
Shadows of seven rings

The last guardian
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❖ ❖ ❖

“Seven rings, seven virtues... yet even the brightest light can cast the deepest shadow.”
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To my in-laws, whose quiet support and encouragement have lifted me in ways words cannot fully express, thank you for always believing in me.

To My Dear Readers
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A Word Before You Begin
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❖ ❖ ❖

Welcome, traveler, to a world that exists just beyond the edge of memory, where myths breathe, shadows whisper, and the line between light and darkness is thinner than you think. The story you hold in your hands is more than a tale—it is a key, a map, and a challenge all at once.

Within these pages, you will meet those who dare to defy fate, who stand against forces older than kingdoms themselves. You will witness courage tested, wisdom sought, and the fragile threads of destiny stretched to their limits. The lands you will traverse—from blazing mountains and frozen cliffs to vanished realms and forests that almost live—are shaped by the virtues and vices of those who once walked them. Every creature, every echo, every shadow has a purpose.

This is a story of balance. For every hero, there is a shadow. For every act of light, darkness waits in the corners, patient, hungry, and relentless. As you read, let yourself feel the pulse of these worlds: the roar of fire beasts, the hush of celestial winds, the cold bite of ice, the gentle warmth of compassion. Each moment is a step deeper into a puzzle that asks more of you than simply turning pages.

You may wonder where legend ends and reality begins. The answer is... not as simple as you think. For the past is never truly gone, and some truths, once uncovered, refuse to stay buried. The events chronicled here are echoes of that eternal struggle—the battle to protect what must never fall into the wrong hands. Secrets, alliances, betrayals—they await you in every chapter, hidden as cleverly as the traps that guard them.

So read with caution, but also with wonder. Keep your heart open to the impossible, your mind sharp for the riddles, and your courage steadfast in the face of shadow. The world of the Seven Rings is alive. It watches. It waits. And it will reward those who dare to see beyond the surface, who dare to question, who dare to believe.

Turn the page, and step into the adventure. The journey begins now.

—Vikash Viplao
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chapter I – The Last Plea
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❖ ❖ ❖

When shadows hide more than fear, the night itself becomes a witness. 🌙
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The night was merciless. ⚡

Dark clouds rolled across the sky, swallowing the moon 🌙 and spitting it out again in thin, frightened slivers. The world beneath lay drenched in shadows — restless, shifting, alive. The wind moved through the narrow lanes like a whispering ghost 👻, dragging with it the smell of rain 💧, rust, and something faintly metallic.
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A broken signboard creaked at the corner, swinging back and forth in the wind with a slow, moaning sound. Somewhere far away, a dog barked once 🐕 — sharp and uncertain — then fell silent.

The quiet that followed was not peace.

It was the kind of quiet that waits... ⏳
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A flickering light blinked above a narrow alley. Each time it came on, the walls seemed to breathe. Each time it went out, the darkness grew thicker. 🌑

And then came the sound — faint at first, almost lost beneath the hum of the wind:

A dragging noise. Hands scraping against wet ground. A breath, broken and uneven. 💀

From the darkness at the far end of the alley, a man crawled into the weak circle of light. His palms were trembling, his clothes torn, his face slick with sweat and dirt. His knees left dark streaks as he pushed himself backward, eyes wide and desperate.

“Please...” His voice cracked. “Please don’t do this to me.” 😨

He coughed, spitting out rainwater 💧 and fear. The flickering light buzzed overhead, throwing his shadow long and twisted across the wall behind him.

Somewhere ahead, something moved. A faint scrape of boots 👢. The sound of slow, deliberate steps echoing against the walls.

“Please,” he whimpered again, shaking his head violently. “I haven’t done anything. Please, let me go.”

The footsteps came closer — steady, unhurried. Whoever it was, they weren’t in a rush.

The man’s back hit the end of the alley. There was nowhere left to go. His hands pressed flat against the wall behind him, fingernails scraping the bricks as though they could open a way out. 🩸
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The moon slipped out from behind the clouds for a moment, spilling a pale light into the alley 🌙.

That’s when he saw it — not a face, not a person, but a shadow moving along the wall opposite him.

It was tall. Broad shoulders, one arm raised. And in that hand, a gleam of something long and sharp 🗡️.

A butcher’s knife.

The man’s chest heaved.

“No... no, please—”

A voice came from the dark, calm and cold as the night itself.

“Too late.”

The shadow shifted — the arm descended.

The tin sheet above slammed against the wall in the wind:

clang... clang... clang... 🛠️

A desperate drumbeat.

The light flickered wildly, then steadied for one brief second — just long enough to show the man’s terrified face turned upward.

Then the light went out. 🌑
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The alley filled with sounds — dull, heavy impacts muffled by the wind, the scrape of a shoe, the metallic ring of steel brushing concrete. The rhythm was slow at first, then quicker, then stopped altogether.

And silence returned.

The clouds drifted across the moon once more 🌙. The signboard creaked lazily. Somewhere, a soft dripping began 💧 — water, or something else.

For a moment, it seemed as though the night itself was holding its breath ⏳.

Then a gust of wind rolled through the alley, swirling dust and leaves around 🍂. Something small rolled out from the darkness, bumping against a puddle with a soft plop.

A finger. Pale. Motionless. 🩸

A silver ring still clung to it — old, ornate, engraved with a symbol that would one day spark whispers of a secret society 🔮.

The puddle rippled once, then went still.
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And that was when the sound came — a sudden whoosh from above 🌬️, cutting through the silence.

An enormous eagle 🦅 swept down through the alley, its wings cutting the fog with precision. Its cry echoed like a warning from the heavens. It circled once, then swooped down toward the finger, lowering its beak and gripping the severed digit delicately before rising again.

At the far end of the alley, a figure stood waiting. His face remained hidden beneath the hood of his coat 🕵️‍♂️. One hand was gloved — thick, dark leather, smeared faintly with blood 🩸.

The eagle landed on his shoulder, talons gripping the glove, wings folding with the faint whisper of death itself. The finger remained clutched in its beak.

The man looked at the bird, a faint, cold smile crossing his face. 😈

“Very good,” he said softly. “Very good... Tarkash.”

The eagle gave a slow, rasping cry, almost like laughter.

The man’s gloved hand rose, gently patting the feathers — leaving another streak of blood behind 🩸.

Above them, the clouds swallowed the moon again, plunging the alley into darkness 🌑. Only the faint beating of wings remained, fading into the night — and with it, the beginning of something far more terrifying than death 💀.
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Chapter II – Morning Whispers
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❖ ❖ ❖

Even in the golden glow of morning, secrets linger in the shadows. 🌅🕰️
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The morning sun bathed Indraprasth College of History & Science in a golden glow 🌞. The sprawling campus buzzed with energy—students hurried across the wide stone courtyards, laughing in clusters, carrying backpacks 🎒 and textbooks 📚. Bicycles weaved expertly between pedestrians, bells ringing sharply 🔔. Ancient statues and glass cases of rare manuscripts lined the corridors, their shadows stretching long in the sunlight. Birds flitted across the trees 🐦, and the distant clang of bicycle bells echoed as early students made their way to classes. The air carried a faint scent of old stone 🏛️, parchment 📜, and morning dew 💧, giving the sprawling campus an almost timeless feel.
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Amidst the lively morning, a student pedaled briskly into the courtyard 🚴‍♂️, helmet snug on his head, a worn backpack slung over his shoulder. He parked his bicycle carefully, resting his helmet atop it, and dashed toward the main building. In his hurry, he collided with a girl carrying a stack of books 📚. The books toppled to the ground, scattering in every direction.

“Oh! I—I’m so sorry!” he exclaimed, crouching quickly to help pick them up 😳.

The girl smiled softly 😊. “It’s alright. Just... try to watch where you’re going next time.”

Vivaan offered a faint, awkward smile, his fingers idly fiddling with the ribbon of his backpack 🎀 as he helped gather the books. She noticed the small gesture and returned a soft, amused glance. For a fleeting moment, the bustle of the courtyard faded, leaving only that subtle exchange.

“I... I will,” he murmured, adjusting his bag and straightening his shirt before heading toward a group of friends waiting nearby.

“Vivaan! Finally!” one of them called out.

“Sorry I’m late,” he replied, offering a brief, shy smile 🙂.

“Oh, you know him,” another friend laughed. “Always rushing, never on time.”

“Yeah, that’s just Vivaan,” a third added with a shake of the head.

—-
[image: ]


The students began moving toward the classroom building, stepping over scattered leaves 🍂 and the shadows of statues 🏛️. The girl he had bumped into smiled once again, and Vivaan nodded faintly in acknowledgment, still twirling the ribbon of his backpack 🎀.

“Did you finish your Epigraphy assignment yet?” one friend asked, nudging Vivaan with his elbow.

“Not yet... still going through the references and inscriptions,” Vivaan replied quietly, fingers lightly tapping the ribbon of his backpack. He tapped it rhythmically, as if thinking aloud while barely glancing at the scattered notes on the desk 📖.

“Seriously? You’ve had weeks for this!” another friend said, leaning back in his chair.

“I’m... working on it,” Vivaan murmured, eyes flicking toward the window, tracing the patterns of sunlight on the courtyard stones ☀️.

“Working? The deadline is almost here. Are you planning to finish it at the last minute like usual?”

Vivaan smirked faintly 😏. “Maybe. But rushing through inscriptions never tells the whole story. Each symbol has its own rhythm, its own story. You can’t just skim through it.”

“Ha! You always make everything sound like some secret code,” a friend muttered, rolling his eyes 🙄.

“That’s because it is,” Vivaan said softly, almost to himself, then glanced at his notes again. “You have to see patterns, connections... subtle things that others overlook. Epigraphy isn’t just copying letters from stones. It’s reading whispers from the past.” 📜

“Whispers from the past?” another friend laughed. “You mean the stone talks to you?”

“Exactly,” Vivaan said with a shrug, letting the ribbon dangle loosely from his backpack 🎀. “If you don’t listen carefully, it remains silent.”

“Yeah, well, make sure it speaks before the deadline,” a friend said, shaking his head and smirking.

Vivaan only gave a faint, enigmatic smile, picking up a pen ✒️ and lightly tapping it against his notebook. Even as the chatter continued around him, there was a subtle aura of detachment—his mind flickering in different directions, partly with his friends, partly tracing the unseen patterns in the inscriptions he was studying.

“Settle down, everyone!” called the professor, stepping into the room. The chatter faded instantly as students adjusted their chairs and focused attention.
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After class, the students moved toward the lab corridor. The hallways were lined with tall glass cases showcasing stone tablets 🪨, ancient relics, and miniature models of historic architecture 🏛️. Footsteps echoed off the polished floors, blending with soft chatter and the faint rustle of paper.

Vivaan leaned closer to one of the stone tablets, tracing the patterns with his fingers.

“Hey, Vivaan, any idea how to decode this one?” a friend asked, holding up a small tablet.

Vivaan studied it carefully, squinting slightly 👀. “Notice the spacing—it’s deliberate. Someone repeated a motif to highlight a word... maybe even a name. It’s subtle, almost like a rhythm.”

“Wow... you notice everything,” another whispered.

“I notice what matters,” Vivaan replied, fingers lightly tapping the ribbon of his backpack 🎀. “These stones speak. You just have to listen.”

“Seriously? You hear stones talking?” a friend asked, raising an eyebrow 🤨.

“That’s exactly it,” Vivaan murmured, eyes narrowing. “Every mark, every groove has intent. They’re not random. Someone wanted their story to be remembered, and the way it’s carved tells you how.”

“Ha! You always get so... intense,” one friend laughed quietly 😅.

“I’m just focused,” Vivaan said softly, tilting his head as he studied another tablet. “If you rush, you miss it.”

Outside, near the college building as students made their way to the next classes, a sleek black car 🚘 glided silently into the parking lot. Whispers broke out immediately among the students.

“Who’s that?” one asked.

“I have no idea,” another replied.

The man stepped out—tall, composed, with an aura that seemed to command the courtyard itself 🌟. His gaze swept the college buildings, the courtyards, and briefly, the students, with a quiet intensity. Each step he took toward the reception was measured, deliberate, and unsettling.

“I am looking for the principal’s office,” he said calmly.

The receptionist, visibly tense 😰, directed him. Nodding once, he proceeded down the corridor toward the principal’s office.

––––––––
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Vivaan exited the lab corridor at that moment, heading toward the hallway. Their eyes met briefly—Vivaan’s narrowed slightly, a flicker of unease passing through him 😨. The man’s gaze was calm, unreadable, yet carried weight.

One of Vivaan’s friends nudged him. “Do you know him?”

Vivaan hesitated, then replied quietly, “No.”

The man reached the principal’s office, pausing for a few seconds before knocking.

“Come in,” called a hesitant voice.

The principal greeted him with a nervous smile 😬. “Please... be seated. Would you like some tea 🍵... or coffee ☕?”

The man inclined his head slightly, sitting with deliberate calm. Every subtle movement radiated authority and tension, making the principal shift uneasily.

—-
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Back at the lab tables, Vivaan and his friends returned to their tablets.

“Look at this spacing,” Vivaan whispered, pointing at the carvings. “It’s not random. Someone emphasized a word, maybe a name. Patterns repeat subtly, like a rhythm.”

“Seriously... the stones are again talking to you?” one friend muttered.

Vivaan’s lips curved faintly 🙂. “Exactly. You just have to listen each time.”

High above, on the rooftop of the main building, Tarkarsh 🦅 perched silently. Amber eyes glinting, the bird observed the courtyard below with precision, wings folded neatly. It seemed aware of something beyond the students’ perception.

The day at Indraprasth College of History & Science had begun. Beneath the chatter and laughter, subtle shadows were already moving, waiting 🌫️, and the morning felt heavier than it seemed.
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Chapter III – Whispers by the Reservoir 
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❖ ❖ ❖

Even daylight cannot hide the shadows that linger in forgotten places.
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A few miles away from Indraprasth College, in the heart of Rajnagar, stood a timeworn police station 🏢 — its pale blue walls cracked with age, the name board faded under years of sun 🌞 and dust. A rickety ceiling fan spun above the open verandah, creaking faintly with each turn. The faint echo of typewriters, distant chatter of constables, and an occasional clang of metal from the lockup gave the place its familiar rhythm.

Outside, the street was alive with the pulse of a small but modern town — vendors calling out 🗣️, auto-rickshaws honking impatiently 🚖, and stray dogs resting under trees 🐕.

Then came the sharp growl of a motorcycle engine 🏍️.

A black Royal Enfield sped into the frame, scattering dust as it came to a halt before the station gate. The rider — Inspector Raghav — swung off the bike, removed his helmet, and tucked it under his arm. His uniform was neatly pressed 👮, his boots slightly dusted from the road. There was calm in his eyes but a purpose in his stride.

The constable on duty at the entrance quickly straightened up.

“Good morning, sir.”

Raghav gave a brief nod and walked inside. The camera of the world seemed to follow him through the dimly lit corridor, past walls covered in old posters 📜 and case charts, until he reached a wooden door with a brass nameplate:

“D.S.P. Arbind Mehta.”

He paused briefly, adjusted his cap 🎩, then knocked.

“Come in,” a deep voice responded.

Raghav pushed the door open. The room smelled faintly of tobacco 🚬 and old files 📂. Sunlight filtered through half-drawn blinds, striping the desk in pale gold and shadow. Behind it sat D.S.P. Mehta, a broad-shouldered man in his late fifties, spectacles perched low on his nose as he scanned a thin folder.

“Ah, Raghav,” Mehta said, voice steady but edged with something unreadable. “Close the door.”

Raghav did as told, standing silently in front of the desk. Mehta leaned back, removing his glasses and setting them aside. For a moment, he studied the younger officer — his crisp uniform, his composed face, and those sharp, searching eyes that rarely missed a thing 👀.

“You were at the old sector yesterday, weren’t you?” Mehta asked.

Raghav nodded. “Yes, sir. Routine follow-up.”

“Hmm.” Mehta opened the file again, flipping through a few pages. “And what did you find?”

“Nothing much,” Raghav said. “Just some locals complaining about strange noises near the abandoned quarters. Could be kids.”

Mehta’s lips curved faintly, though not quite into a smile 😏. “You think it’s kids?”

Raghav met his gaze. “Could be, sir. Or maybe not.”

For a few seconds, neither spoke. The ceiling fan hummed above, slow and rhythmic — unsettling.

Finally, Mehta closed the file and leaned forward, elbows resting on the desk.

“There’s something I want you to look into,” he said quietly. “Something that might connect to what you heard.”

Raghav’s brows drew together. “A case, sir?”

“Not officially
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