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    PROLOGUE

    
    
  
  She dreamed of flying when she slept.

The wind tore through her like a blade — not the polite wind of Pune mornings that lifted the pallu off your shoulder and set it flapping against traffic, but a wild, glacier-born thing that found the gaps in her leather armour and crawled inside, cold as river stones pressed against bare skin.

Mountains. She could feel them more than see them — the weight of the Himalayas pressing against the sky like the ribcage of something ancient and barely breathing. Peaks draped in fog, the tips of deodars jabbing upward through the darkness like blackened fingers reaching for a moon that wasn't there.

No moon. No stars. The only light that touched her face came from below — from the belly of the beast that carried her, a deep amber glow that pulsed with each breath, each massive exhale of heat that turned the mist around them to gold.

She dreamed of flying, cradled in a smooth, scaled coil that wrapped around her body and held her the way a river holds a stone — completely, inevitably, without effort.

Nag-Priya.

When she closed her eyes, she heard the thundering voice in her mind — not in her ears but deeper, in the place behind her sternum where her heartbeat lived — and the fire burned her eyelids like a fever dream.

It was a fever dream.

"Take this." A potion touched her lips, bitter as neem and warm as cardamom milk. "Take it. It will heal..."

The words died away in a rush of pain that twisted her belly and speared into her chest, wrapping iron fingers around her heart as it raced, raced, raced to escape the thread of fire that stitched itself through her veins.

She heard it thundering in her ears.

His voice.

Her heart.

She felt the cold licking down her throat like monsoon water filling a well.

Then everything went silent, and her heartbeat stopped.




  
    CHAPTER ONE

    
    
  
  Meera Sharma was going to die on this road.

Not metaphorically. Not in the poetic, existential way her students at Fergusson College would appreciate. She was going to die because a Himachal Pradesh State Transport bus was barrelling around a blind hairpin bend on NH3, horn blaring three times in the universal mountain language for I am enormous and I do not stop, and her rented Maruti Swift was approximately the width of a chai glass on a road built for exactly one and a half vehicles.

"This was such a bad idea." She yanked the steering wheel left, her tyres scraping gravel at the edge of a drop that went down three hundred metres into the Beas river valley. The bus thundered past, so close she could smell diesel exhaust and the ghost of someone's rajma-chawal lunch through her cracked window.

"Going to Himachal to look for your missing boyfriend?" Priya asked over the speakerphone, her voice tinny against the sound of Meera's pounding heart. "Or deciding to drive?"

"The driving part!" A truck appeared around the next curve, prayer flags strung across its bumper, Horn OK Please hand-painted in cheerful red letters across its rear. Meera braked hard enough to feel the seatbelt cut into her collarbone.

She could hear Priya's husband Jai in the background — something about cricket scores — and the domestic normalcy of it made her want to cry.

"I don't think we should be talking to her while she's trying to navigate mountain roads." Her best friend Noor was also on the call, her Punjabi accent thickening the way it did when she was worried. "Mostly I'm feeling guilty that neither of us went with you."

"Don't be ridiculous." The road after the bend widened into a brief stretch of actual two-lane highway, and Meera's heartbeat slowed to a rate that probably wouldn't interest a cardiologist. "Both of you have lives and jobs and aren't insane. I am a mentally unbalanced mythology professor whose boyfriend disappeared."

"You're not mentally unbalanced." Priya's voice softened. "And you've been a lot better in the past few months."

Ever since she'd met Arjun. Which was why she had to figure out what the hell was going on.

She'd taken a leave of absence from Fergusson when the depression had dragged her down — not the Instagram kind where you posted a sunset and wrote healing journey in the caption, but the real kind where you stopped showering and your father's colleague from the Marathi department found you sitting in your car in the college parking lot at eleven PM because you'd forgotten how to make yourself go home. She'd been slowly crawling back from it. Therapy with Dr. Kulkarni every Tuesday at four. The little white pills she still kept in the drawer beside her bed, not because she needed them every day anymore but because knowing they were there kept her breathing even.

And then.

And then Arjun Rathore had walked into Pagdandi bookstore on a Thursday afternoon, picked up a dog-eared copy of the Katha Sarit Sagara, and asked her if she believed in fairy tales.

"I'm doing the right thing, right?"

"Yes." Both her friends spoke at once.

"We know Arjun," Noor said. "Something very weird is going on. He would not just leave you without a word. He didn't call. Didn't text."

"He didn't even take his guitar," Priya added, and there was genuine bewilderment in her engineer's voice, because Priya understood that some things were load-bearing and you didn't remove them without the structure coming down. "Something is obviously wrong."

"Right." Meera nodded. Right. She knew that.

Even though the police in Pune had looked at her with the specific brand of male pity reserved for women whose boyfriends left — Madam, ye toh common hai, four months is not very long — she knew something terrible had happened, and she wasn't going to sit in her Kothrud flat and rot.

"Did you ever get Arjun's brother on the phone?" Noor asked. "Maybe if he saw an unknown number from up north, he'd pick up."

"I still have my Pune number," Meera said. "And his brother is avoiding my calls. I got through once, asked for Arjun, and the man hung up on me. I called back seventeen times. Nothing."

No matter how many times she told the Kothrud police that something strange had happened to Arjun, they said there was nothing to investigate. Some of his clothes were missing. They'd only been together four months. That was proof enough that her boyfriend had simply gotten bored and left.

Madam, has he taken money from you? No? Then file a missing person report if you want, but these things happen.

These things don't happen, she'd wanted to scream. Not to Arjun.

"He might be as worried as you are," Priya said gently. "The brother."

"I don't think they're very close." Meera squinted through the windshield at the landscape unfolding around her — terraced fields climbing the mountainside like green staircases, wooden houses with slate roofs, prayer flags snapping in the wind between deodar trees. "But I mean... yeah. He'd have to be worried, right?"

She swerved to avoid a goat that had wandered onto the road and was staring at her with the supreme indifference of a creature that had never once questioned its life choices.

"These roads are insanely narrow."

Along with his guitar, Arjun had left his passport, his wallet, the university ID he'd been using while auditing her Comparative Mythology seminar. He'd left an unfinished copy of Devdutt Pattanaik's Jaya on her bedside table with a bus ticket from Nigdi to Shivajinagar tucked between the pages as a bookmark, and a massive hole in her life shaped exactly like a man who made her believe she could survive her own brain.

Meera was going to find out what happened.

Even if it did look like she was the pagal ex-girlfriend.

"Rathore Metalworks is on this road somewhere." She scanned the mountainside for signs, but the only markers were faded Hindi boards advertising homestays and apple orchting. "How are you supposed to find anything in these mountains?"

"Arjun's brother is a blacksmith?" Noor's voice carried her delighted incredulity. "I didn't know they still had those."

"It's some kind of family business that Arjun used to work at. Ancient metalwork, restoration, that sort of thing. I have a feeling that's part of why he left home."

I'm a disgustingly wealthy prince who's run away from home for a bit to enjoy being unemployed. It was what he'd told her the first time they met, grinning over the Katha Sarit Sagara like a man who'd never worried about rent in his life.

He'd struck up a conversation about ocean mythology and the Samudra Manthan while she was browsing the folklore section at Pagdandi. He was charming and absurdly handsome — the kind of face that made you look twice and then feel angry at yourself for looking twice — and she'd fallen for all of it. There were hints of family money, but he didn't mention it beyond the joke about being a prince. He was sharp and curious and kind, and he listened like listening was an art form he'd been practising his whole life.

He was almost too good to be true except that he wasn't. Arjun had become Meera's lifeline during her slow swim back to the surface. He was warm and steady, and he loved her friends the way she loved them — fiercely, with the kind of loyalty that didn't need to announce itself.

"Arjun is a musician," Priya said firmly. "Not a blacksmith. They should respect that."

"They should respect putting up road signs," Meera muttered.

"What do you see?" Noor asked.

Meera kept her speed low and looked around. The valley opened up ahead of her, the Beas river glinting silver between the mountains, apple orchards climbing the slopes in neat rows, the occasional wooden temple with its pagoda-style roof rising between the trees. The air that came through the cracked window tasted of pine resin and cold water and something else — something green and ancient, like the smell of a forest that had been breathing for a thousand years.

"Mountains," she said. "Deodar trees. And a LOT of curves."

"Apple orchards?" Noor asked, her voice brightening. "Bring me apples!"

"Oh my God, Noor, enough with the apples."

"Himachali apples are the best though."

"Wait." Meera spotted a faded signboard in the distance, hand-painted in blue and white, half-hidden behind a rhododendron bush. "I see something that says Rathore on it."

She pulled closer and saw that it wasn't Rathore Metalworks but Rathore Nursery & Garden Centre. "Maybe it belongs to a cousin or something. It's a plant nursery, but the name is the same. I think I'm on the right track."

"Okay, do you want to keep us on the call?"

"I think I'm okay now."

"Remember," Priya said, her voice carrying the specific weight of a woman who had held Meera's hand through two panic attacks and one three-AM phone call where Meera couldn't stop crying long enough to say what was wrong, "you're not insane. You know Arjun, and something happened to him. He would not have left without talking to you."

The road curved again, a sinuous S that climbed over a ridge and dropped down into a valley that made Meera's breath catch in her chest.

It was the kind of valley that existed in her mother's paintings.

Nandini Sharma had spent twenty years painting watercolours of places that didn't exist — or that Meera had always assumed didn't exist. Mountains with snow that glowed faintly blue. Forests where the trees grew so tall their canopies dissolved into mist. Stone forts perched on ridges that no human engineering could explain, flags she didn't recognise snapping from their towers.

Her mother had called them sapne ke drishya — dreamscapes. Scenes from dreams she couldn't stop having.

This valley, with its deodar forests climbing toward a snow-dusted ridge and the faint outline of what looked like ancient stone ruins on the hilltop above, looked like it had been painted by her mother's hand.

Meera wished more than anything that she was visiting these mountains for the first time with Arjun beside her. They could take their time, explore his childhood home, and she could see in person the landscapes from the mythology she'd spent her life studying in lecture halls and library carrels.

And Arjun could do the bloody driving.

A truck horn dragged her attention from the ruins in the distance and back to the road, where a Tata 407 was pulling out from a side road directly into her lane.

She swerved left and raised a hand in apology, but as soon as she passed the truck, she saw where it had come from.

Rathore Metalworks.

The sign was painted on a massive stone wall — old, faded letters in Hindi and English on what looked like the boundary of an estate that had been standing for centuries. Behind the wall, she could see the roof of a large stone building with smoke rising from a chimney that was built wide enough to belong to a forge.

Meera found a place to turn around — a shrine to a local Nag Devta at the roadside, marigolds fresh on the stone, a bell hanging from a chain — and drove back to the entrance. She turned in through a stone gateway, past a carved wooden arch that bore the Rathore family crest, and guided her rental car into a cobbled yard surrounded by old stone buildings.

She parked and took a deep breath.

The air here was different. Thinner, obviously — they were at nearly two thousand metres — but also sharper somehow, charged with something she couldn't name. The smell of burning coal and hot metal drifted from the largest building, mixed with pine resin and the faint sweetness of apple blossoms from an orchard she could see on the slope behind the forge.

She pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to the group chat.

Found it. Wish me luck.

Priya: Good luck. Remember you are brave and competent and he is just a man.

Noor: Don't let him brush you off. Also bring apples.

Meera opened her car door and stepped out into the cold Himachali morning. The sky was the colour of old steel, clouds pressed low against the peaks, and the temperature was a sharp eight degrees that bit at her nose and the tips of her ears. She pulled her jacket tighter — the puffer jacket she'd bought in a rush at Westside before catching the Volvo bus from Pune, not nearly warm enough for this altitude.

She walked to a wooden door with a brass plate that read Office in both Hindi and English. She knocked, then cracked it open. "Hello? Namaste?"

"Ek minute, ji!" A friendly voice called from the back. "Just a moment, please."

A moment later, a round woman with curly hair pulled back by a cloth band and a woollen shawl wrapped twice around her shoulders walked in from the hallway. "These boys." She sighed with the world-weariness of a woman who had been managing men since before they could grow beards. "Can't fill out a sales order to save their life." She settled at a desk with an ancient computer and two phones — one landline, one mobile propped against a brass Ganesha. "How can I help you, beta? If you're looking for the garden centre, it's just down the road — all the decorative metalwork is there. We don't sell directly from the forge. This is for restoration work, heritage projects, temple commissions."

Meera raised a hand. "Oh, I'm not here for... metalwork. I'm looking for Vikram Rathore."

The woman cocked her head. "From the plains? And you're looking for Vikram Sahab?"

"Yes. Vikram Rathore. He's the owner here, right?"

"He surely is, but he doesn't receive visitors at the forge most days." She smiled — warm, the kind of smile that came from a woman whose kitchen was always open — and then her smile faltered. "You're not a journalist or anything like that?"

"No." Meera found herself reluctant to explain more. "Just a friend of a friend."

"Of course, beta." The woman's smile returned, though her eyes stayed watchful. "And your name?"

She had to give the woman something. "Meera."

"Lovely name." The woman beamed. "Accha, I'll see if I can find him. Please sit — there's chai in the flask if you want."

Moments after the woman disappeared into the hallway that led toward the sound of hammering metal, a man came storming down the corridor.

He froze when he saw her.

So did she.

"Arjun?"

He wasn't Arjun. She knew he wasn't — the knowledge landed in her body before it reached her brain, a wrongness in the shape of his shoulders, the set of his jaw. This man was her boyfriend's mirror image, but rougher, as if someone had taken the same face and carved it from harder stone. His hair was shorter, nearly shorn at the sides, and he had a beard that hadn't been trimmed in weeks. His eyes were the same deep brown as Arjun's, but where Arjun's held light, this man's held something like a banked forge — heat contained, controlled, dangerous if you got too close.

His shoulders were thick with the kind of muscle you didn't get from a gym — the kind that came from years of lifting hammers and bending metal. His forearms were corded, scarred in places, and his hands were the hands of a man who worked with fire.

Vikram Rathore wasn't only Arjun's brother. He was his identical twin.

"You." His voice was low and rough, like gravel dragged across stone. "How —"

"I'm Meera Sharma." She stuck out her hand, chin up, refusing to be intimidated by the sheer wall of hostile muscle in front of her. "I'm Arjun's girlfriend from Pune, and I need you to tell me where the hell your brother is."




  
    CHAPTER TWO

    
    
  
  His blank expression turned to a glare so fast it felt like a slap.

"Out."

Nice to meet you too, Vikram Rathore, you absolute —

Meera glared back. "Excuse me?"

"Not excused." He pointed at the door behind her with a hand that could have wrapped around her entire forearm. "Out."

"Not until you tell me what happened to —"

"Bahar." The word came out like a command given to a dog. He stalked toward her, and the sheer physical presence of him — the heat radiating off his body, the smell of coal smoke and iron and sweat — pushed her backward without him touching her. "Out. Now."

The woman from the office — Falguni, Meera had already started calling her in her head — followed behind him, wringing her hands. "Vikram Sahab, I didn't know she was —"

"Falguni, you're fine." He held the door until Meera walked through it, because apparently even furious men in Himachal had better manners than she expected. "Meera, I will talk to you. Outside."

The mountain cold hit her like a wall after the warmth of the office. She strode toward her car, her breath coming out in small white clouds that dissolved into the grey morning.

She had to fight the urge to hug him. He looked like Arjun. Sounded like Arjun — well, a rougher, angrier version, like Arjun's voice put through sandpaper. The only problem was that he was looking at her like she'd just walked into his forge and pissed on his anvil.

She fought the tears that welled in her eyes. Crying in front of this man would be giving him ammunition, and she refused.

"I'm sorry for just showing up like this, but you wouldn't return my calls. Arjun's phone has been dead for weeks and —"

"For good reason."

She gaped at him. "What?"

"You've no right to come here." Vikram crossed massive arms over his chest. The sleeves of his kurta were rolled to the elbows, and the muscles in his forearms shifted like something alive under the skin. "Especially not to my place of business." His eyes — Arjun's eyes, but harder, a brown so dark it was nearly black in the overcast light — moved over her from the top of her head to her inadequate sneakers. "You are... not right for him, and that was obvious to everyone but Arjun."

Meera blinked. "Wh-what?"

Was this a joke? Was she misunderstanding his look — that measuring sweep of his gaze that felt less like attraction and more like an assessment of structural weakness?

Sure, Arjun and his brother both looked like they'd walked out of a Rajput miniature painting — all sharp jawlines and warrior shoulders — but did he have to be this cruel about it?

Meera was an assistant professor at one of Pune's oldest colleges. She owned a flat her father had left her. And while she wasn't going to grace any magazine covers, she was perfectly fine-looking, thank you very much. She had long dark hair that couldn't decide between wavy and curly — her mother's contribution — and her father's sharp nose, and eyes that were an unusual grey-green that people always commented on, a genetic echo of something in her mother's bloodline that nobody could quite explain.

She didn't need this man's approval.

Vikram lifted his chin. "Arjun left you. It's a shit situation, but relationships end every day."

The cold in his voice was worse than the mountain air. "I don't believe you."

"I don't know why not. You weren't together very long."

"Are you telling me your brother has a habit of travelling the world, making women fall in love with him, and leaving them with his guitar in their apartment and not a single word of explanation?"

Vikram opened his mouth, then closed it. The guilt that flashed across his face — Arjun's face, wearing an expression Arjun had never once shown her — told her everything she needed to know.

"Do you know where Arjun is?" she asked. "Is he okay?"

"Yes." The word came out like it cost him something. "And... yes. I believe he is fine."

Meera squared her shoulders. The wind was pulling at her hair, whipping strands across her face, and her nose had gone numb three minutes ago, but she was not leaving this courtyard without answers. "I want to talk to him."

"You can't."

"Is he here?" She looked around the yard. Stone buildings, the forge chimney trailing smoke, a row of completed iron gates leaning against a wall. Nobody else in sight — the workers were probably inside, out of the cold. "Where is he?"

"Meera." Vikram's expression softened. A fraction. The way granite softens when you run water over it for ten years — you can see the change but you wouldn't call it progress. "Arjun did tell me about you. He should have... He has responsibilities here." The man could barely look at her. "You shouldn't have come."

"He left everything in Pune. Not just his guitar. His passport. His wallet. His books."

"I'll get those and return them if you want."

"No! He left his — he left things that mattered to him. A brass Nataraja that his wife gave him before she died. He would not have left that behind, Vikram. No one would."

The big man said nothing. The smoke from the forge chimney bent in the wind and carried the smell of hot metal across the courtyard — a smell that reminded Meera of something she couldn't place, a distant memory that itched at the back of her skull.

"Did your family..." The words felt insane even as she formed them. "Did your family force him to come back?"

"My family has nothing to do with it!" Vikram's patience shattered, and the sound of his voice bouncing off the stone walls made a pair of crows launch from the roof of the forge. "Listen — there was a lot that my brother didn't tell you about himself. And I understand why you're confused. I didn't know how to explain things to you, so I didn't call you back. I assumed you'd move on." He let out a breath that turned to fog in the cold air. "Arjun told me about you, Meera. You're a bright woman and a college professor. You have a life in Pune. You're going to be fine."

She was momentarily stunned by the compliments buried inside the hostility, like finding marigolds growing in an abandoned construction site. "I... thank you?" She shook her head. "That's not the point. I love Arjun."

Vikram stepped closer. The heat of his body cut through the mountain cold — actual, physical warmth, as if he'd been standing in front of his forge for so long the fire had gotten into his blood. His eyes searched hers with an intensity that made her stomach tighten.

"Do you now?"

"Yes." She'd had six weeks to think about it, to examine every moment of their relationship under the fluorescent lights of Dr. Kulkarni's office. "Arjun made me feel alive after the worst period of my life. He was kind and generous and he saw me — not the professor, not the depressed girl, not Girish Sharma's quiet daughter. Me. I love him, and I'm not leaving these mountains until I know what happened to him because I know — I know — you're not telling me the truth."

Vikram moved closer still, and the warmth from his body was a physical thing now, pressing against her skin through the inadequate layers of her puffer jacket. The smell of him — forge smoke and iron and something underneath that was just skin, just warm male skin — made her breath catch in a way that had nothing to do with the altitude.

"He wasn't honest with you, Meera."

Her stomach dropped like she'd missed a step on a staircase in the dark. "Is he... is he married? Did his wife not really die?"

Oh God oh God oh God. Was she the other woman? Was she in love with a married man who'd been playing her while his wife waited at home in these mountains?

"No." Vikram's answer was immediate and absolute. "That wasn't a lie. Arjun was widowed about two years ago. Tara was..." He paused, and something moved behind his eyes — something raw and quickly buried. "It was very hard for all of us to lose her. Arjun was... destroyed."

"It's been two years." She knew it was, because Arjun had lost his wife around the same time Meera had stopped being able to get out of bed. Their parallel griefs — his for a person, hers for a version of herself she was afraid she'd never get back — had been one of the things that bonded them so quickly. "Is it so wrong that he doesn't want to be alone anymore?"

"Meera." His voice had dropped to something that was almost gentle, which was more unsettling than the shouting. "Arjun has responsibilities here. He was supposed to be on leave, and he took things too far."

"Too far? We were together for four months. He was talking about getting a teaching position in Pune. We were going to —"

"It was never going to happen." Vikram's jaw tightened. "It's not possible."

"No." She shook her head. "I want to talk to Arjun. If he's here, I want to talk to him." She scanned the courtyard again, as if he might step out from behind the forge chimney with his guitar and that grin. "Where is he?"

Vikram stepped back. "He's here, but he's not right here."

"Then how do you know he's okay?"

He shook his head. "I know where he is, but I can't take you —"

"Why the hell not?" Meera's voice cracked. She was starting to feel the edges of the old darkness pressing in — the helplessness, the sense that reality was slipping away from her like water through fingers. She'd clawed her way back from that place once. She refused to go again. "I'm not leaving Himachal without talking to your brother."

"Well, good luck." Vikram offered her a smile that had no warmth in it. "You can ask around, but no one is going to help you."

"What does that mean?"

The office door popped open. "Can I get you a cup of chai, beta?"

Vikram's head swung toward the door. "She's not staying, Falguni."

Falguni's eyes went wide. "Sorry," she mouthed at Meera before retreating.

"Don't be a bully." Meera had arrived at the metalworks feeling uncertain, but now she was furious — the kind of anger that started in her chest and spread outward like ink in water, staining everything it touched. "Why are you being a bully?"

"I don't know what you mean." He crossed his arms again — the defensive posture of a man who knew he was in the wrong but had decided to stand his ground anyway.

"You order me around. You shout at your office manager. You imply that Arjun is a liar. You're acting like everything about this is normal." She jabbed a finger at him. "It's not. I know Arjun, and he wouldn't just —"

"You knew a part of Arjun." Vikram's voice went quiet, and the quietness was worse than the shouting because it sounded like the truth. "And that's all any of us knows of anyone in this world." He stepped away from her car. "Go home, Meera Sharma. Live your life. Leave my brother in your memories because that's all he'll ever be."

"I'm not done with this." She opened her car door, so angry her hands were shaking — not from the cold but from the effort of not screaming. "Do not think for a single second that I am leaving these mountains without talking to your brother."

Vikram didn't reply. He walked back into the office and shut the door behind him, leaving Meera alone in the courtyard with the forge smoke and the mountains and the sound of a hammer ringing somewhere inside the stone building — a steady, rhythmic clang that sounded like a heartbeat.

She looked up, past the roof of the forge to the hill that rose sharply behind the estate. Dense deodar forest covered the slope, the trees so dark they were nearly black against the grey sky. Between the trunks, she caught a flash of movement — something amber and quick, there and gone.

A fox? A dog?

She stood up straighter and walked toward the edge of the yard, drawn by a pull she couldn't explain — a tug behind her navel, like a fishhook set in her belly, drawing her toward the forest.

Something watched her from between the trees. She could feel the weight of its gaze like a hand pressed against her chest.

Then it was gone, and the forest was just a forest, and the cold was just cold, and Meera Sharma was just a woman standing alone in a courtyard in the mountains, looking for someone who didn't want to be found.

She got back in her car, turned the key with trembling fingers, and drove back toward the town.

She was halfway down the mountain road when she found the note.

It was tucked under her windshield wiper — she hadn't seen it until a gust of wind caught the folded paper and flapped it against the glass. She pulled over at a chai stall, put the car in park, and reached out to grab it.

Heavy paper. Thick, handmade. The kind you didn't find at a stationery shop. Folded once, her name written on the outside in precise, angular handwriting that was nothing like Arjun's loose scrawl.

Meera,

Come to Murrayshall — Rathore House. Tomorrow morning. Take the left fork after the Nag Devta temple. I'll answer your questions. Come alone.

— V

She stared at it for a long time, the paper heavy in her cold fingers, the smell of chai and pakoras drifting from the stall beside her. A bus rumbled past, shaking the car.

She folded the note carefully and put it in her jacket pocket, next to her heart.




  
    CHAPTER THREE

    
    
  
  Meera was drunk, and she was rarely drunk.

But the Mountain Rest dhaba was right next to her guesthouse in Kullu town, and it had seemed like a perfectly reasonable decision at three in the afternoon to start drinking Old Monk and Thums Up to calm down.

Now she was calm.

Very, very calm.

The dhaba was not the kind of place that tourists wrote about on TripAdvisor. It was a narrow room with wooden walls blackened by decades of tandoor smoke, lit by two tube lights that cast everything in the blue-white glow of a mortuary. A Bollywood calendar from 2019 hung on the wall beside a framed photo of Atal Bihari Vajpayee. The owner's son was watching Mirzapur on his phone behind the counter, and three old men in Himachali topis were playing cards in the corner, their conversation a low rumble of Pahari she couldn't follow.

And then there was the man behind the bar.

"Can I get you another, jaan?" He leaned forward, and the tube light caught his face in a way that turned his angular features into something out of an Ajanta cave painting. High cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass. A jaw dusted with dark stubble. Eyes so blue they looked like someone had stolen two pieces of sky and set them in his skull — not the brown-blue that Indians sometimes had, but a vivid, electric blue that wasn't natural. Wasn't possible.

A line of fine gold hoops climbed his left ear, and his hair — dark, almost black, with streaks of amber that caught the light — fell over the right side of his face like a curtain drawn across a stage.

God, she was really drunk.

Meera squinted. "Is everyone in this state ridiculously attractive?"

The man flashed her a smile that did something to the base of her spine. "I guarantee you no."

As if to prove his point, the three old men burst into a loud argument about whose turn it was to deal, one of them knocking over his glass of chai in the process.

"See?" The man's eyebrow arched like a blackbird's wing.

She raised her empty glass. "Point made."

"You're visiting from the plains." He narrowed his eyes and studied her with an attention that felt physical — like someone running a fingertip slowly down her arm. Then he leaned in, close enough that she could smell him — sandalwood and something wild, like crushed pine needles and the ozone tang of lightning — and his lips parted.

"What?" She looked down at her kurta. Had she spilled something? Highly probable at this point. "What are you —"

"You aren't from the plains, are you?"

Meera frowned. "I think I know where I'm from." Gorgeous cheekbones or not, the staring was becoming unnerving.

"But you were born by the sea, weren't you?" He kept his eyes on hers, and she had the unsettling sensation that he was reading something written on the inside of her skull. "In Gomantak."

"Goa." She blinked. "I was born in Goa. How did you —"

"Oh yes. Goa." The man's surprise dissolved into a smile so beautiful it hurt to look at, like staring directly at something luminous. "So you're visiting the mountains. Isn't this delicious?"

"Visiting?" Meera sighed. "Kind of. It's not exactly a vacation."

The long-limbed man slid into the booth across from her with the fluid grace of someone who had never in his life needed to worry about bumping into furniture. "Do you mind? I love a good story." He leaned forward, and his blue eyes held a light that had nothing to do with the tube lights overhead. "In fact, I live for them."

His cheekbones were high, and his jaw was dusted with stubble dark as kohl. Blue eyes shone from beneath brows that arched like the wings of a neelkanth — the Indian roller bird her father used to point out on their drives through the Western Ghats, the one whose wings flashed blue when it flew, so blue it stopped your heart. His lips were full and stained dark, as if he'd been eating jamun straight from the tree in the summer heat. She could taste the sweetness just looking at his mouth — the tart burst of jamun juice on her tongue, the way it stained your fingers purple for hours —

Meera blinked. "I should probably get a coffee instead of another drink."

"Should you?" The dark man produced a bottle of Old Monk from seemingly nowhere and refilled her glass, then a glass that was suddenly in front of him. Where had that second glass come from? "Why did you come to Kullu?"

That's right. She was in Kullu. Arjun's hometown. The town where he said he'd run through pine forests as a child and learned to ride horses and climbed mountains with his father. The town he'd described with such love that it had sounded like a fairy tale — which, now that she thought about it, was exactly what it had sounded like.

She stared at the glass in front of her. It hadn't been there a moment ago. Had it? Or had there been a glass on the table the whole time?

The room began to spin, very gently, like a top winding down.

"Jaan?" The man leaned in and spoke softly, and his breath against her ear was warm and smelled of honey and something ancient — old incense, the kind they burned in temples that had been standing since before the language you prayed in had a name. "Why did you come to Kullu?"

"I'm... I'm looking for someone."

"Who?" He took a sip of rum and watched her over the rim with those impossible eyes.

She hadn't seen the forests or mountains that Arjun had described — not really. The trees she'd seen were beautiful but ordinary. There were more apple orchards than ancient forests, more tourist homestays than mountain fortresses. Maybe she was in the wrong place after all. The childhood Arjun had described sounded like it came from one of the Puranic tales she taught in her Introduction to Indian Mythology course, not a hill town three hours from Chandigarh.

"Who are you looking for?" he asked again.

"Arjun Rathore." Meera looked up into the man's blue eyes. "Do you know him?"

His mouth formed a small o, but he covered his surprise with a grin so quickly she almost missed it. "Arjun of the Rathores? Oh yes, I know that name." He tilted his head, and a gold hoop at the top of his ear caught the light. "Tell me more."

"His name is Rathore, not —" She blinked when she processed his accent. It kept shifting — sometimes mountain Pahari, sometimes something older, rounder, a cadence she couldn't place. "You're not from Kullu."

"Is anyone from anywhere?" He smiled. "Tell me about your Arjun."

"He's my boyfriend. He was living in Pune." She looked at the bottom of her glass, where a thin ring of rum caught the light. "He disappeared about six weeks ago. No call, no text, no explanation. He left everything behind."

"Everything?"

"His guitar, his passport, his books — everything." She swallowed. "His brother says he's fine and that I should go home. But I don't believe him."

The man — she realized she didn't know his name — studied her with an expression she couldn't read. "You love this Arjun."

"Yes."

"And you came all the way from the plains to find him." He said it with a wonder that seemed genuine, as if the concept of travelling for love was both foreign and fascinating to him. "What is your name?"

Something in the back of her alcohol-fuzzed brain — the part that had studied trickster myths across seventeen cultures and could recite the rules of fairy bargains in her sleep — told her to be careful. The old stories were clear about this: you didn't give your name to a stranger with eyes that colour.

But the Old Monk had dissolved that part of her brain about two drinks ago.

"Meera," she said. "Meera Sharma."

His eyes widened, and for a fraction of a second, she saw something flash across his face — recognition? Shock? — before it was replaced by that insufferable, beautiful smile.

"Meera Sharma." He said her name like he was tasting it. "How absolutely perfect." He reached across the table and touched the back of her hand — just a brush of his fingertips, light as a moth landing — and her skin erupted in goosebumps that raced up her arm, across her shoulder, and down her spine.

"My name is Dev," he said. "And I think, Meera Sharma, that you and I have a great deal to discuss."

The tube lights flickered.

When they came back on, the three old men and the owner's son were gone. The dhaba was empty except for Meera and the man with blue eyes and gold in his ears, and outside the window, the sun had set without her noticing.

She couldn't remember when she'd lost two hours.

Dev smiled. "Now. Tell me everything."




  
    CHAPTER FOUR

    
    
  
  The road to Rathore House was a single-lane track carved into the mountainside, switching back on itself so many times that Meera lost count of the hairpin bends. It climbed out of Kullu town and into the upper valley, where the deodar forests thickened and the air turned cold enough to hurt her lungs.

She'd found a small café near her guesthouse that morning — not one of the tourist places with Wi-Fi and Instagram-worthy chai lattes, but a proper roadside shop with a steel counter and a man frying aloo parathas on a tawa that looked older than the town. She'd eaten two, burning the roof of her mouth on the filling because she was too nervous to wait for them to cool, and washed them down with cutting chai that was sixty percent sugar and forty percent regret.

Now her belly was fluttering from the idea of possibly seeing Arjun after six weeks of silence.

If he was really okay, what would she say to him?

What would he say to her?

Was she angry? Confused? Hurt?

She was all those things and a few more that didn't have names in any of the seven languages she'd studied. But mostly she was afraid.

The road widened on a curve, then narrowed over a bridge made of ancient stone, the kind of bridge that had been standing since before the British drew lines on a map and called them borders. The trees grew taller and the shade deeper. Morning sunlight broke through the clouds in thin gold columns that fell between the deodars like light through stained glass, the dappled pattern of green, gold, and shadow punctuated by flashes of red rhododendron and the occasional prayer flag strung between trees.

She came to a stone gateway flanked by two weathered pillars, each carved with a serpent that coiled around the stone — Naga motifs, she recognised, the same kind she'd seen on the Nag Devta temples along the road. The gate was open, a carved wooden sign hanging from a wrought-iron arm:

Rathore House — Ratnagiri Estate

"Okay. This is it."

The driveway wound through dense forest, gravel crunching under her tyres. The deeper she drove, the more the outside world fell away — no phone signal, no other cars, no sound but the engine and the distant percussion of a woodpecker. The forest pressed in from both sides, ancient deodars so tall their canopies disappeared into the mist.

Then the trees opened, and Meera stopped the car.

"Holy shit."

It wasn't a house. It was a haveli.

Built of grey mountain stone with carved wooden balconies that jutted out over a courtyard, the estate rose three stories high, its slate roof covered in moss and lichen that made it look like it had grown out of the earth rather than been built on it. Round stone towers anchored the corners — not decorative, but real towers with narrow windows that had once been used for defence. Carved wooden lattice screens covered the upper windows, and a massive wooden door with iron studs stood at the centre of the main building.

Behind the house, visible through a gap in the trees, a stone fort stood on the ridge above — ancient, crumbling, its walls dark against the sky. And above the fort, the mountain slope rose into a forest so dense and dark it looked like it went on forever.

Meera parked beside a dusty Mahindra Thar and an older Bolero that had seen better decades. She grabbed her bag and took a breath.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Noor.

Did you find the house? Is it murder-mansion vibes?

Meera looked at the haveli. It's more like if a Rajput fort and a Himachali cottage had a baby and that baby was raised by ghosts.

Noor: Please don't die. Bring apples.

She walked to the door, each step crunching on gravel that was laid over cobblestones so old the edges had worn smooth. Before she could knock, the door swung open, and a cheerful woman in a salwar kameez and a thick woollen cardigan smiled at her.

"You must be Meera-ji. Come in, come in — it's freezing out there." She pulled the door wider. "I'm Malti. My husband Ajay looks after the grounds. Vikram Sahab told me to expect you this morning."

"Thank you." Meera stepped over the threshold and into a stone-floored entrance hall that smelled of wood smoke, cedar, and something that might have been cinnamon. The cold was brutal — the stone walls held it like a miser holds coins — but a fire crackled somewhere deeper in the house, and the warmth found her like a promise.

"Please come through to the front room," Malti said. "I've got the fire going and chai on the stove. This house is magnificent, but it's an ice box from November to March." She laughed. "My mother-in-law used to say the ghosts keep it cold on purpose."

"Ghosts?"

"Every old house in the mountains has ghosts, Meera-ji." Malti's eyes twinkled. "But ours are mostly polite."

The front room was large, with stone walls warmed by tapestries — not the tourist kind but old weavings with patterns she didn't recognise, geometric and complex, worked in deep reds and golds. A fire burned in a massive stone hearth, and the mantelpiece held a collection of brass figurines — Nag Devtas, she realised, serpent deities in various poses of coiled power.

Swords hung on the wall. Real ones — not decorative replicas but working blades in leather-wrapped sheaths, their hilts dark with age and use. And between the swords, framed photographs of the Rathore family.

Meera drifted toward the photographs while Malti poured chai. Black-and-white shots of men in Rajput turbans and women in heavy silver jewellery. Faded colour photos of a boy — one boy — on a horse, with a dog, at a forge with an older man whose face she recognised in the set of the jaw and the width of the shoulders.

Vikram, she assumed. Or Arjun. It was impossible to tell in childhood photographs. But there was only ever one boy in the pictures.

Where was the other twin?

"Mary!"

The bellow came from the hallway, and Malti rolled her eyes with the affection of someone long accustomed to being roared at.

"Mary!"

"It's Malti," she muttered to Meera. "His mother was the only person who could say my name properly." She raised her voice. "In here, Sahab! And don't shout — the walls are thick enough without you trying to bring them down."

Vikram appeared in the doorway, his trousers caked in mud to the knees, his hair damp with mist. His eyes found Meera instantly, and something shifted in his expression — not softening, exactly, but a recalibration, like a man adjusting his grip on a tool he hadn't expected to use.

"Miss Sharma. Good morning." His voice held more formality than it had the day before. "Excuse the state of me. My groundskeeper had me helping drag his generator out of a ditch since dawn." He turned to Malti. "Get Meera some chai while I clean up. She and I need to talk. Privately." He lowered his voice. "About Arjun."

"Of course, Sahab."

So Malti knew about Arjun. Another person in this household who knew more than Meera did.

Malti poured chai — strong, dark, made with fresh ginger and cardamom that she could smell from across the room — and left. Meera sat by the fire, wrapping her hands around the steel tumbler, trying to digest what she'd seen.

Vikram was a thakur — the local equivalent of a laird, a landowner whose family had held this valley for generations. The estate, the forge, the photographs on the walls — it all pointed to a family with deep roots and the kind of quiet wealth that didn't need to announce itself.

Which likely meant Arjun was wealthy too. The "disgustingly wealthy prince" joke hadn't been a joke at all.

But the photographs. Every picture showed one boy. Never two.

The door opened and Vikram walked in, clean, his beard freshly trimmed, wearing a dark blue kurta that brought out the amber flecks in his eyes. The smell of him — sandalwood soap and forge smoke that never quite washed out — reached her before he did.

He didn't sit. He walked to the fire and stood with his back to it, arms crossed, looking at her with an expression she was beginning to recognise as his version of vulnerability.

"Thank you for coming."

"You invited me." She set down her chai. "Now tell me where Arjun is."

"I will. But first I need to ask you something." He held her gaze. "Can I convince you that Arjun is fine? That he's safe and healthy and not in any danger? And that it would be far, far better for you to leave him to his life and continue with yours?"

"Can I convince you that my next step is going to be the Kullu police station if I don't see him today?"

He closed his eyes. "Naagin ka fera," he muttered — a local saying she didn't recognise but that sounded like a man cursing fate. "I'll take you to Arjun. But this isn't simple."

"So he's not here?"

"No." His shoulders dropped, and for a moment he looked exhausted — not the physical exhaustion of a man who'd been hauling generators in the dark, but something deeper, something bone-level. "You're going to hate me. You don't think that now, but you will."

"What do I care if I hate you or not?"

"Just remember that I tried to talk you out of this," he said quietly, "when you start to hate me."

"Fine. I'll remember. Where is Arjun?"

He looked into her eyes, and the fire threw shadows across his face that made him look like one of the Rajput warriors in the photographs. "Do you believe in fairy tales?"



Meera looked up from the book in her hands into the eyes of a man she'd never seen before.

"Excuse me?"

"Do you believe in fairy tales?" He nodded at the book she was holding — an old copy of the Katha Sarit Sagara, its spine cracked, its pages foxed with age and smelling of sandalwood and someone else's years. "Fairy tales, yes or no?"

She was at Pagdandi bookstore in Koregaon Park, Pune. It was a Thursday afternoon. The light fell through the café windows in bars of gold that warmed the wooden tables and turned the dust motes into constellations. She could hear someone ordering a flat white, and the low murmur of a couple having the kind of conversation where both people lean forward.

"Do you believe in the sun?" She didn't know why she said it. The words came out before she could think, the way the best answers always did.

"Do I believe in the sun?" The man's brow furrowed. He had an accent she couldn't place — not quite Hindi, not quite English, something older underneath. "What kind of question is that?"

"Fairy tales are as real as the sun." She put the old volume in her basket. She liked the hand-stitched binding and the faint smell of incense that lived in the pages — someone had kept this book near a puja room for decades. "They exist. Folk stories and myths and legends are told in every culture on earth." She gestured at the shelves around them — the Jataka tales next to Grimm next to the Panchatantra next to Angela Carter. "Asking if I believe in fairy tales is like asking if I believe mathematics is real or if rain falls. Fairy tales just... are."

The man said nothing for a moment. Then he smiled.

And Meera realised that if she hadn't believed in the sun before — a reasonable doubt when you'd been living under the fog of depression for eight months and couldn't remember the last time warmth had reached the inside of her chest — then she believed in it now.



"Your brother asked me the same thing the first time we met," Meera said softly. "I was buying books and found an old copy of the Katha Sarit Sagara. He saw it and asked me if I believed in fairy tales."

Vikram's eyes didn't leave her face. "What did you tell him?"

"I asked him if he believed in the sun."

Vikram snorted — a short, sharp sound that might have been a laugh if you were generous about it. "And what did he say?"

"Nothing. He just smiled."

Something moved behind Vikram's eyes — an expression she couldn't parse. It was intent. Focused. Like a man looking at a puzzle piece that had just clicked into place but didn't like the picture it was making.

Then he stood and walked to the fire, bending to add wood, giving himself time to think.

"I'm a mythology professor," Meera said into the silence. "My father told me stories from the Mahabharata before I could speak. I learned to read from Tulsidas's Ramcharitmanas, and I was obsessed with Puranic tales of Nagas and Apsaras when other kids were watching cartoons."

"So that's a yes," Vikram muttered.

"I'm saying I study myth the way that other people study history. So yes — of course I believe in them." She looked out the window at the deodar forest that climbed the mountain behind the house, dark and dense and ancient. "Myths tell us about ourselves in ways that might make us uncomfortable, but that doesn't make them less true."

Vikram stared into the fire, and the silence stretched like a shadow at sundown. Then he spoke.

"I was seven years old when a boy with my own face walked out of that forest."

Meera felt her heart skip, but she said nothing.

Vikram's voice stayed low, his gaze fixed on the fire. "My grandmother was the superstitious kind. I grew up with rules — don't follow lights into the forest after dark, don't eat food offered by strangers in the wild, don't speak to anyone you meet between the deodar and the river, and never, never give your name to a face you don't know."

Meera's skin prickled. These weren't superstitions. These were fairy-tale rules — the same rules she'd catalogued across seventeen cultures in her doctoral thesis. Rules for surviving encounters with the otherworld.

"I need you to let me finish," Vikram said, and when he looked up, his eyes were raw. "And if you want to leave after and write me off as a madman, that would be better. That would be easier."

"I'm not leaving until you take me to Arjun."

He stared at her for a long moment, then shook his head.

"I saw him coming through the trees. Same face. Same height. Same everything — except his clothes were wrong and his accent was different, rounder, like someone speaking Hindi but from a place where the vowels had never been flattened by television." Vikram's hands clenched in his lap. "I ran, and the boy chased me, calling out in a voice that was my voice but brighter, like he'd never once been told to be quiet."

He paused. The fire popped.

"Eventually I stopped running. I was tired and... curious. And there was something about him." Vikram's jaw worked. "Something warm. He wanted to know me. And if you knew my father — or any of my family — you'd understand how rare that was."

Meera had already gathered that the Rathore household wasn't overflowing with affection. She kept her face neutral and waited.

"The boy said his name was Arjun. He said he'd never been in this forest before and he didn't want to get lost. He said his father was a raja and his mother was dead and he'd never had a friend." Vikram's voice had dropped to barely above a whisper. "I was a lonely seven-year-old boy with a cold father and no siblings I knew of. Presented with a playmate who looked like my reflection come to life..." He shrugged. "I didn't question it. We played all day. Explored the forest, the ruins, the streams. I stole food from the kitchen for us. And at sunset, he left. Walked back into the trees and vanished."

"And you missed him," Meera said.

Vikram looked at her sharply. "The moment he was out of sight, I felt like half of myself had gone with him."

"You'd only known him one day."

"Aye." He used the word like a man who'd learned English from multiple worlds. "One day. But the missing didn't stop. He came back the next summer, and the next, and the next. Until we were fourteen and he stopped coming. I didn't see him again for years."

"Where was he going? When he walked into the forest?"

Vikram stood and walked to the window. Outside, the deodar forest was a wall of dark trunks and layered branches, mist threading between the trees like smoke.

"There's another world behind that forest, Meera. A place that exists alongside ours — not beneath it, not above it. Beside it. The old stories call it Chhaya Lok. The Shadow Realm." He turned to face her. "You can reach it through certain gates — passages hidden in ancient groves, old temples, places where the boundary between worlds is thin."

He was watching her face, waiting for disbelief.

She gave him none. She'd studied too many cultures, read too many texts, heard too many versions of this exact story told by too many people across too many centuries to dismiss it outright.

"Go on."

"Arjun was born there. He grew up there. He's human — but he's not from our world." Vikram's voice was steady, the voice of a man who'd had decades to absorb the impossible. "In Chhaya Lok, every person is the twin of someone in our world — a Chhaya-Bandhu, a shadow-twin. Born at the same moment, wearing the same face, but living a different life on the other side of the forest."

"And Arjun is your Chhaya-Bandhu."

"My mirror self." Vikram's expression was bleak. "The wild, charming half that I've never been."

The fire crackled. The smell of cedar smoke filled the room. Outside, a bird called from the forest — a sound she didn't recognise, something between a whistle and a moan.

"You have two choices," Vikram said. "You can walk out that door, get in your car, drive back to Pune, and live your life. I will not blame you, and I'll think of you as the smartest woman I've ever met."

"And the other choice?"

"I take you through the forest." His jaw tightened. "Through a gate. Into Chhaya Lok. To see Arjun."

The room felt very still.

"This was nonsense.

And Vikram believed it. She could see it in his eyes — not the gleam of a liar or a madman, but the grim conviction of a man who had lived with an impossible truth for twenty-two years and had learned to stop fighting it.

"The second choice," she said. "Obviously."

Something moved across his face — relief? Resignation? "But if you insist on finding Arjun, I'll need help getting us through."




  
    CHAPTER FIVE

    
    
  
  Meera and Vikram were back at the Mountain Rest dhaba in Kullu, sitting in a corner booth, waiting for someone.

"You said you'd take me, and the minute I agreed, you dragged me back to town." Meera's irritation was building like steam in a pressure cooker. She was beginning to suspect that Vikram was leading her on a wild-goose chase to exhaust her into giving up. "Who are we waiting for?"

"Dev."

"The bartender?"

"He's that as well." Vikram's expression suggested he'd bitten into something sour. "He can take us through, but we'll need to bargain with him. Don't say anything unnecessary, and for the love of all gods, don't tell him your name."

Meera stared at him. "He already knows my name. I told him last night."

Vikram closed his eyes. A muscle in his jaw jumped. "Of course you did."

"What? He asked."

"He asked." Vikram repeated the words like a man who had been expecting this particular disaster and was angry at himself for not preventing it. "Meera, the stories you teach in your classes — the rules about names, about eating fairy food, about bargains with supernatural beings — those aren't metaphors here. They're survival instructions."

Before she could respond, a voice cut through the afternoon noise of the dhaba.

"Vikram Rathore."

Dev moved through the crowd like smoke — a sinuous, graceful slide between chairs and bodies that made the space around him seem to bend. He was wearing the same clothes as the night before, or different clothes that looked identical, and his blue eyes found Meera before they found Vikram.

"And Meera Sharma."

"Not from her, you don't," Vikram growled. "So don't be getting ideas."

Dev smiled — the kind of smile that saints painted warnings about. "I asked around about the woman from the plains looking for Arjun Rathore. People in these mountains are so wonderfully forthcoming." He slid into the booth across from them, and Meera felt the temperature change — warmer where he was, as if he carried his own climate. "Do you need my help, Vikram Rathore?"

"You know I have leverage."

Dev's eyes narrowed, the blue darkening to something like the sky before a hailstorm. "Are you saying you want to trade one of your favours? For her?"

"Don't make this complicated, Dev."

The two men leaned in, and Vikram switched to Pahari — or something that sounded like Pahari but older, thicker, with sounds Meera's ear couldn't catch. Dev responded in the same language, his voice dropping to a register that vibrated in Meera's teeth.

They went back and forth for several agonizing minutes while Meera's patience shredded like wet paper. She hated not knowing what was happening. She hated being talked about in a language she couldn't follow. She hated the exclusion, the gatekeeper energy, the feeling of being kept outside a room where decisions about her life were being made.

She'd spent her entire childhood watching her father navigate rooms where he wasn't fully welcome — the Pune academic circles where a Goan art teacher was always slightly out of place, slightly too brown, slightly too accented. She'd inherited his stubborn refusal to accept it.

"Enough." She broke into their conversation. "Either tell me what you're discussing or I'm leaving."

Dev's eyes lit up like someone had struck a match behind them. "And who are you to dictate terms, Meera Sharma, stranger to two worlds?"

Vikram blinked. "What are you talking about?"

"She'll know when she knows." Dev turned to Meera and — seemingly from nowhere, as if the laws of physics were suggestions he chose to ignore — produced a bottle of Old Monk and three glasses. He poured a finger of rum in Meera's glass and pushed it toward her. "Drink with me and I'll know you. See you safe through the shadows tonight."

She eyed the glass with suspicion, then turned to Vikram. He gave her a barely perceptible nod.

Dev poured for Vikram, then for himself.

"We have an agreement then."

Meera didn't know what made her do it — instinct, something half-remembered from the Panchatantra, a story about a clever girl who swapped cups with a yaksha — but just before Dev lifted his glass, she reached across and switched hers with his.

He looked at her with an expression that was equal parts surprise and delight. Then he picked up the glass she'd poured for him and drank.

Vikram sighed and downed his rum. "Done."

Meera lifted the cold glass — it smelled of rum and something else, something green and wild, like crushed pine needles after rain — and drank it in one shot. It burned down her throat and landed in her stomach like a warm fist.

"Done."

Dev's eyes came alive, and the blue in them deepened until she could swear she saw lightning flicker in his irises. "I'll see you at the edge of the forest, Vikram Rathore. Be there at sunset."



"Leave it." Vikram took her phone from her hand and set it on the bed. "We don't have much time. The sun sets early this time of year."

"I'm not leaving my phone —"

"If you take it, they'll take it."

"Who will take it?" She shook her head. "You keep telling me rules that sound like they come straight out of a folklore textbook, and I know they do because I wrote one, but —"

"Ha!" He snorted. "Folklore textbook. Listen, I traded something valuable for this passage, so you'll follow the rules I give you. No phone. It'll be safe here with Malti and Ajay. If you bring anything modern to the forest tonight, you'll lose it. No cameras. No electronics. No iron."

"What does no iron mean practically?"

"No steel. No stainless steel. No iron alloys." He looked at her necklace — a gold chain with a small pendant she'd worn since her mother gave it to her. He leaned closer, and the heat of him filled the space between them. "What's that?"

Meera's hand went to the pendant. It was a small gold disc with two serpents coiled around each other — Naga motifs, her mother had said. She'd bought it from a temple goldsmith in Goa before Meera was born.

"Gold," she said. "Old gold."

"That's fine." He stepped back. "Basically, anything modern, leave it here. I can't even carry a proper knife through."

She pointed to the blade on his belt — an ornate thing with a dark handle and a matte sheen. "What's that?"

He drew it from its leather sheath. "Bone handle. Flint blade. And I'll be hiding it before we meet Dev."

"Is this going to be dangerous?"

Was Vikram Rathore actually a serial killer who was going to dispose of her in a forest in Himachal Pradesh?

After meeting you at a dhaba in broad daylight and introducing you to his housekeeper?

She listened to too many crime podcasts.

"Dangerous?" He shrugged, massive shoulders rolling like boulders. "Could be. Could be fine. You wanted to see Arjun, so we're going."

"You said you went through as a child, so I assumed this was —"

"What?"

Some kind of elaborate prank, if she was being honest. She was going along with Vikram's plans because the alternative was giving up, but in her heart — the rational, Fergusson College-educated part of her heart — she didn't really believe in portals to parallel dimensions, no matter how many times her friend Priya told her that the physics of dimensional theory was entirely sound.

In theory. Not in practice.

"Text your friends," Vikram said. "Tell them you're going trekking for a few days and you'll be out of network range. Leave your phone here and give them Malti's landline number."

Good advice. Practical advice. Also exactly the kind of advice a murderer would give.

"Fine."

She texted the group chat: Going on a trek with Arjun's brother. Multi-day. No network. If worried, call Malti at Rathore House. She added the landline number and then, because she couldn't help herself: If I die, my laptop password is MeeraSharmaNotInsane2024.

Priya: That is a terrible password. Please come home alive.

Noor: I will kill the brother if anything happens to you. Also bring apples.

She put the phone down. It felt like setting down a limb.

Vikram left the room, and Meera walked to the window. The deodar forest behind Rathore House rose like a dark wall, the trees so tall and close together that the space between them was black even in daylight. Mist threaded between the trunks, and somewhere deep inside, she caught a glint of something — a light, amber and brief, like a lamp being carried through the trees.

She was going in there. Tonight. With a man she'd known for two days.

You're following the rabbit all the way into the forest, Meera. And the wolf is the one showing you the way.

She changed into the warmest clothes she had — thick cotton salwar, a thermal layer, a wool sweater Malti had lent her, and a heavy Himachali shawl that smelled of cedar and woodsmoke. She stuffed her feet into the sturdiest shoes she'd brought — trekking shoes from Decathlon, which were going to have to be enough because her Bata chappals weren't going to cut it on a mountain path at sunset.

She went downstairs to find Vikram waiting at the door in similar outdoor clothes — heavy kurta, a Himachali cap, leather boots, and a thick cloak fastened at his shoulder with a bronze pin.

"Ready?" he asked.

No.

"Let's go."




  
    CHAPTER SIX

    
    
  
  They walked along a narrow path that climbed the hill behind the house, through the apple orchard — bare trees in winter, their branches skeletal against the sky — and into the deodar forest. The trees closed around them like a fist.

The path led them upward, past a stone shrine with a brass bell hanging from a chain — a Nag Devta shrine, its small stone idol worn smooth by centuries of touch and weather — and deeper into the forest. The temperature dropped. The light changed, from the grey-gold of mountain dusk to something flatter, stranger, like looking at the world through clouded glass.

Dev was waiting where the path forked — one way leading up toward the ruins on the ridge, the other descending into a stand of trees so ancient and vast that the trunks were wider than the Maruti she'd driven here.

He was leaning against a deodar, his arms crossed, his angular face half-hidden in shadow. The gold hoops in his ear caught the last light.

"You came." He sounded like a man who'd won a bet with himself. "Both of you."

"Stop gloating." Vikram's voice was flat. "Take us through."

Dev pushed off the tree and started walking, not down the path but directly into the forest where no path existed. The undergrowth should have been thick — tangled rhododendron and wild bramble — but it parted for him like water around a boat's prow.

"Stay close," Vikram murmured. "Don't touch anything that glows. Don't respond to any voice that isn't mine or his."

They walked.

The forest changed.

It happened gradually, the way a dream changes without you noticing the seam. The deodars grew taller, impossibly tall, their trunks wider than houses. The mist thickened until Meera couldn't see more than ten metres in any direction. The sounds of the mountain — birdsong, the distant rush of the Beas, the creak of wind in branches — died away, replaced by a silence so deep it had weight, pressing against her eardrums like water pressure.

Dev began to chant.

The sound was low, rhythmic, in a language she almost recognised — Sanskrit-adjacent, with cadences that made her think of the Vedic mantras she'd studied but couldn't quite place. The chanting seemed to vibrate in the air itself, in the ground under her feet, in the bones of her skull.

Between the trees, lights appeared.

Not fireflies. These were too bright, too deliberate in their movement — drifting orbs of blue and gold and green that floated between the trunks like lanterns held by invisible hands. Some hovered at eye level. Some drifted low, near the ground, illuminating the forest floor in patches of cold light.

"Don't look at them," Vikram said.

She looked.

One of the lights drifted closer, and inside it — or behind it — she could see a face. Small, delicate, with eyes too large for its head and a mouth that was smiling at her with an expression that was not quite kind.

A hand closed around her arm. Vikram's. His grip was hard enough to hurt.

"I said don't look."

She turned her face forward and walked.

The lights multiplied. Dozens of them. Hundreds. They filled the spaces between the trees like a luminous fog, and their presence pressed against her skin — not physically, but psychically, a sensation like being watched by a thousand eyes that all wanted different things from her.

Dev's chanting rose in volume, and the air around them seemed to resist — thick, almost solid, like walking through warm honey. Meera felt pressure building in her ears, behind her eyes. The ground changed under her feet — softer, damper, as if the earth was breathing.

And then Dev stopped.

The silence was sudden and absolute.

They were standing at the edge of a clearing — not a natural one but a circle of bare earth surrounded by trees that had grown into an archway, their branches woven together overhead in a pattern that was too regular, too symmetrical, to be accidental. At the centre of the clearing, a stone stood upright — carved, ancient, covered in script she could almost read.

Dev drew something from inside his clothes — a blade made of bone, its edge gleaming with a light that didn't come from the sky. He drew the blade across his palm without flinching.

The blood that ran from the cut was not red.

It was gold. Bright, viscous gold that dripped from his hand and hissed when it hit the stone, running into the carved channels like liquid metal filling a mould. The carvings lit up — not slowly but all at once, a flash of amber light that turned the clearing into noon for a split second before it faded to a deep, pulsing glow.

The stone seemed to breathe.

"Go," Dev said. His voice was strained, as if the act of opening this passage was costing him something. "Walk straight through. Don't stop. Don't look back."

Vikram grabbed Meera's hand and pulled her forward. They stepped over the threshold of the stone circle, and the world shifted.

It wasn't violent — no explosion, no lightning, no Hollywood special effects. It was more like stepping from one room into another through a door you hadn't noticed was there. One moment the air tasted of deodar and mountain cold; the next it tasted of something else entirely — older, wilder, like drinking from a river that had never been mapped.

The pressure in her ears popped. The light changed — softer, more diffuse, as if the sky itself was a different colour. The temperature dropped, then rose, then settled into a cold that felt different from Himalayan cold. Wetter. Greener. Like the cold of a forest in a dream.

Meera stumbled. Vikram caught her arm.

"Keep walking."

They walked. Behind them, the amber glow of the gateway faded to nothing, and the forest closed in — but it was a different forest now. The trees were massive hardwoods she didn't recognise, draped in moss, their canopies forming a cathedral ceiling so high that the sky between the leaves was the colour of old pewter.

She looked back. The clearing was gone. There were only trees, stretching in every direction, their trunks disappearing into mist.

Vikram didn't release her hand.



They walked for what felt like hours but might have been minutes. The forest changed as they descended from the highland — the enormous hardwoods thinned, giving way to oaks and ash and silver birches draped in moss. Hawthorn bushes crowded the path, their berries bright red against the grey-green landscape. Ferns unfurled from tree roots. A stream appeared beside the path, its water clear as glass over stones that seemed to glow faintly from within.

"You said that was a gate." Meera's voice came out steadier than she felt. "A gate between what?"

"Prakash Lok and Chhaya Lok," Vikram said. "Between our world and the one Arjun grew up in. Walk quietly now."

The questions rioted inside her skull like a mob demanding answers, but she held them.

The hills evened out as they descended. The path widened, became rutted with narrow wheel tracks. The undergrowth thinned, and the first sounds of life returned — birdsong, insect hum, the distant lowing of what might have been cattle.

In the deep shadows between the trees, Meera caught movements — thin, tall figures that flickered between the trunks like flames. But when she turned her head, the forest was still.

"Stop looking," Vikram whispered. "They've noticed you."

"The —" She stopped herself. She knew the word. "The dark ones?"

"Please. Be quiet. Be still."

Long minutes later, the land evened out and the forest lightened. Birds sang. Insects chirred. The occasional evergreen dotted the landscape, and the mist thinned to reveal glimpses of hills beyond hills, blanketed in colours that were — wrong.

Not wrong. Different.

The greens were too green. The purples of the distant mountains were too vivid, like a painting where the artist had mixed their colours with light instead of pigment. The sky overhead was pewter-grey but luminous, as if the sun existed but was hidden behind a layer of cloud that glowed from within.

"It should be night," Meera said. She checked her wrist — no watch, she'd left it behind — but her body knew. They'd entered the forest at sunset.

"It's night in the Prakash Lok," Vikram said. "Which means it's day here."

An alternate dimension. The thing Priya had always insisted was theoretically possible, with her patient engineer's explanations about quantum superposition and membrane theory. How on earth had they gotten here? By walking through a forest?

"Vikram, please." She stopped walking. "I need a real explanation. Where are we?"

He turned to face her, and his expression was stripped bare — no hostility, no gruffness, just a man looking at a woman who deserved the truth.

"I asked you if you believed in fairy tales and you said you did."

"I believe in fairy tales as metaphors for human experience. Learning tools. Cultural transmission vehicles. They tell us about —"

"Look around you." His voice was soft. "This isn't a metaphor."

She looked. The too-green hills. The luminous sky. The flowers in the meadow — gold and purple and white — blooming in what should have been deep winter. The air, which tasted of rain and wild herbs and something underneath that she had no name for, something that made her skin prickle and her breath deepen.

"No," she said quietly. "It's not."

"Come this way." He took her hand again. "My cottage is close. We can rest, and I'll answer everything."

They walked through a meadow where the grass was chest-high and threaded with wildflowers that shouldn't have existed in this season. Lights danced over the heads of the grass — the same kind she'd seen in the forest, but smaller, gentler, like the embers of a fire drifting on a breeze.

A stone cottage appeared at the edge of a copse of silver birches, its thatched roof green with moss, smoke rising from a chimney built of river stone. Herbs grew wild around the front door, and the garden was a tangle of vegetables and flowering plants that looked half-tended and half-feral.

"This is yours?"

"Arjun keeps rooms at the — at the main house." He pushed the door open and ushered her inside. "He gave me this for when I visit."

The cottage was small, warm, and smelled of firewood and dried herbs. A stone hearth dominated one wall, and an empty brass bowl sat on the hearthstones. Vikram immediately set about building a fire, his hands moving with the automatic efficiency of long practice.

Meera sat on a wooden bench and looked at her hands. They were trembling.

She was in another world.

Vikram got the fire going and turned to face her, his back to the flames.

"Ask," he said.

"Where are we?"

"Chhaya Lok. The Shadow Realm. This part mirrors the mountains we just left — they call it Devgarh." He sat across from her. "The old names for everything."

"And Arjun was born here?"

"He grew up here. He's human — but Chhaya Lok humans can learn to use some magic. They call it being dev-sparsh — god-touched." He leaned forward. "Arjun is dev-sparsh when it comes to music. His voice can do things that voices shouldn't be able to do."

She'd known that. Even in Pune, when he played guitar at the Nukkad café on Friday nights, the room would go still — not just quiet but still, as if the air itself was listening.

"So this is an alternate dimension?"

"I don't know. Maybe things were more fluid once. There are gates between the realms — the deodar grove behind my house has one. Things get through sometimes. That's why there are still stories of devtas and spirits in the mountains. That's why your grandmother told you not to follow lights into the forest."

"My grandmother never told me that."

"Someone should have."

She processed. "If this is real — if everything you're saying is real —"

"You're here. You walked through the gate. You saw Dev bleed gold."

"I saw that, yes." She took a breath. "But if fairy tales are real — really real —"

"You know they are." He leaned forward, his eyes holding hers. "You've probably walked near gates before and felt something wrong. A chill that didn't come from the weather. A sound in the forest that made you want to run. That flicker in the corner of your eye."

"The forest behind our house in Pune," Meera whispered. "My mother used to talk to the trees."

Vikram said nothing.

"So everyone here has a twin in our world?"

"Every person you meet here is the Chhaya-Bandhu of someone in Prakash Lok. A shadow-twin. Born at the same moment, wearing the same face, living a different life." He paused. "Nothing is born in Chhaya Lok except by magic. The Gandharvas — the ones you'd call devtas or fae — they control the gates between worlds. When a child is born in Prakash Lok, the Gandharvas take a fragment of that soul and bring it here. A twin is born in Chhaya Lok — same face, same blood, different destiny."

"By who?"

"The old gods? The Gandharvas? The spirits of the forest?" He shrugged. "All of them? I don't know, Meera. But I've seen it. Arjun is my mirror image, and according to my mother, she only had one child on my birthday. I've seen others too — people here wearing the faces of men and women I know in my world. My neighbours. People I grew up with. Same faces, different people."

"And everyone has a twin." She frowned. "Everyone? Even me?"

Vikram's face went very still. Then he looked at the fire.

"Where were you born?"

"Goa. Panaji."

He closed his eyes. "And your mother. She painted landscapes of impossible places."

"Yes." Meera's heart was beating faster now. "How did you know that?"

"Because the woman with your face" — Vikram's voice was barely above a whisper — "was the most beloved person in this realm. And she's been dead for two years."

The fire crackled in the silence.

"Her name was Tara," Vikram said. "And she was Arjun's wife."




  
    CHAPTER SEVEN

    
    
  
  Meera couldn't sleep.

She lay on the narrow cot in Vikram's cottage, wrapped in a heavy woollen blanket that smelled of woodsmoke and dried lavender, and stared at the ceiling. The rafters were dark oak, hand-hewn, the joints fitted without nails. Someone had carved patterns into the beams — serpentine figures that coiled and twisted in the firelight, their scales picked out in minute detail.

Nagas. Even in this world, the serpent motifs followed.

She pressed her palms flat against her stomach and tried to breathe. Through the walls came the sound of the fire Vikram was tending in the front room, and beyond it, the silence of a world that had no electricity, no traffic, no distant hum of civilisation.

Tara. Her Chhaya-Bandhu. Her shadow-twin.

Dead for two years.

Two years ago, Meera had been living in her small flat in Kothrud, teaching her first semester at Fergusson College, when the depression hit. Not the garden-variety sadness she'd known since losing her parents — this was a black, drowning thing that had no bottom. She'd stopped eating. Stopped answering her phone. Stopped leaving her flat for eleven days until Priya had broken down the door and found her sitting on the kitchen floor in the dark, her phone dead, her plants dead, her will to exist reduced to the mechanical act of breathing.

No therapist had been able to explain what triggered it. No medication fully lifted it. She'd clawed her way back to functioning — teaching, researching, pretending — but the shadow of that collapse lived in her bones like a fracture that had healed crooked.

Now she knew why.

Half her soul had died.

She sat up and put her feet on the cold stone floor. Her trekking shoes were by the door — Vikram had insisted she keep them within arm's reach. "In case we need to move fast," he'd said, which was not the comforting bedtime reassurance she'd been hoping for.

She found him in the front room, sitting in a wooden chair by the fire with a cup of something that smelled herbal and sharp. He'd changed out of his travelling clothes into a loose kurta and cotton pyjamas, and without the heavy outer layers, she could see how much tension he carried in his shoulders — bunched muscle that never quite relaxed, like a man permanently braced for a blow.

"Can't sleep?" He didn't look up from the fire.

"No." She sat across from him. "Tell me about Tara."

His jaw tightened. The firelight threw shadows into the hollows of his face, making him look older, more weathered, more like the stone warriors carved into the pillars of Rathore House.

"What do you want to know?"

"Everything."

He was quiet for a long time. Then: "She was born in this realm. Grew up in the mountains — the Devgarh region, which mirrors our Himachal. Her father..." He paused. "Her father is the Raja of Devgarh. The closest thing to a king in this part of Chhaya Lok."

Meera's breath caught. "A raja?"

"Not like the ones in your history textbooks. There's no Mughal court here, no British Raj, no parliamentary democracy. The human rulers in Chhaya Lok are more like... tribal chiefs. Local leaders. But yes — Tara's father is a powerful man. His name is Raja Devendra."

"And Tara married Arjun."

"When they were young. Arjun is..." Vikram's expression shifted — something between pride and pain. "Arjun is the son of Maharaja Pratap Singh. The high chief of this region. Our father's Chhaya-Bandhu."

"So your brother — your shadow-twin — is basically a prince."

"More or less."

The fire popped. Somewhere outside, an animal called — a sound she didn't recognise, low and mournful, like a flute played in an empty temple.

"Tara was dev-sparsh," Vikram continued. "God-touched. She could speak to the Nagas — the great serpents that live in the mountain lakes. She was Nag-Bandhu. A serpent-bonded."

Meera's hand went to the pendant at her throat — the gold disc with twin serpents that her mother had given her. "She could talk to serpents?"

"Not talk. It was more than that. She could feel them. Hear their thoughts. And they could hear hers." Vikram looked at Meera's pendant, and his eyes went dark. "That design. Your mother gave it to you?"

"Yes. She bought it from a temple goldsmith in Goa."

"It's a Nag-Bandhu mark. The twin serpents coiled together — that's the sigil of a serpent-bonded." He leaned forward. "Your mother painted landscapes of places she'd never been. Places that looked impossible."

"How do you know about my mother's paintings?"

"Because Tara's mother painted the same landscapes." His voice was barely above a whisper. "The same impossible mountains. The same colours that don't exist in our world. Your mothers were Chhaya-Bandhus too."

The fire crackled.

"Your mother was seeing this world," Vikram said. "Through the bond. Through dreams. Through whatever thin membrane separates Prakash Lok from Chhaya Lok. She was painting what Tara's mother could see."

Meera's eyes burned. Her mother — sweet, distracted, paint-stained Kavita Sharma, who talked to trees and painted mountains that glowed from within — had been connected to another world her entire life and never known it.

Or maybe she had known. Maybe that was why she talked to the trees.

"How did Tara die?"

Vikram's face closed like a door slamming shut. "She was poisoned."

"Poisoned?"

"Two years ago. At a feast in this castle." He nodded toward the darkness beyond the cottage walls, where the great fortress of Devgarh presumably stood. "It was made to look like an illness — a fever that came on suddenly and took her within days. But Arjun didn't believe it, and neither did I."

"You were here when she died?"

"No. I was in the Prakash Lok — in my workshop, hammering a commission for a tourist resort in Manali. I felt her go." His hands gripped the arms of the chair, knuckles white. "The same way you felt it. Something broke inside me. Something that had nothing to do with my own life."

The depression. The black, drowning thing with no bottom.

"Vikram." Her voice was steady even though her hands were not. "Who poisoned her?"

"That's what Arjun has been trying to find out for two years. It's why he went to Prakash Lok — to look for answers on the other side. He traced something to Pune, to you, to your mother's paintings. He thought if he could find Tara's Chhaya-Bandhu, he might find a clue."

"That's why he came to Pune."

"That's why he came to Pune. And then—" Vikram's expression cracked, just slightly, a fissure in the stone. "He fell in love with you."

The words landed in her chest like a stone dropped into still water.

"And you have to understand," Vikram said, "what that means. Because you wear Tara's face. And Arjun loved Tara with the kind of love that makes men cross worlds."

"So he didn't love me," Meera said. The words came out flat, toneless, like a diagnosis delivered in a hospital corridor. "He loved her. And I was the closest thing he could find."

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't have to."



She went outside. The cottage had a small porch — just a stone step and a wooden overhang — and the night air hit her face like a slap of cold water. The sky was the colour of pewter, luminous and strange, with no stars and no moon but a diffuse glow that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

The meadow stretched out in front of her, chest-high grass silvered by the strange light, and beyond it the forest rose like a dark wall. Lights drifted between the trees — the same amber orbs she'd seen during their passage through the gate — and in the distance, on the ridge above the forest, the dark mass of the fortress stood against the sky.

Somewhere in that fortress, Arjun was sleeping. Or pacing. Or doing whatever princes did in parallel dimensions at whatever hour this was.

She sat on the stone step and wrapped her arms around her knees.

You crossed a world for him, Meera. And now you find out he crossed a world for someone else.

The pendant burned cold against her collarbone.

But you're not her. You're not Tara. You're Meera Sharma from Kothrud, Pune, who teaches mythology to undergrads and eats Maggi at midnight and once cried for three hours because a street dog died outside her building.

You are not a princess. You are not Nag-Bandhu. You are not the beloved wife of a prince.

You are the shadow of a shadow.

The cottage door creaked. Vikram's heavy footsteps.

"It's not safe to sit out here alone."

"I don't care."

He sat beside her on the step, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his body — forge heat, the kind that never quite left a blacksmith even when the fire was banked. He smelled of woodsmoke and the herbal tea and something underneath that was just him — iron and earth and the sharp green scent of the mountain.

They sat in silence for a long time. The lights drifted between the trees. The strange mournful call came again from somewhere in the hills.

"For what it's worth," Vikram said quietly, "I think he does love you. Not because you're her twin. Because of who you are."

"How would you know?"

"Because I asked him. Before he left for Pune, I asked him what he was looking for. He said answers. When he came back, I asked him what he'd found." Vikram paused. "He said he'd found someone who made the world worth living in again."

Meera pressed her face against her knees and breathed.

"That doesn't sound like a man chasing a ghost," Vikram said. "That sounds like a man who found something new."

"Then why didn't he tell me? About any of this?"

"Would you have believed him?"

She lifted her head. "You asked me the same thing yesterday. 'Do you believe in fairy tales?' And I said yes."

"You said fairy tales are real." His amber eyes held hers. "But believing they're real as stories and believing they're real as your life are two very different things."

He was right. She hated that he was right.

"Get some sleep," Vikram said. "Tomorrow we go to the fortress. You'll see Arjun. And then—" He stood and looked out at the dark forest. "Then you'll have to decide what you want to do."

"What are my options?"

"Go home. Forget all of this. Live your life."

"And the other option?"

He looked down at her, and the firelight from inside the cottage caught the amber in his eyes.

"Stay," he said. "And find out who killed your sister."




  
    CHAPTER EIGHT

    
    
  
  They walked to the fortress at dawn — or what passed for dawn in Chhaya Lok, the pewter sky brightening from charcoal to silver to the luminous grey that seemed to be this world's version of daylight. Vikram wore his travelling cloak and the flint blade hidden at his waist. Meera wore the clothes she'd arrived in, with Malti's shawl wrapped around her shoulders and her hair loose around her face at Vikram's instruction.

"Keep your head down," he said as they walked through the small village that clustered around the base of the fortress hill. "Don't make eye contact. Don't speak unless spoken to."

"Why?"

"Because you have Tara's face, and every person in this settlement knew her."

The village was nothing like any place she'd ever seen and yet somehow entirely familiar. Stone houses with thatched roofs lined a cobbled main street, and smoke rose from chimneys into the grey sky. People in rough-spun clothes went about their morning business — carrying water, sweeping stoops, leading animals to pasture. The smell of cooking fires and bread and animal dung filled the air.

But woven into the ordinary were threads of the extraordinary. A tall figure with pointed ears and blue-tinged skin stood in the doorway of what looked like a herbalist's shop, grinding something in a stone mortar with long, elegant fingers. A group of children chased each other through the street, and one of them — a boy who looked about eight — flickered as he ran, his body blurring at the edges like a candle flame in a draught.

"Was that child—"

"Half-Gandharva," Vikram said. "It happens. Don't stare."

They climbed the hill toward the fortress gates. The path wound through a series of stone walls and checkpoints, each one manned by guards in leather armour who carried bronze swords and shortbows. Vikram spoke to them in a language that sounded like old Pahari — thicker, more guttural, with consonants that clicked and rolled.

The guards knew him. They waved him through with the ease of long familiarity, though their eyes snagged on Meera and stuck.

One of them — a young woman with a scar across her left cheek — went pale.

"Tara-devi?" she whispered.

Vikram stepped between them. "Not Tara. Her Prakash-Bandhu. Keep it quiet."

The guard swallowed hard and nodded. But her eyes followed Meera all the way through the gate.

Inside the fortress walls, the courtyard was a riot of morning activity — traders setting up stalls, guards drilling with wooden practice swords, a blacksmith hammering at an anvil that rang through the cold air. The sound was familiar — the same rhythm Meera had heard from Vikram's forge in Kullu, steady and precise.

And beyond the courtyard, the fortress itself rose — massive stone walls, carved wooden galleries, and banners in deep crimson and gold that snapped in the mountain wind. The banner bore a sigil she recognised from the carvings in Vikram's cottage: a coiled Naga with its hood spread, its eyes picked out in gold thread.

They crossed the courtyard and entered the main building through a set of carved doors so tall they could have admitted an elephant. The hallway beyond was lit by oil lamps in bronze sconces, and the walls were covered in paintings — frescoes and framed canvases and miniature paintings in the Pahari style that Meera recognised from her studies of Indian art.

She stopped at a painting that made her heart stutter.

It was a wedding portrait.

Arjun's face. Her face.

Not her — but so close to her that looking at it felt like looking into a mirror that showed a different life. The woman in the painting wore her face with a different expression — prouder, fiercer, with dark hair braided and threaded with gold and a crimson sari edged with real gold zari work. On her shoulder perched a small serpent carved in gold, and at her neck hung a pendant identical to Meera's — two serpents coiled together.

At the bottom of the frame, in Devanagari script:

श्री अर्जुन, मोरय-पुत्र, प्रताप-सिंह-तनय, विवाहित तारा, नाग-बन्धु, देवगढ़-राजकुमारी

Shri Arjun, son of Moray, son of Pratap Singh, wedded to Tara, Nag-Bandhu, Princess of Devgarh.

It was Arjun and her.

Not her.

Not Meera but Tara, the name the guard had whispered at the gate.

The name of Arjun's dead wife.

Her fingers touched the surface of the portrait, touched the cheek of the woman who could only be her twin in this world. The paint was old, cracked in fine lines across the surface, but the face beneath was so vivid it seemed to breathe.

Tara. Her twin.

She turned to Vikram, who had stopped walking and was watching her with the expression of a man who had been dreading this moment.

"How long have you known?"

"Since the moment you walked into my forge in Kullu." His voice was rough. "You have her face. Her eyes. Even the way you stand — one foot turned slightly out, weight on your left hip. It's the same."

She looked back at the portrait. The proud princess in crimson with a serpent on her shoulder and a pendant at her throat. The woman Arjun had loved enough to cross worlds for.

The woman Meera could never be.

"Take me to him."



The North Hall was a cavernous room with a vaulted ceiling supported by carved stone pillars, each one worked with figures from mythology — Nagas and Gandharvas and Apsaras and Yakshas, their forms intertwined in a continuous narrative that spiralled up the columns and disappeared into the shadows overhead.

At the far end, on a raised platform, sat two thrones. One was occupied by a broad-shouldered man with a salt-and-pepper beard and sharp dark eyes that missed nothing — Maharaja Pratap Singh, Meera guessed, from the heavy gold chain around his neck and the carved wooden staff that rested against the arm of his throne.

And to his right—

Meera's heart stopped. Then restarted with a painful jolt that she felt in her teeth.

Arjun.

He wore a gold circlet on his forehead and a kurta of deep blue silk that brought out the green in his eyes. His hair was longer than when she'd last seen him — past his shoulders now, tied back with a leather cord. He'd grown a light beard, and the shadows under his eyes spoke of sleepless nights.

But he was alive. He was here. And when their eyes met across the hall, she saw his face break open — shock, then joy, then something that looked like terror.

"Meera?"

He was on his feet before the word finished leaving his mouth.

Behind her, Vikram growled a warning. The guards at the door shifted. The handful of courtiers in the hall turned to stare.

And Arjun crossed the distance between them as if the laws of physics were a suggestion, his arms coming around her so hard that the breath left her lungs and her feet left the floor.

"You're here." His voice broke. "Oh god. Oh god, you're here."

She couldn't help it. She held him. Her arms locked around his neck and she pressed her face into his shoulder and breathed him in — sandalwood and something smoky and a warmth that had nothing to do with temperature. The smell of him was the same. His hands on her back were the same. The way he held her — like she was the only solid thing in a world made of water — was the same.

"You disappeared," she whispered. "You disappeared and I thought you were dead."

"I never wanted to leave you." He pulled back enough to look at her face, his hands framing her jaw, his thumbs brushing tears from her cheeks. "I never wanted to leave. They took me — the Gandharvas, they found me and they brought me back, and I couldn't—"

"Lord Arjun." Vikram's voice cut through like a blade. "Your father is watching."

Arjun looked up. The Maharaja was still seated, his expression unreadable, his dark eyes fixed on Meera with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

Arjun took a breath and stepped back, keeping Meera's hand in his. "Father. This is Meera Sharma. She's—"

"I know who she is." The Maharaja's voice was deep, resonant, the voice of a man accustomed to being obeyed. "She wears Tara's face."

The hall was silent.

A young woman with dark hair and bright blue eyes — seated beside Arjun's empty chair — turned to look at Meera, and her hand flew to her mouth.

"Tara-devi?" she whispered. Then she shook her head, pressing her fingers against her lips. "No. No, she's—"

"She's Tara's Prakash-Bandhu," Vikram said from behind Meera. "Her name is Meera. She's from Pune."

"From..." The woman blinked. "The Prakash Lok?"

The woman was perhaps twenty-five, fine-boned, with the kind of face that looked like it smiled easily but wasn't smiling now. Her eyes — a deep, clear blue that seemed too vivid to be natural — were fixed on Meera with an expression of raw, complicated grief.

Arjun's voice softened. "Meera, this is Aisling. She was Tara's closest friend."

"Aisha," the woman corrected gently, her accent lilting — the syllables shaped differently from Arjun's or Vikram's, rounder and warmer. "In this world, my name is Aisha."

"Aisha is a healer," Arjun said. "She's—"

"Tara's best friend." Aisha's voice cracked, and she stepped forward, her eyes searching Meera's face as if looking for something behind it. "I'm sorry. It's just — you look so much like her. I knew you would, but knowing and seeing are..."

"Different," Meera finished. "I understand."

Aisha's expression shifted — gratitude, maybe. Something fragile and real.

"Enough." The Maharaja's voice cut through the moment. "All of you, out. Now."



The argument between Arjun and Vikram began the moment they were alone in the corridor, and it escalated with the speed and violence of a mountain storm.

They shouted in a mixture of Hindi, Pahari, and the older language of Chhaya Lok — switching between tongues so fast that Meera could only catch fragments. Kya soch raha tha tu — what were you thinking. Usse yahan laana — bringing her here. Khatarnaak hai — it's dangerous.

She stood against the wall and watched them. The portraits of Arjun's ancestors stared down from the walls with the judgemental silence of the dead.

They were so alike it was uncanny. The same height, the same build, the same sharp jaw and broad shoulders. But where Arjun moved like water — fluid, charming, every gesture designed to put you at ease — Vikram moved like stone. Deliberate. Immovable. A man who had learned to survive by refusing to bend.

"I love her!" Arjun shouted, in English, the words ripping through the argument like a blade through silk. "I love her, Vikram. Not Tara. Not her ghost. Her."

Vikram stepped back. His face was a mask.

"She made me want to live again," Arjun said, his voice dropping. "After Tara died, I was drowning. I went to Prakash Lok to find answers, and instead I found Meera. And I know — I know — that she wears Tara's face. I know what it looks like. But she's not Tara, and what I feel for her has nothing to do with—"

"I'm standing right here," Meera said.

Both men turned to look at her.

"I'm standing right here, and you're arguing about me like I'm a piece of property that one of you found and the other one thinks should be returned." She pushed off the wall and walked toward them. "So let me make something very clear. I drove across three states, walked through a fairy murder forest, and crossed into a parallel dimension to find you." She pointed at Arjun. "And right now, I'm trying to decide whether that was the bravest or the stupidest thing I've ever done."

Arjun's face softened. "Meera—"

"Who is Tara to me?" She cut him off. "Really. Not the myths and the bond and the Chhaya-Bandhu theory. Who was she? Was she like me?"

Vikram answered first. "In some ways, yes. In most ways, no."

"She was fiercer than you," Arjun said quietly. "More reckless. She rode into battle and laughed at danger and was absolutely fearless." He paused. "But she didn't have your kindness. Your patience. She didn't have the way you look at the world like everything in it is worth studying."

"So you loved her for being brave and you love me for being — what? Studious?" The bitterness surprised her. She hadn't known it was there until it came out.

"I loved her for who she was. I love you for who you are." Arjun took a step toward her. "They are not the same thing."

She looked at him — at this man she'd fallen in love with in a bookstore in Pune, this man who had brought her coffee every morning and made her laugh for the first time in months and kissed her like breathing depended on it — and tried to reconcile him with the prince in silk who stood in a stone corridor in a parallel dimension, wearing a crown and arguing with his twin.

"I need time," she said.

"You can have all the time in the world."

"Not your time." She turned to Vikram. "I need to think. Away from him."

Vikram looked at Arjun. Arjun looked at Meera. Something passed between the brothers — a communication that didn't need words.

"I'll take you back to the cottage," Vikram said.

"No." Meera shook her head. "I'm staying. In the fortress, in a room with a locked door. I want a bath, I want food, and I want to sleep. And tomorrow, I want answers."

"What kind of answers?" Arjun asked.

She looked at the wedding portrait at the end of the corridor — Arjun and Tara, her face and his, forever frozen in paint and gold.

"Who killed my sister?"




  
    CHAPTER NINE

    
    
  
  Meera woke to a knock at the heavy wooden door and a voice calling, "The fire, didi."

She wrapped the thick wool blanket around herself and padded to the door in bare feet on cold stone. The room they'd given her — Tara's old room, though no one had said so — was beautiful and freezing, with stone walls, carved wooden shutters, and a bed that was essentially a wooden platform piled with quilts so heavy they felt like armour.

She opened the door to find a sturdy woman in a cotton sari and a thick cardigan, holding a bucket of kindling and a small oil lamp. The woman's face was round, freckled, and kind, and when she looked at Meera, her expression went through a rapid series of adjustments — shock, grief, recovery, professional composure — in about two seconds.

"Good morning, didi. I'm Kamla. I look after the guest rooms."

"Thank you, Kamla. Please come in."

Kamla bustled in with the confidence of a woman who'd been doing this job since before Meera was born. She cleaned the ash from the hearth, arranged the coals, and built a fire with movements so practised they were almost musical — scrape, arrange, blow, wait, add, blow again. The fire caught and filled the room with warmth and the smell of juniper wood.

"Shall I bring hot water for a bath, didi?"

"That would be wonderful." Meera looked at the window. The shutters were closed, but a thin line of silver-grey light outlined the edges. "What time is it?"

"Early. The traders haven't started their day." Kamla eyed Meera's tangled hair with the professional assessment of a woman who had opinions. "I can brush your hair for you if you like. I'm not a lady's maid, but Tara-devi never wanted one, and I used to help her with—" She stopped. Her mouth pressed into a thin line. "Forgive me."

"It's okay." Meera sat at the small dressing table. "Please. I'd be grateful."

The dressing table held a collection of brushes, combs, and small bottles of oil — some amber, some green, all smelling of things she couldn't identify. Kamla picked up a wide-toothed wooden comb and began working through Meera's hair with the careful firmness of a woman who had done this many times for someone with this exact hair.

"You look so much like her," Kamla said softly. "But you hold yourself differently. Tara-devi always sat like she was about to jump up and run somewhere."

"I'm more of a sit-and-think type."

"Mmm." Kamla's hands were gentle. "That's different."

"Tell me about her?"

Kamla paused, then continued combing. "She was brave. Everyone says that, and it's true — she rode into storms, she fought with the palace guards for practice, she could draw a bow from horseback. But that wasn't the part of her I knew best."

"What was?"

"She was lonely." The comb moved through a tangle with practised patience. "She had Arjun, and she had Aisha, and she had the Naga — Takshak. But she missed her mother, who died when she was young. And she missed... I think she missed a world she'd never seen. She used to stand at the window of this very room and stare at the forest, and when I asked her what she was looking at, she'd say, 'The other side.'"

The other side. Prakash Lok. The world where Meera's mother had painted impossible landscapes and talked to trees.

Kamla finished with her hair and opened the wardrobe. "These are Tara-devi's things. No one's touched them since—" She cleared her throat. "They should fit you."

The wardrobe was full of clothes in deep reds and greens and golds — salwar kameez sets in rich fabrics, cotton kurtas for daily wear, a few saris in silk so fine they felt like water. At the bottom, a pair of leather boots that looked well-worn and comfortable.

Meera chose a cotton kurta in deep green — Tara's colour, apparently — and a pair of loose cotton trousers. The boots fit perfectly, which shouldn't have been surprising but was somehow the most unsettling thing that had happened yet.

Kamla tied a shawl around her shoulders with a knot that was clearly traditional, though Meera didn't recognise the style. "There. You look—" Another pause. "You look ready to face the day."

"Thank you, Kamla."

"One more thing, didi." Kamla's voice dropped. "Be careful with Aisha."

"The healer?"

"She's kind and she's clever and she loved Tara-devi like a sister. But she's not from here, and the people she comes from..." Kamla glanced at the door. "They have their own interests."

Before Meera could ask what she meant, another knock came at the door.



It was Arjun.

She knew it was Arjun from the way her heart lurched — that involuntary, stupid, treacherous lurch that her body performed regardless of what her mind thought about the situation.

He stood in the doorway holding a tray with two earthenware cups of something steaming, a bowl of fruit — apples, again, apparently the only fruit that grew in this climate — and a small pot of what smelled like honey.

"Good morning." His voice was careful, the voice of a man navigating a minefield while carrying something fragile. "I brought you — well, it's not coffee. There's no coffee here. It's herbal something. Aisha makes it, and it's actually quite good, and there are apples and—"

"Come in."

He stepped inside, and Kamla stepped out with a nod so subtle it was barely visible. The door remained open.

Arjun set the tray on the table by the window and stood there, not sitting, not speaking, looking at her with those green eyes that had first made her believe in the sun.

He was wearing Chhaya Lok clothes — a blue cotton kurta, loose trousers, leather boots. His hair was tied back. Without the crown and the silk, he looked more like the man she'd known in Pune — the one who'd shown up at her lectures uninvited, who'd learned to make filter coffee because she mentioned once that she preferred it, who'd held her hand in the dark of Nigdi railway station while they waited for a delayed local and told her about a wife he'd lost.

He'd told her about Tara. He'd told her the truth — that he'd loved someone and lost her. He just hadn't told her the rest.

"Sit down," she said.

He sat. She sat across from him. The distance between them was about two feet, and it felt like an ocean.

"Meera." He leaned forward. "I know you're angry, and I know why, and I know that nothing I say right now is going to fix it. But I need you to know something."

"I'm listening."

"When I went to Pune, I went looking for answers about Tara's death. I went looking for her Prakash-Bandhu because I thought — I don't know, I thought maybe the bond between twins would give me a clue. Something to follow." He looked at his hands. "I didn't expect to find you."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning I found a woman in a bookstore who told me fairy tales were as real as the sun, and I thought—" His voice cracked. "I thought maybe the world was bigger than my grief."

She wanted to believe him. Every cell in her body wanted to lean across the distance and take his face in her hands and kiss him until the doubt dissolved.

But doubt didn't dissolve. It only went quiet.

"You should go home," he said. "This place isn't safe for you."

The words landed like a punch.

"What?"

"It's not safe. Whoever killed Tara — they're still here. And you have Tara's face. If they see you, if they think Tara is somehow alive—"

"You're sending me away?" She set down her cup. "You disappear for six weeks, I cross a literal dimension to find you, and now you want me to leave?"

"I want you to be safe."

"Is this your idea or Vikram's?"

"It's mine." He forced the words out like they were made of broken glass. "I love you, Meera. But I've already lost one woman I love in this world. I can't—"

She stood up so fast her chair scraped against the stone floor. The sound echoed in the room like a gunshot.

"Then you should have thought about that before you walked into my life," she said. "Before you brought me coffee every morning and played music that made the air go still and kissed me like the world was ending. You should have thought about it before you made me fall in love with you."

"Meera—"

"I'm not leaving." She walked to the door. "I came here to find you, and I found you, and now I have a dead sister I never knew about and someone murdered her. So no, I'm not going home."

She was halfway down the corridor before she heard his voice behind her.

"Meera, please—"

"The irony," she muttered, echoing Vikram's words from the night before, "is that you went looking for me for exactly the same reason."

She didn't look back.




  
    CHAPTER TEN

    
    
  
  The fortress of Devgarh sat on a ridge above the valley like a crown on a sleeping giant's head, and its courtyard — which served as market, parade ground, meeting place, and general centre of social life — was the loudest, most chaotic place Meera had ever been in her life, and she had grown up navigating the streets of Panaji during Carnival.

She'd stormed out of the fortress's main building, past the guards who'd tried to stop her, past the morning traders setting up their stalls, past a man leading a pair of oxen that were decorated with brass bells and embroidered blankets, and into the open air of the courtyard.

The cold hit her like a wall. She pulled Tara's shawl tighter and kept walking.

The courtyard was a study in contradiction. Medieval stone walls enclosed a space that buzzed with life both human and — other. Traders shouted in three languages she could partially follow — Hindi-adjacent, something guttural that might have been Pahari, and accented English. A woman was selling vegetables from a wooden cart, bargaining with the ferocity of a Pune housewife at Mandai market. A group of children chased each other between the stalls, shrieking with laughter, and one of them was wearing a faded Virat Kohli cricket jersey under his rough-spun tunic.

That stopped her cold.

The boy saw her looking and quickly pulled his outer tunic over the jersey, grinning sheepishly before darting away.

A Virat Kohli jersey. In a parallel dimension.

She caught Vikram's gaze across the courtyard — he'd been following her at a distance, giving her space while staying close enough to intervene. His expression said I told you so without a single word.

She walked toward the gate. The massive wooden doors were open, and traders were streaming in and out with carts and animals and bundles of goods. Guards flanked the entrance, checking those entering but barely glancing at those leaving.

She could leave. Walk out the gate, through the town, back to Vikram's cottage. Back to the forest. Back to the gate between worlds. Back to her car and her phone and her life.

She could be in Pune in two days. Back at Fergusson College, teaching undergrads about the Mahabharata, pretending none of this had ever happened.

And your sister's murderer walks free.

She stopped at the edge of the courtyard, under a scrubby apple tree that was somehow still bearing fruit in what should have been deep winter. She picked an apple and bit into it — it was the sweetest thing she'd ever tasted, crisp and cold and flooding her mouth with a flavour that was almost too vivid, as if even the fruit in this world was turned up to a frequency that normal reality couldn't match.

"Lady Meera?"

She turned. Aisha was standing a few steps away, wrapped in a green cloak, her dark hair braided and pinned in a style that looked like it took serious skill to achieve. Her blue eyes were bright and warm, but there was something careful in the way she held herself — the posture of a diplomat, not a friend.

"I'm not a lady," Meera said.

"You're Tara-devi's Prakash-Bandhu and a guest of the Maharaja's household," Aisha said with a smile. "In this world, that makes you a lady whether you like it or not."

"I'm a mythology professor from Pune."

Aisha's smile widened. "Perfect. Then you'll love the library."

Despite everything — the heartbreak, the confusion, the disorienting reality of standing in a parallel dimension eating an apple that tasted like someone had distilled the concept of autumn into a fruit — Meera felt a flicker of interest.

"There's a library?"

"One of the finest in Chhaya Lok." Aisha linked her arm through Meera's with the casual intimacy of a woman accustomed to physical affection. "Come. Let me show you around, and I can answer your questions. You must have so many."

Meera had approximately four hundred and seventy-two questions, and they were multiplying.

"Did you know Tara well?"

"She was my closest friend." Aisha's voice softened. "We grew up together — I came to the fortress when I was eight, as part of the Chaturanga Pact. Do you know what that is?"

"No."

"Centuries ago, the four great queens of the realm — Devgarh, Dakshin, Suryanagar, and Madhya — forced their husbands to make peace. As a guarantee, each kingdom sent a child to the other three courts. It's like the foster system in medieval Indian courts, except it's still active here."

"A hostage exchange dressed up as diplomacy."

Aisha's eyebrows rose. "You think like a historian."

"I am a historian. Sort of."

"Well, I prefer to think of it as cultural exchange." Aisha guided her through a side door and into a corridor lined with brass oil lamps. "My mother is from Dakshin — the southern kingdom. My aunt married the Raja of Suryanagar — Seren's... Tara's stepmother. And I was sent north to Devgarh as a child."

"So Tara's father is married to your aunt?"

"Was. Raja Devendra remarried after Tara's mother died." Aisha paused. "It's complicated."

"Everyone keeps saying that."

"Because it's true." Aisha pushed open a set of carved wooden doors, and Meera's breath caught.

The library was three stories tall, with walls lined floor to ceiling with books, scrolls, and bound manuscripts. Wooden galleries circled each level, accessible by carved staircases, and the ceiling was painted with a mural of the cosmos — not the Western zodiac but something older and stranger, with Nagas coiling between the stars and Gandharvas dancing on the rings of planets she didn't recognise.

Light filtered in through skylights of translucent stone — not glass, but something that let in the grey-silver glow of the Chhaya Lok sky and diffused it into the room like softened moonlight.

"This is magnificent," Meera whispered.

"Tara loved this room." Aisha's voice was gentle. "She'd spend hours here, reading histories and mythology and—" She smiled. "She was always trying to find accounts of Prakash Lok. Your world fascinated her."

"She knew about our world?"

"Everyone here knows. The gates work both ways — things come through. Stories. Objects. Occasionally people." Aisha ran her fingers along a shelf of scrolls. "There's a rather lively black market in denim jeans and cricket equipment, if you can believe it."

The Virat Kohli jersey. Meera almost smiled.

"Meera, I know you're hurt and confused," Aisha said, turning to face her. "And I know Arjun has handled this badly — he's brilliant with music and magic and absolutely hopeless with human emotions. But I need you to understand something about Tara's death."

Meera's attention sharpened. "What about it?"

"It wasn't natural." Aisha's blue eyes were hard now, the warmth replaced by something steely. "Tara was the healthiest person I knew. She could ride all day, fight for hours, bond with Takshak and not break a sweat. And then one evening at a feast, she collapsed. Three days later, she was dead."

"Vikram said she was poisoned."

"I believe she was. But I couldn't prove it. By the time I examined her, the toxin — if there was one — had done its work and left no trace I could identify." Aisha's voice dropped. "I'm a healer, Meera. It's what I do. And I couldn't save her. That failure lives in me every day."

"Do you have any idea who did it?"

Aisha glanced at the library door. It was closed, but she lowered her voice anyway.

"Tara had enemies. She was the Nag-Bandhu — the only human in a generation who could bond with Takshak. That gave her enormous power. Power that some people in this court didn't want her to have."

"Who?"

"I have suspicions. But suspicions aren't proof, and in this world, accusing the wrong person can start a war." Aisha took Meera's hands. "Will you help me? You're a scholar. You know how to research, how to ask questions, how to follow threads. And you have Tara's face — people who loved her will talk to you. People who feared her will... react."

"You want to use me as bait."

"I want to use you as a key." Aisha's grip tightened. "The door has been locked for two years. I think you might be the one who opens it."

Meera looked at the shelves of ancient texts, the painted cosmos on the ceiling, the silver light filtering through stone. She thought about Tara — the sister she'd never known, the woman with her face who had ridden into storms and spoken to serpents and been murdered at a feast.

She thought about the depression that had almost killed her. The black, drowning thing that she now understood had been grief for a loss she couldn't name.

"I'll help," she said. "But I have conditions."

"Name them."

"First — I want access to everything. This library, the court records, the healers' logs, whatever exists. No secrets."

"Done."

"Second — I want to talk to everyone who was at the feast the night Tara died. No exceptions."

"That might be... difficult. Some of those people are powerful."

"I don't care how powerful they are. If they were in the room when my sister was poisoned, I want to look them in the eye."

Aisha studied her. Then she smiled — a real smile, not the diplomatic one.

"Tara would have liked you," she said. "You're quieter than she was, but you have the same spine."

"And third." Meera held up three fingers. "I want to meet Takshak."

"The Naga?"

"Tara's Naga. If she was Nag-Bandhu — if she could hear the serpent's thoughts — then Takshak knows what happened to her. He was bonded to her. He would have felt her die."

Aisha's face went pale. "Meera, Takshak left the fortress after Tara died. He went into the mountain lakes and hasn't been seen since. The Nagas are wild creatures — they don't answer to human summons."

"Maybe not to humans," Meera said. She touched the pendant at her throat. "But I have her face. And if the bond between Chhaya-Bandhus is real — really real, not just metaphor — then maybe Takshak will respond to me."

Aisha stared at her. Then she let out a breath that sounded like it had been held for two years.

"You might be right," she whispered. "God help us both, you might be right."




  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN

    
    
  
  The Maharaja's court convened the next morning, and Meera stood in the centre of the North Hall with the weight of a hundred stares pressing against her skin like sunburn.

Maharaja Pratap Singh sat on his throne, his dark eyes scanning the room with the patience of a man who had spent decades measuring the intentions of others. Beside him, his queen — a regal woman with silver-streaked hair pulled back in a severe bun, wearing a deep maroon sari and a strand of pearls that caught the lamplight — rose to her feet.

"Friends and honoured guests." Queen Padmini's voice was clear, musical, pitched to carry without shouting. "This is a family matter. The Maharaja requests privacy. We will return to regular audience shortly."

The courtiers shuffled out — humans in rough-spun tunics and leather, a contingent of tall, sharp-eared Gandharvas in silks so fine they moved like water, a group of pale-skinned traders from the south with their massive bearded guard. Every one of them stared at Meera as they passed.

When the hall was empty save for the family, Meera found herself standing between Arjun — who hadn't taken his eyes off her since she'd entered — and Vikram, who stood against the wall like a man waiting for a building to collapse.

And behind her, close enough that she could feel the heat of him through her clothes, stood a man she hadn't met before.

He was nearly seven feet tall. His skin was the deep brown of river-washed teak, and his eyes — gold, slit-pupilled, and burning with an inner light — were fixed on her with an intensity that made the hair on her arms rise.

He'd appeared an hour ago.

She'd been in the courtyard, standing under a scrubby apple tree and trying to figure out how to eat an apple while her entire world collapsed around her, when the air changed. The temperature spiked. The horses bolted. The chickens scattered. And every person in the courtyard looked up.

The sound came first — a low, resonant vibration that she felt in her chest before she heard it, like the deepest note of a temple bell struck from the inside. Then a shadow passed over the courtyard, and she saw it.

A Naga.

Not the small stone carvings she'd seen on temple walls. Not the decorative motifs carved into Vikram's cottage beams. A living Naga — vast, sinuous, its body the colour of dark emerald, its hood spread wide enough to block the grey sky. Scales caught the pewter light and threw it back in iridescent flashes of green and gold, and the creature's eyes — enormous, gold, ancient — found Meera with the precision of a laser.

Nag-Bandhu.

The voice had come from inside her skull. Not sound — thought. A presence in her mind, warm and enormous, like sinking into water that was exactly blood temperature.

"Takshak," she'd whispered, and the Naga had lowered its great head to the courtyard stones, its hood folding, its body contracting until the massive serpent was gone and in its place stood the man who now stood behind her in the throne room.

In human form, Takshak was terrifying and beautiful in equal measure. His hair was black and fell to his waist, braided with gold thread. He wore leather armour the colour of dark jade, and at his throat, a shimmer of green-gold light flickered — the same light that had glowed beneath his scales.

He hadn't spoken aloud since he'd arrived. But his voice in her mind was constant — a low, steady presence that felt like a heartbeat.

The chief is deciding your fate. Say nothing.

She didn't think she could project her thoughts back to him the way she could with... whoever. But something in the bond between them — and it was a bond, she could feel it like a root growing in her chest — told her he could sense her emotions.

Right now, her emotions were a riot.

"So," the Maharaja said. "The Naga has returned."

Takshak's voice rumbled through the hall — not the telepathic whisper but his actual voice, deep and resonant and carrying the weight of centuries. "I felt my lady's presence."

"Meera is not your lady." Arjun's voice was rough. "Tara was your lady."

"I know who my lady is, Arjun of Moray."

A muscle jumped in Arjun's jaw. "She's from Prakash Lok. She can't be Nag-Bandhu."

"And yet she is." Takshak's gold eyes didn't blink. "How that came to be is for human minds to puzzle over. She is my lady now."

Meera turned to him. "What does that mean?" she whispered.

I am your Naga, Lady Meera. I will protect you with my life. No being — human, Gandharva, or otherwise — shall harm you while I draw breath.

That was... intense.

"How are you my Naga when we've never even met?"

I will explain later.

Vikram spoke from the wall. "The kelpie and the unicorns."

"What about them?" Aisha leaned forward.

"She was touched by magic yesterday. A kelpie in the mountain lake attacked her on the way through the Seemant, and the Gandharvas healed her." Vikram looked at Takshak. "That's when you felt her. Yesterday. When the magic of this place first touched her."

Takshak inclined his head toward Vikram. Then he turned back to Meera.

Forgive me, Nag-Bandhu, for not coming sooner. When Tara died, I retreated to the deep lakes. I have been sleeping beneath the mountains for two years, and your presence woke me. Do you want me to destroy the kelpie? I will hunt it and leave its bones at the bottom of the lake as an offering to the water spirits.

"That's really okay," she whispered, patting his arm. "No bones needed."

"Whatever Meera is," Vikram said, "she can't be entirely of our world. Not if she can hear Nagas."

Meera glared at him.

He shrugged.

"My lady's arrival has already reached the court of Raja Devendra," Takshak said aloud. "The Raja is preparing a party to travel north. I will remain with my lady until he arrives."

Arjun sat up. "Meera was born in Prakash Lok. She doesn't belong here, and she's not safe. People are already asking questions about her connection to Tara. She needs to go back with Vikram."

"Lachlan's Brightkin—" Vikram started.

"Stop calling me that," Arjun snapped.

"Fine. My brother's twin from the other world is right about the danger but wrong about the solution. She has a Naga now. She's safer here than she would be driving back to Pune on NH3."

"She's not safe if whoever killed Tara is still in this fortress!"

The words rang through the hall like a struck bell.

Silence.

Aisha gasped.

The Maharaja's face went dark. "That is a rumour," he said, his voice low and dangerous. "A cruel, vile rumour."

It is not a rumour,* Takshak whispered in Meera's mind. *The gruff human is correct.

Queen Padmini rose. "My lord. My lord Takshak. This is a family matter that requires calm discussion, not accusations." She turned to Meera, and her expression softened. "Carys — forgive me. Meera. You are Tara's sister. To see your face again is a happiness I could not have imagined. You will always be welcome in my home."

"Thank you, Rani-ji."

"Raja Devendra is coming. He is Meera's uncle — Tara's father. We should wait until he arrives before any decisions are made." Padmini looked at her husband. "Meera, what do you want?"

It was the first time anyone in this world had asked her that.

"I want to stay," Meera said. "Until my uncle arrives. And I want to find out who killed my sister."

Pratap Singh's jaw clenched. His eyes swept from Meera to Takshak to Vikram to Arjun.

"She stays," he said finally. "Until we have answers."




  
    CHAPTER TWELVE

    
    
  
  Vikram caught her arm outside the hall. Takshak hissed — a deep, vibrating sound that made the stone floor tremble.

Vikram dropped his hand. "Meera, we need to talk."

"Why?" She kept walking, feeling Arjun's eyes burning into her back from somewhere behind them. She hated being the centre of attention, and that throne-room episode had left her shaking.

Added to that, she had a nearly seven-foot-tall Naga in human form at her back, radiating heat like a forge and glowering at everyone with gold slit-pupilled eyes.

"You know why."

She stopped. This was Vikram. Whatever else he was — gruff, infuriating, cryptic — he was the only person in this dimension she could truly relate to. He was from her world. He understood her world.

And he'd been honest with her. Mostly.

"Fine." She looked at Takshak. "It's okay. Vikram is..." She searched for the word. "He's on my side."

"I am on your side." Takshak's gold eyes examined Vikram. "This human was not in Chhaya Lok when Tara died. He has no magic. He is not a suspect."

Vikram stiffened. "Was I being evaluated?"

"Everyone is being evaluated," Meera said. "Get used to it."

They walked out of the fortress and into the cold air. The courtyard was emptying as midday approached — the traders packing their stalls, the guards changing shift, a woman herding a flock of goats through the gate with the efficient irritation of someone who'd done this every day for decades.

Beyond the walls, the valley stretched out — green hills rising to dark forests, and above the forests, the mountains, their peaks lost in the pewter cloud that served as sky.

"Tell me about Tara's murder," Meera said. "Everything you know."

Vikram walked beside her as Takshak strode ahead, his leather-armoured form parting the crowd like a ship's prow through water. People stepped aside. Some bowed. Some simply stared.

"Two years ago. A feast at the fortress celebrating the harvest moon — they have their own calendar here, their own festivals. Tara was seated at the high table with Arjun and the Maharaja. Aisha was there. The Gandharva emissaries were there. Traders from the south. A delegation from Suryanagar."

"What happened?"

"Midway through the feast, Tara collapsed. Aisha was the first to reach her. She described it as sudden — one moment Tara was laughing, the next she was on the floor, convulsing." Vikram's jaw worked. "It took three days for her to die. Three days of fever and delirium and pain."

"And Aisha couldn't identify the cause?"

"She said it looked like a natural fever. A sudden illness. But Tara was the healthiest person in the fortress — she rode every day, trained with the guards, bonded with Takshak regularly. She'd never been sick."

I was not here.* Takshak's voice in her mind was heavy with grief. *I had gone to the deep lakes to tend to my young. I left her, believing she was safe in her own home. If I had been here...

"You couldn't have known," Meera whispered.

I should have known. A Naga protects his Bandhu above all else. I failed.

"Cadell — I mean, Takshak." She corrected herself. "You didn't fail. Someone else did something terrible. That's not your fault."

The Naga said nothing, but she felt a pulse of gratitude through the bond — warm, ancient, vast.

"Who was at the feast?" Meera asked Vikram.

"Everyone. The entire court. Two hundred people."

"That's a lot of suspects."

"It is. But Aisha has a theory — or at least she did two years ago. She thinks the poison was administered through Tara's drink. The wine at the high table was served from a communal pitcher, but Tara always had her own cup — a bronze cup with a serpent motif, her personal drinking vessel."

"So someone tampered with her cup specifically."

"That's Aisha's theory. The cup disappeared after the feast. It was never found."

"Who had access to the cup?"

"Anyone who served at the high table. The kitchen staff, the servers, the Maharaja's household." Vikram paused. "And Aisha herself."

Meera looked at him sharply. "You suspect Aisha?"

"I don't suspect anyone yet. I'm giving you the facts." His eyes were hard. "Aisha is a healer. She had access to Tara's food and drink. She had knowledge of poisons. And she was the first person to examine Tara after she collapsed."

"She's also the person who's been most vocal about Tara being murdered. Why would she draw attention to a crime she committed?"

"To control the investigation. To direct suspicion away from herself."

Meera considered this. "Or because she's genuinely heartbroken and wants justice."

"Could be either. Could be both." Vikram kicked a stone down the path. "Welcome to court politics."



They reached the hilltop above the village where a round stone tower stood — ancient, crumbling, its walls dark with lichen. Takshak examined the tower with interest, then stretched his body in the open air. A shimmer passed over his skin, and the human form dissolved.

In his place, the Naga appeared — not the enormous flying form that had shadowed the courtyard, but something between sizes. Large enough to coil around the tower's base, his emerald scales catching the light, his great hood partially spread, his gold eyes half-closed in something that looked like contentment.

This place is good.* His voice was a warm rumble. *I will rest here. You may examine me if you wish.

She approached him. Up close, his scales were individual works of art — each one the size of her palm, faceted like a gemstone, cool and smooth to the touch. She ran her hand along his flank, and the scales rippled under her fingers like water.

"You're beautiful," she breathed.

You flatter me, Nag-Bandhu. Nagas are built for survival, not beauty.

"False. You're gorgeous and you know it."

A sound came from the Naga that might have been laughter — a low, vibrating hum that she felt in her teeth.

Vikram sat on the stone wall, watching them. "You really can communicate with him."

"It's like..." She searched for the right comparison. "Like having someone on speakerphone in your head. I can hear his thoughts — the ones he directs at me. I can feel his emotions. But I don't think I can talk back to him mentally. I have to speak out loud."

"Seren could communicate both ways," Vikram said.

In time,* Takshak said. *The bond deepens with time. Seren and I were bonded for eighteen years. You and I have been bonded for one day.

"Tell me about Seren's death," Meera said. "From your perspective."

The Naga's great body went still. Then:

I was in the deep lakes — the mountain tarns below the glacier, where my young were hatching. Nagas lay their eggs in the deepest, coldest water. I had been there for three days when I felt the bond break.

"Break?"

Like a root being torn from the earth. One moment she was there — I could feel her heartbeat, her breathing, the warmth of her blood. The next, silence. Absolute silence. As if someone had cut a cord that connected me to the centre of the world.

"And you came back?"

I flew back. It took me half a day. By the time I arrived, she was dead. Her body was in the healing rooms. Aisha was with her.* A pause. *Aisha was crying. I have never seen a human cry as Aisha cried that day.

"Did you sense anything before the bond broke? Any warning?"

No. That is what troubles me. A poison that can kill a Nag-Bandhu without the Naga sensing it — that is not an ordinary poison. That is something designed specifically to sever the bond before it kills.

"Which means whoever made it knew about the Naga bond."

Yes. This was not a crime of opportunity. This was planned by someone who understood the deepest magic of our connection.

Meera felt the hair on the back of her neck rise. "How many people would have that knowledge?"

Very few. The Gandharva healers. The old texts in the library. Perhaps a healer trained in both human and Gandharva medicine.

Like Aisha.

Meera looked at Vikram. He met her eyes, and she could see that he'd been thinking the same thing.

"I need to talk to more people," she said. "Everyone who was at the feast. Everyone who had access to Tara's cup. And I need access to the library — the texts about Naga bonds, about poisons, about whatever magic could do what was done to Tara."

Be careful, Nag-Bandhu. The person who killed Tara is still in this fortress. And you wear her face.

"I know." She rested her hand on Takshak's scales. "That's exactly why I'm staying."




  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN

    
    
  
  Meera was not as confident the next morning.

She'd spent the night in Tara's room — a room that smelled of dried herbs and old books and the faintest ghost of sandalwood — and slept badly, her dreams a jumble of serpents and fire and a woman with her face who kept trying to tell her something but couldn't speak.

Now she sat at the dressing table while Kamla braided her hair, and the reality of what she'd committed to settled over her like a wet blanket.

She wasn't a detective. She was a mythology professor. She was good at research and footnotes and spotting patterns in ancient texts, but that wasn't exactly the same as solving a two-year-old murder in a parallel dimension where the suspects included princes, healers, shapeshifting snake gods, and literal fairies.

"What were you thinking, Meera?" she murmured.

Kamla paused in her braiding. "Did you say something, didi?"

"Just talking to myself."

You are anxious,* Takshak observed from wherever he was — she could feel him on the hilltop, basking in the grey light, his body coiled around the tower. *This is natural. You are in unfamiliar territory.

"Thank you, Captain Obvious," she muttered.

I do not know what that means.

"It means I appreciate the observation."

You are welcome.

A knock at the door.

It was Aisha, wearing a travelling cloak and leather boots, her hair braided back for action. "Good morning. I thought we'd start with the unicorns."

"The unicorns?"

"The Ashwini." Aisha corrected herself with a smile. "That's what they're called here — the Ashwini Kumaras, after the divine horsemen of your mythology. Though calling them horses is a good way to start a diplomatic incident."

Meera remembered something. "You said Tara loved riding with the Ashwini."

"She did. And their leader — Darius, the chief of the local blessing — was one of her closest allies. If anyone noticed something strange before Tara's death, it would be the Ashwini. They see everything."

"Then let's go."



The Ashwini meadow was a clearing in the forest about an hour's walk from the fortress — a wildflower-carpeted opening surrounded by ancient oaks and silver birches, dotted with bright tents that draped between the trees like fabric sails.

And in the clearing, the Ashwini.

They were not horses. Meera had known this intellectually — Ashwini Kumaras, divine horsemen, unicorns in the Western tradition — but seeing them was something else entirely. They were larger than any horse she'd ever seen, their bodies sleek and muscled, their coats ranging from pure white to deep gold to a rich chestnut that caught the light like polished wood. And from each broad forehead rose a single horn — spiralled, luminous, glowing with a faint light that seemed to pulse in time with the creature's breathing.

The clearing was alive with them — adults grazing in the tall grass, foals chasing each other with the reckless joy of children, and here and there, a figure in human form moving among them, their gold foreheads bearing the sigil of the horn.

A little girl spotted them first. She was perhaps five or six, brown-skinned and bright-eyed, with a cloud of curly hair and a gap-toothed grin.

"Didi!" She ran toward them with the confidence of a child who'd never met a stranger she didn't like. "Are you Tara-devi's sister? You look exactly like her!"

Meera knelt. "I'm Meera. What's your name?"

"Zara." The little girl beamed. "My baba saved a lady from a kelpie yesterday. Was that you?"

"It was me." Meera smiled. "Your baba is very brave."

"He's the bravest." Zara turned and shouted across the meadow with a volume that seemed physically impossible from such a small body. "BABA! Tara-devi's sister is here!"

A golden-brown Ashwini — the largest in the clearing — raised its head from the grass. A shimmer passed over its body, and where the unicorn had stood, a man appeared.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, with warm brown skin and hair that fell loose to his waist. He wore only a cream-coloured dhoti, and despite the cold, his skin showed not a single goose bump. On his forehead, where his horn had been, a gold sigil glowed — an intricate spiral pattern that caught the light.

"I am Darius," he said, his voice deep and resonant. "Guardian of the Moray blessing." He studied Meera. "Welcome, Meera of Prakash Lok."

"Thank you for saving my life."

"You saved my daughter's life first." His eyes were warm. "Our blessing owes you a debt. You are welcome among us."

"I need your help," Meera said. "I'm trying to find out what happened to Tara."

Darius's expression shifted — the warmth didn't leave, but something harder settled beneath it, like iron under velvet. "Come. Walk with me."



They walked along the edge of the meadow, Darius in human form, Meera beside him, Aisha trailing a few steps behind. Zara rode on a young Ashwini's back, her laughter carrying over the clearing like birdsong.

"I knew Tara well," Darius said. "She visited the blessing often. She had a gift for healing — not Ashwini healing, but the kind that comes from presence. The foals loved her."

"Did you notice anything strange before her death?"

"No." He frowned. "And that is what troubles me. The blessing is attuned to the land — we feel disturbances in the forest, shifts in magic, the presence of dark intent. We felt nothing before Tara died."

"Which means either the killer masked their intent or—"

"Or the killer was someone we trusted." Darius looked at Meera with ancient eyes. "Someone whose presence was so familiar that we didn't register them as a threat."

"An insider."

"Yes."

Meera thought about this. "How many people were close enough to Tara to be considered insiders?"

Darius counted on his fingers. "Arjun. The Maharaja and his queen. Aisha. Vikram, when he visited. The household staff — Kamla, the cooks, the servers." He paused. "And Regan."

"Who is Regan?"

Aisha answered from behind them, her voice careful. "My aunt. The queen of Suryanagar. She was Tara's stepmother."

"Tara had a stepmother?"

"Raja Devendra remarried after Tara's mother died. Regan is from Dakshin — the southern kingdom. She's a powerful woman with her own interests." Aisha's voice was neutral — too neutral, as if she was working hard to keep her tone flat. "She was at the feast."

"And her relationship with Tara?"

"Complicated." Aisha bit her lip. "Regan was fond of Tara in her own way, but she had a daughter of her own — my cousin Nisha. And Nisha was..." She trailed off.

"Jealous?" Meera suggested.

"Competitive." Aisha chose the word carefully. "Tara was Nag-Bandhu. She had power, prestige, the love of the court. Nisha had none of those things. It created... tension."

Darius's expression darkened. "The Ashwini blessing does not meddle in human politics. But I will tell you this — in the days before the feast, there was a visitor to the fortress. A Gandharva healer from the south, traveling with Regan's entourage. The blessing sensed something wrong about this healer."

"Wrong how?"

"The magic was... twisted. Like a river flowing backward. We warned the fortress guard, but nothing came of it." His jaw tightened. "Two days later, Tara was dead."

Meera's mind was already building the web — connections, suspects, motives. Regan. Nisha. A mysterious Gandharva healer. The missing cup. A poison designed to sever a Naga bond.

"Did the Gandharva healer leave after the feast?"

"Before the feast was over," Darius said. "Left the fortress that evening. We tracked them south, but once they crossed the Suryanagar border, we lost them."

"So they ran."

"They moved quickly. That is all I can say for certain."

Meera turned to Aisha. "Your aunt's Gandharva healer fled the fortress the same night Tara was poisoned?"

Aisha's face was pale. "I... I knew about the healer. I didn't know they left that night."

"Or you didn't want to know."

"That's not fair." Aisha's voice cracked. "Regan is my aunt. She raised my mother. I can't just accuse her without—"

"I'm not accusing anyone yet." Meera held up her hands. "I'm following threads. That's what researchers do."

Well done, Nag-Bandhu.* Takshak's voice was approving. *You think like a serpent — patient, methodical, circling closer.

"I'm going to take that as a compliment," she muttered.

It is the highest compliment a Naga can give.




  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN

    
    
  
  They spent the rest of the day in the fortress library.

Meera had staked out a corner on the second gallery — a desk near the window where the silver light fell cleanly on the pages and she could see both the main floor and the staircase. Old habits from years of library research: always sit where you can see who's coming.

Aisha had gathered everything she could find on Naga bonds, Gandharva poisons, and the history of political assassinations in Chhaya Lok. The stack of texts — scrolls, bound manuscripts, loose pages in faded ink — covered the entire desk and spilled onto the floor.

Meera read for hours.

The Naga-Bandhu bond, she learned, was one of the oldest and most powerful connections in Chhaya Lok. Unlike the Gandharva-human relationships — which were transactional, built on bargains and debts — the Naga bond was organic. It grew like a root system, deepening over years, until the Naga and their human partner were so intertwined that one could feel the other's heartbeat from a hundred miles away.

Severing the bond was supposed to be impossible.

And yet someone had done it.

She found a text — old, written in a script she could barely read, but Aisha translated — that described a theoretical poison called Naag-Visarjan. Serpent Release. A compound that could dissolve the bond between Naga and Bandhu, cutting the connection so quickly that the Naga wouldn't sense the attack until it was too late.

The ingredients were obscure — plants and minerals from the deep south, places Meera had never heard of. But one ingredient caught her eye.

Gandharva blood.

"The poison requires Gandharva blood," she said to Aisha. "That means a Gandharva had to be involved."

Aisha nodded slowly. "The Gandharva healer from Regan's entourage."

"Who fled the fortress the night Tara died."

"Meera, even if that's true, we can't prove Regan ordered it. The healer could have been acting alone."

"Why would a Gandharva healer want to kill a Nag-Bandhu?"

Aisha was quiet for a long time. Then: "Power. The Nag-Bandhu is the most powerful human in the realm. Whoever controls the Naga controls the balance of power between the kingdoms. If Tara was removed..."

"The balance shifts. And whoever fills the vacuum — whoever becomes the next Nag-Bandhu, or whoever controls the court without one — gains enormous power."

"But no one has become Nag-Bandhu since Tara. Takshak retreated to the lakes. The position has been empty for two years."

"Until now." Meera touched her pendant. "Until me."

Aisha stared at her. "You think that's why Takshak came to you? Not just because of the Chhaya-Bandhu bond, but because the realm needs a Nag-Bandhu?"

"I think the realm needs balance. And I think whoever killed Tara didn't plan for her Prakash-Bandhu to show up two years later with the same face and the same connection to the Naga."

Clever,* Takshak murmured. *Very clever.

"We need to find that Gandharva healer," Meera said. "And we need to find out exactly what Regan's role was."

"Finding the healer means going south." Aisha's expression was troubled. "To Suryanagar. Regan's territory."

"Then we go south."

"Meera, you don't understand. Suryanagar is not like Devgarh. It's warmer, yes, but the politics are..." She searched for the word. "Serpentine."

"Appropriate, given the circumstances."

"I'm serious. Regan has been consolidating power for years. She has allies among the Gandharvas, the southern lords, even some of the Ashwini. If she's behind Tara's murder — and I'm not saying she is — then going to her territory is walking into the tiger's mouth."

"I have a Naga."

"Tara had a Naga too. And she still died."

The words landed hard. Meera sat back and stared at the stack of ancient texts, the painted cosmos on the ceiling, the silver light filtering through stone.

"Then we go prepared," she said. "Not as investigators. Not as accusers." She looked at Aisha. "As diplomats. You're from the southern alliance. Your aunt is the queen. You have reason to visit."

"And you?"

"I'm Tara's Prakash-Bandhu, newly arrived in Chhaya Lok, paying my respects to my sister's stepmother." She smiled grimly. "What could be more natural?"

Aisha studied her for a long moment. Then something shifted in her expression — a decision made, a line crossed.

"Tara would have loved this plan," she said. "She always said the best weapon was the one your enemy didn't see coming."

"Then let's be invisible."



That evening, Meera found Vikram in the courtyard, sitting on a stone bench near the forge. The fortress blacksmith had gone for the day, but the coals still glowed, and Vikram was staring at them with the expression of a man who was most at home near fire.

"You're planning something," he said without looking up.

"How did you know?"

"You have that look. The same one you had when you drove across three states to find my brother." He turned to face her. "What are you planning?"

She told him. The Gandharva healer. The Naag-Visarjan poison. Regan. The plan to travel south.

Vikram listened without interrupting. When she finished, he was quiet for a long time.

"You know I can't go with you," he said.

"Why not?"

"Because I have no standing in this world. I'm not from Chhaya Lok. I'm a blacksmith from Himachal Pradesh who crosses dimensions to visit his brother. The courts here tolerate me because of Arjun, but I have no title, no authority, no magic."

"You have common sense, which is more than most people here seem to have."

He almost smiled. "Flattering. But Regan won't be impressed by common sense. She'll be impressed by power — and you have that now, whether you like it or not. You're Nag-Bandhu. Takshak follows you. That makes you one of the most powerful people in this realm."

"I've been here for three days."

"And in three days, you've acquired a Naga, gained the Maharaja's reluctant protection, and started an investigation that no one else had the courage to pursue." He looked at her steadily. "You're not the same woman who drove up to my forge three days ago."

"I'm exactly the same woman. I'm just angrier."

"Anger is useful." He stood. "Take Aisha. Take Takshak. And take this."

He reached into his coat and pulled out a small cloth bundle. Inside was a knife — not the flint blade he'd carried through the gate, but something finer. The handle was carved bone, yellowed with age, and the blade was a metal she didn't recognise — dark, almost black, with a faint shimmer.

"What is this?"

"Nag-dhar. Serpent's edge. It's made from a Naga's shed scale, forged in the deep lakes. One of the very few metals that can harm a Gandharva." He pressed it into her hand. "Tara carried one. She never used it."

The knife was warm in her hand — not body heat but something else, something that pulsed gently against her palm.

"Did you make this?"

"No. Takshak's previous Bandhu made it, generations ago. I found it in a market in Devgarh two years ago. I've been keeping it for..." He paused. "I don't know what I was keeping it for. Now I do."

"Thank you, Vikram."

He nodded once, gruff, uncomfortable with gratitude. Then he turned back to the forge and its dying coals.

"Meera."

She paused.

"Be careful." His voice was rough. "These courts — they're not like anything you've dealt with. Everyone smiles. Everyone is polite. And everyone has a blade behind their back."

"Sounds like the faculty lounge at Fergusson College."

He snorted. "Something like that. But with higher stakes."




  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN

    
    
  
  The journey south took three days.

They travelled by Naga — which was, Meera discovered, nothing like riding a horse and nothing like any mode of transportation she'd ever experienced.

Takshak in his full form was enormous — his body stretched fifty feet from hood to tail, his scales the colour of dark emerald, his eyes burning gold. He moved through the landscape like a river flowing uphill — sinuous, powerful, silent — and on his back, secured in a howdah carved from a single piece of dark wood and lashed to his body with leather straps, Meera and Aisha rode.

The howdah was the Naga equivalent of a coracle — an enclosed cabin with high sides, a cushioned floor, and small windows that let in the wind. It swayed with Takshak's movement, a rolling rhythm that was hypnotic and, for the first hour, deeply nauseating.

"You'll get used to it," Aisha said, handing her a leather flask of water. "The trick is to keep your eyes on the horizon."

"There is no horizon. We're in a forest."

"Then look at the trees. The movement helps."

Meera looked at the trees. The forest of Devgarh gave way to rolling hills, the hills to wide valleys, the valleys to a landscape that was subtly different from anything she'd seen in Chhaya Lok so far. The colours warmed — the greens deepened, the earth turned from grey-brown to red-brown, and the air, which had been mountain-cold in Devgarh, grew warmer with each passing hour.

"Tell me about Suryanagar," Meera said.

"It's the richest kingdom in western Chhaya Lok." Aisha leaned back against the howdah's cushioned wall. "Where Devgarh is mountains and forests and snow, Suryanagar is plains and rivers and heat. They grow things we can't grow in the north — cotton, spices, rice. Their traders are the wealthiest in the realm."

"And Regan rules it?"

"She's queen consort. The Raja of Suryanagar — Raja Vikramaditya — is technically the ruler, but Regan is..." Aisha chose her words carefully. "Regan is the one who makes things happen. Vikramaditya is a scholar. He'd rather be in his library than on his throne. Regan manages the court, the alliances, the trade agreements."

"So she's the real power."

"In all but name."

"And your cousin Nisha?"

"Nisha is Regan's daughter from her first marriage — to a Dakshin lord who died young. She's ambitious, clever, and deeply resentful of Tara's legacy." Aisha's voice was careful, the voice of someone navigating familial loyalty and truth. "She wanted to be special. To have power of her own. Being the stepdaughter of a king and the cousin of a Nag-Bandhu was never enough."

"Did she want to be Nag-Bandhu herself?"

"Humans don't choose the bond. The Naga chooses. But yes — Nisha studied everything she could about the Naga bond. She spent years trying to make herself... attractive to Takshak." Aisha paused. "It didn't work. The bond isn't something you can engineer."

"But if Tara was removed—"

"Then the bond would be broken. The Naga would eventually seek a new Bandhu. And if Nisha had positioned herself correctly..."

"She'd be the obvious choice."

"Except Takshak retreated to the lakes and never chose anyone." Aisha looked at Meera. "Until you."

The howdah swayed as Takshak crested a hill, and the view opened up — a vast river valley stretching to the horizon, the water gleaming like polished silver in the grey light. On the far bank, rising from the plains like a golden dream, was a city.

Suryanagar.

Even from this distance, Meera could see it was beautiful — domed palaces and carved temples, walls of honey-coloured stone, gardens that tumbled in green cascades from terraced hillsides. Banners in gold and white snapped from the highest towers, and the river curved around the city like a protective arm.

"It's beautiful," Meera said.

"It is." Aisha's voice was quiet. "And it's dangerous. Remember what I said — everyone smiles, everyone is polite."

"And everyone has a blade behind their back."

"Vikram told you that."

"He's a perceptive man."

"He's a grumpy man who happens to be right about most things." Aisha squared her shoulders. "We'll arrive by evening. Regan will receive us — she has to. I'm her niece, and you're Tara's Prakash-Bandhu. Protocol demands hospitality."

"What if protocol isn't enough?"

Then I will remind them,* Takshak said in her mind, *that a Naga stands at your side. And that the last person who harmed my Bandhu is the reason I spent two years grieving in the deepest lake in the mountains.

Meera rested her hand on the howdah's wooden rail and watched Suryanagar grow closer. The golden city. The seat of power. The place where, if her theory was right, the conspiracy that killed her sister had been born.

"Let's go meet my stepmother," she said.




  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN

    
    
  
  Suryanagar smelled of turmeric, river mud, and jasmine.

The scent hit Meera before the city did — carried on a warm wind that rolled up from the valley floor as Takshak descended toward the golden walls. After three days of mountain cold and pine resin and the clean, thin air of Devgarh, the warmth was almost obscene. It wrapped around her like a shawl pulled from a dryer, soft and heavy and fragrant.

Takshak landed in a clearing outside the city gates, and the transformation from Naga to man drew a crowd of traders and children who scattered the moment his gold eyes swept across them.

"They fear you," Meera said.

They are wise to fear me. I have not visited Suryanagar in many years, and the last time, I burned a grain storehouse.

"You what?"

It was an accident. Mostly.

Aisha straightened her travelling cloak and stepped forward, her chin lifted in the particular way that Meera was learning meant I am about to perform a role I hate. "I'll announce us. Remember — we are here as family. Nothing more."

"I remember."

The gates of Suryanagar were carved from honey-coloured sandstone, and every surface was covered in relief carvings — battle scenes, harvests, river goddesses with wide hips and flowing hair, and at the very centre of the arch, a sun disc with twelve rays, each ending in a different animal head.

Guards in gold-and-white livery stepped forward. One of them — a young man with a thin moustache and worried eyes — recognised Aisha immediately.

"Lady Aisha!" He bowed deeply. "We were not expecting—"

"I know." Aisha's voice was warm but carried the crisp authority of someone who'd grown up in courts. "I bring Meera of Prakash Lok, Tara's Chhaya-Bandhu, who wishes to pay her respects to Queen Regan and Raja Devendra's household." She paused. "And the Naga Takshak, who accompanies his Bandhu."

The guard's eyes went very wide. He looked at Takshak. Takshak looked back.

The guard bowed again, much more deeply this time, and waved them through.



The palace of Suryanagar was nothing like the grey stone fortress of Devgarh. Where Devgarh was mountain and muscle — thick walls, narrow windows, cold stone — Suryanagar was river and silk. The corridors were wide and airy, with carved jali screens that let in diamond-shaped patterns of light. The floors were polished marble veined with gold, and the walls were covered in frescoes — not the dark, dramatic battle scenes of Devgarh, but lush garden scenes, women bathing in lotus ponds, musicians playing under flowering trees.

Meera's bare feet — she'd left her shoes at the entrance, as was the custom — made soft sounds on the cool marble as they were led through a series of increasingly beautiful rooms.

"This place looks like a Mughal miniature painting came to life," she murmured.

Aisha glanced at her. "What's a Mughal?"

"Never mind."

They were brought to a receiving room that opened onto a balcony overlooking the river. The Narmada — or whatever its Chhaya Lok name was — gleamed like hammered silver in the diffused light, and on the far bank, rice paddies stretched in emerald steps toward distant hills.

And in the centre of the room, on a low divan covered in silk cushions, sat Queen Regan.

Meera had built an image in her mind based on Aisha's descriptions — a cold, calculating woman, sharp-featured, wielding power like a weapon. The reality was both more and less than that.

Regan was beautiful. Not the soft, maternal beauty of Queen Padmini in Devgarh, but something sharper — a face like cut glass, high cheekbones, dark eyes that reflected light without absorbing it. Her hair was black and oiled and pulled back in an elaborate knot studded with gold pins. She wore a deep red silk sari with a gold border so fine it looked like it had been woven by spiders, and at her throat, a necklace of rubies caught the lamplight like drops of blood.

She looked ageless. She could have been thirty-five or fifty-five. Her skin was smooth, her posture regal, and her smile — when it came — was the smile of a woman who had already decided what she thought of you before you entered the room.

"Aisha." The smile widened. "My dear niece."

"Mausi." Aisha touched her aunt's feet in a gesture of respect, and Regan's hand settled on her head in a benediction that looked practised rather than felt.

Then those dark eyes turned to Meera.

"So," Regan said. "Tara's ghost."

The room went still.

"I'm Meera," she said. "Tara's Prakash-Bandhu. Not her ghost."

"Of course." Regan's smile didn't waver. "Forgive an old woman her superstitions. You look so very much like her." She gestured to the divan across from her. "Please, sit. You must be exhausted from the journey."

Meera sat. The silk cushions were absurdly comfortable — the kind of comfort that was itself a weapon, designed to make you relax your guard.

She didn't.

"And the Naga." Regan's eyes found Takshak, who stood behind Meera like a leather-clad mountain. "Takshak. It has been many years."

"Not long enough," Takshak said aloud.

The smile flickered. "Still carrying grudges, I see."

"Nagas do not carry grudges. We carry memories. And my memories of you, Regan, are not pleasant."

The words hung in the air like smoke. Aisha shifted uncomfortably. Regan's smile returned, harder now, more brittle.

"You must be hungry," she said, and clapped her hands twice. Servants appeared — silent, efficient, carrying trays of food that smelled of cardamom, ghee, saffron, and the deep, sweet warmth of jaggery.

"We should eat," Aisha whispered.

"Is it safe?"

"Regan won't poison us in her own receiving room with a Naga standing behind us." Aisha paused. "Probably."



Meera ate carefully — tasting everything, watching Regan's face for the micro-expressions that might betray something. But the queen was a fortress. Her smile never wavered, her composure never cracked, and her conversation was a masterclass in saying absolutely nothing while appearing to say everything.

She asked about Meera's journey. About her life in Prakash Lok. About her work at Fergusson College.

"A professor of mythology," Regan murmured. "How fitting."

"How so?"

"You study the stories humans tell themselves to make sense of the world. And now you find yourself inside one." Regan tilted her head. "Does reality match the stories?"

"The stories never mention how much everything hurts."

Regan laughed — a genuine laugh, brief and sharp. "No. They never do."

A servant entered and whispered something in Regan's ear. Her expression didn't change, but something shifted behind her eyes — a calculation, a decision made.

"Your rooms are prepared," she said. "I'll have Kamini show you to the guest wing. We'll dine together tonight — properly. Raja Vikramaditya will want to meet you."

"And your daughter?" Meera asked. "Nisha?"

Regan's smile tightened imperceptibly. "Nisha is away. She'll return in a few days."

She's lying,* Takshak said in Meera's mind. *The daughter is here. I can smell her.

Meera filed that away.




  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

    
    
  
  The guest rooms were exquisite. A bedroom with a four-poster bed draped in mosquito netting so fine it looked like clouds, a sitting room with a carved rosewood desk and shelves of books, and a private balcony overlooking the river.

Meera stood on the balcony and watched the water. It moved slowly here — not the rushing mountain rivers of Devgarh but a wide, patient flow that carried boats and debris and the reflected light of the sky.

You are thinking, Takshak observed. He was coiled on the roof above her, his scales blending with the honey-coloured stone so perfectly that from the ground he would be invisible.

"I'm thinking about Nisha."

The daughter.

"Aisha said Nisha studied everything she could about the Naga bond. She wanted to be Nag-Bandhu. If Tara was removed, the bond would break, and Nisha could position herself as the next Bandhu." Meera wrapped her arms around herself. "But you retreated to the lakes instead of choosing someone new."

Yes.

"Why?"

A long silence. Then: Because I felt Tara's death in my bones, and the grief was so vast that I could not bear the thought of another bond. I went to the deepest lake in the mountains and slept beneath the ice for two years. The water numbed the pain.

"But you came to me."

You are different. The bond came to me — I did not seek it. When you crossed into Chhaya Lok, the magic recognised you as my Bandhu before I even opened my eyes.* A pause. *It was like hearing a song I had forgotten. The melody was different, but the harmony was the same.

Meera's throat tightened. "Takshak."

Yes, Nag-Bandhu?

"I'm going to find who killed Tara. And I'm going to make sure they answer for it."

I know. That is why I chose to stay awake.

A knock at the door.

Meera crossed the room and opened it to find a girl — perhaps seventeen, dark-skinned, with sharp features and intelligent eyes that moved too quickly, taking in everything.

"You're Nisha," Meera said.

The girl startled. "How did you—"

"You have your mother's eyes."

Nisha's jaw tightened. "Mother said you weren't to be disturbed."

"And yet here you are."

A beat of silence. Then something shifted in Nisha's expression — a decision, quick and fierce. "I need to talk to you. Not here. Meet me at the river ghat at midnight. Come alone."

"Why should I trust you?"

"Because I know who killed Tara." Nisha's voice was barely a whisper. "And it wasn't my mother."

Before Meera could respond, Nisha was gone — her footsteps silent on the marble corridor, her shadow swallowed by the lamplight.

Interesting, Takshak said.

"That's one word for it."



The dinner that evening was an elaborate affair — twelve courses served on silver thalis, each dish more complex than the last. Raja Vikramaditya turned out to be a gentle, scholarly man with wire-rimmed spectacles — an anomaly in Chhaya Lok — and a passion for astronomical charts that he spread across the dinner table between courses, much to Regan's visible irritation.

"You see, the stars here are not the same as in Prakash Lok," he explained, his finger tracing constellations on the chart. "We have the Naga Mandala — there, those seven stars in a serpentine pattern. And the Gandharva's Harp — those five. But the patterns shift. The sky is alive in a way that your sky is not."

"Our sky is alive too," Meera said. "We just measure it differently."

Vikramaditya beamed. "A woman of science! Regan, why didn't you tell me our guest was a woman of science?"

"She's a mythology professor," Regan said flatly.

"Mythology is the poetry of science," Vikramaditya said. "Every myth encodes an observation about the natural world. The Nagas in our stories — they represent the underground rivers, the seismic forces. The Gandharvas — the atmospheric phenomena, the aurora, the way sound behaves differently at altitude."

Meera leaned forward. "You've thought about this."

"I've thought about little else." He removed his spectacles and cleaned them on his shawl. "The tragedy of Chhaya Lok is that we have so much magic that we never needed to develop science. But the tragedy of Prakash Lok is that you have so much science that you forgot the magic."

"Vikramaditya," Regan said, in the tone of a woman who'd heard this particular monologue many times.

"Yes, my queen?"

"Our guest is tired."

"Of course." He replaced his spectacles and smiled at Meera. "We'll continue tomorrow. I want to show you the observatory."

As they rose from dinner, Meera caught Aisha's eye across the table. Aisha gave the smallest shake of her head — a warning. Not here. Not now.

But Meera was already counting the hours until midnight.




  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

    
    
  
  The river ghat was a series of stone steps descending to the water's edge, worn smooth by centuries of feet and floods. At midnight, it was deserted — the boats pulled up and moored, the washerwomen gone, the temples dark.

Meera descended the steps alone. She'd left Takshak on the roof with instructions to watch but not intervene unless she was in physical danger.

I do not like this, he'd said.

"Noted."

If the girl tries to harm you—

"Then you can eat her. But she's seventeen, Takshak. She's not going to eat me."

Seventeen-year-olds are capable of considerable violence. I have seen it.

"So have I. I taught undergrads."

The river was black and silver in the starlight — Chhaya Lok stars, not Prakash Lok stars, but still beautiful in the way that distant light is always beautiful. The water moved with a low, musical sound, and the air smelled of wet stone and lotus and the faint, persistent sweetness of decomposing flowers from the temple upstream.

Nisha was already there, sitting on the lowest step with her feet in the water. She wore a simple kurta and salwar — no jewellery, no ornament, her hair loose around her shoulders. In the starlight, she looked young and scared.

"You came," she said.

"I said I would."

Meera sat beside her, keeping a careful distance. The stone was cold through her clothes.

"Before I tell you anything," Nisha said, "I need you to understand something. My mother is not a good person. She's not evil — not the way people in Devgarh think — but she's not good. She does what she needs to do to survive, and she doesn't care who gets hurt in the process."

"I've met your mother. I can see that."

"But she didn't kill Tara." Nisha turned to face Meera, and in the starlight, her eyes were bright with something that might have been tears. "She wanted to. She talked about it. She planned it. She even brought a Gandharva healer to the fortress who could have done it. But she didn't go through with it."

"Why not?"

"Because at the last moment, she decided the political cost was too high. Killing a Nag-Bandhu would unite every kingdom against whoever did it. If it was ever traced back to Suryanagar, it would mean war."

"So she backed off."

"She backed off. She sent the Gandharva healer away — or she thought she did." Nisha's voice dropped. "But the healer didn't leave. Someone else gave them new orders."

Meera's pulse quickened. "Who?"

Nisha was silent for a long time. The river whispered against the stones.

"My mother had an apprentice," she said finally. "A young woman from the north who came to study magic under her. She was brilliant — more talented than anyone my mother had ever trained. She learned everything my mother knew about poisons, about bonds, about the magic that connects Nagas to their Bandhu."

"What was her name?"

"You already know her." Nisha's voice was barely audible over the water. "It was Aisha."

The world tilted.

Meera's hand went to the stone step, steadying herself. "No."

"Aisha studied under my mother for three years before she went to Devgarh. She was the most gifted mage my mother had ever taught. And she had access to everything — the Gandharva healer, the knowledge of Naag-Visarjan, the relationship with Tara that gave her access to the cup."

"But Aisha loved Tara. She was Tara's best friend."

"Yes." Nisha's voice cracked. "And she loved Arjun. Desperately. Hopelessly. The kind of love that eats you alive."

The pieces fell into place with sickening clarity.

Arjun and Tara. The golden prince and the Nag-Bandhu. Together, they were the most powerful couple in the realm. And Aisha — brilliant, devoted, invisible Aisha — had loved Arjun from the shadows, watching him love another woman, watching him choose Tara every single day.

"You think Aisha poisoned Tara to have Arjun."

"I don't think it. I know it." Nisha reached into her kurta and pulled out a folded paper — old, stained, the ink faded to brown. "I found this in my mother's study two months ago. It's a letter from Aisha to the Gandharva healer. It gives specific instructions about the Naag-Visarjan — the dosage, the timing, the method of delivery through Tara's personal cup."

Meera took the letter. Her hands were shaking.

"Why didn't you show this to someone?"

"To whom?" Nisha's laugh was bitter. "My mother? She'd burn it and deny everything — she doesn't want anyone knowing she trained the person who killed the Nag-Bandhu. The Maharaja? He'd see it as a power play from Suryanagar. Arjun?" Her voice softened. "Arjun would never believe it. He trusts Aisha with his life."

"And Vikram?"

"Vikram is from Prakash Lok. He has no standing here. No one would listen to him." Nisha looked at Meera. "But you — you're the new Nag-Bandhu. You have Takshak. You have the authority to demand a trial. And you're from outside this world, which means you have no political obligations that would stop you from telling the truth."

Meera stared at the letter in her hands. The handwriting was small and precise — a healer's hand. The instructions were clinical, detailed, horrifying.

"She's been with me for days," Meera whispered. "Helping me investigate. Pointing me toward your mother."

"Of course she has. Aisha is brilliant. The best way to control an investigation is to be part of it." Nisha's voice was hard. "She's been steering you away from the truth since the moment you arrived."

The Narmada whispered against the stones. The stars turned overhead. And Meera sat on the ghat with a letter in her hands and the sick, vertiginous feeling of realising that the person she'd trusted most in this world might be the person who'd killed her sister.

Nag-Bandhu.* Takshak's voice was gentle. *Your heart rate has increased significantly.

"I know."

Shall I come down?

"Not yet." She folded the letter carefully and tucked it into her clothes. "Nisha, why are you telling me this? What do you gain?"

Nisha was quiet for a moment. Then: "When I was thirteen, Tara came to Suryanagar for a state visit. She was the most extraordinary person I'd ever met — fierce and kind and powerful and real. She treated me like a person, not a political pawn. She told me that I could be more than my mother's daughter." Nisha's voice broke. "She was the first person who ever said that to me."

"And then she died."

"And I lost the one person in this world who believed in me." Nisha wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "I've spent two years being angry. At my mother. At Aisha. At myself for being too young and too scared to do anything about it." She looked at Meera. "I'm not too young anymore. And I'm done being scared."

Meera looked at this fierce, terrified girl and saw something she recognised — the particular kind of courage that comes from having nothing left to lose.

"Thank you, Nisha."

"Don't thank me." Nisha stood, water dripping from her feet. "Prove it. And be careful — Aisha is more dangerous than you know."

She was gone before the water stilled.




  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN

    
    
  
  Meera didn't sleep.

She lay on the four-poster bed in her exquisite guest room and stared at the ceiling — painted with a mural of the night sky, constellations picked out in gold leaf — and tried to make her brain work in a straight line instead of the panicked spiral it wanted to follow.

The letter. The timing. The motive. The opportunity.

Aisha had been Regan's student. She had knowledge of poisons. She had access to Tara's cup. She loved Arjun.

But.

But Aisha had been the one to raise the alarm about Tara's death. She'd been the one to insist it was murder when everyone else accepted the fever story. She'd been the one to point Meera toward the Naag-Visarjan, toward Regan, toward the Gandharva healer.

Why would a killer draw attention to their own crime?

To control the narrative,* Takshak murmured. *The cross human said the same thing days ago.

Vikram. Vikram had warned her from the beginning — "Aisha is a healer. She had access to Tara's food and drink. She had knowledge of poisons. And she was the first person to examine Tara after she collapsed."

And Meera had dismissed it. Because Aisha was warm. Because Aisha was kind. Because Aisha had cried when she talked about Tara.

But grief and guilt look the same from the outside.

She turned the letter over in her hands. The paper was real — old, stained, the ink faded. The handwriting could be Aisha's, but she'd need to compare it. And Nisha had every reason to frame Aisha — to protect her mother, to redirect blame.

Two suspects. Two stories. Both compelling. Both incomplete.

"Takshak."

Yes, Nag-Bandhu.

"When Tara died — when the bond broke — did you feel anything specific? Not just the absence, but the nature of the breaking. Was it violent? Gradual? Did it feel like poison?"

A long silence. Then: It felt like a root being torn from the earth. Sudden. Complete. But there was something else — a residue. A taste in the bond, like copper and ash. I didn't understand it at the time, but now...

"Now?"

Now I think it was magic. Not Gandharva magic — human magic. The kind that Regan teaches.

"The kind that Aisha learned."

Yes.

Meera closed her eyes. "I need to talk to Vikram."

The cross human is in Devgarh. Three days' journey.

"Then I need to talk to him through you. Can you reach that far?"

I am a Naga, Nag-Bandhu. My mind can reach the deepest lake in the mountains and the farthest peak. I can certainly reach Devgarh.* A pause. *But I cannot speak to the cross human. He is not bonded to me. He has no magic.

"Then reach Arjun. Arjun can relay a message."

Another silence. Then: You want me to contact the prince?

"Yes."

The prince who loved Tara. The prince who may not want to hear that his closest friend killed his wife.

"Yes."

This will cause great pain.

"I know." Meera sat up in the dark room. "But Tara deserves the truth. And Arjun deserves to know who really killed the woman he loved."

Takshak was quiet for a long time. When he spoke again, his voice carried the weight of a creature who had lived for centuries and seen empires rise and fall.

You are braver than Tara was, in some ways. She would have sought proof for years before acting. You have been here a week and you are already shaking the foundations.

"Is that a compliment?"

It is an observation. I will contact the prince at dawn.



Morning came grey and heavy, the diffused light of Chhaya Lok pressing against the palace windows like a hand against glass. Meera dressed in clothes that Kamini had laid out — a deep blue kurta with silver thread-work that was far finer than anything she'd worn in Devgarh — and went to find Aisha.

She found her in the palace garden, sitting on a stone bench surrounded by flowering bushes that Meera couldn't name. The garden was beautiful — manicured paths, carved fountains, peacocks strutting between the hedges — but it had the artificial perfection of a place that was maintained by army rather than love.

"Good morning," Meera said.

Aisha looked up and smiled. "How did you sleep?"

"Badly." This was true. "The bed was too comfortable."

"Suryanagar beds are famous." Aisha patted the bench beside her. "I've been thinking about our investigation."

"So have I."

Meera sat down. A peacock — iridescent blue and green, its tail dragging behind it like a bride's lehenga — strutted past them with the confidence of a creature that knew it was the most beautiful thing in the garden.

"I think we need to talk to the Gandharva healers here," Aisha said. "If anyone knows about the Naag-Visarjan, it would be the southern Gandharvas. Their knowledge of poisons is more advanced than anything we have in Devgarh."

"Good idea." Meera kept her voice neutral. "What's your relationship like with the Gandharvas here?"

"I studied with some of them when I was younger." Aisha's expression was open, guileless. "Before I went to Devgarh. My aunt arranged the training."

"Your aunt Regan?"

"Yes." A slight hesitation. "She has connections with the Gandharva community. It's one of the reasons she's so effective as a political figure — she bridges the human and Gandharva worlds."

Meera nodded slowly. "And when you studied with the Gandharvas — did you learn about poisons?"

"Of course. A healer who doesn't understand poisons can't treat poisoning." Aisha's smile was practical. "Why do you ask?"

"Just building a picture." Meera picked a jasmine flower from the bush beside the bench and rolled it between her fingers. The scent was sweet and heavy, almost narcotic. "Aisha, can I ask you something personal?"

"Of course."

"How do you feel about Arjun?"

The change in Aisha's expression was microscopic — a flicker in the eyes, a tension in the jaw, gone so quickly that if Meera hadn't been watching for it, she would have missed it entirely.

"He's my closest friend," Aisha said carefully. "After Tara, he was the one who..." She trailed off. "He was kind to me when I had no one else."

"Is that all?"

Aisha was quiet for a long moment. Then she looked at Meera with an expression that was half-honest and half-desperate. "What are you really asking me, Meera?"

"I'm asking if you loved him."

The silence that followed was so complete that Meera could hear the peacock's footsteps on the gravel path.

"Everyone loved Arjun," Aisha said finally. "He's easy to love."

"That's not what I asked."

Aisha's hands clenched in her lap. "Yes. I loved him. I've loved him since I was sixteen years old and he smiled at me for the first time." Her voice was steady, but her eyes were bright. "I loved him, and he married my best friend, and I stood beside them at the wedding and smiled and wished them well because that's what you do when you love someone who doesn't love you back."

Meera said nothing.

"But I never — I would never —" Aisha's voice cracked. "If you're asking what I think you're asking, then you need to say it plainly."

"Did you kill Tara?"

The words fell like stones into still water.

Aisha's face went white. Her lips parted but no sound came out. Then her eyes filled with tears — not the controlled, dignified tears of grief but the raw, ugly tears of someone who has been struck in the deepest part of themselves.

"How could you ask me that?" she whispered. "How could you think—"

"Because you had the means. You had the knowledge. You had the motive." Meera's voice was steady even as her heart hammered. "And someone gave me a letter that says you instructed the Gandharva healer on how to prepare the Naag-Visarjan."

Aisha's tears stopped. Her expression shifted from grief to something harder — confusion, then calculation, then a cold, clear fury.

"Show me the letter."

Meera pulled it from her clothes and handed it over. Aisha unfolded it with trembling hands, read it once, twice, three times. Her face cycled through emotions — shock, recognition, anger, and finally something that looked like dark, bitter understanding.

"This is my handwriting," she said.

Meera's stomach dropped.

"But I didn't write this letter." Aisha looked up, and her eyes were blazing. "Someone copied my hand. Look — the strokes are close, but the pressure is wrong. I write with my left hand, Meera. This was written by a right-handed person. The letter leans the wrong direction."

Meera looked. She couldn't tell the difference, but Aisha's certainty was absolute.

"Who gave this to you?" Aisha asked.

"Nisha."

Aisha closed her eyes. When she opened them, something had shifted — the warm, open woman was gone, replaced by someone cooler, sharper, more dangerous.

"Of course it was Nisha," she said softly. "Oh, Nisha. You stupid, clever girl."

"You think Nisha forged the letter?"

"I think Nisha is her mother's daughter." Aisha folded the letter and handed it back. "And I think we've been looking at this from the wrong angle entirely."



CHAPTER TWENTY

They walked along the river that afternoon — Meera, Aisha, and Takshak in human form — while Aisha dismantled everything Meera thought she knew.

"You've been assuming that Tara's murder was about the Naga bond," Aisha said. "That someone killed her to break the bond and create an opening for a new Bandhu. That's the obvious motive, and it's what Nisha wants you to believe because it points either at her mother or at me."

"And that's not the real motive?"

"Think about it." Aisha stopped on the riverbank, her eyes bright with the particular intensity of someone who'd been holding a theory for two years and was finally speaking it aloud. "The Naga bond is powerful, yes. But it's not political. The Nag-Bandhu doesn't rule — she serves. The real power in Chhaya Lok isn't the Naga bond. It's the alliance between Devgarh and Suryanagar."

"The alliance that Arjun and Tara's marriage represented."

"Exactly. Tara's marriage to Arjun united the two most powerful kingdoms in western Chhaya Lok. It created a power bloc that no one — not the Gandharvas, not the southern kingdoms, not anyone — could challenge." Aisha's voice dropped. "But there was a plan. Tara and Arjun were going to leave Devgarh. They were going to give up the throne and move to the south — to a quiet life, away from court politics. Arjun's brother Rory would have taken the throne."

"I didn't know Arjun had another brother."

"Half-brother. From the Maharaja's first marriage. He's a good man but weak — easily manipulated." Aisha's jaw tightened. "If Arjun stepped aside and Rory took the throne, the Devgarh-Suryanagar alliance would collapse. The power would shift. And the person who stood to gain the most from that shift was—"

"Not Regan."

"Not Regan. Regan benefits from the alliance. Her power comes from being queen of Suryanagar, and Suryanagar's power comes from its partnership with Devgarh."

Meera's mind was racing. "Then who?"

"Think about who loses if Devgarh and Suryanagar stay allied. Think about who's been quietly building their own power base while everyone else watches the two big kingdoms."

The southern lords, Takshak said.

"Further south. Past Suryanagar. The kingdom that's been expanding its trade routes, building its military, making alliances with the Gandharva courts." Aisha looked at Meera. "Dakshinapur."

"I've never heard of it."

"You wouldn't have. They've been careful. But Regan's first husband — Nisha's father — was a lord of Dakshinapur. And when he died, his lands and his alliances didn't die with him. They passed to his brother." Aisha paused. "A man named Devraj."

"Let me guess. Devraj wants the Devgarh-Suryanagar alliance to fail."

"Devraj wants Devgarh and Suryanagar to weaken each other so Dakshinapur can fill the vacuum. Killing Tara accomplished two things — it broke the marriage alliance and it removed the Nag-Bandhu, creating instability. The fact that Arjun was devastated and withdrew from politics for two years was a bonus."

"But if Devraj ordered the killing, he'd need someone inside the fortress. Someone with access, knowledge, and a reason to be near Tara."

Aisha nodded slowly. "Someone who was angry. Someone who felt used. Someone who'd been promised power in exchange for a terrible act."

"Nisha."

The name landed between them like a dropped blade.

"Nisha was thirteen when Tara died," Aisha said. "Old enough to tamper with a cup. Young enough to be manipulated by an uncle who promised her that she'd be special — that she'd be the one to fill the power vacuum, that she'd be the new Nag-Bandhu, that she'd finally be more than Regan's forgotten daughter."

"And the Gandharva healer?"

"Sent by Devraj. Not by Regan. Regan's healer was a smokescreen — she was consulting about fertility treatments, of all things. She left before the feast because her work was done." Aisha's expression was grim. "Devraj's agent stayed. And Nisha, who had spent the afternoon helping set up the feast — who had access to the kitchen, the serving trays, the high table — delivered the poison."

Meera sat down on the riverbank. The grass was warm beneath her, and the river moved in its slow, patient way, and the world felt very large and very old and very capable of swallowing one small mythology professor from Pune.

"Can you prove any of this?" she asked.

"Not yet. The letter Nisha gave you — it's a forgery designed to point you at me if you got too close to the truth. The fact that she came to you means she's scared. She knows you're investigating, and she's trying to control the narrative before you find the real evidence."

"What real evidence?"

"The cup." Aisha sat beside her. "The bronze cup that Tara drank from. It disappeared after the feast. Nisha told you it was never found. But I know where it is."

"Where?"

"In the river." Aisha pointed at the Narmada. "I saw Nisha throw it from this very ghat two years ago. The night of the feast, while everyone was panicking about Tara's collapse, I saw Nisha slip out of the fortress with something wrapped in cloth. I followed her to the water. I watched her throw it in."

"And you never told anyone?"

"Because at the time, I didn't understand what I'd seen. Nisha was a child. I thought she was disposing of something personal — a keepsake, a trinket. It wasn't until later, when I realised the cup was missing, that I put the pieces together." Aisha's voice was heavy with self-recrimination. "By then, I had no proof. Just my word against Regan's daughter's. And who would believe me — the healer who couldn't save her best friend — over the queen's own child?"

"Why didn't you tell me this from the beginning?"

"Because I needed you to see it for yourself." Aisha met her eyes. "If I'd told you on the first day that Nisha killed Tara, you would have had no reason to believe me. I needed you to investigate, to follow the threads, to see Regan's involvement and Nisha's manipulation. I needed you to come to me with the forgery so I could show you the truth."

"You used me."

"I guided you." Aisha's expression was fierce. "There's a difference."

Is there? Takshak asked privately.

Meera didn't answer. She was staring at the river, watching the slow current carry leaves and light toward the sea.

"If the cup is in the river," she said, "can we find it?"

"I know roughly where she threw it. The Narmada is deep here, but not too deep for a Naga." Aisha looked at Takshak.

I am already in the water, Takshak said in Meera's mind. She looked up and saw the surface of the river disturb — a vast, sinuous shadow moving beneath the silver water, emerald scales catching the diffused light.

They waited.

Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen.

Then Takshak's great head broke the surface, and in his jaws — delicate as a mother cat carrying a kitten — was a bronze cup, green with patina, encrusted with river mud and two years of sediment.

But unmistakable. A bronze cup with a serpent motif coiling around the rim.

Tara's cup.

Aisha's hands were shaking as she reached for it. "This is it. If there's any residue of the Naag-Visarjan left in the metal, I can identify it. I can prove what was used. And if Devraj's Gandharva made the poison, the signature will be different from anything produced in Devgarh or Suryanagar."

"How long will the analysis take?"

"A day. Maybe two." Aisha cradled the cup like a holy relic. "Meera, this could change everything. If we can prove that the poison came from Dakshinapur, it implicates Devraj. And if Devraj is implicated, Nisha's involvement will unravel."

Meera looked at the cup — green and corroded and fragile, holding the ghost of a dead woman's last drink.

"Then let's get to work," she said.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The analysis took two days.

Two days during which Meera smiled at Regan over breakfast, walked in Suryanagar's gardens with Nisha — who was watching her with the careful attention of a predator unsure whether its prey had been spooked — and spent her evenings with Raja Vikramaditya in his observatory, learning the Chhaya Lok constellations while her mind churned.

Aisha worked in a small room in the palace's healer wing — one of the few places in Suryanagar where a healer could conduct alchemical work without supervision. She'd asked for privacy to prepare medicines for the journey back to Devgarh, and no one had questioned it.

On the second evening, she came to Meera's room after dinner, closed the door behind her, and set the bronze cup on the rosewood desk.

"I have results," she said.

Meera sat on the edge of the bed. "Tell me."

"The residue in the cup is consistent with Naag-Visarjan. The compound has degraded over two years, but the signature components are still identifiable — three specific plant alkaloids and a trace of Gandharva blood." Aisha's expression was clinical, the healer overriding the friend. "The particular combination of alkaloids tells me the plants were sourced from the deep south — species that don't grow north of the Vindhya range. One of them — kala-vish, black poison vine — is endemic to Dakshinapur."

"So the poison came from the south."

"It was made in the south. By someone with access to Dakshinapur's apothecaries and a Gandharva willing to donate blood." Aisha paused. "There's something else. The Gandharva blood in the compound — it has a marker. A magical signature that's unique to the individual. If I can compare it to the Gandharva healers in Devraj's court, I can identify exactly who made the poison."

"Can you do that comparison from here?"

"No. I'd need access to the Gandharva themselves, or to a blood sample." Aisha sat down heavily. "Which means going to Dakshinapur. Or bringing a Gandharva healer from Dakshinapur to us."

"Or..." Meera's mind was working. "Or we could present the evidence we have and demand that the Maharaja of Devgarh convene a formal inquiry. If the evidence is strong enough, the inquiry can compel Dakshinapur to produce their Gandharva healers."

"That would require Maharaja Pratap Singh to accuse a neighbouring kingdom of murdering his daughter-in-law. That's an act of war, Meera."

"It's an act of justice."

"In Chhaya Lok, there isn't always a difference."



They left Suryanagar the next morning, before dawn, while the palace was still dark and the river mist clung to the ghats like a lover unwilling to leave.

Regan saw them off with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. "Come back soon, Meera. Suryanagar's doors are always open to Tara's kin."

"Thank you, Rani-ji."

"And Aisha — don't be a stranger. Your training must continue."

"Of course, Mausi."

She suspects,* Takshak said as they rode away from the golden city on his back, the howdah swaying with his sinuous movement. *She knows something has changed.

"Let her suspect." Meera held the bronze cup, wrapped in cloth, against her chest. "We have what we came for."



The journey back to Devgarh took three days again, but this time, the landscape felt different. Not because it had changed — the hills were still green, the forests still dark, the mountains still cold — but because Meera was different. She'd left Devgarh as a confused mythology professor playing detective. She was returning as someone who held the key to a two-year-old murder in her hands.

On the second day, as they camped in a mountain clearing with Takshak coiled around the perimeter like a living wall, Aisha sat beside the fire and told Meera things she'd been holding back.

"I wasn't entirely honest with you," Aisha said. "About my feelings for Arjun."

Meera looked at her. The firelight danced across Aisha's face, deepening the shadows under her eyes.

"I told you I loved him. That's true. But what I didn't tell you is that Arjun knew." She stared at the flames. "He knew, and he was kind about it, in the way that good men are kind when they can't return your feelings — gently, firmly, with enough affection to keep you close but never enough to give you hope."

"That must have been agonising."

"It was the most painful thing I've ever experienced. Watching him love Tara. Watching them build a life together. And being grateful — genuinely grateful — for their friendship, while something inside me was dying inch by inch." Aisha's voice was steady, but her hands trembled around her cup of chai. "When Tara died, do you know what I felt?"

Meera waited.

"Relief." The word came out like a confession. "For one terrible, shameful second, I felt relief. And then the guilt hit me like a landslide, and I've been buried under it ever since."

"You didn't kill her, Aisha."

"No. But I wanted her gone. Not dead — never dead. Just... gone. Back to the other world, back to wherever she came from. And when she died, a part of me thought: now he'll see me." Aisha's tears fell silently. "He never did. He looked right through me. For two years, he's looked right through me."

Meera reached out and took Aisha's hand. It was cold — even near the fire, even with Takshak's warmth radiating through the camp.

"You're not a bad person for feeling that," Meera said. "You're human."

"I'm a healer who couldn't save her best friend. And the reason I couldn't save her isn't because I lacked skill — it's because the Naag-Visarjan is designed to be untreatable. Whoever made that poison knew that even the best healer in Chhaya Lok wouldn't be able to reverse it." Aisha's grip tightened on Meera's hand. "They didn't just kill Tara. They made sure I'd fail. They weaponised my guilt."

"Devraj."

"Or someone working for him. Someone who understood that a guilty healer would be too paralysed by shame to investigate. Someone who knew that Aisha the heartbroken friend would bury her suspicions rather than face the possibility that she'd missed something."

"But you didn't bury them."

"No." Aisha wiped her eyes. "I just took two years longer than I should have to act on them."



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

They arrived at Devgarh on a grey afternoon, the fortress materialising out of the mountain mist like a stone ghost. The village below was quiet — market day was over, the traders gone, the streets empty except for a few children chasing a mangy dog and an old woman sweeping her doorstep with the resigned patience of someone who knew the dust would be back tomorrow.

Vikram was waiting at the fortress gate.

He looked different from the man who'd sent them off a week ago — darker circles under his eyes, a tension in his shoulders that hadn't been there before. He was leaning against the stone wall with his arms crossed, and when he saw Meera, something in his face shifted. Not relief exactly. More like the face of a man who'd been holding his breath and could finally exhale.

"You're alive," he said.

"Were you worried?"

"No." He fell into step beside her as they entered the courtyard. "But Arjun's been impossible since Takshak contacted him. He's been pacing the battlements for two days like a caged animal."

"Did Takshak tell him everything?"

"Takshak told him that you had information about Tara's murder and that you needed to speak to him urgently." Vikram glanced at the Naga, who was shifting from his human form back to his serpent shape, coiling up the fortress wall toward the tower where he liked to rest. "The Naga didn't give specifics. Just enough to make Arjun lose sleep."

"That was deliberate," Meera said. "I needed Arjun to be ready to listen, not ready to fight."

Vikram looked at her with an expression she couldn't read. "You've changed."

"Have I?"

"A week ago, you were a mythology professor from Kothrud who kept apologising for asking questions. Now you're giving strategic instructions to a Naga." He paused at the entrance to the main hall. "What happened in Suryanagar?"

"I found the cup."

His eyes widened. "Tara's cup?"

Meera pulled the cloth-wrapped bundle from her bag. "Aisha analysed the residue. The poison was Naag-Visarjan, made with plants endemic to Dakshinapur and Gandharva blood from a specific individual."

"Dakshinapur." Vikram's jaw tightened. "Not Regan."

"Regan planned the murder but didn't follow through. The actual killing was orchestrated by Devraj — Nisha's uncle, a lord of Dakshinapur who wants the Devgarh-Suryanagar alliance to collapse."

"And the person who delivered the poison?"

Meera was quiet for a moment. "Nisha."

Vikram stared at her. "Regan's daughter. She was thirteen."

"Old enough to be manipulated. Old enough to tamper with a cup during the feast preparations."

"And young enough that no one would suspect her." Vikram ran a hand over his face. "This is going to destroy Arjun."

"It's going to give him the truth."

"Sometimes the truth and destruction are the same thing." But he stepped aside and held the door open for her. "He's in the war room."



Arjun was standing at the window when she entered — backlit by the pewter light, his hands gripping the stone sill, his body so tense that she could see the muscles in his forearms trembling. He wore a plain dark kurta, no armour, no crown, no weapons. He looked less like a prince and more like a man who'd been flayed.

He turned when he heard her footsteps.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Meera saw his eyes track across her face — looking for Tara, always looking for Tara — and then settle into the recognition of who she actually was.

"You found something," he said.

"I found the truth."

She told him everything. The journey to Suryanagar. Nisha's midnight meeting. The forged letter. Aisha's counter-explanation. The cup from the river. The analysis. The poison from Dakshinapur. Devraj. Nisha.

Arjun listened without interrupting. His face didn't change — not during the revelation about Nisha, not during the description of the Naag-Visarjan, not even when Meera explained that a thirteen-year-old girl had been manipulated into killing his wife.

When she finished, the silence in the war room was absolute.

Then Arjun turned back to the window and put his forehead against the cold stone.

"I taught Nisha to ride," he said. His voice was barely audible. "When she visited the fortress for the first time, she was afraid of horses. Tara asked me to teach her. She was eleven." He closed his eyes. "She called me bhaiya."

Meera's heart clenched.

"Arjun—"

"Don't." He held up a hand without turning around. "I need a moment."

She gave him more than a moment. She gave him the silence of the war room and the grey light and the distant sound of wind against stone, and she watched this man — this prince, this warrior, this broken husband — absorb the knowledge that the child he'd taught to ride had killed the woman he loved.

When he finally turned around, his eyes were dry. But something behind them had changed — a door closed, a decision made.

"What do you need from me?" he asked.

"I need you to convene a formal inquiry. As prince of Devgarh, you have the authority to summon witnesses and demand evidence. We can compel Dakshinapur to produce their Gandharva healers for comparison."

"That's an accusation against a neighbouring kingdom. My father won't agree."

"Your father doesn't have to agree. You're the prince. The murder was of your wife. Under Chhaya Lok law, you have the right to demand justice."

Arjun stared at her. "You've been reading the legal texts."

"Aisha pointed me to the relevant sections." Meera pulled a scroll from her bag — one of the manuscripts she'd found in the library, annotated in Aisha's careful handwriting. "The Right of Spousal Inquiry. It's ancient law, predating the current kingdoms. It gives the surviving spouse the authority to convene an inquiry without royal approval, with the support of a Nag-Bandhu as witness."

"And you're the Nag-Bandhu."

"I am."

Arjun looked at the scroll, then at Meera, then at the window. Outside, the clouds were thickening, the pewter light dimming to slate.

"My father will be furious."

"Your father's fury is temporary. Tara's death is permanent."

Something flickered across Arjun's face — pain, gratitude, admiration, all of it tangled together.

"You're nothing like her," he said quietly. "And everything like her."

"I'll take that as a compliment."

"It was meant as one." He took the scroll from her hands. "I'll convene the inquiry. Three days. That's enough time to send word to Dakshinapur and for Devraj to send representatives." He paused. "If he sends them."

"If he doesn't, it's an admission of guilt."

"Or an act of war." Arjun's expression was grim. "Either way, this ends."



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The three days of preparation were among the most intense of Meera's life.

Arjun sent riders to Dakshinapur with a formal summons — sealed with the Rathore crest and witnessed by Takshak, whose seal was a coiled serpent pressed into green wax that smelled of deep water and old magic. The riders returned in two days with a response: Devraj would send representatives but denied all knowledge of any conspiracy.

Maharaja Pratap Singh was, as predicted, furious. The argument between father and son shook the fortress walls — Meera could hear it from two corridors away, the Maharaja's deep voice and Arjun's steady, implacable replies.

"You risk everything," the Maharaja bellowed. "Everything this family has built."

"I risk nothing that Tara's murderer hasn't already destroyed."

"She's been dead for two years, Arjun!"

"And her killer has been walking free for two years. That ends now."

Queen Padmini intervened — not with words but with presence, standing between husband and son with the particular authority of a woman who had been managing two stubborn men for decades. The argument subsided. The inquiry would proceed.

Meanwhile, Meera worked. She built her case the way she'd build an academic paper — evidence first, then argument, then conclusion. The bronze cup with its residue. Aisha's analysis, documented in meticulous detail. Nisha's forged letter, with Aisha's demonstration that the handwriting was copied by a right-handed person. The testimony of the Ashwini, who had sensed the wrong magic from the Gandharva healer. Darius's account of the healer's flight. The geography of the poison's ingredients.

Vikram helped. He was, it turned out, excellent at organising evidence — his blacksmith's mind worked in sequences, cause and effect, the progression of heat and pressure that turned raw metal into finished blade. He arranged the evidence in chronological order, cross-referenced witnesses, identified gaps.

"You're good at this," Meera said, looking at his neat charts spread across the library table.

"I read a lot of crime fiction," he said. "In Prakash Lok. There's nothing like Agatha Christie for learning how to construct a case."

"You read Agatha Christie?"

"Don't sound so surprised." He added a note to his timeline. "Hercule Poirot is the greatest fictional detective ever created. I will fight you on this."

"I wouldn't dream of arguing." Meera paused. "Vikram."

"Yes?"

"Thank you. For believing me from the beginning. When everyone else was telling me to go home, you brought me here."

He looked at her for a long moment, and in the silver light of the library, his green eyes were very clear.

"I brought you here because you deserved the truth," he said. "About Tara. About this world. About yourself." He looked back at his charts. "And because..." He stopped.

"Because?"

"Nothing." He picked up his pen. "We should focus on the inquiry."

The cross human is hiding something,* Takshak observed from the tower above. *His heart rate increases when he speaks to you.

"I noticed," Meera murmured.

It is not my place to comment on human mating behaviours.

"Then don't."

But I will say that in my experience, humans who deny their feelings tend to express them in catastrophically inconvenient moments.

"Thank you, Takshak. Very helpful."

I am always helpful.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The night before the inquiry, Meera couldn't sleep.

She stood on the balcony of Tara's room — her room now, she supposed, though calling it that still felt like wearing someone else's skin — and watched the stars wheel overhead. The Naga Mandala was visible tonight, its seven stars tracing a serpentine path across the sky, and below it, the smaller constellation that Vikramaditya had called the Scholar's Lamp — three bright stars in a triangle that the astronomers of Suryanagar used to navigate.

She was thinking about home.

Not Devgarh, not Chhaya Lok — home. Pune. Her apartment in Kothrud with its too-small kitchen and its shelf of mythology textbooks and the jasmine plant on the balcony that her neighbour watered when she was away. Fergusson College, where she taught Introduction to World Mythology to students who were half-asleep and wholly uninterested in the archetype of the hero's journey. The PCR test she'd been supposed to take for her medical leave follow-up. Her therapist, Dr. Kulkarni, who would have a field day with "I crossed into a parallel dimension and bonded with a giant serpent deity."

She missed chai. Real chai, made the way her mother used to — boiled not steeped, with cardamom and ginger and too much sugar and the particular flat-bottomed steel glass that kept the temperature exactly right. The chai in Chhaya Lok was good, but it wasn't right. The cardamom was different. The milk was different. Everything was close but not quite, like a song played in the wrong key.

She missed her phone. She missed WhatsApp, the constant comforting buzz of messages — her college group chat where Priya posted memes at 2 AM, the family group where her uncle sent Good Morning messages with rose backgrounds, the one-on-one chat with her therapist that had become her lifeline during the worst months of her depression.

She missed the sound of traffic. The auto-rickshaw horns and the motorcycle engines and the particular Pune soundtrack of someone's radio playing old Hindi film songs at a volume that suggested they'd lost their hearing sometime around 1995.

She was twenty-nine years old, standing on a balcony in a parallel dimension, about to present evidence of a murder to a medieval court, with a five-hundred-year-old telepathic serpent deity as her primary ally.

This was not how sabbatical was supposed to go.

A knock at her door.

It was Arjun.

He stood in the corridor holding a clay cup in both hands, steam curling from its surface. He was wearing a simple white kurta, his hair loose around his shoulders, and in the lamplight he looked younger — less prince, more person.

"I couldn't sleep either," he said. "Kamla told me you were awake." He held out the cup. "I made you chai. It's not... I don't know how they make it in Prakash Lok, but Vikram taught me, and I've been practising."

Meera took the cup. The warmth spread through her cold fingers. She lifted it to her lips and tasted — cardamom, ginger, a hint of black pepper, and the deep sweetness of jaggery instead of sugar.

It was close. Closer than anything she'd had in Chhaya Lok.

"It's good," she said, and meant it.

"May I come in?"

She stepped aside. Arjun entered and stood awkwardly in the centre of Tara's room — the room that had been his wife's, that was now occupied by a woman who wore his dead wife's face.

"I wanted to tell you something," he said. "Before tomorrow."

"Okay."

"When you first arrived, I thought you were her." His voice was low, controlled, the voice of a man who'd spent days rehearsing this speech. "Not rationally — I knew you weren't Tara. But the animal part of my brain, the part that still wakes up reaching for her in the bed, that part thought she'd come back." He swallowed. "And then I looked into your eyes and saw someone completely different. Tara was fire — impulsive, passionate, reckless. You're..." He searched for the word. "You're earth. Steady. Grounded. You ask questions where she charged ahead. You build arguments where she swung swords."

"I'm also terrified most of the time," Meera offered. "In case that helps."

"It does, actually." The ghost of a smile. "Tara was never afraid. It was her greatest strength and her greatest flaw."

"Is that why she died? Because she wasn't afraid of the person who killed her?"

Arjun's smile faded. "Yes. I think so. She trusted everyone. Even people who didn't deserve it."

He looked around the room — at the carved bed, the painted ceiling, the shelf of books and maps that had been Tara's. His eyes lingered on a small painting on the wall — a landscape of impossible colours, mountains that glowed with their own light, a river that flowed upward.

"She painted that," he said. "From memory. She said it was a place she saw in dreams — a place between the two worlds. She called it the Seemant. The threshold."

Meera looked at the painting. The colours were vivid, almost painful — blues and golds and a deep, pulsing violet that seemed to move when she wasn't looking directly at it.

"My mother painted like that," Meera said softly. "Impossible landscapes. Places that couldn't exist."

"Maybe they weren't impossible. Maybe they were real." Arjun turned to face her. "Meera, whatever happens tomorrow — whether the inquiry works or it all falls apart — I want you to know that I'm grateful. Not because you look like her. Because you came. Because you care about a woman you never met, a sister you never knew, enough to risk your life in a world you don't understand."

"She was my sister."

"She was. And you're..." He stopped. His jaw worked. "You're not her replacement. You're not her echo. You're someone new, and that's... that's something I'm still learning to understand."

He set down his own cup on the desk, nodded once — a formal, princely nod that was somehow more intimate than any gesture she'd seen from him — and walked to the door.

"Arjun."

He paused.

"The chai was really good."

The smile this time was real — small and sad and genuine. "Vikram's recipe. Don't tell him I've been practising. He'll be insufferable."



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The inquiry convened at dawn in the Great Hall of Devgarh.

The hall had been transformed overnight. The long tables cleared, the banners lowered, the space reorganised into something resembling a courtroom — a raised dais for the Maharaja, seating arranged in concentric arcs, a central space where the accused and the witnesses would stand.

Maharaja Pratap Singh sat on the dais, his expression carved from the same stone as the fortress. Beside him, Queen Padmini — her face calm, her hands folded, her eyes missing nothing. Arjun stood to his father's right, and Vikram — who had no official standing but whom Arjun had insisted upon as "cultural liaison from Prakash Lok, which sounds official enough" — stood behind him.

The hall was full. Courtiers, soldiers, Gandharva observers in their liquid silks, a delegation of Ashwini in human form — Darius at their centre, his gold forehead sigil catching the lamplight. The fortress staff lined the walls. The village elders had been given seats near the back.

And in the front row, seated with the rigid posture of people who knew they were being watched, were the representatives from Dakshinapur.

There were three of them. A diplomat — a thin, elegant man with oiled hair and a smile that never quite reached his eyes. A legal scholar — a woman with grey-streaked hair and the particular expression of someone who found the proceedings beneath her. And a Gandharva — tall, pale-skinned, sharp-eared, with the distinctive shimmer of magical blood visible in the veins at his temples.

Devraj himself had not come.

"He sends his regrets," the diplomat said, with a bow that was precisely calibrated to show respect without admitting subservience. "The Lord Devraj is unwell. He has sent us with full authority to speak on his behalf."

"Unwell," Vikram muttered behind Meera. "How convenient."

The Maharaja called the inquiry to order. His voice filled the hall — deep, resonant, carrying the weight of a man who had ruled for forty years and intended to rule for forty more.

"We are here to examine the circumstances of the death of Tara, daughter of Raja Devendra, wife of Prince Arjun, Nag-Bandhu of Chhaya Lok." His eyes swept the hall. "This inquiry has been convened under the Right of Spousal Inquiry, an ancient law that grants the surviving spouse the authority to demand truth. The inquiry is witnessed by Meera, Prakash-Bandhu of the Naga Takshak, who stands as guarantor of fair proceedings."

Meera stood. She felt the weight of every eye in the hall — the curiosity, the hostility, the hope. She wore a deep blue sari that Kamla had helped her drape — Tara's colour, Aisha had told her, the colour of the Nag-Bandhu — and at her throat, the silver pendant that had first marked her as Tara's twin.

"I am Meera Sharma," she said, and her voice was steadier than she felt. "Professor of mythology from Pune, Prakash Lok. Prakash-Bandhu of Tara. Nag-Bandhu of Takshak. I present evidence that Tara was murdered by poison — a compound called Naag-Visarjan — administered through her personal drinking cup at the harvest feast two years ago."

The hall was absolutely silent.

"The evidence shows that the poison was manufactured in Dakshinapur, using ingredients endemic to that region and Gandharva blood from a specific individual. The cup was recovered from the River Narmada near the Suryanagar ghat, where it was disposed of on the night of the feast."

She held up the cup — green with patina, the serpent motif still visible beneath the corrosion. A murmur ran through the hall.

"I further present evidence that the conspiracy to kill Tara was orchestrated by Lord Devraj of Dakshinapur, who sought to destabilise the Devgarh-Suryanagar alliance for political advantage."

The diplomat from Dakshinapur rose to his feet. "This is outrageous. Lord Devraj is a loyal ally of both kingdoms. These accusations are baseless—"

"The evidence is not baseless." Aisha stepped forward, carrying a leather folder of documents — her analysis, her notes, the detailed breakdown of the poison's composition. "I am Aisha, healer of Devgarh, trained in both human and Gandharva medicine. I have conducted a full alchemical analysis of the residue in this cup. The results are documented here, and I am prepared to testify to their accuracy."

The legal scholar from Dakshinapur stood. "Any evidence obtained without proper authorisation is inadmissible under—"

"Under the Right of Spousal Inquiry, evidence obtained by the surviving spouse or their designated investigators is admissible without prior authorisation." Arjun's voice cut across the hall. "Paragraph seven, subsection three. I checked."

"You've been reading legal texts?" Vikram murmured.

"I've been busy."

The inquiry proceeded. Meera presented her evidence methodically — the cup, the analysis, the geography of the poison's ingredients, the testimony of the Ashwini about the Gandharva healer, Darius's account of the healer's flight.

The Dakshinapur delegation objected to everything. The diplomat spoke in smooth, measured tones. The legal scholar cited precedent after precedent. The Gandharva sat in silence, his expression unreadable.

But the evidence was solid. Meera had built her case the way she'd built academic papers — every claim supported, every counter-argument anticipated, every gap in the evidence acknowledged and addressed.

The hall listened. The courtiers murmured. The Gandharva observers exchanged glances.

And then Meera played her final card.

"I request that the Gandharva representative from Dakshinapur submit to a blood comparison," she said. "The Naag-Visarjan in the cup contains a Gandharva blood signature that is unique to the individual who contributed it. If the representative has nothing to hide, the comparison will exonerate him."

The Gandharva's expression changed for the first time — a flicker of something that might have been fear.

The diplomat rose. "This is unprecedented—"

"It is unprecedented because no one has ever recovered the murder weapon before," Meera said. "The cup was supposed to disappear. The evidence was supposed to be destroyed. But it wasn't. And now we have the opportunity to identify not just the method of murder, but the specific individual who made the weapon."

The hall erupted.

The Maharaja called for order. The diplomat demanded a recess. The legal scholar cited seventeen more precedents. The Gandharva stood, his face pale, his hands trembling.

And then Arjun spoke.

"We will have the comparison," he said, and his voice carried the quiet authority of a man who was done asking permission. "The Gandharva representative will submit to the test, or Dakshinapur will be considered in obstruction of the Right of Spousal Inquiry. The consequences of obstruction are clear."

The diplomat looked at the Gandharva. The Gandharva looked at the floor.

And then, in the silence that followed, the Gandharva ran.

He bolted for the door — fast, inhumanly fast, his body blurring as Gandharva magic propelled him toward the exit. The courtiers scattered. The guards drew their weapons. The hall descended into chaos.

The Gandharva made it three steps.

Then the air split with a sound like the world cracking open, and Takshak — who had been coiled on the roof, invisible, waiting — dropped through the skylight in full serpent form, his massive body blocking the exit, his hood spread wide, his gold eyes blazing.

The Gandharva skidded to a halt, staring up at fifty feet of enraged Naga.

Sit down, Takshak said, and his voice — his real voice, the one that carried the weight of centuries — echoed through the hall like thunder.

The Gandharva sat down.

The hall was silent.

The Maharaja, to his credit, recovered first. "The comparison will proceed," he said, in the tone of a man who had just watched a Naga drop through his ceiling and was determined not to show how impressed he was. "Healer Aisha, please conduct the test."



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The blood matched.

Aisha performed the comparison in the centre of the Great Hall, with every eye in Devgarh watching. She drew a small vial of the Gandharva's blood — the creature too terrified of Takshak to resist — and set it beside the residue from the cup. Then she placed her hands over both samples, closed her eyes, and whispered three words in a language Meera didn't recognise.

The reaction was immediate. Both samples glowed the same shade of pale gold — identical signatures, identical resonance. The hall saw it. The diplomat saw it. The legal scholar, who had been reaching for another precedent, closed her mouth.

"The blood in the poison matches the blood of this Gandharva," Aisha said, her voice carrying to every corner of the hall. "The individual who made the Naag-Visarjan that killed Tara is sitting in this room."

The Gandharva began to weep.

It wasn't the weeping of remorse — it was the raw, animal terror of a creature who knew its life was over. The gold shimmer in his temples flickered and died. His hands shook so violently that the chains the guards had placed on his wrists rattled against the stone floor.

"I was ordered," he gasped. "Lord Devraj — he commanded me. I had no choice. You don't refuse a lord of Dakshinapur. Not if you want to live."

The diplomat stood. "This testimony is coerced—"

"Sit down," the Maharaja said, and this time there was no warmth in his voice. None at all. "Your man has confessed. Your lord is accused. And you will tell me everything you know, or you will join the Gandharva in the cells beneath this fortress."

The diplomat sat down. He looked like a man watching his career — and possibly his life — slide into a chasm.



The confession took three hours.

The Gandharva — his name was Manu — told them everything. How Devraj had recruited him with promises of land and titles. How he'd been brought to the fortress disguised as part of Regan's entourage. How Regan herself had been kept in the dark about the final plan — she'd commissioned the Gandharva for fertility consultations, and Devraj had piggy-backed his assassin onto her legitimate request.

How Nisha — thirteen years old, desperate for her uncle's approval, convinced she'd been promised the Nag-Bandhu bond — had been the one to pour the poisoned wine into Tara's cup.

"She didn't know what she was doing," Manu said, and his voice was wretched. "She thought it would make Tara sleep. That's what Devraj told her. That the potion would make Tara sleep, and when she woke, the Naga bond would be broken, and Nisha could claim it."

"But the potion killed her," Meera said.

"It was designed to kill." Manu couldn't meet anyone's eyes. "The Naag-Visarjan is always fatal. There is no sleeping version. Lord Devraj lied to the girl."

The hall was silent.

Arjun stood by the window, his back to the room, his hands gripping the stone sill. He hadn't spoken in over an hour.

Vikram was beside Meera, his hand on her elbow — a gesture so subtle that no one else would have noticed it, but she felt the warmth of his fingers through her sleeve like a brand.

"What happens now?" Meera asked.

The Maharaja's face was a mask of controlled fury. "Messengers will ride to Dakshinapur. Lord Devraj will be summoned to face justice. If he refuses—" The old man's jaw tightened. "Then we discuss other options."

"And Nisha?"

"Nisha is a child who was manipulated by a powerful man." The Maharaja's voice softened fractionally. "But she killed a member of this house. That cannot go unanswered."

"She's in Suryanagar," Aisha said quietly. "Under her mother's protection."

"Regan will hand her over," the Maharaja said. "Or Regan will answer for obstruction."



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

That night, Meera found Vikram on the battlements.

The fortress was still buzzing with the aftermath of the inquiry — guards doubling their patrols, messengers riding hard toward the south, courtiers whispering in every corridor. But the battlements were quiet, and Vikram was sitting on the stone wall with his legs dangling over a drop that would kill a normal person.

"You're going to fall," Meera said.

"I've been sitting on walls since I was a kid. My mother used to yell at me from the kitchen window." He didn't turn around. "In Nigdi. Our flat was on the third floor, and there was a ledge outside my bedroom window. I used to sit there and read. My mother said I'd break my neck."

"Your mother sounds sensible."

"She is. She also sends me WhatsApp forwards about the benefits of turmeric milk." He finally looked at her. "Meera."

"Yes?"

"I need to tell you something."

She sat beside him. Not on the wall — she wasn't suicidal — but on the stone bench that ran along the parapet. The night air was cold, and she could smell pine and woodsmoke and the faint, clean scent of mountain snow.

"Tell me."

"When I first came to Chhaya Lok, I was running away." His voice was low, steady, the voice of a man who'd rehearsed this conversation in his head a hundred times. "I'd finished my engineering degree. Got a job at an IT company in Hinjawadi. Good salary, air-conditioned office, free lunch. My parents were thrilled. My extended family was thrilled. Every uncle at every family function shook my hand and said, Vikram, beta, you've made it."

"And you hated it."

"I wanted to die." The words came out flat, factual, stripped of drama. "Not in the dramatic way. Not standing-on-a-bridge. But in the quiet way — the one where you go to sleep every night hoping you don't wake up. Where every morning is a negotiation with yourself to get out of bed. Where you shower and dress and commute and sit at a desk and write code for an app that helps people order groceries faster and you think: Is this really all there is?"

Meera's throat tightened. She knew that feeling. She'd lived in that feeling for the better part of a year.

"And then I found the gate." Vikram's eyes were fixed on the horizon — the dark line where the mountains met the sky. "In the Western Ghats, near Lonavala. I was on a trek — one of those corporate team-building things — and I wandered off the trail. Found a cave. Walked through it. And came out here."

"That simple?"

"That simple. One minute I was in Maharashtra, the next I was in a forest that smelled like no forest I'd ever been in. And there was a man — Arjun's father, as it turned out — who looked at me and said, You're from the other side, aren't you?" Vikram smiled. "He didn't seem surprised. Apparently, people from Prakash Lok cross over every few decades. There are stories. Legends."

"So you stayed."

"I stayed because for the first time in my life, I felt useful. Not in the complete-your-deliverables-by-Friday way. In the you-have-skills-that-matter-here way. I could build things. Fix things. I understood mechanics and metallurgy and basic chemistry in a way that seemed like magic to people here." He paused. "And I stayed because I found a friend."

"Arjun."

"Arjun and Tara. They took me in. Gave me a workshop. Let me build things. Tara used to come to the forge and sit on the anvil and talk to me for hours — about Prakash Lok, about mythology, about the differences between the worlds. She missed home. I missed home. We were two Pune kids stuck in a fantasy novel."

"You loved her."

The silence that followed was so long that the stars seemed to move.

"Not the way Arjun loved her," Vikram said finally. "Not romantically. But yes. I loved her. She was the closest thing I had to family in this world." He looked at Meera. "And then she died, and I couldn't save her, and I've spent two years blaming myself for not seeing what was happening."

"You couldn't have known."

"I should have been paying attention. I was her friend. I should have noticed that something was wrong — that the feast was wrong, that the cup was wrong, that something was wrong." His voice cracked. "Instead, I was in my forge, working on a sword. A sword. While my best friend was dying in the next room."

Meera reached out and put her hand on his.

He went still. Not the stillness of surprise, but the stillness of a man who'd been waiting for exactly this and was afraid that moving would break it.

"You're not responsible for Tara's death," Meera said. "Devraj is. Nisha is. The Gandharva who made the poison is. But you — you brought me here. You gave me the chance to find the truth. And because of you, Tara's killer will face justice."

"Because of you," he corrected. "I just opened the door."

"And I walked through it. That's how it works." She squeezed his hand. "That's how all of this works. Someone opens a door. Someone else walks through it. And then we're somewhere new."

He turned his hand over so their palms were touching. His skin was rough — a blacksmith's hand, calloused from hammers and heat — and warm despite the cold air.

"Meera."

"Yes?"

"I'm going to do something that is probably very stupid."

"Okay."

He kissed her.

It wasn't like any kiss she'd had in Prakash Lok — not the fumbling college kisses of her early twenties, not the careful, performative kisses of the one serious relationship that had ended badly. This was a kiss that tasted of cold air and woodsmoke and something deeper — the metallic tang of the forge, the sweetness of the apple wine they'd had at dinner, and underneath all of it, the particular flavour of a man who'd been waiting.

His free hand came up to cradle the back of her head, fingers threading through her hair. She felt the calluses on his palm against her scalp, the warmth of his breath on her face, the way his heartbeat — which she could feel through his wrist where her hand still held his — accelerated from steady to racing.

She kissed him back.

Not gently. Not carefully. She kissed him the way you kiss someone when you've been watching them for days and cataloguing every detail — the way he tilted his head when he was thinking, the way he rolled up his sleeves before working, the way his green eyes went dark when he was angry and bright when he was amused. She'd been mapping him without knowing it, and now her body was following the map.

He made a sound — low, raw, involuntary — and pulled her closer. The stone bench pressed against the backs of her thighs. His arm went around her waist, and she felt the strength of him — not the refined, princely strength of Arjun but something rougher, more elemental, the strength of a man who worked with his hands and didn't apologise for it.

"We should stop," he said against her mouth.

"Probably."

Neither of them stopped.

His hand slid down from her hair to the curve of her neck, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw, his fingers finding the pulse point below her ear. She shivered — not from the cold.

"You're shaking," he murmured.

"I'm not cold."

"I know." He pulled back just enough to look at her. In the starlight, his eyes were dark — almost black — and the expression on his face was something she'd never seen before. Not desire exactly, though desire was part of it. Something more vulnerable. More dangerous.

"I've wanted to do that since the day you walked into my forge and told me you were from Kothrud," he said.

"I've wanted to do that since the day you made me chai in a steel glass and it tasted like home."

He laughed — a real laugh, surprised and warm. "That was the second day."

"I know."

"So you've been thinking about kissing me for—"

"Don't do the math. It's embarrassing."

He kissed her forehead, then her temple, then the corner of her mouth. Each kiss was deliberate, unhurried, as if he was memorising the geography of her face.

"This is complicated," he said.

"Everything about my life is complicated. I have a telepathic serpent deity living on my roof."

I am not on your roof at this moment,* Takshak interjected. *I am three towers away, giving you privacy. You're welcome.

"Oh god," Meera said. "He can hear us."

"The Naga?" Vikram's face went slightly pale.

I can hear everything. The cross human's heartbeat is currently at one hundred and forty-two beats per minute. This is elevated.

"Please stop monitoring his vital signs."

As you wish, Nag-Bandhu.

Vikram stared at the roof. "He was listening the whole time?"

"He's always listening. He's a five-hundred-year-old psychic serpent. Privacy is not really his thing."

Vikram ran a hand over his face. "Right. That's... right." He looked back at her, and something in his expression shifted from embarrassment to tenderness. "I don't care."

"You don't care that a giant telepathic snake heard you kissing me?"

"I don't care about any of it. The Naga. The politics. The inquiry. Any of it." He took her hand again. "I care about you. I've cared about you since you stood in my forge and looked at the fire and said, It smells like the chai stall near Fergusson College. Because that's exactly what I thought the first time I lit that forge, and nobody — in two years in this world — nobody else had ever said it."

Meera leaned her forehead against his shoulder. He smelled of metal and woodsmoke and the sandalwood soap that the fortress servants provided. His arm tightened around her, and for a moment — one brief, luminous moment — the murder and the mystery and the politics and the parallel dimension all fell away, and she was just a woman from Pune, leaning against a man from Nigdi, on a cold night in a place that shouldn't exist.

"We have a lot to figure out," she said.

"We do."

"And I have a murder trial to finish."

"You do."

"And I still don't know how to get home."

"I know." He pressed his lips to the top of her head. "But right now, just for a moment, can we not figure anything out?"

She closed her eyes. "Yes."

They sat on the battlements until the stars wheeled overhead and the cold crept into their bones and Takshak — who had, despite his promises, been monitoring the entire exchange — gently said in her mind: You should sleep, Nag-Bandhu. Tomorrow will be difficult.

He was right. But she didn't move for another ten minutes.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The messengers returned from Dakshinapur on the third day.

They did not bring Devraj.

They brought his army.



Meera was in the library with Vikram when the horns sounded — three deep, bone-shaking blasts that rattled the windows and sent the candle flames dancing.

"What is that?" Meera grabbed the edge of the table.

Vikram was already on his feet, his face white. "War horns. That's the alarm for an approaching force." He grabbed her hand. "Come on."

They ran through the corridors — past servants who were bolting windows, past guards strapping on bronze armour, past Kamla who was carrying Queen Padmini's jewellery box toward the inner keep — and climbed the spiral stairs to the battlements.

What Meera saw from the top of the wall stopped her heart.

The valley below Devgarh was filling with soldiers. Not a few — not a company or a patrol — but a sea of them, spreading across the meadows and the forest edge like a dark tide. Banners flew — deep red and gold, the colours of Dakshinapur, and among them, mounted on massive horses, were warriors in black armour that gleamed like obsidian.

"How many?" Meera breathed.

"Thousands." Vikram's voice was flat. "He wasn't sending representatives. He was buying time to march his army north."

"The diplomat—"

"Was a delay tactic. While we were conducting our polite little inquiry, Devraj was mobilising." Vikram's jaw tightened. "He knew the evidence would convict him. He decided to fight instead of face justice."

Arjun appeared on the battlements, fully armoured — bronze and leather, a curved sword at his hip, his hair bound back. He looked like a different person from the man who'd brought her chai. He looked like what he was: a warrior prince preparing for war.

"Vikram," he said. "The forge. I need every blade you have."

"Already on it." Vikram squeezed Meera's hand once, hard, and then he was gone — running down the stairs toward his workshop, shouting orders to his apprentices.

"Meera." Arjun turned to her. "You need to go to the inner keep."

"No."

"This isn't a discussion."

"You're right. It's not." Meera pulled herself to her full height, which was not particularly impressive, but the blue fire in her eyes was. "I'm the Nag-Bandhu. I have a fifty-foot telepathic serpent god at my disposal. I'm not hiding in a basement while people die."

Arjun stared at her. For a moment, she saw something flicker across his face — the ghost of another woman, another defiance, another argument he'd lost.

"Tara said the same thing," he murmured. "The day before she died."

"And she was right then too."

Arjun closed his eyes. When he opened them, the prince was back — controlled, decisive, already three moves ahead.

"Takshak." He looked at the sky. "Can you hear me?"

The air thrummed. The stones beneath their feet vibrated. And then a shadow blotted out the pewter sky as Takshak rose from behind the fortress, his full serpent form unfurling against the clouds — fifty feet of emerald scales and golden eyes and a hood spread wide enough to shade the entire battlement.

I have been waiting, Takshak said, and his voice — heard by everyone on the wall, not just Meera — carried the deep, resonant satisfaction of a creature who had not fought in two years and had been quietly going mad with boredom.

"We need you," Arjun said.

You have always needed me. You are only now wise enough to say it.

Despite everything — the army in the valley, the terror in her chest, the sick certainty that people were about to die — Meera almost smiled.



The battle of Devgarh lasted three hours.

It should have lasted longer. Devraj's army was larger, better equipped, and had the element of surprise. But Devraj had made a miscalculation — a fatal one.

He had forgotten about the Ashwini.

Darius and his people had been watching from the forest since the army appeared. The Ashwini — unicorns in their true form, warriors in their human form — emerged from the trees on the army's flank with a sound like a thunderclap. Their charge scattered Devraj's cavalry and drove a wedge into his formation that never closed.

And then there was Takshak.

Meera had seen him in his serpent form before — coiled on rooftops, swimming in rivers, carrying her in the howdah. She'd known, intellectually, that he was a creature of war, a being older than the kingdoms themselves.

She had not understood what that meant.

Takshak moved through the battlefield like a natural disaster. He didn't breathe fire — he didn't need to. His body was the weapon — coiling around formations of soldiers and scattering them, his hood spread wide creating gusts of wind that knocked cavalry from their horses, his tail sweeping through ranks of infantry like a scythe through wheat.

And his voice.

When Takshak spoke on the battlefield — not the quiet mental whisper he used with Meera, but the full, unleashed voice of a five-hundred-year-old Naga — the sound was a physical force. Soldiers dropped their weapons and covered their ears. Horses reared and bolted. The very air seemed to compress, and the ground shook as if the earth itself was afraid.

YIELD, he said, and the word hit the battlefield like a wave.

Half of Devraj's army threw down their weapons on the spot.

The other half fought on — the black-armoured elite, Devraj's personal guard, men who had been promised kingdoms and titles and who were too deep in their lord's conspiracy to surrender. They fought with the desperation of people who knew that defeat meant execution.

Arjun led the countercharge. He and his soldiers poured from the fortress gates and hit the remaining force from the front while the Ashwini held the flanks and Takshak dominated the sky.

Meera watched from the battlements, her hands gripping the stone, her heart in her throat.

"He's good," she said to no one in particular, watching Arjun cut through the enemy line with a fluidity that made combat look like dance.

"He's the best swordsman in Chhaya Lok," said a voice behind her.

She turned. Queen Padmini stood on the battlement, wrapped in a shawl, her face calm as she watched her son fight.

"You should be in the keep," Meera said.

"So should you." The queen didn't take her eyes off the battle. "My son is fighting for your cause. The least I can do is watch."

"It's not my cause. It's Tara's."

"Tara is dead." Padmini's voice was gentle but firm. "This is your cause now. You brought the truth. You forced the inquiry. And now—" She gestured at the valley. "Now the consequences of truth are playing out below us."

"People are dying because of what I did."

"People are dying because of what Devraj did." Padmini finally looked at Meera, and her eyes — the same deep brown as Arjun's — were fierce. "Never confuse the person who reveals evil with the person who committed it."



By the third hour, it was over.

Devraj's elite guard broke when Takshak coiled around their last formation and Arjun's cavalry hit them from behind. The survivors surrendered. The dead lay in the meadow below the fortress like scattered dolls, and the snow on the mountains was tinted pink by the reflected light of fires in the valley.

Devraj himself was not among the dead or the captured.

"He wasn't here," Arjun said, removing his helmet on the battlement. His face was spattered with blood — none of it his own — and his hands were still trembling with the aftershock of combat. "He sent his army but stayed in Dakshinapur. Coward."

"Or strategist," Vikram said. He'd come up from the forge, his arms streaked with soot, a hammer still in his hand. "If his army wins, he claims victory. If his army loses, he claims he had no knowledge of their actions."

"Either way, he's exposed." Meera looked at the valley. "Half his army just witnessed Takshak. The Gandharva confessed in front of the entire court. The diplomatic delegation heard everything. Devraj can deny all he wants — the truth is out."

"Truth and power are different things," Arjun said. "Devraj still has Dakshinapur. He still has resources. He still has allies."

"But he doesn't have Nisha anymore." Aisha appeared on the battlements, her healer's bag over her shoulder, her hands stained with blood from tending the wounded. "If we can get to Nisha before her uncle does, she can testify against him. She was his instrument — she knows everything."

"Nisha is in Suryanagar," Meera said. "Under Regan's protection."

"Regan won't protect her once she learns the full truth." Aisha's expression was complicated — anger and pity and something that might have been understanding. "Regan is many things, but she loved Tara in her own way. When she learns that her own daughter — manipulated by Devraj — was the one who delivered the poison... Regan will hand Nisha over. Not out of justice. Out of fury."

"Then we go to Suryanagar," Meera said. "Again."

"Not we." Arjun's voice was firm. "I go. With my soldiers. As prince of Devgarh, demanding the surrender of a suspect in the murder of my wife." He looked at Meera. "You've done enough. More than enough."

"Arjun—"

"You're the Nag-Bandhu. You're the one who found the truth. But you're also from Prakash Lok, and this world has nearly killed you three times in two weeks." His expression softened. "Stay. Rest. Let me do the part that requires a sword."

Meera wanted to argue. Every instinct in her body wanted to argue. But she looked at Arjun's face — tired, bloody, resolute — and saw something she recognised. Not a man trying to protect a fragile woman. A man trying to protect a friend.

"Okay," she said. "But take Vikram."

Both men looked at her.

"He knows both worlds. He can translate — not just language, but thinking. If things go sideways with Regan, you'll need someone who understands how politics works in both dimensions."

Arjun looked at Vikram. Vikram looked at Arjun. Something passed between them — the wordless communication of men who'd known each other for years.

"The cross human can come," Arjun said.

"Stop calling me that," Vikram said.

"Never."



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

They left at dawn the next morning — Arjun with a company of thirty soldiers, Vikram on horseback looking distinctly uncomfortable, and Takshak flying overhead as escort.

Meera watched them go from the battlements. The morning light — the pewter light of Chhaya Lok, which she was beginning to think of as beautiful rather than oppressive — gilded the retreating column as they wound down the mountain path.

"You didn't go with them." Aisha appeared beside her.

"Arjun asked me to stay."

"And you listened?" Aisha raised an eyebrow. "That's unlike you."

"Maybe I'm learning when to fight and when to let someone else do the fighting."

"That's very wise." Aisha looked at her. "It's also very boring. Come on. I have something to show you."

Aisha led her through the fortress to a part Meera hadn't seen before — a lower level, beneath the main hall, accessible through a narrow staircase that spiralled down into darkness.

"Where are we going?"

"The archives." Aisha lit a torch from a sconce on the wall. "I've been thinking about what you told me — about Tara's painting. The one of the Seemant. The threshold between worlds."

"What about it?"

"Tara was obsessed with the Seemant in the last months of her life. She believed it was a real place — not a metaphor, not a myth, but a physical space between Prakash Lok and Chhaya Lok where the rules of both worlds break down." Aisha's torch cast dancing shadows on the stone walls. "She was researching it. She'd found references in old texts — pre-Pact writings, before the Nagas and Gandharvas and Ashwini formed the treaty that created the current balance of power."

They reached the bottom of the stairs. The archive was vast — a stone chamber lined with shelves that stretched into darkness, filled with scrolls and bound books and clay tablets covered in writing that looked older than language.

"Why are you showing me this?"

"Because you're the Nag-Bandhu. Because you're from Prakash Lok. And because I think Tara was right." Aisha pulled a scroll from a high shelf — old, brittle, wrapped in silk. "This is the oldest document in the archives. Written before the founding of Devgarh. It describes the Seemant as a place where the dead can be spoken to — not resurrected, not brought back, but heard."

"Spoken to?" Meera's breath caught.

"The text says that a Nag-Bandhu — specifically a Nag-Bandhu from Prakash Lok, someone who carries both worlds in their blood — can access the Seemant through a ritual." Aisha unrolled the scroll carefully. The writing was in an old script that Meera couldn't read, but the illustrations were clear — a woman standing between two glowing portals, a serpent coiled at her feet, and above her, faces emerging from a shimmering veil.

"You could talk to Tara," Aisha whispered. "You could hear her. Ask her what she knew. Find out if there are things she discovered that died with her."

Meera stared at the scroll. The woman in the illustration looked like her. Like Tara. Like the face that belonged to two worlds.

"This could also be incredibly dangerous," she said.

"Everything you've done since you got here has been dangerous." Aisha met her eyes. "This is what Tara was working toward when she died. She believed the Seemant held the key to understanding why Prakash Lok and Chhaya Lok separated — why there are two worlds instead of one."

"Why does that matter?"

"Because the separation is what created the Naga bond. The Ashwini. The Gandharvas. All the magical creatures of Chhaya Lok exist because the worlds split. If the worlds were ever reunited..." Aisha trailed off.

"The magic would end."

"Or it would transform. Or it would expand into Prakash Lok. No one knows because no one has ever stood at the Seemant and looked in both directions." Aisha rolled the scroll carefully. "But you could. You're the only person alive who belongs to both worlds equally."

Meera looked at the illustrations, at the woman between the portals, at the serpent at her feet. She thought about Tara — the sister she'd never met, the woman who'd painted impossible landscapes, the researcher who'd been killed before she could finish her work.

"When Arjun and Vikram come back," Meera said, "I want to try."



CHAPTER THIRTY

They returned after five days.

Meera heard them before she saw them — the clatter of hooves on the mountain path, the jingle of armour, and above it all, Takshak's distinctive rumble as he descended from the sky. She was in the library — she'd barely left the library, spending every waking hour with the ancient texts Aisha had shown her, learning the script, deciphering the ritual — and she ran to the courtyard.

Arjun dismounted first. He looked exhausted but victorious — a bruise purpling his left cheekbone, a cut on his forearm bandaged roughly, but his eyes clear and fierce.

"Nisha is in custody," he said. "Regan surrendered her."

"What happened?"

"Regan wept." Arjun's voice was flat. "I told her everything — the Gandharva's confession, the poison's origin, Nisha's role. She wept, and then she got very quiet, and then she brought Nisha to me in chains." He paused. "Regan asked to come to Devgarh for the sentencing. I told her she could."

"And Devraj?"

"Devraj has retreated to Dakshinapur and barricaded himself in his fortress. The Maharaja is coordinating with the other kingdoms for a joint response." Arjun removed his riding gloves. "It won't be fast. But it will be thorough. Devraj's days are numbered."

Then Vikram dismounted, and Meera's heart did something complicated.

He looked terrible — five days on horseback had done nothing for his posture, and there was a gash across his right hand that suggested he'd been in at least one fight. But when he saw her, his face transformed — the exhaustion lifting, the tension releasing, the whole weight of the journey falling away.

"Hi," he said.

"Hi."

"I brought you something." He reached into his saddlebag and pulled out a small package wrapped in cloth. "From the Suryanagar market. The traders there have contact with Prakash Lok through the southern gates."

Meera unwrapped it. Inside was a small tin of cardamom — real cardamom, from Prakash Lok, with the Hindi label still on it, slightly faded from the journey between worlds.

She stared at it. Then she looked at him. Then she started to cry.

Not the delicate, manageable tears of someone moved by a gesture. The ugly, racking sobs of someone who hadn't cried properly since she'd arrived in this world — not for her lost life, not for her dead sister, not for the terror and the wonder and the impossible impossibility of everything that had happened to her.

Vikram's face went from proud to alarmed. "It's just cardamom. I didn't mean to—"

She threw her arms around his neck and held on.

He caught her — of course he did, he always caught things, his hands were made for catching molten metal and broken people and small tins of cardamom from impossible distances — and his arms went around her and he held her in the courtyard while the soldiers dismounted and the horses were led away and Arjun very tactfully looked in the other direction.

"Thank you," she said into his shoulder. "Thank you thank you thank you."

"It's really just cardamom."

"It's not just cardamom and you know it."

"Yeah." His voice was rough. "I know."



That night, Meera made chai.

Real chai.

She commandeered the fortress kitchen, much to the cook's bewilderment, and she boiled water in a copper pot and added the cardamom — crushing the pods first, the way her mother had taught her, releasing the sharp, bright perfume that was the smell of home — and ginger from the fortress garden and the rough, dark tea leaves that the Suryanagar traders imported from somewhere south and jaggery instead of sugar.

She boiled it. Not steeped — boiled. The way it was supposed to be made.

Then she poured it into steel glasses that Vikram had made in his forge — small, flat-bottomed, with a curve at the rim that kept the temperature right — and she carried two of them to the battlements.

Vikram was there, sitting on his wall. She handed him a glass and sat beside him — on the wall this time, her legs dangling over the drop.

"You'll fall," he said.

"You've been sitting on walls since you were a kid. Teach me."

"Step one: don't fall. Step two: there is no step two."

She took a sip. The chai was good. Not perfect — the milk in Chhaya Lok was still slightly different, and the jaggery had a deeper, more molten flavour than the sugar she was used to — but close. Closer than anything else she'd had.

"I found something in the archives," she said.

"Tell me."

She told him about the Seemant. The ritual. The possibility of speaking to Tara. The ancient texts and the illustrations and Aisha's theory that Meera — as a Nag-Bandhu from Prakash Lok — was uniquely positioned to access the space between worlds.

Vikram listened without interrupting. When she finished, he was quiet for a long time.

"It's dangerous," he said.

"Everything here is dangerous."

"Not like this." He turned to face her. "Meera, the texts you're describing — pre-Pact writings — those are from before the current magical framework. The rules were different then. The creatures were different. Whatever exists in the Seemant hasn't interacted with humans in centuries."

"Tara was working toward this. She believed it was important."

"Tara died."

"Not because of the Seemant. Because of Devraj."

"How do you know the two aren't connected?" Vikram set down his glass. "What if Tara's research into the Seemant is why Devraj wanted her dead? Not just the political angle — not just the alliance — but because she was getting close to something that threatened the balance of power in a way that goes beyond kingdoms and thrones?"

Meera hadn't considered that. The thought settled into her mind like a stone dropping into deep water.

"Even if that's true," she said slowly, "that's more reason to go, not less. If Tara died because she was getting close to the truth about the Seemant, then the truth is important enough to die for."

"The truth is never important enough to die for. Not when you have people who want you alive." His voice was raw. "I've already lost one friend to this world. I'm not losing you too."

"You're not going to lose me."

"You can't promise that."

"No." She put her hand on his. "But I can promise you that I won't go alone. I won't go unprepared. And I won't go without telling you first."

He looked at their joined hands. Then at the sky. Then back at her.

"When?" he asked.

"Tomorrow night. The texts say the Seemant is accessible at the hour when neither world is ascendant — midnight, when the Naga Mandala is directly overhead."

"And you need what?"

"Takshak. Aisha for the ritual. And someone from Prakash Lok to anchor me — someone whose connection to the other world can pull me back if I go too deep."

"That's me."

"That's you."

He squeezed her hand. "Then I'll be there."

She leaned against him, and they sat on the wall and drank their chai and watched the stars turn overhead — the Naga Mandala coiling through the sky, its seven stars burning with the peculiar brightness of a constellation that knew it was being watched.

Tomorrow will change everything,* Takshak said softly in her mind. *Are you ready, Nag-Bandhu?

"No," she said. "But I'm going anyway."

That is the most human thing you have ever said.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The ritual required a place of power.

Aisha chose the ancient grove — the one Meera had first entered when she'd followed the crow through the rowan trees. The fae fort sat at its centre, a green mound studded with standing stones, and around it the forest hummed with a magic so old it predated the kingdoms, the Pact, the separation of worlds.

They gathered at midnight. Meera, Aisha, Vikram, and Takshak — who coiled around the base of the fae fort in full serpent form, his emerald scales catching the starlight, his gold eyes half-closed in what Meera was learning to recognise as concentration.

Darius had come too. He stood at the edge of the clearing in human form, his gold forehead sigil bright in the darkness.

"I am here as witness," he said when Meera asked. "The Ashwini remember the Seemant. We remember what was lost when the worlds separated. If you succeed tonight, it will be the first time in five hundred years that a human has stood at the threshold."

"No pressure," Meera said.

"Considerable pressure, actually," Darius said, with the barest suggestion of a smile.

Aisha laid out the ritual components on a flat stone — herbs that she'd gathered from the meadow, a bowl of water from the mountain spring, a lock of Meera's hair tied with red thread, and the bronze cup. Tara's cup. The murder weapon that had become a conduit.

"The texts say the cup is necessary," Aisha said. "It belonged to a Nag-Bandhu who died between worlds — her essence is still in the metal. It's a key."

"A key made of murder."

"A key made of love that was corrupted." Aisha's hands were steady as she arranged the components. "Tara loved this cup. It was a wedding gift from Arjun. The poison corrupted the object, but the love is still there, underneath."

Vikram stood behind Meera, close enough that she could feel the heat of his body against her back. His hand found hers in the darkness and held it.

"If anything goes wrong—" he started.

"It won't."

"If it does. I'm pulling you back. I don't care about the ritual or the Seemant or the truth about the worlds. I'm pulling you back."

"I know." She squeezed his hand. "That's why you're here."

Aisha began.

The ritual was nothing like Meera had expected. No chanting, no dramatic gestures, no Hollywood special effects. Aisha simply knelt beside the stone, placed her hands on the cup, and began to speak — quietly, calmly, in the old language that predated the Pact. The words weren't spells. They were invitations.

Come to the threshold. Come to the place between. Come, you who walk in both worlds. Come, you who carry both names.

Meera felt it before she saw it — a pulling, like a hook behind her navel, drawing her forward. Not toward the fae fort. Toward something else. Something that existed in the same space but on a different layer, like a painting hidden beneath another painting.

The air in the clearing began to shimmer.

Nag-Bandhu.* Takshak's voice was urgent. *The Seemant is opening. I can feel it. Hold to me — do not let go of the bond.

"I won't."

The shimmer intensified. The standing stones began to glow — not with fire or magic, but with a soft, pearlescent light that seemed to come from inside the stone itself. The grass beneath Meera's feet turned silver. The trees leaned inward, as if listening.

And then the world split.

Not violently — gently, like a curtain parting. Meera saw it: a line of light running down the centre of the clearing, vertical, impossibly thin, impossibly bright. On one side, the dark forest of Chhaya Lok. On the other—

"Oh," Meera breathed.

She could see Prakash Lok. Not the whole world — just a fragment, a window. A street in Pune at night, the sodium-orange glow of street lamps, a BEST bus rumbling past, an auto-rickshaw stopped at a traffic signal with a driver who was checking his phone. She could hear it — the traffic, the distant bass of someone's music, a dog barking. She could smell it — exhaust and dust and the particular warm, complex smell of a city at night.

Home.

"Don't step through." Vikram's hand tightened on hers. "Remember — you're here to reach the threshold, not to cross it."

"I know." But her body was leaning toward the light, every cell pulling her toward the familiar.

Nag-Bandhu.* Takshak's presence strengthened around her like a coil. *The Seemant is the space between the two sides. Step into the light, not through it.

Meera took a breath. Then she stepped forward — into the line of light itself, into the narrow, blazing space between two worlds.



The Seemant was not what she expected.

She'd imagined something dramatic — a cosmic void, a bridge of stars, a temple of light. Instead, it looked like a garden. A small, enclosed garden with walls of shimmering light on either side — Chhaya Lok on one side, Prakash Lok on the other — and in the centre, a tree.

Not just any tree. A banyan tree so vast that its aerial roots formed a canopy of columns, each root thick as a pillar, each branch spreading in fractal patterns toward a sky that was neither day nor night but both simultaneously.

Beneath the tree, sitting on its roots with her legs crossed and her chin resting on her hand, was a woman.

She looked exactly like Meera.

"Oh," Meera said. "You're—"

"I'm Tara." The woman smiled. "Hello, sister."



Tara looked like Meera and did not look like Meera.

The face was the same — the same jawline, the same dark eyes, the same mouth that tilted slightly to the left when she smiled. But Tara was different in the ways that mattered. Her hair was longer, braided with silver thread. Her skin had a faint luminescence, as if lit from within. She wore a deep blue sari — the colour of the Nag-Bandhu — and her hands were covered in intricate henna patterns that moved and shifted as Meera watched.

"You're dead," Meera said.

"Technically, I'm between. I've been between for two years." Tara uncrossed her legs and stood. She was exactly Meera's height. "The Naag-Visarjan killed my body, but the Naga bond preserved my consciousness in the Seemant. Takshak felt it — that's why he went to the lake. He could feel me here, but he couldn't reach me."

"Can you leave?"

"No. The Seemant isn't a place you leave. It's a place you are." Tara walked toward Meera, and her footsteps made no sound on the tree roots. "I can see both worlds from here. I've watched you, sister. Since the moment you crossed over."

"You watched me?"

"I watched you arrive. I watched you meet Vikram and Arjun. I watched you ride Takshak and face Regan and find my cup in the river." Tara's expression shifted — pride, sadness, admiration. "You're braver than I was."

"I'm terrified all the time."

"That's what makes it brave." Tara reached out and took Meera's hands. Her touch was warm — not the clammy cold of a ghost but the real, solid warmth of a living person. "I need to tell you things. Important things. And we don't have much time — the Seemant won't stay open long."

"Tell me."

"First: Devraj didn't kill me just for politics. He killed me because I was getting close to the truth about the Seemant." Tara's eyes were fierce. "The two worlds — Prakash Lok and Chhaya Lok — they weren't always separate. Five hundred years ago, they were one world. The separation was engineered."

"Engineered by whom?"

"By the Nagas." Tara glanced upward, as if she could see Takshak through the barrier. "The Nagas, the Gandharvas, the Ashwini — they existed in the unified world, but they were dying. Human civilization was expanding, technology was advancing, and the magic that sustained them was being diluted. So they split the world in two — one for magic, one for science. The Pact wasn't a treaty of peace. It was a treaty of separation."

"And Devraj knew this?"

"Devraj knew that if the truth came out — that the magical creatures had chosen to separate the worlds, that they'd exiled half of humanity to a magicless existence — it would undermine the entire political framework of Chhaya Lok. The Nagas aren't protectors. They're custodians of a prison they built."

Meera felt the ground shift beneath her feet. Metaphorically. Perhaps literally.

"Takshak—"

"Takshak is different. He bonded with me — with a human from Prakash Lok — because he believes the separation was wrong. He's one of the few Nagas who wants reunification." Tara squeezed Meera's hands. "That's why the bond chose you. Not because you look like me. Because you carry the same conviction — that truth matters more than comfort."

"Second thing," Tara said, and her voice quickened. "Vikram."

"What about him?"

"He's not just a crossover. He's a Seemant child — born in Prakash Lok but conceived in Chhaya Lok. His mother crossed between the worlds thirty years ago, conceived him here, and returned to Prakash Lok before he was born. He doesn't know."

"His mother was in Chhaya Lok?"

"Briefly. She was one of the periodic crossovers — walked through a gate in the Western Ghats, spent a few weeks here, fell in love with a Gandharva, returned home pregnant. She never told anyone. She married a man in Nigdi and raised Vikram as his son." Tara's expression was complicated. "Vikram has Gandharva blood. That's why he found the gate so easily. That's why he's so comfortable here. That's why his forge-work has a quality that even the best Chhaya Lok smiths can't match — he's working with magic he doesn't know he has."

"Does he need to know?"

"That's your decision. But it explains why he can anchor you in the Seemant — his blood connects to both worlds, just like your bond does."

"Third thing." Tara's hands tightened on Meera's. "And this is the most important. The separation can be undone. The Seemant is the mechanism — if a Nag-Bandhu from Prakash Lok and a Seemant child stand here together and choose reunification, the barrier dissolves. The worlds become one again."

"That would end the magical creatures."

"It would transform them. They wouldn't die — they'd change. Evolve. Become part of a unified world where science and magic coexist." Tara's eyes were blazing. "This is what I was working toward. This is what I believed was possible. And this is what Devraj killed me to prevent — not because he cared about the magical creatures, but because reunification would destroy the political framework that gives people like him power."

"And if I choose not to do it?"

"Then the worlds stay separate. The magic stays here. Prakash Lok stays as it is — a world that forgot it was once whole." Tara released Meera's hands. "I'm not going to tell you what to choose. I've had two years in the Seemant to think about it, and the truth is, I don't know what's right. Reunification could save both worlds. Or it could destroy them. The texts don't say."

"Great. So it's a coin flip."

"It's a choice." Tara smiled — a smile that was so like Meera's own that it was like looking into a mirror. "And it's yours to make."

The light around them flickered. The garden dimmed.

"You need to go back," Tara said. "The Seemant is closing."

"Will I see you again?"

"If you return to the Seemant, I'll be here. I'm always here." Tara touched Meera's face — a gentle, sisterly touch. "I'm proud of you, Meera. For everything."

"I wish I'd known you."

"You know me now." Tara stepped back. "Go. Vikram is waiting for you. His heart rate is—" She laughed. "Very elevated."

"Don't tell me the number. I've already got one psychic being monitoring his vitals."

Tara laughed — a real, delighted laugh that echoed through the garden — and then the light blazed, and Meera felt Vikram's hand pulling her backward, and the Seemant collapsed like a closing eye, and she was standing in the clearing again, in the dark forest, with the standing stones dark and silent around her.

She was crying.

Vikram caught her. Aisha ran to her side. Takshak lowered his great head to the ground and pressed his snout to her hand.

What did you see, Nag-Bandhu?

"Everything," she whispered. "I saw everything."



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

She told them at dawn.

Not everything — she kept Vikram's parentage to herself, for now — but the rest. The engineered separation. The Nagas' role. The possibility of reunification. The choice.

They were sitting in the library — Meera, Vikram, Aisha, Arjun, and Darius. Takshak was coiled outside the window, his head resting on the sill, his gold eyes watching.

Arjun was the first to speak. "You're saying the Nagas split the world?"

"Five hundred years ago. To preserve magic. To preserve themselves." Meera looked at Takshak. "Is it true?"

The silence was enormous.

Then Takshak spoke — not in Meera's mind, but aloud, his voice filling the room like deep water.

"It is true."

Arjun stood so violently his chair crashed backward. "You knew?"

"I have known for five hundred years." Takshak's voice was ancient, heavy, weary. "I was there when the decision was made. I argued against it. I was overruled. The elder Nagas — my mother, my uncles, the great serpents of the deep — they chose separation over extinction."

"And you went along with it," Vikram said. His voice was controlled, but his hands were shaking.

"I had no choice. The ritual required the participation of all Nagas. When the separation was complete, I was bound by it — unable to speak of it, unable to reverse it. The only way to undo the silence was through a Nag-Bandhu from Prakash Lok. Someone who carried both worlds in their blood." Takshak's eyes found Meera. "Tara was the first in five hundred years. She discovered the truth on her own. I could not tell her, but I could guide her. And when she died—"

"You went to the lake," Meera said. "Not because of grief. Because of failure."

"Both. The grief was real, Nag-Bandhu. The failure was also real. I had spent a decade guiding Tara toward the truth, and she was killed before she could act on it." Takshak's voice dropped. "And then you came. And the bond chose you. And here we are."

"Here we are," Meera echoed.

Darius spoke from his corner. "The Ashwini remember the unified world. Our legends speak of it — a time when the white deer ran through human cities, when children rode on our backs, when there was no barrier between the waking world and the dreaming one." His voice was wistful. "We did not choose the separation. It was done to us."

"And the Gandharvas?" Aisha asked.

"The Gandharvas were divided. Some wanted separation, some didn't. Those who didn't were punished — stripped of their full powers, reduced to healers and musicians." Darius's expression hardened. "The Nagas were not gentle rulers."

Arjun turned to Meera. "What are you going to do?"

"I don't know."

"You have the power to reunify the worlds. To undo five hundred years of—"

"I have the power to attempt it. Tara said the texts don't predict the outcome. It could save both worlds. It could destroy them." Meera rubbed her temples. "And it requires someone from Prakash Lok with Gandharva blood to stand in the Seemant with me."

Every eye in the room turned to Vikram.

He went very still. "Why is everyone looking at me?"

"Because you're the only person from Prakash Lok in this room," Arjun said.

"But I don't have—" Vikram stopped. Something in Meera's expression must have given it away. "Meera. What aren't you telling me?"

She took a breath. "Tara told me something about you. About your birth."

"My birth?"

"Your mother crossed into Chhaya Lok thirty years ago. Briefly. She met a Gandharva. She—" Meera's voice caught. "Vikram, you have Gandharva blood. That's why you found the gate. That's why your forge-work is extraordinary. That's why you can hear Takshak's voice when he speaks aloud."

Vikram's face went through a sequence of expressions — confusion, denial, understanding, and finally a deep, quiet rage that settled behind his eyes like banked embers.

"My mother," he said flatly. "My mother who sends WhatsApp forwards about turmeric milk. My mother who cried when I left for Hinjawadi. That mother?"

"Yes."

"She was in Chhaya Lok."

"Briefly."

"And she never told me."

"She may not have known what it meant. Crossovers often don't remember clearly — the memories blur, like dreams."

Vikram stood and walked to the window. He stood beside Takshak's massive head, and for a long moment, neither the man nor the serpent spoke.

Then Vikram said, very quietly: "So I'm not who I thought I was."

"You're exactly who you thought you were," Meera said. "You're Vikram Rathore from Nigdi. You're an engineer who builds things. You make chai in steel glasses and read Agatha Christie and sit on walls." She walked to him. "The Gandharva blood doesn't change who you are. It explains why you belong here."

"I never said I belonged here."

"You never needed to say it."

He turned to face her. His eyes were bright — not with tears, but with the particular intensity of a man reassembling his understanding of himself.

"If I do this," he said. "If I stand in the Seemant with you. What happens to us?"

"I don't know."

"Could it kill us?"

"Possibly."

"Could it destroy both worlds?"

"Also possibly."

"And you want to do it anyway."

"I want to give both worlds a chance to be whole." Meera took his hands. "But not without you. And not without your choice. If you say no, I'll find another way."

"There is no other way." He looked down at their joined hands. "A mythology professor and an engineer from Pune. Saving the world."

"Both worlds."

"Both worlds." He exhaled. "When?"

"Tonight." Meera looked at the sky. "The Naga Mandala is at its peak tonight. It won't be this strong again for a year."

"Of course it's tonight." Vikram ran his free hand through his hair. "Can I at least finish my chai first?"



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The day passed in preparation and farewell.

Arjun came to Meera in the afternoon, while she was in the library reviewing the ritual texts one last time.

"You don't have to do this," he said.

"I know."

"Tara would have done it. She would have charged in without thinking." He sat across from her. "But you're not Tara."

"No. I'm not." Meera set down the scroll. "I'm doing this because I'm not Tara. I'm doing it with my eyes open. I know the risks. I know it might not work. I know it might kill me." She paused. "But I also know that two worlds existing in enforced separation is wrong. That half of humanity was exiled from magic without their consent. That creatures like Darius remember a better world and grieve for it every day."

Arjun was quiet for a long time. Then he reached across the table and took her hand.

"When Tara died," he said, "I thought the world had ended. I thought there was nothing left worth fighting for. I spent two years in that darkness." His grip tightened. "And then you appeared — this stubborn, terrified, brilliant woman from another world who looked at a murder everyone else had accepted and said, No. This isn't right."

"Arjun—"

"Let me finish." His eyes were bright. "You gave me back my purpose. You gave Takshak back his purpose. You gave this entire kingdom a reason to remember that justice matters." He released her hand. "If the worlds reunify tonight, I want you to know that whatever happens — whether magic survives or transforms or disappears entirely — you've already changed everything. Just by being here. Just by being you."

Meera blinked back tears. "That's the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me."

"Don't tell Vikram. He'll try to outdo me, and the man has no way with words."

She laughed — a real, surprised laugh that echoed off the library walls. "He does okay."

"He does more than okay." Arjun stood. "Take care of him, Meera. He's the best man I know, and I'm including myself in that assessment."

"Modest."

"Honest." He walked to the door, then paused. "Tara would have liked you. She would have been a terrible sister — competitive, dramatic, impossible. But she would have loved you."

"I know. I met her."

Arjun's face did something complicated. "Of course you did." He shook his head. "Of course you did."



The other farewells were quieter.

Aisha hugged Meera in the healer's wing, surrounded by the smell of dried herbs and medicinal smoke. "Come back," she said simply.

"I'll try."

"Don't try. Do." Aisha pulled back and looked at her with fierce, wet eyes. "I've lost one friend to this world. I refuse to lose another."

Darius bowed — a deep, formal bow that the Ashwini reserved for moments of great significance. "Whatever happens tonight, the Ashwini will remember you, Meera Sharma. You have honoured us with your courage."

"I haven't done anything yet."

"You stood at the threshold. You spoke with the dead. You chose truth when silence was safer." He straightened. "In the old world — the unified world — that would have made you a queen."

"I don't want to be a queen."

"No. That's what makes you worthy of it."



Takshak was the last.

She found him on the tower in the late afternoon, coiled in his full serpent form, his emerald scales darkened by the fading light. His hood was folded, and his eyes were half-closed, and for a moment, he looked like what he was — an ancient creature, impossibly old, carrying the weight of five centuries of secrets and regret.

"Hey," Meera said.

Nag-Bandhu.

"Are you scared?"

Nagas do not experience fear.

"That's a yes."

That is a yes.

She sat beside him and leaned against his massive coil. His scales were warm — they were always warm, radiating the deep, geological heat of something connected to the earth itself.

"If the reunification works," she said, "what happens to you?"

I do not know. Perhaps I remain as I am. Perhaps I change. Perhaps I become something that has not existed for five hundred years — a Naga of the unified world, neither pure magic nor pure matter, but something in between.

"Are you okay with that?"

I have spent five hundred years in a world that I helped break. If the cost of mending it is my own transformation, that is a price I pay willingly.* He opened one gold eye. *But I would prefer not to become small. I enjoy being large.

Meera laughed. "I'll put in a good word."

You cannot negotiate with cosmic forces on my behalf.

"Watch me."

His massive head lowered until it was beside her, and she rested her hand on his snout. The scales were smooth and warm, and she could feel the vibration of his heartbeat — slow, deep, the heartbeat of a creature that measured time in centuries.

Meera.

"Yes?"

You are the finest Nag-Bandhu I have ever had.

"I'm the only Nag-Bandhu you've had besides Tara."

And yet the statement stands.

She closed her eyes and leaned against him, and they sat together in the fading light, watching the Naga Mandala emerge in the sky — star by star, serpentine and bright, turning slowly toward its peak.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Midnight.

The grove was different this time. The standing stones were already glowing when they arrived — a deep, pulsing light that beat like a slow heart. The air was thick with magic, so dense that Meera could taste it — copper and ozone and something sweet underneath, like jasmine flowers dissolving in water.

Aisha laid out the ritual components as before. The cup. The herbs. The water. The lock of hair.

Vikram stood beside Meera. He'd changed into a simple white kurta, and his feet were bare on the forest floor. His hands were steady, but she could see the pulse jumping in his throat.

"Ready?" she asked.

"Absolutely not."

"Good. Same."

Takshak coiled around the clearing, his body forming a protective circle. Darius stood with the Ashwini at the treeline. Arjun was there too, in full armour — not because he expected a fight, but because Arjun processed emotion through readiness.

Aisha began the invocation. The same words as before — the old language, the invitation.

Come to the threshold. Come to the place between. Come, you who walk in both worlds. Come, you who carry both names.

The Seemant opened faster this time — the line of light splitting the clearing like a silver knife. On one side, Chhaya Lok. On the other, Prakash Lok — the same Pune street, the same orange street lamps, but this time Meera could see more. She could see FC Road, the tea stalls closing up, the last students walking home from coaching classes.

She took Vikram's hand. His grip was iron.

"Together," she said.

"Together."

They stepped into the light.



The garden was the same. The banyan tree, the shimmering walls, the sky that was neither day nor night.

But Tara wasn't alone.

She stood beneath the tree with her hand on its trunk, and beside her — emerging from the aerial roots like figures stepping out of a painting — were others. Dozens of them. Hundreds. Figures that glowed with the same pearlescent light as the standing stones.

"The Seemant children," Tara said. "Everyone who has ever stood at the threshold. Everyone who died between worlds or was born between them. They've been waiting."

Vikram stared at the figures. One of them — a woman with his jaw, his brow, his particular way of tilting her head — stepped forward.

"Maa?" he whispered.

"Not your mother," Tara said gently. "Her echo. The part of her that crossed between worlds and left a trace in the Seemant."

The echo-woman smiled. She looked at Vikram with an expression of such tenderness that Meera had to look away.

"The ritual is simple," Tara said. "You both stand at the centre of the garden. You touch the tree. And you choose."

"Choose what?" Vikram asked.

"One world or two." Tara stepped back. "If you choose one, the barrier dissolves. Both worlds merge. Everything changes — magic enters Prakash Lok, science enters Chhaya Lok. The separation ends."

"And if we choose two?"

"The barrier strengthens. The worlds move further apart. Eventually, the gates close permanently, and no one ever crosses again." Tara's expression was grave. "There is no third option. The Seemant has been holding the worlds in tension for five hundred years. That tension has reached its limit. Tonight, it resolves — one way or the other."

Meera looked at Vikram. He looked at her.

"This is insane," he said.

"Completely."

"We're going to change reality."

"Or preserve it."

"Based on no information, no data, no empirical evidence about the outcomes."

"Based on faith." Meera squeezed his hand. "Faith that a unified world is better than a broken one."

"Faith." He said the word like it was foreign. "I'm an engineer. I don't do faith."

"You walked through a cave in the Western Ghats because you felt like it. You stayed in a parallel dimension because it felt right. You fell in love with a woman who talks to a giant snake." She smiled. "You've been operating on faith your entire life. You just called it something else."

He stared at her. Then he laughed — a short, sharp laugh that was half-disbelief and half-surrender.

"Okay," he said. "One world."

They walked to the banyan tree. Meera placed her right hand on the trunk. Vikram placed his left hand beside hers. The bark was warm — blood-warm, pulse-warm — and beneath it, Meera could feel something enormous. Not magic. Not science. Something older than both.

"Ready?" Tara asked.

"Yes," Meera said.

"Yes," Vikram said.

"Then choose."

Meera closed her eyes. She thought about Pune — FC Road at midnight, the smell of vada pav from the cart near Fergusson College, the sound of the rain during monsoon hitting the tin roof of her apartment building. She thought about Chhaya Lok — the grey light, the cold stone of Devgarh, the warmth of Takshak's scales, the taste of apple wine and mountain water.

She thought about her mother, who had painted impossible landscapes.

She thought about Tara, who had died trying to make those landscapes real.

She thought about Vikram, who had crossed between worlds because he was looking for something he couldn't name.

One world,* she thought. *Not because it's safe. Not because it's certain. Because it's right.

She opened her eyes and pressed her hand into the tree.

The banyan tree lit up like the sun.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The light was total.

Meera couldn't see, couldn't hear, couldn't feel anything except the warmth of the tree beneath her hand and Vikram's fingers laced through hers. The garden dissolved. The Seemant dissolved. The barrier between worlds — five hundred years of enforced separation, the greatest act of magical engineering in history — shattered like glass.

She felt it in her bones.

The breaking was not violent. It was the opposite — a release, like a held breath finally let go, like a fist unclenching, like the moment when a fever breaks and the body remembers what it feels like to be well. Five hundred years of tension unwinding in a single, infinite moment.

And then the light faded, and Meera was lying on the forest floor, staring up at a sky she had never seen before.

It was neither Chhaya Lok's pewter grey nor Prakash Lok's blue. It was both. Stars and sunlight coexisted — a deep, luminous indigo shot through with constellations she recognised from both worlds. The Naga Mandala was there, its seven stars bright as ever. But so was Orion, and the Pole Star, and the faint smear of the Milky Way.

Two skies. One heaven.

"Vikram?" She rolled to her side. He was beside her, flat on his back, eyes wide open, mouth slightly agape.

"I'm alive," he said. "I think."

"Look at the sky."

He looked. His breath caught.

"It worked," he whispered.



The forest was different. The trees were the same — the same oaks, the same rowans, the same ancient roots and moss-covered stones. But the light was different. Warmer. More golden. And the air — the air smelled of both worlds simultaneously. Pine resin and petrol exhaust. Woodsmoke and cooking gas. Mountain cold and city warmth.

The standing stones were dark. The fae fort was still there, but it looked different — older, more overgrown, as if centuries of additional age had settled on it in a moment.

"Meera!" Aisha ran toward them from the edge of the clearing. Her face was streaked with tears and wonder. "The barrier — we saw it break. The light was—" She stopped. She was looking past Meera, past the clearing, toward the forest.

Where the trees ended, there was something new.

A road. A paved road, with a yellow dividing line and a concrete barrier and — impossibly — a KSRTC bus stopped at what appeared to be a bus stop, its passengers staring out the windows at the ancient forest that had materialised beside the highway.

"Is that...?" Vikram sat up.

"That's the Pune-Bangalore highway," Meera said. "Near Kolhapur."

"The worlds merged," Aisha breathed. "They're merged."

Darius emerged from the trees, his human form flickering — and for a moment, Meera saw his true form: a white horse, magnificent, luminous, his gold sigil blazing on his forehead. Then he was human again, but his eyes were wet.

"The old world," he said. "It's come back."

Takshak's voice boomed — not in Meera's mind, but in the air, audible to everyone, reverberating off the trees and the road and the KSRTC bus whose passengers were now filming out their windows.

THE SEEMANT IS BROKEN. THE WORLDS ARE ONE. THE SEPARATION IS ENDED.

"So much for keeping a low profile," Vikram muttered.

Arjun walked into the clearing with his sword drawn and an expression of absolute bewilderment. "There's a highway in the forest. Why is there a highway in the forest?"

"Because the forest is now in both worlds simultaneously," Meera said. "Chhaya Lok and Prakash Lok have merged. The geography has overlapped."

"What does that mean?"

"It means Devgarh is now somewhere in the Western Ghats." Meera looked at the sky — the impossible sky with its merged constellations. "And everyone in both worlds is about to have a very confusing morning."



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The morning after the worlds merged was, by any reasonable standard, chaos.

Meera would later learn the details from news reports — once she figured out that her phone worked again, that cell towers had somehow integrated with the magical communication networks of Chhaya Lok, and that WhatsApp had survived the apocalypse, which surprised absolutely no one who had ever tried to escape a family group chat.

The headlines were extraordinary.

MYSTERIOUS FORESTS APPEAR ACROSS WESTERN GHATS — SCIENTISTS BAFFLED

PUNE RESIDENTS REPORT SEEING "GIANT SERPENT" FLYING OVER SINHAGAD

UNICORN SPOTTED NEAR LONAVALA EXPRESSWAY; TRAFFIC DIVERTED

"I THOUGHT I WAS HALLUCINATING": KOLHAPUR FARMER DESCRIBES GOLDEN CITY APPEARING ON RIVERBANK

And the one that made Meera laugh until she cried:

AUTO DRIVERS DEMAND SEPARATE FARE CHART FOR TRIPS TO "MAGICAL DIMENSION"

The governments of the world responded with predictable confusion. The Indian government formed a committee. The UN called an emergency session. The US deployed drones. China issued a statement that was almost certainly written before anyone knew what had happened.

But the people — the ordinary people of both worlds — responded with something Meera hadn't expected.

Curiosity.

Within hours of the merger, the KSRTC bus passengers who'd been filming out the window had posted their videos on social media. Within hours after that, the videos had gone viral. Within a day, people were driving to the Western Ghats to see the merged landscapes for themselves — the forests that led to stone fortresses, the rivers that flowed through both dimensions, the creatures that were no longer hidden.

The Ashwini were the first to adapt. Darius, who had spent five hundred years in a segregated world, walked into a dhaba on the Pune-Bangalore highway in his human form, ordered a plate of misal pav, and sat down to eat while the other customers stared at his glowing forehead sigil.

"What?" he said, when someone asked if he was wearing a costume. "I'm hungry."

The Gandharvas integrated next — their musical abilities finding an immediate audience in a world starved for live performance. Within a week, there were Gandharva musicians playing at Pune's Blue Frog replacement, and the reviews were unanimous: Best live act in India. Possibly supernatural. Five stars.

The Nagas took longer. They were cautious — five hundred years of separation had made them wary of humans, and the feeling was mutual. But Takshak, characteristically, led from the front. He flew over Pune in his full serpent form, and the city — which had seen floods, political upheavals, metro construction delays, and a cricket match that went to the last ball — handled the sight of a fifty-foot flying snake with remarkable composure.

PUNE TRAFFIC UNAFFECTED BY GIANT SERPENT; COMMUTERS SAY "AT LEAST IT'S NOT A POTHOLE"

Meera was in the middle of all of it. As the Nag-Bandhu who had broken the barrier, she became — unwillingly and somewhat horrifyingly — a public figure. Journalists camped outside Devgarh, which was now visible from the highway. Government officials demanded meetings. Scientists wanted to study the merged geography.

She handled it the way she handled everything — one problem at a time, with chai and determination and the occasional telepathic intervention from a five-hundred-year-old Naga who had zero patience for bureaucracy.

Tell the minister that if he does not stop requesting meetings, I will coil around the Parliament building.

"You can't threaten government officials, Takshak."

It is not a threat. It is a schedule suggestion.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Three weeks after the merger, Meera went home.

Not to Devgarh. To Kothrud.

Her apartment was exactly as she'd left it — the mythology textbooks on the shelf, the jasmine plant on the balcony (watered faithfully by her neighbour, who had left a note: Went out of station, plant is fine, please explain why there's a medieval fortress visible from my bedroom window), the stack of ungraded papers on her desk.

She stood in the doorway and breathed.

The apartment smelled like her. Dust and books and the faint, lingering scent of the incense sticks she used to burn when she was grading — sandalwood, her mother's favourite.

Her phone buzzed. Thirty-seven unread messages in the college group chat. Twenty-two in the family group. Five from Dr. Kulkarni, her therapist, progressing from Hi Meera, how are you? to MEERA ARE YOU THE PERSON ON THE NEWS WITH THE FLYING SNAKE.

She texted back: Yes. Will explain. Need a session. Or twelve.

Then she made chai. Real chai, in her own kitchen, with her own cardamom and her own steel glass and the gas stove that took three tries to light because the igniter was broken and she'd been meaning to fix it for six months.

The chai tasted like home. Exactly like home. Because she was home.

There was a knock at the door.

Vikram stood in the corridor, looking utterly out of place in a Kothrud apartment building — too tall, too broad, his blacksmith's hands incongruous against the backdrop of the narrow, fluorescent-lit hallway with its row of chappals outside each door.

"Hi," he said.

"How did you find my apartment?"

"Google Maps." He held up his phone. "It works again. The GPS is confused by the merged geography, but it got me close enough."

"You're in Kothrud."

"I'm in Kothrud." He looked down the corridor. "Your neighbour is staring at me."

"She stares at everyone. Come in."

He came in. He took off his shoes at the door — reflex, muscle memory, the Indian habit that never left you no matter how long you'd been in a parallel dimension. He stood in her small apartment and looked around with the expression of a man who had been away from the normal world for two years and was remembering what it felt like.

"It's small," he said.

"It's Pune."

"It's perfect."

She handed him a glass of chai. He wrapped his calloused hands around it and took a sip, and his eyes closed.

"This," he said. "This is the thing I missed most."

"The chai?"

"The normalcy." He opened his eyes. "Meera, I have to tell you something."

"If it's about the Gandharva blood—"

"It's about the Gandharva blood. I called my mother."

Meera stared. "You called your mother."

"She cried for twenty minutes, then told me I was always special, then asked when I was getting married." He set down his chai. "She confirmed everything. She was twenty-two. She went on a trek near Lonavala. She found a cave. She crossed over. She met someone — a musician, she said, with silver in his hair and a voice like water. She spent two weeks in what she thought was a dream. Then she came back, pregnant, and married my father — the man who raised me — and never spoke of it again."

"How did she take the news?"

"She said, Vikram beta, I always knew you were different. You could never sit still and you made terrible rotis but your chai was always perfect." He paused. "Apparently, perfect chai is a Gandharva trait."

"That explains a lot."

"It explains everything." He reached for her hand. "Meera, the worlds are merged. Devgarh is in the Western Ghats. Suryanagar is on the banks of the Narmada. The Ashwini are eating misal pav on the highway. And I'm standing in your apartment in Kothrud, and I don't know what happens next."

"Nobody knows what happens next."

"But I know what I want." His thumb traced circles on the back of her hand. "I want this. I want chai in your kitchen. I want to sit on your balcony and argue about mythology versus engineering. I want to introduce you to my mother, who will immediately start planning our wedding because that's what mothers in Nigdi do."

"We've known each other for three weeks."

"We've known each other across two dimensions, a murder investigation, a battle, and a cosmic reunification event. I think the standard timeline doesn't apply."

Meera laughed. Then she set down her chai glass, took his face in both hands, and kissed him.

He tasted like cardamom and home.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

The months that followed were strange, extraordinary, and occasionally ridiculous.

The world — the single, unified world — was adapting. Not easily, not smoothly, but with the messy, chaotic energy that characterises any profound change.

The Indian government created a Ministry of Interdimensional Affairs, which immediately became the most overworked and underfunded department in the country. The Ministry's first act was to establish diplomatic relations with the kingdoms of former Chhaya Lok. Their second act was to regulate Gandharva street performances, which had become so popular that they were causing traffic jams.

Maharaja Pratap Singh met with the Prime Minister. The meeting — conducted partly in Hindi, partly in the old tongue of Chhaya Lok, and partly through Vikram's increasingly exasperated translation — resulted in a framework agreement recognising the sovereignty of the former Chhaya Lok kingdoms as autonomous territories within the Indian Republic.

"This is basically Schedule VI of the Constitution," Vikram told Meera afterward. "Tribal areas with self-governance. The legal framework already exists. We just expanded the definition of 'tribal.'"

"The Nagas are not a scheduled tribe."

"Try explaining that to the bureaucrats."

Devraj was captured by a joint force of Devgarh soldiers and Indian police officers, who were deeply confused about their jurisdiction but united in their determination to arrest a man who had ordered a murder. He was extradited to Devgarh for trial under the old laws, and the Indian Supreme Court — in a landmark ruling that would be studied for decades — upheld the Right of Spousal Inquiry as a valid legal framework within the autonomous territories.

Nisha's trial was harder. She was seventeen now — technically an adult in Chhaya Lok, a minor in Indian law. The legal tangle was immense. In the end, a compromise was reached: Nisha would serve two years in a rehabilitative facility in Pune, with counselling, education, and regular visits from her mother.

Regan did not take it well.

"She is my daughter," Regan said, standing in the Maharaja's court with her chin lifted and her eyes blazing. "Not a specimen for your modern experiments."

"She's a girl who was manipulated into murder by a man who used her loneliness as a weapon," Meera replied. "She needs help, not punishment."

"And who are you to decide what she needs?"

"I'm the sister of the woman she killed." Meera's voice was steady. "And I choose mercy."

The court was silent. Regan stared at Meera for a long time. Then, slowly, the iron in her expression softened — not completely, not entirely, but enough.

"You are nothing like Tara," Regan said.

"I know."

"Tara would have demanded blood."

"Probably."

"You demand healing instead." Regan's lips thinned. "I don't know if that makes you wiser or more foolish."

"Neither do I." Meera met her eyes. "But I'd rather be wrong about mercy than right about vengeance."



Meera returned to Fergusson College for the new semester. Her first lecture was to a packed auditorium — students, faculty, and several Gandharvas who had enrolled as "cultural exchange participants" and were taking notes with preternatural speed.

"Introduction to World Mythology," Meera said, standing at the podium with her notes and her chai and the quiet certainty of a woman who had lived inside a myth and come back. "This semester, we're going to approach mythology from a different perspective."

She clicked to her first slide. It showed the banyan tree in the Seemant — a photograph she'd taken on her return visit, which she made every month.

"We used to study myths as stories," she said. "As metaphors. As cultural artefacts from a pre-scientific world. But what if they're not metaphors? What if the myths we've been studying for thousands of years — the Nagas, the Gandharvas, the Apsaras, the worlds behind the veil — what if they're memories?"

A hand went up. One of the Gandharva students.

"Yes?"

"Professor Sharma, I was there for most of those events. Do I still have to write the essay?"

"Yes."

"Even the five-thousand-word one about the symbolism of serpent deities?"

"Especially that one." Meera smiled. "Being a primary source doesn't exempt you from analysis."

The auditorium laughed. The Gandharva student looked resigned. And Meera — Professor Meera Sharma, Nag-Bandhu, Seemant-walker, mythology professor at Fergusson College, Kothrud, Pune — opened her textbook and began to teach.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Epilogue.



Six months after the merger, Meera stood on the battlements of Devgarh and watched the sunrise.

It was different now. The sun rose over the Western Ghats — the real Western Ghats, visible from the fortress walls — and its light was golden, warm, the light of a unified world. In the valley below, the village that had once been a Chhaya Lok settlement was now a bustling town with a bus stop, a chai stall, a mobile phone tower, and a community health centre staffed by both human doctors and Gandharva healers.

The Ashwini grazed in the meadow beyond the town — visible to everyone, no longer hidden, their white forms catching the morning light like living sculptures.

Takshak was on the roof. He was always on the roof. Some things didn't change, no matter how many dimensions merged.

Good morning, Nag-Bandhu.

"Good morning, Takshak."

You are thinking again.

"I'm always thinking."

It is an unfortunate human trait.

She smiled. Below her, in the courtyard, Vikram was setting up his forge. He'd expanded it — combining his Chhaya Lok workshop with tools and materials from Prakash Lok, creating a hybrid smithy that produced work so extraordinary that orders came from both worlds. He was wearing his leather apron and had already started the fire, and the smell of hot metal and coal smoke rose toward the battlements.

He looked up, as if he could feel her watching. He raised a hand. She raised one back.

Arjun appeared on the battlement beside her, carrying two cups of chai. He handed her one without ceremony.

"Vikram's recipe?"

"Who else's?"

She took a sip. It was perfect.

Arjun leaned on the wall and looked out at the valley. He looked different these days — lighter, as if a weight he'd carried for two years had finally been set down. He was still the prince of Devgarh, still the warrior, still the man with the sad eyes. But the sadness was different now — not the paralysing grief of an unresolved loss, but the quiet sorrow of a man who had mourned properly and was learning to live again.

"I'm going to the Seemant today," Meera said.

"I know. Give Tara my love."

"I always do."

He looked at her. "Does she ever talk about me?"

"She says you've grown up."

"I'm thirty-four."

"She says that's exactly her point."

He laughed — a real laugh, warm and unguarded. "Sounds like her."

They stood together in the morning light, drinking their chai, watching the valley where two worlds had become one. Below them, Vikram's hammer rang out — a clear, bright sound that echoed off the mountains and faded into the golden air.

"Meera?" Arjun said.

"Yes?"

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For everything." He gestured at the valley, the town, the merged world stretching to the horizon. "All of this. Because you had the courage to choose."

She looked at the world she'd helped create — the impossible, beautiful, chaotic world where Nagas flew over Pune and Gandharvas played at college festivals and auto drivers had fare charts for interdimensional trips. The world where her sister was dead but not gone, where her Naga was ancient but not tired, where the man she loved made chai in a forge built between dimensions.

"I didn't choose this," she said. "I chose truth. This is what truth looks like."

Takshak's voice rumbled through her mind — warm, amused, ancient.

Truth is always messy, Nag-Bandhu. That is why most people prefer lies.

She smiled and finished her chai.

Below the battlements, Vikram's hammer sang. Above them, the sky — one sky, whole and undivided — burned with the light of a single sun.



End of CHHAAYA
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