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Chapter 1: The Girl with Two Faces

The sky over Lalpur didn’t just rain that night. It broke. A furious summer storm had clamped down on the entire settlement, turning the narrow dirt tracks into thick, swirling rivers of black mud. Total blackout. The kind of darkness that presses against your chest. The only reprieve came from jagged streaks of lightning that ripped through the underbelly of the clouds every few seconds, casting a cold, blue flash over a collapsing mud hut right at the village boundary.

Inside, a young mother lay on a rotting straw mat. She dug her fingernails straight into the wet mud floor, screaming through gritted teeth as another brutal contraction tore through her abdomen. Beside her knelt old Ma Girdhari, the village midwife. Her wrinkled hands shook violently as she tried to balance a small oil lamp. Girdhari had pulled hundreds of crying babies into the world under these low roofs. She thought she knew the limits of human flesh. She was wrong.

With one final, agonizing heave, the child slipped into the cold air. But there was no sharp, healthy newborn cry. Just a wet, suffocating gasp.

Girdhari leaned forward, lifting the dim flame to clear the shadows from the infant’s body. Her breath stopped dead in her throat. Her eyes stretched so wide they looked ready to split her skin. A horrific, choked shriek tore from her lungs. She dropped the lamp into the dirt, plunging the room into near-darkness, and scrambled backward like a panicked animal until her spine slammed against the far wall.

The baby was breathing fast, its tiny ribcage heaving. But where there should have been a single head, two fully formed faces stared back from a single thick neck. One face looked directly forward, its small, dark eyes blinking in the shadows. The second face was welded to the back of the skull, slightly tilted sideways, staring speechlessly up at the rafters.

By sunrise, the rain had stopped, but the terror had crystallized. Rumor of the abomination ripped through Lalpur like a spark in a dry hayfield. Before the morning mist could clear, a silent, angry crowd had already surrounded the mud hut. At the front stood the village headman and the local priest, their mouths twisted into hard lines of pure disgust. They didn't see a birth defect. They didn't see a helpless, breathing human child. In their minds, the universe had just sent them a bill for their sins.

"Throw it in the deep eddy of the river before it rots our grain!" the priest roared, shaking his heavy bamboo staff at the sky. The crowd surged forward, shouting for blood, their fears morphing into sudden violence.

Inside, the mother crawled into the darkest corner, binding the newborn tightly against her bare skin with her shawl. She was bleeding, her body shattered from the labor, but she locked the wooden door from within and screamed back through the cracks that they would have to burn her alive before she let them touch her baby. The elders hesitated. They were terrified that touching the child might rub the curse off onto their own skin. So instead of breaking the door down, they passed a silent, freezing judgment. The girl was stripped of her humanity before she even learned to focus her eyes. She was forbidden from ever setting foot on the common village paths.

Fourteen years passed under that low ceiling, slow and toxic. The girl grew up in the dark, her world reduced to the shapes of spiders crawling across the mud walls. Her mother called her a gentle name in secret, but outside, she had only titles. The Freak. The Abomination. The Two-Faced Witch.

By the time she was seven, the internal nightmare began. Two minds, two distinct consciousnesses, trapped inside one single bone cage. They had to share everything, yet they agreed on nothing. The left face was inherently quiet, gentle, and slow. It spent long hours pressed against a small hole in the mud wall, watching the distant birds with a deep, bottomless sorrow. The right face was different. It was sharp, alert, and terrifyingly aggressive. Its eyes never stopped twitching, constantly watching the door, always waiting for a hand to strike.

Even breathing was a battle. They had to learn a strange, alternating pattern so their single set of lungs wouldn't choke on their own air. Walking required an exhausting, silent debate between two brains. If the left face wanted to sit but the right face decided to turn, the entire body would twist and crash hard onto the dirt floor. It was a miserable, heavy existence, made worse by the suffocating weight of the hatred waiting just outside their door.

And then came the great drought. The summer the earth cracked open.

The crops turned to yellow tinder, and the main communal well dropped to a muddy sludge. The village elders panic-searched for a scapegoat, and their eyes naturally slid toward the isolated hut near the trees.

One burning afternoon, the mother fell terribly ill, her skin burning with fever. Dehydrated and desperate, the fourteen-year-old girl had no choice. She had to get water. She wrapped herself in a massive, heavy wool shawl to blur her shape, her uneven feet stumbling as she hurried toward the well during the heavy midday heat when the village usually slept. But she wasn't fast enough. A young boy gathering dry dung noticed her abnormal, double-shadow shifting against the dust.

"The witch! She’s at the well!" the shout shattered the afternoon silence.

The village headman appeared from a courtyard, his face flushed with rage. Before the girl could even lift her small clay jar, he lunged forward and struck it out of her hands, shattering it into pieces. The precious water sank instantly into the dry dirt. "Keep your filth away from our life!" he screamed, his spittle landing on her shawl. "If your shadow pools in this well, the whole village drinks rot! Get out!"

The girl shrank back, both of her faces shaking with terror under the dark cloth. From the doorways of the nearby brick houses, women and children peered out with cold, hollow eyes. Nobody spoke up. Nobody offered a spare bucket. To them, she wasn't a thirsty child. She was a plague with a heartbeat.

The true breaking point arrived on a Tuesday afternoon late in the season. Her mother was too frail to move, leaving the girl to venture toward the very edge of the deep forest alone to gather dry twigs for firewood. It was a scorching day. The air tasted like ash.

She was bending over a pile of broken branches when a sharp, mocking laugh cut through the brush. A group of village youths, out looking for wild berries, had spotted the strange, bulky shape of her shawl. They were led by the blacksmith’s eldest son—a brutish, thick-necked teenager who ruled the village lanes through sheer muscle and cruelty.

"Look what crawled out of the dirt," the leader sneered, bending down to heft a jagged, flint stone from the path. "The two-headed freak is casting spells on the woods. That's why the cows are drying up!"

She tried to turn her body to flee, but her feet miscoded in the panic. She tripped over a root. Before she could right herself, the first stone caught her squarely on the left shoulder. A dull, sickening thud. A sharp cry of pain tore from her left mouth, while the right face gasped in violent shock, its eyes widening into slits of pure fury.

"Please, we haven't touched anything!" she begged, her two distinct voices overlapping in a strange, echoing harmony that sounded haunting and unearthly in the empty fields.

The boys didn't care. The ghostly sound of her voice only hardened their disgust. They closed in like a pack of stray dogs. More stones flew. One sharp edge tore across her right cheek, opening a thin, bright red line that let blood stream down her neck. Another heavy wooden branch swung low, smashing into her kneecaps. The pain was immediate, white-hot, and blinding. She collapsed into the dirt, her firewood scattering into the weeds. She curled into a tight, desperate ball, using her scarred forearms to shield both of her heads as the rocks kept raining down on her spine.

They only stopped when they got bored of the silence. With a few parting kicks and spat insults, the group turned back toward the village paths, their loud laughter slowly dissolving into the distance.

The field went dead quiet. The only sound left was the ragged, wet breathing of a broken fourteen-year-old girl lying in the dust. Blood dripped from her cheek, soaking into the dry earth. For a second, the right face thought about getting up and tearing someone's throat out. The left face just wanted to close its eyes and let the dark take them both.

But someone else had been standing in that field.

Hidden completely behind the massive, ancient trunk of a Sacred Fig was Ethan. He wasn't like the other boys who spent their evenings drinking tea and swapping cruel gossip. He was a quiet, unreadable young man who worked his father’s rows without a word, his mind completely detached from the small-town ignorance that governed Lalpur. He had seen the blacksmith's son heading out with stones and had followed them out of a strange, gut-level suspicion.

He had watched the entire assault from the safety of the leaves. His fists were jammed so deep into his pockets that his knuckles were nearly splitting the skin. His heart hammered violently against his ribs—a volatile mix of raw, boiling anger at his friends and a deep, aching sickness in his stomach for the girl. He had wanted to move, but a lone boy against five with clubs would have just ended up in the dirt beside her.

Slowly, making sure his worn leather sandals didn't rustle the dry grass, Ethan stepped out from the shadow of the banyan tree.

The girl heard the faint scuff of leather on dirt and flinched violently. Her whole body tensed up, bracing for the next boot to hit her ribs.

"Don't... please just leave me," her
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