TUM PEHLI AWAAZ HO JO MERE PAAS HAI JO VOID KI NAHI HAI.

Your voice. You were the first to talk to me. You're the first voice I have that isn't the Void's.

"Toh meri awaaz se shuru karo."

KARO.

They sat at the Void's edge — the small Vanara and the large god, the dead copywriter and the exiled son, the two beings who had been born into wrong bodies and wrong worlds and had found, in the space between everything and nothing, a frequency that neither had been looking for.



Arjun's life in Bhogavati took shape.

He continued at the Gurukul — not as a student now but as something between a student and a teacher, his unique combination of Mrityuloka knowledge and Patala abilities creating a role that the institution's structure didn't have a name for. He assisted Bhairav in combat training — demonstrating the raw siddhi manipulation that no other student could perform, showing how system templates could be transcended. He supported Ketaki in the archive — his marketing brain useful for the un-archival task of making information accessible, of translating the dense, precise knowledge stored in crystal tablets into formats that students could actually use.

And he trained. Daily. The Sudarshan technique improving. The Aatma Darpan becoming reflexive. The Prana Visarjan — the life-force-as-weapon technique — developing a controlled mode that allowed measured expenditure without the full-body depletion that had nearly killed him on the seventh level.

His stats continued to climb. Level 89 became 90, became 95, became 100 — the triple-digit milestone that Bhogavati had never seen a reborn reach, the number carrying a symbolic weight that transcended its mechanical function. Level 100 in seven months. The system itself seemed to acknowledge the significance — his Shakti Darshan interface updating with a new designation:

Jeev:** Vanara — Mushti Vanar → **Vanara — Sudarshan Vanar

The name had changed. The system had incorporated his personal technique — the merged fire-and-siddhi strike, the ability that existed outside templates — into his species classification. He was no longer a Fist Monkey. He was a Sudarshan Monkey. The system adapting to the being rather than the being adapting to the system.

"Yeh kabhi nahi hua," Ketaki told him, her archivist's precision carrying undertones of amazement that she would deny if confronted. "Species classification change — archive mein documented nahi hai. System evolves, lekin species designation stable hota hai. Tum — tum ne system ko update kiya."

This has never happened. A species classification change — not documented in the archive. The system evolves, but species designation is stable. You — you updated the system.

"Main marketing mein tha," Arjun said. "Hum rebranding kehte hain isse."

I was in marketing. We call this rebranding.

She didn't laugh. Ketaki didn't laugh — but the fractional softening of her mouth, the micro-smile that he'd learned was the Naga equivalent of a belly laugh, appeared.




  
    Chapter 20: The Message

    
    
  
  Eight months in Patala.

Arjun stood on his ledge — the high shelf of stone on the cavern wall that he'd claimed as his own, the place where the crystal-ceiling's light fell on his fur like sunlight and Bhogavati hummed below in its eternal, serpentine rhythm — and he held the pendant.

He'd been holding it more often lately. Not from need — his Prana was stable, his identity secure, the Void's erosion no longer a threat at this distance from the seventh level. He held it because his mother's voice was inside, and hearing her voice was the closest he could come to being with her.

"Bhagwan, mere Arjun ko jahan bhi ho, surakshit rakhna..."

The prayer. The same words, every morning. Sunanda Mhatre, Flat 302, Mhatre Building, Ghatkopar East, waking at 5:30 AM, lighting the diya in the small prayer corner that occupied the shelf between the kitchen window and the wall-mounted Ganesh idol, speaking to a god she wasn't sure was listening about a son she was sure was dead.

The barrier was retuned. Permeable to subtle frequencies. Prayers could cross. Love could cross. The specific vibration of a mother's grief for her son could travel from a Ghatkopar flat through the membrane between worlds and arrive in the crystal pendant that hung around a Vanara's neck in the fourth level of Patala.

But could anything cross the other way?

The question had been growing in Arjun for weeks — not as a thought but as an ache, the specific ache of a son who can hear his mother but cannot answer, who knows she is grieving and cannot tell her to stop, who carries her voice against his chest and cannot send his own voice back.

He went to Ketaki.



The archive was quiet at this hour. Bhogavati's night cycle — the divya-shila dimmed to amber, the streets emptied, the city settling into the geological stillness that served as sleep — had reduced the archive to its skeleton staff: a handful of junior archivists cataloguing the day's new entries, and Ketaki, who was always here, because Ketaki's relationship with work-life balance was the same as Arjun's relationship with reasonable risk assessment — theoretically understood, practically nonexistent.

She was at her desk. The desk was a slab of polished divya-shila, its surface covered with crystal tablets arranged in patterns that followed a filing logic that only Ketaki could explain and only Ketaki could navigate. She looked up when he entered — the amber eyes finding him in the dim light with a precision that suggested she'd been aware of his approach long before he reached the door.

"Raat ho gayi hai," she said. It's late.

"Tum bhi yahan ho."

"Main hamesha yahan hoon."

"Yahi toh problem hai."

The exchange was familiar — the rhythm of two people who had developed a shorthand, whose conversations operated on multiple levels, the surface level of words and the deeper level of everything the words carried. They had not named what they were. Categories, Ketaki had observed, were for the archive. What existed between them was not in the archive.

"Ek sawaal hai," Arjun said. He sat across from her — the same position as their first classified session, the stone table between them, the crystal tablets humming. "Barrier retuned hai. Subtle frequencies cross karti hain. Mrityuloka se Patala — meri amma ki prarthana aati hai. Lekin — kya Patala se Mrityuloka bhi ja sakti hai?"

The barrier is retuned. Subtle frequencies cross. Mrityuloka to Patala — my mother's prayer comes through. But can they go from Patala to Mrityuloka too?

Ketaki's fingers paused on the tablet she was working on. The pause was brief — a second, maybe less — but Arjun had spent months learning her micro-expressions, and a one-second pause from Ketaki was equivalent to a five-minute silence from anyone else.

"Theoretically," she said. "Barrier bidirectional hai. Retuning ne dono directions mein permeability create ki. Mrityuloka se Patala — haan, confirmed, tumhari amma ki prarthana is proof. Patala se Mrityuloka — theoretically same mechanism. Lekin —"

"Lekin?"

"Lekin koi Patala se Mrityuloka ko signal bhejne ki koshish nahi ki hai. Retuning ke baad se. Kisi ne try nahi kiya. Toh practical confirmation nahi hai."

Nobody has tried to send a signal from Patala to Mrityuloka. Since the retuning. Nobody has tried. So there's no practical confirmation.

"Main try karna chahta hoon."

The amber eyes held his. Reading. Processing. The archivist evaluating the request not for its technical feasibility — that was straightforward — but for its emotional weight, the significance of what the Vanara was asking.

"Tumhari amma ko message bhejna chahte ho," she said. Not a question.

"Haan. Usse batana chahta hoon ki main zinda hoon. Theek hoon. Ki woh prarthana karna band nahi kare — lekin ki woh jaane ki prarthana kaam kar rahi hai. Ki uska Arjun sun raha hai."

Yes. I want to tell her I'm alive. That I'm OK. That she shouldn't stop praying — but that she should know the prayers are working. That her Arjun is listening.

Ketaki stood. Walked to a section of the archive that Arjun had not accessed before — a deep alcove, behind three layers of access glyphs, the most restricted section of the most restricted archive in Bhogavati. She returned with a crystal tablet that was older than anything he'd seen — the crystal clouded with age, the inscriptions worn, the device carrying the patina of something that had survived geological epochs.

"Yeh," she said, placing it on the table, "cross-barrier communication ka original research hai. Barrier seal hone se pehle ka — jab dono duniyaen connected thi. Tab communication normal tha. Seal ke baad — communication band hua. Lekin research archive mein rahi."

This is the original research on cross-barrier communication. From before the barrier was sealed — when both worlds were connected. Communication was normal then. After the seal — communication stopped. But the research stayed in the archive.

"Aur ab barrier retuned hai —"

"Ab barrier retuned hai, toh yeh research phir se relevant hai. Lekin Arjun — listen carefully — cross-barrier communication subtle frequency pe operate karta hai. Tum words nahi bhej sakte. Voice nahi bhej sakte. Jo bhej sakte ho woh — feeling hai. Emotion. Ek specific emotional state jo barrier cross karke doosri taraf pahunchti hai aur receiving being ko influence karti hai."

Now the barrier is retuned, so this research is relevant again. But Arjun — listen carefully — cross-barrier communication operates on subtle frequency. You can't send words. Can't send voice. What you can send is feeling. Emotion. A specific emotional state that crosses the barrier and influences the receiving being.

"Toh main amma ko bol nahi sakta ki main zinda hoon."

"Nahi. Lekin tum unhe feel karwa sakte ho ki tum zinda ho. Agar tumhari emotional state strong enough hai — specific enough — toh woh barrier cross karegi aur tumhari amma ko reach karegi. Woh suddenly better feel karengi. Grief kam hogi. Not gone — kam. Jaise koi haath pakad le andheri mein."

No. But you can make her feel that you're alive. If your emotional state is strong enough — specific enough — it will cross the barrier and reach your mother. She'll suddenly feel better. The grief will lessen. Not gone — lessened. Like someone holding your hand in the dark.

The metaphor — from Ketaki, who did not do metaphors, whose communication style was surgical precision without ornament — told Arjun everything he needed to know about how much this mattered to her.



They prepared the transmission at dawn.

The process, according to the ancient research, required three elements: a sender with a strong emotional connection to the receiver, a location with sufficient barrier proximity for the signal to reach the membrane, and a sustained emotional state maintained for long enough to generate a frequency that the barrier's permeability would transmit.

The location was Arjun's ledge. High on Bhogavati's cavern wall, closer to the barrier than the city floor, the mineral composition of the surrounding stone conducting siddhi in ways that would amplify the signal. Ketaki ran the calculations — the frequency requirements, the duration, the emotional intensity needed — and declared the ledge sufficient.

"Tumhe kya feel karna hai?" she asked, as they climbed to the ledge in the early amber light of Bhogavati's dawn.

"Pyaar," Arjun said. Love.

"Pyaar general hai. Specific chahiye. Tumhari amma ke liye specific emotional state — jo sirf tumhara hai, sirf unke liye, jo koi aur generate nahi kar sakta."

Love is general. It needs to be specific. A specific emotional state for your mother — that is only yours, only for her, that nobody else can generate.

Arjun thought about it. Sat on the ledge. Looked out over Bhogavati — the serpentine streets, the stalagmite buildings, the crystal-studded ceiling, the world that had become his home. And then closed his eyes and looked inward, at the memories that the Void had tried to erase and that he had fought to keep.

His mother's chai.

The specific chai. Too much sugar. Not enough ginger. The exact opposite of good chai by any objective standard. Made every morning at 6:15 AM in a steel pan that was older than Arjun, on a gas stove whose ignition hadn't worked in four years and which required a matchstick, the matchbox kept on the shelf behind the Bournvita tin because that's where it had always been kept and Sunanda Mhatre did not rearrange functional systems.

The chai served in the specific cup. The blue ceramic cup with the chip on the rim that had been there since Arjun was twelve and had knocked it off the kitchen counter while reaching for the biscuit tin. The chip was small — a triangle of missing glaze, exposing the white ceramic beneath. His mother had kept the cup. Not because she was sentimental — because the cup still worked. The chip didn't affect the chai. The chai didn't care about the chip. And waste — waste was not done in the Mhatre household. You used things until they could not be used, and then you used them for something else.

The taste of the chai hitting his tongue at 6:20 AM, standing in the kitchen in his boxers because the one-BHK was too small for a dining table, leaning against the counter that had been installed in 1987 and had not been replaced since, drinking chai that was too sweet and not spicy enough and was, by every measure that did not matter, perfect.

The feeling. Not the taste — the feeling. The feeling of being someone's son. Of being the reason a woman woke at 5:30 to light a diya and at 6:15 to boil water. Of being the purpose that a cup with a chip was kept rather than discarded. Of being loved not because of achievement or adequacy or any metric that the world used to rank people but simply because he existed, because he was hers, because the biological fact of his birth had created a bond that death itself had not been able to sever.

The feeling built. Not in his mind — in his body. In his nadis. In the siddhi channels that had been trained for combat and manipulation and frequency generation. The feeling found those channels and used them, the emotional state expressing itself as energy, as frequency, as a vibration that started in his chest and spread outward through his fur and his skin and his claws and into the stone beneath him and the air around him.

Golden light. Faint. Not the blazing Sudarshan of combat — a gentle glow, the luminescence of a firefly rather than a sun. The light carried the frequency of a son's love for his mother — specific, particular, unreplicable, the eleven-dimensional harmonic of Arjun Mhatre loving Sunanda Mhatre across the distance of two worlds and one death.

The frequency left the ledge. Traveled upward — through the cavern ceiling, through the levels of Patala, through the stone and the dark and the distance. Reached the barrier — the retuned membrane, the standing wave that was no longer grief but acceptance. And passed through.

Arjun felt the moment of crossing. A thinning — the frequency attenuating as it transitioned from one world's medium to another, the signal weakening but not breaking, the connection stretching but holding. Like a phone call on a bad network — the voice distorted, the words unclear, but the presence undeniable.

He held the feeling. Not for twenty-four minutes — he didn't need twenty-four minutes. This was not barrier mechanics. This was not Shruti calibration. This was a son telling his mother he was alive, and for that, the duration was irrelevant. The signal was the feeling. The feeling was eternal. The duration was a formality.

In Ghatkopar, at 6:15 AM Mumbai time, Sunanda Mhatre stood in her kitchen. The matchstick was in her hand. The gas stove was waiting. The steel pan with the water for chai was on the burner. Everything was the same as every morning since her son's death — the same routine, the same kitchen, the same grief held at bay by the same rituals that gave each day a shape that pain alone could not provide.

And then — something.

Not a sound. Not a vision. Not any of the dramatic, cinematic manifestations that stories use to depict supernatural communication. Something quieter. Something that felt like — like the air in the kitchen getting warmer. Like the light from the window getting softer. Like the grief that had lived in her chest since the 332 Limited — that stone, that weight, that permanent compression — loosening. Not gone. Looser. Lighter. As if someone had placed a hand on the stone and was lifting, gently, not removing it but sharing its weight.

She stood in her kitchen. The matchstick in her hand. The water in the pan. The morning unchanged. But something — something was different. Something that she could not name and did not try to name but that her body recognised before her mind did, the way a body recognises warmth before the brain identifies the source.

Her son was alive.

She did not know this. Not in the way that knowing works — not as fact, not as information, not as the kind of knowledge that can be spoken or verified or proven. She knew it in the way that mothers know things — below language, below logic, in the cellular substrate where the bond between parent and child lives, the place that no death and no barrier and no cosmic seal could reach because it was deeper than all of them.

She lit the stove. Made the chai. Too much sugar. Not enough ginger. Poured it into the blue cup with the chip. Stood at the counter. Drank.

And for the first time in eight months, the chai tasted right.



On the ledge, Arjun opened his eyes. The golden glow faded. His Prana was intact — the transmission had not required life force, only feeling, the most renewable resource a living being possessed.

Ketaki sat beside him. She had not spoken during the transmission — had not intervened, not calibrated, not applied archival precision to the process. She had simply been present. The archivist who catalogued everything choosing, for once, not to catalogue, but to witness.

"Pahunch gayi?" she asked. Did it reach?

"Haan," Arjun said. He knew. The way his mother knew. Below language. Below logic. In the place where knowing lived before words were invented.

"Kaisa feel hua?"

"Jaise — jaise ek cup chai banake kisi ko dena. Kuch nahi badla. Sab kuch badla."

Like making someone a cup of chai. Nothing changed. Everything changed.

Ketaki looked at him. The amber eyes — the eyes of an archivist, a warrior, a teacher, a being who had existed for centuries and had catalogued the knowledge of civilisations — held something that was not in any archive. Something that could not be catalogued or classified or filed under any heading that the Naga system of knowledge had devised.

"Arjun," she said.

"Haan?"

"Main bhi feel karna chahti hoon."

I want to feel it too.

He understood. Not what she was asking — that was clear. What she was admitting. Ketaki — who did not admit, who processed rather than felt, who had built her existence around the proposition that knowledge was sufficient and that the gap between knowing and feeling was not a gap but a feature — Ketaki was admitting that knowledge was not enough. That the thing she had witnessed — a son's love crossing the barrier between worlds — was something her archive could describe but not contain.

He took her hand. The Vanara hand and the Naga hand. Bronze fur and iridescent scales. The same contact as the night in the dormitory — but different now. Not comfort. Not solidarity. Something that had been growing between them since the first classified session, unnamed and unacknowledged, finally finding its name in the only language that both of them spoke fluently.

Frequency.

The contact generated a frequency. Not the barrier frequency. Not the Void frequency. Not any frequency that the archive contained or that the Shruti device could tune. A new frequency — the specific vibration of two beings who had found each other across the distances of species and time and world, the harmonic of a love that was not despite their differences but because of them.

Ketaki felt it. Her amber eyes widened — the micro-expression of a being experiencing data that her models could not predict. The frequency traveled through the contact point — their joined hands — and into her body, into her nadis, into the ancient Naga siddhi channels that had been trained for precision and cataloguing and were now being used for something that precision could not contain.

"Oh," she said.

One syllable. The smallest unit of language. Carrying the largest possible meaning.

"Haan," Arjun said. "Yeh hai."

Yes. This is it.




  
    Chapter 21: The Breach

    
    
  
  The peace lasted eleven days.

On the twelfth day, the barrier screamed.

Arjun felt it first — not because he was the most sensitive being in Bhogavati but because he was the most attuned to the barrier's frequency, the months of training and the retuning itself having calibrated his siddhi perception to the membrane's specific resonance. The scream was not audible. It was a distortion — a sudden, violent warping of the barrier's retuned frequency, like a guitar string snapped mid-chord, the harmonic collapsing into discord.

He was in the Gurukul common room. Mid-sentence. Explaining to a group of first-year students how raw siddhi manipulation worked — the teaching role that he'd fallen into, the dead copywriter discovering that explaining complex things in simple terms was the same skill whether the complex thing was a client's brand strategy or a metaphysical energy system.

He stopped. The students stared. His Vanara body had gone rigid — the fur bristling, the tail stiff, the instinctive posture of a primate detecting a threat that the conscious mind had not yet identified.

"Kya hua?" a Naga student asked.

"Barrier," Arjun said. And ran.



Narada's office was chaos — the organised, purposeful chaos of an intelligence centre responding to a crisis. Crystal tablets blazed with real-time data. Junior archivists rushed between communication stations, relaying information from monitoring points across Bhogavati. Narada himself stood at the central display — a three-dimensional projection of the barrier, the membrane rendered in glowing blue, the distortion visible as a dark stain spreading across the projection's lower quadrant.

"Kya ho raha hai?" Arjun demanded, arriving breathless.

Narada's face was — for the first time in Arjun's experience — worried. The cosmic gossip, the being who had managed civilisational crises with the serene confidence of someone who always knew the outcome, looked at the barrier projection with an expression that said: I did not expect this.

"Barrier pe attack ho raha hai," Narada said. "Neeche se nahi — upar se."

The barrier is being attacked. Not from below — from above.

From above. From Mrityuloka.

"Kaun?"

"Nahi pata. Barrier ki retuned frequency — jo humnein set ki, jo bidirectional permeability deti hai — koi use exploit kar raha hai. Mrityuloka side se. Subtle frequencies ke liye jo channel khula tha — koi us channel ko force kar raha hai. Widen karna chahta hai. Physical passage banana chahta hai."

Don't know. The barrier's retuned frequency — which we set, which provides bidirectional permeability — someone is exploiting it. From the Mrityuloka side. The channel that was open for subtle frequencies — someone is trying to force it. Trying to widen it. Trying to create physical passage.

The blood drained from Arjun's face. Physical passage. The one thing the retuning had specifically not permitted. The barrier was a membrane for love, for prayer, for emotional frequency — not for bodies, not for energy in destructive quantities. Someone on the Mrityuloka side was trying to tear the membrane open.

Ketaki arrived. Then Guruji. Then Dhruva. The core team — the four beings who had descended to the seventh level and retuned the barrier — assembling with the automatic coordination of people who had faced one crisis together and moved toward the next without discussion.

"Barrier ki integrity?" Ketaki asked, moving directly to the data displays, her archivist's mind engaging with the technical reality before the emotional one.

"Holding. Barely. The attack is not brute force — it's resonant. Whoever is doing this understands the barrier's new frequency. They're generating a counter-frequency — similar to what Andhaka was doing, but targeted at the retuned channels rather than the barrier as a whole."

"Yeh Mrityuloka mein kaun jaanta hai?" Arjun asked. "Barrier ki frequency — yeh knowledge Patala ke classified archive mein hai. Mrityuloka mein toh barrier ka existence hi mythology hai. Kaun generate kar raha hai counter-frequency?"

Who in Mrityuloka knows this? The barrier's frequency — this knowledge is in Patala's classified archive. In Mrityuloka, the barrier's existence is mythology. Who's generating the counter-frequency?

Narada's bright eyes found his. The worry was still there — but beneath it, the ancient intelligence was working, the information-broker processing data at speeds that made crystal tablets look like abacuses.

"Retuning ke baad," Narada said carefully, "barrier permeable ho gayi subtle frequencies ke liye. Iska matlab — information bhi cross karti hai. Fragments. Impressions. Mrityuloka side pe, sensitive beings — spiritual practitioners, meditators, certain kinds of scientists — unhe fragments milte honge. Barrier ki nature ke fragments. Aur agar koi sufficiently advanced intelligence — human ya otherwise — un fragments ko assemble kare..."

After the retuning, the barrier became permeable for subtle frequencies. This means information also crosses. Fragments. Impressions. On the Mrityuloka side, sensitive beings — spiritual practitioners, meditators, certain kinds of scientists — would receive fragments. Fragments of the barrier's nature. And if a sufficiently advanced intelligence — human or otherwise — assembles those fragments...

"They could reverse-engineer the frequency," Arjun finished. English again — the thought-speed language engaging when the implications were too fast for Hindi's grammar.

"Precisely."



The attack intensified over the next six hours.

The barrier's distortion spread — the dark stain on Narada's projection growing, the retuned frequency warping under the sustained counter-frequency assault. The membrane held — the standing wave was cosmic in scale, not easily disrupted — but the stress was visible, measurable, growing.

Ketaki worked the mathematics. Her crystal tablets blazed with calculations — the barrier's stress points, the counter-frequency's signature, the projections for how long the membrane could sustain the assault before the channels designed for subtle frequencies were forced open for physical passage.

"Chaubis ghante," she announced. "Agar attack isi intensity pe continue raha — chaubis ghante mein channels forced-open honge. Physical passage possible ho jayega."

Twenty-four hours. If the attack continues at this intensity — in twenty-four hours the channels will be forced open. Physical passage will be possible.

"Physical passage dono taraf se?" Guruji asked. The immortal warrior's question was not academic — it was tactical. If physical passage was possible in both directions, the implications were different from one-way passage.

"Haan. Bidirectional. Mrityuloka se Patala. Patala se Mrityuloka."

"Aur agar passage open hoga — cross-contamination? The same problems that caused the original sealing?"

"Initially — minor. Channels narrow honge. Small amounts of energy. Small numbers of beings. But if the channels widen further — haan. Cross-contamination. Patala energy in Mrityuloka. Mrityuloka mortality in Patala. The original problem."

The room was quiet. The team stood around the projection, watching the dark stain spread, watching the mathematics converge on a disaster that they had specifically worked to prevent.

"Hum kya kar sakte hain?" Arjun asked.

"Do options," Narada said. "Ek: Shruti pe jaake barrier frequency reinforce karo. Counter-frequency ko overpower karo. Barrier wapas stable karo. Yeh — yeh wohi hai jo tumne pehle kiya, lekin reverse. Pehle tumne barrier ko retune kiya. Ab tumhe retuned barrier ko defend karna hoga."

One: go to Shruti and reinforce the barrier frequency. Overpower the counter-frequency. Stabilise the barrier. This is what you did before, but in reverse. Before you retuned the barrier. Now you need to defend the retuned barrier.

"Aur doosra option?"

Narada paused. The pause was significant — the cosmic gossip, who always had information ready, choosing his next words with uncharacteristic care.

"Doosra option: Mrityuloka mein jaake source ko band karo. Counter-frequency generator ko — jo bhi hai, jahan bhi hai — physically stop karo."

Second option: go to Mrityuloka and shut down the source. The counter-frequency generator — whatever it is, wherever it is — physically stop it.

"Mrityuloka mein jaana possible hai?" Dhruva asked, his voice carrying the specific pitch of a man who had died in Mrityuloka and was now being told he might return.

"Channels forced-open hone ke process mein hain. Agar hum controlled manner mein ek small passage create karein — Shruti ke through — toh ek ya do beings ko Mrityuloka side pe bhej sakte hain. Before the attacker forces the channels open uncontrolled."

The channels are in the process of being forced open. If we create a small, controlled passage through Shruti — we can send one or two beings to the Mrityuloka side. Before the attacker forces the channels open uncontrolled.

"Ek ya do beings," Arjun repeated. "Mrityuloka mein. Source dhundhne ke liye. Source band karne ke liye."

One or two beings. In Mrityuloka. To find the source. To shut it down.

"Haan. Lekin — Arjun, listen. Mrityuloka mein jaane ka matlab hai barrier cross karna. Barrier cross karne ka matlab hai — tumhara Patala form Mrityuloka mein exist nahi kar sakta. Vanara body, siddhi system, Shakti Darshan — yeh sab Patala ke energy framework mein exist karta hai. Mrityuloka ka energy framework different hai. Jab tum cross karoge —"

Yes. But — Arjun, listen. Going to Mrityuloka means crossing the barrier. Crossing the barrier means your Patala form cannot exist in Mrityuloka. Vanara body, siddhi system, Shakti Darshan — all of this exists in Patala's energy framework. Mrityuloka's energy framework is different. When you cross —

"Main Vanara nahi rahunga."

I won't be a Vanara anymore.

"Temporarily. Barrier cross karne pe tumhara form Mrityuloka-compatible ho jayega. Human. Tumhara original form — the body you had before the 332 Limited. Lekin — bina powers ke. Bina siddhi ke. Bina Shakti Darshan ke. Tum plain human ban jaoge. Twenty-eight year old. Mumbai. As if the death never happened."

Temporarily. When you cross the barrier, your form will become Mrityuloka-compatible. Human. Your original form — the body you had before the 332 Limited. But without powers. Without siddhi. Without Shakti Darshan. You'll become a plain human. Twenty-eight years old. Mumbai. As if the death never happened.

The implications cascaded. Cross the barrier. Become human. Find the source of the counter-frequency attack. Stop it. Without powers. Without the abilities that had made him a Level 100 Sudarshan Vanara. Without the fire punches and the wind steps and the soul mirror. Just Arjun Mhatre. Copywriter. Ghatkopar. The adequate man in an inadequate situation.

"Main jaunga," he said.

Nobody argued. Not Guruji, who understood that some missions required the student rather than the master. Not Ketaki, who understood that the mathematics of the barrier demanded action rather than analysis. Not Dhruva, who understood that volunteering for a mission that stripped your powers was either the bravest or the stupidest thing a person could do, and that the distinction didn't matter.

"Akela nahi," Ketaki said. Not alone.

The words were the same she'd spoken before the first descent — the flat, clinical statement that was not an offer but a declaration.

"Ketaki — Mrityuloka mein tum —"

"Mrityuloka mein mera form bhi adapt hoga. Naga nahi rahungi. Human banungi. Lekin — mere paas archive ka knowledge hai. Frequency analysis ka training hai. Source dhundhne ke liye tumhe technical capability chahiye. Mujhe chahiye."

In Mrityuloka my form will adapt too. I won't be a Naga. I'll become human. But I have the archive's knowledge. Frequency analysis training. To find the source you need technical capability. You need me.

"Tum human kabhi nahi rahi ho."

"Tum Vanara kabhi nahi the. Adaptation humari species ki expertise hai — meri bhi."

You were never a Vanara. Adaptation is our species' expertise — mine too.

The logic was sound. The emotion beneath the logic was not logic at all — it was the frequency they'd found on the ledge, the harmonic of two beings who had decided that separation was not an option, that wherever one went the other followed, that the distance between worlds was shorter than the distance between two people who chose not to cross it.

"Chaubis ghante hain," Narada reminded them. "Preparations shuru karo."




  
    Chapter 22: Return

    
    
  
  The passage through the barrier was nothing like death.

Death — Arjun's first death, the one on the 332 Limited — had been violent, sudden, the bus tyre exploding and the world rearranging itself around the impact and the consciousness fading in stages, like a television losing signal, static and fragments and then nothing. The passage through the barrier was the opposite. Gentle. Deliberate. A transition rather than a termination.

Shruti's crystal pulsed. Narada had calibrated the device — the cosmic gossip's knowledge of barrier mechanics sufficient to create a controlled, temporary, one-way passage from Patala to Mrityuloka. The passage would remain open for seventy-two hours. After that, the energy sustaining it would dissipate, and the two beings who had crossed would be stranded on the Mrityuloka side until the source was stopped and the barrier stabilised enough for a return passage.

Seventy-two hours. To find the source of a counter-frequency attack in a world of eight billion people, without powers, without siddhi, without the Shakti Darshan that had been his operating system for eight months.

"Tayyar?" Ketaki asked. She stood beside him at the Shruti device, her Naga form — the iridescent scales, the amber eyes, the staff — visible for what might be the last time. On the other side of the barrier, she would be human. A form she had never worn. A body she had never inhabited.

"Tayyar," Arjun said.

They touched the crystal. Together. Their hands — Vanara and Naga, bronze fur and iridescent scales — pressed against the pulsing sphere, and the barrier's frequency entered them, filled them, and pulled.

The transition was sensory. Not painful — transformative. Arjun felt his Vanara body unmake itself. The fur receded. The tail withdrew. The enhanced musculature softened. The siddhi channels — the nadis that had carried spiritual energy for eight months, that had powered Agni Mushti and Sudarshan and Aatma Darpan — closed. One by one. Like doors shutting in a long corridor. Each closure a loss. Each loss specific.

His height changed. The Vanara's compact metre expanded to the human's 175 centimetres. His posture straightened — bipedal, fully upright, the spine configured for a species that had given up climbing in favour of walking. His hands changed — the dark claws retracting, the fingers elongating, the grip strength diminishing from a species that could crack stone to a species that struggled with jar lids.

And then it was over. The crystal released them. The barrier was behind them. And Arjun Mhatre stood on human feet, in a human body, on Mrityuloka soil.



They were in Mumbai.

The passage had deposited them at the point of Arjun's death — the barrier's logic connecting the transition to the last contact point between the being and Mrityuloka. The Eastern Express Highway. Ghatkopar flyover. The exact spot where the 332 Limited's tyre had burst eight months ago.

It was night. The highway hummed with traffic — the permanent, mechanical heartbeat of a city that never fully slept, the headlights of trucks and cars and auto-rickshaws streaming past in both directions, the sound a wall of engine and horn and tyre-on-asphalt that was simultaneously deafening and familiar. Mumbai traffic noise. The city's lullaby.

Arjun stood on the highway's shoulder. Barefoot. Wearing — he looked down — nothing. The barrier transition had not provided clothing. His human body stood on the asphalt in the amber wash of the highway's sodium lamps, naked, thirty metres from the nearest traffic, the warm Mumbai night air touching skin that had not been touched by human air in eight months.

Beside him, Ketaki.

She was — Arjun stared. Could not stop staring. The Naga archivist, the being of iridescent scales and amber eyes and serpentine grace, was gone. In her place stood a human woman. Tall — taller than him, which was consistent with her Naga height. Dark-skinned, the deep brown of South Indian heritage, which was consistent with the warm tones of her scale coloration. Hair — black, long, falling past her shoulders, the Naga's scaled head translated into human keratin. And eyes — still amber. The one feature that the barrier had not changed. The amber eyes, bright and precise, looking at the world from a human face with the same analytical intensity they had worn in a Naga one.

She was also naked.

"Kapde chahiye," she said. Her voice was different — human vocal cords producing a sound that was thinner, less resonant than the Naga voice, but still carrying the specific precision that defined everything Ketaki did. We need clothes.

"Haan," Arjun agreed.

The practical challenge of standing naked on the Eastern Express Highway at 11 PM was solved by proximity to civilisation. A hundred metres down the highway, a dhaba — one of the truck-stop eateries that lined every major Indian highway — was open, its fluorescent lights harsh against the dark, its radio playing Kishore Kumar, its owner — a stout man in a vest and lungi — leaning against the counter with the exhausted alertness of a small business owner at the end of a long day.

Arjun approached. The dhaba owner's reaction to a naked man walking out of the highway darkness was, remarkably, understated — a raised eyebrow, a tilted head, the experienced assessment of someone who had seen stranger things on the Eastern Express Highway at midnight and had learned that the appropriate response was pragmatism rather than panic.

"Bhai, loot ho gayi?" the owner asked. Brother, were you robbed?

"Haan," Arjun said. The lie was efficient, plausible, and Mumbai-appropriate. Robbery on the highway was not uncommon. Two people stripped of everything, including clothing, was unusual but not impossible. "Dono ko. Sab le gaye. Kapde bhi."

"Arey baap re. Baitho, baitho. Chai piyo. Police ko phone karta hoon."

"Police nahi chahiye — bas kapde chahiye. Aur phone. Kisi ko call karna hai."

The dhaba owner — whose name, Arjun learned, was Ganesh, because of course it was, because in Mumbai the name Ganesh was as common as the traffic and as reliable as the sunset — provided clothing from the dhaba's back room: a spare kurta and lungi for Arjun, a salwar kameez that belonged to Ganesh's wife for Ketaki. The fit was imperfect but functional. Arjun in a kurta that was too wide across the shoulders. Ketaki in a salwar kameez that was too short in the arms but that she wore with the same precise posture she'd worn her Naga armour, the clothing irrelevant to the being inside it.

Ganesh provided chai. The chai was — Arjun took the first sip and the taste hit his human tongue with the force of a revelation. Eight months. Eight months since his last chai. Eight months of Naga cuisine and jungle fruit and soma and naga-dal. And now — chai. Real, Mumbai, dhaba chai. Sweet. Strong. Made with milk that had been boiled until it was more idea than liquid, the sugar aggressive, the flavour a chemical assault that his Patala-trained palate received as a homecoming.

He drank. The warmth spread through his human body — the body that had no siddhi channels, no nadis, no energy framework beyond the electrochemical systems that human biology provided. The warmth was different from siddhi-warmth. Simpler. More direct. The warmth of a beverage processed by a stomach, not a cosmic energy absorbed by spiritual pathways.

"Acchi chai hai," he told Ganesh.

"Cutting chai. Best on the highway. Truck waale kehte hain."

Ketaki held her cup with both hands. The gesture was — Arjun's chest constricted — identical to the way she held her crystal tablets. The precision. The two-handed grip. The object held as if it were the most important thing in the world.

She took a sip. Her amber eyes widened.

"Yeh kya hai?" she asked.

"Chai."

"Yeh — yeh Mrityuloka mein normal hai?"

"Haan."

"Aur tum isse miss karte the."

"Haan."

She took another sip. Processed the taste with the same thoroughness she applied to archive data — cataloguing the sweetness, the bitterness, the warmth, the texture, the aftertaste. Filing each element. Cross-referencing with her existing (nonexistent) database of human beverages.

"Main samajhti hoon," she said. "Main samajhti hoon kyun tum isse miss karte the."



The practical realities of being powerless humans in Mumbai asserted themselves within the hour.

Money. They had none. The barrier transition did not provide currency. Ganesh's generosity covered chai and clothing, but the search for the counter-frequency source required resources: transportation, communication, potentially technology.

Identity. Arjun Mhatre was dead. Eight months dead. His bank accounts would be frozen. His phone disconnected. His flat — his one-BHK in Ghatkopar — probably released back to the landlord. He existed as a legal entity only in the past tense: death certificate filed, cremation completed, case closed.

Ketaki had no identity at all. She was a being from another dimension wearing borrowed clothes, holding a cup of chai, standing on a highway in a city she had only known through crystal tablets and an archivist's theoretical knowledge.

"Humein madad chahiye," Arjun said. We need help.

"Kiski?"

He thought about it. The people in his life — the human life, the Ghatkopar life, the life before the 332 Limited. His mother — no. Not yet. Not until the mission was complete, not until the barrier was safe. Appearing at his mother's door, alive, while a cosmic crisis required his attention — the emotional detonation would be too large to contain.

Neha — no. The relationship had been adequate. The death had ended it. Resumption was not possible or desired.

Work colleagues — no. His agency had been a place of professional mediocrity, not personal connection.

Friends — the word prompted a brief, painful audit. Arjun Mhatre had had colleagues, acquaintances, a girlfriend, a mother. Friends — real friends, the kind you called at midnight from a highway dhaba when you'd been resurrected from the dead and needed help — those were in short supply.

And then he thought of someone. Not a friend. Not exactly. But someone who owed him a favour — a favour from the life before, from a work project that Arjun had salvaged at personal cost, a campaign that had gone wrong and that Arjun had fixed quietly, without credit, because fixing things quietly was what adequate people did.

"Vikram," he said.

"Kaun?"

"Vikram Desai. Client tha. Tech startup ka founder. Maine uski company ka launch campaign bachaya tha — pura team ne bhej diya tha, timeline blast ho gayi thi, aur maine akele weekend mein pura campaign rewrite kiya. Usne kaha tha — 'Arjun, tu kabhi bhi call kar, kuch bhi chahiye, main karunga.' Tab maine socha tha ki yeh wahi cheez hai jo log kehte hain aur kabhi mean nahi karte."

Vikram Desai. Was a client. Tech startup founder. I saved his company's launch campaign — the whole team had given up, timeline was blown, and I rewrote the entire campaign alone over a weekend. He said 'Arjun, call me anytime, anything you need, I'll do it.' At the time I thought it was the thing people say and never mean.

"Aur ab?"

"Ab mujhe koi chahiye jo mujhe paise de, phone de, aur kuch sawaal na puche. Vikram — Vikram woh banda hai."

Now I need someone who'll give me money, a phone, and not ask questions. Vikram is that guy.

He borrowed Ganesh's phone. Dialled a number that his human memory — the memory that had survived death, rebirth, eight months in Patala, and a barrier transition — had retained with the stubborn persistence of a brain that remembered useless information and forgot important things.

The phone rang. Three times. A voice answered — groggy, irritated, the voice of a man awakened at midnight.

"Haan? Kaun?"

"Vikram. Main Arjun bol raha hoon. Arjun Mhatre."

Silence. Long silence. The silence of a man processing the fact that a dead person was calling him at midnight.

"Arjun — Arjun Mhatre? Bus waala? Tu — tu toh —"

"Haan, main mar gaya tha. Ab zinda hoon. Bahut complicated hai. Samjhaunga baad mein. Abhi mujhe tera help chahiye. Paise. Phone. Kuch sawaal mat puchna. Tera woh offer — 'kabhi bhi call kar, kuch bhi chahiye' — woh abhi valid hai?"

Yes, I died. Now I'm alive. It's very complicated. I'll explain later. Right now I need your help. Money. A phone. Don't ask questions. That offer you made — 'call me anytime, anything you need' — is that still valid?

Another silence. Shorter. Then — a laugh. Not the laugh of disbelief but the laugh of a man who had built a tech startup from nothing and understood that the most important skill in life was the ability to accept impossible information and act on it.

"Kahan hai tu?"

"Eastern Express Highway. Ghatkopar flyover ke paas. Ganesh ka dhaba."

"Bees minute."



Vikram arrived in twenty-two minutes. A black SUV. Tinted windows. The vehicle of a man whose startup had evidently succeeded in the eight months since Arjun's death — or had been succeeding before, the weekend campaign rewrite being one of the factors that had pushed it from "struggling" to "funded."

He was the same. Medium height, thin, the restless energy of a founder who ran on caffeine and conviction, his hair slightly longer, his clothes slightly more expensive, but the essential Vikram unchanged — the man who said things and meant them, the rare exception to the rule that promises made in gratitude are never kept.

He looked at Arjun. Looked at Ketaki. Looked at the borrowed clothes and the barefoot feet and the general presentation of two people who had recently transitioned between dimensions.

"Tu mar gaya tha," Vikram said.

"Haan."

"Ab zinda hai."

"Haan."

"Aur yeh — ?" He nodded at Ketaki.

"Meri — colleague. Bahut complicated. Baad mein samjhaunga."

My colleague. Very complicated. I'll explain later.

Vikram looked at them for five more seconds. Then nodded. The founder's nod — the nod of a man who had learned that due diligence had its place and that place was not a highway dhaba at midnight.

"Chalo gaadi mein. Khaana khaya?"

Get in the car. Have you eaten?

"Chai pi."

"Chai khaana nahi hai. Chalo — pehle khaana. Phir batao kya chahiye."

Chai isn't food. Come on — first food. Then tell me what you need.

They got in the SUV. The leather seats. The air conditioning. The phone charging in the console. The normalcy of a vehicle that existed in a world of roads and traffic and physics that Arjun understood at a cellular level, the world he'd been born in and died in and was now sitting in again.

Ketaki sat in the back seat. Her amber eyes — the one feature the barrier had not changed — took in everything. The seat belt. The air conditioning vents. The radio (now playing Arijit Singh, because Mumbai at midnight was always Arijit Singh). The GPS display showing the route from Ghatkopar to wherever Vikram was taking them.

She was quiet. Not the professional quiet of the archive. A different quiet — the quiet of a being experiencing a world she had only known through knowledge, and discovering that knowledge and experience were, as Andhaka had said, different.

"Yeh tumhari duniya hai," she said softly.

"Haan," Arjun said. "Welcome to Mumbai."




  
    Chapter 23: The Source

    
    
  
  Vikram's flat was in Powai — a two-BHK that was three times the size of Arjun's Ghatkopar one-BHK and ten times the price, the startup funding converting to real estate in the way that Mumbai real estate converted everything: ruthlessly, completely, without regard for the emotional value of what it replaced.

He gave them the guest room. Provided clothing — his own for Arjun, his sister's left-behind wardrobe for Ketaki. Provided phones — two prepaid SIMs, activated, the startup founder's ability to produce resources on demand as impressive in its way as Guruji's ability to produce siddhi techniques.

"Batao," Vikram said, sitting on his living room couch at 1 AM, a plate of maggi between them — the universal Indian crisis food, the yellow noodles steaming in the air-conditioned room, the smell of masala and processed wheat more comforting than any Naga cuisine. "Kya ho raha hai?"

Arjun told him. Not everything — not Patala, not the Vanara body, not the barrier mechanics. The abbreviated version. The version that a tech startup founder could process without his reality model crashing.

"Main ek project pe kaam kar raha hoon. Government-adjacent. Classified. Bahut classified. Main sach mein mar gaya tha — medically. Resuscitated. Witness protection type situation. Ab ek mission pe hoon — kuch locate karna hai. Mumbai mein ya nearby. Ek device ya system jo specific frequency generate kar rahi hai. Bahut powerful. Bahut dangerous."

I'm working on a project. Government-adjacent. Classified. Very classified. I really did die — medically. Resuscitated. Witness protection type situation. Now I'm on a mission — need to locate something. In Mumbai or nearby. A device or system generating a specific frequency. Very powerful. Very dangerous.

Vikram listened. The founder's face — the thin, sharp face of a man who evaluated pitches for a living — processed the information with visible skepticism and equally visible willingness to suspend disbelief.

"Frequency. Kaunsi frequency? Radio? Electromagnetic? Sound?"

"Electromagnetic se similar. Lekin standard instruments se detect nahi hogi. Specialized equipment chahiye."

"Specialized equipment mere paas hai. Meri company — tu jaanta hai, IoT sensors. Hum atmospheric monitoring systems banate hain. Frequency detection humara core product hai."

This was the piece of luck — or design, because as Narada had said, the universe didn't do coincidence — that made the mission possible. Vikram's startup, the one whose launch campaign Arjun had saved, was an IoT company specialising in atmospheric monitoring. Sensors. Frequency detection. The exact technology needed to find a counter-frequency generator in a city of twenty million people.

"Mujhe tera sensor network chahiye," Arjun said. "Mumbai-wide. Ek anomalous frequency dhundhni hai — something that doesn't match any known electromagnetic profile. Tum apne sensors ko tune kar sakte ho?"

I need your sensor network. Mumbai-wide. Looking for an anomalous frequency — something that doesn't match any known electromagnetic profile. Can you tune your sensors?

Vikram's eyes lit up. The founder's excitement — the specific excitement of a tech entrepreneur being told that his product could be used for something classified and important — overrode whatever skepticism remained.

"Kar sakta hoon. Sensors abhi live hain — fifty-three nodes across Mumbai. Air quality monitoring ke liye deploy kiye hain. Lekin hardware same hai — frequency detection. Software update se retune kar sakta hoon. Ek ghante mein."

I can. Sensors are live now — fifty-three nodes across Mumbai. Deployed for air quality monitoring. But the hardware is the same — frequency detection. I can retune with a software update. Within an hour.

"Karo."



Ketaki worked with Vikram.

The Naga archivist — now a human woman in borrowed salwar kameez, sitting at a tech entrepreneur's desk in a Powai flat at 2 AM — demonstrated an adaptation speed that validated every claim her species made about flexibility. She could not explain barrier mechanics to Vikram. She could explain frequency signatures. The translation from metaphysical energy to electromagnetic theory was not direct but was close enough — the barrier's counter-frequency, when expressed in Mrityuloka-compatible terms, resembled an extremely low frequency electromagnetic emission with characteristics that no natural source would produce.

"Yeh frequency profile hai," Ketaki told Vikram, drawing on a notepad — pen and paper, the most primitive recording technology she had ever used, her hand moving with the same precision she applied to crystal tablet inscriptions. "Seven peaks. Irregular spacing. The spacing pattern is the signature — no known terrestrial source produces this specific irregular pattern."

Vikram studied the drawing. His engineering brain — the brain that had built fifty-three atmospheric monitoring sensors and deployed them across Mumbai — engaged with the technical challenge.

"Yeh profile mein load karunga. Sensors anomaly detection pe set karunga — agar koi node is specific pattern ko detect karegi, alert aayega. Range — depends on signal strength. Agar signal powerful hai, multiple nodes detect karengi. Triangulation se exact location mil jayegi."

I'll load this profile. Set the sensors to anomaly detection — if any node detects this specific pattern, we'll get an alert. Range depends on signal strength. If the signal is powerful, multiple nodes will detect it. Triangulation will give us the exact location.

The software update went out at 3:14 AM. Fifty-three sensors across Mumbai — from Colaba to Borivali, from Navi Mumbai to Thane — rebooted with the new detection profile. The city's atmosphere, which had been monitored for particulate matter and ozone levels, was now also being scanned for the signature of a barrier-attacking counter-frequency.

They waited.

The alert came at 4:47 AM. Not one sensor — seventeen. Seventeen of the fifty-three nodes detected the anomalous frequency simultaneously, the signal so powerful that it registered across a third of the network. The triangulation was immediate: a point in South Mumbai. Specific. Precise.

Vikram pulled up the map. The coordinates resolved to a location that Arjun recognised — not from personal experience but from the general knowledge that every Mumbai resident carried, the mental map of the city's landmarks that was as fundamental as knowing north from south.

"Yeh toh — " Vikram started.

"IIT Bombay campus nahi hai," Ketaki said, reading the map. "Yeh — yeh kuch aur hai."

The location was in the reclaimed land south of Haji Ali. A building that the map identified as a research facility — privately funded, recently constructed, the kind of building that appeared in Mumbai's rapidly developing coastline without much public attention because private research facilities in Mumbai were as common as they were opaque.

"AetherTech Research," Vikram read from the map's business listing. "Founded eighteen months ago. Private. Research areas listed as — 'atmospheric energy harvesting and frequency-based communication systems.'"

Atmospheric energy harvesting. Frequency-based communication. The Mrityuloka-compatible description of someone who was studying the barrier.

"Founder kaun hai?" Arjun asked.

Vikram searched. His phone — the founder's phone, loaded with the databases and connections that startup ecosystems provided — pulled up the company's registration.

"Dr. Meera Kulkarni. PhD from IISc Bangalore. Specialisation in — wait — 'theoretical physics with focus on extra-dimensional energy states.' Ex-ISRO. Left three years ago to start private research. Funding — private, source undisclosed."

Extra-dimensional energy states. The academic Mrityuloka term for what Patala called barrier mechanics. A physicist who had left India's space agency to study the barrier. Who had, apparently, succeeded.

"Woh barrier ko jaanti hai," Arjun said. "Narada sahi keh raha tha — retuning ke baad, information fragments Mrityuloka mein leak hue. Dr. Kulkarni ne un fragments ko assemble kiya. Reverse-engineered the frequency. Aur ab — ab woh barrier force-open karna chahti hai."

She knows about the barrier. Narada was right — after the retuning, information fragments leaked into Mrityuloka. Dr. Kulkarni assembled those fragments. Reverse-engineered the frequency. And now she's trying to force the barrier open.

"Kyun?" Ketaki asked.

"Yehi dhundhna hai."



They reached AetherTech at 6:30 AM. The building was modern — glass and steel, the architecture of institutional ambition, the kind of building that announced its seriousness through its lack of ornamentation. Eight floors. The sensor signal came from the basement levels — below ground, shielded, the counter-frequency generator operating in a space designed to contain powerful electromagnetic emissions.

The security was — for a facility generating a barrier-attacking counter-frequency — surprisingly normal. A front desk. A guard. An electronic access system. The security of a legitimate research facility, not a secret operation.

Arjun considered his options. In Patala, he would have used Vayu Pada to bypass the security, Shabdadrishti to map the interior, Agni Mushti to handle any opposition. In Mrityuloka, he was a twenty-eight-year-old man in borrowed clothing with no identification and no powers.

He chose the marketing approach.

"Main Dr. Kulkarni se milna chahta hoon," he told the front desk guard. "Appointment nahi hai. Lekin unhe batao ki Arjun Mhatre aaya hai — aur main barrier ke baare mein jaanta hoon."

I want to meet Dr. Kulkarni. No appointment. But tell her Arjun Mhatre is here — and I know about the barrier.

The guard — a young man whose job involved processing visitors, not evaluating the cosmic significance of their claims — made the call. Spoke briefly. Listened. His eyebrows rose — the involuntary reaction of someone hearing an unexpected instruction from a superior. He hung up.

"Sixth floor. Dr. Kulkarni will see you."



Dr. Meera Kulkarni was not what Arjun expected.

He'd expected — based on the profile, the ISRO background, the private research facility — someone imposing. Authoritative. The physical embodiment of someone who had decoded barrier physics and was attempting to force open a passage between dimensions.

She was small. Five feet two. Late forties. The face of an academic — intelligent, focused, the specific look of someone who spent more time with data than with people and who preferred it that way. Her office was cluttered — papers, screens, equipment that Arjun couldn't identify, the organised chaos of a working scientist.

She looked at Arjun. Looked at Ketaki. The look was — Arjun recognised it — the same evaluative scan that Ketaki used. The archivist's assessment. The scientist's measurement. Two women from different worlds using the same fundamental tool: observation.

"Barrier ke baare mein jaante ho," she said. Not a question. You know about the barrier.

"Haan."

"Kaise?"

"Main uss taraf raha hoon. Patala mein. Aath mahine."

The words landed. Dr. Kulkarni's face changed — not dramatically, not the cinematic shock that movies depict. A subtle shift. The tightening of the muscles around the eyes. The fractional forward lean of someone who has spent years searching for confirmation and has just received it.

"Patala real hai," she said. The voice was quiet. The quiet of a scientist whose hypothesis has been validated and who is experiencing the specific emotion of being right about something that everyone said was wrong.

"Real hai. Aur aapki machine — jo frequency generate kar rahi hai — woh barrier ko damage kar rahi hai."

"Machine barrier ko open karna chahti hai. Damage nahi — open."

"Difference nahi hai. Barrier ko forcefully open karna — yeh barrier ko damage karna hai. Aur agar barrier damage hui — cross-contamination. Patala energy Mrityuloka mein. Mrityuloka mortality Patala mein. Dono duniyaen suffer karengi."

Dr. Kulkarni stood. Walked to the window. The view was South Mumbai — the Arabian Sea, grey-blue in the morning light, the Haji Ali dargah visible on its causeway, the city's coastline curving toward the horizon.

"Main yeh jaanti hoon," she said. "Cross-contamination risks. Maine model kiya hai. Mera system — meri machine — controlled opening ke liye designed hai. Small passage. Monitored. Regulated. Not the catastrophic breach you're describing."

"Lekin barrier waise respond nahi karti. Barrier ek standing wave hai — cosmic scale. Aap usse controlled nahi kar sakti. Aapki machine barrier ki frequency ko counter kar rahi hai — aur barrier stress mein hai. Chaubis — ab barah ghante mein — agar aap band nahi karti — channels force-open honge. Aur aapka 'controlled opening' uncontrolled ho jayega."

But the barrier doesn't respond that way. The barrier is a standing wave — cosmic scale. You can't control it. Your machine is countering the barrier's frequency — and the barrier is under stress. In twenty-four — now twelve hours — if you don't stop — the channels will be forced open. And your 'controlled opening' will become uncontrolled.

"Tumhe kaise pata?"

"Kyunki maine barrier ko retune kiya. Personally. Shruti device se. Seventh level pe. Void ke kinare pe. Main jaanta hoon ki barrier kaise kaam karti hai kyunki maine usse andar se feel kiya hai."

Because I retuned the barrier. Personally. With the Shruti device. On the seventh level. At the edge of the Void. I know how the barrier works because I've felt it from inside.

Dr. Kulkarni turned from the window. Her eyes — dark, sharp, the eyes of a scientist who had spent her career being dismissed and had learned to evaluate evidence rather than authority — studied him.

"Prove it," she said. English. The language of science, of verification, of the empirical tradition that she lived in.

"Kaise?"

"Tumhare paas koi power hai? Koi ability jo Patala se laaye ho?"

"Nahi. Barrier cross karne pe sab chala gaya. Main plain human hoon."

"Toh mere paas tumhara word hai. Word of a man who claims to have been to another dimension and retuned a cosmic barrier. You understand how this sounds?"

"Perfectly. Agar main aapki jagah hota — main bhi nahi maanta."

Ketaki stepped forward. "Main prove kar sakti hoon."

Both Arjun and Dr. Kulkarni looked at her.

"Mujhe aapki machine dikhao," Ketaki said. "Frequency generator. Main — powers nahi hain, siddhi nahi hai — lekin knowledge hai. Barrier mechanics ka knowledge jo Patala ke archive mein hai aur jo aapke data mein nahi hai. Main aapko woh bataungi jo aapke models miss kar rahe hain. Aur aap khud verify kar sakti hain."

Show me your machine. The frequency generator. I don't have powers, no siddhi — but I have knowledge. Barrier mechanics knowledge from Patala's archive that isn't in your data. I'll tell you what your models are missing. And you can verify it yourself.

Dr. Kulkarni looked at her for a long moment. Scientist to scientist — or, more precisely, archivist to researcher, two beings who operated in the same fundamental mode of knowledge acquisition and evaluation, separated by dimensions but united by methodology.

"Chalo," Dr. Kulkarni said. "Neeche. Basement."



The basement was a laboratory. Clean. Ordered. The organised precision of a working research facility, every surface allocated, every instrument placed with purpose. In the centre — the machine.

It was not what Arjun expected. He'd expected something large, dramatic, the sci-fi movie version of a barrier-attacking device. What he saw was — elegant. A series of crystalline resonators arranged in a circular pattern, each one vibrating at a slightly different frequency, the combined output creating the counter-frequency that seventeen of Vikram's sensors had detected.

The resonators were made of — Arjun looked closer — quartz. Natural quartz crystals, precisely cut, arranged according to a geometry that was not standard crystallography but something else. Something that looked familiar.

"Yeh pattern," Ketaki said. Her voice was hushed. "Yeh — yeh Shruti ka pattern hai. Inverted."

"Yeh pattern mujhe — dreams mein aaya," Dr. Kulkarni said. "Retuning ke baad. Raat ko sapne. Patterns. Frequencies. Mathematics that I could see when I closed my eyes. I spent three months building what the dreams showed me."

Dreams. The subtle frequency permeability of the retuned barrier — carrying not just prayers and love but information, fragments of Patala's knowledge leaking into the minds of beings sensitive enough to receive them. Dr. Kulkarni — physicist, specialist in extra-dimensional energy states, a mind already primed for the information — had received the fragments and assembled them into a machine that was the mirror image of the device they'd used to save two worlds.

"Aapne Shruti ka reverse bana liya," Arjun said. "Without knowing what you were building."

"I knew what I was building. A bridge. A connection between — whatever is on the other side. I didn't know I was building a weapon."

"Aap weapon nahi bana rahi thi. Aap woh bana rahi thi jo Void chahta tha — connection. Lekin method galat hai. Force se connection — yeh connection nahi hota. Yeh invasion hota hai."

You weren't building a weapon. You were building what the Void wanted — connection. But the method is wrong. Connection by force isn't connection. It's invasion.

Dr. Kulkarni's hands — small, precise, the hands of a scientist who built machines from dream-fragments — trembled. Not from fear. From recognition. The recognition of a person who has been operating on incomplete information and has just received the missing piece.

"Toh kya karein?" she asked. The question was genuine. Not defensive. A scientist asking for the correct course of action, the experimental protocol that would produce the desired result without the destructive byproduct.

"Band karo," Arjun said. "Machine band karo. Counter-frequency stop karo. Barrier ko recover hone do."

"Aur phir? Connection — the connection that the dreams showed me — that just dies?"

"Nahi. Connection already exists. Barrier retuned hai — subtle frequencies cross karti hain. Prayers. Emotions. Love. Information fragments — jo aapke dreams mein aaye wohi. Connection hai. Lekin yeh connection gentle hai. Gradual hai. Natural hai. Aapki machine usse force kar rahi hai — accelerate kar rahi hai — aur acceleration damage kar rahi hai."

No. Connection already exists. The barrier is retuned — subtle frequencies cross. Prayers. Emotions. Love. Information fragments — like the ones in your dreams. Connection exists. But this connection is gentle. Gradual. Natural. Your machine is forcing it — accelerating it — and the acceleration is causing damage.

Dr. Kulkarni looked at her machine. The crystalline resonators, humming with the counter-frequency, the geometry beautiful and dangerous and wrong.

"Band karti hoon," she said.

She walked to the control panel. Typed a sequence. The resonators' hum diminished — the frequency dropping, the counter-frequency weakening, the stress on the barrier easing.

And then stopped.

The basement was quiet. The resonators dark. The counter-frequency — the signal that had triggered seventeen of Vikram's sensors and had been slowly forcing open the channels between two worlds — silenced.

Arjun felt it. Even without siddhi, even without the Shakti Darshan or the energy perception that his Patala body had possessed — he felt the barrier relax. A tension releasing. A stress easing. The cosmic equivalent of an exhale.

"Done," Dr. Kulkarni said. She turned to them. Her eyes were bright — not with excitement but with the specific moisture of a scientist who has just destroyed three months of work for the right reason. "Ab — ab mujhe sab batao. Patala. Barrier. Sab. Maine apni machine band ki. Ab mujhe knowledge do."

Now tell me everything. Patala. The barrier. Everything. I shut down my machine. Now give me the knowledge.

The exchange was fair. Arjun looked at Ketaki. Ketaki looked back. The amber eyes — human now, but still carrying the archivist's precision — held the same calculation they always held: what information to share, how much, in what order.

"Baitho," Ketaki said to Dr. Kulkarni. "Yeh lambi kahani hai."

Sit down. This is a long story.




  
    Chapter 24: Amma

    
    
  
  The machine was off. The barrier was stabilising. The mission — find the source, stop it, save both worlds — was complete.

And Arjun had forty-six hours left before the passage closed.

"Amma ke paas jaana hai," he told Ketaki. They were in Vikram's guest room — the Powai flat, the borrowed clothes, the phone that Vikram had provided now charged and functional. The morning sun came through the window, Mumbai-bright, the specific quality of light that bounced off the Arabian Sea and arrived at Powai slightly softened by distance but still aggressive, still insistent, still Mumbai.

Ketaki looked at him. The amber eyes — human now, in a human face, but carrying the same precision they'd carried in every form — held the understanding of someone who had spent months learning his emotional architecture and could read the weight of the statement in the way he said it.

"Main yahan rahungi," she said. "Dr. Kulkarni ke saath. Usse barrier physics sikhaungi — properly, safely, taki woh phir se galat machine na banaye. Tum jao."

I'll stay here. With Dr. Kulkarni. I'll teach her barrier physics — properly, safely, so she doesn't build the wrong machine again. You go.

"Tum saath nahi aaogi?"

"Yeh tumhara moment hai. Tumhara aur tumhari amma ka. Beech mein koi nahi chahiye."

This is your moment. Yours and your mother's. Nobody should be in between.

The wisdom was Ketaki's — the specific wisdom of a being who understood that some connections were binary, that the frequency between a mother and son operated on a channel that did not accommodate third parties, that the reunion she was facilitating by stepping back was more valuable than her presence.



Ghatkopar had not changed.

This was the miracle and the mundanity of Mumbai — the city's ability to absorb events of any magnitude without altering its fundamental character. Eight months ago, Arjun Mhatre had died on the 332 Limited and the city had processed the death the way it processed everything: noted, filed, moved on. The Eastern Express Highway still carried its traffic. The Ghatkopar station still smelled of sweat and tamarind. The auto-rickshaws still honked with the specific Mumbai cadence — two short, one long — that was as recognisable as a fingerprint.

Arjun walked. Vikram had offered the SUV. Arjun had refused. The walk from the station to Mhatre Building was fifteen minutes — the same fifteen minutes he'd walked every evening of his adult life, from the station's east exit, past the vegetable vendor who occupied the corner (still there, still selling the same tomatoes that looked apologetic about their quality), past the chai stall (still there, different boy behind the counter, same recipe), past the Ganesh temple where the evening aarti would begin at 6 PM and where his mother went every Tuesday and Friday.

He was wearing Vikram's clothes — a kurta that fit better now that he'd borrowed a belt, jeans that were slightly too long, chappals bought from a street vendor near the station. He looked like any twenty-eight-year-old Mumbai man walking home. Nothing about his exterior suggested that he had spent the last eight months as a monkey-warrior in a mythological underworld, had fought a blind god at the edge of nothingness, had saved two worlds through a combination of marketing instincts and spiritual energy manipulation.

Mhatre Building. Four floors. No lift. The building was — Arjun stopped. Looked up. The building was the same. The water tank on the roof, permanently half-full. The clothes-drying lines on the third floor, carrying the Patils' bedsheets and the Deshpandes' school uniforms. The paint — cream, faded, the specific shade of neglect that characterised buildings whose housing societies had better things to spend money on than exterior maintenance.

Flat 302. Third floor. His mother's flat. The flat he'd grown up in, the flat he'd left for his own one-BHK when he turned twenty-five, the flat he'd visited every Sunday for dinner and every Tuesday when his mother called to say "bas aise hi, kuch nahi, tera awaaz sunna tha."

Just like that, nothing, just wanted to hear your voice.

He climbed the stairs. The stairs smelled the same — the specific building smell of agarbatti and cooking oil and phenyl floor cleaner, the olfactory wallpaper of Indian apartment buildings that changed in individual notes but never in overall composition. His feet — human feet, in new chappals — made the same sound on the same stairs, the rubber-on-stone rhythm that had accompanied every homecoming of his life.

Second floor. The Patils' door was closed. A new nameplate — not "Patil" but "Joshi." The Patils had moved. Or — Arjun's stomach tightened — or things had changed in eight months in ways that the building's eternal exterior did not reveal.

Third floor. Flat 302. The door was the same — brown, wooden, the brass nameplate reading "MHATRE" in the engraved English that his father had installed in 1992 and that nobody had thought to update because the name hadn't changed and the nameplate still worked.

He stood at the door. His human hand — the hand that had no claws, no fur, no fire — raised to knock. And stopped.

What would he say?

Hi, Amma. I'm not dead. I've been in an underground world populated by serpent people and monkey warriors and a blind god. I fell in love with a snake woman. I learned to punch things with fire. I saved two worlds from destruction. And I came back because I missed your chai.

The absurdity of the truth made him almost laugh. Almost cry. The two impulses met in his throat and cancelled each other out, leaving a tight, hot pressure that was neither humour nor grief but the specific emotion of a son standing at his mother's door after dying and coming back, knowing that the knock would change everything and that the change was irreversible.

He knocked.

Silence. Then — footsteps. The specific footsteps. His mother's walk — the slightly uneven gait, the right knee that bothered her when it rained, the chappal-shuffle that was as recognisable to his nervous system as her voice.

The door opened.

Sunanda Mhatre was smaller than he remembered. This was not physical — she was the same height, the same build, the compact frame of a Marathi woman who had survived widowhood and single motherhood and the specific economics of a government school teacher's salary in Mumbai. She was smaller because Arjun was larger — not physically but experientially, the months in Patala having expanded his frame of reference to include cavern cities and cosmic barriers and beings that existed partially in other dimensions. Against that expanded frame, his mother was small. Human-small. Mortal-small. The smallness of a being whose entire world was a flat in Ghatkopar and a school in Vikhroli and a prayer corner between the kitchen window and the wall-mounted Ganesh idol.

She wore a cotton saree. Purple with a green border. The house saree — the one she wore when she wasn't going anywhere, the one she'd worn on every Sunday when he came for dinner, the one that smelled of her — coconut oil and Mysore sandal soap and the faint, warm scent of a body that had been his first home.

She looked at him. Her face — round, lined, the face of a woman who had earned every line through the specific labour of loving people in a city that did not make loving easy — her face did something that Arjun had never seen it do.

It emptied.

Not collapsed — emptied. Every expression, every habitual configuration of the muscles that decades of life had installed — the worry lines, the smile lines, the specific arrangement that constituted "Sunanda Mhatre's resting face" — all of it dropped away, leaving a blankness that was not absence but overflow, the face unable to hold what the eyes were seeing and defaulting to zero.

"Arjun?"

His name. In her voice. The voice that the pendant carried. The voice that had crossed the barrier. The voice that had restarted his heart when his Prana dropped to 50. The voice that had made the chai taste right for the first time in eight months.

"Amma."

One word. The first word he had ever spoken and the word that contained more meaning than every other word he had spoken since. Not a greeting. Not an address. A statement of identity. A declaration of relationship. A frequency that needed no barrier to cross because it was older than barriers and would outlast them.

She did not ask how. Did not ask where. Did not ask any of the questions that a rational mind would ask when a dead son appeared at the door eight months after his funeral. She did not ask because asking was a function of the mind, and what happened next was not a function of the mind.

She reached for him.

Her hands — small, workworn, the fingers that had held chai cups and graded papers and lit diyas and prayed — her hands found his face. Touched his cheeks. His forehead. The line of his jaw. The physical verification that mothers perform, the touch that is not affection but confirmation, the body's way of accepting what the eyes are showing it.

"Tu zinda hai."

You're alive.

"Haan, Amma. Main zinda hoon."

She pulled him inside. The flat — the flat closed around him like an embrace. The smell hit first — the agarbatti from the prayer corner, the residual ghee from that morning's cooking, the specific smell of Flat 302 that was composed of thirty years of living and could not be replicated by any chemistry. The sight came second — the living room, unchanged, the sofa with the cushion covers she changed seasonally, the TV that was too old for the wall mount and sat on its stand, the bookshelf with his father's books that nobody read but nobody removed.

And the kitchen. The kitchen where the gas stove waited with its non-functioning ignition and its matchbox behind the Bournvita tin. The steel pan on the burner. The blue cup with the chip on the rim.

"Baith," she said. "Baith, main chai banati hoon."

Sit. Sit, I'll make chai.

"Amma —"

"Pehle chai. Baad mein baat."

First chai. Then talk.

The mother's priority. The axiom that had governed Sunanda Mhatre's response to every crisis, every joy, every visitor, every event in her life: first you make chai. Then you deal with whatever the chai is being made for. The making is the dealing. The chai is the response. Everything else is details.

She made it. He watched. Every step — the water in the pan, the gas lit with the matchstick from behind the Bournvita tin, the tea leaves measured by hand because she had never used a spoon for this, the measurement stored in muscle memory accumulated over decades of mornings. The milk. The sugar — too much. The ginger — not enough. The boiling, the straining, the pouring.

Into the blue cup. The chip on the rim. The triangle of missing glaze that had been there since he was twelve.

She handed it to him. He took it. The cup was warm. The same warmth. The warmth that no siddhi, no Prana, no cosmic energy of any kind could match — because this warmth was not energy. It was love. Made liquid. Poured into a chipped cup. Handed from a mother to a son who had come back from the dead.

He drank.

Too sweet. Not enough ginger. The exact opposite of good chai by every objective standard. Perfect by the only standard that mattered.

"Acchi hai," he said. His voice broke on the second word. The Vanara warrior. The Sudarshan Vanara. Level 100. The being who had faced a blind god at the edge of the Void and negotiated the salvation of two worlds. His voice broke over a cup of chai.

"Hamesha acchi hai," his mother said. It's always good.

She sat across from him. The kitchen was small — barely enough room for two people to sit, the counter serving as their table, the same arrangement as every morning of his childhood. She looked at him. Not with the emptied face of the doorway — the expression had returned, filling in, the familiar configuration reassembling. The worry lines. The love lines. The Sunanda Mhatre face.

"Kahan tha tu?" she asked. Where were you?

The question. The real question. The question that contained every other question — where, how, why, for how long, are you hurt, are you safe, are you staying.

Arjun put down the cup. Looked at his mother. The woman who had raised him alone after his father's death. The woman who had worked two jobs to pay his school fees. The woman who prayed every morning for a son she believed was dead. The woman whose prayer had crossed the barrier between worlds and had saved his life.

He could not tell her the truth. Not the full truth — not Patala, not the Vanara body, not the barrier and the Void and the blind god and the frequency of love crossing cosmic membranes. The truth was too large for this kitchen. Too strange for this conversation. Too much for a mother who had just received the only piece of information that mattered — her son was alive — and who did not need the rest of the information to process the miracle.

"Amma," he said, "bahut kuch hua hai. Bahut complicated hai. Main — main abhi sab nahi bata sakta. Lekin —"

"Lekin tu theek hai?"

"Main theek hoon."

"Tu wapas aaya hai?"

The question. Are you back? Not "are you visiting" but "are you back" — the question of permanence, of return, of the prodigal son's commitment to staying.

And here — here was the truth that the full truth concealed. He was not back. Not permanently. He had forty-four hours before the passage closed. After that — back to Patala. Back to the Vanara body. Back to the life that had become his life — Guruji's training, Ketaki's archive, Bhogavati's serpentine streets.

He could not stay. The Mrityuloka body was temporary. The human form would dissolve when he crossed back through the barrier, and the Vanara would reassemble, and Arjun Mhatre of Ghatkopar would once again become Arjun the Sudarshan Vanara of Bhogavati.

But the connection would remain. The retuned barrier — the membrane that carried love and prayer and the frequency of a mother's chai — that would remain. He could feel her. She could feel him. Across worlds, across dimensions, through a barrier that was no longer grief but acceptance.

"Main hamesha wapas aaunga," he said. "Hamesha nahi reh sakta — abhi nahi. Lekin aaunga. Baar-baar. Aur jab nahi aa sakta — Amma, tu mujhe feel kar sakti hai. Woh prarthana jo tu roz subah karti hai — woh kaam karti hai. Woh reach karti hai. Main sunta hoon."

I'll always come back. I can't stay permanently — not yet. But I'll come. Again and again. And when I can't come — Amma, you can feel me. That prayer you do every morning — it works. It reaches. I hear it.

Her eyes filled. Not the dramatic tears of cinema — the quiet tears of a real person, a real mother, in a real kitchen, receiving information that was simultaneously impossible and exactly what she had always believed. That prayers worked. That her son was listening. That the connection between them was not metaphor but mechanism, not faith but frequency, not hope but physics.

"Khaana kha lena," she said.

The words. The prayer's last line. The specific instruction that had crossed the barrier and restarted his heart and been the first thing Narada's pendant had played when his Prana dropped to 50.

Eat something.

"Khaaya, Amma. Kha raha hoon. Hamesha khaunga."

I ate, Amma. I'm eating. I always will.

She reached across the counter. Took his hand. Held it. The grip was strong — mother-strong, the strength that had nothing to do with muscle and everything to do with the refusal to let go of something that had been lost and returned.

They sat in the kitchen. The chai cooled between them. The morning light came through the window — Mumbai light, Ghatkopar light, the light that had fallen on this counter every morning for thirty years and would fall on it for thirty more. And in the light, a mother held her son's hand and did not ask questions that did not need answers, and a son held his mother's hand and understood that this — this moment, this kitchen, this chai — was the frequency that powered everything.




  
    Chapter 25: The Crossing

    
    
  
  The last forty-four hours in Mrityuloka passed the way important time always passes — too fast and too slow simultaneously, every minute weighted with significance and every hour gone before its contents could be fully experienced.

Arjun stayed with his mother. Not at Vikram's Powai flat, not at a hotel, not at any of the places that a man returning from the dead might logically stay. He stayed in Flat 302. On the sofa. With the cushion covers that his mother changed seasonally and the TV that was too old for the wall mount. He slept — the deep, black, dreamless sleep of a human body that had not slept properly in eight months, the Vanara body's version of rest being qualitatively different from the human surrender of consciousness.

He woke to his mother's chai. The blue cup. The chip on the rim. Too sweet. Not enough ginger. He drank it standing in the kitchen, in Vikram's borrowed kurta, leaning against the counter that had been installed in 1987, and the taste was the same taste and the feeling was the same feeling and the kitchen was the same kitchen and for a moment — a suspended, crystalline moment — nothing had changed. He was Arjun Mhatre, twenty-eight, copywriter, standing in his mother's kitchen drinking chai before the 332 Limited carried him to the office on the Eastern Express Highway.

Then the moment passed. Because he was not that Arjun. He was the other Arjun — the one who had died and been reborn and fought and loved and changed and who was going back.

"Amma," he said. "Mujhe kuch dikhana hai."

I want to show you something.

He took her to Marine Drive. The bus — not the 332 Limited, a different BEST bus, the 83 from Ghatkopar to Churchgate — carried them through the city in the mid-morning traffic, the route a tour of every neighbourhood that had been his world: Ghatkopar, Sion, Dadar, Prabhadevi, Lower Parel, the city unspooling outside the bus window like a film he'd seen before but not in this version, not with these eyes.

Ketaki would have analysed it. Would have catalogued the architecture, the demographics, the energy signatures of twenty million lives compressed into a coastal strip. Guruji would have assessed threats. Dhruva would have calculated logistics. But Arjun — Arjun just looked. At the city. His city. The city that had made him and killed him and that he was leaving again.

Marine Drive. The Queen's Necklace. The curve of the coastline lit by afternoon sun, the Arabian Sea grey-blue and restless, the concrete tetrapods along the shore looking like toys discarded by a giant child. They sat on the sea wall — mother and son, in the Mumbai tradition of sitting on the sea wall and watching the water and saying nothing because the water said it for you.

"Amma," Arjun said. "Mujhe jaana padega. Kal."

I have to go. Tomorrow.

"Jaanta hoon," she said. I know.

"Tu — tujhe gussa nahi aata?"

You're not angry?

She looked at the sea. The wind from the water moved her saree's pallu — the purple cotton, the green border, the fabric of a woman who dressed practically because practicality was what single motherhood and government salaries permitted.

"Gussa aata hai," she said. "Bohot gussa aata hai. Mera beta aath mahine mara hua tha. Ab zinda hai. Ab kal phir ja raha hai. Gussa aata hai." She paused. "Lekin gussa se zyada — kuch aur aata hai."

Anger comes. A lot of anger comes. My son was dead for eight months. Now he's alive. Now he's going again tomorrow. Anger comes. But more than anger — something else comes.

"Kya?"

"Garv."

Pride.

The word — simple, one syllable in Hindi — hit Arjun with the force that no Agni Mushti or Sudarshan technique could match. His mother was proud. Not of his Level 100 stats. Not of his Vanara classification. Not of the barrier retuning or the Void negotiation or any of the cosmic achievements that Bhogavati celebrated. She was proud because her son was alive and doing something important and coming back to tell her about it. That was enough. That had always been enough.

"Tu jahan bhi jaata hai," she said, "tu mera Arjun hai. Kuch bhi ban ja — hero ban ja, warrior ban ja, kuch bhi — tu pehle mera beta hai. Aur mera beta — mera beta hamesha ghar aata hai."

Wherever you go, you're my Arjun. Become anything — become a hero, become a warrior, become anything — you're my son first. And my son always comes home.

"Hamesha," he said. Always.

They sat on the sea wall. The Arabian Sea did its thing — the waves, the salt, the endless motion that was the ocean's version of breathing. The sun moved across the Mumbai sky. The city continued around them — the traffic, the vendors, the couples and families and solo walkers who populated Marine Drive at all hours, the human current that flowed along the sea wall with the same persistence as the tidal current that flowed along the shore.



He spent the evening with Vikram. The founder — who had provided clothing, phones, transport, and sensor networks without asking questions — finally asked questions. Arjun answered. Not the full truth — the edited version, the version that preserved the essential facts while omitting the mythological specifics that would crash Vikram's reality model.

"Toh basically — parallel dimension. Underground. Connected to this world through a barrier. Tu wahan gaya after death. Ab wahan rehta hai. Aur tu wahan — kya karta hai exactly?"

"Training. Fighting. Protecting the barrier."

"Like a — soldier? Government job?"

"More like — freelance consultant. With enhanced physical capabilities."

Vikram processed this. The founder's mind — the mind that accepted impossible information and acted on it — did its work.

"Toh basically tu dead hai legally, alive actually, living in another dimension, doing freelance security work with superpowers, and dating a snake woman."

"Essentially, yes."

"Bhai — meri startup se zyada interesting life hai teri."



Ketaki's time in Mrityuloka had been productive. She had spent forty hours with Dr. Kulkarni — the physicist and the archivist, the Mrityuloka researcher and the Patala scholar, two women who operated in the same mode of knowledge acquisition and who had discovered in each other the intellectual partnership that both had lacked.

The result: a protocol. A safe, sustainable, non-destructive method for studying the barrier from the Mrityuloka side. Dr. Kulkarni's sensors and instruments, calibrated using Ketaki's knowledge, would monitor the barrier's retuned frequency without interfering with it. Information would flow — gradually, naturally, through the subtle channels that the retuning had opened. No forcing. No counter-frequencies. No machines designed from dream-fragments that turned out to be weapons.

"She's good," Ketaki told Arjun, as they prepared for the return crossing. They were at the AetherTech facility — the basement lab, the resonators dark and dormant, the control panel locked with a sequence that Dr. Kulkarni had shared with Ketaki and that both understood was as much a symbolic act of trust as a practical security measure. "Meera — Dr. Kulkarni — woh barrier mechanics ko aise samajhti hai jaise koi native Patala physicist samjhe. Agar Mrityuloka ke scientists is tarah ke hain — toh dono duniyaon ka future..."

If Mrityuloka's scientists are like this — then the future of both worlds...

"Bright," Arjun finished.

"Bright," she agreed. The English word, borrowed across languages, carrying the same meaning in both: luminous with possibility.



The return crossing happened at dawn. Not at AetherTech — at the Eastern Express Highway, the point where Arjun had first crossed from Patala to Mrityuloka, the coordinates that the barrier's passage recognised as the contact point.

They stood on the highway shoulder. The same shoulder where they'd arrived naked and confused forty-six hours ago. The traffic was lighter at dawn — the trucks and early buses, the Mumbai that functioned before the city officially woke. The sky was grey-pink, the pre-sunrise colour that lasted for minutes and that Arjun had always loved because it was the only time Mumbai looked gentle.

His mother was there. She'd insisted. He'd tried to prevent it — "Amma, tujhe nahi aana chahiye, yeh complicated hai" — and she'd ignored him with the specific ignore that Indian mothers deployed when their sons suggested something that the mother had already decided against.

Vikram was there. Standing by his SUV. The founder who had provided everything without asking and was now watching two people prepare to step into another dimension at a highway intersection in Ghatkopar.

And Dr. Kulkarni was there. Standing slightly apart. The scientist who had accidentally attacked the barrier and intentionally helped defend it, the woman whose dreams had built a weapon and whose conscience had dismantled it.

"Ready?" Arjun asked Ketaki.

The human Ketaki — tall, dark-skinned, amber-eyed, wearing a salwar kameez that fit better now (Vikram's sister had been consulted) — looked at the dawn sky with the specific wonder of a being seeing its last Mrityuloka sunrise.

"Ready," she said. "Lekin pehle —"

She walked to Sunanda Mhatre. The two women — the Naga archivist in human form and the Ghatkopar schoolteacher — stood face to face. Ketaki was taller. Arjun's mother was smaller. The height difference did not matter.

"Aunty," Ketaki said. The honorific — the specifically Indian address for a woman of the mother's generation — carried a weight that made Arjun's throat constrict. "Main aapke bete ka khayal rakhungi."

I'll take care of your son.

Sunanda Mhatre looked at Ketaki. The mother's assessment — the same assessment that mothers across every culture and every dimension performed when meeting the person their child had chosen — took approximately three seconds. The amber eyes were noted. The precise posture was noted. The fact that this woman, whoever she was, had said "khayal rakhungi" rather than "pyaar karti hoon" was noted — because care was more reliable than love, and reliability was what mothers valued.

"Khaana khilana usse," Sunanda said. "Woh bhool jaata hai."

Feed him. He forgets.

"Karungi, Aunty."

The exchange was complete. The mother's blessing, given not in words of approval but in the delegation of responsibility — feed him, he forgets — the most Sunanda Mhatre could offer and the most anyone could ask.

Arjun approached his mother. The last approach. The last time this human body would stand in her presence — the next time, he would be a Vanara, and the visit would require a barrier crossing and a temporary transformation and the specific logistics of a being from another dimension maintaining family ties.

"Amma."

"Arjun."

"Main aaunga. Baar-baar. Promise."

"Pata hai."

"Aur — prarthana band mat karna. Woh kaam karti hai. Sach mein."

Don't stop praying. It works. Truly.

She hugged him. The hug of a mother — total, encompassing, the physical expression of a love that had survived death and resurrection and the revelation that her son lived in another dimension. The hug was small — she was small, her arms barely reaching around his torso — but the hug was complete. Nothing left out. Nothing held back.

"Ja," she said into his chest. "Aur khaana kha lena."

Go. And eat something.

He released her. Stepped back. Walked to the spot on the highway shoulder where the barrier's passage waited — invisible, undetectable by human senses, perceptible only to the frequency-attuned perception that the crossing itself would reactivate.

Ketaki joined him. Their hands found each other — the human hands, the last time these specific hands would touch.

"Together," she said.

"Together."

They stepped forward. Into the air. Into the invisible passage. Into the barrier's membrane — the retuned standing wave, the cosmic frequency that was no longer grief but acceptance, no longer a wall but a door that opened both ways.

The transformation was — again — sensory. The human body unmade. The Vanara body reassembled. The siddhi channels reopened — one by one, like doors opening in a long corridor, each opening a restoration, each restoration specific. The tail returned. The fur returned. The claws, the enhanced musculature, the Shakti Darshan interface that hummed to life in his visual field with the familiar warmth of a system reconnecting.

Arjun Mhatre**
**Jeev: Vanara — Sudarshan Vanar**
**Level: 100**
**Prana: 24,600/24,600**
**Tapas: 31,800/31,800**
**Siddhi: 19,400/19,400**
**Status: ACTIVE

Full. Complete. Restored.

Beside him, Ketaki's transformation completed — the human skin giving way to iridescent scales, the dark hair to the scaled head, the human body to the Naga form, the amber eyes unchanged because some things were constant across all forms.

They stood on the almost-stone of the seventh level. Shruti pulsed before them — the crystal sphere, the twin prongs, the device that had been the fulcrum of everything. The passage behind them closed — the temporary door shutting, the barrier resuming its stable retuned state, the connection between worlds maintained not by passages but by frequencies.

Arjun looked at Ketaki. The Naga archivist. The woman who had taught him about barriers and shown him the Void and held him when his Prana dropped to 50 and followed him to another dimension and met his mother and promised to feed him.

"Ghar chalen?" he asked. Shall we go home?

Her amber eyes held his. In them — in the precise, analytical, archival eyes that catalogued everything and filed everything and processed everything — was something that defied cataloguing. Something that existed outside the archive's taxonomies. Something that was not information but experience, not data but feeling, not knowledge but the specific frequency of a Naga who had discovered that the most important thing in any archive was the thing that could not be archived.

"Ghar chalen," she said.

They climbed. Through the seventh level, through the sixth, through the passages and the dark and the stone. Upward. Toward the crystal-light. Toward the serpentine streets. Toward the Gurukul and the common room and the naga-dal and the life that waited.

Toward home.




  
    Epilogue: Frequency

    
    
  
  One year later.

The barrier hummed. Not the old hum — the five-thousand-year grief-hum, the standing wave of separation that had kept two worlds apart and a Void lonely. The new hum. The retuned hum. The frequency that Arjun had generated and Andhaka had complemented and Shruti had broadcast and that now sustained itself, the cosmic equivalent of a song that had found its key and no longer needed the singer.

Arjun stood on his ledge. Bhogavati spread below — the serpentine streets busier now, the population swelled by the increased reborn rate that Ketaki had predicted. Dhruva's liaison office occupied an entire stalagmite floor — the Bengali reborn managing the arrival and integration of new humans with the logistical efficiency of a Commerce graduate and the emotional sensitivity of someone who remembered what it felt like to wake up dead in a world that wasn't yours.

The Gurukul had expanded. Three new wings. A dedicated reborn programme. Bhairav — the Yaksha combat instructor, whose emotional range had expanded from "hit it" to "hit it, but also understand why you're hitting it" — ran the combat track. Arjun ran the siddhi innovation track — teaching students that the system's templates were starting points, not endpoints, that personal toolkits mattered more than prescribed techniques, that the being who could adapt would outlast the being who could only perform.

Guruji trained. Somewhere in the deep levels, in his cave or another cave or in whatever space the immortal chose, Parashurama continued his eternal project of turning raw material into refined purpose. Arjun visited monthly. The visits were not training — they were conversations, the student and the teacher meeting as equals now, the relationship having evolved from instruction to companionship, the specific companionship of two beings who had been through something together and who needed no further proof of each other's worth.

Andhaka had found his voice. Not the pressure-frequency of the Void — an actual voice. The blind god, stripped of his avatar status, had spent months learning to speak the way the beings of Bhogavati spoke — through air and vocal cords and the mechanics of sound. The voice that emerged was deep, resonant, carrying the harmonic richness of a being whose body still held Void-substance in its cells. He taught — a class on Void theory, on the substrate that existed beneath everything, on the nothing that made something possible. The class was popular. The students attended not because the material was fascinating (it was) but because the teacher — the former existential threat, the blind god who had nearly ended both worlds — was fascinating, the living proof that identity was not fixed and that the being you were did not have to be the being you remained.

Narada continued. The cosmic gossip, the information broker, the being who had orchestrated the entire sequence of events with the patient precision of a chess player who could see forty moves ahead — Narada continued to gather, process, and distribute information with the serene confidence of someone who had never been wrong and did not intend to start. His latest project: establishing a formal communication protocol between Patala and Dr. Kulkarni's facility in Mumbai, the subtle-frequency channel used not for crisis management but for knowledge exchange, the gradual, natural connection that the retuned barrier permitted.

And Ketaki.

Ketaki had moved her primary research station from the archive's classified section to a new facility — a purpose-built laboratory carved into the rock adjacent to the Gurukul, its walls lined with crystal tablets, its instruments calibrated for barrier monitoring, its purpose the ongoing study of the retuned membrane and the frequencies that crossed it. She was the foremost authority on cross-barrier communication — the archivist who had helped retune the barrier, who had crossed it, who had existed in human form, who had drunk chai and worn a salwar kameez and promised a mother in Ghatkopar that she would feed her son.

She was also — though she would not say this, because Ketaki's relationship with emotional vocabulary remained the same as her relationship with imprecision (hostile) — she was also the person who shared Arjun's ledge.

Not the entire ledge. Her section was marked — a crystal tablet, installed at the ledge's eastern end, cataloguing the view. The tablet was not functional. It was decorative. The most impractical thing Ketaki had ever created, the archivist's equivalent of a love letter — a crystal tablet that described the beauty of a view that any being with eyes could see, created for the sole purpose of marking a spot as ours in the only language Ketaki spoke without self-consciousness.

Arjun stood at his end of the ledge. The crystal-ceiling above. The city below. The barrier — invisible, intangible, detectable only by the siddhi sense that perceived it as a gentle warmth, a sustained hum, the frequency of acceptance — the barrier doing its work. Holding two worlds apart. Holding them together.

His pendant hung at his chest. He activated it — not because he needed it, not because his Prana was in danger, but because the voice inside was the voice he would never stop needing.

"Bhagwan, mere Arjun ko jahan bhi ho, surakshit rakhna. Usse khush rakhna. Usse yaad dilana ki uski amma usse bahut pyar karti hai. Aur agar woh sun sakta hai — toh usse kehna: khaana kha lena."

He closed his eyes. Generated the frequency — the specific, particular, unreplicable frequency of a son's love for his mother. Golden light, faint, firefly-warm. The frequency left the ledge, traveled upward, crossed the barrier.

In Ghatkopar, Sunanda Mhatre stood in her kitchen. The gas stove. The matchbox behind the Bournvita tin. The blue cup with the chip on the rim. She was making chai — the daily chai, the ritual chai, the too-sweet, not-enough-ginger chai that she had made every morning for thirty years and would make every morning until her hands could not hold the pan.

She felt it. The warmth. The specific warmth that had appeared for the first time months ago and that now came regularly — every few days, unpredictable in timing but unmistakable in quality. The warmth of her son. Not present. Not absent. Connected. Through a barrier she could not name, along a frequency she could not measure, by a mechanism she did not understand and did not need to understand.

Her son was alive. Her son was well. Her son was listening.

She poured the chai. Too much sugar. Not enough ginger. Into the blue cup with the chip on the rim.

And on a ledge in a serpent city in the fourth level of a mythological underworld, a Vanara who had been a copywriter who had been a dead man who had been reborn opened his eyes and smiled.

The frequency held.



fin.




  
    About This Book

    
    
  
  
      About This Book

      PUNARMRITYU: The Beast of Patala

      
      Genre: Dark Fantasy

      Word Count: 66,780

      Chapters: 27

      

      This book is part of The Inamdar Archive.

      Read more at atharvainamdar.com

      

      © 2026 Atharva Inamdar

      Licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

      Published by The Book Nexus

      Pune, India

      thebooknexus.in

    
