

[image: Cover: Unfathomed]




[image: img]




ISBN 978-93-6263-784-0
Copyright © Siva Samraj, 2025





First published in India 2025 by Leadstart Inkstate
A brand of One Point Six Technologies Pvt. Ltd.





Unit no. 26, Ground Floor, A1, Shram Safalya,
Wadala Truck Terminal Road, Near Post Office,
Antop Hill, Mumbai - 400037.
Phone: +91 96999 33000
Email: info@leadstartcorp.com
www.leadstartcorp.com





All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.





Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. All the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.





Cover: Rahul Thakur
Editor: Vikrant Bhardwaj
Layouts: Varad Graphics




To my Late father Mr. Kosuru Mallikarjuna Rao, and my beloved mother Late Kosuru Nagamani, who are sun and moon to me. Just as they illuminate the world, you both light my path and guide me on my journey. I stand on this earth because of your unwavering love and support. This is dedicated to you, with eternal gratitude and love.




Acknowledgements





With profound gratitude, I extend my deepest thanks to my wife, Devi — my unwavering anchor and guiding star. You walked beside me on this maiden voyage, not only as my truest companion but also as my very first reader, breathing life into my words with your belief in me.


To my children, Loukya and Laasritha — you are the rhythm to my heartbeat, the light in my darkest hours, and my eternal Chandramani, shining with a brilliance that inspires me endlessly. Every word I write carries a piece of your laughter, your wonder, your love.


A heartfelt thank you to Ampili C Nair, whose thoughtful first review offered me a compass when my words felt unsteady, helping me steer this story toward its true form.


To Sailaja Mam, my beloved Social Studies teacher — you saw a spark within me long before I recognized it myself. Your encouragement planted the seed of curiosity that grew into my lifelong passion for history, and for that, I am forever indebted.


My deepest appreciation to Vikrant Bhardwaj, my primary editor — a craftsman of words, who took my raw thoughts and sculpted them into something vivid and alive. Your dedication, patience, and artistry are woven into every page.


I am endlessly grateful to Leadstart Publishing for embracing my dream and giving it wings. A special thanks to Hema Murali and Khushi Srivastava and the cover designer-, whose behind-the-scenes efforts smoothed the path, ensuring this journey reached its destination with grace and ease.


To all of you — you are not just part of this book; you are part of my soul’s journey. Each of you holds a place within these pages, and within me.


Thank you, from the depths of my heart.




About the Author





[image: img]


Kosuru Siva Samraj Gowd is a banker by profession, with over a decade of experience navigating the intricate world of finance. Currently serving as a Senior Manager at a Public Sector Bank, he holds a B.Tech degree from NBKR Institute of Science and Technology and an MBA from Sri Venkateswara University, Department of Management Studies, Tirupati—qualifications that have played a pivotal role in shaping his professional journey.


Beyond the structured world of banking, his true passion lies in storytelling. His love for writing took root during a significant phase of his life—a posting in the serene, mistcovered valleys of Kullu, Himachal Pradesh. Surrounded by the towering Himalayas, he found himself captivated by the region’s tranquility, its echoes of history, and the endless possibilities of fiction. It was there, amidst the whispering winds and snow-capped peaks, that the idea for his debut novel, Chandramani, My Dreams – The Kohinoor Saga, first began to take shape.


For years, he nurtured the dream of writing multiple novels, each idea sparking inspiration before being set aside due to the demands of a busy life. However, one thought remained persistent—the enigmatic journey of the Kohinoor Diamond. Its passage through the hands of emperors, conquerors, and rulers fascinated him, refusing to be ignored. Despite drafting other stories, he found himself drawn back to the Kohinoor, as if the diamond itself was compelling him to tell its tale.


A turning point came when the Kohinoor resurfaced in global discussions, reigniting debate and curiosity. It felt less like coincidence and more like a calling—an invitation to delve deeper into the diamond’s storied past. Seizing this moment, he embarked on a journey to bring history to life through a gripping blend of historical facts and imaginative storytelling.


In Chandramani, My Dreams – The Kohinoor Saga, he intertwines historical truth with fiction, striving to make India’s rich and complex past both accessible and compelling. The Kohinoor Diamond, beyond being a coveted jewel, serves as a silent witness to centuries of ambition, betrayal, and resilience. Through this novel, he aims to spark curiosity about India’s past, offering readers an experience that is as enlightening as it is immersive.


This novel marks only the beginning of his journey as an author. With a deep passion for unearthing untold stories, he is committed to bringing history to life—one tale at a time.




[image: img]


Chapter 1


Birth of Chandramani️


Surya


In the mid-13th century, we toiled under the scorching sun, digging in a clay mine near the banks of the Krishna River. Our task was to search for gems-specifically diamonds for Srihari, the local landlord who paid us for our labour. Alongside me were my friends, including Ranga whom I admired the most. Together, we worked tirelessly, trusting Srihari to reward us for our efforts.


You may wonder what we were doing, sifting through clay for diamonds, and perhaps think we were mad. It’s fair to question, but let me explain before you decide. It was said that Srihari’s only child, his unmarried eighteen-year-old daughter, Chhaya Devi, had a recurring dream in which she saw a diamond buried near the banks of the Krishna River. The dream persisted, and convinced by his daughter’s vision, Srihari decided to try his luck and enlisted fifty men, including me, to excavate the clay mines. Meanwhile, Chhaya Devi stayed in a tent nearby with her parents, waiting for a miracle.


I was curious to see her, this girl whose dreams had set so many of us to work, but it was nearly impossible. Guards surrounded their tent day and night. A fleeting glimpse of her through the tent’s opening excited me, but I quickly suppressed my desires as it was too risky.


It had been eighteen long days of gruelling work, and we were all uncomfortable. The mines were vast, the labour endless, and it felt as though it could take years to find anything of value. We were exhausted, discouraged, and beginning to doubt the worth of our efforts. Srihari, however, remained confident. Yet, when he noticed the dwindling energy among us, he called us together.


“I was a fool to listen to my daughter’s words,” he admitted, pacing before the assembled group. “But you must prove me right. I’ve brought together fifty men and have paid you for this work because I believe in her dream. I believe it will come true. Let Lord Bhavani be with us in this endeavour. I promise to grant twenty gold coins to the person whoever finds the diamond.


As young twenty-years-old boys, Ranga and I were thrilled to hear the announcement. To us it was like striking gold without breaking a sweat- an opportunity to reap rich rewards with minimal effort. After the discussion with our leader, motivated by the promise of gold, we returned to our work with renewed determination. The heat of the day began to wane as the sun dipped lower in the sky. Just as shadows stretched long across the ground, Ranga’s shout pierced the air.


“I found it!” he screamed.


We dropped everything and ran towards him to see what he had found. There, in his hands, was a massive blue diamond, larger than any of us had ever imagined, roughly the size of an adult’s fist. The gemstone radiated a soft blue light that seemed to illuminate Ranga’s entire body.


Srihari rushed to the spot, his face alight with triumph as he beheld the diamond. “Ranga, follow me,” he commanded, his voice trembling with emotion.


We all followed, shouting and cheering, “Ranga did it! Ranga did it!” Our cries filled the air as we made our way to the tent. Chhaya Devi and her mother were already out of the tent as we approached. Chhaya Devi’s face was partially hidden by a scarf, leaving only her eyes visible. Yet, even with that small glimpse, I felt an odd, inexplicable familiarity. Her eyes stirred something deep within me, a memory I couldn’t quite place. Goosebumps prickled my skin as I stared, transfixed.


Srihari looked at Chhaya Devi and presented the diamond to his daughter with a flourish. “Chhaya Devi, here is the Diamond you dreamed of.”


Chhaya Devi’s gaze lingered on Ranga for a moment and then swept over the crowd before settling on me for the briefest second. While the others kept their heads bowed, I couldn’t look away. Her eyes met mine, and I felt as though she recognised me, just as I was certain I had seen her somewhere.


She shook her head, almost imperceptibly, as if dismissing the diamond. Then, leaning close to her mother, she whispered something in her ear before retreating into the tent. Her mother murmured the same to Srihari.


Upon hearing it, Srihari’s expressions changed for a second. After a moment of smiling triumphantly, he turned to us and said, “Yes, you have found a diamond, but this is not the one my daughter foresaw. Still, I am pleased, we may find more, and you will be rewarded accordingly.”


We had expected Srihari to honour his word and give Ranga the gold coins he had promised. However, he instead declared that rewards would be distributed only at the end of our mission. Ranga, furious at this, opened his mouth to protest, but the others quickly warned him to stay silent. Srihari was surrounded by guards, and questioning him now could anger him, leading to dangerous consequences. With a dismissive wave, Srihari declared, “This is a good day. Your hard work has paid off. As the sun is setting, you can call it a day and celebrate this night, you’ve earned it.” He then ordered his guards to arrange food and palm wine for the night.


As we retreated to our tents, we whispered among ourselves, wondering whether Srihari truly intended to reward us or if this was merely a trick to delay paying Ranga. That night, as we feasted on meat and palm wine, perhaps the best meal we ever had, our conversations grew bolder. The discussion began with praising Ranga and then led to what followed after that. Some suggested Srihari had changed his mind, while others debated whether we should demand Ranga’s reward if no more were found. Some even talked of rebellion arguing that Srihari would gain immense wealth by selling the diamond to a king or securing his daughter’s marriage in exchange for it, leaving us with nothing.


Listening to these discussions made me uneasy. Unable to shake off my thoughts, I left the tent wandered towards the mines. Lying on the cool earth at the bottom of the mines, I gazed up at the full moon and whispered a prayer, asking God to bless me with a diamond of my own so that I could one day see the love of my life. Then, chuckling at my own foolishness, I asked for forgiveness, feeling though I had asked for too much. Just then, a shooting star streaked across the sky. A thrill of hope surged through me; was this a sign that my prayers had been heard? I prayed while looking at the shooting star.


Suddenly, an idea struck me. I thought of Chhaya Devi and, under the bright moonlight, began tracing the shape of her eyes in the sand. As I worked, my fingers suddenly brushed against something hard. At first, I thought it was rock, but as I tried to lift it, I realised it was far too heavy. Curious, I dug away the sand around it.


And then, moonlight struck it.


For a moment, I didn’t understand what I was looking at. A strange, luminous glow reflected in my eyes, blinding me momentarily. Then realisation dawned, it was a diamond. A white diamond, gleaming under the moonlight, its brilliance so intense that I had to shield my eyes with one hand.


With trembling fingers, I cleared away the remaining sand, revealing its full size. It was enormous, larger than the blue diamond Ranga had found. Lifting it with both hands, I held it high above my head. As I looked up at the sky, I gasped in awe.


There were two moons, one in the sky and one in my hands.


The radiance of the diamond was almost blinding. Overcome with emotion, I whispered “Chandramani.” Indeed, it was Chandramani- the Moon Stone. A divine gift from the Moon God himself. The god has listened to my prayers, and blessed me with that diamond. I dropped to my knees, overwhelmed with gratitude, and silently thanked the gods for their blessing.


Still clutching the diamond, I climbed out of the mines, but the brilliance of Chandramani made it impossible to go unnoticed. The guards, alerted by the glowing light, shouted in alarm. I saw Chhaya Devi emerge from her tent, her eyes locking onto me from a distance. The guards rushed towards me, their spears raised in both awe and fear. Torn between them all, my gaze shifted between the brilliance of Chandramani in my hand and Chhaya Devi.


Then Srihari arrived, followed by my friends and the guards, but none dared come too close. Even Srihari hesitated before stepping forward and asking, “Surya, what is that in your hands?”


I met his gaze and replied, “It is Chandramani, a white diamond, shining like the moon itself.”


Srihari’s eyes widened. Slowly, he approached, his expression shifting from disbelief to ecstasy. “He found it,” he said. A great cheer erupted among the men.


With renewed excitement, Srihari moved towards his tent, and we followed him. There his wife and daughter were waiting. All this while, Srihari’s wife and his daughter were watching us from their tent. Chhaya Devi moved toward her father, her scarf still concealing most of her face. She gently took the diamond into her hands and asked her father who found it. Her father turned towards the direction where I was standing in the second row with my friends.


“I found it,” I said, coming forward. For the first time, she looked directly at me. Everyone fell silent.


She held my gaze for a long moment, then without a word, turned and disappeared into the tent with Chandramani.


The moment was broken by Srihari’s triumphant voice. “I knew it! I trusted your dreams, my daughter! And today, we have found the King of Diamonds! We will be rich beyond imagination.” All the people standing there began shouting in joy.


Yet, despite the celebration, I noticed something when I looked at Srihari’s face; his face had turned red, his expression tightening. Then, his voice cut through the cheers. “Enough!” he roared. “We will celebrate, but now, it is very late. Rest now. Surya as well as Ranga will be rewarded as promised.”


Though his words reassured my friends, I couldn’t shake off the uneasy feeling in my chest as we returned to our tents.


Three Days Later
We continued excavating the mines in search of more diamonds, but nothing else was found. Though my hands worked in the dirt, my mind was elsewhere; filled with thoughts of her. Chhaya Devi, my princess.


As the days passed, news of our discovery spread like wildfire. Visitors from distant lands began visiting the mines to confirm the news. One day, some people arrived on horseback and met with Srihari asking about the news. However, Srihari denied the rumours, insisting we were merely excavating and storing clay in the mines.


It was then they revealed themselves as soldiers of the kingdom and demanded a search of the tents. Srihari refused, citing his wife and daughter’s presence in the tent. The soldiers grew aggressive, accusing him of hiding something. When they tried to force their way into the tent, Srihari’s guards retaliated. A fierce fight erupted, and outnumbered, the soldiers eventually gave up.


Srihari looked at the head of the soldiers. “I am sparing your life.. .but you shouldn’t tell anyone anything that happened here,” he said.


“You can kill us if you want but we can’t lie to the king,” the head said in a heavy voice.


Srihari gazed at him for a while and then said, “It’s not yet time for you to die.”


Before leaving, the head of the soldiers issued a warning: “You have made a grave mistake, Srihari. You have defied the king’s orders and attacked his men. You and your family will not be spared when we return.”


For the first time, Srihari looked shaken. He ordered the soldiers to leave and retreated into his tent, visibly disturbed. We were watching all of this, and some of the men began worrying about our payment. But I had only one concern- Chhaya Devi, and the consequences that they were facing now as Srihari was in trouble.


Despite the growing tension, we continued working in the mines. I struggled to focus on the task at hand, my mind consumed by worries about the future.


Somehow, the day ended and everyone moved to their tents to sleep.


That night, my sleep was restless. In my dreams, I saw figures dressed in blue, their faces covered. The room around me was blindly bright, as though four suns were shining down on me. I tried to move, but my body felt strangely small and weak. I tried to understand what those people were discussing but couldn’t understand their language. I looked around and tried to move again but it was in vain. When I looked at my hands, I was startled; they were tiny, covered in blood, like those of a newborn baby.


Panic surged through me. Where was I? Who were these people? Why couldn’t I understand their language?


Suddenly I awoke to the sound of laughter. A guard stood nearby, chuckling. “Were you dreaming?” he asked.


Still dazed, I muttered, “Yes...”The laughter around me grew. But as I lay there, staring up at the dark ceiling, I couldn’t shake the feeling that my dream was more than just a dream. Something was coming.


And I had no idea what it was.


The guards then informed it was time to leave, but I could not understand what they were saying. They gestured for me to remain silent, so I followed them to Srihari’s tent. Dawn was breaking, and I could see that they were preparing to leave the place. We were informed that a few of us were selected for the journey too. Among those selected were sixteen of us-stronger men, handpicked by the guards to carry the palanquins, I was among them, along with Ranga.


As Chhaya Devi and her mother prepared to move to their palanquin, I realised I had been assigned to a different one. Without hesitation, I quickly approached a friend and asked to switch places, a move that did not go unnoticed by the guards. Ranga, standing nearby, glanced at me as I whistled softly, signaling my question- “Where are we going?” He murmured back that one of the guards had mentioned we were heading towards the ‘Lands of Lions’.


“The Land of Lions?” I said, confused.


Ranga nodded. “I heard someone call it Vikrama Simhapuri, ruled by the Cholas. It’s about three days by walk.


“But why are we going there?” I asked.


“To escape from the king from here,” Ranga replied, his tone grave.


I frowned. “But why Vikrama Simhapuri in particular?”


“How would I know?” Ranga sighed.


I wondered and looked around at the guards of Srihari. Despite the uncertainty, I was secretly elated now as I was carrying the palanquin of Chhaya Devi. Strangely, the weight didn’t burden me in the slightest.


Srihari occupied another palanquin, and once all the necessities were packed, we began our journey south. We travelled continuously for six hours before requesting a break. The guards agreed and said we would stop near the lake. They led us to a lake half a mile away. There, we rested and ate lunch while waiting for others to finish their preparations.


As I sat by the water, a guard approached me.


“Come,” he said.


“What’s the matter?” I asked.


“Chhaya Devi wishes to speak with you in private.”


Surprised yet delighted, I immediately agreed. He led me to her grounded palanquin and instructed me to kneel.


“Greetings, Princess,” I said respectfully.


Through the thin fabric covering her face, I could see her eyes studying me. Then, she laughed softly. “No one calls me Princess,” she said. “I have no kingdom of my own to rule—not yet, at least. Perhaps I will be a princess someday, as my father wishes, but that is not my desire.”


I hesitated before asking, “Then... what should I call you?”


“Just Chhaya Devi,” she replied.


Summoning courage, I took a deep breath. “Chhaya Devi, why did you want to speak with someone like me—a poor man?”


She was silent for a moment before asking, “Are you the one who found the white diamond?”


I nodded. “Yes. I found Chandramani—the white diamond.” “Chandramani?” she repeated. “You named it?”


I smiled. “Yes. It was meant for me to discover, and it found me in return.”


Slowly, she removed the cloth covering her face. For the first time, I saw her fully—and as I had imagined, she was breathtaking.


“Have you ever dreamed of this diamond before?” she asked.


“No,” I admitted with a chuckle. “I’ve never even imagined finding a white diamond before.”


She suddenly frowned. “Why are you laughing?” she demanded, her tone sharp.


I quickly apologised. “I wasn’t laughing at you, Chhaya Devi. It’s just... after a long time, I finally had a dream. And it was a strange one.”


Her curiosity piqued, she leaned slightly forward. “What was your dream?”


I hesitated before answering. “I saw myself as a newborn baby, surrounded by people... but not in this world. It was somewhere different—strange and advanced, like a fantasy.” She looked at me intently. “Another world? What do you mean?”


“Just that... I hadn’t seen such a world before,” I explained. “It felt too real to be a simple dream.”


Before she could ask anything else, I noticed Srihari approaching in the distance. The guard beside us gestured for me to step away.


“It was nice speaking with you,” Chhaya Devi said softly as I asked her permission to leave.


I smiled and walked away from the palanquin, just as Srihari arrived and commanded us to resume the journey. By tradition, after each break, we changed positions to ease the burden of carrying the palanquins. This time, I was assigned to the back of Chhaya Devi’s palanquin.


We traveled for another six hours. And as the sun began to reach the horizon in the west, we heard the thunder of approaching hooves. Twenty horsemen emerged from the distance. Our guards had only five horses and fifteen men to defend us. We were outnumbered.


Srihari quickly emerged from his palanquin, assessing the danger. “Prepare to fight!” he ordered.


Fear gripped us all. I stepped forward. “Where are the weapons?”


“There aren’t enough,” Srihari admitted. “You’ll have to take them from the dead.”


Panic spread among us. Two of our men attempted to flee— one was struck down by an arrow, and the other managed to escape. The head of the guard asked the remaining to form a circle to protect Srihari and his family. The battle began. The enemy charged through our defensive circle with ease. Several horsemen fell, and Ranga and I seized their swords, managing to strike down a few attackers.


Chaos erupted—swords clashed, bodies fell, and blood splattered the earth. I fought alongside Srihari, even saving his life once, which he noticed.


Suddenly, I sensed someone charging towards me from behind. Before I could react, an arrow struck my attacker from afar.


I turned—and saw Chhaya Devi standing, bow in hand, firing arrows with deadly precision.


For a moment, time seemed to stop. I watched in awe—her grace, her courage, her unshaken resolve. But Ranga’s shout brought me back to reality. Gesturing a thank you to her, I turned around. The battle raged on, and in the end, we emerged victorious, though at a great cost. Many of our men were dead or severely injured. Only eight of us remained standing.


Srihari then ordered Ranga to stay behind to take care for the injured guards. Turning to me, he added, “The payment for both you and Ranga will be handed over to you once we reach our destination.”


Ranga’s expression changed suddenly. Uncomfor-table with the decision, he immediately protested. “I want to accompany you on the journey.”


Srihari shook his head. “I know you and Surya are from the same village, and I know you are friends. But do not worry about the payment—just take care of the wounded.”


Ranga glanced at me and, after a moment of hesitation, nodded reluctantly.


I promised him, “If we leave separately, we will meet again in our village.”


Ranga gave me a reassuring smile. “Anytime, my friend.” Then, lowering his voice, he added, “Keep a close watch on Srihari. You’re the only one from our group who will be accompanying him further.”


I assured him, “Everything will go smoothly. I will keep an eye on his every move.”


That night, we built a fire and rested.


Before we slept, Srihari warned us, “They may come after us again.”


We all agreed. The enemy would not stop their pursuit. We had to remain alert and wait for first light in the morning before making our next move.


At dawn, Ranga woke me. The group was preparing to leave.


Srihari approached and asked, “Can you ride?”


“Yes,” I replied.


“Good. Choose a horse from the least wounded ones that can still run,” he instructed. “Follow us at a distance.”


I nodded and mounted a horse. Ahead of me, I could see Srihari and his wife riding together, while Chhaya Devi rode a white horse. The guards followed closely behind. My gaze briefly fell on the bag Srihari carried—inside it were the two diamonds.


I turned back and called out, “Goodbye, Ranga.”


He raised his hand in farewell. “Until we meet again, my friend.”


We rode at a slow pace for five hours before stopping by a river to feed the horses. I attempted to move closer, but a guard warned me to keep my distance reminding me that I was of lower caste and I should maintain my distance with them. Apologising, I stepped back.


The sun was high, and the heat was unbearable. I washed my hands, legs, and face in the river, quenching my thirst. As I watched the water flow downstream towards Srihari and the others, I chuckled softly coz the river didn’t differentiate between lower caste and higher caste.


Just as we were preparing to move again, disaster struck. A group of five lions emerged seemingly out of nowhere — but not from the front as we first thought. From my position ahead of the group, keeping a distance, I watched as the lions circled in from behind, unnoticed until it was too late. Everyone was caught off guard, frozen in shock and unprepared to fight back. I couldn’t make them out clearly at first, only realising the danger when the horses began to panic. Some riders were thrown as their mounts bolted in terror. One lion lunged at a horse, bringing it down in a brutal instant.


My own horse reared up, refusing to move forward. Realising I had no control; I jumped off and sprinted towards the fight, dagger in hand.


Chaos erupted. The lions attacked swiftly, injuring several people. Three of them circled Chhaya Devi. I ran with all my strength, leaping over one of the lions to reach her. The beasts hesitated, startled by my sudden movement.


Two of them turned on me. One lunged, and I barely managed to stab it before the other swiped at me, forcing me back. Suddenly, I felt a massive weight on my shoulders.


A lion had jumped onto my back. Its claws dug into my skin as it attempted to bite my neck. Summoning all my strength, I pushed the beast away, but the force sent me crashing onto the ground.


For a moment, I lay there, dazed, staring up at the blinding sun. Then, my gaze shifted to Chhaya Devi. Blood trickled from a wound on her arm. The lion closest to her was preparing to strike again. I turned back only to find myself face to face with a lion. It was too close. I could see my own reflection in its golden eyes. The lion stared at me in silence. Everything around us stilled. Then, without warning, it let out a deafening roar. For a split second, I felt like I had already died. But then... the lion backed away. The others followed suit, retreating into the woods. Their collective roars echoed through the air as they disappeared.


I remained on the ground for several moments, stunned. Then, snapping back to reality, I limped towards Chhaya Devi. She was trembling, blood seeping from her wounded arm. Without thinking, I tore a piece of my shirt and wrapped it around her wound, tying it tightly to stop the bleeding. Just as I finished, I felt a weak grip on my leg. I looked down. It was Srihari.


He was gravely wounded—dying. I knelt and held him in my arms. Chhaya Devi, still in shock, reached for her father. With great effort, Srihari locked eyes with me. His bloody hand grasped mine.


“From now on... Chhaya Devi is yours. Take care of her.” Then, turning to his daughter, he whispered, “It is your wish, and so be it. Join hands.”


Tears streamed down Chhaya Devi’s face. She reached for me, her trembling fingers clasping mine. Srihari’s hand slowly slipped away. Chhaya Devi let out a wretched cry. I felt tears of my own as I looked around. Blood. bodies. death everywhere.


Then, my eyes fell on Chhaya Devi’s mother. She, too, had perished.


Chhaya Devi eventually realised her mother was missing and began calling for her. When she turned to me, I lowered my head, unable to speak. She understood immediately.
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