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Outside, rain curled against the windows like restless fingers.
 The power had cut earlier in the night, and the whole apartment smells like damp curtains and petrichor. Thunder muttered in the distance, low and tired.
It was the kind of night where silence felt like a setup.
 The kind of night where stories pressed at the edges.
In the near-darkness, the only illumination came from the phone screen casting a pale glow, which suddenly brightened with a familiar name.

Megha:
 you awake?
Aarav:
 barely
 brain’s on 10% battery and 2% hope
 could use a recharge cuddle tbh
Megha:
 mood
 raining here too
 kinda perfect tbh
 like the sky’s trying to reboot
wish you were here to share the spooky vibes
Aarav:
 same here
 power’s out
 candlelit vibes and philosophical dread
Megha:
 lol
 classic
 So what are you reading now?
 some forgotten demon scroll from the dark web?
Knowing you, probably. 😉
Aarav:
 almost
 actually…
 you want to hear something messed up?
Megha:
 always
 hit me

Aarav:
 have you ever heard of a place called Veylathinnam?
Megha:
 that sounds like a brand of Ayurvedic cough syrup
Aarav:
 😐 rude
 it’s an island
 south of Lakshadweep
 not on any official maps
 not talked about in tourist circles
 locals don’t even say its name out loud
Megha:
 spicy
 go on

Aarav:
 there’s a story
 says the veil between our world and the spirit world
 gets thinner during eclipses
Megha:
 wait like lunar or solar?
Aarav:
 both
 doesn’t matter which
 any eclipse opens a crack
 but only at Veylathinnam

Megha:
 why only there?
 that’s oddly specific
Aarav:
 because of what used to happen there
 long ago, a tribe lived on that island
 they didn’t worship gods
 they worshipped emotions
 like grief, anger, desire, guilt
 twisted deities that fed on feeling
Megha:
 oh damn
 that’s dark

Aarav:
 yeah
 during eclipses, they performed rituals
 not prayers — more like emotional sacrifices
 pure, raw offerings
 they tore something open
 not a portal exactly
 more like... a fracture in the boundary between worlds
Megha:
 and it never healed?
Aarav:
 nope
 the tribe’s long gone
 but the abnormality they created?
 still there
 still pulsing
 and every eclipse stirs it

Megha:
 So what happens during the eclipse now?
Aarav:
 if someone is near the island
 and they’re feeling something strong
 like REALLY strong — heartbreak, rage, shame
 a spirit might sense it
 and offer a gift
Megha:
 a gift??
 What, like a haunted fruit basket?
Aarav:
 lol
 more like
 a coin that keeps returning
 a mirror that shows you what you lost
 a knife that remembers your grudges

Megha:
 creepy
 but cool
 What's the catch?
Aarav:
 the gifts only last for 7 days
 after that
 they disappear
 but the consequences don’t
Megha:
 of course
 classic cursed-object energy

Aarav:
 there are rules too
 always are

Megha:
figures
So what are the conditions?
like, the fine print for haunted gifts?

Aarav:
lol basically yeah
okay so from what I gathered:
First, the whole thing only works during an eclipse. That's like, the only time the veil thins enough there.

Aarav:
and it has to be near Veylathinnam. Like, right there. Nowhere else. Super specific spot. That island… It's scarred, Megha.  Scarred by what that tribe did.  They tore a hole, and even though they're gone, the tear never fully closed.  Eclipses just… pull at the edges of that old wound.

Megha:
Okay, eclipse, creepy island. got it.

Aarav:
then, the spirits – they don't care what you're thinking. It's all about powerful emotions. Like raw grief, rage, whatever. That's what they sense.

Aarav:
based on that feeling, they offer a single thing. An item. Tied to the emotion.

Megha:
Tied to the emotion?  Like... how?  Are the spirits sad too, or something?

Aarav:
Kind of?  The stories say these spirits... they empathize.  If you're feeling grief, maybe a spirit who knew grief in their own way, in the past, senses that. And the gift is almost like... their way of acknowledging that shared feeling, offering something connected to it.

Megha:
okay... so like my haunted fruit basket idea 😉

Aarav:
heh maybe worse
and here's a big one: once you accept it, you can't refuse it. Like, acceptance is binding. No take-backsies.

Aarav:
and it sticks with you for exactly 7 days. Follows you everywhere. Then poof, it vanishes.

Megha:
okay that's weirdly specific
7 days? why 7?

Aarav:
no idea, that's just the lore
but the item disappearing isn't always the end of it (remember the consequences?)
and the last rule... it's kinda the scariest one.

Megha:
?

Aarav:
Not everyone survives getting their gift.


Megha:
 Has this… actually happened?
Aarav:
 depends on who you ask
 there are stories
 disappearances
 coincidences
 unexplained “miracles”
 a few messages that vanished
 a ferry manifest that had an extra name on it

Megha:
 you didn’t answer my question
Aarav:
 lol
 no
 not directly
 but I’ve… read things
 and sometimes
 I dream of a beach where the sun is black
 and the wind smells like ash

Megha:
Aarav.
 dude
 you can’t just say that and stop
esp when you know how stuff like that gets to me
Aarav:
 😏
 fine
 you want a story?
Megha:
 yes please
 especially if it ends with me not sleeping tonight
Aarav:
 okay
 here’s the first one
 it’s about a man who was betrayed
 who lost everything
 and found a coin that always came back
Aarav:
 The Coin of Want
 Are you ready?

Megha:
 always
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[bookmark: _nvc1g5tl4gx3]Day One
[bookmark: _praabpm2jo2g]Scene 1: Arrival & First Impressions
The ferry carved a slow path through teal water, its wake dissolving like secrets behind it. Aarush Menon sat alone on the sun-bleached deck, arms crossed tight despite the warmth. He hadn’t spoken since the last port. Not to the crew. Not to the other guests. Not even when the steward offered him ginger tea “to balance arrival nausea and emotional toxins.”
He had enough of both already.
Ahead, the island rose like something unsurfaced rather than born — jagged cliffs on one side, lush canopies drooping like sleeping giants on the other. The brochure his sister sent had called it “	 Retreat: A Sacred Place to Disconnect, Reconnect, and Renew.” The marketing had made his skin crawl even before he’d lost everything.
Now, it just felt insulting.
Aarush checked his phone for the fourth time. Still no bars. No signal. The last message from his sister was two days old:
[Leena]
 Promise me you’ll try. That’s all. Just try.
 This place helped people. You’re not broken, okay? You just need silence. Real silence.
Silence. Right.
 The kind that creeps into your bones and makes you hear what you’re trying to forget.
The ferry docked without a horn. The staff moved like polite ghosts, dressed in linen, their smiles practiced but hollow. A man in a saffron tunic greeted him at the dock with a wooden name plate etched in cursive: Aarush Menon.
“Welcome to Veyl,” the man said with a bow. “Your healing begins the moment you step off the boat.”
Aarush didn’t move. “Where do I check in?”
“Ah,” the man smiled wider, gesturing toward a path flanked with low-burning incense and wind-chimes made of bone and glass. “Reception is just ahead. You’ll meet the Custodian there.”
The jungle swallowed him almost immediately. Dense palms leaned in from both sides, the air thick with green — chlorophyll, humidity, something spicier underneath. The retreat buildings weren’t sleek modern eco-pods like he’d expected. They were ancient stone bungalows, softened by moss and strangled by vines. This wasn’t curated peace.
This was old peace.
 Untrustworthy peace.
Reception was a round, domed room with no walls — just carved pillars and a wide desk set in the center like an altar. Behind it stood a woman with silver-threaded hair and eyes the color of wet sand.
“Mr. Menon,” she said, voice warm but tired. “We’ve been expecting you.”
Of course they had. Leena probably paid extra for that line.
She handed him a small leather pouch — room key, retreat schedule, and a packet labeled Retreat Schedule. He dropped it all into his satchel without looking.
As she reached for the ledger, a second voice murmured behind her.
 Soft. Almost musical.
 A local woman, sweeping the floor with salt and petals.
Her eyes never left Aarush.
“You’re here during the Eclipse?” she said, barely louder than the wind.
 The Custodian stiffened. “Sivani, enough.”
But Sivani didn’t flinch. She just stared at him like she knew something he didn’t. Like the forest had already whispered his name.
Aarush frowned. “What’s the Eclipse?”
The Custodian smiled quickly, too quickly. “Local superstition. Nothing for you to worry about. Just enjoy your stay, Mr. Menon. Your silence has been prepared.”
He wanted to ask what that meant, but his tongue felt heavy. Instead, he followed another silent attendant up a stone trail toward his assigned bungalow. The walk was steep, winding past shrines carved into rocks and strange hanging bundles of cloth and feather — offerings, maybe. Or warnings.
His bungalow was simple: stone walls, thatched roof, a hammock slung between two blackwood beams. No mirror. No clock. No TV. Only a small stone basin in the center filled with water and lotus petals. The scent made him dizzy — like a memory given scent.
Aarush dropped his bag on the floor and sat on the bed, elbows on knees.
He could still hear Rishi’s voice from that final call:
 "It’s not personal, man. It’s just business. Investors want a more aggressive posture. You were always the dreamer, not the closer."
He had built LoopTrust from nothing — sketches on napkins, pitch decks at 2AM, a system meant to save the little guys — and they had sold it, gutted it, stolen his name from the code and branded his purpose without him.
Now he was here, on an island full of strangers and whispers.
 Here during “the Eclipse,” whatever that meant.
 And already, the silence didn’t feel like healing.
It felt like watching.
He glanced at the pouch again, the key glinting gold. Not real gold, of course. Just polished brass — decorative peace.
Aarush stood, moved to the basin, and dipped his fingers in. The water was cooler than expected. Something shifted beneath the surface — a shimmer, like light catching on metal.
But when he looked again, the petals just floated, innocent and soft.
Aarush wiped his fingers on his jeans, heart ticking too fast.
 Maybe it was jet lag.
 Or maybe Leena was right.
 Maybe he really was frayed.
Still, as he stepped out onto the porch and looked out over the jungle canopy, a low wind stirred the leaves — not wildly, but deliberately.
Somewhere far away, a bell rang once.
Aarush felt it behind his ribs.
 The silence, it seemed, had teeth.

[bookmark: _ncjs9hqikhe6]Scene 2: Flashback – Betrayal
The trail narrowed as Aarush climbed, roots twisting across the stone path like veins. The air was thick with something sweet and decaying — ripe mango, maybe, or something that used to be.
Each breath carried a low hum, not quite bees, not quite electricity. The kind of sound that felt alive but not friendly. His shirt stuck to his spine, and he had the sudden, absurd sense that the jungle was watching him sweat.
Ahead, his silent guide moved at an unhurried pace, carrying Aarush’s duffel like it contained something fragile. Or cursed.
Branches brushed his arms like hands in passing. Not rough, just… intentional.
He ignored the shiver crawling up his back.

[Seven Years Ago – IIM Bangalore, Dorm Block D]
Rishi had knocked on his door carrying a half-eaten samosa and an idea for a peer-to-peer lending app that didn’t need banks. “You’re the only guy in this building writing backend code at 3AM. You’re hired.”
Kavya joined a week later. She was blunt, brilliant, terrifying — and the only one who could beat Aarush in a debate and optimize his API structure.
They weren’t just co-founders. They were friends. They’d slept on cold floors after pitch contests, shared one paratha during investor meetings, held each other up when LoopTrust was just a fragile dream.

The wind shifted.
A low clack echoed through the trees — not branches. Not an animal. Hard. Clean.
Like gold against stone.
Aarush paused. Looked around.
Nothing moved. Not even the leaves.
But something had changed.
The path led into a gully, thick with moss and silence. And memory.

[Three Months Ago – Rooftop, LoopTrust HQ]
They met him on the roof.
Kavya had brought tea. Rishi was pacing.
Aarush leaned on the railing, arms folded. “This about the Pinnacle Capital term sheet?”
“Not just that,” Rishi said. “It’s about survival.”
Kavya stepped forward. “The investors want to increase interest spreads by 2%. We’ve modeled it — it’s clean, efficient, and they’re offering $26M.”
“They want to exploit our borrowers,” Aarush snapped. “The whole point of LoopTrust is inclusion. Dignity. You think we’re some high-frequency payday loan factory?”
“They think we’re a business,” Rishi said quietly.
Aarush turned to him. “We promised no predatory models. Not in India. Not anywhere.”
Kavya looked tired. “You think we don’t care? We’ve bled for this company. But we’re out of runway, Aarush. If we say no, we die. No money. No future. No product.”
“You’re exaggerating—”
“I just got engaged,” Rishi said, rubbing the back of his neck. “We’ve started planning the wedding. Booked a place. I put a down payment on an apartment last month. This isn’t just about the company for me anymore — it’s about having a future that isn’t always on fire.”
Kavya folded her arms. “I co-signed a major loan for my parents. Medical stuff. If this deal collapses, I’m not just screwed — they are. You think I want to work with vultures? No. But I’d rather adapt than drown in principles.
Aarush stared at them both. “So now it’s okay to sell out?”
“It’s not selling out,” Kavya said coldly. “It’s adapting.”
“No,” Aarush said. “It’s surrender.”
That was the moment everything cracked.

A crow shrieked above him, dragging him back to the present. The trail opened under a stone arch, carved with spirals and symbols like currency caught mid-mutation.
The guide kept walking, but Aarush slowed. The air beyond the arch felt… wrong. Denser. Like it had a shape it was trying not to reveal.
He stepped through.

[Two Months Ago – The Document That Ended It]
The email subject line was bland: “Equity Realignment Package – Final.”
Aarush opened the PDF on his phone. Forty-seven pages of legal boilerplate. He scanned for red flags. None jumped out.
Rishi had texted:
 “Just some cleanup for Series A. Legal wants all founder roles clarified. Chill, it’s just paperwork.”
So Aarush signed. On autopilot.
He didn’t notice Page 36.
 Didn’t catch the change in wording.
Old: “Founding partner, with full veto and board voting rights.”
 New: “Strategic advisor. Non-voting. Founder emeritus.”
No warning. No flags.
Just a slight shift in language that rewrote his future.

The jungle broke into a clearing with a bench of petrified wood. The silence here was thick — not peaceful, but padded, like the world didn’t want sound escaping.
Aarush sat. The bench was oddly warm beneath him.
Nearby, a bamboo pipe trickled water into a stone basin. Something glinted beneath the surface — just for a second. Round. Metal.
Gone.
He rubbed his eyes.

[One Month Ago – Final Call]
The call came from an unknown number. Kavya’s voice was quiet.
“We had to do it. You were going to tank the deal.”
“I built the damn product.”
“You built it beautifully. But it’s not yours anymore.”
“You think I won’t go public?”
“You won’t,” she said. “Because you still believe in what we started. And we’re the only ones who can keep it alive.”

Aarush looked up at the jungle. The trees leaned closer.
Another clack. Behind him.
He turned.
 Nothing.
But the feeling remained.
A coin.
 Not just currency.
 A choice.
And for the first time in weeks, Aarush felt something cut through the grief.
Want.

[bookmark: _e8aui0gc4hlp]Scene 3: The Coin Discovery
The heat had thinned by late afternoon, but the air still clung to Aarush like wet silk. The jungle hummed low and constant, as if every leaf and insect was tuned to a hidden frequency.
He hadn’t meant to wander far — just stretch his legs, burn through the static in his spine. But the trail had forked twice, and he’d chosen silence over signage. Now, the curated gravel paths were long behind him.
Here, the forest felt older.
The vines were thicker. The roots, more deliberate. The air… expectant.
A moss-covered wall emerged through the undergrowth, broken in places, but still standing. Beyond it, the land sank into a circular hollow. The moment he stepped inside, the air changed — cooler, heavier. As if the trees were holding their breath.
At the center stood a stone plinth, cracked but dignified. Weatherworn, yet untouched by chaos. It rose from the earth like it belonged there, not placed but grown.
Aarush stepped closer, eyes scanning its surface.
The base was ringed by carvings. Faded, but not erased. Spirals. Eyes. Shapes that reminded him of both currency and language — like symbols from a forgotten economy of belief.
A handful of objects lay at the top, like offerings in a shrine:
· A dried lemon, split perfectly down the middle

· Wilting marigolds, still bright despite decay

· A knotted loop of red cloth

And in the center, a gold coin.
It gleamed in the shade — not like metal catching light, but like something that remembered being wanted.
Aarush hesitated.
He told himself it was nonsense. Just some ceremonial token left by past guests, or locals. But the thought felt flimsy. Dismissive.
This wasn’t staged.
It was waiting.
He crouched, reached out — and paused.
Something inside him twisted. Not in fear. Not even doubt.
 Just… desire.
 That dangerous little echo: Mine.
He picked it up.
The coin was warm. Not from the sun. Not from the stone. Warm like it had been held recently, or was still holding back.
One side was smooth, reflective — almost like polished amber.
 The other: etched with a single symbol.
At first, it looked like a flame. Then, a hand. Then, an open eye.
Not magic. He told himself it wasn’t magic. Just his mind playing tricks. Old design patterns, dynamic impressions. He’d seen stranger things in currency crypto-art.
But still... he tilted it again.
The symbol shifted. Not randomly. Like it was responding.
To him.
A sound cracked the quiet.
Clack.
 Sharp. Clean. Like a fingernail against bone. Or…
A coin dropped onto stone.
He froze. Looked over his shoulder.
The clearing was empty. But the stillness had turned rigid — like a pane of glass just before it shatters.
He stood quickly, heart thudding harder than it should.
Maybe it was dehydration. Jet lag. Exhaustion.
 Maybe he was losing it.
Still gripping the coin, he glanced around once more — at the carvings, the jungle, the sky. No one there. But something was.
He pocketed the coin.
The second it slipped into his jeans, the forest seemed to exhale. A breeze stirred the trees. A bird finally chirped.
The tension snapped.
Aarush turned back to the trail.
This time, the way felt clear — almost too clear. As if the jungle had rearranged itself to make way.
And still, he didn’t think to ask why.

[bookmark: _n5atemxct68]Scene 4: Night – Return of the Coin
The jungle quieted fast once the sun dipped below the ridge. As if the trees had made some silent agreement: enough noise, for now. Even the insects—so relentless during the day—seemed hesitant to speak.
Aarush sat on the front steps of his bungalow, a ceramic mug of herbal tea cooling in his hand. The label on the teabag read Clarity is a Choice. He hated it.
Twilight settled across the treetops like a hush. The forest no longer looked alive — it looked aware.
He reached into his pocket.
The coin was still there.
He didn’t know why he hadn’t left it on the plinth. Or tossed it. Or told someone. He hadn’t even planned to keep it. But it felt… right. Natural, somehow.
Like it had chosen him back.
He turned it over in his fingers, watching the symbol shift. Flame. Eye. Hand. It was hypnotic in the moonlight, almost soothing.
Then he heard music — a faint chime of glass, soft laughter — and remembered the open-air bar down the trail. Some of the guests had migrated there after dinner. He hadn’t spoken to a single one.
He stood and pocketed the coin.

The bar was a narrow hut with no walls, just slatted wood and vine-strung beams. Lanterns flickered overhead, casting lazy spirals of gold on the counter. A soft jazz track played from an old speaker, tinny but warm.
There were two guests sitting at opposite ends — one reading, one sketching. No one looked up when Aarush entered.
The bartender was a lean man with salt-and-pepper hair and eyes like wet clay. He didn’t smile, but he wasn’t unfriendly.
Aarush sat.
The bartender placed a menu in front of him without speaking.
Local fruit ciders. Herbal tinctures. No alcohol. Of course.
Aarush stared at the menu for a long time, then slipped the coin from his pocket and set it on the counter with a faint tap.
He didn’t know why he did it.
Didn’t plan to.
The moment called for it.
The bartender’s eyes dropped to the coin. He didn’t flinch, didn’t laugh. He just stared for a moment too long, then nodded once.
“That’s an old one,” he murmured, reaching for a bottle beneath the counter.
He poured a dark liquid into a short glass — something thick and gold-brown that shimmered like firelight.
“This isn’t on the menu,” he said.
Aarush nodded.
They didn’t speak again.
He sipped the drink. It was strong, smoky, floral at the edges — like something distilled from memory and heat. He didn’t ask what it was.
When he left the bar twenty minutes later, his head was light. Not drunk. Just… unmoored.
And his pocket was empty.

He fell asleep with the windows open.
No fan. No electricity. Just the jungle breathing.
The last thing he heard before sleep took him was a crow, somewhere far off, calling once and then never again.

[bookmark: _ghnkchsi8x2l]He dreamt of a shore made of ash.
The sky was eclipsed — not dark, but sickly. Like light trying to escape and failing.
The ocean was flat obsidian. No waves. No scent. No horizon. Just stillness.
He stood barefoot in the sand, the coin warm in his palm.
Shapes moved in the clouds above. Not birds. Not clouds. Memories given wings.
He stepped toward the water.
Something waited beneath the surface.
He couldn’t see it, but he felt it — a shape without form, a desire older than language.
It pulsed in rhythm with his breath.
He opened his hand.
The coin began to melt — not liquid, but light. A soft red glow radiating from the center, growing brighter with each beat of his heart.
Behind him, a voice surfaced—calm, cold, familiar
“You opened the door.”
“You traded.”
He turned.
Aarush turned.
The bartender stood waist-deep in the black sea, arms at his sides. His skin gleamed like oil. His eyes were hollow, coin-shaped pits.
“It saw you,” the man said, not quite smiling. “It remembers want.”
Aarush tried to speak, but the words dissolved in his throat like salt.
The sea rose around his ankles, then knees, then ribs.
He clutched at the coin, but it burned now — not with pain, but with recognition.
The sky cracked open.
A shape began to fall from the eclipse — something vast, and slow, and hungry.

He woke up with a gasp.
Sweat soaked his chest. The sheets were tangled like vines. His mouth tasted like metal and sugar.
Moonlight painted the bungalow in silver. The ceiling fan above him remained still, blades unmoving like clock hands that had given up.
His first instinct was to check his pocket.
Empty.
He sat up, heart thudding.
Then his eyes moved to the nightstand.
The coin was there.
Just sitting. As if it had never left.
Same gleam. Same impossible warmth. Same symbol that twisted gently when the moonlight touched it.
Aarush stared at it for a long time.
He remembered handing it over.
He remembered watching the bartender take it.
He remembered being sure.
And yet… here it was.
He stood, walked to the basin, splashed cold water on his face. It helped, but only barely.
He looked at his reflection in the darkened window — the faint shimmer of moonlight behind him, the outlines of the trees outside like bones under skin.
Then his own voice, low and quiet, filled the silence.
“You’re not supposed to be here.”
A pause.
 The coin said nothing.
But in the back of his skull, something stirred.
Neither are you.
He turned away from the mirror. Sat down on the edge of the bed. Picked up the coin.
It felt heavier now.
Not physically.
Emotionally.
Like it remembered everything he didn’t.

He didn’t sleep again that night.
He just sat with the coin in his hand, waiting for morning, unsure whether he was afraid to use it again —
Or afraid he wanted to.





[bookmark: _sm5bmm8ax2y9]Interlude - Day 1
[bookmark: _5w1c88y1qdq6]Interlude - Day 1

[Private Chat Log | 12:48 AM]
A single, fat raindrop slid down the windowpane, tracing a path through the condensation. Outside, the thunder had moved further away, leaving behind a steady, rhythmic drumming on the roof.
Megha: okay hold on
he just GAVE IT AWAY and it came back??
like a cursed boomerang?
Aarav: you don't just 'give away' something like that.
he already accepted the terms and conditions the moment he picked it up from that shrine.
Megha: what terms and conditions?? there was no EULA to click!
he traded it for a drink! that's a transaction!
Aarav: lol
you think the coin cares about human commerce?
it's not a possession, Megha. it's an attachment.
Megha: an attachment. great. so it's like a toxic ex.
that dream is what's getting me. the bartender with the coin-shaped eyes... that's specific. and horrifying.
Aarav: it was a message.
a warning.
Megha: a warning about what? not to use it as currency at a spooky island bar?
Aarav: a warning that it's in charge now.
that it decides when it leaves.
and it was just getting started with him.
Megha: dude.
i have goosebumps. you can't stop there. what happens on day two?
Aarav: he learns the first rule of attachments.
Megha: which is?
Aarav: they always find a way back.

[bookmark: _h14oh5vgl8i0]Day Two
[bookmark: _3iu3nybxb92] Day Two
[bookmark: _j299kfnabnnz]Scene One: Morning – Fractured Routine
Aarush didn’t remember falling asleep.
He just woke up.
The kind of waking that feels less like rising from sleep and more like being dropped back into your body. His eyes snapped open, his breath already sharp in his chest. Light poured through the open window — dull, overcast, like the sun hadn’t fully committed to the day.
The coin was still on the nightstand.
Right where it had been the night before. Untouched. Unmoved. Gleaming faintly in the soft light.
He stared at it for a long time.
It wasn’t gold in the traditional sense — not shiny, not slick. More like old sunburned metal, the kind found in ruined temples or lost heirlooms. Still warm-looking. Still impossible.
He picked it up.
Warm.
A small part of him had hoped it would be gone. That the entire exchange — the trade, the dream, the voice — had been a product of his fractured mind.
But here it was.
The symbol on it had changed again. Slightly. A line now curved tighter than before. It still pulsed between flame, hand, and eye, but now... there was something else underneath. Like a fourth shape was waiting to emerge.
He slipped the coin into his pocket, stood, and splashed water onto his face at the basin. No mirror — the retreat had a rule about "external focus” — but he still checked the dark window glass for his reflection.
He looked the same.
But something in his expression felt borrowed.

Outside, the jungle was quieter than usual. Not silent — but subdued. Like the air was waiting for something to start.
The breakfast bell rang faintly down the slope.
He followed the stone path toward the main hall, past other guests doing yoga, sipping tea, meditating on the absurdity of balance. Everything felt too calm. Like stage actors waiting for their next cue.
The breakfast hall was open-air, shaded by wide palm fronds. Clay bowls lined long wooden tables — sliced papaya, fermented millet, coconut curd, hibiscus tea in glass jars.
He wasn’t hungry.
His eyes scanned the space instead, pausing when they landed on the bartender.
He was here, this early. Not behind the bar. Just standing at the edge of the courtyard, next to a pillar wrapped in flowers.
He looked... wrong.
Not in any obvious way. Still dressed in the same neutral linens, hair tied back, hands calmly folded. But he wasn’t looking at anything. Just staring past the room. Past the people.
Blinking.
Slow. Then rapid. Like trying to reset his vision. Like his brain was trying to convince his eyes of something they didn’t believe.
Aarush took a step closer, paused.
The bartender didn’t flinch. Didn’t register him at all.
A guest walked by with a plate of fruit. The bartender's head twitched slightly as they passed, like a motion detector trying to track heat. But his focus didn’t follow.
Aarush watched him for another full minute.
Then walked away.

He sat at a far table, facing the jungle.
Behind him, breakfast murmurs filled the space. Spoons against clay. Quiet laughter. Retreat staff offering warm towels and soft affirmations.
He sipped hibiscus tea. It tasted like flowers and iron.
The coin pressed against his thigh in his pocket.
He hadn’t planned to use it again.
But the feeling hadn’t left him since last night. That... edge. Like he was holding a loaded dice in a game no one else even knew they were playing.
He hadn’t slept well. Not because of the dream — though it had been sharp and strange — but because of what it left behind.
A tension. Not dread. Closer to anticipation.
Like something was about to happen. Or be asked.

A woman sat down across from him without warning. Late thirties, maybe. Hair in a tight bun, wearing a loose ochre robe and heavy prayer beads.
"Mind if I sit?" she asked, already seated.
Aarush shook his head. "It’s fine."
She studied him for a second. "You’re not here for healing."
He raised an eyebrow. "No?"
"No. You don’t carry grief. You carry revenge.”
He blinked.
Before he could respond, she stood again. Bowed slightly. Then walked off.

The bartender was gone when Aarush turned back toward the pillar.
No goodbye. No trace.

Later, as he stepped out of the breakfast hall and onto the lower path, the trees shifted. A single crow landed on the stone wall beside him, stared. Its head tilted once.
Then it cawed — sharp and too loud.
He flinched.
When he looked back, it was gone.
The breeze moved differently now. Colder.
He pressed a hand to his pocket.
Still there.
Still warm.

He wasn’t sure if he was imagining the itch under his skin.
But he was starting to think this island wanted something from him.

[bookmark: _ar9rfw1k20dn]Scene Two: The Theft
The sun had crept past its highest point, thinning the light but thickening the air. Aarush followed a quiet trail near the edge of the retreat, weaving between mossy rocks and arched banyan roots. He liked this path — less ornamental than the others, less curated. The jungle didn’t pretend here.
He was alone.
Or he thought he was.
“Sir?”
Aarush turned.
The man was barefoot, holding a small fishing net looped through one hand and a bundle of rope in the other. He looked about forty-five, skin tanned deep and roughened from years in the sun. A stitched cloth bag hung at his side, patched in places.
“Sorry,” the man said, “didn’t mean to startle. Just—saw you walking alone.”
Aarush nodded once, guarded but polite.
“You heading to the ridge?” the man asked, gesturing to the sloping incline ahead. “There’s a spot with a breeze up there. Bit tricky, though.”
“Yeah,” Aarush said, shifting his water bottle to the other hand. “Wanted to see the view.”
“Ah,” the man smiled. “Beautiful spot. Just mind the big stone — the one with the footholes. One of them’s loose, I think.”
Aarush gave him a small nod, adjusted his footing. “Thanks. I’ll be careful.”
“Of course, of course,” the man said. “I’m Rajeev. I fish on the island, part-time. Help out here and there.”
He gave a little wave. Seemed humble. Tired. Friendly.
Aarush offered a half-smile and continued up the path.
Behind him, Rajeev turned and vanished down a split trail leading toward the shore, his sandals thudding softly on stone.

The climb was mild, the terrain dry but a bit unstable. The ridge path led him to a waist-high boulder, crusted in lichen, with a few carved footholds on one side.
He climbed carefully.
Halfway up, his foot landed on one of the indents — and slipped.
The stone crumbled under his weight.
His leg jolted downward, knee banging the side of the rock. He twisted, tried to catch himself — failed. Gravity pulled, and the world spun once.
He fell.
It wasn’t far, but the landing knocked the wind from him. His shoulder hit first, then his ribs. Moss softened part of the impact, but pain bloomed across his chest.
He lay there, stunned.
Footsteps approached fast.
Rajeev appeared above him, breath uneven. “Sir! You alright?”
Aarush coughed once. Tried to sit. “Yeah... yeah. Just got the wind knocked out.”
“Let me help.” Rajeev crouched, slid an arm under Aarush’s back, helped him upright with practiced care. “Didn’t break anything, I think. But that rock — it’s worse than I thought.”
Aarush winced, catching his breath. “Yeah. Thanks.”
“Sit a moment,” Rajeev said. “Let your head settle.”
Aarush did.
After a few minutes, Rajeev stood, nodded politely, and walked off the way he came.

Aarush stayed for a bit longer, then carefully pushed himself up.
His ribs ached, but he could walk.
He checked his water bottle, dusted off his hands, patted his pockets—
Then paused.
The coin was gone.
He checked again. Front, back. Shirt pocket. Shoes.
Nothing.
His pulse climbed.
He retraced his steps, eyes sweeping the moss, the leaves, the crumbled stone.
Nothing glinted.
He dropped to his knees, ran his hand across the underbrush. Part of the area was dense with ferns and creepers. Thick green drowned everything.
Still—no coin.
No shine.
Nothing.
He spent twenty minutes combing the area, whisper-cursing the shadows and the brush. His body throbbed. Sweat pooled in the small of his back. A dozen insects claimed small victories against his legs.
He stopped.
Exhaled.
It’s gone, he told himself. You dropped it. That’s all.

[bookmark: _eoxa8vwteadd]Scene Shift: Rajeev’s Home
The hut leaned slightly to the left, where last year’s storm had cracked one of the roof beams. Patching it would cost more than he had — and right now, “more than he had” included everything but four hundred rupees and a bag of rice.
Rajeev’s mother slept in the corner under a sheet, her breathing shallow, her limbs thin. He brought her boiled tea leaves and weak broth. She barely stirred.
The coin sat on the floor beside him, wrapped in cloth.
It didn’t shine like it had earlier. It pulsed—almost invisibly—but the warmth never left.
He didn’t know what he expected to happen.
He only knew why he did it.

[bookmark: _fbm0grgwfdd7]Scene Shift: Under the Banyan Tree
Later that evening, he lay beneath the great tree that split near its roots — the place he used to play as a boy, where the soil always stayed cool.
He fell asleep fast.

[bookmark: _f30rbfdkrhes]Interlude: The Dream
He was ten again.
And in the water.
The sea was calmer then, warm, shallow — the bay where he and his brother used to dive for coins.
People dropped them into the water as offerings, and the brothers would scoop them up, pockets jingling with small sins.
That day, the sky had turned too fast. The wind shifted. Tides moved strangely.
But they went in anyway.
They always went in.
He came up laughing.
His brother didn’t.

He turned in the dream and saw the boy, standing waist-deep in the surf.
But the surf was black.
And the boy’s face had changed.
Pale. Wet. And golden-eyed.
“You left me,” the voice said.
Rajeev tried to speak, but salt filled his mouth.
The sea rose behind the boy — not a wave, but a shape. Something massive. Watching. Made of water and darkness.
“The coin pulled me under,” the boy said.
“And it will pull you too… if you keep wanting.”
Rajeev fell to his knees in the dream.
The coin was in his hands.
It melted.
Burned.
Became blood.

[bookmark: _mbaen19f5w5y]Scene Shift: Waking
Rajeev woke up with a start.
Night had fallen. The jungle murmured around him.
His shirt clung to his chest.
He reached for the cloth bundle beside him—
Empty.
The coin was gone.
He stood, panicked, searching the dirt.
Nothing.
Only a single thread of red fiber clung to the roots nearby, fluttering in the still air.

[bookmark: _6sxdcyadrgdp]Final Twist: Reveal
He returned to his hut quietly.
His mother hadn’t stirred.
He sat beside the cracked beam.
And finally, finally, let the truth settle in his chest.
He had walked the ridge path before the tourist.
 He had found the stone.
 Worked his knife into the base of the foothold.
 Loosened it.
 Waited.
And when the man fell, winded and stunned—he had helped him up.
And lifted the coin from his pocket as gently as a prayer.
He told himself it was a necessity. Not theft. Not betrayal.
But the dream said otherwise.
The dream said he drowned twice.
Once for his brother.
Once for himself.
[bookmark: _qdyqmurktyc9]Scene Three: The Coin Returns
Aarush didn’t return to his bungalow until well after sundown.
He’d spent the late afternoon scouring the slope — searching the crumbled rock, lifting moss, brushing through dense ferns with growing frustration. Every snapped twig and glint of sunlight fooled him. He scraped his knuckles, bruised his shin, and nearly twisted his ankle stepping into a hidden root.
He found nothing.
By the time he gave up, his shirt was soaked through, his patience cracked, and the ache in his ribs had bloomed into something that would require a hot compress and silence.
The coin was gone.
And he hated how much that bothered him.
Not because it was gold. Not because of what it might be.
But because he had come to depend on it.
Its weight. Its presence. That low hum of possibility it gave off — subtle, but real.
The coin was gone, and he felt its absence like a missing tooth.

The bungalow was cold when he entered. The windows were still cracked open from the morning. A fresh candle had been placed on the small writing desk. The staff were quiet like that — slipping in and out like ghosts.
He moved to close the shutters.
That’s when he saw it.
It sat on the desk.
The coin.
Perfectly centered. Gleaming in the candlelight. Waiting.
His breath stalled in his chest.
He approached slowly.
No note. No explanation. No sign that anyone had been there.
He picked it up.
Warm.
Same symbol. Same impossible depth. Same quiet, shifting pulse beneath the metal.
Aarush turned it in his fingers, once, twice.
He didn’t feel relieved.
He felt watched.

He sat on the bed for a long time, turning the coin over, trying to rationalize.
Maybe a staff member had found it.
Maybe someone returned it.
But how would they know it was his? How would they know where he was staying?
No one had seen him drop it.
No one except—
His thoughts paused.
The fisherman.
The man with the net. Rajeev.
Friendly. Helpful. Kind.
Aarush frowned.
The man had known where he was going. Warned him about the stone. Arrived quickly after the fall. Too quickly?
He tried to hold onto the suspicion, but something about the man’s manner had been so... human. Humble.
Still, the thought stayed.
And so did the coin.
Always returning.
Always finding him.
That’s when he noticed something new.
The symbol on its surface had changed again — subtle, but unmistakable.
It was no longer flickering between flame and eye and hand.
Now it was a circle.
Closed.
Unbroken.
Aarush stared at it, throat dry.

He didn’t sleep.
He lay in bed, coin resting on the nightstand, the shadows moving differently across the room. The jungle outside murmured as if in a language just out of reach.
Sometime around midnight, he rose.
No plan.
Just motion.

The retreat at night was unnervingly quiet. The lanterns lining the paths flickered in a rhythm that felt… timed. Not to the wind, but to something internal. The pulse of a place remembering how to breathe.
He passed the meditation platform. Empty.
Passed the dining hall. Dark.
He reached a fork in the trail and stopped.
To the left — his usual path, back toward the inner grounds.
To the right — a darker path. Narrow. Unlit.
He didn’t remember seeing it before.
He turned right.

Ten minutes later, he stood before a square building tucked deep into the brush — a low, thick-walled structure with a slanted roof and narrow windows. No signage. Just a wooden plaque cracked with age and moss:
ARCHIVES
 Staff Only
The door was roped shut with a loose knot. Not locked.
Aarush stared at it.
Then reached into his pocket and held the coin in his palm.
The symbol pulsed.
Just once.
Not bright.
Not warm.
Just present.
He didn’t open the door.
Not yet.
But he knew now — this wasn’t about power.
Not entirely.
This was about patterns.
About rules.
About cost.
And Aarush Menon had built his entire life by figuring out how systems worked before anyone else did.
If this was a system, he’d understand it.
If this was a game, he’d learn to win it.
And if this was something older?
He’d get there first.

[bookmark: _qg3wky9b5zy3]Scene Four: The Archive and the Quiet Gatekeeper
(Rewritten & Streamlined)
The building was older than the rest.
Aarush could tell by the stone — rough-hewn and stacked without the polished symmetry of the rest of the retreat. Moss spilled from the roof in thick ropes. Ferns pressed up around its base like it had grown there, not been built.
A sign hung beside the doorway:
 ARCHIVES – STAFF ONLY
No embellishment. No invitation.
The rope across the door was loose. Functional. The kind of boundary meant to be ignored by anyone serious.
Aarush stood there longer than he meant to, the coin in his pocket pressing just slightly into his thigh. Not warm. Not pulsing. Just… present.
He didn’t know what he was looking for. Not exactly. But something about the weight in his pocket, the way it always came back — it made everything else feel like noise.

He circled the building.
No other doors. Just slitted windows high along the sides. Through them, he could make out shelves — old scrolls, papers, odd containers. This wasn’t a place guests were shown on arrival. No incense. No cushions. No curated enlightenment.
It felt like the only honest structure on the island.

He was still standing there when someone cleared their throat behind him.
A man stepped out from the brush, holding a bundle of rolled parchment and a cloth-wrapped bundle. He was lean, in his forties, wearing simple cotton clothes — dark shirt, sleeves rolled up, work-worn hands. His hair was graying unevenly.
He wasn’t dressed like retreat staff. And he didn’t look surprised to see Aarush.
“You lost?”
Aarush turned. “Just walking.”
The man nodded once, not unfriendly. “This part’s usually quiet.”
“I noticed.”
A pause.
“I’m Vinod,” the man said. “Caretaker.”
“Of this?”
Vinod glanced at the building. “Of what’s inside.”
There was no challenge in his tone. Just fact.
Aarush looked again at the rope, then back at him. “It’s not locked.”
“No,” Vinod said. “Just discouraged.”
“And if I walked in?”
“I’d assume you were looking for something.”
Another pause. The man didn’t fidget. He didn’t fill silence. He just stood, observing.
Aarush wasn’t sure why he said it, but the words slipped out anyway:
 “Something’s not adding up.”
Vinod raised an eyebrow slightly.
Aarush continued, quieter now. “I found something. I gave it away. It came back. Twice. I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t even want it back. But it’s here again. Always.”
He didn’t reach for the coin, but he knew Vinod understood.
Vinod didn’t speak for a long moment.
Then:
 “There are things that return not because they belong to you. But because you’ve already answered.”
Aarush looked at him sharply. “Answered what?”
But Vinod had already turned and unhooked the rope. He pushed the door open and gestured inside.

The interior smelled like ink, damp cloth, and cedar ash. It wasn’t bright. No overhead lights — just shafts of natural light from narrow windows and a few guttering candles near the back.
Scrolls rested in uneven stacks. Clay jars sealed with wax. Books bound in leather, cloth, and twine. Nothing labeled for display. Nothing explained.
Aarush stepped inside slowly, watching Vinod move with careful, practiced ease.
“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Aarush said.
“That’s the point,” Vinod replied. “It’s not meant to be seen. It’s meant to be kept.”
Aarush wandered near a low table at the far end. A thin wooden slab rested on it, worn nearly smooth — not carved, but burned. He squinted. It showed a single figure, standing beneath what looked like an eclipse, holding a round object with both hands.
The shape was unmistakable.
It was the coin.
Aarush froze.
He looked back at Vinod, who was watching him carefully now.
“You’ve seen this before,” Aarush said. Not a question.
“I’ve read about it. Heard things. Not often. And never first-hand.”
“What is it?”
Vinod hesitated.
“Some say it’s a test,” he said finally. “Others say it’s a trick.”
“And what do you think?”
Vinod met his eyes.
“I think it changes depending on who holds it.”
That answer landed harder than Aarush expected.
He reached for the slab — then stopped, unsure why.
Vinod noticed. “Don’t touch it. Not unless you’re willing to see it differently afterward.”
Aarush pulled his hand back slowly.
He didn’t know if it was the coin, or the day, or just the silence of this place, but something in him felt… shifted.
Like a piece had turned.
And the shape it was forming hadn’t finished yet.

When he left the archive, the path felt longer than before.
He walked slowly, the coin in his pocket.
Still present.
Still warm.
The air felt thicker.
The birds were quiet.
And for the first time since arriving, Aarush wasn’t thinking about peace. Or betrayal. Or rebuilding.
He was thinking about patterns.




[bookmark: _j8vvt6fqkekv]Interlude - Day 2
[bookmark: _85iacpd7bpjd]Interlude - Day 2
[Private Chat Log | 1:30 AM]
The rain outside had softened to a persistent drizzle, a constant whisper against the glass. The candle on Aarav's desk flickered, casting long, dancing shadows across the walls.
Megha: okay no. that's not okay.
the fisherman... he just wanted to help his mom. and the coin showed him his dead brother with golden eyes?
that's not a gift, Aarav. that's psychological torture.
Aarav: it's a test.
the coin feeds on want. the fisherman wanted it out of desperation. he stole it.
so it showed him the last time desperation and water cost him everything.
Megha: you're saying it's... intelligent? it KNEW his backstory?
Aarav: it knows the shape of your grief.
it uses your own memories as a weapon against you.
Megha: that's messed up.
but Aarush is changing, isn't he? he's not just scared anymore. going to that creepy archive... meeting the caretaker...
he's starting to think.
Aarav: he is.
he's starting to see the coin not as a curse, but as a system.
a set of rules.
Megha: and that's a good thing?
Aarav: it's a dangerous thing.
it's one thing to be haunted by something you don't understand.
it's another thing entirely to try and understand the ghost.
Megha: what happened on day three?
Aarav: he decides to play the game.

[bookmark: _3m7kvb4go0sm]Day Three
[bookmark: _lxn6crspthpf]Day Three
[bookmark: _6j3aytczj8hn]Scene One: Morning – Pattern Thinking
Aarush woke before the morning bell.
Not with a start. Not from a nightmare. He just… woke.
The air was cool, quieter than usual. Outside, the trees moved with soft conviction, branches weaving together like hands in prayer. The jungle, for once, wasn’t watching him — or maybe it had turned its gaze elsewhere.
He sat up slowly.
The coin sat on the windowsill again.
Right where the candlelight had caught it the night before. Still. Present. Familiar.
He picked it up.
Still warm.
The symbol — the closed circle — was unchanged. It almost looked etched now, not shifting like before. Not fluid. Fixed.
He rolled it between his fingers. Listened to the faint clack it made against his nails.
Not everything comes back.
But this did. Always.
Except…
Except for the time it was taken.
The fisherman hadn’t given it up. He’d taken it, by choice or deception, and it had punished him for that. Not immediately. But in the dream. In whatever came after.
Then it returned.
The bartender hadn’t stolen it, but he’d accepted it. And unraveled.
Now it rested again in Aarush’s hand — as if it had gone out, fed, and returned to its source.
He rubbed his thumb along its edge.
It didn’t feel like gold.
It felt like a memory.

The morning tea service was already underway when he stepped onto the main path.
Guests moved like drifting silk — quiet, folded into routines. Some sat with steaming cups on the veranda, others walked barefoot in the sand path to the central garden. Everyone looked calm.
Too calm.
Aarush walked through it all like he didn’t belong. Like a machine among believers.
He passed the same meditation instructor he’d seen the day before — older woman, long gray braid, eyes that looked inward even while open.
She smiled at him as he passed.
He didn’t return it.
His fingers tightened around the coin in his pocket.

He stopped near the pond again — the same bench, same dragonflies flicking over the water’s surface.
He sat. Let the quiet settle.
Then placed the coin in his palm and looked at it not like an object, but like a problem.
If it always came back...
What would happen if he gave it away again?
Not carelessly.
Deliberately.
Not out of desperation.
Out of interest.
Curiosity.
Control.

Aarush had spent years debugging algorithms, studying behavioral triggers, predicting human responses based on incomplete systems. This wasn’t that different.
Something was happening beneath the surface.
Something governed by logic — or its own kind of logic.
So far, every return has followed a trade. Or a theft.
If he made another trade — just to see — what would it give him this time?
He watched a leaf drift across the pond.
And in his head, the question grew louder.
What if you were meant to understand this?

He didn’t feel afraid of the coin anymore.
Not exactly.
He didn’t trust it.
But he wasn’t running from it either.
He had never run from things he didn’t understand.

He stood, brushed the bench dust from his palms, and slipped the coin back into his pocket.
Today, he would find someone calm. Someone open. Someone who wouldn’t flinch.
And he would offer it again.
Not for power.
Not for malice.
Just to see.
If it returned again — he’d know something new.
If it didn’t…
Well.
That would be worth knowing too.

[bookmark: _drjuj3542k]Scene Two: The Vision-Giver Trade
The first whisper came from a conversation he wasn’t part of.
A pair of guests — one wiry, bald, face lined from stress and too many cleanses, the other with tattooed fingers and a voice like a sleep app — stood near the herbal bar, speaking too softly to be overheard clearly.
Aarush didn’t care until he caught a single line:
“He doesn’t ask questions. Just gives you the vision. But it costs.”
The other one replied, just audible enough:
“He lives past the third banyan. If you want to find him, don’t knock.”
No names. No instructions. But something in their posture — half-mocking, half-reverent — sparked Aarush’s attention.
He waited until they left.
Then changed direction.

It wasn’t hard to find the banyans.
They stood like stone gods near the jungle’s inner border — three massive trees whose roots wrapped around boulders, tangled like skeletal arms. The third one had a hollow near its base, wide enough to crouch in.
Aarush waited there, leaning against the bark.
He didn’t know what he expected.
A monk? A fraud? A burned-out guru doing side hustles for microdoses and ego strokes?
But he wanted something. Not power. Not peace.
Clarity.
The coin felt heavier today, as if it was listening to him even when he ignored it.

Twenty minutes passed.
Then a voice behind him: “You’re early.”
Aarush turned.
The man wasn’t dressed like staff or guest — no loose linens, no saffron cloth, no smile. Just dark cotton clothes, fitted close to the body. He had a canvas pouch across his chest and arms that looked strong, but not recent-gym strong. Field strong.
Unshaven. Eyes like clouded glass.
“You’re the one people talk about?” Aarush asked.
“I’m someone people find when they’ve tried other things first.”
Aarush nodded. “Can you help me see?”
The man blinked slowly. “No. But I can help you stop pretending you can’t.”

The ritual circle was deeper in the jungle, at the edge of a ravine no staff had ever mentioned. Stones ringed the space, black with lichen and arranged in imperfect symmetry. A few broken clay figures sat near the far edge, mostly melted by time — open hands, eyeless faces.
In the center: a low flat stone, with faded charcoal symbols drawn in looping patterns. Some were recognizable — sun, water, breath. Others looked invented.
“You’re not the first to come,” the man said as he lit a small clay burner. “But most forget what they saw. Or lie about it.”
He knelt and removed a sealed jar from his pouch. The powder inside was rust-colored. He scooped a small amount into the burning coals. The smell was sharp — peppery, mineral, slightly sweet.
“You’ll drink this,” he said. “Then sit. When it starts, don’t resist. Don’t explain. Just watch.”
Aarush stared at the smoke. It curled upward in slow, glassy ribbons.
“How much?” Aarush asked.
The man stirred the coals once, releasing a sharper scent. He didn’t look up.
“The future isn’t sold,” he said. “It’s balanced. What you give must mean something — to you.”
Aarush hesitated. “What does that mean?”
The man shrugged once. “Some offer secrets. Others offer regrets. One gave me her wedding ring.”
 A pause. Then:
 “But if it’s meaningless, the vision will lie.”
Aarush frowned, feeling the coin’s shape press against his palm. The weight was familiar now. Reassuring. His.
He held it up. “This… means something.”
The man finally looked at him. And for the first time, his expression changed.
Not surprise.
Recognition.
He reached out. Accepted the coin with both hands.
“Then let’s begin.”


The tea was bitter and warm.
It didn’t kick in like a switch. It melted in.
The trees seemed taller.
The shadows more symmetrical.
The ravine whispered in a tongue he almost understood.
Then the world tipped — not like falling, but like rotating on an axis that wasn’t supposed to move.
And he dropped inward.

[bookmark: _ivrr1mjcgg2a]The Vision
He stood in his old apartment. The first one — the tiny one with the leaking bathroom and rusted balcony railings. A laptop buzzed on the table. Ramen on the floor.
Rishi was laughing at a TikTok across the room. Kavya leaned on the wall, arms crossed, judging the joke but smiling anyway.
Then the light changed.
They were older.
The LoopTrust office. Bright. Expansive.
Investors on Zoom.
Aarush spoke passionately about ethics. About micro-lending with dignity. About circular economies.
The screen flickered.
Now they were signing papers.
He was smiling — why was he smiling?
He was shaking hands.
But Kavya’s eyes were already a little too cold.
Rishi’s were already somewhere else.

Then he was alone again.
The office empty.
His name gone from the codebase.
His picture wiped from the pitch deck.
And the product — still live.
Still using the algorithm he wrote in his dorm room, line by line.
He touched the desk.
It turned to sand.

[bookmark: _1y343ux1bfn]The Return
Aarush jerked awake.
His heart thudded, chest aching like he’d run miles.
The jungle was darker. Sunset nearing.
The man sat cross-legged across from him, unmoving.
“You saw?”
Aarush didn’t answer.
He stood, still dizzy, and turned to leave.
But paused.
“Do people ever come back?”
The man tilted his head. “Only if they’re hoping the second time is kinder.”

Back at his bungalow, the windows were already dark.
He didn’t light a candle.
He checked his pockets.
Then his bag.
Then the table, the bathroom, the bed.
Nothing.
The coin was gone.
And this time — it didn’t come back.
Not by nightfall.
Not by morning.

[bookmark: _ad7qttvoc76e]Scene 3.1: Settling with the Coin
The wind changed just after midnight.
It came in low — not cold, not loud, but with a texture that moved differently. As though the air had been pulled through something old before reaching the hut.
Ilaian felt it before he heard it. The way a bird feels a pressure drop. Or the way a musician senses silence before the first note.
He sat cross-legged on the floor, spine straight, hands resting open on his knees. No candles. No incense. No chants.
The coin sat three feet away, resting on a folded cloth.
He hadn’t touched it since the trade.
Not because he feared it.
Because he respected it.
Objects like this — things that held echoes — didn’t behave like possessions. They didn’t sleep when you weren’t looking. They watched. They waited.
This one pulsed without moving.
Not with light or sound.
With memory.
He’d kept such items before. A carved tooth from a grief ritual in Manipur. A mirror etched with forgotten prayers. A child’s anklet that only rang when lies were told nearby.
But this…
This was older than ritual.
It didn’t care about language. Or lineage. Or beliefs.
It cared about the weight behind your wanting.
Ilaian took one slow breath, letting the air stretch his ribs outward, then fall. He lay down on the mat and folded his arms beneath his head. No pillow. No blanket. The way he’d trained himself years ago, in the monastery he no longer spoke of.
He didn’t fear dreams.
He walked them like corridors.
And if this object — this coin — wanted to test his mind, it would have to do better than fragments and shadows.
He closed his eyes.
The wind passed once more through the gaps in the thatch.
And sleep, warm and deep, folded around him like a ritual robe.

[bookmark: _wgqm1zqvoa9k]Scene 3.2: The Descent Begins
The first thing he noticed was the stillness.
Not quiet — that would imply a sound waiting to happen.
This was deeper. A pause in time. The kind of stillness that made wind forget how to move.
Ilaian stood in a hallway that wasn’t his.
Concrete underfoot. Fluorescent lights overhead, flickering too fast to register consciously but too slow to ignore. The walls were damp — no water visible, yet the air clung to his skin like misted breath.
He turned.
The hallway behind him was longer than it should’ve been. Longer than anything should be.
He didn’t panic.
This was the entry point.
The coin always tested the door first.
A low hum began. Not sound — pressure. Like being inside a living thing. Or under water too long.
He moved forward.
His bare feet left no echo on the floor.

At the end of the hallway: a frame.
No door.
Just space, vibrating faintly.
He passed through.
The room beyond had changed.
Now it was a temple.
Or something that remembered being a temple. Cracked pillars leaned into pools of green-black water. Moss crawled along the statues, most of which were missing heads.
He recognized none of the faces that remained.
Except one.
Ahead, standing tall at the center of the temple, was a mirror.
Seven feet high. Rimmed in something dark and burnished. It shimmered slightly, like its reflection came not from light — but from memory.
He stepped toward it.
And stopped.
Because in its surface, it wasn’t him.
Not exactly.

The reflection looked like him. Same age. Same face.
But the eyes were wrong.
Brighter. Burning gold.
And in its hands — cupped gently, reverently — the coin.
But it wasn’t solid.
It was melting.
Gold ran through the reflection’s fingers like wax off a candle, dripping into the water pooled at its feet.
The reflection spoke.
Its voice came warped — like sound underwater, slowed and thick.
“You’ve done this before.”
Ilaian didn’t reply.
“You take things that don’t belong.
 You look too deeply.
 You mistake seeing for knowing.”
He tilted his head, calm.
“This is a test,” Ilaian said.
The reflection smiled, lips cracked with golden light.
“No.
 This is a mirror.”
The coin in the reflection’s hands liquefied entirely, running down its wrists. It raised its hands, palms open.
The gold re-formed.
Into chains.
Which wrapped, slowly, around its fingers. Then its forearms. Then its throat.
It began to choke.
Not dramatically.
Just… certainly.
“Say you’ll let it go,” it rasped.
 “Say you don’t need it.”
Ilaian watched the reflection drown in silence.
And said nothing.

The mirror cracked — inward.
Not shattered.
Just bent.
Warped.
The reflection twisted, shrieked, then peeled away like paint left too long in the sun.
Behind it: nothing.
Not blackness.
Not light.
Nothing.
He stepped through.

Now he was standing in his childhood kitchen.
Except the windows were papered over.
And the ceiling was too low.
And the table was… bleeding.
Small trickles of red pooled beneath its legs.
His mother sat at the stove, stirring something that smelled like firewood and copper. Her back was turned.
He walked forward.
She turned.
It wasn’t her.
It was a mask made of her face.
Held together by golden thread.
“I warned you,” it said.
Then it collapsed inward — into a ball of ash.
The smell of blood intensified.
The floor shook.
The coin burned a shape into his palm.
And still, Ilaian walked forward.

The floor cracked.
Then folded.
Then became sky.
And just like that — he was back in the city.
Not in body.
But in the version of memory the coin had claimed.

It was raining. Not heavily — just enough to keep the dust wet and the air close. Ilaian stood in front of a dingy building in Andheri West. The second-floor apartment with the broken buzzer. Rust around the door lock.
His old home.
The home he rented after leaving the monastery — when he told himself he was ready to “reenter life,” to teach what he had learned, to serve from the outside.
Back when he still had hope.
He didn’t walk through the door. The coin wouldn’t let him. Instead, it pulled him into the moment he’d tried for years to forget.
Inside: shouting.
His wife’s voice — raw, exhausted.
“There’s no milk. There’s no rice. There’s no rent. But you meditate every morning like a damn bodhisattva.”
A bang.
Cupboard slammed. Something thrown.
“Do you think chanting feeds children?”
Ilaian stepped through the wall — dream logic — and saw her. Hair tied back. Still wearing the same faded house-shirt he remembered. The veins at her neck tight with stress.
She wasn’t yelling for effect.
She was breaking.
And in her arms: their daughter.
Face flushed from crying.
He could barely look.

Then another voice.
His father.
On the phone. The landline, still hanging on its coiled cord. His tone formal. Sharp.
“We told you. Stay in the order. You had stability. Now you’re just another beggar pretending to be wise.”
A pause.
“Don’t call again. Your mother can’t sleep when she hears your name.”

The dream twisted.
He was seated now — across from a bank officer.
Late 40s. Sweaty collar. Tapping a pen on a loan document.
“You’re asking for ₹3,00,000 and you don’t have collateral. No assets. No job. Just this pamphlet?”
The banker held up Ilaian’s old flyer — Spiritual Depth in a Shallow World: 7-Day Immersion Retreat.
“We fund businesses. Not belief systems.”
The paper caught fire in the banker’s hand.
No one reacted.

The scene burned away, and he was on the street.
Flyers in his hand.
Walking barefoot. Handing them out.
One person took one and laughed.
Another threw it back at him.
Another spat on the ground.
He kept walking.
No umbrella. No cover.
He had told himself this was the test.
That spiritual purpose came with material rejection.
But the truth?
He had no money.
No place to go if it didn’t work.
No backup plan.

Now the scene shifted again — fast, violent.
He stood in a dim hallway. A creditor — one of the worst — blocked the doorway.
Face like a skull, voice like a drill.
“We had an agreement. I don’t give loans to monks unless they deliver. You said you had clients. You said you had reach.”
The man pushed Ilaian into the wall.
Hard.
He hit the ground.
Felt the bruise even now.
The dream made sure of it.
“I don’t care how peaceful you are. If I don’t see money, I’m taking something worth more than it.”

Now he was lying on the mat in that same Andheri flat.
His daughter asleep in the next room.
His wife crying into a pillow.
He stared at the ceiling.
And he had never felt so unqualified to exist.

Golden eyes opened above him — not in a face. Just in space.
They stared down, unblinking.
The coin hovered in front of his chest now — not on the mat, not in the room. Just... there.
And a voice spoke:
“You are no teacher.
 You are a man who failed in silence
 and now tries to profit from words.”
Another voice — lower, closer to his spine:
“Say it.
 Say it doesn’t belong to you.
 Say you’ll give it up.”

Ilaian sat up in the dream.
The rain continued, but it was wrong — falling upward now.
His hands trembled.
But not from fear.
From recognition.
“This is all true,” he said softly.
“Every shame. Every debt. Every failure.”
“But I kept walking.”
The eyes blinked once.
“I kept walking,” he repeated. “And I will keep walking now.”
“Because I am not afraid to see myself. Even like this.”

The dream tried again.
A thousand golden eyes opened.
A chorus of voices screaming failure, delusion, betrayal.
But they broke like waves on stone.
And Ilaian did not flinch.

[bookmark: _8i0edrg2n29]Scene 3.4: The Refusal
The storm of golden eyes vanished all at once — not shattered, not dismissed.
Just acknowledged.
The dream-space cracked.
Not violently.
Like a skin shedding.
The air lost its weight.
The echoes faded.
The world began to soften — not return to normal, but become… livable.
Ilaian stood in the quiet that followed. Not triumphant. Not spared.
Just still here.
He looked down.
The coin floated just above his open palm.
Unburned.
Untouched.
Its surface was no longer molten, nor marked by the circling symbol it had shown others.
Now: a new emblem.
A single, open hand.
Palm up.
Neither offering nor pleading.
Just receiving.

He closed his fingers around it.
The dream fell away like ash on the wind.

He awoke before sunrise.
No scream.
No sweat.
Just breath.
Measured. Intentional.
His hut was dark but intact. The air still carried that faint trace of the herbal tea he had burned before lying down.
He sat upright on the mat, spine straight.
The coin sat beside him on the cloth, exactly where he’d placed it the night before.
Except now — it was facing him.
Not in the physical sense. It hadn’t moved.
But it watched.
Waited.
Knew.
He picked it up.
Turned it in his hand.
No warmth this time.
No pulse.
Just presence.
Like a blade returned to its sheath.
He studied the new symbol: the hand.
And for the first time, he whispered something aloud.
“You don’t choose me.
 I choose to stay.”
He didn’t know if the coin could hear.
But he felt it settle — not resist, not try to speak.
Just remain.
A thread pulled tight but not tangled.
The kind of bond forged not from hunger or weakness…
…but resolve.

He wrapped the coin in a strip of cloth. Not to hide it. Not to shield it.
But to honor it.
Then he lit a single candle, bowed his head, and began his morning silence.
Outside, the birds had not yet begun to sing.
But the wind no longer carried judgment.
Only witness.

[bookmark: _xhmdveawelse]Scene Four: The Coin Doesn’t Return
Aarush woke before the morning bell again.
Just like yesterday.
But this time, something felt… off.
The air was still. Too still. Even the birds hadn’t begun their usual chorus. The breeze through the open windows barely stirred the curtain.
He sat up, immediately reaching for the small table beside the bed.
Empty.
No gold.
No soft glow in the predawn light.
No coin.
He blinked hard, then leaned forward, patting the table’s edge like it might’ve rolled behind the candle.
Nothing.
His stomach sank, but he stood quickly — checking the floorboards, the window ledge, even lifting the edge of the curtain and the single mat near the washbasin.
Still nothing.
He pulled open the desk drawer.
Empty.
The shallow bowl by the door?
A few dried hibiscus petals, but no coin.
He stopped.
Closed his eyes.
Tried to replay the moment last night — that final flicker of certainty when he’d left the seer’s clearing. The strange comfort of the tea fading from his blood. The calm after the hallucination.
He had expected the coin to return.
It always returned.
That was the rule.
Except… maybe it wasn’t.

He checked his bag. His shoes. Inside the pillowcase. Even his pocket one more time, even though he knew it hadn’t been there when he fell asleep.
No warmth. No weight.
Just air.
Thin and still and wrong.
He stood in the center of the room, staring down at his open palms like he was waiting for something to form there.
The coin didn’t come.
Not this time.

He went to breakfast early, hoping maybe—somehow—he’d see the seer again. That strange man with the weather-worn eyes and quiet authority. But the table he’d taken yesterday was empty. No cushion. No cup. No trace.
Aarush sat in the far corner and stirred his tea without drinking it.
Around him, retreat guests moved softly, peacefully, as if the jungle had handed them something sacred overnight.
He felt out of sync.
Not just with them.
With the island.
He caught himself glancing over shoulders, checking other tables, looking for the shimmer of gold in a stranger’s hand. Part of him even considered asking someone — but what would he say?
Have you seen my coin?
It sounded absurd.
But the longer the coin stayed away, the more he felt a tension gather under his skin. Not panic — not yet — but a kind of internal itch. Like he’d misplaced something important and reality wouldn’t rest until it was back in place.

Midmorning.
Still nothing.
He returned to his bungalow. Re-checked every possible surface.
Then sat down on the bed.
Hands on his knees.
Back straight.
Staring at the wall.
Waiting.
Trying to remember if he had missed a pattern. A step. A ritual.
What if the return required something?
 What if it only came when he wanted it less?
 What if the coin responded to need, not control?
He reached for logic.
But found only noise.

Eventually, he left the bungalow and walked the path toward the edge of the grounds. Not to anywhere in particular — just following the pull he’d felt before.
By the time he reached the jungle gate, he already knew where he was going.
He needed answers.
And there was only one person who might have them.

The Archive door was closed.
But not locked.
He stepped inside.
Dim light. Old air. Ink and moss and something faintly electric — the same strange scent as the coin.
Vinod sat at the rear desk, hunched over an open scroll, the kind that looked like it would disintegrate if you breathed too hard.
He didn’t look up.
“You gave it away,” Vinod said.
Aarush stopped mid-step. “How do you know?”
Vinod gestured vaguely toward the room. “This place listens.”
Aarush frowned. “Then it should also know that it always comes back. Except now, it hasn’t.”
Vinod looked up.
His eyes were calm, but not soft.
“Who did you give it to?”
“A man. I don’t know his name. People said he could show you your future.”
Vinod’s mouth tightened slightly. “Ilaian.”
“That’s his name?”
“He’s not a fraud, if that’s what you’re thinking. But he doesn’t play games either.”
Aarush stepped closer. “What does that mean?”
Vinod held his gaze. “It means the coin didn’t come back… because it was accepted.”

The room felt colder.
“What do you mean accepted?”
Vinod closed the scroll gently.
“There’s a difference between someone who uses the coin… and someone who can truly carry it.”
Aarush’s throat dried.
“Are you saying it’s gone?”
Vinod stood.
Not abruptly. Not dramatically.
Just… decisively.
“No. I’m saying it’s been claimed. Which means it won’t return unless it’s released.”
Aarush stared.
The floor felt unstable beneath his feet — not physically, but like a truth was shifting and hadn’t landed yet.
“But… why would he keep it? He didn’t even know what it was.”
Vinod raised an eyebrow.
“Are you sure of that?”
Silence.
Then:
“There are those who see power…
 And those who see responsibility.”
 “Ilaian sees both. And he’s not afraid of either.”
Aarush sat.
Slowly.
Back against the cool stone wall.
His breath shivered once, shallow.
The coin hadn’t returned.
And now he understood something else:
It might never.


[bookmark: _qbwj94bg3vvk]Interlude - Day 3
[Private Chat Log | 1:55 AM]
The candle flame dipped and swayed, fighting a draft from under the door. Aarav watched it for a moment, the wax pooling at its base like a tiny, still lake.
Megha: ...it didn't come back.
it actually didn't come back.
Aarav: nope.
Megha: this Ilaian guy... he just took it and the coin was like, "okay, new home now"?
what the hell?
Aarav: it tested him. threw everything it had at him. his failures, his shame, his family's disappointment.
and he just... accepted it.
he didn't flinch.
Megha: so the coin has a type. it likes people who have their trauma sorted out?
Aarav: lol not exactly.
it's not about being healed. it's about not being afraid of your own ghosts.
the bartender, the fisherman... they ran from their past. Ilaian looked his right in the eye and didn't blink.
the coin respects that. it settled.
Megha: okay he's officially the scariest person in this story.
but what about Aarush? he's lost it. the one thing that gave him an edge.
Aarav: yep.
and now he knows the rules.
and he knows it can be held by someone else.
Megha: so what's he going to do? just... give up? go home?
Aarav: you haven't been paying attention, have you?
he's not the same guy who stepped onto that ferry.
Megha: so... day four?
Aarav: day four is when he stops being a player in the game...
and starts trying to rewrite the rules.

[bookmark: _x20xh9smwv73]Day Four
[bookmark: _nghvejep58uk]Day Four
[bookmark: _ctr64skwiqez]Scene One: Vinod’s Hope (Final Extended)
Ten years ago, the island still had rough edges.
The jungle pressed closer then — uncut in places, the paths more suggestion than certainty. Buildings were simpler. Stone bungalows and thatched roofs softened by moss and time. There were no sponsorships, no curated influencer stays, no chakra-aligned itinerary planners.
Back then, people came because someone whispered the island’s name like a secret. And those who came left quieter than they arrived.
Vinod loved that.

He rose before first light, as he always had — not out of duty, but rhythm. Some days he barely needed the sun to stir. He swore the trees themselves nudged him awake.
Today was no different.
Except that it was.
He lit the lamps by hand. Laid out clean linens. Brewed a clay pot of tulsi-ginger tea and took it outside while the sky was still bruised with night. The ocean beyond the treeline made its slow, steady exhale.
He didn’t touch his tea.
He just breathed it in.
Today was the day.

The Director of Guest Programs was a new role — born out of necessity, the founder had said. More guests were coming. More expectations, more programming, more complexity. They needed someone to oversee everything spiritual and interpersonal — guest flow, session structure, post-retreat integration.
Vinod had shaped that flow.
For years, he’d mentored junior facilitators, adjusted meditations to match energy, held guests through grief, confusion, breakthroughs. He’d never needed a title.
But this time, he would take it.
Not for pride — but for stability.
He was 42.
His son had outgrown his shoes twice last year.
His wife had asked, gently, if they’d ever stop splitting rent with her sister.
He had said: Soon.
And meant it.
This wasn’t a promotion.
It was a way forward.

He washed and changed slowly — mindful, not ceremonial. Crisp white linen kurta. Polished sandals. A small carved sandalwood pendant worn inside his collar — a gift from his son when he turned ten.
He checked his reflection in the copper basin.
Tired eyes, but steady.
Salt flecks in his beard. A burn mark on one forearm from a lantern accident three years back. A shallow groove at the bridge of his nose where glasses used to rest.
Worn, but grounded.
He looked like someone who had held space for others.
He looked ready.

Outside the Founder’s Hall, Ravi was already waiting.
He was standing a little awkwardly off to the side, cradling a journal to his chest. His kurta was slightly rumpled — likely rushed. His hair was damp at the temples.
He looked nervous.
“Morning, Ravi,” Vinod said.
“Sir,” Ravi said quickly. Then, almost shyly, “You look good today.”
Vinod smiled, amused. “You sound surprised.”
“No, no— I just meant— I haven’t seen you wear that pendant before.”
Vinod reached for it instinctively, though it was hidden. “My son made it.”
Ravi hesitated. “Are you sure it’s okay if I sit in?”
“I wouldn’t have invited you if it wasn’t.”
Ravi’s shoulders loosened, just a little.
They stood in silence a moment longer, listening to the wind work its way through the high palms.
“You’ve grown a lot this year,” Vinod said.
Ravi looked surprised again. Then quietly proud.
“Thanks to you,” he said.
Vinod placed a hand on his shoulder — not heavy, just steady.
“Just remember to listen more than you speak.”
Ravi nodded. “I’ll remember.”

They walked in together.
The hall was still and quiet, lit by the soft glow of morning light. The founder sat alone, flanked by two mats and a pot of tea steeping between them.
She greeted them with a nod, her expression as serene and unreadable as always.
They bowed. Sat.
The founder poured the tea herself — a subtle sign of intimacy.
“Thank you both for coming,” she said. “I’ll speak candidly. We’re expanding. Which means formal structures — clarity, boundaries, leadership. You’ve both served this place well.”
Vinod inclined his head, modest. “It’s been an honor.”
Ravi didn’t speak.
He looked down, respectful.
The founder turned to Vinod. “I’d like to hear your thoughts. What does the island need next?”
Vinod spoke simply. Without drama.
He talked about holding depth amid growth. About ritual integrity. About protecting silence from spectacle. About building inward, not just outward. He mentioned training circles, apprenticeship rotations, even bringing in elders from nearby coastal villages to preserve oral chants.
“We don’t need to impress our guests,” he said softly. “We need to give them something that stays when the wi-fi comes back on.”
The founder didn’t respond. But she listened closely.
Ravi offered only one short reflection — something about a guest’s gratitude during his first solo breathwork lead. He didn’t posture. He didn’t interrupt.
He played his part with humility.
Vinod noticed.
And approved.

Afterward, the founder asked for a final word with Ravi.
Vinod bowed and stepped out.
He wasn’t worried.

Outside, the sun had warmed the stone terrace. The jungle hummed. Somewhere in the distance, a bell rang — maybe for fire circle prep, or the first cold plunge rotation.
He stood alone for a long moment.
Felt the wind lift a curl of hair from his collarbone.
Felt his feet rooted.
Everything he had built — not just the island’s programs, but the trust of the place itself — had led to this.
There was no anxiety.
No fear.
Only rightness.
He felt, without ego, that he belonged at the center.

He didn’t know — not then — that the decision had already been made.
That Ravi had been speaking privately to leadership for weeks.
That “guest concerns” about Vinod’s “unstructured” sessions had been filed.
That small facilitation errors — missed cues, unread mood shifts — had been subtly emphasized in reports that bore Ravi’s handwriting.
He didn’t know that this morning was not the beginning.
It was the end.

And as he stood there, face tilted to the sky, the moment held like a breath—
perfect,
quiet,
whole—
just before the fall.



[bookmark: _ra9mrysej79r]Scene Two: The Rules Begin to Unfold (Expanded)
The coin still hadn’t come back.
Aarush sat on the low stone step outside the dining hall, tea cooling in his hand. The morning fog was lifting — slow and deliberate, like the island was still deciding whether to wake. The jungle was too quiet. Not silent, but... withholding.
He hadn’t slept well. He’d checked his pillow three times before sunrise. His bag. The drawer. The corner near the candle wax.
Nothing.
No gold. No warmth.
No weight.
Just that gnawing void in his palm where something should be.
He told himself it wasn’t about greed. It wasn’t even about magic.
It was about control.
He didn’t want the coin because it could give him things.
He wanted it because it made the world make sense.
It obeyed a rule.
And now it didn’t.
That terrified him more than the dream.

By midmorning, his body was moving before his mind caught up.
The archive.
The one place on the island that didn’t pretend.

Vinod looked up as Aarush entered. The air inside the library was cool, dry, and smelled of old bark and crushed cloves. Shafts of filtered light fell through the lattice overhead, catching in the haze of dust like memory trying to form.
Vinod didn’t greet him with surprise.
Just a nod.
Like he’d been waiting.
Aarush didn’t waste time.
“The coin didn’t come back.”
Vinod set aside a reed-bound volume and stood slowly, like a man stretching his body around a thought.
“I thought it might not.”
Aarush stared. “How could you know that?”
Vinod didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he gestured toward the long table where several scrolls and notes lay half-unfurled. A candle burned there, even in the daylight.
Aarush sat.
His voice was lower now, uncertain.
“I gave it to someone. People said he could show you your future. I thought… it would return. Like before.”
Vinod nodded once. “The seer.”
Aarush frowned. “You know him?”
“Ilaian. Doesn’t take many visitors. But he listens.”
That pause again.
The one Vinod used when something bigger was being said underneath.

Aarush exhaled, slow and unsteady. “He didn’t even hesitate. When I offered the coin, it was like… it meant nothing. But not in a careless way. Like he understood it.”
“And still took it?” Vinod asked.
Aarush nodded.
“Then yes,” Vinod said. “That would explain it.”
Aarush looked up. “Explain what?”
Vinod turned and pulled an old folio from a shelf, its spine cracked and flaking like tree bark in dry wind. He spread its contents carefully — brittle pages covered in ink lines and faded diagrams. Some were symbols. Others resembled maps. Or rituals. Or warnings.
“There are stories,” Vinod said, “about objects like yours. Not just one. Maybe seven. Maybe more. They come from somewhere — no one agrees where — but they always bind to people. Through need. Through resonance.”
“Resonance?”
Vinod nodded. “Not possession. Not randomness. Something closer to… emotional gravity.”

Aarush leaned forward.
“The bartender. The fisherman. And now Ilaian. They all took it — and it returned to me.”
“Because they couldn’t hold it,” Vinod said. “Emotionally. Mentally. It broke them, or frightened them, or pushed them into letting go.”
He tapped the edge of the page.
“But Ilaian? Ilaian doesn’t flinch.”
“So the coin stays?”
“Yes.”
“Even though I didn’t want it to?”
Vinod looked at him carefully.
“Didn’t you?”
Aarush opened his mouth.
Closed it.
“I didn’t want to lose it.”
“Not the same thing.”

A moment passed between them, heavy and oddly clean.
Aarush ran a hand through his hair. “So what is it? A curse?”
“A mirror,” Vinod said. “One that tests you by showing what you can’t unsee. And if you break — it moves on.”
“And if you don’t?”
“It stays.”

Aarush looked down at his palms. They were clean. Dry. But they felt hollow.
He swallowed.
“That means… it’s a system. A cycle.”
“More than that,” Vinod said. “It’s a loop. But one with logic.”
He reached over and tapped one of the symbols on the parchment — a spiral, coiled tightly around a seven-pointed star.
“It doesn’t judge by morality. It judges by capacity. Can you endure what it shows? Can you hold it without flinching? Can you want it without being devoured by it?”

Aarush went quiet.
The last time he had felt this weightless, this untethered, was the day after his company was stolen. When the startup was still live, still powered by his algorithm — but his name had vanished.
He hadn’t cried.
He’d drifted.
Like gravity no longer recognized him.
But now… now he understood.
The coin recognized him.
It had always known what he wanted, even when he didn’t.

Vinod’s voice came softer now.
“You didn’t just want it to come back. You wanted it to mean something when it did.”
“So what do I do now?” Aarush asked. “Wait for Ilaian to give it up?”
Vinod gave a small, unreadable smile.
“Or take it back.”

Silence.
Aarush stared at the curling edges of the parchment. The candle beside it had burned lower, but the flame remained steady.
He spoke, slowly.
“And if I did? What then?”
“Then you could test someone else.”
“Like a game.”
“Like a lens,” Vinod corrected. “To see what people are when they can’t hide.”

Aarush hesitated.
Then asked the question he hadn’t even known was forming:
“What if… we picked someone who deserved it?”
Vinod’s smile didn’t widen.
But it sharpened.
“Then maybe, Aarush… the coin would finally do what it was made for.”

[bookmark: _vrtujnbeapkw]Scene Three: Vinod’s Fall (Simplified Style)
They sat in silence after the scrolls had been cleared.
The air inside the archive felt heavier now — not sacred, not serene. It felt sealed, like a place where something had once happened and left a silence behind. The single candle between them flickered low, casting a soft, trembling circle of gold on the table.
Aarush ran a thumb along the edge of his sleeve, then finally asked the question that had been quietly building since morning.
“Why do you want the coin back, Vinod?”
Vinod stood without answering. He moved to a shelf and slid a book into place. Not because it needed organizing — he just needed something to do with his hands. When he turned back, his expression was unreadable, but his voice had changed. No longer neutral. Just… honest.
“Do you remember the meeting I told you about? The one with the founder, ten years ago?”
Aarush nodded.
“You said you were being promoted.”
Vinod gave a soft laugh, almost dry.
“I thought I was.”
He walked slowly back to the table and sat down again.
“I had done everything they’d asked. I ran the programs, built the guest arcs, helped train the staff. And I trusted people. That was my mistake.”
Aarush tilted his head, puzzled.
“Ravi?”
“Yes. He was working under me back then. Young. Passionate. A little chaotic, but sincere. Or so I thought. I let him take over small circles, help manage session reports, consolidate feedback. I thought I was mentoring him.”
Vinod looked down at his hands, fingers curled together.
“Then… the complaints started coming in.”
“What kind of complaints?”
“Little things at first. That I wasn’t responsive enough. That my sessions lacked structure. That I disrupted a facilitator’s flow. It didn’t sound like me. But it was all in the logs. Session feedback, summaries, flagged notes.”
He paused, then added, “I never realized it at the time… but Ravi had access to all of it.”
Aarush leaned forward slightly. “You think he manipulated them?”
Vinod didn’t answer immediately. Then, quietly, he said, “I think he shaped the truth. Left out the right praise. Emphasized the wrong criticism. Reworded a few guest quotes just enough to plant a doubt.”
He looked up. His voice didn’t shake — but there was something heavy in it now. Something long buried.
“The founder called me graceful in transition. She said I’d moved beyond facilitation. That I should become a steward of the island’s deeper knowledge. A guardian.”
“She made you archivist,” Aarush murmured.
Vinod gave a small nod.
“With a title. A room. And a respectful exile.”
Aarush understood that feeling. Not the words, exactly — but the sensation behind them. Being thanked for your brilliance while you were slowly being erased.
“No one questioned it,” Vinod said. “Ravi moved up quietly. Started leading. Took phrases I used in training and presented them as his own. Guests adored him. Staff followed him. And I was left here… with the ink and the dust.”
Aarush said nothing at first. Then, gently, “You ever think about confronting him?”
Vinod shrugged. “And say what? That I trusted him too much? That I didn’t double-check the feedback he summarized? That I was too busy working to notice my shadow was sharpening its knife?”
Silence stretched again.
Then Aarush said, softly, “That’s exactly how I felt.”
Vinod looked over. His expression didn’t change, but something in his posture loosened.
“You built something,” Vinod said. “So did I. And they wore our work like costumes.”
Aarush nodded. The words felt too real.
“So this is about revenge?” he asked.
“No,” Vinod replied. “This is about balance.”
He stood again and walked to the tall window. The sea shimmered faintly through the treeline, its surface calm.
“I don’t want to ruin Ravi,” Vinod continued. “I don’t want to out him, or hurt him physically, or make a scene. But I want him to feel something real. Something he can’t brand or rehearse his way through.”
He turned to face Aarush.
“I want him to dream. I want him to wake up sweating, with images he doesn’t understand clinging to his skin. I want him to lose the smile for just one day.”
“And you think the coin can do that,” Aarush said.
“I know it can,” Vinod answered. “I want him to carry it. Even just for a night.”
Aarush breathed in slowly.
“You think he’ll break?”
“No,” Vinod said. “But I think he’ll try not to. And that will be worse.”
Aarush looked down at the candle.
“So we get the coin back.”
Vinod gave the faintest smile.
“Yes. Tonight.”

[bookmark: _7rs6i1iobxli]Scene 4.1: The First Plan – Direct Confrontation
The archive was dim again. Afternoon had slipped into early evening, and the filtered light through the slatted windows had turned amber. Outside, birds called in long, spiraling patterns. The jungle had started its slow stir toward night.
Inside, two men sat at the low central table, a blank sheet between them, and the weight of unspoken consequences thick in the air.
“We need it back,” Vinod said, as if Aarush hadn’t already agreed to that a hundred times in his head. “Tonight, if we’re going to use it.”
Aarush nodded, arms folded tight across his chest. “Agreed. But how?”
There was a pause. Then Vinod said it.
“We ask him.”
Aarush blinked. “You mean… just ask Ilaian for the coin?”
Vinod’s tone was neutral, calm. “He’s not violent. He’s not possessive. If he doesn’t fear it, he may not feel attached. We explain the situation. We appeal to reason.”
Aarush stared at him, disbelieving.
“You think we can just walk up to him, say, ‘Hey, that strange gold coin you mysteriously accepted without question? We need that back, please’ — and he’ll what, hand it over?”
Vinod didn’t flinch. “Possibly. Ilaian understands spiritual weight. He may recognize that the coin belongs with someone still in process.”
Aarush exhaled, sharp. “You’re assuming he sees it the way you do. What if he’s using it in his own way? What if he wants to keep it, not because he’s afraid — but because he knows exactly what it is?”
Vinod considered that. “Then he might listen to reason more than most. We don’t have to lie. We could be transparent. You traded it in ignorance. You weren’t done with it. You want it back.”
Aarush shook his head. “You’re forgetting one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“He passed the trial.”
That landed like a rock between them.
“He accepted the coin, survived the dream, and didn’t let go. Which means he’s bonded to it in a way none of the others were. He kept it. If we ask him, he’ll know we understand how it works. He’ll see us as a threat. Or worse…”
Vinod raised an eyebrow. “He’ll judge us.”
Aarush nodded. “Exactly.”
They both sat in silence, imagining it — Ilaian’s hut, his still gaze, that unreadable calm. Aarush pictured trying to explain himself, stumbling through half-truths and veiled desperation while Ilaian sat across from him, unmoved.
“He could say no,” Aarush muttered. “And once he says no, we can’t take it without turning this into something it was never meant to be.”
Vinod was still for a moment, then slowly leaned back.
“So… not direct. No confrontation.”
Aarush looked at him, resolute. “No confrontation.”

[bookmark: _4wxl1ii0rqaw]Scene 4.2: The Second Plan – Deception / Lure (Revised)
The candle on the table had burned low. Outside, the jungle shifted into evening—no longer sleepy, but not fully alive either. That strange, held breath between light and dark.
Vinod broke the silence first.
“If we can’t confront him directly,” he said, “then what?”
Aarush was already pacing behind the bench. He tapped the back of his neck with two fingers, thinking.
“We lure him out,” he said. “Create a reason for him to leave his hut. Something time-sensitive. Urgent. While he’s away, one of us goes in and takes it.”
Vinod’s gaze lifted.
“A misdirection.”
“Exactly.”
Vinod nodded slowly, considering. “What kind of lure?”
Aarush shrugged. “Staff message. Emergency call. A guest in distress. Something ceremonial, even. Doesn’t matter, as long as it sounds legitimate.”
“And who delivers it?”
“We don’t. We leave it somewhere he’ll find it. On his mat. At the communal table. Folded into a request scroll.”
Vinod leaned forward, intrigued.
“Subtle. Less risk.”
Aarush nodded. “Exactly. He follows the lead. We use the window.”
It was elegant. Cleaner than confrontation. No need for lies in person. Just… timing.
But as the plan settled between them, a tension began to rise.
Vinod said it first.
“What if he carries the coin?”
Aarush stopped pacing.
Vinod looked up at him, steady. “What if he never puts it down?”
Aarush hesitated, then said, “Then we break in for nothing.”
He didn’t sit. He stayed still, watching the wall as if it might offer alternatives.
Then added, quietly, “Or worse — he catches us in the act.”
Vinod nodded. “And then the game changes.”
“You really think someone like him would let it go?”
“I don’t know,” Vinod said. “But I wouldn’t want to test the mercy of someone who sleeps through the coin’s dreams.”
That landed hard. They both felt it.
Ilaian hadn’t flinched. Not once. He hadn’t buckled under visions, hadn’t wept, hadn’t even blinked when Aarush handed him that cursed, glowing coin.
What kind of man survived that?
Aarush muttered, “Even if we do lure him out, there’s no guarantee he’d leave the coin behind. He may carry it instinctively. Out of habit. Or reverence.”
Vinod exhaled, slower now. The plan’s clean edges were fraying.
“And even if he did leave it,” he added, “the lure has to be perfect. The language. The tone. He’s too intuitive. If something feels off, he’ll smell it before the ink dries.”
Aarush frowned. “You’re saying we’d have to forge a message good enough to fool a man who’s seen the inside of dreams most people can’t survive.”
Vinod’s answer came without hesitation. “Yes.”
“And if he catches the lie?”
“Then we’re not just thieves. We’re deceivers.”
Aarush slowly lowered himself onto the bench again, his voice low.
“We can’t afford that.”
Vinod nodded.
“And we can’t risk him realizing what we’re after. If he suspects we understand the coin—if he realizes what we intend to do with it…”
“...he’ll never let it go,” Aarush finished.
Another long silence.
The lure had promise. On paper, it worked. But the deeper they pushed, the more brittle it became.
Too many moving parts. Too much uncertainty.
And one single unknown — Ilaian — wrapped in layers of quiet power.
Aarush said, “If this goes wrong, we burn more than just the plan.”
Vinod met his eyes. “We burn the island.”
The tension settled like dust.
Aarush leaned forward, his voice barely audible.
“So not confrontation. Not deception.”
Vinod was quiet for a long moment.
Then said, “We take what’s there. If it’s there.”
Aarush looked up.
Vinod’s voice had lost all performance now. Just simple resolve.
“He leads breathwork every night, doesn’t he? Always the same time. Always offsite. The hut will be empty. We don’t trick. We don’t engage. We go in. We take only what’s ours.”
“And if it’s not there?”
Vinod paused. “Then we don’t force it.”
Aarush considered that.
The jungle outside rustled, as if something unseen had just passed through.
“No misdirection,” Aarush said. “No lie. Just a gap in attention.”
“Exactly.”
A beat passed.
“It feels,” Aarush muttered, “too easy.”
Vinod didn’t argue.
He just gave the smallest of nods.
“Nothing ever is.”
Aarush didn’t look reassured.
He leaned back, thinking it through one last time.
 “What if he’s carrying it?” he asked quietly.
Vinod didn’t hesitate.
 “Then we walk away.”
“No backup plan?”
Vinod shook his head once. “No confrontation. No improvising. We’re not stealing from a man like him while he’s looking us in the eye.”
The finality of it settled like stone between them.
One chance.
 One clean shot.
 Or nothing.

[bookmark: _53ffjrydzoy]Scene 4.3: The Final Plan – Silent Recovery
The candle had burned almost to a stub by the time they spoke again.
Outside, the jungle had slipped into full night. Insects buzzed unseen in the blackness beyond the windows. Somewhere deeper in the trees, a night bird cried — low and mournful.
Inside the archive, Aarush and Vinod sat side by side at the table, staring down at the single blank page between them.
It was time to finalize it.
Vinod spoke first, his voice low and certain.
“He leads breathwork at night. Always the same place. The stone circle by the east cliffs.”
Aarush nodded. “Ilaian’s hut will be empty.”
“If,” Vinod corrected, lifting a finger, “he doesn’t carry it.”
Aarush exhaled through his nose. “If he does, we walk away.”
Vinod said nothing. No need to repeat it.
They had made their peace with that particular risk — or at least buried it deep enough for the moment.

Vinod leaned forward, outlining the sequence of their plan with slow, measured words.
“He’ll leave around sunset,” Vinod said. “Always does. Takes the northern path. It’s a clear fifteen-minute walk to the circle.”
“No one else uses that route?” Aarush asked.
“No,” Vinod said. “I made sure. Staff use the service paths. Guests stay closer to the main trail. Ilaian goes north.”
Aarush nodded, committing it to memory.
Vinod continued. “We wait here. Watch. When we see him pass, we give him five minutes. No more. Then we move.”
“Quietly.”
“Quietly,” Vinod echoed. “Through the inner grove. No lights. No chatter.”
“And if someone sees us?”
Vinod shrugged lightly. “We’re archivists retrieving an old prayer mat. Nothing suspicious unless we panic.”
The casualness of it helped — but not by much.
Aarush could feel his heart already picking up, beating in his throat like a drum warming for battle.

“What about the hut itself?” Aarush asked.
Vinod’s lips pressed into a thin line.
“Simple structure. Bamboo slats. Open threshold, no true door. Privacy here isn’t about locks. It’s about respect.”
“And tonight,” Aarush said, “we step past that respect.”
Vinod met his gaze, unflinching.
“Only if the coin is there.”
Aarush nodded.
One last condition.
One last line.

They discussed timing.
How to move quickly but not recklessly.
Where to hide the coin once it was retrieved — not in a pocket where it could slip, but in a hidden fold of cloth Vinod would bring tucked inside his belt.
Who would go inside — Vinod. Familiar with the hut's layout. Less likely to fumble.
Who would keep watch — Aarush. Eyes on the grove. Ears tuned to the soft scuff of footsteps that didn’t belong.
Everything was methodical.
Logical.
Deceptively simple.

But beneath all of it, Aarush felt something else building — something the plan couldn’t reach.
The coin wasn’t just an object anymore.
Not just a strange artifact to recover and use.
It had watched him. It had chosen him once already. It had returned when others let it go.
If they took it now — if they retrieved it again — it would not be a clean reset.
It would be a bond reforged.
A decision accepted.
The thought sent a ripple of unease through his stomach, but he said nothing.
The plan was set.
The moment would come.
And there would be no second chances.

Vinod stood, stretching his legs slowly.
He pulled a small satchel from under the table — a battered canvas bag, worn soft at the seams. From it, he took a plain cloth wrap, the color of old bone.
He met Aarush’s gaze.
“No weapons. No force. No anger.”
Aarush nodded once.
“This is not a robbery,” Vinod said. “It’s a correction.”
The words sounded almost sacred.
Almost rehearsed.
As if, somewhere deep inside, Vinod had been waiting years to say them.

They doused the candle.
The archive slipped into darkness.
Only the low breathing of the jungle remained, and the distant sound of the sea pulling at the shore.
When they moved, it was without ceremony.
Silent.
Purposeful.
Toward the grove.
Toward the hut.
Toward the coin.
Toward whatever would happen next.


[bookmark: _th1yooa82wbt]Scene 5.1: Setting Out
The air was thicker than usual.
As Aarush and Vinod stepped beyond the edge of the archive, the night folded around them — not just dark, but dense, like walking through gauze that had soaked up years of secrets.
The path was barely visible. Only faint breaks in the undergrowth showed where footfalls had pressed down over time. They didn’t use lights. Vinod had been clear — no flames, no electronics. Nothing that would wake the island more than their bodies already did.
Their sandals moved soundlessly over the packed earth, and still it felt too loud.
Branches stirred overhead, but there was no breeze.
Aarush glanced up, unsettled.
It was always noisy here after dusk — crickets, frogs, the low chuff of nocturnal birds. But tonight the jungle was holding its breath. The normal night chorus was missing. It felt wrong in the way a dream feels wrong: almost real, but stretched too thin.
He adjusted the canvas satchel slung across his body, fingers brushing the folded cloth Vinod had given him. The wrap meant for the coin. Small. Simple. Containing a weight they hadn't fully accounted for.
Vinod moved ahead, confident but cautious. He didn’t hurry. He didn’t speak. His body language said: This is a ritual, not a race.
Aarush tried to mimic it, but every step made his heart pound harder. His senses were peeled raw — every snapped twig underfoot felt amplified a hundredfold. Every shadow seemed to flicker at the edge of vision.
Halfway through the inner grove, he risked a whisper.
"Feels different tonight," Aarush breathed.
Vinod didn’t turn.
"It should."
There was something final about the way he said it.

They passed the ancient banyan where guests sometimes tied prayer ribbons. Most had rotted to threads, but a few stubborn scraps still fluttered — dull colors against the dark.
Aarush’s hand brushed one accidentally, and he recoiled as if burned.
Vinod noticed, pausing just long enough to murmur, "The island sees more clearly after dark."
No further explanation. None needed.

By the time they reached the clearing near the eastern trailhead, Aarush’s shirt clung damp to his back. Sweat from nerves, not heat.
Vinod raised a hand, signaling halt.
Aarush stopped beside him, breath shallow.
Between the dense trees ahead, framed by shifting silver mist, the outline of Ilaian’s hut appeared.
 Dim. Silent.
 A skeletal frame of bamboo and woven mats, perched slightly above the ground on thick stone slabs.
It looked... smaller than Aarush remembered.
Or maybe it was the darkness that made it shrink — retreat into itself.
No sign of movement.
No light from within.

Vinod lowered his hand.
"This is the point," he whispered, voice almost swallowed by the hush. "Five minutes. No more."
Aarush nodded.
His hands were steady, but inside, something coiled tighter.
They were committed now.
The path behind them had already closed.
Only forward remained.


[bookmark: _n146nlc9rydb]Scene 5.2: Reaching Ilaian’s Hut (Rewritten & Refined)
The hut sat still at the center of the clearing — a squat, slanted frame of woven bamboo and stone, hunched low to the ground.
No light.
 No sound.
 Only mist curling around the base, sliding through the grass in slow, lazy ribbons.
Aarush crouched behind a broad tree trunk at the clearing’s edge, heart beating a little too fast.
 The air here felt heavier, almost viscous, like moving through warm water.
And there was a smell.
Not strong.
 Not foul exactly.
 But something faintly sour, like wet fabric left too long in the sun.
He wrinkled his nose, glancing at Vinod.
Vinod’s face showed no reaction — only quiet focus.

Aarush scanned the clearing again, eyes raking the shadows.
Something gnawed at him — something beneath thought.
It wasn’t just the air.
 Or the smell.
 Or the unnatural hush of the jungle.
It was the way the ground looked wrong.
The vines and moss that carpeted the clearing seemed… off-center.
 Not flattened or burned — just subtly leaning outward, bowing away from the hut in loose, wide arcs.
A trick of the mist, maybe.
 Or his nerves stretching patterns where none existed.
But still—
It felt like the earth itself wanted no part of what lived inside that hut.

Vinod moved first.
A low crouch, silent steps across the mist-wet grass.
Aarush followed, slower, every nerve alert to the tiniest shift in the trees around them.
They reached the threshold together.
The hut’s entrance was a rough gap, no real door — just a hanging weave of reeds, parted slightly.
Up close, the air from inside was cooler. Denser. Still carrying that faint, sour tang, but laced now with something sharper — a brittle scent like dried herbs and old fire.
Aarush stayed back, watching the tree line. Watching the mist.
Vinod slipped through the curtain without a sound.

Inside, the hut was barely more than a single chamber.
 Bare floor.
 Worn mat.
 Low, rough shelves stacked with bundles of dried plants.
 A simple carved trunk against one wall.
And in the center —
The coin.
It sat atop a squat stone plinth, alone, in a shallow well of moonlight filtering through a gap in the roof.
No container.
 No altar cloth.
 Just exposed.
Waiting.
The coin looked heavier than Aarush remembered.
 Like it had thickened somehow.
 Like the air itself draped a weight around it.
The symbol engraved on its face — a curling spiral — shimmered faintly as Vinod approached.

Aarush’s breath hitched.
His eyes swept the clearing again.
Still no movement.
 No figures.
 Only the wet whisper of mist dragging across stone.
Inside the hut, Vinod extended a hand over the plinth.
Hesitated.
The space between his palm and the coin seemed to hum — a thickness, a resistance felt rather than seen.
Aarush gripped the strap of his satchel tighter.
So close.
Too close.

[bookmark: _mdfvn9fscdia]Scene 5.3: Attempted Retrieval – The Coin Resists (Corrected)
Vinod’s hand hovered above the coin, fingers spread slightly, like he was reaching toward something he wasn’t sure would let him touch it.
Aarush held his breath.
He could see it — not the air shifting, not the mist moving — but the way Vinod’s body subtly tensed, shoulders tightening, muscles flexing against invisible pressure.
As if the space between his hand and the coin wasn’t empty at all.
Vinod exhaled slowly and reached down.
His fingers brushed the coin.
And everything inside the hut — the air, the light, even the silence — seemed to tilt.
Aarush stiffened outside the hut’s entrance, a prickling running up the back of his neck.
Nothing had moved.
 No noise had sounded.
 But the world felt thinner. Stretched wrong.
Inside, Vinod’s hand flinched.
He gripped the coin fully now — and his face twisted, ever so slightly.
It wasn’t weight he was fighting.
 It was resistance inside his own mind.
Aarush could feel it too — even from where he stood.
A sudden thrum of wrongness.
 A taste in the back of his throat, bitter and sharp.
 A pressure behind his eyes, like a headache trying to bloom.
The coin was defending itself the only way it could: by forcing doubt, forcing nausea, forcing fear.
Aarush blinked hard and focused on breathing.
 This wasn’t real.
 This was the coin, and whatever ancient thing it carried inside.

Inside the hut, Vinod set his jaw.
His hand tightened around the coin — fingers digging into the soft cloth he had prepared — and for a moment, Aarush saw the tremor in his arms.
Vinod wasn’t fighting metal.
He was fighting the part of his mind that suddenly wanted to let go.
 The part whispering:
This isn’t yours.
 This will break you.
 You should leave it where it lies.
Vinod breathed out sharply through his nose, cutting through the mental static.
And he lifted the coin.
It moved.
Reluctantly.
Slowly.
Like peeling apart wet paper without tearing it.

Aarush shifted on his feet outside, trying to stay steady.
He looked again at the tree line.
Still no figures.
Still no sound.
Yet he felt — without reason — that someone, something, was watching.
Not Ilaian.
Something older.
Something that understood what they were doing — and what it would cost.
His stomach twisted, the bile rising sharp in the back of his throat.
But he held his ground.
He had to.

Inside, Vinod tucked the wrapped coin into the deep fold of his belt.
The moment it vanished from sight, the crushing pressure lifted.
Not completely — but enough to breathe again.
Enough for the hut to stop feeling like it was about to collapse inward.
Vinod exhaled once, quietly, and stepped back from the plinth.
Three deliberate steps.
No noise but the soft shift of cloth against skin.
At the threshold, he paused — only for a heartbeat — and then slipped through the hanging reed mat.
Back into the clearing.
Back to Aarush.

Their eyes met briefly.
No smile. No victory.
Just a shared, silent understanding.
They had it.
And it had cost them more than they could see yet.

Aarush gave a slight nod — barely a tilt of his chin.
Vinod answered with the same.
They turned as one, slipping back into the mist-drenched grove, their footsteps swallowed by the thick night.
Behind them, the hut remained silent.
Still.
But the feeling of being watched did not fade.
Not even a little.

[bookmark: _mgwxm8mogr00]Scene 5.4: The Sighting
They moved through the inner grove in silence, retracing their steps with careful, deliberate slowness. No sudden movements. No whispered reassurances. Just the rhythm of feet brushing earth, the whisper of moss under tread.
The air hadn’t lightened.
If anything, it had grown denser in its quiet — not thick like fog, but attentive. Like walking through a room full of people all holding their breath.
Aarush kept his eyes forward. But the back of his neck burned with that prickling awareness — not fear exactly, but pressure. As if something behind him was waiting for him to look.
He didn’t.
Not yet.
Vinod walked ahead, steady and silent.
The coin — wrapped and hidden in the fold of his belt — didn’t clink, didn’t shift, but Aarush could feel it. Like an iron needle tugging at a compass buried inside his ribs.

They passed the old prayer banyan.
 Still.
 The same sagging ribbons.
 But they didn’t flutter this time.
Not even the wind was moving now.

It was when they crossed the clearing’s far edge — back near the boundary where the jungle thickened again — that Aarush paused.
He wasn’t sure why at first.
A sound?
A flicker?
No. Not sound. Not light.
It was something older.
He turned his head — just slightly — toward the denser trees on their left.
At first, he saw nothing.
Then — movement.
Subtle. Just a shift of dark against darker.
A human shape, maybe.
 Or the suggestion of one.
Half-seen between two tree trunks, too far to make out detail, too still to be natural.
Not moving.
Not breathing.
Just there.
Watching.

Aarush blinked.
 And it was gone.
As if it had never been there at all.
No rustle. No snap of brush. No exit.
Just a blank patch of trees.
He stood frozen, eyes locked on the space.
A trick?
The residue of the coin’s mental static?
But this hadn’t felt internal.
This had felt real.
It had known he saw it.

Behind him, Vinod had paused and turned.
“You alright?” he asked softly.
Aarush nodded slowly, but didn’t move.
“There was…” he trailed off.
Vinod waited.
Aarush looked back at the trees one last time.
Nothing.
He finally turned and rejoined Vinod.
“Probably nothing,” he said. “My mind’s still buzzing.”
Vinod didn’t press.
They kept walking.
But Aarush didn’t shake the feeling.

By the time they reached the edge of the retreat compound, the noises of the night had slowly begun to return — crickets clicking cautiously into rhythm, distant frogs testing their throats.
The jungle had resumed its act.
But it felt performative now.
 Like a stage play resetting after the house lights dim.

They didn’t speak again until they were inside the archive.
The door clicked softly shut behind them.
Only then did Vinod pull the cloth-wrapped coin from his belt and set it gently on the center table.
Neither of them reached for it.
Neither of them looked too long.
They just stood there, breathing, hearts still not fully steady.
Something had shifted tonight.
Something beyond their plan.
Something they couldn’t name yet.
But it had noticed them.
And it had let them go.

[bookmark: _kanbztf48ysw]Scene 5: The Trade to Ravi
(Connects directly from Scene 4.4)
 ~700 words

The archive door shut behind them with a muted click.
Inside, it was still. Vinod laid the wrapped coin on the center table like something fragile. Neither of them reached for it.
They just stood there for a while. Letting it breathe. Letting it settle.
Finally, Aarush spoke, voice quieter than it needed to be.
“He’ll feel it soon, won’t he?”
Vinod’s gaze didn’t leave the bundle.
“He already does.”
A pause.
Then, calm as breath:
“Leave it at the banyan.”
Aarush blinked. “Just… place it there?”
Vinod nodded once. “He visits it every morning. He considers it sacred. That’s where he anchors himself.”
“You think he’ll take it?”
“He’ll recognize it as a gift. A sign. Maybe even a call from the island.”
Aarush hesitated. “That feels… cold.”
Vinod’s eyes finally met his.
“No colder than what they did to you.”
That silenced him.

They wrapped the coin in clean white cloth — not the hidden satchel from earlier, but a new one. Soft, folded precisely. As if preparing an offering. Vinod tied it with a slim palm thread.
He didn’t write a note.
Didn’t have to.

The banyan was empty by the time Aarush arrived, mist curling low around its roots. Early dawn light filtered through the canopy in pale streaks.
He knelt and placed the bundle at the base of the tree — near the small hollow where prayer beads and flower rings were sometimes left.
It looked like it belonged there.
Ancient. Plain. Waiting.

Aarush didn’t linger.
 Didn’t look back as he slipped through the trees toward the far side of the compound.

Ravi arrived an hour later.
He came alone, barefoot, hair still wet from the morning shower. He looked tired — not broken, not yet, but the bags under his eyes had deepened since yesterday.
He approached the banyan like he always did. Kneeling. Touching the earth with one palm. Breathing in slow ritual.
His gaze fell to the cloth-wrapped shape near the hollow.
He paused.
Then reached out and picked it up.
Fingers slow.
Curious.
Not cautious.
The weight of it surprised him — not heavy, just... present.
He unwrapped it carefully.
Saw the coin.
No symbol he recognized.
No inscription.
Just the gleam of gold, soft in the morning light.
Ravi frowned, unsure, then glanced around. No one in sight.
He looked back down.
His hand closed around it — slowly, fully — and the cloth fell empty to his lap.
He sat with it a while, eyes half-closed.
Maybe he thought it was a gift.
Maybe he thought it was a test.
Maybe he thought it was a blessing.

But when he finally stood and walked back toward the retreat,
the coin was in his palm.
 And something old had already begun to settle behind his eyes.



[bookmark: _idj82efuz60o]Interlude - Day 4
[Private Chat Log | 2:20 AM]
The only sound in the room was the soft hiss of the rain and the quiet, almost imperceptible hum from the phone.
Megha: whoa.
wait.
they STOLE it back? from Ilaian? the one person who actually passed the coin's psycho-analysis final exam?
Aarav: yep.
Megha: Aarush has gone full dark side. this isn't about healing anymore. this is about payback.
and Vinod... his story is awful, but this is... cold. calculated. they're using this cursed object as a weapon now.
Aarav: Aarush stopped being the victim the moment he teamed up with Vinod.
he's not just being haunted by want anymore. he's decided to direct it.
Megha: and what was that thing he saw in the trees?? you think it was Ilaian watching them?
Aarav: maybe.
or maybe it was the island itself.
you don't just take something like that back without being noticed. the rules were broken.
Megha: this is giving me chills. so they have it. the weapon.
what happens on day five? please tell me they don't just walk up to Ravi and hand it to him.
Aarav: of course not.
they're smarter than that now.
Megha: how then?
Aarav: they leave it as an offering. at a sacred place.
they let him think the island chose him.

[bookmark: _gzhiny8noi3a]Day Five
[bookmark: _89plyxazq98g]Day Five

[bookmark: _cnivk9zbhdkm]Scene One: Ravi’s First Dream
~1800 words

Ravi sat on the edge of his cot, early sunlight slicing thin gold lines through the shutter slats. The sounds of the retreat were beginning to build outside — faint chanting, the scrape of chairs, birds hidden in the thickets. But inside, everything was still.
The coin felt warm in his hand. As if it pulsed. As if it breathed.
He lay back slowly, muscles tense, eyes tracing the beams of the ceiling above. His mind was clouded, not with thoughts but with sensation. An anticipation he couldn’t name. Something just behind the veil of reality.
The retreat faded. And the past began.

He was eight years old.
Their house was small. One room. Cracked concrete walls, a rusted window frame with no glass, and a chipped Godrej cupboard that leaned like it was tired of standing. A single fluorescent light buzzed overhead. They called it a home, but it had never felt like one.
His mother, Geeta, woke up before dawn each day. She worked as a maid in three homes, scrubbing floors and toilets with cracked hands that never healed. By the time she came home, her knees were swollen, her eyes distant. Ravi remembered the smell of detergent clinging to her hair.
His father, Mahesh, worked at a plastics factory. Worked, in the loosest sense. He hadn't cared about much since the layoffs started. His hours were short, pay irregular, and pride shredded. Most evenings, he sat cross-legged on the floor, watching cable news with dead eyes and a glass of something sour in his hand.
They fought more than they spoke.
At first, Ravi thought all parents were like this.
By the time he was ten, he knew better.
The fridge was mostly empty. Rice and onions. Sometimes eggs, when Geeta could save enough.
Ravi wore shoes with holes. School fees were overdue. No one noticed when he stopped going. Not his parents. Not his teachers.
At first, he stayed near the building, playing marbles with the other kids, kicking a punctured football across the broken pavement.
Then, the streets opened up.
He learned where to sit near the bus stand, how to recognize distracted people, how to slip close without being noticed. Older boys taught him tricks — how to flip a wallet with just two fingers, how to vanish into a crowd.
They made it a game. A challenge.
Ravi liked being good at something. Anything.
At home, he was a ghost. On the streets, he mattered.
The first time he brought money home, Geeta didn’t ask where it came from. She just took it and used it for groceries.
He felt like a provider.
It grew from there. Faster, bolder. He stole small electronics. Purses. Watches.
By twelve, he had a reputation.
But that day—the temple—it had gone wrong.
He remembered the plan clearly.
It was a small neighborhood shrine. He'd visited before. Watched the routines. The donation box sat at the base of a statue, poorly guarded. He made a sticky paper strip, rolled it tight, and waited for the moment between the morning arti and the lull before noon.
He approached quietly. Slipped the paper inside.
And the priest turned the corner.
"Hey!"
The shout rang out like thunder.
He ran. Slipped. Landed hard.
The priest grabbed him by the collar.
Then the crowd.
Voices. Hands. A storm of violence.
He remembered the terror more than the pain.
And now—in the dream—it returned.

Ravi stood at the edge of the temple courtyard, his breath fogging even though the air was hot.
He saw himself.
A twelve-year-old boy with dirt-smudged cheeks, eyes wide with fear, back against the stone floor.
The crowd closed in.
He wanted to run to him. To stop it. But his legs wouldn’t move.
The first slap echoed.
Then a kick.
Then a dozen more.
Young Ravi cried out, reaching toward his older self.
The sound ripped through him.
Then something began to change.
The boy's eyes—they were melting. Golden liquid oozed from the sockets, thick and metallic.
He screamed, not in pain, but accusation.
"You let this happen! You watched! You left me here!"
The priest turned to the older Ravi. So did the crowd.
All eyes on him now.
"You took what wasn’t yours!" someone yelled.
Ravi backed away. The temple steps behind him.
He tripped.
Fell.
Cracked his head.
Darkness rushed in.

He gasped awake.
Sweat poured from him like rain.
His hands trembled. His heart thundered. The walls spun.
The coin burned in his palm.
And outside, the jungle whispered like it knew.

[bookmark: _row6jwvkrf0s]Scene 2: Ravi’s Second Dream
Ravi stood at the sink, the cold splash of water trying to ground him. The basin's tap sputtered before releasing a stream, and he let it wash over his face again and again. His heart was still thudding from the dream, his limbs shaky. The towel he grabbed felt coarse against his palms, but he welcomed the roughness. Something real.
He swallowed a mouthful of water, then a second. His throat still felt dry.
Straightening his collar, he stepped out of the room and walked toward the reception building. His shift was starting. Routine. Predictable. Maybe that would help.
The sun had climbed high. Warm light spilled through the skylights in the corridor. The faint sound of wind chimes moved with the breeze.
Ravi reached the front desk.
And stopped cold.
His eyes widened.
A tall man had just entered through the main gates, laughing at something the security guard said. Tan uniform. Broad shoulders. A walk that screamed authority.
The air went still.
Ravi's breath caught.
It couldn't be.
But it was.
The man turned slightly. That face. That voice. It clawed straight through time and memory.
His knees went weak.
Sweat began pooling along his spine.
He turned, bolting.
Down the corridor. Past confused guests. Into the nearest washroom.
He didn’t stop until he was inside, door slammed, bolt drawn.
He pressed his back to the cold tiled wall, chest heaving.
He approached the mirror slowly. Splashed water again. Tried to breathe.
And then—he saw it.
In the mirror.
The man.
Behind him.
Not physically, but in reflection. As if time folded.
The same tan uniform. The same belt. The same expression of clinical cruelty.
Ravi spun. No one there.
He ran to the last stall. Locked himself in. Curled into the corner.
Closed his eyes.
But the past didn’t stop.

After the temple theft, after the beating, they handed him to the police.
He was barely twelve. Bleeding. Crying. His hands trembled.
They didn’t care.
The officer on duty had been this man. Sub-Inspector Prakash. A man built like a wall, voice like gravel.
“So you want to be a big man, eh?”
He’d dragged Ravi into the back room.
Ravi remembered the metallic tang of blood in his mouth.
The sting of the first slap.
Then more.
Not just slaps. Words. Humiliation. Screaming.
They stripped him. Poured cold water. Laughed.
Made him say things. Forced confessions he didn’t understand.
A night became three.
He stopped speaking.
Stopped eating.
When they finally released him, he didn’t go home. Not really. Not the same.
He stopped meeting his old friends.
He sat in the park for hours. Silent.
Eventually, a neighbor noticed. Told his mother.
The clinic came later. Therapy. Medication. Silent mornings.
He never touched another wallet.
Never entered another temple.
He tried to become invisible.
Eventually, he heard about the island. A retreat. Quiet. Fresh start.
He applied for a staff position. Got it.
He came here to escape.
And now the past was here.

Back in the stall, his hands trembled violently.
He clutched his shirt like it was armor.
His breath came in short bursts.
He rocked slightly. Eyes still closed.
The coin was in his pocket.
It pulsed.
But Ravi didn’t notice.
The ghost of his former self screamed louder.
He had thought he escaped.
But nothing escapes the coin.


The silence inside the washroom stall turned thick. Ravi had pressed himself so tightly into the corner that his muscles burned, but he couldn't move. His eyes clenched shut, trying to escape the image he'd seen. The mirror. The man.
And then the dream returned.
He wasn’t asleep, but he wasn’t awake either.
He was trapped.
He stood in a blank white hallway. Endless. Cold. Footsteps echoed.
From the far end, a shadow moved. Slow. Deliberate.
Sub-Inspector Prakash.
But twisted.
His face glistened like wax, and from the hollow sockets of his eyes, molten gold oozed like tears. His mouth moved slowly, but his voice — it came like thunder.
"You possess something that doesn’t belong to you."
The voice didn’t just speak — it tore.
The walls cracked. Ravi clutched his ears. The sound was a blade. It drilled into his skull, not as sound but as pressure, unbearable and absolute.
"YOU POSSESS SOMETHING THAT DOESN'T BELONG TO YOU!"
Again. Louder.
The world shattered.
His eardrums screamed. Blood rushed. The scream layered over itself, doubling, tripling in volume. It was everywhere — inside his bones, behind his eyes.
His vision went white.
His knees buckled.
He collapsed.
Everything turned black.

A worker found him minutes later.
Ravi lay motionless on the washroom floor, body curled like a dying animal, face pale, breath shallow.
"Sir? Hey!" the worker said, kneeling beside him.
He tapped Ravi gently. No response.
With effort, he dragged him out of the stall, supported him over his shoulder, and carried him down the hallway. Guests turned and stared.
Back in Ravi’s room, he laid him on the bed, pulled the sheet over, and placed a wet cloth on his forehead. His breath was steadying.
The worker lingered a moment, uncertain. Then quietly left.
On the side table, the coin sat.
Unmoving.
Watching.
Waiting.

The coin sat on the wooden side table in Ravi’s room, still as stone. No cloth. No container. No reverence. Just gold on weathered teak, humming silently in the quiet.
Ravi was already stuffing his bag.
His shirt clung to his skin, soaked not just with sweat, but with the raw residue of fear. His hands moved fast — pants, charger, sandals — shoving them into the duffel with a desperate, erratic rhythm. He didn’t fold anything. Didn’t look at the mirror. Didn’t speak. The island had shown him everything it needed to. He had no more questions.
Outside, the retreat moved as always — slow, fragrant, forgiving. Birds chattered in distant trees. Wind moved the curtains. And down by the dock, the afternoon boat was being prepared to leave with its usual hum of workers.
Aarush saw Ravi first. The man came down the compound path fast, head lowered, duffel slung hard over one shoulder.
Vinod turned as well, instinctively straightening from the stairwell.
“Ravi?” Aarush called out.
Ravi didn’t respond. His steps were rapid, barely controlled, as if to stop moving might allow his thoughts to catch up again.
“Ravi,” Vinod said, louder now, concern creeping in. “Where are you—?”
“I’m done,” Ravi said, not turning. Just two words. Tight, frayed at the edges.
He didn’t stop. He didn’t offer explanations. Just passed them by like ghosts, heading toward the boat, toward escape, toward anywhere else.
Aarush looked to Vinod.
“He left the coin.”
Vinod didn’t answer. He already knew.
They watched as the small boat pulled away, Ravi hunched at the edge, staring at the sea as if daring it to give him another nightmare.
Back in the room, the coin remained untouched — quiet, golden, waiting.
The sun was beginning to drop toward the horizon, streaking the trees in long orange slants. The island had taken on that hushed, wind-sifted quality it always did before dusk — a peace so thick it almost felt like guilt.
Aarush stood at the railing of the retreat’s upper walkway, staring out toward the dock where Ravi had disappeared. The bag still slung over his shoulder. The haunted twitch in his step. The refusal to look back.
Vinod approached without a sound. A man used to walking softly around people who carried things they never said out loud.
“He left it,” Aarush said.
“I know.”
“He ran.”
Vinod didn’t speak. He didn’t have to. The coin was in his pocket now. Not held tightly. Just present. As if even it were trying to decide who it belonged to next.
Aarush glanced at him. “He’ll never talk about it, will he?”
Vinod shook his head. “That’s the point.”
They sat on the edge of the steps, the stone cool under their legs, the air already dampening with the scent of salt and jungle loam. It was the kind of evening made for healing. Or relapsing. Depending on who you were when you stepped into it.
Aarush leaned forward, elbows on knees. “I thought… maybe I was done.”
Vinod didn’t ask “with what.” He waited.
“I thought I’d let it go. The anger. The need to settle anything. I even started remembering the good things. Rishi, Kavya — we built something beautiful.”
He exhaled slowly.
“They were good people once. I think they still are, somewhere. Maybe they just… couldn’t handle the pressure. Or maybe I couldn’t. Maybe I made them choose.”
Vinod looked over. “And now?”
Aarush pulled something from his pocket — not the coin, but a folded piece of paper. He smoothed it out. Printed emails. Screenshots from Vinod’s phone. Party lights. Cake. Laughter. A caption: ‘We move forward — always.’
Aarush smiled, but not kindly.
“Turns out I was the only one remembering.”
He handed the paper over. Vinod read it silently. Then set it aside.
“You needed to see that?”
“No,” Aarush said. “I needed to feel it.”
They sat in silence for a while.
“You know,” Vinod said eventually, “people think revenge is about rage. But it’s not. It’s about grief. It’s about being the only one who’s still bleeding while everyone else acts like nothing happened.”
Aarush nodded. “And the coin?”
Vinod touched his chest lightly. “The coin feeds on what’s unresolved. That’s why it stays. That’s why it returns. Because you haven’t made peace — and neither has it.”
“So what now?” Aarush asked.
Vinod looked toward the jungle. “You tell me.”
Aarush stood. “I’m leaving. Tonight.”
Vinod raised an eyebrow. “For good?”
Aarush turned to him. His face wasn’t angry now. Just… clear.
“I’m not going to use the coin to punish them. Not directly. Not like I thought.”
Vinod waited.
“I’m going to give them what they gave me,” Aarush said. “Uncertainty. Pressure. Guilt they can’t place. Doubt they’ll never admit. Let the coin do what it does best.”
“And if it breaks them?”
Aarush didn’t flinch. “Then they weren’t as strong as they pretended to be.”
Vinod sat back. “You’ve thought this through.”
“Not all of it,” Aarush admitted. “But enough to know I’m not afraid of what happens next.”
There was a quiet moment between them. The kind that usually ended with someone walking away. But not this time.
Vinod stood. He pulled the coin from his pocket and handed it to Aarush.
“It’s yours. Has been from the start.”
Aarush took it without hesitation. It was warm. Almost alive.
“One thing,” Vinod said.
Aarush looked up.
Vinod held his gaze. “The coin won’t stop when you’re satisfied. It stops when it’s satisfied. And it doesn’t know the difference.”
Aarush nodded. “I’ll remember that.”
They walked together toward the dock. The boat was being loaded with fresh water and packages. The city lights were already faintly visible across the horizon.
“You think I’m making a mistake?” Aarush asked as they walked.
“I think you’re already made it,” Vinod said. “Now you’re just seeing where it leads.”
Aarush chuckled. “You always talk like that?”
Vinod smiled faintly. “Only when the island’s listening.”
They reached the dock. The boat swayed softly in the water, low motor idling like a distant heartbeat.
Aarush turned back one last time. The island behind them was already shadowed. The trees dark silhouettes. The coin in his hand shimmered faintly, its symbol unreadable for now.
Vinod reached out and touched Aarush’s shoulder.
“Whatever you do — make it count.”
Aarush stepped aboard.
The boat pushed off.
The island grew smaller behind him.
But in his palm, the coin remained heavy.
Waiting.


The engine droned low and steady beneath his feet, a rhythm so constant it felt like a heartbeat — not his own, but something larger, mechanical, inevitable. The boat cut across the blackening water, slicing away from the island like a blade through memory.
Aarush sat alone near the bow, legs tucked, the wind pushing against his face as if trying to slow him down. In his hand, the coin rested. It was warm again. Not hot. Not pulsing. Just... aware.
He rolled it between his fingers.
Not like a gambler.
Like a surgeon testing the edge of a scalpel.
He thought of Rishi’s laugh — how it used to echo in their college hostel corridors. Of Kavya falling asleep on her keyboard at 2 a.m. while debugging the loan engine. Of all three of them sprawled on beanbags in the LoopTrust office, drunk on caffeine and hope.
And then he thought of the cake.
Of the photos.
Of being erased like a smear on glass.
The coin caught the light from the boat’s small overhead lamp and shimmered — not gold exactly, but something beneath gold. Something more ancient. More exacting.
Aarush closed his eyes.
“This isn’t revenge,” he told himself. “It’s balance.”
But even as the words passed his lips, he wasn’t sure who he was trying to convince.
Behind him, the island had vanished into the night.
Ahead, the city lights were coming into view.
The coin didn’t speak.
It didn’t need to.




[bookmark: _i5yne6gc1j7d]Interlude - Day 5
[Private Chat Log | 2:50 AM]
The rain had finally stopped. In the sudden, profound silence, every small sound in the apartment felt amplified—the drip of water from the eaves, the soft hum of the phone.
Megha: jesus, Aarav.
that was... brutal.
he was a snake, yeah, but did he deserve that? the coin showed him his worst memories and then just broke him.
Aarav: the coin didn't invent that fear. it was already there, buried.
all it did was open the door and let his own ghosts out to play.
Megha: that's even worse. so it just... uses you against yourself.
Aarav: always.
Megha: god. it's almost 3 AM, we should probably sleep.
but no. no way. you can't stop now. Aarush just left? with the coin? he's taking it off the island, is that even allowed?
Aarav: the rules are about who holds it. not where.
he's taking the island's logic into the real world.
Megha: so he's going after Kavya and Rishi now. for real.
Aarav: he's going home.
and he's bringing the haunting with him.
Megha: this is not going to end well, is it?
Aarav: stories like this never do.
ready for day six?

[bookmark: _m5yf7e115xkc]Day Six
[bookmark: _cm9yanktcye0]Day 6

The ferry touched the mainland just after dawn. The city rose ahead like a different kind of jungle—one made of glass, steel, and muted ambition. Aarush stood on the deck a moment longer than necessary, watching traffic crawl along the coastline, the light of early morning reflecting off car windows like a thousand silent signals.
He stepped off with a small bag slung over one shoulder and the coin tight in his pocket. It had returned, as always. This time, waiting for him on the ferry seat, silent and smug.
The air was drier here. Sharper. Less forgiving than the wet breath of the island. Aarush moved like someone who had shed a skin but still remembered how it fit. His phone reconnected to the network, notifications flooding in with vibrating insistence. He ignored them all except one—a reply from Kavya.
“Let’s meet. Tomorrow. 10 AM. Old place?”
He replied with a single word: “Confirmed.”
That night he stayed in a modest hotel off the main business district. He didn’t sleep much. The city’s lights never went out, but something inside him had. The part that once believed in pure beginnings. In fairness. In their shared dream.
When morning came, he dressed simply. No suits, no founder flair. Just dark jeans, a plain shirt, and his silence. He slipped the coin into a pouch, tied it carefully, and placed it in his jacket pocket.
The café was ten blocks away. He walked.
By the time the bell jingled over the café door and he stepped inside, Aarush had left the island behind—but the island hadn’t quite let go of him.


The café was warm in a way that felt artificial—safe, curated, almost too clean for the conversation Aarush had come to have. He spotted Kavya by the window, her posture upright, her hands curled around a steaming cup of tea. She was wearing a soft grey sweater, hair pulled back loosely. She looked older than the last time he’d seen her—but in a way that added weight, not wear.
She didn’t smile when he approached. Her gaze met his, steady and unreadable. He offered a small nod and sat across from her.
“Thanks for coming,” he said.
“You said you wanted closure,” she replied, fingers tightening slightly around her cup.
“Yeah. I guess I did.” He glanced out the window. The rain had just started—thin lines streaking across the glass. It softened the city beyond, made everything feel quieter than it was.
She didn’t speak. She looked at him like someone staring into a familiar but fogged-up mirror. He understood. He probably looked different too.
“How are things?” he asked finally.
Kavya hesitated. “Busy. The usual. LoopTrust’s growing. Still dealing with the new round prep.”
He nodded, expression unreadable. “I heard.”
More silence. A waitress brought menus neither of them touched.
“I’m not here to talk about the startup,” he said, finally looking directly at her.
“I figured.”
He reached into his jacket, slowly, and pulled out a small cloth pouch. Placed it on the table between them.
Her eyebrows lifted slightly. “What’s that?”
“A parting thing. From the island. Something that… I guess reminded me of you.”
Kavya’s brows furrowed. She hesitated, then untied the string and opened the pouch.
The gold coin slid into her palm, catching the ambient light in an unsettling gleam. Her breath caught.
“It’s… gold?” she said.
He shrugged. “Sort of. Found it there. Thought of you.”
She turned it over in her hand. “It’s warm.”
He didn’t respond.
She stared at it a little longer, lips slightly parted, then set it gently on the table. “Why give it to me?”
Aarush leaned back. “Because whatever else happened… you were there at the start. That matters.”
“You mean before we rewrote the contract?”
His jaw tightened just slightly. “I mean before all of it became war.”
Kavya looked down, shoulders curling a bit inward. The past came back too easily. Nights poring over pitch decks. Long calls with microloan vendors. The sense that they were changing something real.
And then the divide.
“I didn’t want to choose between the mission and… surviving,” she said softly.
“I know,” he said. “I’m just trying to understand it better now. Without blaming. Without bitterness.”
That hung in the air. A crack in the dam neither of them expected to revisit.
She looked up again. “So this is closure?”
He nodded. “It’s something I didn’t get to give you before.”
She touched the coin again. Her thumb traced the spiral at its center.
“It’s beautiful,” she murmured, but there was tension in her jaw. “And… strange. I don’t know. It feels… heavy?”
Aarush watched her with careful eyes. “Maybe it is.”
Kavya looked at him then, really looked—saw something under the calm that wasn’t there before. He seemed quieter now. Not sad. Just resolved.
“I don’t know what to say,” she whispered.
“You don’t have to say anything,” he replied.
She stared at the coin for a long moment. Then, without another word, slipped it into her purse.
They both rose from the table at the same time.
At the door, she turned to him, the faintest shimmer of confusion still behind her eyes.
“Thank you,” she said, unsure if she meant it.
He nodded, not smiling. “Take care, Kavya.”
And just like that, she was gone—out into the rain, the gold coin nestled quietly in her bag, and something unseen already stirring in its wake.

Kavya stepped out of the café and paused for a moment. Through the glass, Aarush hadn’t moved, still seated, eyes calm and unreadable. She met his gaze briefly—just a nod, small but unmistakable—then turned and walked away.
She didn’t know why she nodded.
It wasn’t forgiveness.
Maybe it was recognition. That whatever they had been—co-founders, friends, believers—had once been real.
But the moment passed, and with it, the illusion of normalcy.
She clutched her bag tighter as she walked down the pavement, the weight of the coin oddly pronounced, as though gravity remembered it better than she did.
Her rideshare arrived. She slid into the back seat, gave the driver her address, and tried not to think about the object warming inside her purse.
The coin. Just a coin.
She should’ve thrown it in a drain.
Instead, she brought it home.
Inside her apartment, the lights felt too bright. She dimmed them and moved around like someone drifting out of a storm and into a fragile silence.
Kavya poured herself a glass of water, but barely drank. Her thoughts flickered like faulty neon.
She hadn’t felt this unsettled in years.
Not since Raghav.
She didn’t want to think about him. She hadn’t, in a long time. But memories had slippery rules, and the coin seemed to grease every door that should’ve stayed shut.
She dropped her purse by the door, but her hand lingered on the zipper longer than necessary.
Don’t look at it again, she told herself. Don’t.
She looked.
It gleamed like it had been waiting.
She picked it up, turned it over in her palm, then wrapped it in a tissue and placed it inside a drawer.
Out of sight.
Not out of mind.
The air in her apartment felt different—like a stillness that wasn’t restful, but watchful. She moved to the living room and lay down on the couch, head on the armrest.
Just an hour, she told herself. Just a quick nap. Reset the system. Shake off this mood.
She closed her eyes.
The silence folded around her like a damp sheet.
In her chest, the tension didn’t unravel—it knotted tighter.
And somewhere deep in her thoughts, like a shadow pulling away from the light, the old ringtone began to stir.

And somewhere deep in her thoughts, like a shadow pulling away from the light, the old ringtone began to stir.
It was distant at first. Four notes, sharp, tinny, unmistakable. Her breath caught. That sound didn’t belong in this apartment, in this version of her life. It belonged to another self — younger, quieter, more afraid.
She looked toward her nightstand, but her phone lay there silent, screen dark. Still, the ringing continued, now echoing from the walls, weaving through her mind like a snake through dry leaves. She blinked, and the light in the room flickered.
She wasn’t on the couch anymore.
Her feet touched the chill of tiled floor. The light overhead buzzed fluorescent and cold. She knew this place — a second-floor flat with peeling walls and borrowed furniture. Her college apartment.
Everything looked faded, as if memory itself had aged the air.
The ringtone grew louder. It echoed from somewhere within the flat. She moved toward the hallway, passing the mirror with the crack she remembered covering with a scarf. The crack was still there.
The walls felt narrower than they had back then. The space around her tightened, not in size but in weight. She reached the living room, and there it was — a phone glowing on the coffee table. Her old phone. The one she'd thrown out years ago.
Her name blinked in the reflection on the screen: Kavya, pick up.
But the number was wrong. Familiar. Burned into her memory like a scar.
Raghav.
The call ended as soon as she reached for it. Then a message appeared.
You possess something that doesn’t belong to you.
Her fingers went cold. She turned around — and the apartment was dark. Power gone. Only the screen glowed now, casting a sickly green light across the room.
And then she heard it. A knock. Just once. Sharp.
She spun around. The door stood wide open, and he was there.
Raghav.
He hadn’t aged, not really. But he looked… wrong. Like someone had taken his face and tried to recreate it from memory. The details weren’t quite right. The posture too stiff. The smile too wide.
He stepped into the apartment without asking. “You didn’t answer,” he said. His voice was calm. Too calm.
Kavya backed away. “This isn’t real.”
He moved closer. “Neither were your promises.”
His hand lifted, and his fingers were stained gold. It dripped down to the floor — molten, shimmering, spreading across the tiles like it had a life of its own.
She stumbled back into the hallway, heart thudding. The air thickened, turned humid, hard to breathe. “This is a dream,” she whispered to herself. “Wake up. Wake up.”
But the door behind him closed without a sound.
The apartment was sealed.
And Raghav’s eyes began to weep.
Molten gold streamed from his sockets, down his cheeks, into the corners of his mouth. He didn’t seem to feel it. Or maybe he did, and that was the point.
“You’re still carrying it,” he said. “You never gave it back.”
She reached for the walls, hoping to find a window, a crack, anything — but the wallpaper peeled into words: Give it back.
The gold on the floor surged toward her, climbing over her feet. It burned cold, not hot, like a warning written in frost.
He raised his voice, and now it wasn’t his voice anymore. It was layered — his, her father’s, professors’, friends’ — a chorus of all the men who’d ever demanded she be less, quieter, smaller.
“You carry what isn’t yours,” they said in unison.
She fell to her knees, eyes shut, trying to shut it out.
But the ringtone returned.
This time it came from inside her own chest.

The ringtone throbbed beneath her ribcage like a second heartbeat. Four mechanical notes vibrating through bone, echoing in her blood. She gripped her chest, gasping, trying to make it stop. But it wouldn’t.
Somewhere in the darkness of the hallway, Raghav was still watching. He didn’t move, didn’t blink. The gold streamed down his face, pooling beneath his feet, but he stood untouched — a statue carved in something molten and cruel.
“You remember it now,” he said. His voice wasn’t angry. It was worse than anger. It was patient.
Her breath came shallow. The hallway stretched, pulling away as if the architecture itself wanted her trapped. Doors vanished. Lights flickered and went out one by one.
And suddenly she was seventeen again.
Standing at a railway station at dusk, phone clutched in her hand. The same ringtone blaring through tinny speakers. She remembered the way her hands trembled. The boy behind her — Raghav, younger, pushier, louder — shouting into her ear even as she tried to walk away.
“You’re nothing without me,” he’d said then. “I made you.”
The dream warped. Now she was in a classroom — empty, windows covered. The whiteboard read Give it back. She blinked, and the desks melted into shadows. Her breath hitched as every chair filled with versions of Raghav. Each stared at her, eyes oozing gold.
“You made me leave,” they all said.
Kavya backed away. “No,” she whispered. “You didn’t leave. I ended it.”
But the classroom darkened, replaced by the inside of her old hostel room. Her reflection appeared in the mirror above the sink. Her face looked the same… except her eyes had turned golden.
She screamed.
But no sound came out. Just silence thick enough to choke on.
Her younger self stood behind her now, watching from the bunk bed. The girl’s wrists were bruised — memories from grabbing hands, forced apologies, nights she’d cried with the pillow over her face to muffle the sound.
“You let it happen,” the girl said. “And you buried me.”
“No,” Kavya breathed. “I tried to move on.”
“You lied.”
The room flooded with sound — voice messages Raghav had left, hours of them. Threats. Pleas. Begging. Accusations. All playing at once. The walls vibrated with it, and her ears bled golden fluid.
She dropped to her knees.
The coin clinked against the floor — it had appeared again, by her side.
A single voice spoke now. His voice.
“Give it back, Kavya. Or I won’t leave.”
She reached for the coin. Her hands burned.

She wanted to throw the coin away, but her fingers wouldn’t obey. They curled around it instead — not out of greed, but guilt. The guilt she thought she’d buried under degrees, promotions, and polished confidence.
The dream version of Raghav stood at the center of her childhood home now. He didn’t belong there, and that was the worst part. He was leaking into every corner of her identity, even the pieces she’d tried to protect.
"You never gave it back," he said again. The words were deeper now, like they were being spoken from inside her own skull.
Kavya backed against the wall, the paint flaking off into golden dust. The hallway began to shrink. Not metaphorically. Physically. The walls contracted like lungs exhaling for the last time.
She turned and ran.
Doorways appeared and vanished. Her feet slapped on linoleum, on carpet, on dirt — memories stitched together by panic. She was running through every version of her life she’d tried to escape, and in every mirror, her reflection looked a little more like him.
She burst into a bathroom — hers, familiar. Cold light buzzed overhead. She looked into the mirror, searching for herself.
But her reflection was smiling.
The coin glowed in the sink, and molten gold bled upward — against gravity — painting the corners of the mirror.
Behind her, Raghav whispered, “It never belonged to you.”
The lights went out.
Kavya screamed.
And then — silence.
Her eyes snapped open. She was drenched in sweat. Gasping. The couch beneath her was real. The air still, heavy. Distant traffic murmured through the window.
She didn’t move for a long time. Didn’t trust her body to respond. Her ears still rang with the phantom tone of her old ringtone. Her chest ached like something had been forcibly removed.

She lay there on the couch, blinking up at the cracked ceiling, every breath scraping her throat raw. The city sounds outside — distant horns, the low rumble of passing bikes — felt muffled, like they were coming through cotton.
She sat up slowly, the sweat cooling on her skin. Her shirt clung damply to her back. She ran a trembling hand through her hair, pushing it away from her face, and stared at the living room.
Everything looked normal. The couch, the glass coffee table, the stack of work folders she’d meant to tackle today — all of it sat there in calm, neutral light. But the silence felt wrong, heavy, as though the nightmare had leaked into this room and was still watching her from the corners.
She glanced at the nightstand. The drawer was closed now — though she couldn’t remember closing it. The thought made her stomach twist.
Her phone buzzed suddenly, jolting her. She almost dropped it. It was just a meeting reminder from the LoopTrust project manager. Her fingers shook as she dismissed the notification, feeling ridiculous at the tremor she couldn’t stop.
She stood, her knees unsteady, and stumbled into the bathroom. Cold water. That’s what she needed. Splash it on her face, remind herself that she was here, awake, not trapped in some golden-eyed nightmare.
The mirror fogged with steam from earlier, and for a split second she thought she saw movement behind her in the glass — a flicker of gold. She blinked hard, heart pounding, but there was nothing there.
She splashed her face again, breathing hard. Get it together, Kavya, she told herself. It was just a dream. But her mind replayed the way the phone had glowed, the way Raghav’s molten eyes had burned holes into her sanity.
She gripped the edges of the sink so hard her knuckles went white.
Just a dream, she repeated. But in the back of her skull, the old ringtone echoed like an unwelcome ghost.
She couldn’t stay here, alone with that silence. She needed noise, movement — work. Something real to anchor herself.
So she changed quickly, tugging on a clean blouse and pants, even though her body still felt wrung out. She didn’t look in the mirror again. She grabbed her laptop bag, shoved her phone inside, and left the apartment without glancing back.
Down on the street, the air felt stale and too bright. She checked her phone obsessively on the way to the office, half-expecting another phantom call. But there was nothing, just a handful of work notifications and an email from Rishi about the upcoming investor dinner.
Reading his name sent a small, sour spike through her gut. He had texted her earlier in the week, a friendly note about pushing through the final due diligence phase. “Big things coming,” he’d said. She’d ignored the note, too busy, too tired.
Now it felt hollow.
In the office elevator, she caught her reflection in the brushed metal doors — pale, eyes sunken, something thin and brittle in her posture. She squared her shoulders, forced her mouth into a thin line, and told herself to hold it together.
She spent the next few hours buried in reports and calls. She made mistakes she never made — misquoted numbers, got flustered on a vendor call, forgot key points during a team check-in.
Rishi messaged her during lunch: “You okay? You seem distracted.”
She almost threw her phone across the desk.
The rest of the day passed in a slow churn of tension and exhaustion. She heard phantom ringtones twice — once in the bathroom, once while standing by the printer — but every time she checked, no call had come in.
By late afternoon, her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. She shut her laptop, ignoring the concerned looks from the interns, and left the office.
Outside, the sky hung low and gray. A light drizzle began, clinging to her hair like cold fingers.

She flagged down a rideshare, sliding into the back seat, hugging her bag to her chest like it might keep her steady.
The driver muttered a polite greeting and started the car. She barely registered his voice, staring blankly out the window as the streets blurred past.
Traffic thickened near the main intersection, horns rising in frustrated chorus. The driver sighed and turned down a narrow side street, a detour away from the clogged avenue.
The buildings here leaned in close, damp concrete walls streaked by the drizzle. The car idled at a red light, and Kavya leaned back, eyes gritty with exhaustion.
That was when she saw it — the mirror hanging from the front windshield. A smudge shifted in its reflection. Her stomach dropped.
Raghav’s face stared back at her.
She blinked, once, twice, her breath caught in her throat. The driver was still talking softly into his Bluetooth, but every time she glanced at the mirror, the jawline, the curl of hair at the ear — they were wrong, familiar, his.
Sweat prickled along her spine. Her fingers clutched the edge of the seat so hard her knuckles went white.
The car started moving again, crawling through narrow lanes, but her heart pounded louder than the engine. She couldn’t look away from the mirror. Couldn’t stop seeing those eyes — eyes she’d once memorized, eyes she’d once feared.
The voice in the front seat said something — muffled, metallic — but all she heard was Raghav’s whisper in her ears: “You still have it. You shouldn’t.”
She swallowed hard, a bitter taste flooding her mouth. The rain on the windshield blurred the world outside. Her breath quickened, panic clamping her chest like a vise.
Suddenly the car stopped. The driver turned, looking normal, a mild frown on his lined face. “Ma’am, we’re here,” he said.
The words shattered the illusion. She blinked again — and the mirror was empty. Just her own pale, haggard reflection staring back.
“Thank you,” she choked out, fumbling for the door handle. She scrambled out of the car, barely waiting for the drizzle to hit her face before she was punching the elevator button, heart hammering.
She couldn’t breathe. The lobby felt airless. The elevator doors slid open, and she stepped inside, pressing the button to her floor so hard her thumb hurt.
As the doors closed, she leaned her forehead against the cool metal wall, eyes squeezed shut, the whisper still echoing in her skull.
You still have it. You shouldn’t.
The elevator doors slid shut behind her with a soft mechanical hum. Kavya punched her floor number and pressed her back to the wall, breath ragged. The walls of the lift were brushed metal, cool beneath her trembling hands. The soft ping of the passing floors ticked upward on the digital screen above the doors.
She forced herself to look up, needing something real to anchor her. But then her breath caught in her throat.
On the small red display, instead of the floor number, a call notification blinked: Incoming Call: Raghav.
Her pulse slammed against her ribs so hard she thought it might crack them open. Her eyes went wide, wider than they had ever gone, unblinking. The blood rushed in her ears like a rising tide.
No, she whispered. No, no, no.
The light overhead flickered once. Then went out.
She was plunged into pitch black, the soft hum of the elevator magnified by the silence. And then, from the tinny speaker above her head — the one that usually announced the floors — the ringtone began.
Four notes. Sharp. Metallic. And horribly familiar.
She pressed her palms to her ears, but the sound vibrated through her bones, clawing into her skull. Her heart raced so fast she felt faint, her legs buckling beneath her.
The darkness thickened, swallowed the small space whole.
She tried to scream but her throat was locked.
From the corner of the lift, she heard something shift. Wet, slow, dragging. She turned, hands shaking, eyes straining.
A shape emerged — not a person, not really. A hollow face, where the eye sockets oozed thick, molten gold that dripped to the elevator floor, hissing as it pooled.
“You shouldn’t have it,” the shape croaked. The voice was torn, hoarse, as though speaking through shattered glass.
She scrambled back, her spine hitting the wall, nails scraping against cold metal. Her breath came in ragged gasps. The smell of hot metal and burning flooded her nostrils.
The ringtone grew louder, impossibly loud, until it was all she could hear.
Raghav. Calling. Raghav. Calling.
Her vision blurred. The walls seemed to close in, squeezing the air out of the lift. The shape moved closer, its voice a rasping hiss.
“Give it back.”
Her scream tore free finally, raw and jagged, echoing off the metal.
Suddenly the lights snapped on.
The elevator chimed pleasantly.
The doors slid open.
Kavya tumbled out into the hallway, still screaming, her palms bleeding where her nails had dug into her skin. The corridor was empty, lit with warm yellow bulbs, normal.
But nothing felt normal anymore.
She lay there, gasping, the echo of the ringtone still shrieking in her skull long after the lift doors closed behind her.
Kavya stumbled into her apartment, slamming the door shut behind her like she could trap the nightmares outside. She dropped her bag on the floor and braced herself against the wall, her palms still stinging from where her nails had dug into them. Her body trembled, sweat cooling on her skin, leaving her cold and raw.
She moved numbly to the bathroom, splashed water on her face, gulped down the last of her anxiety medication — but her heart wouldn’t slow. Every creak in the pipes, every tick of the old ceiling fan overhead made her jump.
She rummaged in the kitchen drawer, hands shaking, until she found the blister pack of sleeping pills. She’d barely used them in months, but tonight, she needed oblivion. She swallowed two without water and staggered to the bedroom.
She lay down without changing her clothes, eyes wide in the dark, waiting for the medication to pull her under. The hum of the fan above blurred into white noise. Slowly, the room softened around the edges, the walls breathing in and out like some giant animal.
She was sinking.
And then the dream began.
She was back in the LoopTrust office, bright white walls and glass partitions glowing under fluorescent lights. But the place was empty — no chatter, no keyboard clatter, no Rishi’s easy laughter echoing from the break room.
She walked past her desk, and the screens flickered to life on their own. They displayed endless lines of code, all crawling with golden liquid that dripped off the screens and onto the floor. She turned, and the hallway stretched impossibly long, lined with framed photos of pitch meetings, investor dinners, the team celebrating funding rounds.
Every photo was wrong. Aarush’s face had been erased, smudged into blankness. But her own face remained — looking directly at her, mouth twisted in silent accusation.
“Why did you take it?” the photos whispered. Their mouths didn’t move, but the voices hissed through the corridor like wind through cracked windows.
“I didn’t take anything,” Kavya murmured. Her voice sounded small. Childish.
You took what wasn’t yours.
She backed away, but her heels sank into the floor, which had become a slick, golden mire. She tried to lift her feet but the gold climbed her ankles, burning cold and bright.
Ahead, she saw the conference room door crack open. A soft light spilled out. The old ringtone began again, echoing from inside.
She forced her legs to move, every step a scream of bone and muscle. She pushed the door open and froze.
Inside sat every investor she’d ever pitched to, lined up along the polished table. Their eyes glowed gold. Their mouths were locked in wide, bloody grins.
“You lied,” they said in unison.
“No,” she whispered, clutching her chest.
“You stole what you couldn’t carry,” they chorused.
She fell to her knees. The conference table melted, turning into a pool of molten gold that reflected her face — older, hollowed out, the skin on her cheeks thin as paper. Her reflection wept gold.
“You don’t belong here,” her reflection said. “You never did.”
“I built this,” Kavya whispered. Her hands scrabbled across the carpet, seeking anything solid. “I did. I—”
Give it back.
She screamed, but the gold flooded her mouth, choking her. The investors leaned in closer, their glowing eyes devouring her.
Then everything went dark.
She woke in her bed, the sheets tangled around her legs. Her throat was raw from screaming, though she didn’t remember making a sound.
Her phone lay on the pillow next to her, the screen cracked, though she didn’t remember dropping it.
She clutched it in both hands, rocking slightly, the horror still thick in her chest.
She opened a new message, thumb hovering over the screen. She typed without thinking, without breathing.
“I’m done. I don’t want any of this. I’m out. Take it all. Just leave me alone.”
She sent it to Aarush, the clock reading 12:07 AM.
Then she threw the phone across the room and curled into a ball, whispering into the dark that she never wanted to see the coin — or any of them — ever again.

Aarush lay on his bed in the small rented apartment, staring at the ceiling fan spinning in lazy, squeaking circles. The city beyond the cracked window buzzed with distant horns and the hum of neon. He hadn’t slept yet, his mind too sharp, every thought cutting clean lines through the dark.
His phone buzzed on the nightstand. He picked it up, thumb already unlocking the screen by habit. The message flashed up in the dim light, and he read it twice before the corners of his mouth shifted into something that might have been a smile — but not the gentle kind.
I’m done. I don’t want any of this. I’m out. Take it all. Just leave me alone.
Sent by Kavya, just past midnight.
He set the phone down on the bed, breathing slowly. A part of him — the part that once built pitch decks side by side with her in dingy hostel rooms, that stayed up late perfecting code and wireframes — felt something crack, clean and quiet, like the snap of a pencil in his fist.
He didn’t mourn it. He had done that already, back on the island. Now there was only the path ahead.
He picked the phone up again and opened a new message thread, this time addressed to Rishi. His fingers moved steadily, typing out each word with care. He didn’t pause, didn’t second guess. The tone of the message was precise — but what it said would remain hidden from the reader, tucked in the shadows for now.
He hit send and watched the screen flick back to his home page, unread notifications stacking beneath the timestamp.
Then he slipped his hand into his jacket pocket on the chair by the bed. His fingers closed around the coin, cool and heavy.
It was there. It was always there.
Aarush smiled — a slow, confident twist of his lips that held no softness at all. He slipped the phone onto the nightstand, the glow from the screen fading as it went dark.
He lay back, eyes closing, the hum of the city mixing with the soft clink of the coin as he turned it over once in his palm.
Tomorrow was coming. And this time, he would be ready.

[bookmark: _43y3bme4gzu2]Interlude - Day 6
[Private Chat Log | 3:30 AM]
The candle had burned down to a sputtering wick, casting weak, frantic shadows. Outside, the world was utterly still, caught in the deep, breathless quiet that comes just before dawn.
Megha: he broke them.
he actually did it. he took everything.
that's not justice, Aarav. that's annihilation.
Aarav: he didn't use a weapon. he used a mirror.
he just showed them who they really were, and they shattered.
Megha: but look at him. listen to yourself. he's become a monster. he's cold, calculating... he's exactly like them now.
Aarav: worse.
they did it for money and status.
he did it for the feeling.
Megha: so what now? it's over? he's won? he has the company, he has his revenge...
Aarav: you're forgetting the most important rule. the one from the very beginning.
Megha: ...that not everyone survives?
Aarav: no. the other one. the one about time.
Megha: ...
oh my god.
the 7 days.
Aarav: it's Day 6. the clock has been ticking this whole time.
Megha: so what happens on Day 7?
Aarav: the bill comes due.

[bookmark: _vh4iv7u5megh]Day Seven
[bookmark: _1ny8mp95wbje]Day 7

Part 1: The Final Gambit
The bar on the twenty-second floor was a temple of glass and quiet ambition. Rain lashed against the panoramic windows, drawing frantic, temporary lines on the glass that dissolved as quickly as they formed. It blurred the skyline into a watercolor of muted greys and distant neon. It was the kind of place where deals were made with polite smiles that never reached the eyes, a world away from the island’s raw, breathing silence.
Rishi was already there, nursing a single malt. He looked exactly as Aarush remembered, but more so: the watch was more expensive, the suit's tailoring sharper, the confidence hardened into a permanent, glossy sheen. He saw Aarush approaching and gave a slow, patronizing smile.
“Aarush. Heard you were back,” he said, gesturing to the chair opposite him. “The spiritual retreat work out for you? Find your center?”
Aarush sat, his hands resting perfectly still on the table in front of him. He didn’t return the smile. The man who had left the island was not the same one who had arrived. The grief had been burned away, leaving something colder and heavier in its place. “I found a new investment strategy,” he said, his voice even.
Rishi chuckled, swirling the amber liquid in his glass. “Oh yeah? Selling prayer beads on the beach? Look, if this is about your payout, my hands are tied. The board—”
“It’s not about that,” Aarush cut in, his calm silencing Rishi mid-sentence. He reached into his jacket pocket. “Kavya is out. She signed everything over to me this morning.”
The smugness on Rishi’s face flickered, replaced by a flash of genuine surprise. “What are you talking about? How could she be 'out'?”
“She needed to disconnect,” Aarush said, the words a perfect, cold echo of the retreat’s brochure. He placed a small, cloth-wrapped object on the polished table between them. “Which leaves you and me. The original partners.”
Rishi stared at the bundle, then back at Aarush, his eyes narrowing. “What is this?”
“A buy-in,” Aarush said. He slowly unwrapped the coin. It seemed to absorb the bar’s dim, artificial light, gleaming with a deep, ancient warmth that felt out of place against the chrome and leather. “I met some people on the island. Old money. The kind that doesn’t operate on pitch decks. They have their own way of vetting partners.”
Rishi leaned forward, his cynicism piqued by a flicker of greed. "What kind of money are we talking about? Who are these people?"
"The kind that doesn't need to be on Forbes to own half the city," Aarush replied, his voice flat.
He pushed the coin gently across the table. “They call it a founder’s token. It’s a sign of commitment. You hold it, you’re in. You don’t, you’re out. Simple as that.”
Rishi looked from the coin to Aarush’s unnervingly steady gaze. He saw no anger. No desperation. It was that which unsettled him the most. “You’re kidding me, right? What is this, some kind of cult?”
“It’s a circle for people who know how to close,” Aarush said, the word landing with surgical precision. “Not dreamers. Not advisors. Closers. I told them about you. I told them you were the one who always understood that.”
The bait was perfect. Rishi’s ego, stroked and challenged in the same breath, took over. He picked up the coin. It was heavier than it looked, and an odd, living warmth seeped into his palm, as if he were holding a captured bird. For a split second, he felt a faint thrum against his skin—a vibration so low it was more a feeling than a sound. He saw the unfamiliar, shifting symbol etched on its surface. It was bizarre, primitive. But the story Aarush had woven around it—of exclusivity, of a new, higher tier of success—was intoxicating.
To refuse would be to admit he wasn’t in that league.
“So I just… hold onto this?” Rishi asked, a smirk returning to his face as he tried to reclaim control.
“That’s all it takes,” Aarush confirmed.
Rishi scoffed, a short, sharp sound of disbelief giving way to ambition. He slipped the coin into the pocket of his tailored blazer. “Alright, Aarush. I’ll play your weird little game. You’ve got my attention.” He stood up, straightening his suit. “Send me the details. I’ve got a board meeting to get to.”
He walked away without looking back.
Aarush remained seated, watching his reflection in the rain-streaked window. He felt nothing. Not triumph. Not satisfaction. Just the quiet, clean sound of a cage door being latched.
The trap was set.

[bookmark: _lvdy3y9oa3sh]Waking Torment
The coin was a pleasant weight in Rishi’s pocket, a warm, dense secret against his thigh. Throughout his board meeting, he found himself unconsciously touching it through the fine wool of his blazer. He felt charged, electric, as if he’d been plugged into some hidden source of power. Aarush’s bizarre, desperate proposal had been the appetizer; the real meal was the upcoming quarterly review, and he was ready to feast. This was his arena, a world of hard numbers and decisive action, and he was its master.
He strode into the main conference room, the glass walls overlooking a city still damp and gleaming from the morning rain. His team was already assembled, a collection of sharp minds and ambitious faces, all turned toward him with a familiar mixture of respect and mild fear. He thrived on that mixture. He was at the absolute top of his game, and they all knew it.
The first crack was almost imperceptible, a hairline fracture in the polished surface of his reality. While the lead analyst, a bright young man named Sameer, was speaking with practiced confidence, Rishi glanced at the Q3 growth projections on the massive screen. For a split second, the crisp, black numbers—+18.7% YoY—dissolved, the pixels seeming to melt and reform into a different set of digits, hazy and blood-red: 24.08.2008. A sudden, inexplicable chill swept through the climate-controlled room, raising the hairs on his arms. The date of the fall, a voice in his head whispered. Why am I thinking of that now?
He blinked hard. The numbers snapped back into place, sharp and reassuring. Just tired, he thought, rubbing his eyes with the heel of his hand. He’d been working late, pushing the team, pushing himself. It was the cost of success.
Then Sameer turned to him for approval, his expression eager. “Sir, if you look at the user acquisition cost, the trend is extremely positive…”
As Sameer spoke, his face seemed to thin, the skin pulling tight over his cheekbones as if by some invisible, malevolent force. His eyes, for just a moment, lost their youthful deference and burned with a cold, familiar fury that Rishi hadn't seen in over a decade. It was Anil’s fury. Rishi felt a jolt, a phantom memory so sharp it was like a physical blow. He looked away, down at the polished mahogany of the table, his heart suddenly hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird.
“Continue,” Rishi managed, his voice a little too sharp, the single word cutting through the room’s quiet hum.
The presentation moved to the investor relations slide. The face of their lead venture capitalist from Singapore appeared on the screen via video link, smiling his usual placid, billion-dollar smile. But as the man began to speak about market confidence, Rishi saw it again. The eyes. They flickered, the pupils contracting into pinpricks as the irises glowed with a sickly, molten gold.
At the same time, a sound no one else could hear began to echo in the sterile, soundproofed room. A faint, rhythmic scrape, like something sharp being dragged across concrete.
Tap… drag…
The main projection screen switched to show the company’s stock performance—a clean, upward-trending line of confident blue. But Rishi saw it warp, the line shivering before it cracked and splintered, reforming into the jagged, ugly, unmistakable shape of a shattered bone.
Tap… drag… tap… drag…
The sound was louder now, a dry, grating noise that scraped at the inside of his skull, each scrape perfectly synchronized with the throbbing in his temples. Sameer was still talking, but his voice was a distant, meaningless buzz. All Rishi could see were the golden eyes burning from the screen, and all he could hear was the relentless, torturous sound of something broken being dragged ever closer.
“Stop looking at me,” he whispered, his knuckles white as he gripped the edge of the polished table, the wood cool and solid beneath his trembling fingers.
The investor on the screen continued to smile, his voice a smooth, placid drone. The golden eyes seemed to burn through the screen, through the air, directly into him.
“STOP IT!” Rishi roared, shoving himself to his feet so violently his chair screeched backward. He snatched the heavy glass water carafe from the table, the condensation cold against his hot skin, and hurled it with all his strength at the screen.
The explosion of shattering glass and spraying water was deafening. The screen went black with a final, electronic hiss. The room fell into a shocked, absolute silence, broken only by the soft, rhythmic drip of water onto the expensive carpet.
Everyone was staring at him. Sameer’s face was pale with terror, his mouth slightly agape. To see Rishi Menon—a man who moved through life with the precision of a surgeon—so completely unhinged was like watching a skyscraper crumble.
Rishi stood panting, his chest heaving, the ghost sound of dragging finally, blessedly gone. The silence that replaced it was infinitely worse. It was the silence of judgment.
“I… I’m not well,” he stammered, backing away from the table as if it were contaminated. He didn’t wait for a response, couldn't bear to see their fear curdle into pity. He turned and fled the room, the weight in his pocket no longer feeling like a promise, but a brand burning through the fabric, searing his skin.
[bookmark: _p6179aj58cis]Dreaming Torment
He locked the door to his apartment, the deadbolt sliding home with a sound like a prison gate. He leaned against it, heart hammering, trying to breathe. The apartment, usually a testament to his success with its minimalist art and clean lines, felt like a cage. He tore the blazer off, the coin falling from the pocket and clattering onto the marble floor. It spun, a flash of gold in the afternoon light, before settling.
He left it there.
He stumbled to his bedroom, desperate for an escape, for silence. He swallowed two sleeping pills without water, the chalky taste coating his tongue, and collapsed onto the bed. Oblivion was a mercy he prayed for.
It was not granted.
The dream began in light. He was a teenager again, standing in the living room of his childhood home, but it was a version scrubbed clean of its poverty. The walls were a warm, sunny yellow, and his parents stood before him, their faces beaming with a pride he had only ever imagined.
“We always knew you were the one, Rishi,” his mother said, her eyes shining. “The one with the drive. The one who knew how to succeed.”
His father held up a crisp, white envelope—his acceptance letter to the prestigious engineering college. But as Rishi reached for it, the ink on the page began to bleed, the formal black script turning a dark, rusty red. His mother’s shining eyes began to change, the pupils shrinking as a familiar, sickly gold flooded her irises.
A sound started in the next room.
Tap… drag…
The door creaked open. His younger brother, Anil, stood in the doorway. He was gaunt, his skin unnaturally pale, but it was his leg that made Rishi’s breath catch. It was twisted at a sickening angle, encased not in a plaster cast, but in jagged, broken shards of gold that scraped against the floorboards. His eyes, hollowed out and ancient, burned with a furious, molten light. In his hands, he held a sheaf of ink-stained papers.
“You live a life that doesn’’t belong to you,” Anil’s voice hissed, layered with the whispers of disappointed teachers and the cold pronouncements of the college board. “You possess a future you stole.”
The dream shattered, the idealized living room dissolving into a rapid-fire sequence of his crime, each memory sharp as a shard of glass. He felt the cool night air as he slipped into the professor’s empty office. He felt the crisp, illicit weight of the stolen exam papers in his hands. He saw his own reflection, a shadowy figure in the glass, as he carefully planted the papers at the bottom of Anil’s school bag. He felt the sticky keys of the keyboard at the internet cafe, the air thick with the smell of stale coffee, as he typed the anonymous tip, his heart pounding with a terrible, thrilling fear. He saw his parents’ faces, their pride in Anil curdling into confusion, then a quiet, corrosive shame they never spoke of again. The final memory was the shrill ring of the telephone, and his mother’s choked sob as she heard the news of Anil’s suicide attempt, of the fall that didn’t kill him but broke him forever.
The memories receded, and he was back in the golden, nightmarish living room. Anil had not moved. He was closer now.
Rishi tried to run, but the house turned on him. Doors slammed shut, hallways stretched into impossible lengths. He was trapped. He finally threw open a door that led outside, desperate for escape, but he didn't find the street.
He found himself in a small, dark apartment, the air thick with the smell of antiseptic and despair. He looked down and saw his own hands, but they were thinner, the knuckles scarred. A grinding, chronic pain shot up from his leg. His leg. He was inside his brother’s body.
The coin forced him to live it. The struggle to walk across the room, each step a negotiation with pain. The humiliation of a missed job interview because he couldn’t stand for long. The sight of his own graduation photo on his parents’ mantelpiece, while his own life was a collection of rejection letters and medical bills. He felt the years of bitterness, of shame, of a stolen future, all compressed into a single, suffocating moment.
Just as the agony became unbearable, a single door appeared in the bleak apartment. He threw it open, praying for release.
He was standing on the rooftop of the LoopTrust HQ. The city lights glittered below, cold and distant. He looked at his reflection in the glass door and saw not his brother, but Aarush. He felt Aarush’s shock, his heartbreak. Across from him stood two figures: a confident, smiling version of himself, and Kavya. He heard his own voice, dripping with casual cruelty, echo in the cold night air.
“It’s not personal, man. It’s just business.”
The two betrayals—brother and partner—slammed together. It wasn’t two crimes. It was one. A single, repeating pattern of survival at any cost.
The golden-eyed specter of Anil appeared on his left. A silent, betrayed specter of Aarush appeared on his right. They stared at him, their combined judgment a physical weight. They spoke in unison, their voices the sound of cracking foundations.
“You don’t just steal futures. You fracture them.”
Rishi screamed. He fell to his knees on the rooftop, clutching his own leg as a searing, phantom pain shot through it, the sound of a bone snapping echoing in his soul.
He woke up tangled in his sheets, the scream still tearing from his throat, the pain in his leg so real he couldn’t breathe. The coin sat on the floor by his bed, gleaming in the moonlight, as if it had been watching him all along.

Part 3: The Pyrrhic Victory

Rishi’s frantic scrabbling woke him before the sun. The dream was gone, but the terror remained, a thick, oily residue coating his thoughts. He found the coin on the floor, its golden surface gleaming innocently in the grey pre-dawn light. With a sob of revulsion, he snatched it up, ran to the bathroom, and flushed it down the toilet. He watched the water swirl and vanish, his breath catching in his chest until the bowl was still. For a moment, he felt a sliver of relief.
He stumbled back into the bedroom and collapsed onto the bed. When he opened his eyes again, it was there. Sitting on his pillow, less than an inch from his face, impossibly dry.
He screamed, a raw, ragged sound. He threw it across the room, where it hit the wall with a dull thud and disappeared. He ransacked his apartment, pulling out drawers, overturning furniture, desperate to find it and destroy it. He found nothing. Exhausted, he finally sank to the floor in his ruined living room. He reached into his pocket for his phone, and his fingers brushed against the familiar, warm metal. It was back. Rishi didn't scream this time. He just wept, broken. His fingers, trembling, typed out a message to the one person he knew was responsible. It's yours. All of it. Just make it stop.
Miles away, in a sterile hotel room, Aarush was meditating. He wasn’t seeking peace. He was listening, waiting. His phone chimed softly, a single, crisp notification. He didn't need to read it. He felt it before he saw it—a subtle shift in the air, a quiet hum that resonated in his bones. He opened his eyes.
The coin sat on the nightstand beside him. It hadn't been there a second ago.
Aarush picked it up. It felt different now, heavier, humming with a sated, malevolent energy. He felt no joy, no elation. Just a cold, profound sense of completion. He had won. He had taken everything from them, not by force, but by showing them the truth of what they had taken from him. It was a perfect, symmetrical victory.
His phone buzzed on the nightstand, pulling him from his thoughts. It was a news alert notification. He swiped it open without thinking.
BREAKING: Enforcement Directorate Raids LoopTrust HQ; Founder Rishi Mehra Under Investigation for Money Laundering.
Aarush’s blood went cold. He read the first few lines of the article, his mind struggling to keep pace. Federal agents had sealed the office. The investigation centered on a series of illegal international wire transfers made through a network of shell corporations in Mauritius. The transfers corresponded exactly with the timeframe of the Pinnacle Capital investment—the very deal that had pushed him out. Rishi, in his desperation to close the deal and secure his future, had taken a fatal shortcut.
For a moment, the world tilted. This was a catastrophe, a fire that would burn everything to the ground. The company, his algorithm, his name—all of it would be consumed by the scandal.
But then he looked at the coin in his hand.
The fear vanished, replaced by a surge of exhilarating, absolute power. This wasn't a problem. This was just another system to be broken, another set of players to be moved. The coin had dismantled Kavya and Rishi with nothing but whispers and shadows. What was a federal investigation in comparison? He could get to the officers, the witnesses, the politicians. He could make them see things. Make them forget.
Aarush stood up and walked to the window, looking out over the waking city. The sixth day was dawning. The special cosmic alignment that had opened the door for the coin was nearing its end. But Aarush didn't think about that. He didn't think about limits or consequences.
He only felt the weight of the coin in his hand and the intoxicating belief that he had become untouchable.

Part 4: The Alignment's End

The seventh day arrived not with a storm, but with an unnerving stillness. Aarush spent the day in his hotel room, a general preparing for his final, decisive battle. His laptop was open, displaying a web of connections: the lead investigator’s career history, the political affiliations of the finance minister, the personal debts of a key witness. To the old Aarush, this would have been an insurmountable wall of power. To the new Aarush, it was merely a system of levers and switches waiting for the right pressure.
He felt the coin in his pocket, its warmth a constant, reassuring presence. He had already begun to map out his plan. A gentle nudge here—a vivid, career-ending nightmare for the investigator. A subtle push there—a sudden, inexplicable wave of guilt for a key witness, compelling a retraction. He would not be a sledgehammer. He would be a whisper in the code, a ghost in the machine. He was no longer a victim of the system; he was its architect.
As evening approached, the sky outside the window deepened to a bruised purple. The city’s lights began to glitter, oblivious. It was at that moment, as the last sliver of the sun vanished below the horizon, that the cosmic alignment that had begun seven days ago finally came to its end.
The coin in his pocket suddenly blazed with heat, so intense it felt like a live coal against his skin. Aarush cried out, snatching it from his pocket. It lay in his palm, no longer warm, but glowing with a fierce, internal blue light. The air in the room grew thick, the sounds of the city outside fading into a distant hum.
Then the world dissolved.
He was no longer in his hotel room. He was standing on the black sand shore of the island, the salty air cool on his face. Above him, the sky was dominated by the impossible sight of the total solar eclipse, a black hole crowned with fire. Before him, shimmering over the dark, placid water, was the portal. It was vast, a swirling vortex of brilliant blue energy that pulsed in time with a heartbeat he could feel in his own chest. It was a gateway, a wound in the fabric of reality, and it was beautiful and terrifying.
He was not alone. To his sides, he could see other figures, their forms indistinct and made of shadow—Kavya, curled in on herself; Rishi, standing rigidly; the bartender, the fisherman, and others he didn’t recognize. They were all silent witnesses, their faces turned toward the impossible spectacle.
Aarush felt the raw, cosmic power radiating from the gateway, a power that made his own ambitions feel like a child’s tantrum. This was the source. This was what he had been borrowing from.
Then, as he watched, the portal began to waver. The edges of the blue vortex flickered, the light within it seeming to thin and stretch. It began to shrink, folding in on itself not with a bang, but with a profound, cosmic sigh. The brilliant blue contracted into a single, blinding point of light.
And then it was gone.
The visionary eclipse passed. The sun’s light returned to the island in his mind, washing the scene in the ordinary gold of a setting sun before the entire image dissolved.
Aarush was back in his hotel room, on his feet, gasping for breath. The blue glow was gone. He looked down at his open palm.
The coin was gone. In its place was a small pile of fine, grey dust. As he stared, a draft from the room’s air conditioner stirred the dust, and it trickled through his fingers, catching the light for a moment before vanishing into the carpet.
He was empty-handed.
The silence in the room was absolute. The warmth that had been a constant presence in his bones for days was gone, leaving behind a deep, internal chill. The feeling of being an architect, a god in the machine, had evaporated, replaced by the hollow, sickening dread of a man who had just woken from a beautiful dream to find himself falling. His grand plans, the web of connections on his laptop, were now just useless data. He was no longer a whisper in the code; he was just a man in a room, utterly and completely powerless.
His phone buzzed on the table. He looked at the screen. It was his lawyer.
The system was no longer a set of levers for him to pull. It was a wall, and it was closing in. He had won. He had his revenge. And now, on the seventh day, he was left with nothing but the consequences.
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The candle had long since extinguished itself, leaving the room in near-total darkness. Outside, the first, faintest hint of grey had begun to soften the edges of the night sky. The rain was gone. The world was holding its breath, waiting for a dawn that felt a long way off.
Megha: ...wow.
just... wow.
so that's it? he's left with nothing?
Aarav: he was left with exactly what he started with.
a company in ruins and a future he has to build from scratch.
Megha: no, it's worse than that. before, he was a victim. he had a right to be angry. now... now he's the one who pulled the trigger. he's responsible. he became a monster to fight monsters, and he's the only one left in the rubble.
that's so... tragic.
Aarav: that's the nature of the coin. it gives you what you want, but it takes what you are.
it fed on his want for revenge. it used him to break Kavya and Rishi, to feed on their fear and guilt. and once its meal was finished, it was done with him.
the consequences were never its concern.
Megha: so it wasn't a gift. it was a trap for everyone.
Aarav: it was a mirror.
and in the end, Aarush had to look at his own reflection, too.
[A long pause hangs in the chat. The sound of a bird, tentative and early, chirps once outside.]
Megha: that island... Veylathinnam...
that eclipse... did it just offer up the one coin? or were there others? other gifts?
Aarav: the veil was thin for seven days. the spirits were listening.
Aarush wasn't the only one on the ferry that day feeling something strong.
Megha: so there are more stories.
Aarav: there's one about a young woman, crippled by grief after losing her mother. she just wanted to hear her voice one more time.
Megha: did she get her wish?
Aarav: she found something. washed up on the shore. an old, dusty transistor radio from the 1960s. the kind with a big, circular dial.
it didn't pick up any stations.
but it could mimic the voice of anyone the owner wished to hear. living or dead.
Megha: ...oh no.
Aarav: The Radio of Echoes.
what would you do if you could hear the voice of someone you'd lost?
if you could ask them anything?
and what would you do when you started to suspect that the voice answering wasn't theirs at all?
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