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Chapter 1: The Kingdom of Knowledge
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Might and ambition had been intertwined for ages. Seldom did knowledge thrive as a living entity within a prosperous realm. For half a millennium, a powerful coalition of five kingdoms had shielded the Indus subcontinent from constant invasions. The Haathi kingdom in the northwest, Pankh in the northeast, MahaKaaya in the north, YantriQ in the east, and Vashi in the south had created an indomitable ecological barrier. However, these realms were ruled by unchecked leaders who exercised their authority without limits. There was no space for new powers to rise in this area.

Yet, within the sprawling breadth of this territory, an enigmatic empire had emerged suddenly in the heart of India. Its beginnings were cloaked in mystery, astonishing everyone. Even the ancient elders could not recall its inception. Nonetheless, an inexplicable feeling of belonging and solace enveloped most of those who visited a realm that welcomed all with open arms.

In the eleventh century, the kingdom of Vidhyaan flourished with a growing population but remained limited to a tranquil riverside city. It was a stunning metropolis adorned with graceful pink structures that stood proud like a splendid garland, transforming once desolate land into a lively haven. This captivating locale, seemingly arising from nowhere, radiated an aura of calm and celebration that was utterly alluring. Led by the harmonious partnership of the charming Princess Ishana and Governor Prajna Patankar, it gained renown faster than the fleeting beauty of a magical sunset. Powerful neighbours who initially approached Vidhyaan with scepticism or hostility left as friends. Vidhyaan did not boast an army, nevertheless maintained a small policing force for administrative needs. Merchants, scholars, sages, entertainers, and artists from around the globe flocked to the city, making it their home.

In the same decade, the continent was engulfed in intense power conflicts among neighboring kingdoms. The land was saturated with violence, and an ominous sense of impending doom lingered in the air. Remarkably, Vidhyaan remained untouched over time. However, powerful rulers questioned why the small city of Vidhyaan continued to stand unscathed. How could something so fragile persist independently? Perhaps the invaders had failed to see the benefit of attacking Vidhyaan, given its valuable allies, such as the sages and scholars who used the region's largest library for their study and meditation. Additionally, there was no significant wealth to plunder or threats to justify an attack. Furthermore, a foreboding prophecy reverberated throughout the land, predicting that a powerful darkness would engulf the continent if Vidhyaan were overtaken.

Despite the warmongering atmosphere elsewhere, Vidhyaan was preparing for a festive summer with the Princess's engagement on the horizon. The city was filled with tourists, long-time veteran scholars, sages, and craftsmen who adorned it with festoons, flowers, and fireworks to celebrate the season of love and happiness. The city was soaked in a joyous dance of peaceful trance and Satsang (community celebration) like never before. On a beautiful morning, Princess Ishana delighted in socializing with her friends in the palace garden. Clad in her favorite electric blue dress, she exuded a pure love that eased the worries of those around her. She swung cheerfully on a wooden swing, which creaked and crackled with vine-like ropes beneath a sprawling banyan tree. The palace grounds and gardens were filled with enthusiastic bridesmaids and carefree children, some weaving flowers, others chatting or decorating. Everyone was joyfully engaged in the celebration. Governor Prajna, dressed in his formal open navy-blue tuxedo, walked calmly up to Ishana. She met his gaze with a knowing smile and a gentle nod. Governor Prajna's mind was burdened, unlike his loving smile.

Governor Prajna Patankar

There's never been a more joyous occasion here. I... meant to ask you...

Prajna Patankar's careful question was interrupted delicately with a soft giggle and a soothing voice.

Princess Ishana

I know. I know this world is changing faster than we can blink.

Governor Prajna Patankar

Why do you do this? This self-destruction?

Princess Ishana

Destruction? Every change in itself is some sort of destruction.

Replied the Princess with a puzzled expression.

Governor Prajna Patankar

No matter who you become. You'll always be my little princess. Vidhyaan is not worth saving at this cost. Please reconsider!

Prajna Patankar implored her.

Princess Ishana

Although you may not understand the broader cosmic occurrences, still...what do you think I should do?

Governor Prajna Patankar

Approach the Un...

Prajna Patankar's response was abruptly interrupted.  Princess Ishana swiftly interjected, her tone filled with urgency.

Princess Ishana

Don't!

She took a deep breath, regained her composure, and said,

Princess Ishana

They serve a greater purpose. I, on the other hand, had a specific task to fulfil.

Governor Prajna Patankar

You are the GUARDIAN of the secret. But why suffer the changing sands?

Said the exasperated Governor.

Princess Ishana

Do you see a future?

Governor Prajna Patankar

No, I have limited experience compared to you.

Replied Prajna Patankar.

Princess Ishana

It is impossible to explain what I see. However, the timeless visions had shown me this gift that I would receive. How or what I would undergo is unimportant. But... the creation would be worth it!

The Governor was neither convinced nor moved from his opinion that she was making the wrong choice of action. Perhaps only she knew what she truly intended to create within her timeline. The Princess and the Governor embarked on a stroll together.

Governor Prajna Patankar

Was there no way to experience this as your... other self?

Princess Ishana

I have created a lot of cosmic things external to me, for the purpose of my duty as a guardian. I am the Guardian and will never let the darkness touch Vidhyaan's secret. However, there's something more... Something that I will create before I resign.

Governor Prajna Patankar

I can only wish I could understand what you feel.

Prajna Patankar spoke with a tinge of sadness.

Princess Ishana

You are a man of knowledge. I wish everyone could experience the realm where time bends. But it is the dominion of the selected.

Princess Ishana was persistent in her stance.

Governor Prajna Patankar

So, what must we do now?

Princess Ishana

Nothing at this moment.

Vidhyaan was known as the city of memories. Its library and knowledge base of books were different from any others the scholars had seen. It consisted of a number of unnamed, source-less books which represented memories of people... or souls. The sprawling tourists and visitors during the day never realized that as the last rays of sunlight faded, only a handful of residents remained. These chosen few were there for a higher purpose, seeking spiritual enlightenment. The city had an intrinsic and unknown aura that made it surreal when people went far from it... just existing as a memory for some.

Among the residents, some dedicated themselves to serving the visitors with delightful offerings of wholesome foods, gemstone jewellery, intricate handicrafts, vibrant clothes, and a ton of entertainment activities. Yet, others stayed in the kingdom to gain the vast knowledge housed within the city's libraries, attending free training to hone their skills and master various arts. Some who were orphaned or rejected by society found a home here.

One such orphan, who had lost almost all recollection of his past, landed on Vidhyaan's doorstep two decades ago. This child, known only as Bhrigu, carried with him a faint memory of his name and a symbol resembling the radiant sun. With open arms and a warm heart, Governor Prajna welcomed Bhrigu into the city's embrace. Bhrigu was much wiser for his age. His demeanour was that of an older soul but he was biologically around the same age as the Princess, just fifteen years old when he had arrived there.

Bhrigu often doubted his potential and whether he was worth anything. But the Princess's friendship helped him to explore his purpose. When they gazed into each other's eyes, they could sense a strange familiarity — as if they understood each other's souls.

They met amidst minute silences within frequent laughter, in the subtle gaps between vibrant sun rays, in the echoes of innocent gossip of minds young and curious, questioning who they were and where they belonged.

At that time, Bhrigu wondered about his origins and what possible legacy he carried.

Princess Ishana wanted him to discover it on his own. However, she trusted the depth of his spiritual growth and chose to reveal the meaning behind the Sun symbol etched onto a small stone medallion, indicating that he belonged to the illustrious Suryavanshis.

Princess Ishana

You are a Suryavanshi!

Princess Ishana exclaimed, her face glowing with pride.

Bhrigu Rishi

How is that important to who I am? asked Bhrigu in an unimpressed voice.

Princess Ishana

It is, for a reason. Princess Ishana replied.

Princess Ishana

When you found Vidhyaan, you had lost most of your memories. It was as if someone deliberately erased them, but wanted you to remember that you are a Suryavanshi.

Bhrigu Rishi

How do you do this? For every visitor to Vidhyaan?

Bhrigu inquired lovingly.

Princess Ishana

Do what?

The Princess asked innocently, with sparkling eyes.

Bhrigu Rishi

Show them the way. How do you know so much?

Bhrigu almost whispered to himself while observing her, captivated by her loving and patient soul, devoid of any selfish motives. He could not help but wonder how she could be a real human being.

About twenty years later, on this day, Bhrigu cherished these memories at Vidhyaan. He lingered in his simple sun-lit meditation room and calmly walked toward the terrace overlooking Vidhyaan's landscape. Gently, his eyes skimmed over the city’s crowded streets, simple yet spacious buildings, colourful gondolas in the gushing river, and the expansive jungles outside Vidhyaan, finally setting gaze on a faraway snow-clad mountain. A smile lit up his eyes as he walked down a wide staircase connecting to the streets, all the while holding his gaze on the top of the mountain.

A soothing voice slipped into his ears, saying,

Princess Ishana

It is calling you, isn't it?

He smiled at the Princess to acknowledge that she was right.

Princess Ishana

You will be a great mentor. It would be a proud moment for me to see you create a peacekeeping force.

Bhrigu Rishi

It is certainly the most prominent calling from my heart. However, sometimes I wondered if the region needs it.

Bhrigu seemed dubious.

Princess Ishana

The world needs it. More than ever

Princess Ishana replied, even more vigorously than before.

Bhrigu Rishi

What is your purpose?

Bhrigu held her hand as if he was feeling her aura, confidently exploring her eyes as he asked a powerful question.

Ishana stood silent but maintained eye contact. There was silence but there was nothing to hide.

Bhrigu Rishi

What does Princess Ishana wish to pursue?

There was a sweet fragrance of deep understanding between them.

Princess Ishana

Let's not evaluate life's big questions in our final moments together

The Princess replied serenely.

Bhrigu Rishi

I will only be gone for a few months after our engagement

Bhrigu chuckled as he went on,

Princess Ishana

Besides, a lot of people need your help daily. You are not going to miss much of me.

Princess Ishana silently nodded and walked away. There was something that was keeping her from being too happy about it.

Bhrigu sensed her hesitation.

Bhrigu Rishi

She is such an angel with love as pure as the gentle zephyr of Vidhyaan. Yet carries clouds of a storm. I wonder what is troubling her now?

He murmured to himself. However, as soon as he turned his face toward the gleaming orange sunlight reflecting off of the bright and cheerful city dressing up for the celebration, he let go of his hunch with a sigh and carried on.

Princess Ishana charmingly received everyone, spreading love wherever she laid her sight as people greeted her at each step. She casually walked from the palace onto the streets without any guards, being one with people as they treated her like their own daughter, sister, and mother. Their beloved, truly.

She cautiously made her way to a small gap on the southern wall of the palace facing the turning river. The spot was secluded, hidden amongst conveniently grown trees and camouflaged to look like a normal section of the castle wall. Carefully, Ishana touched three spots on the wall with her fingers as if pressing invisible buttons. The wall crackled and opened a bit. Ishana pushed it open wider and sneaked inside, closing it quickly behind her.

Ishana murmured a prayer as she entered an almost dark stairway. She stepped calmly on the rock steps spiralling down, and the fire torches on the wall lit up as she approached and blew out as she passed them. All the while, her prayer to the unknown appeared to give her strength in her mission.

Finally, she reached the bottom of the stairwell, completing the prayer around the same time. As soon as her feet touched the floor, a humongous underground chamber lit up with fire torches as if it warmly welcomed her presence. The chamber was a huge, wide cylindrical shape with walls made of natural rock and roots of trees that grew on the surface above it. Her eyes sparkled with devotional tears as she smiled at the two people waiting for her there.

A welcoming voice of Governor Prajna greeted her. The other figure was a twelve-foot giant on his knees, cranking some bolts on the rock wall. He turned around and immediately had a huge bright smile on his face. The Governor exclaimed, "Done!

The Giant nodded and stood up, watching his head so that it did not bump against the rock ceiling.

Princess Ishana

Only Tugra Pho could have achieved this.

Said Princess Ishana as she bowed and paid her respect lovingly. Tugra shrugged his shoulders in surprise.

Tugra Pho [MahaKaaya King]

Princess! You've been MahaKaaya's friend for a long time... and friends do not bow.

Princess Ishana

What do friends do?

Asked the Princess lightly. The MahaKaaya king Tugra Pho tried to squeeze in what was on his mind at the moment. He played with his fur coat nervously. The Governor and the Princess put him in the spotlight by gazing at him with a smile that anticipated an innocent reply from a child.

Tugra pho

Ummm... they feed each other!

Answered Tugra Pho. Both the Governor and the Princess burst into laughter as Tugra looked on in anticipation for a few moments, then joined with a peal of fake laughter too. The Governor moved closer to an engineered door which appeared to be made from a metallic alloy. Glowing lines of energy flowed like geometric veins into a center portion which consisted of circular golden disks. The golden disks were etched with runes as if they needed to be decrypted. The Runes glowed with pale blue light upon sensing the Governor's touch.

Governor Prajna Patankar

Are these Nordic Runes?

Princess Ishana

Yes, and no one in the Indus Valley could read them.

Tugra Pho

True, two of my MahaKaaya and I learned them from a friend at Valhalla while rebuilding its broken wall

Said Tugra Pho, puffing up his chest a little.

Princess Ishana

So Valhalla was real? Who was that friend?

Princess Ishana was awed by this new information. She stepped in front of the door, analyzing the combination locks. Tugra Pho was about to blurt out the name in excitement but then slapped his mouth with his palm to stop the words from erupting.

Tugra Pho

Sorry, I cannot say. Um... bound by the confidentiality clause. However, this puzzle would puzzle ODIN too. Um... unless he is too bored, but friends told me he was way too busy.

Ishana interrupted him from blabbering further,

Princess Ishana

MahaKaaya are great engineers.

Tugra Pho

That’s true... But when my neighbours fight over their compasses and tools not being organized every morning, it just spoils my early morning breakfast. Anyways, you know why I used the Nordic Runes on this door.

Said Tugra, slightly distracted by the thought of food. However, nothing could divert him from asking the most important question from the Princess. He tentatively asked

Tugra Pho

Two years to make this door. You have my word that no one will know about this from me. May I, um... ask as a friend, why a simple door troubled you so much?

Princess Ishana looked at him sweetly. She had a lot on her mind — her subconscious mind. She turned back toward the door, curiously marvelling at the exquisite craftsmanship, and said,

Princess Ishana

You're a dear friend, Tugra. However, the gravity of some rationales must remain within me. Just remember that no discovery or calamity was worth the risk of exposing what's behind this door to the world.

Tugra Pho nodded and slowly pinched something in his pocket pouch on the side of his thigh. He pulled out a circular disk-shaped key with Norse runes on it and gently placed it on Ishana's palm. Ishana examined it by playing around with glowing concentric circles that rotated around an axis, and the symbols glowed.

Tugra Pho

My best work ever! I had researched you, and only you could open this key because its cryptographic pattern matched only your thought patterns. We have made a personalized key like this only once before.

Princess Ishana

Amazing! I could see the pattern. I didn’t even know this was possible. I had seen things out of this dimension, but this was special!

Ishana thanked him effusively.

Princess Ishana

I owe MahaKaaya for this Favor!

Tugra Pho was more than happy because he had finally found a reason to remind Ishana what he had wanted all along.

Tugra Pho

I thought, friends fed each other!

Suryavanshi Bhrigu sat silently in meditation, still as a tree, breathing deeply and slowly. His mind was blank but aware of its surroundings. The sound of flowing river water, the oars of gondolas dipping in and out of it, happy tourists passing by, kids playing, the chatter about the princess and the kingdom, and more. Suddenly, he was transported into a strange blackness in his mind. As if someone had pulled his soul out of his body as he hovered in a plane of nothingness. He saw a couple of stars at a distance and focused on them. A buzzing, hissing sound slowly rang in his ears. The stars got closer and turned into green reptilian eyes.

Bhrigu Rishi

Raaji, where have you been? I have been looking for you!

Exclaimed Bhrigu. He was relieved to see his friend after a long time.

Raaji Vishtraka

Namaste, Bhrigu! I have been busy concealing our kingdom after the Vashi were dragged into the abyss wars.

Bhrigu Rishi

I am sorry for the Vashi people. I have faith that you will lead them well

Bhrigu tried to console her sincerely.

Raaji Vishtraka

The five-kingdom alliance has shaken. Shaken by greed and fear. It is not as honourable as everyone considers it to be

Raaji was heartbroken with grief, but she continued,

Raaji Vishtraka

After my mother's passing, Haathi and YantriQ had offered to guard us, given we gave them access to our technology and our army.

Bhrigu Rishi

What did you do? asked Bhrigu.

Raaji Vishtraka

I showed them a version of the truth. Fighting the underworld rift had consumed most of our army. Vashi's population had dwindled to less than twenty percent. I could sense how our friends viewed Vashi as vulnerable and leaderless.

She darkly replied.

Bhrigu Rishi

You are wise. You made the allies believe you!

Bhrigu said firmly but that was indeed the truth. The young Raaji Vishtraka was wise for her years.

Bhrigu Rishi

You have a beautiful heart and hypnotic eyes. I can see that Vashi is in a delicate situation. The allies have dealt a strong hand to this region's problems. Sticking to the most barbaric ways. WARS!

Bhrigu could feel the pain of his unfortunate friend.

Raaji Vishtraka

Wars? No! Just decimation of the weak. Vashi would honor the five-kingdom alliance for now. However, it is more immediate than ever that you established your peacekeeping force. Or else, the so-called allies would consume anything they disagreed with.

Raaji declared quite forcefully this time.

Bhrigu Rishi

I am concerned about you! You are one of the few who I trust, despite your... powers. Show me what has transpired.

Bhrigu could sense the urgency in Raaji’s voice.

Raaji Vishtraka

None but you can see this.

A hissing sound reverberated through the space and Bhrigu was transported to a scene of unimaginable tragedy unfolding in the name of protecting the region. Ghoul-like creatures crawled out of the murky swamps, cascading waterfalls, winding rivers, and all bodies of water, as the Vashi kingdom fought them off with grit. A reptilian half-lizard half-humanoid soldier got ripped to shreds as the ghouls, black as coal, effortlessly decayed his body with a single swipe of their razor-sharp claws. 

Amidst this chaos, the Vashi Queen, a serpent known as Naagini, revealed herself, her age spanning centuries. With regal grace, she fearlessly confronted the invading troops while Raaji hid under a tree. The queen wore a majestic gem-studded crown and wielded venomous daggers, with her tail slithering through the jungle, emanating an ethereal light that vaporized the ghouls in its path. In her fury, she summoned allies to aid in the battle, her call resounding through the air. 

Naagini was in a rage mode as she gallantly cleared the forest of hundreds of ghouls, but even her indomitable spirit shook as she surveyed the aftermath. She took a pause and found hardly any surviving amphibians standing. Her heart ached at the sight of dead bodies and blood all around her. Overwhelmed by grief, she sent out telepathic waves for her kind to push forward.

She felt a peculiar sensation on her tail and whirled around fiercely to find Raaji hugging her tail and crying. The Queen paused and smiled, assuring Raaji that everything would be alright. She picked her up like a baby, although Raaji was quite a tall kid for a ten-year-old. She stared into Raaji's eyes with utmost love. Raaji's eyes glowed blue and she froze Naagini's body like a statue as she read her mind. 

Raaji's vision expanded like a huge cloud in the sky while Bhrigu watched it. In this mesmerizing sight, Raaji saw a holographic form of Naagini's likeness in a glamorous court asking for help from Gajadhar Matanga, also known as the Haathi King, and Abhinav, the King of YantriQ. The Haathi King, with unwavering determination, pledged his Special Forces to combat the menacing Ghouls. However, once Naagini vanished from the court, the Haathi King engaged in a profound yet contradictory discussion with his counterpart. YantriQ was a shrewd individual, possessing an uncanny ability to outmaneuver even the most skilled manipulators. 

Raaji’s body trembled as she released her grip on her mother, Queen Naagini. The queen's eyes filled with curiosity as she wondered what had shaken her daughter so profoundly. Raaji's lips quivered as she whispered, her voice barely audible, consumed by fear. It was a fear that threatened to tear her away from Naagini, her loyal friends, and the very kingdom they cherished. 

Naagini’s heart sank but she acknowledged this bitter reality. Slowly, she removed her crown and placed it on Raaji's delicate head. As the majestic crown settled, it seemed to come alive, moulding itself to Raaji's form, granting her dominion over the reptilian creatures that inhabited their realm. In that moment, as Raaji took a deep breath, the air seemed to hold its breath too, as if in awe of the dramatic turn of events. 

A sweet kiss landed on Raaji's round cheeks as Naagini's tail enclosed her in a loving embrace. Naagini gracefully retreated, picking up a piece of shoulder and arm armor from a fallen Vashi soldier to patch her right arm and injured shoulder. Her charming eyes hauntingly captured Raaji's attention, whose gaze was locked at her mother. 

Naagini swiftly receded into the river. She swam fast, gliding seamlessly against the current. The river teemed with dead amphibians and the corpses of Vashi soldiers, as a haunting reminder of the gruesome battle. Yet, Naagini remained resolute, her focus unwavering, as she propelled herself forward like a speeding arrow. A few weary battalions of Vashi amphibians watched in awe as she cut through the water, diving deeper and deeper into an abyss where the sunlight began to fade. 

Suddenly, the water blackened as she passed huge whales and other beautiful creatures. She had reached into almost nothingness when she finally viewed an orange glowing line, a crack at the bottom of the sea, a rift from where the ghouls were slowly crawling out. She looked at them with utter rigor as she whispered for the last time, "Raaji, Love you always." And without hesitation, she plunged into the rift, traversing its treacherous depths. 

She reached the other side of the rift, a realm ablaze with fiery hues, and performed a venomous aura expansion, causing her lips to pale, her eyes to turn a haunting white, and her body to tremble and tear apart, piece by piece. She unleashed a vibrant blue-green energy that imploded upon itself, only to explode with a force that shattered the rift, closing it and obliterating thousands of ghouls in the process. 

Amid this chaos, a figure, cloaked in darkness and adorned with decaying armor, looked at the desolate landscape of the hellish underworld. Its eyes, devoid of life, scanned the surroundings until they fell upon the remnants of Naagini's armor, floating aimlessly. It was all that remained of her, a testament to her valiant sacrifice. 

Raaji trembled with overwhelming grief, sinking to her knees as the haunting sounds of the jungle echoed behind her. The air crackled with an ominous energy as if an impending force drew near. She looked to her side and saw the green trees shake a bit as YantriQ's tank emerged. Abhinav stepped out as Raaji mourned the death of her beloved Queen. The ground beneath her quivered once more, announcing the arrival of a majestic flying elephant that landed down with Haathi King on it. Abhinav walked slowly toward Raaji and placed his hand on her shoulder to show support. 

Raaji kept her head down with a furious gaze as if she wanted to dig a hole in the ground and bury the treacherous snakes in it. She knew what had transpired. The betrayal of the allied forces boiled inside her, a rage she had never experienced before. For a moment, she felt like slashing Abhinav in half with her chained Kunai. However, she just closed her eyes, shed a few more tears, and kept calm. She looked at Abhinav with a teary smile to indicate that Queen Naagini was no more. The Haathi King assured her that the Alliance would protect her and her kingdom. 

Raaji then looked at Bhrigu as he was exported out of this vision, back into his body, fully alert, in Vidhyaan. Bhrigu gulped down the lump in his throat by taking a deep breath. He heard the whispers. 

Bhrigu rose from the ground and gazed upon Vidhyaan's sprawling streets. He carefully scanned the bustling crowd going about their daily lives, enjoying the cheerful engagements, crowded shops, and the intoxicating aromas of delicacies. Colorful festivities painted the scene, adding an air of excitement to the atmosphere. As Bhrigu's gaze ascended, his eyes fixed upon a distant mountain, standing tall and proud beyond the kingdom's borders. With a determined nod, he acknowledged Raaji's request and declared, his voice filled with anticipation, 

Bhrigu

Soon, Raaji!

Bhrigu entered the grand palace where guards greeted him on his way in. He entered into a huge open dome with exquisite medieval architecture. The colored glass roof above refracted the sun's rays, casting a mesmerizing display of rainbow shades throughout the space. It was a sight to behold. He climbed the spiral staircase and watched the people rejoicing outside the palace through the floor-to-ceiling glass panels. Finally, reaching the top of the staircase, he turned his gaze toward the kitchen on his right. 

To his surprise, Bhrigu spotted Tugra Pho, a colossal figure, indulging in a feast laid out on an enormous table. The giant's mouth was stuffed with delectable food, and as he noticed Bhrigu's presence, he struggled to speak. With a mouthful of pastry, Tugra managed to shout

Tugra Pho

Hey!!! Um... Congratulations!

His excitement was palpable.

Tugra Pho

May you both live happily ever after!

Bhrigu did not expect the presence of a giant there. He jumped in surprise but acknowledged the greeting,

Bhrigu Rishi

Sh...Sure... Thanks!

As Bhrigu moved away, Tugra Pho nervously peered at one of the chefs in the kitchen, wondering if he had done or said anything wrong. 

Bhrigu Rishi stepped out onto a crowded terrace adorned with a sea of vibrant flowers that cooled the scorching ground beneath his feet. Soldiers, scholars, and a multitude of others greeted him eagerly. Suddenly, the Governor emerged from the crowd, extending his hand to Bhrigu and guiding him toward the ledge. On his other side was the vivacious Princess Ishana; as fresh and delicate as a cherry blossom. With an affectionate gaze, Bhrigu locked eyes with her, their connection radiating with an undeniable intensity. 

The Governor addressed the crowd that was rejoicing on the streets below with festoons, dazzling fireworks, and an abundance of delectable treats. The sound of irresistible music filled the air, inviting all to join in the enchanting dance. 

In a grand gesture, the Governor publicly intertwined Bhrigu's hand with Ishana's, symbolizing their engagement and sealing their love for all to witness. The moment, bathed in the ethereal glow of the setting sun, created a symphony of true passion and undying devotion. 

The poetry of sunset and love. 

There, in the snowy peaks, 

Lost in my Mind's eternal goal, 

You'll be in delicate sunsets, 

I'll long for your radiant soul. 

-Bhrigu

Breathe deep and slow down my dear, 

Let stars burn in the dark night, 

Fizzling colors so easily disappear, 

We're peace and love, 

merged in twilight. 

-Ishana 

On the edge of the palace terrace, two childhood friends found themselves reminiscing their shared journey to that moment. 

Bhrigu tenderly bestowed his blessings upon her, a wistful smile adorning their faces. As he gradually retreated from the grand palace, his gaze fixated on Ishana, who waved at him from the terrace, he whispered to himself, 

Bhrigu

This separation is but a fleeting moment! We will be together soon.

Deep within, he felt that there was something more to this journey. Perhaps it was not a temporary one. Yet, he reassured himself that destiny was on their side, and with unwavering determination, he redirected his focus toward the task at hand as he walked away. 

The Princess watched him go. She smiled with the utmost love as if it was the last time she would ever be meeting his gaze like that. There were moments in life when you witnessed someone walking away, and you instinctively knew that everything was about to change. Yet, deep within your heart, there remained an eternal flame that would forever endure. For her, the definition of 'always' meant multiple dimensions beyond this life. 

Quietly, she made her way through the grand palace, past its back door and ventured into the hidden passageway that Tugra Pho had so meticulously safeguarded. She bowed to the door and her hands carefully handled the Nordic key. Uttering a whispered incantation in the ancient Norse language, she turned the dials on the Key. Placing the key into the vacant slot on the door, a surge of electric blue light coursed through the intricate lines etched upon its surface, like blood flowed through one’s veins. The door came alive, activated by the mystical energy, and swung open before her. A brilliant radiance emanated from it, illuminating the chamber that lay beyond. 

As Ishana entered the chamber inside, a breathtaking sight unfolded before her eyes. It was a library that defied all boundaries, stretching endlessly into infinity. There were shelves filled with books everywhere, defying gravity as they floated above, below, and on either side of her. There was no floor, yet the space beneath her feet solidified, wherever she decided to step. It was a realm of infinite knowledge, where shelves intertwined like ribbons, flowing in every conceivable direction. Several books lay open, with more open doors, staircases, and ladders leading to other unknown infinite possibilities. 

Ishana, however, remained unfazed by this extraordinary spectacle. Taking a deep breath, she gently pulled out a precious red ruby and floated it in her hands. As she spun the suspended gem between her palms, a surge of energy coursed through her, channelling into the very core of the ruby. 

In a mesmerizing display, the ruby opened a portal that was just empty dark space. In a voice filled with anticipation, she called out to the portal, her words echoing through the vast expanse,

Princess Ishana

The guardian calls upon the nine! 

A torn page of a book emerged from the portal and laid in front of her. The writing, etched upon the aged parchment, read "What is your question?" Ishana did not hesitate to pose her query to the unseen guardians, her voice resonating with a mix of wonder and determination,

Princess Ishana

Can a Guardian exist in different dimensions?

Another torn page came flying out from the portal,

Unknown

A Guardian is not limited by any form. Live this life as a Guardian and liberate yourself when you believe the time is right.
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Chapter 2 : The Inquisitors
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Nestled among the vast expanse of the northwestern deserts and the majestic Ghats of the Indus Valley, there lay the illustrious kingdom of Haathi. This realm was not just a kingdom; it was a beacon of prosperity and hospitality, renowned far and wide.

Haathi was magnificent in every conceivable way. Abundant in its generosity with food and warm welcomes for guests. Its military and trading populace matched the enormity of its deserts, and its hospitality was as limitless as the horizon that extended beyond its frontiers. The kingdom was a vibrant mosaic of marvels, showcasing an astonishing array of diversions that captivated the hearts and minds of all who ventured into its welcoming domain. From bustling marketplaces filled with the tantalizing aromas of exotic spices to grand festivals that lit up the night sky with enchanting goods, crafts, products, consumables and everything you'd desire to buy. Every corner of Haathi beckoned with the promise of adventure and discovery. Yet, perhaps the most breathtaking were the fabled flying elephants that glided through its skies, a sight that instilled dread in the hearts of any would-be conquerors.

Fireworks in the night were as common as stars in the northern heavens. Within a majestic trading kingdom stood a stately fortress so exquisite that it could easily be mistaken for an art gallery. It was a wonder to behold, a tribute to the skill and creativity of the kingdom's craftsmen. Its broad staircases were embellished with opulent red carpets, guiding visitors to a realm of luxury and grandeur. Fruits and delicacies spilled from every nook, enticing all to indulge in the kingdom's abundance.

The fort’s walls were adorned with intricate artwork from talented hands from around the world. Gold, blue, and red hues danced across the surface, weaving tales of valour and beauty. And towering above it all were majestic domes, engineered to withstand the weight of ten elephants, a symbol of the kingdom's strength and endurance.

In the bustling festivities that usually characterized the land of Haathi, there lingered an unusual tension on that particular day. The opulent palace, which typically radiated beauty and grandeur, now bore a temporary blemish in the form of twenty cages, each filled with captured tribals. Scared and suffocated, their sounds echoed like the rumbling voices of wild animals. After a while, tiredness and desolateness crept in and silenced them. These captives were guarded carefully by YantriQ’s soldiers, and a super advanced military weapon called the Clockwork Spiders.

In a mighty kingdom where outside military presence was a rarity on its soil, the sight of various army battalions hinted at a special circumstance. The allied forces did not look much allied though. They did not want to gel with each other. Haathi's soldiers were spread throughout the kingdom on their regular routines while Vashi's were confined to being in the palace compound. As people adorned in costly robes streamed into the palace, their gazes coldly fixated on the disfigured and fiendish-looking humanoids within the cages, Abhinav observed with a smile. Climbing the staircase toward the towering golden door that stood twenty feet tall, he could not help but notice a swooshing sound cutting through the air above.

His gaze shifted skyward to behold the remarkable sight of an elephant, a majestic creature with a shimmering coat and elaborate adornments, gracefully descending toward the palace's highest dome, seemingly preparing for a landing amidst the ornate spires and gilded embellishments. The air was thick with anticipation, and a moment later, the ground reverberated with a heavy 'Thud,' signalling the elephant's safe arrival, its massive frame settling onto the polished marble with a reassuring weight. Undeterred by the commotion that rippled through the gathered crowd, Abhinav continued his ascent into the palace, his royal guards halting respectfully outside the door, their posture straightening as if acknowledging the boundaries they were accustomed to, ever vigilant in their duty to protect the sanctity of Haathi's palace.

Passing through the main hall, illuminated by golden rays of sunlight streaming through the grand windows, Abhinav (a.k.a YantriQ) walked past one of the captured tribals, chained and restrained in the center of the massive chamber. The atmosphere was heavy with tension, and whispers of the gathered nobles echoed softly against the ornate walls. Closer to the empty Haathi Throne, flanked by four distinct chairs carved from dark wood and inlaid with intricate designs, sat an old man on the floor. His limbs were bleeding, his body bruised, and his frame emaciated, as if he had known only hardship throughout his life. Yet, despite his dire condition, a fierce fire burned within his eyes, shining with defiance and spirit—a testament to the resilience of the human soul even in the face of overwhelming adversity. The old man's gaze seemed to pierce through the opulence of the hall, challenging the very foundations of the power that kept him bound.

Abhinav settled into an empty seat within the chamber, a space that held great significance as the meeting ground for the Alliance of the five kingdoms safeguarding the Indus Valley. The majestic throne of Haathi, symbolizing the heart of power in the region, remained conspicuously vacant, surrounded by the rulers of the allied kingdoms, each embodying the weight of their respective legacies and responsibilities.

To Abhinav’s right sat Raaji of Vashi, a figure radiating confidence and authority yet aloof and mysterious, while Ditya of Pankh, emanating her tactical brilliance and shrewdness from her eyes and sharp knife-like weapons, and Tugra of MahaKaaya, a technical architect Tugra Pho, occupied the other chair, forming a formidable assembly of leadership. Each chair was customized to house the particular leader comfortably. But Haathi's seat was the grandest, a shiny gem-studded throne. The atmosphere was thick with anticipation, each ruler acutely aware of the gravity of the moment. Amidst the tension, a regal broad figure descended a spiral staircase behind the throne, his imposing presence marked by the weight of gold and the dignity of age, every step echoing with the promise of change.

As musical instruments heralded his arrival with melodic fanfare, the Haathi King entered the chamber, his demeanour reflecting a casual air rarely seen among royalty. There were no formalities here; no one was expected to stand at attention or bow in reverence. This was a king who walked among his people daily, his connection to the common folk evident in his easy mannerisms and approachability, a rare quality that endeared him to many yet drew scepticism from others.

Observing the scene unfold, a visiting merchant among the crowd leaned closer to his friend, his voice barely above a whisper,

Merchant

The noble king walks the streets with his elephants, mingling with the common folk. I understand now why the roads are kept so impeccably clean and... wide.

His tone carried a hint of disdain, as if struggling to reconcile the king’s popularity with his own perceptions of authority, and he exchanged glances full of unspoken judgement with his companion. However, their curiosity was piqued as the king prepared to address the gathering, the atmosphere shifting in anticipation of his words.

Haathi King

Welcome to the Alliance Council!

boomed King Gajadhar Matanga, his voice echoing through the chamber with authority and command.

Haathi King

I express my deepest gratitude to my fellow allied kingdoms for achieving what our ancestors could not, forging a unity that stood as a testament to our strength and resolve.

His gaze shifted toward the old captive at the center of the chamber, a symbol of the end of the Maying tribe's reign of terror, the weight of history pressing down on the moment.

Haathi King

The menace of the Maying tribe ends now! We have captured their elusive leader, along with his family and remaining followers, before they could eat, reproduce, grow, and cause even more chaos upon our lands with their black magic.

His proclamation resonated throughout the hall, igniting a flicker of hope among the gathered leaders, and setting the stage for a new era of peace and stability. The allies exchanged smiles, except for Vashi. Raaji, the young queen of Vashi, remained stone-faced, her piercing eyes staring into nothingness.

Abhinav stood up humbly and asked the Haathi King for permission to speak. After receiving a nod, he approached the old man and urged him to consider the King's proposal. But the Maying leader met his plea with a piercing gaze, challenging the very essence of their conflict.

Maying elder leader

YantriQ! If you had to choose between life and Science, what would you choose? Would you abandon the pursuit of Science?

he questioned, his voice filled with defiance.

YantriQ

Science always finds a way

The old Maying leader locked eyes with the Haathi King.

Maying elder leader

So does magic

He countered, his words hanging heavy in the air.

As tensions simmered, Abhinav desperately approached the Maying leader, pleading for a peaceful resolution.

Abhinav

It is not worth it. I do not wish to see the Maying tribe annihilated. Just agree to live without practicing your black magic. We will help your people flourish. I do not wish to see Mayings perish. he implored

You'll never uncover our secrets. Black Magic is relentless in balancing karma. It will find you in due time, the old Maying leader shouted at the Allies. All of you! he exclaimed.

With a heavy heart, Abhinav retreated to his seat, the weight of despair settling on his shoulders as the Haathi King signalled for silence, his decision unmistakably clear.

Haathi King

Beyond doubt, the Allies have voted on the fate of the Maying people.

He announced, his voice carrying a grave finality.

Haathi King

Unfortunately, their leader wishes to continue on the path that will pollute our cherished and peaceful region with black magic. Tomorrow, they will be rid of their pitiful lives, and our region shall move toward a safer, more prosperous future.

Declared King Matanga, his words echoing in the chamber, sealing the fate of the Maying tribe with a heavy heart and a solemn resolve that weighed upon him like a shroud.

Fuming with anger, the Haathi King stomped away from the throne, his heavy footsteps reverberating through the castle as he made his way back to the spiral staircase. The soldiers trailed behind, dragging the cage containing the Maying leader out of the castle, but the MahaKaaya King stepped forward with an air of authority and effortlessly lifted it with his immense strength. With a cold, unyielding look in his eyes, he tossed the cage down to where the other Maying cages were kept, showing no mercy, as though the lives within were no more than mere playthings.

Inside the cage, the old man was injured, his frail body a testament to the brutality he had endured, while his fellow people watched in horror as the grim reality of their situation sank in: they were being treated worse than mere objects in the king's court, stripped of their dignity and humanity.

The old leader's son, Adhira, felt a surge of pain and anger well up within him, his heart racing as he shouted defiantly at the towering MahaKaaya King.

Yet, his father's voice, strained and broken through a fractured jaw, urged him to exercise restraint:

Maying King

Zha'len vroth, braather'nar. Vael'ka doruun vel tharaan dor'kai.

Stay calm, my son. Save your energy for the right moment.

The old leader, desperate and weary, pleaded with King Tugra for mercy on his son's behalf, a flicker of hope in his eyes.

The Giant King, acknowledging the plea with a slight nod, turned away, his expression inscrutable as he walked off, leaving the tension hanging in the air like a storm cloud ready to burst.

Adhira watched with a heavy heart as the allies departed the venue, the Pankh Queen's majestic bird soaring into the sky, while the colossal MahaKaaya forces retreated toward the mountains. He strained to meet the gaze of his oppressors, but their eyes remained averted, refusing to acknowledge his existence.

Just then, a hissing sound reverberated through his mind, a voice both familiar and chilling, causing a shiver to race down his spine. Turning his head, he found her: the young queen of Vashi, standing motionless in a distant palace window, her figure framed by the ornate architecture.

Anguish and betrayal surged within him, and he spat out his accusation with venom,

Adhira

You are a snake, indeed!

Her telepathic response cut through the air like a blade, resonating in Adhira’s mind,

Raaji Vishtraka

I have to watch out for the safety of my kingdom first. I am sorry!

And just as swiftly as she had appeared, she vanished from the window, leaving behind a silence that felt heavier than the weight of his despair.

In a moment of bitter realization, Adhira shouted after her, his voice thick with resentment and heartbreak:

Adhira

You are one with them!

The words hung in the air, tinged with the pain of betrayal he could not shake. The soldiers around their cages could not understand who Adhira was yelling at.

At that instant, a clockwork spider materialized before Adhira, its metallic legs gripping the bars of the cage with an unsettling precision. It delivered a sudden jolt of electricity, sending him crashing to the floor, the shock reverberating through his body.

Dazed, he glanced around and saw other similar spiders latching onto each cage, their presence a reminder of his grim captivity.

Amidst this cacophony of tension and despair, Abhinav strode into the scene, his commanding presence drawing the attention of the captive Mayings.

YantriQ

I apologize for these crude Clockworks

His voice laced with an unexpected hint of regret.

YantriQ

We have yet to perfect them. They will just guard these cages overnight, deterring any attempts physical or magical with the threat of poisonous explosions. So, I advise you to relax and refrain from any rash actions.

As the king paced around, the Mayings regarded him with cold disdain, their expressions reflecting the depth of their suffering. He dismissed his guards for the night, placing his trust in the Clockworks to sound the alarm should anything go awry.

Suddenly, the night sky lit up with fireworks in the distance, the boisterous sounds of celebration echoing from the market area nearby. Sensing the soldiers' hesitation, the king urged them to partake in the festivities, reassuring them that a few of his men would remain vigilant, and that his Clockworks never failed in their duty.

With a sense of reluctant gratitude, the soldiers thanked him and began to trickle away like grains of sand slipping through an hourglass, leaving the palace increasingly desolate and eerily quiet.

The night hung heavy with darkness that seemed to swallow hope itself, especially for the Mayings. While elsewhere, joyous celebrations illuminated the skies, marking the birth of new trade routes and alliances. Laughter mingled with the aroma of food, filling the air with merriment. Yet, within the confines of the Maying captivity, only a few soldiers found solace in a game of cards, their sense of security pinned on YantriQ's faithful defensive spiders, veterans of many battles past.

But for the Mayings, there was only discomfort and despair. Some sought solace in prayer, others in ancient chants, while a few futilely prodded at the clockworks with twigs, their desperation palpable in the stillness of the night.

Amidst this desolation stood Adhira, his gaze shifting from the starless sky to the cage that imprisoned his father, the revered leader of the Mayings. The old man's form, broken and bowed with age and sorrow, faced him in silent resignation, embodying the weight of their dire circumstances.

Adhira declared, his voice tinged with fierce determination, each word laced with the desperate hope that clung to him like a lifeline.

Adhira

Braather! Vekh’ta varun kel’draak, na'volar kriin tal drom'kar, vekh'soruum val’ghar.

Father! If this is our final night, I vow to return from the realm of the dead, as the beasts do.

His father, weakened by years of hardship and the cruel grip of captivity, spoke with quiet resolve.

Maying King

Zahr’nak val'ta, kriin'mor. Kal’dros zhaan.

There will be no need, my son. The die is cast.

His voice, though frail, held a depth of wisdom that seemed to transcend their current plight. Confusion furrowed Adhira's brow.

Adhira

Shaal’veth nu doraan?

What do you mean?

The question hung heavy in the air, a plea for clarity amidst the chaos swirling around them. The old Maying King implored, his gaze steady, as if willing his son to see the truth buried within despair.

Maying King

Vael’nor, sen'kaar et thol, va es’kaari murnaal. Zul’na faeth noor’nakhar zurni’shaath. Ka’shaal renuur da’sheth, va’loth ulneth.

Tonight, find your path but let it be one of redemption. Do not succumb to the same cruelty inflicted upon us. If we are granted another chance, we must emerge better.

But Adhira's heart was hardened by rage and resentment, the fire of indignation burning fiercely within him.

Adhira

No! We are the essence of the magic they seek to eradicate. There shall be no mercy, as none was shown to us. I will haunt them in the afterlife!

His voice rose in defiance, echoing his resolve to fight against their oppressors, even beyond death. His father urged, his voice barely a whisper but carrying the weight of reality, urging Adhira to see the futility of vengeance.

Maying King

Zar’kaan ulveth, braather. Va’shur nax’torin.

Look around you, son. It is all but deserted.

Yet Adhira remained deaf to his father's wisdom, consumed by his fury and the bitter sting of loss. It was only when the silence of the night was broken by a sudden sputter of electricity that he realized his father's voice had fallen silent, replaced by an unsettling stillness. Panic seized him as he beheld the lifeless form before him, the finality of death rendering his words powerless, dying on his lips.

Another jittery electric sound brought him back to his senses, snapping him from the fog of despair. The Spider in his cage trembled violently and fell to the ground, its once-watchful presence now a mere shadow of its purpose. The air crackled with tension as all of YantriQ's spiders malfunctioned one by one, their intricate designs rendered obsolete, leaving a sense of foreboding in their wake.

Adhira, driven by a surge of urgency, skilfully dismantled the bars of the cage, causing them to fall away like burnt breadsticks, easily overcooked and forgotten. The Mayings emerged from their confinement, their faces a mixture of relief and grief. Adhira approached the immobile old leader, his heart heavy with the weight of loss as he mourned the absence of guidance in his life. Yet, his companions, with their eyes glistening with unspent tears, gently reminded him that it was time to depart from this grim place.

Surveying the area, Adhira noted the eerie absence of soldiers and the unguarded cages that had once held them captive. A flicker of hope ignited within him, urging him forward into the unknown.

Turning to the Maying survivors, Adhira sensed their anticipation for his next move, a collective breath held in the stillness of the night. With resolve etched into his features, he signalled for an Aagsher to perform the final rites. Aagshers, masters of fire manipulation, stepped forward, their presence a comforting reminder of the traditions that bound them together. An elderly Aagsher, his hands weathered but steady, anointed the old man's forehead with mud before placing his palm on the leader's chest.
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