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DEDICATION

To all those—

who find God not in the silence of temples,

but in the beating of their own hearts.

And to that Love—

which is both the ultimate weapon

and the profoundest peace.
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​CHAPTER 1
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​​The Forest's Curse


​The forest was dense—so suffocatingly thick that even the sun’s golden rays grew weary and shattered before they could touch the earth. Light was a forbidden guest here. Layers upon layers of leaves intertwined from canopy to floor, as if someone had deliberately stitched the sky away from the world below. Even at high noon, a strange, ashen twilight clung to the trees—neither fully day nor true night, but an eternal dusk that refused to end.

​Towering banyan and teak trees, thousands of years old, pierced the heavens like silent sentinels. Their trunks were so massive that ten men together could not embrace them. Instead of staying buried, their roots crawled across the surface like serpents, gripping the chest of the earth as if to throttle its very breath. Between those gnarled roots dwelt a darkness—thick, cold, and seemingly alive.

​The air was heavy. It lacked freshness, smelling instead of damp soil, moss, rotting leaves, and a centuries-old humidity that seeped into the lungs, birthing an unspoken dread. Here, the wind did not blow; it crawled.

​This forest was not ordinary.

It remembered.

It watched.

And above all... it waited.

​Deep within its womb, where no trails existed and no map dared to draw a line, lived an ancient tribe. These people were entirely severed from the modern world, its frantic pace, and its laws. They knew nothing of the shimmering city lights or the changing tides of time. For them, the distance between life and death was short, and the line between gods and demons was dangerously blurred. They lived not in the shadows of nature, but in the shadow of fear.

​That night, the forest was unnaturally silent.

It was a silence that did not comfort, but terrified.

There was no familiar chirp of crickets.

No flutter of nocturnal birds.

No distant howl of wolves.

Even the wind had ceased to touch the leaves.

​It was as if the entire forest was holding its breath, eyes wide, waiting for an impending disaster. Every tree, every bush, every stone stood as a ready witness.

​And then—

A voice tore through the silence.

"Hreem... Kleem... Mahakalaya..."

​It did not emerge from a single throat. The sound was not entirely human, nor entirely divine. It felt as if a thousand voices had erupted from the depths of the underworld—a spine-chilling blend of mantra, prayer, and lamentation. The sound plunged into the depths of the forest, striking the trunks, seeping into the cracks of the roots, and returning as a haunting echo.

​The Grand Ritual had begun.

​As the chanting intensified, a cleared circular ground emerged in the center of the settlement. On the earth, a strange 'star' symbol had been drawn with sacred ash, red soil (Raksoul), and vermilion. It was no ordinary geometric shape. Every line of the star pointed toward another direction, another dimension—as if this sigil were meant not for this world, but to open the doors to another realm.

​Hundreds of tribespeople stood around the vast circle. Flaming torches were gripped in their hands, their flickering yellow light dancing on faces and casting shadows against the trees that looked like looming monsters.

​In some eyes, there was the fear of death; in others, the agony of losing family. And in a few... only a final, breaking hope.

​A mother clutched her newborn so tightly to her chest that the infant could barely breathe. A child whimpered in terror, but the sound was drowned by the elders' chanting. The hands of men who had hunted the fiercest beasts were trembling tonight.

​They knew—this night was not ordinary. Tonight would either end their history or grant them a new lease on life. This was a battle of 'do or die.'

​Suddenly, a figure separated from the crowd.

The Tribal Chief.

​His body was bowed under the weight of age and responsibility. A web of wrinkles covered his face, each line telling a story of ancient sacrifice or tragedy. He wore a necklace of bone and Rudraksha. The fire that usually burned in his eyes was gone, replaced by a desperate plea.

​He stepped into the very center of the symbol. With trembling hands, he raised his arms—withered like dry wood—toward the sky. A sky shrouded in black clouds, where not a single star was visible.

​“Come...” his voice cracked and faltered.

“O Protector... O Time of all Times (Mahakal)...”

​His throat tightened. Tears flowed into his white beard.

“Accept our sacrifice... or grant us salvation. But save us from this endless hell. Forgive our sins, Lord!”

​His voice spread to every corner of the forest. It was less a prayer and more the final scream of a dying man.

​For a moment, nothing happened.

Only silence. A deep, heavy silence.

​Had the gods fallen asleep? Had their cry gone unheard? Heartbeats stuttered. Torches flickered on the verge of extinction.

​And then—

From the exact center of the circle, right before the Chief, a pillar of blue and white light erupted.

​Boom!

​The sound was as if the sky itself had crashed onto the earth. The light was so intense, so brilliant, that people had to shield their eyes. It was no ordinary fire; it was cold, yet so radiant that the night’s darkness turned to day in an instant.

​Air pressure surged so suddenly that lungs struggled for breath. Sturdy branches snapped like twigs. Dry leaves swirled into the sky like a cyclone. The earth trembled—not a slight vibration, but a cataclysm.

​From within that celestial radiance, a voice emerged.

It was not heard with the ears, but felt directly by the soul. It was heavy, steady, and infinite.

​“Your centuries-old plea... and the penance of your tears... have awakened me.”

​The Chief fell to his knees. He could not bear the brilliance.

“O Lord...” his voice was now a mere whisper. He pressed his forehead to the ground and wept.

​“Protect us from that venomous Kaal-Naag, My Lord. He has broken through the gates of the underworld. The protector has become the predator. He burns our crops; he steals the breath of our children... his venom has dissolved into the air. If You do not come, he will turn this sacred land into a graveyard.”

​Silence descended again. It felt as if the power was contemplating.

​Then the divine voice thundered, with a weight like the rolling of clouds:

“Anger and venom must be calmed. The balance of nature is disrupted. I cannot kill him, for he too is a part of my creation... but I shall bind him. Here... in the womb of this very soil. For ages to come.”

​Suddenly—

From the northern edge of the forest, behind the thickets, a rustling occurred that made everyone’s skin crawl.

​It wasn't the sound of snapping leaves... it was the sound of a mountain shifting.

​The earth began to split. Tree roots were uprooted and tossed into the air. A massive section of the earth rose, and—

He emerged.

​The colossal Kaal-Naag.

​His size was beyond imagination. His body was many times thicker than the trunk of a giant cedar. His scales were deep emerald green, but marked with red and black spots that glowed like a curse. When he exhaled, a yellow, poisonous mist filled the air, causing nearby plants to instantly wither and blacken.

​His eyes... those eyes were enough to turn anyone to stone. Glowing red like burning embers, containing only rage, agony, and a longing that centuries could not soothe.

​The serpent raised his massive hood. He was so tall that even the highest trees looked like dwarves before him.

​He hissed.

"Hsssssssss......!"

​The sound was so terrifying and sharp that many fell unconscious. Children forgot how to scream.

​But that blue celestial light forced him back. Rays of light began to take the form of chains. They lashed through the air like whips and coiled around the serpent’s massive body.

​The Naga thrashed. He slammed his tail, cracking the earth. He writhed, he screamed, he spewed his venom, but that divine bond was unbreakable.

​Slowly... that massive power began to weaken.

The light pushed him down... and further down... toward the underworld.

​In the Naga’s eyes, there was now no defeat, but a promise—a promise to return.

​As he sank into the ground, the Chief asked in a trembling voice,

“Lord... is this the end? Will he never be free?”

​One last time, the voice thundered—now as a warning.

“No cage can hold Truth and Time forever, mortal! This bond is powerful, but not eternal. This place shall remain hidden from the outside world forever. If any outsider crosses this boundary... and if this bond is disturbed... catastrophe is certain.”

​The light began to fade, but the gravity of the voice remained in the air.

“One day, someone shall come—one whose blood carries the call of this soil, whose past is tied to this tribe. That person shall be the medium for this serpent’s redemption... or this world’s destruction. Destiny has been written.”

​And with a final flash, the light vanished.

The earth sealed itself shut, as if nothing had ever happened.

​The Naga was gone. The light was gone.

The darkness returned.

​The same forest, the same trees, the same night.

But the silence of the forest was no longer the same. There was a weight in the air, a secret. The tribespeople knew they had averted death, but they had not defeated it.

​Because somewhere...

In the womb of time, the wait had begun for a small life that would be born centuries later to complete this story.

​Destiny had begun its game.
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​CHAPTER 2
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New Home, New Entanglements

Shivanshi’s sleep shattered with a violent jolt. Her body was drenched in a cold sweat, and her heart hammered against her ribs like a frantic mallet. She tried to bolt upright, but a sharp, stabbing throb flared in her temples. Her eyes remained wide, strained in the pitch-black room. For a few disorienting moments, she couldn't remember where she was. A heavy, suffocating silence surrounded her, broken only by the ragged, uneven rhythm of her own breath.

“It was just a dream...” she whispered, taking a long, shaky breath to anchor herself. “Just a nightmare.”

But the stench of rotting soil, those haunting ancient mantras... they were so vivid that she could almost feel the dampness of that spectral forest on her skin. Her hands trembled violently as she reached for the glass of water on her bedside table, spilling a few drops onto her T-shirt. The air in the room carried a stagnant scent of old wood and dampness—a smell that seemed to have lived within the walls of this ancestral bungalow for centuries.

Outside, the evening had surrendered to a deep, bruised blue that clung to the windowpane. This had been her first deep sleep in the new house, and she hadn't expected it to begin with such terror.

“New city, new place... my mind is just playing tricks,” she reassured herself. She was a logical, rational girl who leaned on science more than ghost stories. Yet, deep within her resided a profound faith in Lord Mahadev, the source of her strength against fear. She reasoned that the exhaustion of packing and the oppressive silence of this old mansion were playing games with her subconscious. The high ceilings and the shadows huddled in the corners seemed to mock her, but she forged a logical shield: in old buildings, light and sound often conspired to create illusions.

She stepped out of bed and flicked the light switch. The sudden explosion of yellow light stung her eyes. Scattered across the floor, several half-opened cardboard boxes lay in disarray. Shivanshi decided that work would be her sanctuary from the lingering dread. Taking a deep breath, she caught the faint, wafting scent of night-blooming jasmine and wet grass drifting from the nearby forest.

She reached down to lift a box filled with clothes. As her fingers gripped the corners, a strange sound froze her in place.

Slither... slither...

It sounded like a dry, coarse rope being dragged across the floor.

Shivanshi’s hands locked. Her mind raced for a logical explanation—a rat? A plastic bag caught in a draft? But no fan was running. The old wallpaper was peeling in several places, and a sudden, frigid draft from one of the cracks licked the back of her neck, making her skin crawl.

Slowly, with agonizing caution, she peered inside the box. As her gaze fell upon the layers of clothing, her scream died in her throat.

A black, glistening cobra sat coiled atop her clothes.

Shivanshi’s courage evaporated. She scrambled backward, her foot catching on a small stool. She hit the floor hard, but her eyes never left the box. The serpent’s dark scales shimmered under the light like a cursed gemstone, and its stillness was more terrifying than movement. It didn't strike; it simply watched.

“Papa! Papa, come quickly!”

Her father and grandmother came rushing up the stairs, their footsteps echoing through the creaky wooden structure. Shivanshi’s face was ashen.

“What happened, Shivanshi? What’s wrong?” her father asked as he helped her up, his voice thick with concern.

“A snake... in that box!” Shivanshi pointed with a shaking hand.

Her father grabbed a nearby stick and approached the box with extreme caution. When he saw the creature, a flicker of fear crossed his own face. “It’s quite large. In a secluded area like this, close to the woods, these things are common. Wait, I’ll kill it.”

“No!” Shivanshi shouted, the outburst surprising even herself. “Don’t kill it. Just... just let it out. It hasn't harmed anyone.”

Her father gave her a puzzled look, then sighed. “Fine, but it isn't safe to stay here.” With considerable effort, he used the stick to slide the entire box out of the balcony and into the garden below.

“Come on, wash up. We’ll all sit downstairs and have some tea,” her grandmother said, rubbing her shoulder. But Shivanshi’s eyes remained glued to the dense forest outside the window. The sharp chirps of crickets and the calls of unknown birds were now cutting through the heavy silence.

Shivanshi noticed that her grandmother’s hand was trembling unnaturally. The old woman muttered something—the words were indistinct, but they carried the weight of an omen. “This house is old, isn't it... and the forest is so thick. Snakes are common here. Don’t overthink it, child,” she said in her thin, wavering voice. But her eyes told a different story.

When they left, Shivanshi remained alone for a heartbeat. She reached out to close the window when her gaze caught a crack near the wall.

Another serpent was emerging, slithering silently toward the outside.

Shivanshi’s voice was lost. She rubbed her eyes. Am I hallucinating? Two at once? No, it’s just my eyes playing tricks. It’s just exhaustion. She scolded herself. She touched the rough, ancient wood of the walls, trying to ground herself in reality.

The night deepened. A torrential rain began to lash against the house. Thunder shook the window frames. The droplets hitting the glass sounded like thousands of fingers tapping in unison, begging to be let inside. Shivanshi lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.

Suddenly, lightning cracked.

In that single flash of brilliant blue light, a massive shadow stretched across the wall outside. It looked as if a colossal creature was standing there, gripping the entire house in its hold. The air grew thick, as if the oxygen in the room had been sucked out.

Her heart raced. Mustering her courage, she went to the window and peered out. There was nothing but rain and darkness. Only the branches of trees swayed violently in the wind, looking like skeletal hands.

“I’m going crazy,” she muttered. “It was just a shadow. Trees look different in the rain. Shivanshi, get a grip.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and hid under the blanket. Her logic screamed that these were all coincidences—the new house, the fatigue, the rain, the wild animals. But her fear whispered that the truth was buried much deeper. She felt as if the walls were closing in, and something in the forest was calling her name.

She stayed awake for hours, flinching at every crack of the floorboard and every gust of wind. She told herself that when the sun rose, all of this would evaporate like a bad dream.

But in the darkest corner of her soul, a seed of doubt had taken root. A doubt her mind refused to acknowledge, even as her spirit trembled.

Destiny had cast its net, and Shivanshi was now a part of it—whether she accepted it or not. The deep hiss of the forest had now dissolved into the roar of the rain.
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​CHAPTER 3
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The Rooftop and the Laughter

The morning following that harrowing night was unexpectedly radiant. The torrential downpour had scrubbed the air clean, leaving it crisp and fresh. When Shivanshi opened her eyes, golden rays filtered through the windowpane, dancing across her face. In the clarity of daylight, the terror of the previous night—the colossal shadow, the serpents—seemed like nothing more than a blurred, distant memory. Shivanshi took a deep, centering breath. As a devoted follower of Lord Mahadev, her faith was unshakeable: where Shiva resided, misfortune could not linger. Yet, the remnants of that dream still tugged at the corners of her mind, a tangled knot she couldn't quite undo. She repeatedly told herself it was merely the adjustment to a new place, but a lingering unease remained.

The cacophony of voices rising from downstairs reminded her she wasn't alone. Her family was a vast tapestry—parents, grandmother, three uncles, aunts, and their eight children. In such a household, silence was a rare guest. The aroma of spices wafting from the kitchen and the thumping of children’s footsteps filled the mansion with a vibrant pulse of life.

By afternoon, Shivanshi had climbed to the highest rooftop of the three-story bungalow with all her cousins. The house stood far beyond the city limits, isolated with no neighbors or nearby buildings in sight. On one side, the view was dominated by towering trees and thickets; on the other, the deep, enigmatic forest loomed. The land behind the house was vacant, smelling of parched grass and the damp moss that had flourished after the rain. There was no sign of human civilization for miles—only the raw, untamed expansion of nature.

A chaotic energy erupted on the roof as the eight children played with wild abandon. Some insisted on a game of cricket, while others raced in a frantic game of tag.

“Didi! Careful, or you’ll be out!” little Aryan shouted, his voice high and excited.

Shivanshi laughed—a clear, carefree sound, as if she didn't have a single worry in the world. The lively commotion was a balm to her soul. From the edge, she saw her aunts in the courtyard below, preparing meals in massive pots, while her uncles sat on the veranda discussing the house’s upkeep. Surrounded by her kin, the fears of the night felt like a foolish 'delusion.'

She ran toward the stone railing and peered down. There were no roads, no city noise—only the profound silence and the dirt path leading to their door.

“Look! The forest looks so beautiful from here!” Shivanshi cried, spreading her arms wide, the afternoon sun glistening on her skin.

“Don't you feel scared?” one of her cousins asked, stepping closer. “Grandma was saying we shouldn't go toward the woods alone.”

Shivanshi smiled, her fingers brushing the Mahadev locket around her neck. “When Mahadev is the protector, why fear? Besides, in the daylight, it’s just birds and greenery.”

A sudden gust of wind picked up. Shivanshi closed her eyes. Peace... just for a moment. She felt as if the wind were whispering directly into her ear.

And then—

“Shivanshi...”

Someone called her name. The voice didn't sound human—it carried the chill of earth and the hollow resonance of a cavern. It was a sound that seemed to emerge from the depths of a cave, vibrating straight into her ears.

She snapped her eyes open and whirled around. Her eight cousins were still lost in their games, laughing and shouting. None of them had called her.

“My mind is playing tricks again,” she muttered to steady herself. She was about to turn back to the game when she realized the very structure of the rooftop had shifted.

She looked over the railing again. The scene below was no longer what it had been seconds ago.

The sunlight had abruptly dimmed, as if black clouds had swallowed the sky without warning. The flowerbeds in the garden had transformed into wild thickets, and the distant forest... it looked as though it had slid forward, pressing against the very walls of the house. The branches swayed in a rhythmic motion, as if they were beckoning her.
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