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Author’s Preface

In the humid, crowded lanes of South Kolkata, the past is never truly buried. It sits beneath the limestone and the salt marshes, waiting for a hand to turn the page. The Crimson Gate began as a whisper in the archives of the Archaeological Survey of India, where the weight of forgotten history is measured in dust and bone-dry creaks. 

As a writer, I have always been fascinated by the concept of the Chronicler—the idea that our lives are not just lived, but recorded in an ink far more visceral than anything found in a scholar’s study. Through the journey of Ayan Runor, we explore a city that is not just a geographic location, but a living, breathing entity capable of hunger, memory, and profound betrayal. 

The central imagery of this novel—the Raktim Dwar or the Crimson Gate—is a monstrosity of scale and organic horror. It represents the "threshold where the memory of the world meets the hunger of the Void". Within these pages, you will find: 

The Chronicler's Burden: Ayan's realization that he is not merely a researcher of the past, but the "ink that writes its history". 

The Thirteen Seals: A network of shadow-veins stretching across Kolkata’s most iconic landmarks, from the Victoria Memorial to the High Court. 

The Vivarna Logic: A power of "colorless" energy used to neutralize the consuming red ink of the Gate. 

At its heart, this is a story of legacy and the ghosts we refuse to let go. It draws upon the mysterious disappearances at St. Jude’s Missionary School and the deep-seated guilt of a survivor who carries a jagged, silvery-white scar—a "souvenir" from a past he cannot escape. 

When the sun dips below the horizon and the sky bruises into a violent, visceral crimson, remember that the silence is never empty. The lock is bone, the key is ink, and for Ayan Runor, the night of the gate has only just begun. 

M Diana

May 2026
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Part one: The Forbidden Signs
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Chapter 1: The Crimson Twilight

The ceiling fan in Ayan Runor’s South Kolkata apartment didn't circulate air; it chewed through the silence with a rhythmic, bone-dry creak. To Ayan, the sound was the metronome of a stagnant life. For three years, this third-floor flat had been his fortress and his prison—a space defined by the smell of damp plaster, cheap tea, and the oppressive weight of thousands of unread archival files.

Ayan was a man of the past, quite literally. As an associate researcher for the Archaeological Survey of India, his existence was a grey cycle of cataloging broken terracotta shards and deciphering inscriptions from obscure ruins that the world had long forgotten. At thirty-two, he felt like an artifact himself—brittle, dusty, and buried under the layers of his own history. His only distinction was a jagged, silvery-white scar that ran across his right palm, a souvenir from a decade-old car accident that had claimed the life of Riya, his fiancée, and left him with a hollow stillness in his chest.

On this particular evening, however, the air felt different. The sunset was not the usual hazy orange of a polluted metropolis. Instead, the sky had bruised into a violent, visceral crimson. It looked as if the atmosphere had been slashed, bleeding out over the horizon. Ayan stood by the window, watching the city below. The pedestrians looked like faceless ants, scurrying home, while the dying light turned the Hooghly River into a vein of molten copper.

He felt a sudden, sharp itch in his scarred palm. It was a phantom sensation, one that usually preceded a storm, but today it was accompanied by a strange, low-frequency hum vibrating in the floorboards.

A sharp, metallic rap at the door broke the trance. Three knocks. Measured. Precise.

Ayan frowned. He wasn't expecting any deliveries, and his few acquaintances knew better than to visit without a text. When he pulled the heavy teak door open, the hallway was a tunnel of lengthening shadows. There was no one there. The lift was stationary at the ground floor, and the staircase was silent. The only thing left behind was a rectangular parcel wrapped in coarse, oil-stained brown paper, resting exactly in the center of the threshold.

There was no return address. No courier’s mark. Only his name, "Ayan Runor," written in a calligraphy so sharp and black it looked like it had been etched with a razor.

Ayan brought the parcel inside, a cold, leaden feeling settling in the pit of his stomach. As he tore away the wrapping, a scent filled the room—not the smell of old paper or glue, but something sharp and metallic. It was the unmistakable smell of fresh copper or dried blood.

Inside laid a diary.

It was bound in leather so dark it appeared almost black, yet under the crimson sunset, it revealed a deep, bruised brown. The texture was unsettling; it wasn't cowhide or goatskin. It was pebbled and slightly warm to the touch, feeling disturbingly like sun-warmed skin. The corners were reinforced with rusted iron filigree that resembled tangled thorns.

In the dead center of the front cover was a circular indentation, deep and dark, shaped like a keyhole. Ayan’s breath hitched. He looked at the scar on his right palm. The jagged edges of his old wound matched the geometry of the indentation with terrifying precision.

"Who sent this?" he whispered to the empty room.

His logic screamed at him to throw the book out of the window. But the hum in the floorboards was louder now, emanating directly from the desk where the book lay. He felt a magnetic pull, a hypnotic suggestion that he was merely a character returning to a story he had forgotten he was writing.

He sat down, his hand trembling as he reached for the cover. As his fingers brushed the leather, the iron thorns seemed to pulse. He opened the book. The first thirty pages were blank, the paper white and translucent, almost like human tissue. He flipped through them, the sound of the turning pages like a dry, rasping breath.

Then, he reached the middle.

There was no text on these pages. Only a single illustration that occupied the entire spread.

It was a gate, drawn in a red ink so vibrant it appeared to be glowing. It wasn't a gate of wood or iron. It was an archway of nightmare, constructed from what appeared to be calcified bones and jagged basalt. The two main pillars were a grotesque mosaic of thousands of tiny human faces, their mouths warped in silent screams, their eyes hollowed out.

The center of the gate was not empty space. It was a swirling vortex of that same crimson ink, a whirlpool of blood that seemed to rotate if Ayan looked at it for too long. At the apex of the arch sat a symbol: an inverted triangle with a weeping eye at its center.

Ayan felt a sudden, violent vertigo. The room began to tilt. The red ink on the page started to shimmer, and a drop of it suddenly rose from the paper, hovering in the air like a tiny, liquid ruby.

He looked up from the book, gasping for air, and saw the final horror.

The sun had nearly dipped below the horizon, and the light filtering through the iron window grills was casting a shadow on the far wall. Usually, it was a chaotic jumble of lines. But today, the shadow was impossible. The light from the sunset had aligned with his furniture and the window to project a perfect, towering silhouette of the gate from the diary.

The screams on the pillars weren't just drawn; in the flickering shadows on his wall, they seemed to move. The basalt stone of the shadow looked as if it were vibrating with a subterranean force.

Suddenly, the ambient noise of the city—the honking cars, the distant chatter—faded into a terrifying silence. The only sound left was a whisper, coming not from the door or the window, but from the diary itself. It was a multi-tonal voice, a chorus of dry throats speaking as one.

"Ayan..."

His scar erupted in a blinding, white-hot agony. The drop of ink hovering in the air suddenly lunged, striking the center of his palm. Ayan screamed as the ink began to burrow into his skin, weaving itself into his old scar, turning the silvery tissue into a glowing, pulsating red.

The shadow of the gate on the wall began to open. The dark space within the arch started to bleed out into the room, swallowing the floor, the desk, and the light.

"The lock is bone," the voice whispered, louder now, vibrating in his very skull. "The key is ink. The Chronicler returns to the brink."

Ayan tried to pull his hand away, but he was pinned to his chair by an invisible pressure. The room was no longer his apartment; it was a transition zone. The walls were melting into liquid shadow, and the only solid thing left was the diary, which was now drinking the blood-red light of the dying sun.

The Crimson Twilight had ended. The night of the gate had begun.

The silence that followed the arrival of the parcel was not empty; it was heavy, like the air before a devastating monsoon. Ayan stood in the center of his living room, the brown paper debris at his feet looking like shed skin. He stared at the diary resting on his mahogany desk. The low-frequency hum he had felt earlier had settled into a steady, rhythmic thrum—the heartbeat of the book.

He reached out, his fingers hovering just inches above the dark leather. The itch in his scarred palm had transformed into a sharp, localized heat. With a deep, stabilizing breath, he finally made contact.

The leather was not cold as he expected. It was unnervingly warm, pulsating with a faint, internal vitality. As his thumb brushed the circular indentation—the keyhole—a spark of static electricity jumped from the book to his scar. Ayan flinched, but he didn't pull away. He felt a click, not in the room, but somewhere deep within his own mind, as if a long-dormant tumblr had finally fallen into place.

He opened the cover.

The interior of the diary was a sensory assault. The smell of copper and dried blood intensified, thick enough to coat his tongue with a metallic tang. The pages were thick, vellum-like, and possessed a strange translucency. As he flipped through the first few leaves, he noticed that they weren't entirely blank. If he tilted the page toward the dying crimson light of the window, he could see faint, watermark-like images: architectural blueprints of ancient structures, astronomical charts of stars that didn't exist, and anatomical sketches of creatures that defied evolution.

He reached the center of the book, where the vibrant red illustration of the Gate sat waiting. Up close, the detail was maddening. The thousands of tiny faces etched into the basalt pillars weren't generic; they were distinct. Some wore expressions of 18th-century noblemen, others looked like modern-day laborers, and a few—to Ayan’s horror—bore a striking resemblance to people he had seen in the archives of missing persons.

Then, the text appeared.

The ink didn't bleed onto the page; it seemed to rise out of it. Words began to form around the illustration of the gate, written in a language that shifted as he tried to read it. At first, it looked like ancient Brahmi script, then it morphed into a jagged, angular Cuneiform, before finally settling into a distorted, archaic form of Bengali and English that bled into one another.

"The First Gate is not a place of stone, but a state of ink. It is the threshold where the memory of the world meets the hunger of the Void. To the one who carries the scar: You are the Chronicler. You do not watch the Gate; you are the ink that writes its history."

Ayan’s head throbbed. The "Chronicler"? The term felt like a title he had inherited without consent. He remembered his grandfather, Manoranjan, who had disappeared under mysterious circumstances when Ayan was twelve. The old man had always spoken of "the weight of the written word," but Ayan had dismissed it as the rambling of a senile scholar. Now, the words on the page felt like a direct transmission from his grandfather’s grave.

The room was now almost entirely dark, save for the unnatural glow of the diary. Ayan looked up at the wall where the shadow of the gate had been projected.

The shadow was no longer a static image. It was expanding. The basalt pillars of the silhouette were growing taller, stretching across the ceiling like the legs of a gargantuan insect. The screaming faces in the shadow began to emit a sound—a sound so low it was felt in the solar plexus rather than heard in the ears. It was a rhythmic, guttural chanting.

"Siddhanta... Nirodh... Vivarna..."

The words were the same ones he would later encounter in the depths of the excavation, but here, in the sanctuary of his home, they sounded like a death knell.

Suddenly, the floor beneath his desk seemed to liquefy. A thick, viscous black liquid—darker than any ink—began to seep from the cracks in the floorboards. It didn't spread like water; it moved with intent, crawling up the legs of the desk, toward the diary.

Ayan tried to stand, but his chair felt as though it were part of the floor. He looked at his right hand. The drop of red ink that had struck his scar was now moving under his skin. He could see it traveling through his veins, a glowing crimson bead moving up his wrist, toward his heart.

"Stop it!" Ayan shouted, his voice cracking.

The whispering from the book stopped instantly. The black ink on the desk froze. The room plunged into a silence so absolute it was deafening.

Then, the diary spoke again, but this time, the voice was singular. It was Riya’s voice—the exact pitch and tone of her laughter on the day he had proposed to her.

"Ayan, look at the gate. Don't look away this time. The accident was just the beginning of the ritual. Come to the salt, Ayan. Come to the place where the water turns red."

Ayan felt a tear escape his eye. The manipulation was perfect. The Gate knew his weakness—the guilt of the survivor.

He looked at the illustration one last time. The swirling vortex in the center of the gate had changed. It was no longer a whirlpool of ink. It was a window. Through the crimson mist, he could see a beach—the salt marshes of the Sundarbans. And standing at the edge of the water, her back to him, was a woman in a blue saree, her hair blowing in a wind that smelled of jasmine and rot.

"Riya?" he whispered, his hand reaching for the page.

As his fingertips touched the ink, the world tilted 90 degrees. The apartment walls vanished, replaced by a rushing sensation of cold, salty air. The sound of the city was replaced by the crashing of waves and the screeching of unseen birds.

Ayan blacked out.

The transition was not a journey; it was a violent displacement of reality. Ayan gasped, his lungs burning with an air that was too thick, too cold, and saturated with the cloying scent of brine and decaying vegetation. The familiar, dusty comfort of his South Kolkata apartment had been erased, replaced by a horizonless expanse of grey and crimson.

He was standing knee-deep in the tidal mud of a salt marsh. The mud was a dark, bruised violet, and as the receding water rippled around his legs, it left behind streaks of a brilliant, unnatural red—the same ink that had bled from the diary. Above him, the sky was a permanent bruise, the bruised purple of an oncoming storm that never arrived. There were no stars, and the moon was a fractured, pale disk that cast no true light.

In his right hand, he clutched the diary. It was dry, despite the dampness of the environment, and it throbbed against his palm like a living heart. The red glyph on his scar was now a steady, glowing ember, acting as the only lantern in this desolate realm.

"Riya?" his voice was a ragged whisper, swallowed instantly by the heavy, oppressive atmosphere.

Thirty yards away, standing where the dark mud met the crimson-tinted water, was the silhouette. The woman in the blue saree. Her back was still toward him, the fabric of her garment fluttering in a wind he couldn't feel on his own skin. She looked exactly as she had on the day of the accident—vibrant, a stark contrast to the monochrome death of the marsh.

Ayan tried to move toward her, but the mud fought him. It felt like living tissue, clinging to his shins, pulling him downward. As he struggled, he looked past the woman and saw the Gate.

In the diary, it had been a drawing; here, it was a monstrosity of scale. It rose out of the salt water like a jagged tooth of the earth. It stood fifty feet tall, a massive archway constructed from a substance that blurred the line between basalt and calcified bone. The pillars were not merely etched with faces; they were composed of them. Thousands of heads, stacked and fused, their mouths open in a collective, silent roar that Ayan could feel in his teeth.

The archway didn't lead to the other side of the marsh. The space within the frame was a swirling, vertical sea of the same crimson fluid—a liquid mirror that reflected nothing of this world.

"Ayan..."

The woman turned.

Ayan stopped breathing. It was Riya's face, but the geometry was subtly wrong. Her skin was too pale, almost translucent, and her eyes were not the warm brown he remembered. They were twin pools of the same swirling crimson ink that filled the Gate. When she smiled, her teeth were like shards of the basalt pillars—black and unnaturally sharp.

"You took so long to find the key," she said. Her voice didn't come from her lips; it echoed from the hollowed-out chests of the faces in the pillars. "The salt has been waiting. The ink has been thirsty."

"You're not her," Ayan choked out, his hand tightening around the diary until his knuckles turned white. "Riya is dead. I buried her."

"You buried the flesh, Chronicler," the entity replied, gliding across the surface of the mud without disturbing it. "But you kept the memory. And in this place, memory is the only thing that has weight. You fed the Gate with your guilt for ten years. Did you think we wouldn't notice the feast?"

The entity reached out a hand. Her fingers were impossibly long, the nails tipped with the same iron filigree that reinforced the diary's cover.

"The Gate is hungry, Ayan. It was promised a story. A story written in the blood of a Ghoshal. Open the book. Write the first page of the New Era."

Ayan felt an invisible force forcing his hand toward the book. His fingers began to pry the cover open against his will. The diary groaned, the sound of the leather stretching like a human scream.

"No," Ayan gasped, fighting his own muscles. "I won't... I won't write anything for you."

The entity's smile vanished. The crimson sky above them suddenly fractured, jagged streaks of violet lightning illuminating the faces on the pillars. The silent roar of the Gate suddenly became audible—a high-pitched, vibrating hum that made Ayan’s ears bleed.

"The Chronicler does not choose to write," the entity hissed, her form beginning to blur into a column of black smoke. "The Chronicler is the instrument. If you will not use the ink, the ink will use you."

The mud around Ayan's legs suddenly surged upward. It turned into thousands of tiny, black hands, their fingers clawing at his clothes, his skin, pulling him toward the towering bone-arch. He was being dragged toward the crimson vortex.

As his boots touched the edge of the crimson water, the diary in his hand erupted in a blinding, amber light.

The red glyph on his palm flared with such intensity that the black mud hands shrivelled into ash. Ayan felt a sudden surge of a foreign, ancient knowledge. It wasn't his own thought, but an instinctual command from the book.

He slammed his glowing palm onto the open, blank page of the diary.

"Nirodh!" he shouted, the word tearing from his throat with a power that wasn't his own.

The word appeared on the page instantly, written in a burning, golden script. A shockwave of energy rippled out from the book, striking the entity and the Gate. The crimson vortex in the archway stilled, turning into a sheet of solid, red glass. The woman in the blue saree shrieked, her form scattering into a thousand black crows that flew into the bruised sky.

The marsh began to dissolve. The salt, the mud, and the bone pillars started to flake away like burnt paper.

Ayan felt the familiar, violent tug at his navel. The cold air of the Sundarbans was replaced by the stale, warm air of his apartment.

Ayan collapsed onto his study floor, gasping for breath. He was drenched in sweat, but his clothes were dry—save for a thin, white crust of salt on his boots.

He looked at the diary. It was open to the first page. The word 'NIRODH' was still there, but beneath it, a new sentence had appeared in a sprawling, frantic hand—his own handwriting, though he had no memory of writing it:

"The first seal is recognized. The salt remembers. The Gate is no longer a dream; it is a destination. Report to Budge Budge. The lung is breathing."

Ayan looked at his hands. They were shaking. He reached for his phone on the desk. The time was 4:44 AM.

There were seventeen missed calls from Samar, his lead foreman at the Budge Budge excavation site. He opened the most recent message.

Samar (3:12 AM): Ayan, for God's sake, pick up! Something happened at Sector 4. The basalt wall we found yesterday... it's bleeding. And it’s making a sound. It sounds like someone calling your name. Get here now.

Ayan stood up, his legs feeling like lead. He didn't change his clothes. He grabbed his bag, shoved the diary inside, and headed for the door. As he turned off the light, he noticed the shadow on the wall.

The sun hadn't risen yet, but there was a shadow. A silhouette of a woman in a blue saree, standing by his window, her hand rose in a silent wave.

He didn't look back. He ran.

The drive from South Kolkata to the Budge Budge excavation site usually took an hour of navigating chaotic truck traffic and narrow, potholed lanes. Tonight, the journey felt like a descent into another dimension. The city streets were eerily empty, the yellow sodium lamps flickering as Ayan’s car sped past, their light casting long, distorted shadows that seemed to reach for his tires.

In the passenger seat, the bag containing the diary sat like a lead weight. Every time he hit a bump, a faint, metallic thrum emanated from the bag, vibrating against the upholstery. Ayan’s palm—the one etched with the red 'Nirodh' sign—clutched the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles turned white. The heat from the scar was no longer painful; it was a cold, focused energy, a compass needle pointing him toward the site.

As he neared the outskirts of Budge Budge, the urban sprawl gave way to the skeletal remains of old jute mills and desolate marshland. The air here was thick with the smell of stagnant water and something sharper—the ozone scent of a coming storm.

The excavation site was located near a derelict colonial-era warehouse. As Ayan pulled up to the perimeter fence, he saw the flickering floodlights of the security team. Usually, the site was quiet at this hour, but now, it was a hive of frantic, hushed activity.

Samar was waiting by the entrance, his face ashen under the harsh white lights. He looked like a man who had seen the fundamental laws of physics break before his eyes.

"Ayan! Thank God," Samar gasped, grabbing Ayan’s arm. His grip was cold and trembling. "I didn't know who else to call. The ASI directors are on their way, but we have to see this before they shut it down."

"Show me," Ayan said, his voice sounding hollow, even to his own ears.

They walked past the temporary sheds and the stacks of excavated terracotta toward Sector 4—a deep trench they had begun digging just forty-eight hours ago. As they approached the edge of the pit, the sound hit Ayan.

It wasn't a roar or a scream. It was a rhythmic, wet thump-hiss. It sounded exactly like a colossal pair of lungs struggling for air. Thump— a heavy, subterranean beat. Hiss— a release of pressurized gas that smelled of salt and ancient decay.

They descended the wooden scaffolding into the pit. At thirty feet down, the terracotta layers had abruptly stopped, giving way to a wall of polished, black basalt that shouldn't have been there. Geologically, it was an impossibility.

"Look at the surface, Ayan," Samar whispered, pointing a trembling flashlight.

The basalt was no longer a static rock. The surface was undulating—subtle, rhythmic ripples moving beneath the stone as if it were a layer of muscle. And it was weeping. From the microscopic fissures in the black stone, a thick, crimson fluid was oozing out. It didn't pool at the bottom; it seemed to be absorbed by the mud, turning the earth around the wall into the same violet-red marsh Ayan had seen in his "dream."

Ayan stepped closer. The heat in his palm was now a roar. He reached out, ignoring Samar’s cry of warning, and touched the bleeding stone.

The moment his skin made contact, the thump-hiss sound stopped. The entire trench fell into a terrifying, absolute silence.

The basalt wall under his hand felt warm. It felt like skin.

Then, the faces began to emerge.

Slowly, like shapes forming in dark water, thousands of tiny, distorted human faces began to push through the surface of the stone. They didn't have eyes, only hollow sockets filled with the red ink. Their mouths opened in perfect unison.

"The Chronicler has come to sign the deed," they whispered. The voice wasn't in the air; it was a vibration that traveled through Ayan’s arm and directly into his spine.

"Ayan, get back! What is happening?" Samar screamed, stumbling backward, his flashlight beam dancing wildly across the weeping wall.

Ayan didn't move. He couldn't. He felt a sharp, magnetic pull from his bag. The diary was screaming to be opened.

With his free hand, he pulled the book out. The cover was now hot enough to singe the fabric of his bag. As he opened it to the page where 'NIRODH' was written, the red ink from the wall suddenly surged toward the book. It didn't spray; it flowed through the air in thin, arterial streams, drawn to the paper like iron filings to a magnet.

New text began to appear on the page, bypassing Ayan’s hand entirely. The words were written in a jagged, violent script that smoked as it touched the vellum.

"The Second Seal is the Lung of the Land. The Gate does not open; it breathes. To seal the breath, one must provide the silence."

Suddenly, the basalt wall cracked. Not a fracture of stone, but a tear in tissue. A massive, vertical slit opened in the center of the sector, revealing a dark, pulsing interior lined with what looked like rows of obsidian teeth.

"It's a mouth," Samar whimpered, falling to his knees. "The wall... it's a mouth."

From within the dark opening, a hand reached out. It was a human hand, pale and covered in salt, its movements jerky and robotic. It was followed by a head—a face Ayan knew better than his own.

It was Riya.

But this wasn't the ink-shadow from the marsh. This version of her looked terrifyingly physical. Her hair was matted with red mud, and her blue saree was torn, but her eyes—though filled with a terrifying, ancient intelligence—were the eyes he had loved.

"Ayan," she croaked, her voice sounding like dry leaves. "Feed the hunger. Give the book to the Gate, and I can come back. We can both come back."

Ayan stood at the edge of the obsidian maw, the diary glowing like a dying star in his hand. He looked at Riya—the woman who had been his world—and then at the diary.

He saw the trap. The 'Siddhanta'—the logic his grandfather had warned him about—began to click into place. The Gate wasn't trying to give him Riya back. It was trying to use his connection to her as a bridge to pull the rest of its anatomy into the physical world.

If he gave her the book, the 'Lung' would finish its breath, and the Gate would no longer be a hidden ruin. It would become the city.

"You're not Riya," Ayan said, his voice trembling but firm. "Riya wouldn't ask for the world to burn."

The entity wearing Riya’s face distorted, its jaw unhinging to an impossible degree. A screech of pure, sonic agony erupted from the hole in the wall, shattering the floodlights above the trench.

The pit was plunged into darkness, save for the blood-red glow of Ayan’s palm.

"Write the silence!" the voice of his grandfather echoed in his mind.

Ayan slammed the diary shut, but instead of pulling away, he thrust the book directly into the weeping slit in the basalt wall.

"Eat the story, then!" he roared.

The wall convulsed. A massive surge of energy threw Ayan and Samar backward. The basalt roared—a sound of grinding tectonic plates—and then, with a sickening squelch, the opening slammed shut, trapping the diary inside the stone.

For a moment, there was nothing but the sound of his own ragged breathing and the smell of ozone.

When Samar finally found a working flashlight and shone it on the wall, the basalt was gone. In its place was a smooth, ordinary limestone surface, identical to the rest of the trench. There were no faces, no red ink, and no Riya.

But Ayan’s hand was still burning.

He looked down at his palm. The 'Nirodh' sign had changed. It was no longer a single glyph. It had expanded, the red ink now forming a complex map that covered his entire forearm—a map of the city of Kolkata, with thirteen distinct points glowing like embers.

The diary was gone, swallowed by the wall, but Ayan realized with a sinking horror that he didn't need the book anymore.

He was the book.

"It's over," Samar whispered, shaking Ayan’s shoulder. "It's gone, Ayan. We're safe."

Ayan looked up at the grey, pre-dawn sky. He could feel the twelve other points in the city beginning to pulse in synchronization with his own heartbeat.

"No, Samar," Ayan said, his voice cold and certain. "The first breath is finished. Now, the heart begins to beat."

The dawn that broke over Kolkata following the incident at Budge Budge was a sickly, jaundiced affair. The sun struggled to pierce a thick, sulphurous haze that smelled of stagnant river water and burnt ozone. As Ayan drove back into the city, he felt the change in the atmosphere. The very air seemed to have
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