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    Prologue: Kendra Sena Parishad

    
    
  
  The gavel struck marble like a gunshot.

The sound cracked across the council chamber — a cavernous hall of polished black stone, the walls lined with holo-portraits of every Senapati who had ever commanded Manavata's forces. Three hundred and twelve faces. Three hundred and twelve commanders who had guided humanity through the Yuddh Kreeda since the Game began, their eyes rendered in light that followed you as you moved, their expressions ranging from the stoic to the haunted, the triumphant to the broken. The portraits were not decorative. They were a warning: this is what command costs.

"The current session of the Kendra Sena Parishad is called to order," the Pradhan said. Her name was Senapati Divya Rathore, and her voice had the particular authority of a woman who had been giving orders for so long that the distinction between request and command had been erased from her vocabulary. She was sixty-three. She had been in the Game for — by the best calculations anyone could make, given that memories reset at twenty-one — somewhere between four hundred and six hundred years. Her face showed none of it. The Game preserved the body at whatever age you'd entered, and Divya Rathore had entered young and hard and had remained both.

The twelve other council members turned toward her. They sat on a raised dais at the head of the chamber — a semicircle of chairs carved from the same black marble as the walls, each one fitted with neural interfaces that connected the occupant to the Game's real-time data streams. At any given moment, a council member could access troop deployments across a thousand worlds, resource allocations across ten thousand colonies, and the vital statistics of every player in Manavata's forces. The information was overwhelming. Most council members had learned to filter it. Some had learned to weaponise it.

"We hear you, Pradhan. You don't need to crack the marble every time," said Senapati Vikram Malhotra from the far end of the table. He was the oldest member in apparent age — the Game had caught him at fifty-five, grey-haired, heavy-jowled, the body of a man who had stopped caring about physical fitness several centuries ago and had invested instead in political fitness, which required different muscles. His chair groaned beneath him. The neural interface behind his ear glowed a steady amber.

"What is on the agenda?" asked the youngest face at the table — Senapati Lakshmi Nair, who had been appointed to the council only three cycles ago and still had the particular brightness of a person who believed the system could be improved from within.

"Troubling incursions in the Chakra sector," said Senapati Kavita Deshmukh, halfway down the table. Her interface flickered as she pulled data. "Reports indicate the Gulmarg have been sighted. Three scouting parties. Coordinated. They may be positioning for a push on the outer colonies."

"Alarmist drivel," Malhotra said. The jowls trembled with conviction. "Manavata is stronger than ever. Our forces outnumber the Gulmarg three to one in the Chakra sector alone. If the colonies cannot defend themselves with the garrisons they have, why should we waste additional troops?"

The gavel cracked again — three sharp raps, the Pradhan's particular signal for silence, I am speaking now.

"None of that will be discussed today," Rathore said. The holo-portraits' eyes seemed to sharpen. "We are here to discuss the posting of our most troublesome new recruit."

"Kartik Agni," Malhotra growled. The name came out of his mouth the way a dog expelled something it had found distasteful — with force and an expression of offended dignity.

"Why is he troublesome?" Lakshmi asked. "Shouldn't we be celebrating his accomplishments? He achieved a secondary class in record time — Dal Nayak, Squad Leader — and his primary class, Veer-Prashikshak, is unique. No one in the Game's history has received it. The potential —"

"The potential," barked Senapati Raghav Saxena, three seats down, "is precisely the problem. He is unpredictable. He makes requests for assignments as though he has a right to choose. He killed another human recruit during the qualifying trials instead of sacrificing an alien conscript, and somehow the public sees this as noble. The narrative is out of our control."

"After we asked him to submit assignment preferences," said a quiet voice — Senapati Meera Iyer, who spoke rarely but whose words, when they came, carried the weight of a person who had been paying attention while everyone else was performing.

"He'll get ideas," Kavita added. "Think he's above the chain of command."

"The problem," Rathore said, and the chamber went still, "is that the Emperor does not know what to expect from Agni and his new class. The Emperor plans. We execute. And we cannot execute a plan that accounts for an unknown variable. That is the only problem, and that is the end of that discussion."

The holo-portraits watched. Three hundred and twelve pairs of luminous eyes, observing the council that controlled the fate of billions.

"Word of his achievements has already spread throughout Manavata," Rathore continued. "That limits our options. We cannot demote him — the public would riot. We cannot promote him — that would accelerate the very unpredictability we seek to contain. We cannot eliminate him — three full lives, a Ring of Boosting, and enough public support to make any 'accident' transparently political."

"Then what?" Malhotra demanded. The chair groaned. The amber glow of his interface pulsed.

"We post him somewhere that will contain him without appearing to punish him. Somewhere remote. Underresourced. Strategically insignificant. A posting that looks like an assignment but functions as a cage."

"Cherai," Meera said softly.

The name settled over the council like a lid settling over a pot. Cherai. The moon colony that everyone in Manavata's military hierarchy had agreed, through the silent consensus of bureaucratic neglect, to forget. A tiny outpost on a tiny moon orbiting an unremarkable gas giant in the Chakra sector's least contested region. Garrison: twelve soldiers, most of them disciplinary transfers. Resources: whatever Central Command deigned to allocate, which was almost nothing. Strategic value: zero. Entertainment value: zero. Career advancement potential: less than zero.

"Cherai," Rathore confirmed. "He'll have a squad, a colony to manage, and enough problems to keep him busy for years. The locals are a mix of Dweepvasi aliens and human settlers — barely enough population to justify the garrison. The infrastructure is crumbling. The jungle is hostile. And the nearest resupply point is three standard jumps away."

"He'll die there," Lakshmi said. Her voice was carefully neutral, but her eyes were not.

"He has three lives," Malhotra said. "He can afford to lose one or two."

"He won't die," Rathore said. "He'll be contained. Occupied. Too busy putting out fires to start any of his own. And if he somehow manages to improve things — well, we'll have a functioning colony in the Chakra sector, which is more than we have now."

"And if he does more than improve things?" Meera asked. "If he turns a forgotten moon into something that matters?"

Rathore looked at her. The Pradhan's eyes — dark, sharp, the eyes of a woman who had been making these calculations for centuries — assessed the question with the same efficiency that her neural interface assessed troop deployments.

"Then we'll deal with that when it happens," she said. "For now: Cherai. The order goes out today. Agni ships out tomorrow."

The gavel struck once more. Final. The marble absorbed the sound the way it absorbed everything — the voices, the ambitions, the small and large cruelties of a bureaucracy that had been managing a war for so long it had forgotten the difference between strategy and spite.

The holo-portraits watched. Three hundred and twelve commanders. Three hundred and twelve warnings.

And on a transport ship three sectors away, a young man named Kartik Agni — Level 1, three lives, a Ring of Boosting, and a stubborn refusal to accept that the system's limits were his own — slept in a bunk that smelled of recycled air and engine grease, dreaming of nothing, not yet knowing that tomorrow would bring a posting that was designed to break him and would, instead, make him into something that the Kendra Sena Parishad had not anticipated and could not control.


  
    Chapter 1: Cherai

    
    
  
  The transport ship smelled like someone had boiled old socks in engine coolant and then used the resulting broth to mop the floors.

I'd been in worse — Basic Training's barracks had a particular aroma that combined forty unwashed recruits, recycled air, and the desperation of people who hadn't figured out the Game's hygiene mechanics yet — but the transport's smell had the added quality of hopelessness. The kind of smell that said: the place you're going is not worth the fuel it takes to get there, and the ship taking you there knows it.

"Lieutenant Agni," the pilot's voice crackled over the intercom, "we're on final approach to Cherai Colony. ETA fifteen minutes. You might want to look out the starboard viewport."

I unstrapped from the bunk — my ribs aching where the harness had dug in during the third hyperspace jump, my mouth tasting of the metallic tang that FTL travel always left on the tongue — and crossed to the viewport.

Cherai.

The moon was — I searched for the right word — small. I'd seen moons before; the Game's universe was full of them. But Cherai looked like a moon that had been designed by someone who was running out of budget. Grey-brown surface. Sparse vegetation visible as green smudges near the equator. One visible body of water — a lake, maybe, or a large pond, its surface catching the light of the gas giant that Cherai orbited. The gas giant itself was impressive — bands of orange and cream swirling across a surface larger than a thousand Earths — but Cherai, nestled in its shadow, looked like something the gas giant had forgotten to clean up.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" said Ira from behind me. Her voice was dry. Ira's voice was always dry — the particular dryness of a woman who had decided, early in her time in the Game, that sincerity was a vulnerability and sarcasm was a shield, and had committed to the shield so thoroughly that even her genuine emotions came out wrapped in irony.

"Paradise," I said.

She stood beside me. Ira Kapoor — my girlfriend, my first real connection in the Game, a Reconnaissance specialist with reflexes that made her the fastest draw in our squad and a mind that made her the fastest thinker. She was small — five-two, dark-skinned, her black hair cropped close to her skull in the practical cut of a soldier who didn't have time for aesthetics but had somehow made the lack of aesthetics into an aesthetic. Her eyes were the colour of strong chai — warm brown with an intensity that the warmth couldn't entirely mask.

"At least there's gravity," she said. "I was worried they'd send us somewhere with point-three-G. My hair does terrible things in low gravity."

"You don't have enough hair for it to do anything."

"Exactly. And yet it would find a way."

The transport shuddered — atmospheric entry, the hull groaning as it fought Cherai's thin air. Through the viewport, the moon's surface resolved: jungle. Dense, dark jungle, the canopy a solid mass of green that covered everything except a single clearing near the equator where a cluster of structures sat like a handful of dice thrown onto a green table. That was the colony. Our new home.

"All personnel, strap in for landing," the pilot said.

The landing was rough — the transport hit the pad with a jolt that rattled my teeth and sent a shockwave through the hull that I felt in my kidneys. The engines whined down. The air recyclers switched from ship-air to local-air, and the smell changed: engine coolant replaced by something vegetal, humid, the thick green scent of jungle mixed with — I inhaled — something mineral. Metallic. The moon's particular chemistry leaking through the colony's environmental seals.

The ramp dropped. Light flooded in — not the clean white of a space station but the diffuse amber of a sun filtered through atmosphere and cloud cover. I picked up my pack, checked my Starter Rifle (still the same one from Basic — I hadn't earned anything better yet), and walked down the ramp into Cherai.

The landing pad was cracked. Not damaged — neglected. The kind of cracks that formed when maintenance schedules were ignored for years. Weeds had pushed through the gaps — alien weeds, thick-stemmed, with leaves that were more blue than green and a faint bioluminescence that pulsed in the ambient light like a slow heartbeat. The pad was ringed with landing lights, but half of them were dark. The ones that still worked flickered with the arrhythmic desperation of equipment running on borrowed time.

Beyond the pad: the colony. It was — I counted — twelve structures. Twelve. For a colony that the Kendra Sena's records listed as a "strategic outpost with full defensive capabilities." The structures were a mix of prefabricated military modules and locally built wooden buildings, and the ratio told a story: the prefab modules (three of them, standard-issue grey, designed to be temporary) were the original installation, and the wooden buildings (nine of them, rough-hewn from local timber, ranging from decent to barely standing) were what happened when a colony was told to survive without support.

A man was waiting at the base of the ramp. He was — I assessed quickly, the way Basic Training had taught me to assess everything — drunk. Not falling-down drunk. Functioning drunk. The kind of drunk that a person settled into when sobriety became too expensive a habit to maintain. He wore an administrator's uniform that had once been crisp and was now merely present, the fabric carrying the particular rumpled dignity of clothing that had been slept in repeatedly.

"Administrator Bhrigu?" I asked.

"Lieutenant Agni?" he replied. His eyes — watery, blue-grey, the colour of the transport ship's recycled air — moved from me to Ira to the ramp behind us, where the rest of my squad was descending: Hemant, solid and serious; Kunwar, lean and watchful; Sanjana, carrying her medkit like a shield; Malhar, already scanning the perimeter.

"Welcome to Cherai," Bhrigu said. The words came out with the practiced enthusiasm of a tour guide who had stopped believing in the tour. "I trust your journey was comfortable."

"The ship smelled like boiled socks," I said.

"Ah. Yes. The Cherai Express, we call it. The smell is a feature, not a bug — it prepares you for the colony's own particular bouquet." He gestured vaguely at the jungle. "Shall I show you around? The tour takes about four minutes. There's not much to see."

He wasn't wrong. The tour took three minutes and forty seconds — I timed it, because the Game tracked everything and because the alternative was screaming. The colony consisted of:

One administration building (Bhrigu's domain, also the communications centre, also the only structure with reliable climate control, also visibly the only building Bhrigu cared about maintaining).

One barracks (my squad's new home — a wooden structure that looked like it had been built by someone who had seen a building once and was working from memory).

One mess hall (attached to the barracks, equipped with a food synthesiser that Bhrigu assured me "usually works").

One defensive wall (surrounding the human sector of the colony — a wall of local stone and prefab panels, twelve feet high, with gaps where panels had been removed for other uses and not replaced).

Three guard towers (two functional, one collapsed).

One medical facility (a prefab module, locked, "because we don't have a dedicated medic — well, we do now, I suppose," Bhrigu said, glancing at Sanjana).

One trading post (Prithvi's domain, which I'd learn about later).

And, beyond the wall, the Dweepvasi quarter — the alien settlement where Manavata's allied species lived in structures that looked like they'd been grown rather than built, organic curves of hardened resin that gleamed in the amber light.

I looked at Bhrigu. "Where are the defenses?"

"You're looking at them." He waved at the wall. The incomplete, gap-toothed, twelve-foot wall.

"That's not a defense. That's a suggestion."

"It has been sufficient," Bhrigu said, "because nothing has attacked us in the four years I've been here. Cherai is — how shall I put this — not worth attacking."

"The Gulmarg have been sighted in the Chakra sector."

Bhrigu's expression shifted. The functioning-drunk mask cracked for a moment, and beneath it I saw something else: fear. Genuine, unmediated fear — the fear of a man who had chosen this posting because it was safe and was now being told that safety was a thing of the past.

"Well," he said, recovering, "I suppose that's why they sent you."

I looked at the colony. The cracked landing pad. The gap-toothed wall. The collapsed guard tower. The jungle pressing in on all sides — dark, dense, full of things that the Game classified as "hostile fauna" and that my HUD was already marking in red: seven separate threat signatures within sensor range, none of them close enough to worry about yet, all of them close enough to worry about soon.

My HUD pinged. A notification:

[QUEST RECEIVED: Cherai Restoration] Objective: Rebuild and fortify Cherai Colony to Full Operational Status Requirements: Upgrade all defensive structures, establish resource pipeline, achieve population threshold of 200, defeat all hostile threats in the Cherai region Reward: Colony Commander designation, 5,000 XP, unique skill unlock Difficulty: EXTREME Note: This quest has been active for 4 years. No previous holder has made progress.

I stared at the notification. Four years. Zero progress. Extreme difficulty. A colony that the Kendra Sena had designed to be a cage.

Ira was reading over my shoulder — she always did, the Reconnaissance specialist's habit of gathering intelligence even from other people's screens. "Extreme difficulty," she said. "And nobody's even tried."

"We'll try," I said.

"Obviously." She bumped her shoulder against mine — the particular gesture of a woman who expressed affection through contact rather than words, the bump carrying more warmth than a paragraph of declarations. "That's why they sent us here. They thought it was impossible."

I looked at Cherai. The cracked pad. The broken walls. The hostile jungle. The drunk administrator. The extreme quest that nobody had attempted.

"Let's get to work," I said.


  
    Chapter 2: Dal ka Gathan

    
    
  
  The barracks smelled like wet wood and regret.

Not fresh wet wood — the clean, sharp scent of newly cut timber — but the sour, accumulated dampness of wood that had been rained on, dried, rained on again, and had eventually surrendered to the humidity the way a soldier surrendered to a superior officer: with resentment and the knowledge that resistance was futile. The bunks were serviceable — metal frames bolted to the floor, thin mattresses that the Game probably classified as "comfort: minimal" — and the windows were glassless, covered with mesh screens that kept out the larger insects but admitted the smaller ones and, more importantly, admitted the jungle's breath: warm, wet, vegetal, the exhale of ten thousand trees pressing against the colony's perimeter.

I sat on my bunk — the springs protesting with the particular squeak of metal that had been supporting disappointment for too long — and opened my HUD's squad management interface.

[SQUAD: AGNI UNIT] Commander: Lieutenant Kartik Agni (Veer-Prashikshak / Dal Nayak) Members:

Ira Kapoor — Reconnaissance Specialist, Level 8 Stats: Strength 18, Reflexes 34, Stamina 22, Magic 15, Willpower 28, Recovery 20 Skills: Shadow Step (3), Precision Shot (4), Terrain Analysis (2), Threat Detection (3)

Hemant Rawat — Heavy Infantry, Level 6 Stats: Strength 38, Reflexes 14, Stamina 35, Magic 10, Willpower 30, Recovery 28 Skills: Fortification (2), Shield Wall (3), Heavy Strike (2), Endurance March (1)

Kunwar Pratap — Tactical Operations, Level 7 Stats: Strength 22, Reflexes 25, Stamina 24, Magic 28, Willpower 20, Recovery 22 Skills: Signal Relay (3), Tactical Scan (2), Comms Override (2), Field Encryption (1)

Sanjana Mehta — Field Medic, Level 5 Stats: Strength 12, Reflexes 20, Stamina 18, Magic 35, Willpower 32, Recovery 40 Skills: Quick Heal (3), Triage Assessment (2), Poison Cure (1), Recovery Boost (2)

Malhar Deshpande — Combat Engineer, Level 6 Stats: Strength 28, Reflexes 18, Stamina 30, Magic 22, Willpower 24, Recovery 25 Skills: Structure Build (3), Trap Design (2), Demolition (2), Repair (2)

I studied the numbers. The squad was — by Kendra Sena standards — below average. None of them were above Level 8. Their stats were respectable but not exceptional. And they'd been assigned to me not because they were the best available but because they, like me, were problems that the Kendra Sena wanted to forget. Hemant had refused a direct order that he considered immoral. Ira had hacked a superior officer's personal files to prove a corruption charge. Kunwar had — I looked at his record — been transferred twice for "interpersonal difficulties," which was military language for "something is off about this person but we can't pin it down." Sanjana had filed too many reports about medical supply shortages. Malhar had built unauthorized modifications to his unit's defenses and been reprimanded for "exceeding operational parameters."

Troublemakers. Whistleblowers. Square pegs in round holes. The Kendra Sena's rejects.

My people.

"All right," I said. The squad was assembled in the barracks — sitting on bunks, leaning against walls, standing in the particular postures of soldiers who were assessing a new commander and had not yet decided whether to respect him. "Let's get one thing straight. Cherai is a punishment posting. Everyone in this room knows that. The Kendra Sena sent us here because they want us to fail quietly in a place nobody looks at. That's the plan."

"And our plan?" Hemant asked. He was a big man — broad-shouldered, thick-necked, the kind of body that the Game's Strength stat was designed to quantify but couldn't quite capture. His voice was deep and unhurried, the voice of a man who had learned that patience was a form of power. His hands — massive, calloused, the hands of someone who had been building and fighting and building again for years — rested on his knees.

"Our plan is to make their plan look stupid." I pulled up the quest notification on the shared HUD display — the holographic screen that occupied the barracks' only table. The text glowed amber in the damp air:

[QUEST: Cherai Restoration — EXTREME]

"This quest has been active for four years," I said. "Zero progress. The previous commanders didn't even try. They sat in this barracks, drank with Bhrigu, served out their time, and shipped out. We are not doing that."

"Respectfully, sir," Kunwar said — and the "respectfully" had the particular emphasis that meant the following statement will not be respectful — "the quest is rated Extreme. We're a six-person squad with an average level of six. The colony has no resources, no defenses, and no support from Central Command. What exactly do you propose?"

I looked at him. Kunwar Pratap was — I assessed — sharp. Sharp face, sharp eyes, sharp mind. The kind of sharpness that was either an asset or a threat, depending on which direction it was pointed. He sat on his bunk with the casual precision of a person who was always aware of the exits.

"I propose we start with what we have," I said. "Malhar — what can you build with local materials?"

Malhar straightened. He was medium-height, wiry, with the perpetually grease-stained hands of an engineer and the eager expression of a person who had been waiting for someone to ask him that question for a very long time. "Plenty, sir. The jungle's timber is strong — stronger than standard military prefab, actually. The local stone is volcanic, good for walls and foundations. If I had Iron and Stone from the Game's resource system, I could upgrade the existing structures to Level 2 at minimum. Without them —" he shrugged. "Timber walls, timber towers. Better than what we've got. Not great against anything with energy weapons."

"Sanjana — medical supplies?"

"Nonexistent." She didn't sugarcoat it. Sanjana was small, precise, with the particular tidiness of a person who believed that disorder was the enemy of survival. Her medkit — the same one she'd carried down the ramp, clutched like a lifeline — contained the basics: bandages, Quick Heal charges, a diagnosis scanner. "The medical facility is locked and has been for two years. Bhrigu says the previous medic requisitioned supplies that never arrived, and eventually gave up and transferred out. I'll need to inventory what's left and submit new requisitions."

"Which Bhrigu will charge a twenty percent fee for," Ira said from her bunk. She was lying on her back, staring at the ceiling, her voice carrying the particular flatness of someone relaying information they found personally offensive. "I checked. Everything that goes through the administrator costs twenty percent. It's not corruption — it's built into the colony's operating procedures. Central Command approved it."

"Central Command approved a system that makes everything twenty percent more expensive in a colony they've already starved of resources," I said. "Of course they did."

"The beautiful efficiency of bureaucratic sabotage," Ira said. "You don't need to send assassins when you can send accountants."

Despite the grim assessment, something shifted in the room. I could feel it — the particular vibration of a group that was transitioning from passive to active, from we've been assigned here to we're going to do something here. It wasn't trust yet. Trust took time. But it was the precursor to trust: interest. Curiosity. The willingness to see what happens next.

"Here's the plan for the next seventy-two hours," I said. "Hemant — I want a full assessment of the defensive wall. Every gap, every weak point, every section that can be reinforced with local materials. Malhar — work with Hemant. I want designs for timber reinforcements that we can start building immediately. Sanjana — get into the medical facility. Inventory everything. Requisition what you need. Ira — reconnaissance. I want to know what's in that jungle within a five-kilometre radius. Fauna, flora, terrain, resources, threats. Everything."

"And me?" Kunwar asked.

"Communications. I want every channel working. I want to know what's happening in the Chakra sector. And I want to establish contact with the Dweepvasi — we're sharing this moon, and I'd rather have them as allies than neighbours."

The squad moved. Not with the sharp, synchronized precision of a well-oiled unit — not yet — but with the particular energy of people who had been given purpose after a period of purposelessness. Hemant's heavy footsteps. Malhar's quick stride. Sanjana's precise movements. Kunwar's quiet departure.

Ira stayed. She sat up on her bunk, swung her legs over the edge, and looked at me with the chai-coloured eyes that saw everything and judged most of it.

"You're going to burn yourself out," she said.

"Probably."

"The colony is worse than the briefing suggested. The quest is impossible. Central Command wants us to fail. And you've got that look — the one you get when someone tells you something can't be done."

"What look?"

"The one that says watch me." She stood, crossed the narrow space between our bunks, and sat beside me. Her body was warm against my side — compact, muscular, the particular warmth of a person whose resting state was ready. She smelled of the transport ship's recycled air and, beneath it, something that was distinctly Ira: clean sweat, weapon oil, the faint citrus of the soap she'd somehow acquired and hoarded.

"I'm not saying don't try," she said. "I'm saying don't forget that you have us. This isn't a solo quest."

"I know."

"Do you? Because you've got a stat for it — Savior Complex. The Game literally coded your tendency to try to do everything yourself into your character sheet. It's a skill, Kartik. Which means it can be a strength or a weakness, depending on how you use it."

She was right. She was usually right. The Savior Complex skill — Rakshak Dharma, the protector's duty — was one of my starting abilities, and it was both a blessing and a curse: it boosted my stats when I was defending others, but it also meant I instinctively put myself in danger when someone else was at risk. The Game had looked at my psychology and turned it into a mechanic.

"I'll use it wisely," I said.

"Liar." She leaned against me — the weight of her body, small but solid, pressing against my arm. "But you'll have me to remind you."

Outside, the jungle breathed. The mesh screens filtered the evening light into a crosshatch pattern on the barracks floor. Somewhere, a creature called — a long, rising note, like a sitar string being plucked in slow motion, the sound resonating through the humid air and fading into the canopy.

I opened my HUD. The quest marker glowed. The colony's status indicators — mostly red, a few amber, nothing green — blinked in the corner of my vision like warning lights in a cockpit.

Cherai Colony. Extreme difficulty. Zero progress.

Day one.


  
    Chapter 3: Jungle Safai

    
    
  
  The jungle wanted to eat us.

Not metaphorically — the trees themselves were predatory. Malhar had discovered this on day two when he'd leaned against a trunk to catch his breath and the bark had moved, the surface rippling like liquid, tiny cilia emerging from the wood to taste the sweat on his palm. He'd pulled away before the cilia could do more than sample, but the message was clear: the jungle was not passive scenery. It was a biome that had evolved to consume anything that stood still too long.

"Contact left!" Ira's voice, sharp and controlled, cut through the canopy's green twilight.

I pivoted. The Starter Rifle — reliable if unexciting, the AK-47 of the Game's weapon ecosystem — came up to my shoulder as my HUD painted the target: a Vanachari, the local apex predator. The creature was — my HUD supplied the data even as my eyes tracked the movement — Level 4, approximately two hundred kilograms, six-limbed, the body built low to the ground like a monitor lizard scaled up to the size of a motorcycle. The skin was the same blue-green as the jungle's vegetation, the camouflage so effective that the creature was visible only because Ira's Threat Detection had tagged it before its ambush was fully set.

The Vanachari charged. Fast — faster than two hundred kilograms should move, the six limbs churning the undergrowth, the mouth opening to reveal a triple row of crystalline teeth that caught the filtered light and fractured it into tiny rainbows. Beautiful and terrible, the way all efficient killing mechanisms were.

"Hemant — left flank. Malhar — right. Sanjana — back. Kunwar — signal boost." The orders came out before I'd finished thinking them, the Dal Nayak skill translating tactical instinct into verbal command with an efficiency that still surprised me. My secondary class was earning its keep.

Hemant moved. The big man was faster than his frame suggested — the Heavy Infantry class gave him a particular kind of speed, not the quick-twitch agility of a Reconnaissance specialist but the steady, inexorable momentum of a boulder rolling downhill. He planted himself on the Vanachari's left, his shield — a physical shield, salvaged from the barracks' emergency supplies, the metal scarred and dented — raised and angled. The creature's charge met the shield and the impact was — I felt it through the ground, through the soles of my boots — massive. Hemant slid back three feet. The jungle floor tore beneath his heels. But he held.

"Rapid Fire!" I activated the skill. The Squad variant — my Level 1 upgrade — didn't just boost my own fire rate; it boosted the entire squad's. The rifles spoke in unison — a concentrated burst of energy bolts that stitched across the Vanachari's flank, the creature's camouflage skin flickering and failing as the damage overwhelmed its adaptive properties.

The Vanachari screamed. Not a roar — a scream, high-pitched, the sound of a predator that had miscalculated and was now experiencing the consequences. It spun — the six limbs giving it a turning radius that defied its mass — and charged again, this time at Malhar, who was exposed on the right.

"Kavach!" I threw my Defensive Shield skill. The translucent energy barrier materialized between Malhar and the charging beast — a hexagonal lattice of force that shimmered amber in the jungle's twilight. The Vanachari hit the shield and the lattice flexed, absorbed, held. The creature bounced back, stunned, the crystalline teeth chattering together with a sound like breaking glass.

Ira's shot took it in the throat. One shot. Precision Shot at Level 4 — the skill that turned a standard rifle into a surgical instrument. The bolt entered below the jaw and the Vanachari dropped, the six limbs splaying, the camouflage skin cycling through every colour in its repertoire before settling on a dull grey — the colour of dead things.

[ENEMY DEFEATED: Vanachari (Level 4)] [XP Gained: 120 (split across squad)] [Loot: Vanachari Hide (3), Crystalline Tooth (6), Predator Core (1)]

The notifications blinked in my HUD. I dismissed them for now and scanned the jungle. The canopy was a solid mass of blue-green forty feet above, the trunks enormous — each one wider than the barracks, the bark rippling with the slow movement of the cilia, the air heavy with a scent that was part chlorophyll, part musk, part something mineral that burned the back of the throat like chili.

"Clear," Ira said. She'd moved to a vantage point — a fallen trunk that gave her elevation — and was scanning with her Terrain Analysis skill. "No further contacts in immediate range. But there are signatures deeper in — at least six more Vanachari, and something bigger. Level 7 or 8. Can't get a clear read through the canopy."

"We stay at the perimeter for now," I said. "The objective is reconnaissance, not a full clear. Mark everything."

We'd been in the jungle for three hours. The purpose was twofold: Ira's recon mission and my own assessment of what we were dealing with. The answer was: a lot. The jungle around Cherai colony was not just hostile — it was tiered. The outer ring, within two kilometres of the colony, contained Level 3-5 creatures — manageable for our squad, good for XP farming and resource gathering. The middle ring, from two to five kilometres, jumped to Level 6-8 — dangerous, requiring careful tactics and full squad coordination. And the deep jungle, beyond five kilometres, was — Ira's sensors had detected signatures at Level 12 and above — effectively a no-go zone for us at our current levels.

"Over here," Malhar called from behind a cluster of ferns that glowed a faint bioluminescent blue. He was kneeling beside a rock formation — not natural rock, I realized as I approached, but processed rock. Cut stone. Ancient cut stone, the edges worn by centuries of jungle growth but still unmistakably artificial. "There's a structure beneath this. I can see the outline through the vegetation."

I brushed aside the ferns. The stone was warm to the touch — warmer than it should be, given the canopy's shade — and carved with symbols that my HUD couldn't identify. Not Manavata script. Not Dweepvasi either. Something older.

[DISCOVERY: Unknown Ruins] [Location marked on map] [Note: This structure predates all known colonial activity on Cherai by approximately 3,000 standard years]

"Three thousand years," I said.

"Someone was here before us," Hemant said. His voice was quiet — the particular quiet of a man who understood that old things buried in hostile jungles were usually buried for a reason.

"Someone was here before everyone," Ira corrected. "The Dweepvasi have only been on Cherai for about two hundred years. And the Gulmarg's records don't go back further than five hundred. Whatever built this was here when this moon was uninhabited."

I marked the ruins on our shared map and made a mental note: come back later, with better equipment and higher levels. For now, the priority was the perimeter — mapping the threats, identifying the resources, building the foundation of knowledge that would let us turn Cherai from a punishment into a foothold.

The trek back took an hour. We emerged from the jungle's edge into the colony's clearing — the contrast between the dense, predatory green and the open, neglected grey was like stepping from one world into another. The defensive wall's gaps were even more obvious from outside: I counted seven sections where the panels had been removed, each gap wide enough for a Vanachari to pass through without slowing down.

"Malhar," I said, "how fast can you seal those gaps with timber?"

He assessed the wall, the gaps, the available timber stacked near the collapsed guard tower. "Twenty-four hours if I work through the night. Forty-eight if you want them to actually withstand an impact."

"Forty-eight. I want them solid."

"Copy that, Lieutenant."

We gathered in the mess hall. The food synthesizer — which Bhrigu had said "usually works" — produced something that it identified as "Standard Nutrition Packet, Flavour: Vegetable Curry" and which tasted like someone had described curry to a machine that had never tasted food and the machine had done its best. It was warm, which was something. It filled the stomach, which was more. And it brought the squad together around a table, which was everything.

"Resources from today," I said, pulling up the inventory. "Three Vanachari hides — Malhar, can you use these?"

"Absolutely. The hide is tougher than the timber. I can reinforce the wall patches, make them predator-resistant."

"Six crystalline teeth — anyone?"

"Trade goods," Kunwar said. He'd been quiet during the jungle run — functional, competent, but quiet. "Prithvi will buy them. Crystalline teeth are used in decorative crafting. Not worth much individually, but in quantity, they add up."

"And one Predator Core."

"That's the real prize," Sanjana said. "Predator Cores are alchemical ingredients. I can use it to brew healing potions that are significantly more potent than my standard Quick Heal. One Core makes about five doses."

I nodded. The day's haul was modest — we'd killed one creature and explored a fraction of the jungle — but it was something. The first something in four years of nothing. The first entry in a ledger that had been empty since the colony was founded.

"Tomorrow," I said, "we go deeper. Two-kilometre mark. We farm the Level 3-5 range — XP, loot, and resources. Malhar works on the wall. Sanjana brews. Kunwar, I want you to set up a comms link with the Dweepvasi settlement — we need to know what they know about those ruins."

The squad dispersed. The synthesized curry sat in my stomach like a warm brick — not unpleasant, just very present. Through the mess hall's window, the jungle was a dark wall against the evening sky, the bioluminescent ferns creating a subtle blue glow along its edge, the Vanachari howling somewhere in the canopy — the same sitar-string sound I'd heard on our first night, except now I knew what was making it.

Ira sat beside me. She'd found a cup of something that the synthesizer called "chai" — it was not chai, it was an affront to chai, but it was hot and she cupped it in both hands with the particular tenderness reserved for warm things in uncomfortable places.

"The ruins," she said.

"I know."

"Three thousand years is a long time. Whatever was here — it wasn't the Gulmarg, it wasn't the Dweepvasi, it wasn't us. A fourth faction. Something the Game hasn't told us about."

"Or something the Game doesn't want us to know about."

She sipped the not-chai. Winced. Sipped again. "This tastes like someone put a tea bag in engine coolant."

"That's consistent with the rest of Cherai's aesthetic."

"Kartik." She looked at me over the rim of the cup, the chai-coloured eyes dark in the dimming light. "We're being watched. In the jungle. Not by the Vanachari — by something that Threat Detection doesn't classify as a threat. It's just... observing."

I met her eyes. "How long?"

"Since we entered. It followed us the entire time. Stayed at the edge of my range. Never approached, never retreated. Just... watched."

The jungle hummed. The bioluminescent ferns pulsed. And somewhere, in the ancient dark between the predatory trees, something that was neither friend nor enemy — or possibly both — observed Cherai colony's first real day of operations and recorded it in whatever language ruins spoke.


  
    Chapter 4: Prithvi ka Bazaar

    
    
  
  Prithvi's trading post smelled like a bazaar that had been compressed into a shipping container and then left in the tropics for a decade.

The structure was — I had to give the man credit — the most alive-looking building in the colony. While everything else wore the grey pallor of neglect, Prithvi's domain blazed with colour: fabrics draped from the ceiling, alien artefacts arranged on shelves with the particular precision of a man who understood that presentation was ninety percent of salesmanship, and a counter made of repurposed hull plating that had been polished until it reflected the amber light like a mirror. The air inside was thick with competing scents — spice packets from some distant colony, the ozone tang of energy cells, the sweetish chemical smell of preservation fluid in which various biological specimens floated in jars, and underneath it all, the particular musk of a man who had been trading in tight spaces for longer than hygiene could endure.

"Lieutenant Agni!" Prithvi spread his arms wide — a gesture of welcome that was also, I noticed, a gesture that blocked my view of whatever he'd been doing behind the counter before I walked in. "The hero of Cherai! Already the jungle quakes at your approach!"

"We killed one Vanachari," I said.

"One more than anyone has killed in four years! The jungle quakes! Relatively speaking." He grinned — a wide, gold-toothed grin, the gold being either decorative or dental, and in the Game, possibly both. Prithvi was — I assessed — somewhere between thirty and three hundred, with the compact body of a man who had spent his life carrying goods from one place to another and the expressive face of a man who had spent his life convincing people that those goods were worth more than they were.

"I need resources," I said. "Iron and Stone. Game-grade, not local materials."

"Ah." The grin dimmed — not disappearing, just recalibrating from welcome to business. "Iron and Stone. The building blocks of civilization. The foundation upon which empires are constructed. Also, currently, extremely expensive."

He turned to his terminal — a battered screen mounted behind the counter, the interface cluttered with trade listings and price feeds from across Manavata's commercial network. His fingers moved with the speed of a man who had been reading markets since before I was born. "Iron is running fifteen Mudra per unit on the open market. Stone is twelve. Bulk discounts apply at one hundred units — Iron drops to twelve, Stone to ten. At a thousand, we can negotiate further."

I did the math. The quest required — I pulled up the specifications — a minimum of two hundred units of Iron and one hundred and fifty of Stone just for the first phase of wall upgrades. At current prices, even with bulk discounts: 2,400 Mudra for Iron, 1,500 for Stone. Total: 3,900 Mudra. Plus Bhrigu's twenty percent fee on any official requisition: 4,680 Mudra.

Our squad's combined funds: 847 Mudra.

"I can see the mathematics arriving at their destination behind your eyes," Prithvi said. "It is not a pleasant journey, is it?"

"We're short by about four thousand."

"Four thousand, three hundred and thirty-three, to be precise. I did the calculation while you were still adding." The gold teeth flashed. "This is, of course, exactly the situation that the Kendra Sena designed. A colony that cannot afford to defend itself. A quest that requires resources that require money that requires trade that requires resources. A perfect closed loop of impossibility."

"You seem well-informed about the Kendra Sena's designs."

"I am a trader, Lieutenant. Information is my primary currency. Goods are merely the physical manifestation of intelligence successfully applied." He leaned on the counter — the polished hull plating creaking under his elbows, the reflection of his face distorted into something that looked like a funhouse mirror version of a merchant prince. "But I am also a resident of Cherai, and I have a vested interest in this colony not being overrun by Vanachari. So. Let us discuss alternatives."

Prithvi's alternatives were — I had to admit — creative. The open market was too expensive. Official requisition was taxed to death. But there were other channels. Prithvi knew traders on nearby systems who dealt in Game resources outside the official Kendra Sena allocation system. The prices were lower — significantly lower — but the goods moved through unofficial channels, which meant no tax, no bureaucratic overhead, and no record.

"Black market," I said.

"Grey market," he corrected. "Black market implies illegality. Grey market implies creative interpretation of regulations that were designed to be creatively interpreted by anyone with sufficient motivation. The Kendra Sena knows these channels exist. They tolerate them because the alternative — actually funding colonies properly — would cost more than the losses from unofficial trade."

"What's the price through grey channels?"

"Eight Mudra per unit for Iron. Six for Stone. No bulk minimum — I can order as little or as much as you need. Delivery in three standard days from order placement."

New math. Two hundred Iron at eight: 1,600. One hundred fifty Stone at six: 900. Total: 2,500. Still more than we had. But closer. Significantly closer.

"What do we have to trade?" I asked. "Besides Mudra."

"Ah." The grin returned — full wattage, gold teeth blazing. "Now you are thinking like a trader. What do you have? Let us see." He pulled up our squad inventory on his terminal — the man had access to data that he probably shouldn't, but this was Cherai, and data security was as neglected as everything else. "Six Vanachari crystalline teeth. Market value: fifteen Mudra each, ninety total. Three Vanachari hides — normally twenty Mudra each, but I know a collector who specialises in exotic fauna products. For her, fifty each. One Predator Core — these are rare here. Alchemists on the inner worlds pay premium. Two hundred Mudra minimum."

"That's four hundred and forty. Plus our eight-forty-seven. Twelve eighty-seven."

"Leaving you one thousand two hundred and thirteen short. For the first phase alone." Prithvi's fingers drummed the counter — a rhythmic tapping that was either thoughtful or calculated to create tension. With Prithvi, probably both. "But here is the thing, Lieutenant. Iron and Stone are not the only way to build. Your engineer — Malhar, yes? — has skills in local material construction. The jungle timber is exceptional. The volcanic stone is dense and durable. What he cannot do with Game-grade materials, he can partially accomplish with local resources, supplemented by smaller quantities of Iron and Stone at critical structural points."

"A hybrid approach."

"Exactly. Timber walls reinforced with Iron brackets. Stone foundations with Game-grade mortar. The defensive rating won't match a full Game-grade wall, but it will be functional — and functional is what you need right now. My estimate: fifty units of Iron, thirty of Stone. Total cost through grey channels: five hundred and eighty Mudra. Well within your budget even without selling your loot."

I stared at him. "You planned this. You did the math before I walked in."

"I have been doing the math since you arrived, Lieutenant. Four years I have waited for someone — anyone — to actually attempt the restoration quest. Four years of watching administrators drink themselves into stupors and garrison commanders serve out their time like prisoners. You walked off that transport and I saw the look in your eyes — the same look my father had when he opened his first shop in a district that everyone said was dead. The look that says: I see what this could be, not what it is."

He reached under the counter and produced a bottle — unlabeled, the liquid inside a deep amber that caught the light. "Local brew. The Dweepvasi make it from jungle fruit. It tastes like someone set fire to a mango and then apologised to it. Terrible. Also addictive. Bhrigu's preferred anaesthetic."

He poured two small cups. The liquid smelled — I leaned in — exactly as described. Mango, smoke, apology.

"To Cherai," Prithvi said, raising his cup.

"To making the Kendra Sena look stupid," I said.

We drank. It burned — not the clean burn of good spirits but the complicated burn of a liquid that had opinions about your digestive system and was determined to express them. The aftertaste was — improbably — sweet. Mango, arriving late, making up for the fire.

"I'll place the order today," Prithvi said. "Fifty Iron, thirty Stone. Three days' delivery. And Lieutenant — when you need more, and you will, come to me first. My prices are fair, my channels are reliable, and my interest in this colony's survival is not merely commercial. I live here. My shop is here. My life, such as it is, is here."

I nodded. We shook hands — his grip was dry, firm, the grip of a man who sealed deals with handshakes and honoured them with his reputation, which was, in the grey market, the only currency that mattered more than Mudra.

Outside, the colony baked in the afternoon heat. The gas giant was high — its banded surface filling a quarter of the sky, the orange light it reflected giving everything a warm, almost buttery quality that was at odds with the colony's neglected state. Malhar was already at the wall — I could hear the rhythmic thud of his hammer, the sound of construction, the first new sound the colony had heard in years that wasn't decay or complaint.

I opened my HUD. The resource order was placed. The hybrid design was a compromise — not the Game-grade fortress I wanted, but a functional defense that we could build with what we had. The Kendra Sena had designed a cage of scarcity. Prithvi had shown me a door in the cage — not a way out, but a way to make the cage livable.

It was a start. In Cherai, a start was a revolution.


  
    Chapter 5: Dweepvasi Sandhivarta

    
    
  
  The Dweepvasi settlement looked like it had been grown by someone who believed architecture should apologise for existing.

The structures were organic — curved walls of hardened resin that blended into the terrain so seamlessly that from a distance, the settlement was nearly invisible. Where the human sector announced itself with straight lines and right angles and the particular arrogance of a species that believed geometry was a form of dominance, the Dweepvasi had built in spirals and curves and gradients, their buildings emerging from the ground like mushrooms, the walls translucent enough to glow amber when the interior lights were on. The effect, in the late afternoon haze, was a cluster of enormous lanterns nestled in the jungle's edge.

"Lieutenant Agni." The voice was — I searched for the right adjective — resonant. Not loud. Not deep. Resonant, the way a well-tuned instrument was resonant — the sound carrying undertones and overtones that the ear registered as richness even before the brain processed the words.

Consul Neelima emerged from the largest structure. She was — I had read the Dweepvasi briefing files, but the briefing files had not prepared me for the physical reality — tall. Taller than Hemant, who was the tallest person I knew. Her skin was the colour of a deep ocean at night — dark blue, almost black, with a subtle bioluminescence that pulsed faintly along the lines of her veins, the glow a soft cerulean that was visible even in daylight. Her eyes were large — proportionally larger than human eyes — and the irises were gold, not the warm gold of Ira's chai-coloured eyes but the bright, metallic gold of a precious thing. Her antennae — two slender stalks rising from her temples — swayed gently, the motion as expressive as a human's hand gestures.

"Consul Neelima," I said. "Thank you for receiving us."

"You are the first human commander on Cherai to request a meeting rather than sending a memo," she said. "The formality is appreciated. Please, come."

The interior of the Dweepvasi building was — my breath caught — beautiful. The resin walls filtered the outside light into a warm amber glow, and the surfaces were carved with patterns that flowed like water, the designs depicting — I looked more closely — scenes. Not decorative patterns. Narrative scenes: figures with antennae, oceans, islands, ships with sails that caught not wind but light. The Dweepvasi's history, rendered in their walls. Their buildings were their libraries.

The floor was warm — heated from below, the resin conducting some form of geothermal energy — and the air smelled of something floral, complex, layered: the top note sharp and citric, the middle note deep and resinous, the base note earthy, like rain on dry soil. It was, I realized, the Dweepvasi's natural scent — the species-specific pheromone signature that their briefing files described as "generally pleasant to humans."

"Generally pleasant" was an understatement. The scent was gorgeous.

"Please sit," Neelima said. The seats were — of course — grown, not built. Curved resin forms that shaped themselves to the body with a pressure that was somewhere between firm and yielding, like sitting in a hand that was specifically designed to hold you. Ira, who had come with me as both bodyguard and intelligence-gatherer, settled into her seat with the particular expression of a person who was deeply suspicious of comfort.

Neelima's companion — Harit, her advisor, the Dweepvasi equivalent of a chief of staff — sat beside her. He was smaller than Neelima, greener in hue, his bioluminescence a steady emerald rather than her pulsing cerulean. He did not speak. He observed. His gold eyes moved from me to Ira to the walls to the carved scenes and back to me with the metronomic regularity of a being who was cataloguing everything.

"I'll be direct," I said. "Cherai Colony is in worse condition than I expected. The defenses are inadequate. The resources are scarce. And the Gulmarg have been sighted in the Chakra sector. If they decide to push toward the outer colonies, Cherai is exposed."

"We are aware of the Gulmarg movements," Neelima said. Her antennae inclined forward — a gesture I interpreted as attention, or agreement, or both. "Our scouts have tracked three separate reconnaissance parties in the system over the past sixty days. They have not approached Cherai directly, but their trajectory suggests interest in this moon's orbital corridor."

"Why would they be interested in Cherai? The Kendra Sena considers it strategically worthless."

"The Kendra Sena's assessment is — with respect — incomplete." Neelima's antennae traced a slow figure-eight, the Dweepvasi equivalent of a diplomatic pause. "Cherai has a history that predates both Manavata's and the Dweepvasi's presence. A history that the Gulmarg may know more about than either of us."

"The ruins," I said. "We found structures in the jungle. Three thousand years old."

Harit's eyes stopped their metronomic scan. He looked at Neelima. Neelima's bioluminescence brightened — a visible pulse of cerulean light that traveled from her temples to her fingertips, the Dweepvasi equivalent of a sharp intake of breath.

"You have found them," she said. "We were not certain they still existed. The jungle has consumed much."

"What are they?"

"They are the remains of a civilization that the Dweepvasi call the Aadivasi — the First Dwellers. Not our first dwellers — we named ourselves the Dweepvasi, the Island Dwellers, after we arrived. The Aadivasi were here before us. Before the Gulmarg. Before, we believe, the Game itself."

The air in the room seemed to thicken. The floral scent deepened. Harit's eyes were fixed on me with an intensity that had shifted from cataloguing to assessing — the particular assessment of a being that was deciding whether to share something valuable.

"The Aadivasi built extensively on Cherai," Neelima continued. "Underground, primarily. The surface structures you found are access points — doors, essentially, to a network of subterranean facilities that extends beneath the entire jungle. The Dweepvasi have explored some of these facilities. Not deeply — our exploration was cautious. The technology we encountered was beyond our understanding."

"Technology that still works?"

"Technology that appears to be dormant rather than dead. The distinction is important. Dead technology can be studied and scavenged. Dormant technology can be awakened."

I sat with that. Dormant alien technology beneath a moon that the Kendra Sena had written off as worthless. Technology that the Gulmarg might know about. Technology that might be why three reconnaissance parties had been spotted in a system that contained nothing worth reconnoitring.

"I want to propose an alliance," I said. "A formal alliance between the Manavata garrison and the Dweepvasi settlement on Cherai. Shared defense, shared resources, shared intelligence. We pool our strengths. My squad has combat capability. Your people have local knowledge. Together, we cover each other's weaknesses."

Neelima's antennae swayed — a complex motion that I couldn't decode but that felt, instinctively, like consideration. She glanced at Harit. The green-skinned advisor's steady gaze held for a long moment, and then — subtly, barely perceptibly — he nodded.

"We have waited two hundred years for a human commander to propose partnership rather than supervision," Neelima said. "The previous commanders viewed the Dweepvasi as subordinates. Convenient labour. You are the first to use the word alliance."

"I've learned that people fight harder when they're fighting with you rather than for you."

"A lesson that the Kendra Sena has not yet absorbed." The faintest smile — the Dweepvasi equivalent, a slight widening of the eyes combined with a forward tilt of the antennae — crossed her features. "We accept. The Dweepvasi of Cherai will stand with the Manavata garrison. We will share our knowledge of the jungle, the fauna, the ruins, and the Aadivasi technology. In return, we ask for equal representation in colony decisions. Not as subordinates. As partners."

"Done."

She extended her hand — the Dweepvasi had learned the human handshake over two centuries of coexistence, and Neelima's grip was firm, her skin cool and smooth, the bioluminescence pulsing gently against my palm. The light felt like a heartbeat: regular, steady, alive.

"There is one more thing," she said, not releasing my hand. "The Aadivasi technology. We believe one of their facilities contains a resource processing system — a device that can convert raw jungle materials into Game-grade Iron and Stone. If it can be activated, Cherai's resource problem would be solved. Permanently."

The implications hit me like Hemant's shield hitting a Vanachari. A resource processor that turned local materials into Game-grade resources. No need for grey market channels. No need for Bhrigu's fees. No need for the Kendra Sena's deliberately inadequate allocations. Cherai could become self-sufficient. And a self-sufficient colony was a colony that the Kendra Sena could not control through starvation.

"Where is this facility?" I asked.

"Beneath the deep jungle," Neelima said. "Where the creatures are Level 12 and above." She released my hand. The bioluminescence faded to its baseline pulse. "You will need to be significantly stronger before you can reach it."

"Then we'd better start leveling up."

We walked back to the human sector as the gas giant's reflected light painted the colony amber. Ira was quiet — not her usual sharp-tongued quiet but the deep quiet of a person processing large amounts of new information.

"Ancient alien technology," she said finally. "A resource processor that could make us independent. The Gulmarg possibly knowing about all of this. And a Dweepvasi Consul who's been waiting two hundred years for someone to treat her as an equal."

"Quite a day."

"Quite a quest." She looked at me — the chai eyes bright in the amber light. "This isn't just a restoration mission anymore, Kartik. This is a race. We need to reach that facility before the Gulmarg figure out it exists. And we need to get strong enough to survive the deep jungle before the Gulmarg decide to take what they want by force."

The colony spread before us — still broken, still neglected, but no longer hopeless. The wall patches that Malhar had installed gleamed with fresh timber. The medical facility's lights were on — Sanjana had gotten inside and was taking inventory. And across the clearing, the Dweepvasi settlement glowed amber, its organic structures pulsing gently, a partner instead of a neighbour.

The Game had sent me here to be contained. Instead, it had given me the most important quest of my life.


  
    Chapter 6: Kavach Nirmaan

    
    
  
  The wall was starting to look like it meant something.

Seven days in, and Malhar had transformed the colony's perimeter from a suggestion into a statement. The timber patches — local hardwood reinforced with Iron brackets from Prithvi's grey-market shipment — filled every gap in the original prefab wall, the fresh wood darker than the faded panels, the contrast making the colony look like a soldier in mismatched armour: not elegant, but functional. The hybrid design worked. The timber was denser than the prefab — Malhar had tested it by having Hemant hit a section with his full Strength stat, and the timber had flexed, absorbed, held. The prefab panel next to it had cracked.

"The jungle knows how to build," Malhar said, running his hand along a timber beam. His fingers left faint trails in the sawdust that coated every surface within ten metres of his work area — the fine, reddish-gold dust of Cherai's hardwood, which smelled of resin and iron and something faintly sweet, like jaggery left in the sun. "Three thousand years of evolution against predatory fauna means the trees have been in an arms race since before we arrived. This wood is designed to resist teeth, claws, and corrosion. It's better than anything the Kendra Sena ships to outer colonies."

I was helping — or trying to help. My Construction skill was nonexistent (the Veer-Prashikshak class was built for combat leadership, not carpentry), but I could carry timber, hold beams in place, and hand Malhar tools while he worked. The physical labour was — I'd forgotten this, in the abstraction of stats and skills and HUD displays — satisfying. The weight of the wood in my hands. The grain of the timber against my palms. The sweat that ran down my back in the midday heat, soaking through my fatigues, the salt stinging the scratches I'd accumulated during jungle patrols.

"Transport incoming," Kunwar's voice crackled over comms. "Unscheduled. Single vessel. Not a supply run."

I set down the beam and pulled up my HUD. The sensor array — one of the few pieces of colony infrastructure that still worked reliably — showed a small ship on approach vector. Military classification. Kendra Sena transponder. Not a combat vessel — a personnel transport.

"Who are we expecting?" I asked Bhrigu over comms.

"No one," the administrator replied, his voice carrying the particular wariness of a man who had learned that unscheduled arrivals meant trouble. "I received no transfer orders."

The ship landed on the cracked pad — a cleaner landing than our transport, the pilot clearly more skilled or the ship better maintained. The ramp lowered. A single figure descended.

She was — my HUD tagged her before my eyes finished processing — Lieutenant Bhavna Sharma. Field Medic, Level 9. Transfer from the 14th Frontier Battalion, which was a front-line unit in the Gulmarg conflict zone. Her stats appeared on my display:

Bhavna Sharma — Advanced Field Medic, Level 9 Stats: Strength 14, Reflexes 22, Stamina 20, Magic 42, Willpower 38, Recovery 45 Skills: Advanced Heal (4), Mass Triage (3), Regeneration Field (2), Toxin Purge (3), Battle Meditation (1)

Level 9. Magic at 42. Recovery at 45. And skills that made Sanjana's medkit look like a first-aid box. This was not a reject posting. This was a real medic — one of the best I'd seen in any squad composition.

She walked down the ramp with the careful steps of a person who had recently been injured and was not yet fully trusting of her body's repairs. She was medium height, dark-haired, her face carrying the particular stillness of someone who had seen enough trauma to have developed a professional relationship with composure. Her medic's satchel — larger and more complex than Sanjana's kit, the fabric stained with substances I chose not to identify — hung from her shoulder with the weight of constant use.

"Lieutenant Agni?" she said. Her voice was quiet — not shy, not timid, but quiet the way a hospital ward was quiet: by design, with purpose, the volume set to soothe.

"That's me. I wasn't told to expect a transfer."

"The transfer was — processed through non-standard channels." A pause. A small tightening around her eyes that I recognized: the expression of a person choosing which version of the truth to offer. "I requested reassignment from the 14th. The request was approved faster than I expected. I believe someone in the Kendra Sena wanted me away from the front lines."

"Why?"

"Because I filed reports about casualty rates that contradicted the official narrative. The 14th was losing soldiers faster than the Kendra Sena was willing to acknowledge. My reports had data. Data is dangerous when it disagrees with policy."

Another whistleblower. Another square peg. The Kendra Sena was building my squad for me — every person they wanted to forget, they sent to Cherai, and every person they sent to Cherai made my squad stronger.

"Welcome to Cherai," I said. "Our medical facility has been locked for two years. Sanjana — our current medic — has been doing inventory. You'll work together."

"Two medics for a garrison of six?"

"Seven, now. And the colony has a Dweepvasi population of about forty. Plus the jungle is trying to eat us on a daily basis. Two medics isn't luxury — it's minimum viable healthcare."

The faintest smile crossed her face — the smile of a person who had forgotten that smiling was an option and was pleasantly surprised to rediscover it. "I can work with that."

Bhavna's arrival changed the medical situation overnight. Within hours, she had the facility operational — the locked prefab module opened, the equipment inventoried, the expired supplies discarded, the functional equipment calibrated. Her Advanced Heal skill was — I watched her demonstrate it on a cut Hemant had acquired during construction — remarkable. The wound closed in real time, the skin knitting together with a faint amber glow, the healing not just fast but thorough: no scar, no residual damage, the tissue restored to pre-injury condition.

"How are your supplies?" I asked, watching the demonstration.

"Adequate for routine injuries. Insufficient for a real battle. I'll need alchemical ingredients — the Predator Cores your squad has been harvesting are excellent for potions. And I'll need access to the Dweepvasi herbalists. Their botanical knowledge is — from what I've read — extraordinary."

"I'll introduce you to Consul Neelima."

"The Dweepvasi leader? You're on speaking terms?"

"Allied terms. We're partners."

The smile again — slightly wider this time, slightly more real. "Partners with the Dweepvasi. A restoration quest in progress. Jungle patrols for XP. And a wall that's actually being rebuilt." She looked at the colony — the construction noise, the medical facility humming, the squad moving with purpose. "This is not what I expected from a punishment posting."

"It's what happens when the punished refuse to be punished."

That evening, I stood on the newly repaired guard tower — the one that had been collapsed, now rebuilt by Malhar with a hybrid design that was sturdier than the original. The view was — for the first time since I'd arrived on Cherai — worth seeing. The colony spread below: the human sector with its mismatched walls and busy construction zones, the Dweepvasi settlement glowing amber beyond the clearing, and the jungle encircling everything, dark and dense and full of things that wanted to eat us and things that predated us and things we hadn't yet discovered.

The gas giant hung above — enormous, banded, the reflected light painting the moon in amber and cream. Two smaller moons were visible: one blue-grey, one reddish, both tracing their own orbits around the giant, their surfaces catching the light at different angles and creating a constantly shifting pattern that was, I had to admit, beautiful.

Ira climbed the tower. She brought two cups of the synthesizer's attempt at chai — still terrible, still hot, still the closest thing to comfort that Cherai's food system could produce. She handed me one.

"Seven days," she said.

"Seven days."

"The wall's at sixty percent. Medical is operational. We've got a Dweepvasi alliance, a grey-market supply chain, a new medic who's better than anything we could have requisitioned, and enough XP from jungle patrols that Hemant's about to hit Level 7."

"And the Gulmarg scouts are still in the system."

"And the Gulmarg scouts are still in the system." She sipped. Winced. Sipped again. "And something's watching us from the jungle. And there's a three-thousand-year-old alien facility buried under Level 12 fauna. And Central Command doesn't know about any of it."

"We should probably tell them."

"We should absolutely not tell them. The moment they know Cherai has value, they'll replace you with someone who follows orders. We build first. We get strong first. We make ourselves indispensable. Then, when they find out what's here, it's too late to take it away."

I looked at her. The chai eyes. The close-cropped hair. The small body that held more tactical intelligence than most command centres. I had been assigned to Cherai as a punishment. Ira had followed me as a choice. That choice — made without hesitation, without complaint, without any of the career calculations that the Kendra Sena trained into its officers — was worth more than any stat boost the Game could offer.

"Thank you," I said. "For being here."

"Where else would I be?" She leaned against me. The tower's railing was cold under my hands, the night air carrying the jungle's exhale — warm, vegetal, alive — and from the Dweepvasi settlement, the faint sound of singing: a low, harmonic drone that resonated with the bioluminescent glow, the Dweepvasi's evening prayer or celebration or simple expression of being, the sound carrying across the clearing like light carried across water.

Day seven. The wall at sixty percent. The squad at seven members. The alliance formed. The mystery deepening.

Cherai was becoming something. Not yet what it could be. But something.


  
    Chapter 7: Pehla Hamla

    
    
  
  The alarm woke me at 0300 — a shrieking, metallic scream that tore through the barracks like a blade through silk.

I was on my feet before my eyes were fully open, the Starter Rifle in my hands before my brain had finished processing the sound. The barracks was chaos — bodies moving in the dark, the mesh screens admitting a frantic strobe of red light from the perimeter sensors, the air thick with the sour tang of adrenaline and the vegetal breath of the jungle that was, for the first time since our arrival, not just breathing but howling.

"Contact! Multiple contacts!" Kunwar's voice over comms, sharp enough to cut glass. "Perimeter breach, north wall. Fifteen — no, twenty — hostiles incoming. Vanachari, Level 4 to 6. And something bigger. Much bigger."

I pulled up the HUD. The tactical display showed the colony from above — the wall a rough circle, the buildings clustered in the centre, and the red dots: a swarm of them pouring through the jungle's edge toward the north wall like blood spreading through fabric. The smaller dots were Vanachari — the six-limbed predators we'd been farming for XP. But the larger dot at the rear of the swarm was new.

[THREAT DETECTED: Vana-Raja (Jungle King), Level 8] [Classification: Alpha Predator, pack commander] [Warning: This creature coordinates lesser predators. Eliminating it may disrupt pack cohesion.]

A Level 8. The highest-level enemy we'd encountered. And it was using the Vanachari as shock troops — driving them toward the colony in a coordinated assault that was far more sophisticated than anything the briefing files had attributed to local fauna.

"Everyone up! Full combat load!" I was moving as I shouted — out of the barracks, into the amber-lit night, the gas giant painting the colony in its usual warm glow while everything beneath it descended into violence. "Hemant — north wall. Malhar — east, cover the construction zone. Sanjana, Bhavna — medical station, stay central. Ira — tower. I need eyes."

"Already there," Ira's voice came back, calm as morning chai, which meant she was already in position and already tracking. "The pack is funneling through the gap between sections four and five. Your timber patches are holding — they're avoiding the reinforced sections and targeting the original prefab panels."

"They know which panels are weak?"

"They've been watching, Kartik. I told you something was observing us. The Vana-Raja has been studying our defenses for days."

The first Vanachari hit the wall as I reached the north perimeter. The impact was a deep, resonant thoom that I felt in my sternum — the creature's two hundred kilograms of predatory mass slamming into prefab paneling that had been old when I arrived and had not improved with age. The panel buckled. Not broke — buckled, the metal bending inward, a fist-shaped dent appearing at the impact point.

"They're testing it," Hemant said. He was beside me, shield up, the big man's bulk between me and the wall with the natural positioning of a person whose instinct was to be the first thing between danger and everything else. "One hit to see if it gives. Smart."

A second impact. A third. The Vanachari were hitting the same panel in sequence — one after another, each impact landing on the dent left by the previous one, the metal weakening with each blow. The crystalline teeth flashed in the gas giant's light — tiny rainbows refracting through the mesh screens, beautiful and completely inappropriate given the context.

"Rapid Fire!" I activated the squad skill. My rifle came up — the Starter Rifle's limitations suddenly very present, its damage output adequate for solo encounters but insufficient for a swarm — and I fired through the gap between panels, the energy bolts lancing into the jungle's edge where the Vanachari were massing.

[Rapid Fire activated — Squad fire rate increased 30%]

The bolts hit. A Vanachari screamed — the high-pitched glass-teeth shriek — and dropped. Another took its place. They were cycling — the pack rotating attackers the way a boxer rotated punches, each fresh Vanachari hitting the weakened panel while the damaged ones retreated to the rear to recover. Coordinated. Tactical. The Vana-Raja's influence was turning individual predators into a military unit.

"Ira — can you see the Vana-Raja?"

"Negative. It's staying in the canopy. Deep. Using the pack as a screen. I can see its signature on thermal, but I don't have a clean shot."

"Hemant — we need to hold this panel. If it breaks, they're inside."

"I know." The big man planted his shield against the weakening metal — his body bracing the panel from the inside, the Fortification skill activating with a faint amber pulse that reinforced the structure around him. The next Vanachari hit the panel and Hemant absorbed the impact — his boots grinding against the ground, his arms trembling, but the panel held. Reinforced by shield, by skill, by the sheer stubbornness of a man who had been told his entire military career that following his conscience made him unsuitable for service and had decided that being unsuitable was a form of suitability.

"Kavach!" I threw my Defensive Shield across the gap between sections four and five — the hexagonal lattice manifesting in the space, amber energy crackling against the night air. A Vanachari mid-leap hit the shield and bounced back, the force of the deflection sending it tumbling into the undergrowth.

"Kunwar — status on east and south walls?"

"Clear. They're concentrating everything on the north. It's a single-point assault."

"Malhar — get to north. Bring everything you have."

The combat engineer arrived at a sprint, carrying a satchel that I knew contained his Trap Design supplies — the improvised devices he'd been working on during construction downtime. He knelt behind the wall, pulled out three disc-shaped objects, and lobbed them over the top in quick succession.

The detonations were — satisfying. Not large — the traps were anti-personnel, designed for Vanachari-sized targets — but effective. The jungle erupted in bright flashes and sharp cracks, the concussive force scattering the nearest attackers and disrupting the rotation pattern. Three Vanachari down. Four more stunned. The assault faltered — the coordinated rhythm broken, the pack's momentum disrupted.

[Enemy Defeated: Vanachari x3] [XP Gained: 360 (split across squad)]

And then the Vana-Raja moved.

It dropped from the canopy — not jumped, not fell, dropped, the massive body descending with the controlled grace of a predator that had been waiting for exactly the right moment. It was — my HUD painted the image even as my eyes struggled to process the scale — enormous. Three metres at the shoulder. Eight limbs instead of the standard Vanachari's six — the additional pair positioned as forward arms, each one ending in a cluster of crystalline claws that were the size of my forearm. The body was armoured — not the camouflage skin of the lesser Vanachari but actual biological armour, plates of chitin that overlapped like scales, each one edged with the same crystalline material as the teeth and claws. The eyes — four of them, arranged in a diamond pattern on a head that was more reptilian than mammalian — glowed a deep, luminous red.

The Vana-Raja roared. Not the glass-teeth shriek of its lesser kin. A roar — deep, resonant, a sound that I felt in my bones and my bowels and my will. My Willpower stat — 25, decent but not exceptional — wobbled under the psychological pressure. The sound was not just volume. It was presence. The Game's combat system translating the predator's dominance into a debuff:

[Intimidation Aura — Willpower check... PASSED (25 vs. DC 22)]

I held. Barely. Behind me, I heard Sanjana gasp — her Willpower lower, the aura hitting harder. But Bhavna's voice came over comms, steady and clinical: "Battle Meditation active. Willpower buff to all squad members in range." The debuff eased. The fear receded. Bhavna's skill — her Battle Meditation, a rare medic ability — was countering the Vana-Raja's psychological weapon.

"Focused Fire on the alpha!" I called. The squad responded — rifles concentrating on the Vana-Raja as it charged the wall. The bolts hit the chitin armour and — most of them — bounced. Sparks flew from the crystalline edges. The creature didn't slow.

It hit the wall.

The section — a prefab panel, one of the originals, already weakened by the Vanachari's sequential assault — collapsed inward. Metal screamed. Dust and debris erupted. The Vana-Raja was inside the perimeter.

Hemant met it.

The Heavy Infantry planted himself between the alpha predator and the medical station where Sanjana and Bhavna were stationed. His shield came up. The Vana-Raja's forward claws hit the shield — the impact was — I saw Hemant's feet leave the ground, the big man driven backward three metres, his boots carving furrows in the packed earth. But he landed. He held. The shield was dented — a deep, clawed impression in the metal that matched the creature's crystalline talons — but intact.

"Heavy Strike!" Hemant roared. His counter-attack was brutal — the Heavy Infantry's signature move, all of his Strength 38 channeled through a single swing of his combat hammer. The hammer connected with the Vana-Raja's lower jaw. Chitin cracked. The creature staggered.

I activated Boost of Confidence — the squad-wide buff that increased all stats by a percentage based on my Willpower. "Everyone — hit it now!"

Ira's Precision Shot from the tower — drilling through a gap in the chitin where the jaw met the throat. Malhar's trap, slid under the creature's belly, detonating against the softer ventral plates. Kunwar's Signal Relay boosting the squad's coordination, each attack landing in sequence with the precision of a choreographed dance.

And my own shot — not Precision, not Special, just a clean bolt aimed at the eye that was already damaged by Hemant's hammer strike. The bolt entered the socket. The Vana-Raja screamed — the deep roar twisted into something broken, the sound of an apex predator discovering that it was not, in fact, at the top of the food chain.

It fell. Slowly — the massive body crumbling, the eight limbs folding, the crystalline claws scoring deep gouges in the earth as the creature's nervous system processed the fact of its death.

[ENEMY DEFEATED: Vana-Raja (Level 8)] [XP Gained: 800 (split across squad)] [LEVEL UP: Kartik Agni → Level 2!] [Loot: Vana-Raja Chitin Plates (8), Alpha Core (1), Crystalline Claw Set (2)]

The remaining Vanachari — without their alpha, without the coordinating intelligence that had turned them from individual predators into a tactical unit — scattered. They melted into the jungle with the speed of creatures that had suddenly remembered they were afraid, the blue-green camouflage engaging, the howls fading into the canopy.

Silence. The particular silence that followed violence — not the absence of sound but the presence of aftermath, the air still ringing with the echo of combat, the ground still vibrating with the Vana-Raja's fall, the night still carrying the acrid scent of discharged energy weapons and the copper tang of predator blood.

"Casualties?" I asked.

"Minor injuries," Bhavna reported. "Hemant has a fractured wrist — the shield absorbed most of the impact but not all. Malhar has shrapnel lacerations from his own trap detonation. Nothing I can't heal."

We'd won. Our first real battle. A coordinated assault by an alpha predator that had studied our defenses and exploited our weaknesses — and we'd held. Not cleanly. Not elegantly. The north wall had a hole in it that would take days to repair. My Defensive Shield skill had nearly depleted my Magic reserves. And the knowledge that the jungle's creatures were not mindless but intelligent — capable of observation, coordination, and tactical planning — changed everything about our security calculus.

But we'd won.

And in the morning, when the gas giant's light painted the colony amber and the construction sounds resumed and Malhar began repairing the wall with materials that now included Vana-Raja chitin plates — biological armour stronger than any prefab panel — I looked at my squad and saw what the Kendra Sena had not anticipated: a team. Not a collection of rejects and misfits. A team that had fought together and bled together and held together when the wall came down.

Level 2. The quest was barely started. The jungle was watching. And the Gulmarg scouts were still in the system.

But we were here. And we were getting stronger.


  
    Chapter 8: Chandni

    
    
  
  She arrived on a supply shuttle that smelled of engine grease and bad decisions.

The shuttle was one of Prithvi's grey-market contacts — a Dweepvasi trader named Keshav who ran supplies between the outer colonies in a vessel that was held together, as far as I could tell, by optimism and duct tape. The cargo was our second Iron and Stone shipment — fifty units each, enough to begin Malhar's Phase Two wall upgrades. But the cargo wasn't the interesting part.

The interesting part stepped off the shuttle's ramp, looked at Cherai Colony with the expression of a person who had been expecting disappointment and was not disappointed, and said: "So this is where the Kendra Sena sends people to die. Charming."

Chandni Joshi. Private First Class. Combat specialist, Level 7. Transferred from the 22nd Urban Warfare Division — a unit that operated in the colony-cities, the massive human settlements where the Game's politics were as dangerous as its monsters. Her transfer papers said "disciplinary reassignment." Her record said three insubordination charges, two unauthorized operation modifications, and one incident classified as "creative interpretation of rules of engagement" that had, according to the footnote, resulted in the successful defense of a civilian district that her commanding officer had ordered abandoned.

She was tall — taller than Ira, almost as tall as me. Her hair was shaved on the sides and spiked on top in a mohawk that was dyed electric blue — a cosmetic modification that the Game allowed but that most soldiers avoided because it compromised camouflage. Chandni had apparently decided that camouflage was less important than self-expression. Her skin was the deep brown of someone from the Deccan plateau, her eyes dark and sharp, and her body — I noticed, because noticing was unavoidable — was the kind of body that combat training sculpted: lean, muscular, the particular geometry of a person who had spent years fighting and had been shaped by it.

"Private Joshi," I said.

"Lieutenant Agni." She looked me up and down with the frank assessment of a person who did not believe in pretense. "You're shorter than I expected."

"You're bluer than I expected."

The mohawk — electric blue, vivid against the gas giant's amber light — caught the breeze. She grinned. The grin was — I felt my pulse respond before my brain had a chance to intervene — dangerous. Not threatening. Dangerous, the way a cliff edge was dangerous: the knowledge that proximity could lead to falling, and the falling could be spectacular.

"I requested this posting," she said.

"You requested Cherai?"

"I heard about you. The Lieutenant who got the impossible quest and actually started working on it. The guy who allied with the Dweepvasi instead of ordering them around. The squad that killed a Vana-Raja at Level 2." She shrugged — a motion that involved her entire body and conveyed more information than most people's monologues. "I was going to get transferred anyway. Might as well go somewhere interesting."

Ira appeared beside me. She'd materialized the way she always did — suddenly, silently, the Reconnaissance specialist's particular talent for being present when you needed her and invisible when you didn't. She looked at Chandni. Chandni looked at Ira. The assessment was mutual, rapid, and — I could feel the air between them vibrate with it — competitive.

"This is Ira Kapoor," I said. "My —"

"Your girlfriend," Chandni said. "The file mentioned." She extended a hand to Ira. "Chandni. Call me C.J. My friends call me C.J. I'm assuming we're going to be friends."

Ira took the hand. The handshake was brief, firm, and loaded with the particular subtext that two competent women exchanged when they met in the presence of a man they were both interested in and were deciding whether to compete or collaborate.

"Welcome to Cherai, C.J.," Ira said. "Your bunk is third from the left. The food synthesizer makes chai that tastes like engine coolant. And the jungle tries to eat you if you stand still."

"Sounds like my last posting, except the chai was worse."

I showed C.J. the colony — the walls, the towers, the medical facility, the Dweepvasi settlement. She took it in with the particular attention of a soldier assessing terrain: noting sight lines, cover positions, defensive weaknesses, and escape routes with the automatic efficiency of a person for whom tactical awareness was as natural as breathing.

"Your north wall is still vulnerable," she said as we walked the perimeter. "The chitin patches are strong, but the joints between the chitin and the timber are stress points. A coordinated hit on those joints would split the wall apart."

"I know. Malhar's working on it."

"What about mines? The jungle approach from the north is a natural funnel — the terrain channels anything coming at you into a kill zone if you mine it properly."

"We don't have mine components."

"I do." She tapped her inventory — the Game's storage system, invisible but accessible. "The 22nd Division used modular mine kits. I requisitioned six before I left. Accidentally, of course. The requisition system has so many forms that sometimes things just... appear in your inventory." The dangerous grin again. "Bureaucratic accidents. Very tragic."

"You stole mines from a front-line unit."

"I creatively interpreted the requisition process. There's a difference. The difference is that I have mines and the 22nd still has a warehouse full of them." She pulled out a mine kit — a compact disc, the size of a dinner plate, the surface marked with the Game's standardized warning symbols. "Proximity triggered. Variable yield. I can configure them for anti-personnel or anti-vehicle. One of these, buried at the right depth, would stop a Vanachari charge dead."

"And a Vana-Raja?"

"Three of them would give even a Raja pause. Six would turn the approach into a graveyard."

I looked at her. The blue mohawk. The sharp eyes. The stolen mines. The criminal record that was, viewed from the right angle, a resume of creative problem-solving. The Kendra Sena had sent her to Cherai because she was trouble. And trouble — on Cherai, surrounded by hostile jungle and circling enemies and a quest that demanded innovation — was exactly what I needed.

"Welcome to the squad, C.J.," I said.

That evening, C.J. planted her mines in the northern approach — six devices, buried at calculated intervals, configured for maximum anti-predator yield. She worked with the methodical precision of a person who had done this dozens of times and whose hands knew the procedure the way a musician's hands knew an instrument. Ira watched from the tower, providing overwatch and — I suspected — continuing her assessment of the new arrival.

Later, in the mess hall, C.J. sat with the squad and ate the synthesizer's attempt at dal-chawal — the rice was adequate, the dal was a war crime — and talked. Not about the war, not about combat, but about life. Her life before the Game, which she remembered fragments of: a flat in Pune, a motorcycle, the particular freedom of a person who had never belonged to anything and had liked it that way. Her life in the Game: the 22nd Division, the city-fights, the moment she'd decided to save the civilian district against orders and had become, in the space of a single decision, both a hero and a criminal.

"The thing about orders," she said, stirring the dal with the particular contempt reserved for food that had personally offended you, "is that they're only as good as the person giving them. My CO ordered a retreat because the district wasn't 'strategically valuable.' Three thousand civilians. Not strategically valuable." She set the spoon down. The contempt extended from the dal to the memory. "I held the line. Lost two squad members. Saved thirty-two hundred people. And got a disciplinary transfer for my trouble."

The table was quiet. Hemant — who had refused his own immoral order — nodded. Sanjana — who had filed reports that were ignored — looked at her hands. Malhar — who had been reprimanded for building defenses that worked — smiled the small, bitter smile of recognition.

"You'll fit in here," I said.

"I know." She looked at me. The sharp eyes softened — not much, just enough to admit something that the punk exterior and the blue mohawk and the stolen mines were designed to camouflage. "That's why I came."

Ira materialized again — this time at the mess hall table, sliding into the seat beside me with a cup of the abysmal chai. She looked at C.J. C.J. looked at her.

"She's staying," Ira said to me, not breaking eye contact with C.J.

"Yes."

"Good." Ira sipped the chai. Winced. "We need someone who knows how to properly disobey orders. I'm too good at following them."

C.J. laughed. The laugh was — like her grin — dangerous. Warm and dangerous. The kind of laugh that made you want to hear it again and also made you aware that the person laughing had seen enough to know that laughter was a form of defiance.

Outside, the mines lay buried in the jungle approach, invisible and patient, waiting for something to be foolish enough to charge the north wall again.

Cherai's squad was eight.


  
    Chapter 9: Gufa Abhiyaan

    
    
  
  The dungeon entrance was a mouth.

Not metaphorically — the opening in the jungle floor was shaped like a mouth, the stone edges curved into lips, the interior descending into a throat of darkness that the gas giant's amber light could not penetrate. The stone was the same ancient cut-stone we'd found before — Aadivasi architecture, three thousand years old, the edges smoothed by centuries of jungle growth but the craftsmanship still visible in the precision of the curves. Whoever had built this had understood that a door could also be a warning.

"Thermal shows three levels," Ira said, her scanner painting the dungeon's interior in false colour on our shared HUD. "Level one is a corridor system — straight lines, intersections, probably traps. Level two is a cavern — large, open, organic. Level three..." She frowned. "Level three is shielded. I can't get a clear read. Something down there is generating interference."

"Interference means technology," I said. "Technology means the Aadivasi built something they wanted to protect."

We stood at the dungeon's entrance — the full squad minus Bhavna, who was holding the medical station at the colony, and Kunwar, who was monitoring comms. Six of us: me, Ira, Hemant, Malhar, Sanjana, and C.J. Our levels had climbed over the past two weeks of jungle farming: I was Level 4 now, Ira at 10, Hemant at 8, Malhar at 7, C.J. at 8, Sanjana at 6. Better. Not great. But the dungeon's threat assessment — my HUD had tagged it the moment we approached — read:

[DUNGEON: Aadivasi Vault, Outer Ring] [Recommended Level: 6-10] [Floors: 3] [Boss: Unknown] [Special: Ancient technology detected. Loot quality: HIGH]

"Recommended Level 6-10," C.J. read aloud. "We've got four people in range and two below. Those are decent odds."

"Those are acceptable odds," Hemant corrected. He was checking his shield — a new one, forged from Vana-Raja chitin by Malhar, the biological armour shaped into a tower shield that was lighter than metal and harder than stone. "Decent odds are when everyone is above the recommended range."

"Where's the fun in that?" C.J. grinned. The mines she'd planted at the colony perimeter had already proven their worth — a solo Vanachari had triggered one two nights ago, and the detonation had reduced the predator to a smear of bioluminescent residue. The squad had named the mine "Chandni's Welcome Mat." She was proud of this.

"Formation," I said. "Hemant takes point with the shield. I'm behind him. C.J. and Malhar on flanks. Ira, rear guard with overwatch. Sanjana, centre — you don't engage unless we're overrun. Everyone stay tight. Dungeon corridors mean close quarters — no room for flanking, no room for error."

We descended.

The throat opened into a corridor — wide enough for three abreast, the ceiling high enough for Hemant to stand without ducking, the walls carved with the same flowing Aadivasi script that decorated the surface ruins. The script glowed — faintly, a blue-white luminescence that provided just enough light to see by without supplemental illumination. The air was cool — a sharp contrast to the jungle's humidity — and carried a scent that was mineral and electric, the smell of stone that had been sealed for millennia and the faint ozone tang of dormant technology.

The first trap triggered at the fourth intersection.

The floor tiles — which I'd been scanning for pressure plates, because the Game's dungeon design was predictable in its unpredictability — didn't move. Instead, the walls did. Two stone panels, each weighing several tons, slid inward with the grinding speed of a mechanism that had been waiting three thousand years for someone to activate it and was in no hurry.

"Move!" Hemant planted his shield against the left panel — the chitin-and-Iron barrier taking the stone's weight, the big man's Strength stat straining against physics. The panel slowed. Didn't stop. Hemant's boots slid on the carved floor, the sound of chitin-on-stone a shriek that echoed down the corridor.

Malhar moved. The combat engineer pulled a structural brace from his inventory — a deployable Iron beam designed for exactly this scenario — and jammed it between the panels. The beam held. The panels groaned against it, the ancient mechanism still applying force, but the beam was Game-grade Iron and the mechanism was three thousand years of wear, and the Iron won.

"Trap disarmed," Malhar said, breathing hard. "But the mechanism is still active. It'll reset when we leave. Mark it."

I marked the intersection on our shared map. We continued.

The first floor yielded two more traps — a dart array that Ira detected before we triggered it, the darts coated in a substance that Sanjana identified as a paralytic agent, and a pit trap that C.J. bridged with a grappling line, her athletic body swinging across the gap with the particular grace of a person who enjoyed risk the way most people enjoyed breakfast.

And then: enemies.

They emerged from alcoves in the walls — stone constructs, humanoid, each one assembled from the same carved stone as the corridor walls. Golems. The Aadivasi's security system, still operational after three millennia, the ancient technology animating stone into something that moved with mechanical precision and hit with geological force.

[ENEMY: Aadivasi Stone Guardian, Level 7] [Quantity: 4] [Note: Resistant to energy weapons. Vulnerable to physical damage and Magic.]

"Energy weapons ineffective!" I called as my first bolt bounced off a Guardian's chest, the energy dissipating against the stone surface like water against rock. "Physical attacks! Hemant — engage!"

The Heavy Infantry met the first Guardian shield-to-fist. The impact was — the corridor shook, dust cascading from the ceiling, the ancient script's glow flickering — titanic. Hemant's Heavy Strike caught the Guardian's arm and the stone cracked, fragments flying, the construct staggering but not falling.

C.J. was already moving. Her combat style was — I'd seen her in jungle patrols, but this was different — beautiful. Fast, aggressive, the movements of a person who fought the way a storm moved: with total commitment and no regard for retreat. She had a vibro-blade — a close-combat weapon that the 22nd Division favoured for urban warfare — and she used it with the precision of a surgeon and the enthusiasm of a demolition crew. The blade found the joints between the Guardian's stone segments — the gaps where the ancient engineering was weakest — and carved through with a high-pitched whine that set my teeth on edge.

"Spell Casting!" I activated my Magic stat — 30, my second-highest — and channeled the Whirlwind spell that I'd unlocked at Level 3. The winds materialized in the corridor — focused, directed, a vortex of force that slammed into the remaining Guardians and sent them staggering into each other, the stone bodies grinding, the ancient mechanisms disrupted by the kinetic force.

Hemant finished two. C.J. finished one. Malhar planted a trap under the fourth and detonated it, the explosion shattering the stone into fragments that rained down like gravel.

[Enemies Defeated: Aadivasi Stone Guardian x4] [XP Gained: 1,200 (split across squad)] [Loot: Carved Stone Fragment (8), Ancient Mechanism Core (2), Guardian Eye Crystal (4)]

We descended to the second floor. The cavern.

Ira's scan had said "large and open" — but the reality exceeded the description. The cavern was enormous — a natural formation that the Aadivasi had modified, the rough stone walls carved into tiers, the ceiling vaulted and supported by columns that were half-natural stalagmite and half-carved pillar. The floor was a mosaic — thousands of stone tiles arranged in a pattern that my HUD couldn't decode but that resonated, somehow, with the same flowing aesthetic as the Aadivasi script on the walls.

And at the centre of the cavern: a structure. Not a building — a device. A machine made of stone and crystal and something that glowed with the same blue-white luminescence as the corridor script but brighter, more intense, the glow pulsing with a rhythm that was too regular to be natural and too slow to be mechanical. The device was — I estimated — ten metres tall, conical, the surface covered in geometric patterns that shifted and changed as I watched, the stone rearranging itself with the fluid grace of a living thing.

"That's the resource processor," Ira said. "It has to be. The energy signature matches what Neelima described."

"It's dormant," Malhar said, scanning the device with his engineering interface. "The power source is active — that's the glow — but the processing functions are offline. It needs... an activation sequence. Something to tell it what to do."

"Can you figure it out?"

"Give me time and I can figure out anything that's built." He was already moving toward the device, the engineer's hunger visible in his eyes — the particular light of a person who had found something worth understanding. "But there's a problem. The third floor — whatever's down there, shielded from our scans — it's connected to this device. I can see the conduits. The power flows down. Whatever activates this processor is on floor three."

I looked at the squad. We were tired — the traps and Guardians had cost energy, and Sanjana had used two Quick Heal charges on minor injuries. Our Magic reserves were reduced. And the third floor was an unknown — shielded, unscanned, potentially containing threats that exceeded our recommended level range.

"We come back," I said. The decision was — I felt the Savior Complex skill pulling at me, the urge to push deeper, to not stop when the goal was in sight — difficult. But Ira's voice was in my head: this isn't a solo quest. "We've mapped two floors. We know what's down here. We come back with full resources and a better plan."

C.J. looked at me. The sharp eyes assessed, and — I could see the calculation — accepted. "Smart call," she said. "Live to fight another day. Very un-hero of you."

"I'm a hero-in-training. The training includes knowing when to retreat."

We ascended. The jungle's humid air hit us like a wall after the cavern's cool dryness, the transition from ancient stone to living green so abrupt it felt like crossing between worlds. The squad was quiet on the trek back — the particular quiet of a group processing new information, the resource processor and the shielded third floor and the ancient technology spinning in everyone's minds.

The loot was significant: Guardian Eye Crystals were rare — Prithvi would pay well. The Ancient Mechanism Cores were — Malhar was already theorizing — components that could be used to repair or activate Aadivasi technology. And the knowledge — the mapped floors, the identified threats, the confirmed existence of the resource processor — was worth more than all the loot combined.

We returned to Cherai as the gas giant set behind the moon's horizon, the sky shifting from amber to deep violet, the first stars appearing like distant campfires. The colony's lights were on — warm points in the gathering dark, the Dweepvasi settlement glowing its amber glow, the guard towers lit, the wall standing.

Home. The word surprised me. But it was accurate.


  
    Chapter 10: Gaddar

    
    
  
  The evidence was in the comms log.

I found it at 0200 — not because I was looking for it, but because I couldn't sleep. The Vana-Raja attack had left a residue in my nervous system, a low-frequency hum of alertness that the Game's Recovery stat couldn't fully smooth away. So I'd gone to the comms shed — the small wooden building behind Bhrigu's administration block, the one that housed the colony's communication array — to review the sensor data from the attack, looking for patterns in the Vanachari swarm's approach that might help us predict future assaults.

What I found instead was a transmission log that shouldn't have existed.

The colony's comms array was simple — a standard Kendra Sena communications package, capable of intra-system messaging and, with sufficient power, inter-system relay through the hyperspace beacon network. All transmissions were logged automatically — incoming and outgoing, timestamped, tagged with the sender's identification code. The system was supposed to be access-restricted: only Bhrigu, as administrator, and myself, as garrison commander, had authorization to use the array for external communications.

The log showed a transmission at 0147 — thirteen minutes before the Vana-Raja attack — on an encrypted channel that I didn't recognize. The sender ID was masked, which was itself a red flag: masking required a Comms Override skill at Level 2 or higher, and in our squad, only one person had that skill.

Kunwar Pratap.

I stared at the log. The encrypted channel's destination was — my HUD's cryptographic tools were basic, but sufficient for this — a relay node in the inner systems. Not a military node. A private relay. The kind used by intelligence operatives, black-market dealers, and people who needed their communications to be untraceable by standard Kendra Sena monitoring.

The transmission itself was encrypted — I couldn't read the content. But the timing was impossible to ignore. Thirteen minutes before an attack that had been suspiciously well-coordinated. An attack that had targeted our weakest point with precision that required intelligence — specific intelligence about which wall sections were original prefab and which were reinforced.

Intelligence that someone inside the colony had provided.

I sat in the comms shed, the green glow of the terminal painting my face, the jungle's night chorus filtering through the walls — the sitar-string howl of distant Vanachari, the deeper throb of insects, the occasional crack of a branch under the weight of something large moving through the canopy. The terminal hummed. The log blinked.

Kunwar.

The man who had been transferred twice for "interpersonal difficulties." The man whose sharpness I had noted and filed under "asset." The man who was always quiet, always competent, always exactly where he was supposed to be, performing exactly as expected — the perfect soldier, which, I now realized, was exactly what a spy would look like.

I didn't confront him immediately. The Savior Complex skill pulled at me — the urge to act, to protect, to confront the threat before it could harm my people — but Ira's voice, the rational counterweight, was loud in my memory: think before you hero. Confronting Kunwar without proof would accomplish nothing. He'd deny it. The encrypted content was inaccessible. And if he was reporting to someone — the private relay suggested an intelligence handler, not a casual contact — then alerting him would alert his handler, and the handler would adapt.

I needed to be smarter than my instincts.

"You're up early," Ira said. She was leaning against the comms shed doorframe — how long she'd been there, I had no idea. The Reconnaissance specialist's talent for appearing without announcement was, in this moment, both reassuring and slightly unnerving.

"How much did you see?" I asked.

"Enough." She crossed to the terminal, her bare feet silent on the wooden floor — she'd come from the barracks without boots, the quick-response habit of a soldier who prioritized speed over comfort. She studied the log. Her eyes — chai-coloured, sharp — moved across the data with the particular speed of a person who processed information the way most people processed breathing. "Encrypted channel. Masked sender. Timestamp thirteen minutes before the attack."

"Kunwar."

"Kunwar." She didn't sound surprised. She sounded — I looked at her — confirmed. "I've been watching him. Since the jungle patrol — the first one. His positioning was always slightly off. Not wrong — just slightly off, the way a person positions themselves when they're maintaining a secondary objective that they don't want observed. He was mapping our patrol routes while we patrolled. Filing the information for later use."

"You didn't tell me."

"I didn't have evidence. Gut feelings aren't operational intelligence." She tapped the log. "This is."

"I can't read the content."

"No. But I can track the relay destination." Her fingers moved on the terminal — faster than mine could, the Comms Override skill not in her class abilities but the Reconnaissance specialist's general intelligence compensating through sheer analytical capacity. "The private relay routes through three nodes before reaching its final destination. I can trace the first two. The third is behind a military-grade encryption wall that I can't crack without higher-level tools."

"What do the first two nodes tell us?"

"They tell us the communication is being routed through Kendra Sena intelligence infrastructure. Not standard military comms. Intelligence. Specifically, the branch that handles internal security — the people who monitor threats within Manavata, not threats from external enemies."

The implication settled like cold water in my stomach. Kunwar wasn't reporting to the Gulmarg. He wasn't selling intelligence to an external enemy. He was reporting to Manavata's own intelligence service — the branch of the Kendra Sena that existed to monitor, control, and when necessary, eliminate problems within the human faction.

Problems like me.

"They put a spy in my squad," I said.

"They put a spy in your squad," Ira confirmed. "And whoever's receiving Kunwar's reports used the intelligence to coordinate the Vana-Raja attack — not directly, but by ensuring our defensive weaknesses were known to threats in the area. They didn't send the Vanachari. They just made sure the Vanachari knew where to hit."

"That's — " I searched for the word. "That's attempted murder through wildlife management."

"It's the Kendra Sena. They have a long tradition of arranging deaths that look like accidents. A garrison overrun by local fauna on an underresourced moon? Tragic. Inevitable. Not anyone's fault."

I sat with it. The anger was — I could feel my Willpower stat straining, the emotion pressing against the stat's containment like steam in a closed vessel. The Kendra Sena hadn't just sent me to a cage. They'd sent me to a killing floor. And they'd put one of their people in my squad to make sure the kill happened on schedule.

"What do we do?" I asked.

"We don't confront him. We don't change his access. We don't do anything that signals we know." Ira's voice was calm — the professional calm of a person who dealt in information and understood that information was most powerful when the source didn't know it had been compromised. "We feed him what we want his handlers to know. We control the narrative. And we use his channel — without his knowledge — to monitor what the Kendra Sena is planning."

"Counter-intelligence."

"Counter-intelligence." The faintest smile. "I didn't hack my CO's files because I was bored, Kartik. I hacked them because I'm good at this."

We left the comms shed. The night was warm — the jungle's breath steady and humid, the gas giant hanging overhead like a massive amber lantern, its reflected light casting the colony in the warm, forgiving glow that made everything look more peaceful than it was. The mines glowed faintly in the northern approach — C.J.'s Welcome Mat, dormant but ready.

I looked at the barracks. Behind one of those mesh-covered windows, Kunwar was sleeping. Or pretending to sleep. The man who had eaten our synthesized dal, who had fought beside us against the Vanachari, who had monitored comms and mapped signals and done everything asked of him with quiet competence — while simultaneously reporting our every weakness to people who wanted us dead.

The anger cooled. Not disappeared — cooled, solidified, became something denser and more useful than heat. The Kendra Sena wanted us to fail. They had designed a colony to be a cage, staffed it with rejects, starved it of resources, and planted a spy to ensure that any success could be undermined. And despite all of it — despite the designed failure, the bureaucratic sabotage, the attempted murder-by-wildlife — we were still here. The wall was standing. The squad was growing. The quest was progressing.

They'd sent us here to die. We'd refused. And now we knew they were trying harder.

"We don't tell the others," I said. "Not yet. I don't want the squad dynamic to change. Kunwar needs to believe everything is normal."

"Agreed. But we start controlling what he sees. Ira Kapoor's Counter-Intelligence Operation is officially active." She bumped her shoulder against mine — the familiar gesture, the warmth in the cool night. "This is going to be fun."

"Your definition of fun concerns me."

"Your concern is noted and filed under 'Things Kartik Says Before I'm Proven Right.'"

We went back to the barracks. The bunks were filled with sleeping soldiers — Hemant's deep breathing, C.J.'s restless shifting, Sanjana's absolute stillness, Malhar's occasional muttered engineering equations. And Kunwar — eyes closed, breathing even, the picture of peaceful sleep.

I lay on my bunk. The springs squeaked their familiar complaint. Through the mesh screen, the gas giant's light painted amber rectangles on the floor.

Sleep did not come easily. But when it came, it came with a dream that was not a dream but a plan — the particular plan of a person who had learned that the Game's most dangerous enemies were not the ones in the jungle.


  
    Chapter 11: Vajra ki Khoj

    
    
  
  The mining expedition found gold. Not literal gold — something better.

We'd been mapping resource deposits in the jungle's outer ring for a week, Malhar's engineering scanner painting the subsurface geology in false colour on our HUD: iron ore in red, stone deposits in grey, timber quality in green gradients. The map was filling in — a patchwork of usable resources that, combined with Prithvi's grey-market supply chain, gave us enough raw material to keep the colony's construction progressing. But the deposits were scattered, shallow, and — critically — standard-grade. Enough to build. Not enough to transform.

Then Malhar's scanner hit something that made it scream.

"What the —" He dropped to his knees, the scanner's display overloading, the false-colour map exploding into a white-hot bloom that filled the HUD like a camera pointed at the sun. He adjusted the frequency, filtered the input, and the bloom resolved into a shape: a vein. Not a deposit — a vein, running deep beneath the jungle floor, the signature unlike anything in the Game's standard geological database.

[RESOURCE DETECTED: Vajra] [Classification: Ultra-Rare Strategic Resource] [Estimated deposit: 2,000+ units] [Note: Vajra is classified as a Tier 5 resource. Current market value: 500 Mudra per unit. Total estimated value: 1,000,000+ Mudra]

One million Mudra. In a colony that had been struggling to scrape together enough for basic wall construction. One million Mudra sitting beneath the jungle floor, undetected for four years because nobody had bothered to run a deep-geology scan on a moon that the Kendra Sena had classified as worthless.

"Vajra," Malhar whispered. His hands were shaking — not from fear but from the engineer's equivalent of religious ecstasy. "Lieutenant, do you understand what this is? Vajra is used in advanced weapon systems, starship hulls, energy shielding. The entire Kendra Sena fleet runs on Vajra-alloy components. A deposit this size —"

"— makes Cherai the most valuable colony in the Chakra sector," I finished.

"The most valuable colony in the outer territories," Ira corrected from her overwatch position in a nearby tree, her voice carrying the particular sharpness of a person who understood that great fortune could also be great danger. "Maybe the most valuable in all of Manavata's holdings outside the core systems."

The implications cascaded. With Vajra, we could fund every aspect of the restoration quest — walls, towers, weapons, equipment, supplies. We could upgrade the colony from a punishment posting to a fortress. We could attract settlers, grow the population, build industry. The quest's "Extreme" difficulty rating assumed resource scarcity. Remove the scarcity, and the difficulty dropped to merely "very hard."

But.

"If the Kendra Sena finds out," I said, "they'll take it."

"They'll replace you," Ira said. "They'll send a new commander — someone obedient, someone who follows orders, someone who won't question why a colony that was designed to fail suddenly has the most valuable resource deposit in the sector. They'll claim the Vajra as a strategic asset, nationalise the mining rights, and Cherai's garrison will go from being the people who found it to the people who guard it for someone else."

"Which is why we don't tell them." C.J. had come up beside Malhar, her sharp eyes scanning the jungle perimeter with the automatic vigilance of a combat specialist. "We mine it ourselves. Quietly. Small batches. Through Prithvi's grey channels."

"That's —" I hesitated.

"Illegal?" C.J.'s grin was there — the dangerous one. "According to Kendra Sena regulations, all Tier 5 resource discoveries must be reported to Central Command within forty-eight hours. Failure to report is classified as resource theft, punishable by loss of rank, imprisonment, and permanent Game penalty."

"So yes. Illegal."

"Everything worth doing on Cherai is illegal, Lieutenant. Building the wall with grey-market materials: technically illegal. The Dweepvasi alliance without command approval: technically illegal. My mines: definitely illegal. The question isn't whether we follow the rules. The question is whether following the rules serves the people who depend on us."

She was right. And the fact that she was right didn't make the decision easier — it made it heavier. The Kendra Sena's rules existed for a reason, even if that reason was often control rather than justice. Breaking those rules put the entire squad at risk. Not just demotion or reassignment — criminal prosecution, in a system where the prosecutor, judge, and executioner answered to the same council that had sent us here to fail.

"We compromise," I said. "We don't hide the discovery — we delay the report. We mine what we need for the colony's defenses. We use the Vajra to complete the restoration quest. And when the quest is complete — when Cherai is a functioning, defensible colony that the Kendra Sena can't dismiss or destroy without political consequences — we report the deposit. On our terms. From a position of strength."

"That's still illegal," C.J. said.

"It's strategically delayed compliance."

"I love him," C.J. said to Ira.

"Get in line," Ira said.

The mining began the next day. Malhar designed a small-scale extraction system — a bore that could access the Vajra vein without leaving visible surface disturbance, the extracted material processed through a portable refinery that he built from salvaged colony equipment and Game-grade components. The operation was — by necessity — small. Two units per day. Enough to fund upgrades without attracting attention.

Prithvi handled the sales. The trader's grey-market contacts included buyers who dealt in Vajra — military contractors, private shipbuilders, independent colony operators who needed strategic materials that the Kendra Sena's allocation system didn't provide. The Mudra flowed in. Not a flood — a steady stream, carefully managed to avoid the spikes in colony finances that would trigger Kendra Sena audit algorithms.

Within a week, we had enough Mudra to order Game-grade Iron and Stone in quantities that would have been impossible before. Within two weeks, Malhar had upgraded the wall to Level 3 — full Game-grade construction, the timber-and-chitin hybrid replaced by Iron-reinforced Stone panels that could withstand sustained assault from anything short of starship-grade weapons.

The colony changed. Not just the physical structures — the feeling changed. The barracks got new bunks. The food synthesizer got an upgrade that made the chai merely mediocre instead of actively hostile. The medical facility received a full resupply — Bhavna's shelves now stocked with alchemical ingredients, healing potions, and diagnostic equipment that rivaled front-line hospitals.

And the Dweepvasi benefited too. I made sure of that — the alliance was built on equal partnership, and equal partnership meant equal access. Neelima used the Mudra to expand the Dweepvasi settlement, bringing in additional families, specialists, craftspeople. The alien population grew from forty to sixty, then eighty. Each new Dweepvasi brought skills: herbalists who knew the jungle's medicinal plants, scouts who mapped terrain that our sensors couldn't penetrate, builders who combined their organic resin technology with our Game-grade materials to create hybrid structures that were stronger than either alone.

But the Vajra changed something else, too: the watch. The thing in the jungle — the presence that Ira had detected on our first patrol, the observer that followed and watched and didn't register as a threat on Threat Detection — became more active. Ira reported increased sensor contacts along the perimeter. Not approaching. Not threatening. But interested. As if the mining had awakened not just a resource deposit but an awareness.

"The Aadivasi," Neelima said when I shared the observation. We were in her settlement, the amber-lit resin structure warm around us, Harit's green eyes tracking the conversation with their usual metronomic precision. "The technology beneath the jungle is not merely mechanical. It is — the closest human concept would be sentient. Not alive, not conscious, but aware. Aware that something has changed on its moon. Aware that someone is mining the resource that the Aadivasi deposited here three thousand years ago."

"The Vajra was deposited? Not natural?"

"The Aadivasi were terraformers. They did not discover resources — they created them. They seeded this moon with Vajra the way a farmer seeds a field. The deposit you've found is not geology. It is agriculture. And the system that monitors the crop — the technology that watches and waits — has noticed that someone is harvesting."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. The amber glow dimmed, or seemed to. Harit's eyes were fixed on me — the gold irises bright, the assessment sharper than usual, the particular sharpness of a being deciding whether to share something dangerous.

"The third floor of the dungeon," I said. "The shielded level that Ira's sensors couldn't penetrate. That's the monitoring system?"

"We believe so," Neelima said. "The Aadivasi built the processor on the second floor and the controller on the third. The processor converts raw materials. The controller manages the system — monitoring, allocation, and if necessary, defense."

"Defense against what?"

"Against anyone who harvests without authorization."

The silence was total. Outside, the Dweepvasi settlement hummed with its usual organic activity — the amber glow, the distant murmur of alien voices, the gentle sway of the resin structures in the evening breeze. Inside, the implications of Neelima's words expanded like a shockwave in slow motion.

We were mining a resource that an ancient, technologically superior civilization had planted on this moon. We were being monitored by a system that was designed to protect that resource. And we were doing it without authorization — authorization from a civilization that had been dead for three thousand years but whose technology was very much alive.

"How do we get authorization?" I asked.

"You reach the third floor," Neelima said. "You interface with the controller. And you convince it — or compel it — to grant access."

"And if we can't?"

Harit spoke for the first time. His voice was deeper than Neelima's — a bass resonance that vibrated in the chest. "Then the defense system activates. And everything the Aadivasi built to protect their harvest becomes your enemy."

I looked at Ira. She looked at me. The chai eyes were bright, alert, the tactical mind already mapping the problem: we needed to reach the third floor, interface with alien technology that was older than any faction in the Game, and convince an automated defense system to let us mine the resource it was protecting. All while keeping the operation secret from the Kendra Sena, monitoring a spy in our squad, and defending the colony against a jungle that wanted to eat us.

"No pressure," Ira said.

"None at all," I agreed.


  
    Chapter 12: Revati

    
    
  
  She came with the second wave of settlers.

The Vajra revenue — even at two units per day, carefully laundered through Prithvi's grey channels — had created a gravitational pull. Cherai, which had been invisible to the Kendra Sena's personnel allocation system for four years, was now generating the one signal that bureaucracies could not ignore: economic activity. Settlers applied. Workers migrated. And the Kendra Sena, unable to explain why a punishment posting was suddenly attracting voluntary transfers without revealing that they'd been deliberately starving the colony, was forced to approve them.

Twenty new settlers in the first month. Forty in the second. Farmers, craftspeople, technicians, merchants — the human population of Cherai tripled, and with it came the particular chaos of growth: housing shortages, water system overloads, land disputes between the expanding human sector and the Dweepvasi quarter, and the thousand small crises that occurred when a village tried to become a town overnight.

And Revati.

Lieutenant Revati Krishnamurthy. Advanced Healer, Level 11. The highest-leveled person on Cherai by a significant margin, and the most unexpected transfer I'd received. Her file was — I read it three times, looking for the catch — extraordinary.

Revati Krishnamurthy — Advanced Healer, Level 11 Stats: Strength 10, Reflexes 16, Stamina 18, Magic 52, Willpower 44, Recovery 50 Skills: Restoration (5), Area Heal (4), Purification (3), Cellular Regeneration (2), Soul Anchor (1)

Magic at 52. Recovery at 50. And a skill called Soul Anchor that I'd never seen before — a Level 1 ability that, according to the Game's sparse description, could "stabilise a dying player's consciousness, preventing permanent death for a limited duration." In a Game where death cost you one of your limited lives, Soul Anchor was not just rare. It was priceless.

She arrived not on a military transport but on a civilian shuttle — one of the new commercial services that had begun running to Cherai since the economic activity spiked. She walked off the ramp carrying nothing but a shoulder bag and wearing civilian clothes — not the military uniform that her rank entitled her to, but a simple kurta and leggings, the fabric the deep indigo of natural dye, the kind of clothing that a person wore when they wanted to be themselves rather than their rank.

"Lieutenant Krishnamurthy?" I said.

"Revati." Her voice was — I noticed immediately — different from what I expected. Not the clinical precision of a military medic. Something warmer. Deeper. The voice of a person who had spent years listening to people in pain and had developed the particular tonal quality that said I hear you before she'd said anything at all. "Just Revati. I didn't come here to be a rank."

"Why did you come here?"

She looked at the colony. The walls — now Level 3, gleaming with Game-grade Iron-reinforced Stone. The guard towers — rebuilt, manned, the sensor arrays humming. The medical facility — Bhavna's domain, now fully equipped and operational. The Dweepvasi quarter — expanded, thriving, the organic resin structures glowing amber in the afternoon light.

"Because I heard that someone was building something real," she said. "Something that wasn't about the Kendra Sena's politics or the Game's rankings or the endless cycle of conflict and acquisition. Something that was about people. I've been healing soldiers for nine years. Nine years of patching bodies so they can be broken again. Fixing what the Game damages so the Game can damage it more." She met my eyes. Hers were dark — not Ira's chai-warm dark or C.J.'s sharp dark, but a deep, still dark, the colour of a forest pool at night: calm on the surface, unmeasurable beneath. "I wanted to heal something that would stay healed."

Bhavna met her in the medical facility. The two healers — Bhavna at Level 9, Revati at Level 11 — assessed each other the way healers do: not with the competitive edge of warriors measuring skill, but with the collaborative assessment of professionals evaluating complementary capability. Where Bhavna was a battlefield medic — fast, efficient, her skills optimised for trauma and triage — Revati was a restoration specialist. Her abilities were slower but deeper: not just healing wounds but restoring systems, returning damaged bodies to their optimal state, undoing the accumulated degradation that the Game's combat system inflicted even when individual injuries were healed.

"Your Advanced Heal is excellent," Revati told Bhavna, examining the medic's skill profile. "Fast, clean, efficient. But you're working too hard — compensating for equipment shortages with personal Magic expenditure. Your Recovery rate is high, but you're draining faster than you're replenishing."

"There's no one else," Bhavna said.

"There is now." Revati placed her hand on Bhavna's shoulder — a gesture that was both professional and profoundly tender, the touch of a healer who understood that healers needed healing too. "Your Battle Meditation is remarkable. I've never seen a field medic with that skill. You keep the squad's morale intact during combat — that's not something I can do. My skills are post-combat. Deep healing. Restoration. The work that happens after the crisis, when everyone thinks it's over but the damage is still settling."

Bhavna's composure — the clinical steadiness that she wore like armour — cracked. Just a millimetre. Just enough to admit: "I've been tired."

"I know," Revati said. "I can see it in your stats. Your Willpower is compensating for your Stamina deficit. You've been running on determination for months." She smiled — and the smile was, I realised with a start, the first genuinely peaceful expression I'd seen on Cherai. Not happy, not optimistic, not determined. Peaceful. The peace of a person who had found the place they were meant to be. "Let me carry some of it."

The integration was seamless. Within days, Revati had established a wellness protocol — the first systematic health program in Cherai's history. Not just combat medicine but preventive care: nutritional assessments (the food synthesizer was recalibrated based on her recommendations, and the chai improved from "mediocre" to "almost acceptable"), stress management (her Purification skill could remove the accumulated toxic effects of prolonged Game combat exposure), and — most remarkably — psychological support. Revati's Restoration skill, at Level 5, could heal not just physical damage but cognitive fatigue, the mental erosion that came from constant threat assessment and combat readiness.

The squad noticed. Hemant, whose fractured wrist from the Vana-Raja fight had healed but left a residual stiffness that Bhavna's Quick Heal couldn't address, sat with Revati for an hour and emerged with full range of motion restored. Malhar, whose hands shook from fine-motor fatigue after weeks of constant construction, received a Cellular Regeneration treatment that repaired the microscopic nerve damage. Even Ira — who claimed to be fine, who was always fine, whose definition of "fine" included sleep deprivation, chronic hypervigilance, and the emotional weight of running a counter-intelligence operation — submitted to a Purification session and admitted afterward, grudgingly, that she hadn't realised how tired she was until the tiredness was removed.

"She's good," Ira said that evening, sitting on the guard tower with me, the now-almost-acceptable chai steaming in her hands. "Really good. Her skill set is — it's not combat. It's sustainability. She's the person who makes sure the squad can keep fighting long after the fight should have broken us."

"That's why she came. She's tired of patching soldiers for reuse. She wants to build something that lasts."

"A healer who heals the healers." Ira sipped. Didn't wince — progress. "And she's Level 11. The highest on Cherai. That's going to attract attention."

"From the Kendra Sena?"

"From Kunwar's handlers. A Level 11 Advanced Healer voluntarily transferring to a punishment posting? That doesn't happen. They'll wonder why. They'll dig. And when they dig, they might find the Vajra."

The chai was warm in my hands. The gas giant hung overhead, its banded surface catching the last light, the amber glow beginning to fade as the moon's rotation carried the colony into the giant's shadow — the brief "night" that occurred when Cherai passed behind its parent planet, darker and cooler than the normal cycle, the stars suddenly vivid against the black.

"How long before they send someone?" I asked.

"Weeks, maybe. Months if we're lucky. The Kendra Sena moves slowly — bureaucratic inertia is our best defense." She leaned against me — the familiar weight, the familiar warmth. "But they'll come. Eventually, they'll come."

Below us, the colony was settling into its evening routine. The Dweepvasi singing drifted across the clearing — that low, harmonic drone that had become as familiar as the jungle's breath. The settlers' new housing glowed with interior light. The medical facility was lit — Revati and Bhavna working late, establishing protocols, preparing for whatever came next.

And in the barracks, Kunwar filed his nightly report — the transmission that Ira intercepted and decoded, the information that flowed to Kendra Sena intelligence, carefully curated now, a mixture of truth and strategic omission that painted Cherai as a modestly improving colony rather than the Vajra-rich, alliance-forged, ancient-technology-harboring anomaly that it had become.

The Game within the Game. And we were learning to play it.


  
    Chapter 13: Neelima ka Rahasya

    
    
  
  The Dweepvasi archives were not written. They were grown.

Neelima led me into the deepest chamber of the settlement's central structure — a room that I hadn't known existed, hidden behind a wall of living resin that parted at her touch like curtains, the material recognising her biological signature and responding with the organic intelligence that the Dweepvasi had bred into their building materials over millennia. The chamber beyond was dark until we entered, and then the walls came alive: bioluminescent patterns erupting across every surface, blue and gold and green, the light not random but organized, arranged in spirals and branching structures that my HUD attempted to classify and failed.

"These are our records," Neelima said. "Two hundred years of Dweepvasi presence on Cherai. And — embedded within our records, because we preserved them — fragments of the Aadivasi's own archive. We found them when we first settled here. The Aadivasi left their knowledge encoded in the moon's substrate — the rock, the soil, the organic matter. The jungle itself is a library. We learned to read it. Partially."

I stared at the walls. The spiraling patterns moved — slowly, the bioluminescent traces shifting and reforming like a screensaver designed by a civilization that thought in geological time. Each spiral, Neelima explained, was a data cluster. Each branching pattern was a reference link. The Dweepvasi had spent two centuries decoding what they'd found and had, by their own admission, barely scratched the surface.

"Show me what you know about the Aadivasi defense systems," I said.

Neelima placed her hand against a section of wall. Her bioluminescence — the cerulean pulse that ran along her veins — synchronized with the wall's patterns, and the spirals shifted, restructured, formed a shape that I recognized: the dungeon. The Aadivasi Vault's three floors, rendered in light on a living wall.

"The first floor you've explored," she said. "Corridors, traps, guardians. Standard security — designed to deter casual intruders, not to stop a determined assault. The Aadivasi built it the way a homeowner builds a fence: a boundary, not a fortress."

"The second floor — the processor cavern. We've been there."

"The processor is the heart of the Cherai installation. It was designed to convert raw planetary material into refined resources — Vajra, primarily, but also other strategic materials that the Aadivasi needed for their projects. The processor is dormant because its controller — on the third floor — has not received an activation signal in three thousand years."

"And the third floor?"

The wall's patterns darkened. The spirals tightened, contracted, the bioluminescence shifting from warm gold to cold blue to a deep violet that pulsed with a rhythm that felt — I couldn't explain it rationally — threatening. Harit, standing behind Neelima, shifted his weight — the first visible discomfort I'd ever seen from the otherwise statuesque advisor.

"The third floor is the Niyantrak," Neelima said. "The Controller. It is not a room. It is an intelligence — a synthetic consciousness created by the Aadivasi to manage the Cherai installation. It monitors the resource deposits, regulates the processor, manages the defense systems, and — most critically — determines authorization. Who may harvest. Who may build. Who may live on this moon."

"A synthetic consciousness. You mean an AI."

"The Aadivasi's technology does not map cleanly onto human categories. It is not artificial in the way your AI systems are artificial — it was not programmed. It was cultivated. Grown from the same substrate as the jungle, the walls, the living architecture. The Niyantrak is as much a part of Cherai as the trees and the stone. It has been here for three thousand years, and it has been awake — aware, monitoring, watching — for all of that time."

The watcher. The presence that Ira had detected on our first patrol. The thing that followed us through the jungle, that observed without threatening, that had become more active when we started mining the Vajra. It wasn't just a security system. It was the moon's custodian. And we had been harvesting its garden without asking.

"Can we communicate with it?" I asked.

"We attempted to, when we first arrived. The Niyantrak — it responded. Not in language. In... sensation. The Dweepvasi who attempted contact reported experiences: visions, emotions, fragments of memory that were not their own. The Aadivasi did not communicate through words. They communicated through direct experience — a form of neural interfacing that requires a compatible mind."

"Compatible how?"

"The Aadivasi were — we believe — a hybrid species. Not purely biological, not purely technological. Their consciousness existed simultaneously in organic and synthetic substrates. To interface with the Niyantrak, a mind must be capable of existing in both states: grounded in flesh and extended into the technological matrix."

"No one on Cherai has that capability."

"No one on Cherai has demonstrated that capability." Neelima's antennae traced their diplomatic figure-eight. "However, Lieutenant, your class — the Veer-Prashikshak — is unique in the Game's history. The Game assigned it to you based on your psychological and neurological profile. And the Game's class system is not arbitrary. It draws from a database of archetypes that predates the Game itself — a database that the Aadivasi may have contributed to."

The implication was a cold hand on my spine. "You're saying the Game might have given me a class that's compatible with the Aadivasi's neural interface. That the Veer-Prashikshak might be an Aadivasi archetype."

"I am saying it is possible. The Dweepvasi cannot interface with the Niyantrak — our neurology is incompatible. Humans generally cannot either — the biological substrate is too different. But you, Lieutenant, have a class that no human has ever received. A class that may bridge the gap."

I sat in the chamber. The walls pulsed with their ancient light. The Aadivasi's archive — three thousand years of knowledge, encoded in living matter, fragmentary and vast — surrounded me like the inside of a mind. Harit watched. Neelima waited. The chamber smelled of resin and electricity and something deeper — the mineral scent of the moon itself, the bedrock that the Aadivasi had seeded and cultivated and left in the care of a consciousness that had been watching, waiting, three millennia for someone who could speak its language.

"What happens if I try to interface and fail?" I asked.

"The Niyantrak's records suggest that incompatible contacts result in — the Dweepvasi term translates roughly as rejection. Neurological overload. The equivalent of a psychic attack, but not malicious — simply the incompatibility of two systems attempting to connect and failing. The effects are temporary but severe. Disorientation. Memory disruption. In extreme cases, loss of consciousness."

"And the defense system?"

"If the Niyantrak determines that the contact is hostile — not merely incompatible but hostile — the defense system activates. Fully. The Aadivasi built Cherai to be protected. The jungle itself is part of that defense. The predatory fauna — the Vanachari, the Vana-Raja — they are not natural. They are the Aadivasi's guard dogs, bred and modified to patrol the perimeter. Without the Niyantrak's restraint, they would swarm. Not individual packs. All of them. Every predator in the jungle, coordinated by a three-thousand-year-old synthetic consciousness, directed at a single target."

"At us."

"At anyone the Niyantrak classifies as a threat. Which, currently, means anyone mining Vajra without authorization."

The chamber was quiet. The bioluminescent spirals continued their slow dance. The archive breathed around us — the accumulated knowledge of a civilization that had been old when humanity was young, preserved in living light on a forgotten moon at the edge of explored space.

"I need to reach the third floor," I said. "I need to interface with the Niyantrak. And I need to do it before the Kendra Sena arrives, before the Gulmarg make their move, and before the Niyantrak decides that we've overstayed our welcome."

"You will need to be stronger," Neelima said. "The third floor's guardians are — our records indicate — significantly more powerful than the first floor's. Level 12 minimum. Possibly higher."

"We'll get stronger."

"You will also need to understand the Aadivasi. Their values. Their purpose. The Niyantrak is not a lock that can be picked or a guard that can be defeated. It is a steward. It will grant access to those who demonstrate that they will care for what the Aadivasi built. Not exploit it. Not strip-mine it. Care for it."

"We're already doing that," I said. "The Dweepvasi alliance. The equal partnership. The investment in the colony's growth, not just its resources. We're building something sustainable."

"Then show the Niyantrak," Neelima said. "When the time comes, show it what you've built. Let it see Cherai as you see it — not as a resource depot but as a home."

We left the archive. The evening air was warm — the jungle's breath carrying the scent of flowers that opened only at dusk, their perfume heavy and sweet, the Dweepvasi equivalent of evening prayer: the planet exhaling its accumulated beauty into the darkening sky.

Ira was waiting outside. She'd been scanning — always scanning, the Reconnaissance specialist's instinct as involuntary as breathing. "What did she tell you?"

"Everything," I said. "And it changes everything."

We walked back to the human sector. The colony's lights were on. The wall gleamed. The guard towers stood watch. And somewhere beneath our feet, three thousand years deep, the Niyantrak observed.

We had been building on borrowed land. Now we needed to earn the right to stay.


  
    Chapter 14: Doosra Hamla

    
    
  
  The Gulmarg came at dawn.

Not the scouts — not the three reconnaissance parties that had been circling the system like sharks testing the current. The full assault force. A dropship — sleek, black, the hull absorbing the gas giant's amber light rather than reflecting it, the design a statement of intent: we are here, and we do not care if you see us. The ship descended through Cherai's thin atmosphere with the controlled violence of a raptor diving on prey, the entry burn leaving a scar of orange across the violet pre-dawn sky.

"Contact! Orbital!" Kunwar's voice — sharp, professional, the spy performing his duties with the particular competence of a man who had not yet been exposed and therefore had no reason to be anything less than excellent. "Single dropship, Gulmarg classification, entering atmosphere on bearing two-seven-zero. Estimated touchdown: northern jungle, four kilometres from colony perimeter."

Four kilometres. The mid-ring. Level 6-8 territory. Far enough to be outside our immediate defense zone, close enough that an organized force could reach the colony in under an hour.

I was already moving. "All stations, combat alert. Full squad to defensive positions. Bhavna — medical station, prep for casualties. Sanjana — support Bhavna. Revati — stay central, conservation mode, we'll need your deep healing after." I pulled up the tactical display. The dropship's heat signature was descending — landing, the engines cycling down, the cargo ramp deploying. Thermal showed bodies emerging: twenty, thirty, forty figures fanning out from the landing zone in a formation that was unmistakably military.

[THREAT ASSESSMENT: Gulmarg Assault Force] [Estimated strength: 40 combatants] [Average level: 8-10] [Commander detected: Level 14] [Classification: Hostile. Engagement imminent.]

Level 14 commander. Forty combatants averaging Level 8-10. Against our squad of eight combat-capable members — me at Level 6, Ira at 12, Hemant at 10, C.J. at 10, Malhar at 9, Kunwar at 9, with Sanjana at 8 and Bhavna at 11 in medical reserve. Plus the Dweepvasi — Neelima had a security force of about twenty, but their combat levels were lower, their skills oriented toward jungle survival rather than pitched battle.

We were outnumbered two to one and outleveled across the board.

"Neelima," I said over the comms channel we'd established with the Dweepvasi settlement. "Gulmarg assault force, forty strong, landing four klicks north."

"We see them." Her resonant voice was steady — the steadiness of a diplomat who had been preparing for this conversation for two hundred years. "Our scouts report additional movement in the deep jungle. The Gulmarg are not just landing — they are emerging from underground. They have been here. In the Aadivasi tunnels. Using the deep network to position forces beneath our sensors."

The cold hand on my spine again. The Gulmarg hadn't just arrived — they'd been infiltrating. Using the same Aadivasi underground network that Neelima had described, the same tunnels that connected the surface ruins to the subterranean facilities. They'd been inside Cherai's perimeter — beneath it — positioning for an assault that would come from multiple directions simultaneously.

"How many from underground?" I asked.

"Unknown. The tunnels are extensive. We are sealing what we can."

"All stations — revised threat assessment. This is a multi-vector assault. Expect contact from the north and from below. Malhar — can we seal the Aadivasi entrance we explored?"

"Already on it." The engineer's voice was tight but controlled. "I'm collapsing the upper corridor with demolition charges. It'll buy us time but not stop a determined push."

"C.J. — mines status?"

"Six in the northern approach, all active. They'll take the first wave. After that, it's rifles and prayers."

I climbed the guard tower. The view was — in the pre-dawn violet, with the gas giant a massive crescent above the horizon — simultaneously beautiful and terrifying. The jungle was a dark mass to the north, and from within it, I could see lights: the faint glow of Gulmarg technology, blue-white, colder than the Dweepvasi's amber bioluminescence, moving through the canopy like predatory fireflies.

"Ira — what am I looking at?"

"Advance scouts." She was beside me on the tower — she'd climbed it without me hearing, because of course she had. Her scanner was active, painting the approaching force in false colour. "They're testing the perimeter. Standard Gulmarg doctrine: scouts probe, identify defenses, then the main force exploits the weakest point."

"Which they already know, because Kunwar told them."

Ira's eyes met mine. The chai colour was dark in the pre-dawn light — hard, sharp, the softness that I knew was there compressed into a tactical edge. "He sent a transmission three hours ago. I intercepted it. The content was — the entire colony defense layout. Wall strengths, tower positions, mine locations, squad deployment patterns. Everything."

"He gave them our mines."

"He gave them everything."

The anger came — hot, immediate, the Savior Complex flaring with the particular fury of a protector who had been betrayed from within. I wanted to find Kunwar, to confront him, to — but there was no time. The Gulmarg were four kilometres away and closing. The mines were compromised. The defense layout was known. And the battle was coming whether I was angry or not.

"New plan," I said. "If they know where the mines are, they'll route around them. Which means we know their approach vector." I pulled up the tactical map and drew new lines. "They'll swing east to avoid the mine field, which funnels them through the rocky gully between the ridge and the settlement wall. C.J. — can you reposition two mines to the gully entrance? You've got maybe forty minutes."

"I can reposition them in twenty." The dangerous grin, even now. "I work fast when people are trying to kill me."

"Hemant — pull back from the north wall. Set up at the gully exit. You're the anvil."

"Understood."

"Ira — the tower. You're my eyes and my sniper. Anything that enters the gully, you thin the herd."

"With pleasure."

"Malhar — I need traps in the gully. Everything you've got. Make it a kill corridor."

"Lieutenant, I have been waiting for someone to say that."

"Everyone else — defensive positions along the east wall. We hold the gully. We break their assault on the funnel."

The squad moved. Fast, clean, the movements of a team that had fought together enough times that the coordination was becoming instinctive. C.J. sprinted for the mine field, her long legs eating the ground. Hemant jogged to the gully exit, his chitin shield on his arm, his combat hammer in his hand. Malhar gathered his trap supplies with the particular efficiency of a man who had been mentally preparing for this moment since he arrived on Cherai.

And Kunwar — I watched him take his communications position, the spy settling into his role with the same quiet competence he always displayed, not knowing that his last transmission had been intercepted, not knowing that the defense plan he'd sent was already obsolete, not knowing that the battle he'd tried to ensure we'd lose was about to be fought on terms he hadn't anticipated.

The Gulmarg arrived fifty-three minutes later.

They came through the eastern approach — exactly as predicted, avoiding the northern mine field, the advance scouts leading the main force into the rocky gully that ran between the colony's eastern ridge and the settlement wall. The gully was — in normal circumstances — the worst possible terrain for an attacking force: narrow, with high walls on both sides, limited room to maneuver. In normal circumstances, an attacking force would never use it.

But the Gulmarg believed they knew our defenses. They believed the east was weakly held. Because Kunwar had told them it was.

The first mine detonated when the advance scouts entered the gully. C.J. had repositioned it perfectly — the blast caught four Gulmarg in a cascade of force and shrapnel, the blue-white glow of their tech flickering and dying as the mine's anti-personnel yield tore through their formation.

[Enemy Defeated: Gulmarg Scout x4] [XP Gained: 640]

The second mine caught the next wave — three more down, the gully floor erupting in a geyser of rock fragments and Gulmarg equipment. The main force hesitated — the briefest pause, the combat doctrine struggling to process the unexpected resistance.

Malhar's traps triggered in sequence. The gully walls had been rigged overnight — claymore-style directional charges, embedded in the rock face, each one angled to converge on the gully's centre. The detonations were a rippling chain of destruction that turned the narrow passage into a blender of kinetic force and fragmented stone.

[Enemy Defeated: Gulmarg Soldier x8] [XP Gained: 1,920]

Ira fired from the tower. Precision Shot after Precision Shot, each bolt finding a gap in Gulmarg armour, each kill clean and clinical, the Reconnaissance specialist's accuracy turning the tower into a death sentence for anything that moved in the gully's open ground.

The Gulmarg commander rallied. I could see him — my HUD tagged him, Level 14, the highest-level enemy I'd ever faced — at the gully's entrance, barking orders in the guttural Gulmarg language, his troops reforming around him. They pushed forward — disciplined, absorbing casualties, the combat training of a species that had been fighting wars since before humanity joined the Game driving them through the kill zone by sheer will and numbers.

They reached the gully exit. Hemant was waiting.

The Heavy Infantry met the first wave shield-first — the chitin barrier absorbing impacts from Gulmarg energy weapons, the return strokes of his combat hammer shattering armour and bone with equal enthusiasm. Heavy Strike connected with the leading soldier and the Gulmarg went airborne — backwards, the force of the blow launching the alien fighter into his comrades, the collision taking down three more.

"Rapid Fire!" I activated the squad skill and opened up from the east wall. The concentrated fire — my rifle, Sanjana's support fire from the medical station's viewport, the Dweepvasi archers who had positioned on the wall with weapons that were grown rather than forged — swept the gully exit.

The Gulmarg commander broke through. He was — up close, visible now on the ground rather than as a HUD signature — impressive. Seven feet tall, the Gulmarg physiology all angles and edges, the body armoured in plates of a dark metallic substance that deflected energy bolts, the face — if it could be called a face — a cluster of sensory organs arranged around a central maw that opened and closed with the rhythmic precision of a machine. He carried a weapon that was part blade, part energy projector — a hybrid tool that the Gulmarg used for both melee and ranged combat.

He engaged Hemant directly. The Heavy Infantry's shield met the commander's blade and — the impact was visible, a shockwave that rippled the air — the shield cracked. Not broke. Cracked. The chitin that had withstood a Vana-Raja's full charge, that Malhar had reinforced with Iron brackets and Game-grade materials, cracked under a single blow from a Level 14 Gulmarg commander.

"Kavach!" I threw my Defensive Shield between Hemant and the commander — the hexagonal lattice manifesting, the amber energy interposing itself between my shield-bearer and the killing blow. The commander's blade hit the energy barrier and the barrier flexed — held — flexed again — and I felt my Magic reserves plummet, the Kavach draining power faster than it could regenerate.

"Boost of Confidence!" The squad buff — everything I had, Willpower channeled into the skill, the percentage boost applied to every member in range. Hemant's Strength surged. Ira's Reflexes sharpened. C.J., arriving at the gully exit at a sprint, her vibro-blade humming, engaged the commander's flank.

The fight was — I wouldn't call it elegant. C.J. and Hemant against a Level 14 Gulmarg commander was a mismatch, and they were on the wrong side of it. But they fought like people who had decided that losing was not an option — not bravery, which implied a choice, but the stubborn physics of bodies that refused to stop moving forward.

C.J.'s vibro-blade found a seam in the commander's armour — the joint between shoulder and chest plate, the gap that every armoured design had to include for mobility. The blade slid in. The commander screamed — a sound like tearing metal, the Gulmarg equivalent of pain — and staggered.

Hemant's hammer connected with the commander's knee. The joint buckled. The seven-foot alien dropped to one knee, the blade-weapon swinging in a wide arc that C.J. ducked and Hemant caught on his cracked shield.

Ira's shot from the tower — Precision Shot at Level 4, boosted by my confidence buff — entered the commander's eye cluster. The alien's sensory organs erupted. The body went rigid, trembled, and fell.

[ENEMY DEFEATED: Gulmarg Commander (Level 14)] [XP Gained: 2,800 (split across squad)] [LEVEL UP: Kartik Agni → Level 8!]

The remaining Gulmarg — leaderless, depleted, trapped in a kill corridor they'd been led into by compromised intelligence — broke. They retreated through the gully, the discipline crumbling, the survivors dragging wounded comrades toward the dropship that was already cycling its engines for emergency departure.

We let them go. Not out of mercy — out of pragmatism. Pursuing a retreating force into jungle territory was a recipe for ambush, and we'd taken enough risks for one morning.

The aftermath was — quiet. The particular quiet that settled after violence, the air thick with the acrid stench of discharged weapons and the alien copper-smell of Gulmarg blood, the gully floor littered with debris and bodies and the fragments of a battle plan that had been designed to destroy us and had, instead, destroyed the attackers.

Casualties: Hemant — cracked ribs, fractured shield arm. C.J. — deep laceration across her left thigh from the commander's blade. Malhar — concussion from a close-range detonation. Three Dweepvasi archers — wounds ranging from moderate to serious. No deaths. No permanent losses.

Revati emerged from the medical station and went to work. Her Restoration skill — the deep healing that repaired not just injuries but the accumulated damage of combat — moved through the wounded with the steady grace of a river smoothing stones. Hemant's ribs knit. C.J.'s thigh closed. The Dweepvasi archers' wounds sealed with the amber glow that had become Revati's signature.

I stood in the gully. The gas giant was fully risen now, its amber light flooding the battlefield with a warmth that felt obscene given what had happened here. Twenty-three Gulmarg dead. A Level 14 commander among them. The first major engagement between Manavata and Gulmarg forces on Cherai, and we'd won.

Won. Against odds that should have been impossible.

Level 8. The quest continued. And the Gulmarg would not forget this.


  
    Chapter 15: Kunwar ka Parda Phaash

    
    
  
  The confrontation came three days after the battle, in the comms shed, at midnight, with the jungle singing its sitar-string hymn outside and the gas giant painting amber rectangles on the floor through the shed's single window.

I'd planned it with Ira. Not the timing — the timing was Kunwar's choice, triggered by his decision to send another transmission, this one urgent, this one reporting the Gulmarg defeat and the colony's unexpected resilience. The content, which Ira intercepted in real time, included our current troop strength, Revati's arrival and skill set, the Vajra mining operation's estimated output, and — the detail that turned my controlled anger into something colder — the location of the Aadivasi dungeon entrance.

He was giving them the ruins. The technology. The Niyantrak.

I walked into the comms shed without knocking. The door was unlocked — Kunwar had grown comfortable in his routine, the spy's cardinal sin. He was seated at the terminal, headphones on, the encrypted channel active, his fingers still on the keyboard where they'd been typing coordinates.

He saw me. His expression cycled through three states in approximately one second: surprise, calculation, and the particular blankness of a person who had decided that denial was the optimal strategy.

"Lieutenant," he said. "I was running a routine diagnostic on the —"

"Kunwar." I closed the door behind me. Ira materialized from the shadows of the shed's far corner — she'd been there for twenty minutes, positioned behind the equipment rack, her Reconnaissance specialist's stealth skill rendering her effectively invisible in low light. Kunwar's eyes tracked to her and back to me, and the blankness cracked. He knew.

"How long?" he asked. The voice was — I noticed — different. The quiet competence was gone. Replaced by something flatter, harder. The professional voice beneath the performance.

"Since the Vana-Raja attack. The transmission thirteen minutes before the assault." I sat on the edge of the desk — not threatening, not aggressive, but positioned between Kunwar and the terminal. "You gave them our wall weaknesses. They used the information to coordinate the Vanachari swarm. Twenty Vanachari and a Level 8 alpha, directed at our weakest point based on intelligence you provided."

"The Vanachari attack was —"

"Don't." Ira's voice from the corner. Flat. Final. "We have the logs. We have the relay trace. We have the decrypted content of your last six transmissions. Don't waste the Lieutenant's time with a denial that we can demolish in thirty seconds."

Kunwar's hands — which had been resting on the desk, carefully still, the posture of a person demonstrating that they were not a threat — moved to his lap. The sharpness that I'd noted from the beginning — the intelligence that I'd filed under "asset" — was fully visible now, undisguised by the performance of competence that had been his camouflage.

"Internal Security Division," he said. "I was assigned to your squad before you received your posting. My orders were to monitor your activities, report on colony developments, and ensure that the Kendra Sena maintained informational advantage over any independent actions you might take."

"And the Gulmarg?"

A pause. The first crack in his composure — not much, a tightening around the eyes, the particular tension of a person who had reached the part of the conversation they'd been dreading. "I was not ordered to communicate with the Gulmarg. That — the relay was compromised. The intelligence channel I reported through was intercepted by a third party. I didn't know until after the Vanachari attack. The Gulmarg accessed my reports through a vulnerability in the Kendra Sena's own intelligence infrastructure."

"You're saying the Gulmarg hacked the Kendra Sena's spy network."

"I'm saying the Kendra Sena's spy network is not as secure as they believe. My handler was furious. They ordered me to continue reporting but to encrypt more heavily. What they did not order me to do was inform you of the security breach."

"Because informing me would mean admitting you exist."

"Yes."

I sat with it. The anger was there — controlled, dense, the solid version that I'd cultivated since the discovery — but it was joined by something else: understanding. Not forgiveness. Understanding. Kunwar was a tool. The Kendra Sena had built him, deployed him, and failed to secure the infrastructure that carried his intelligence. The Gulmarg attack was not Kunwar's fault — not directly. It was the fault of a system that had created a spy network so focused on monitoring its own people that it had left the back door open for the actual enemy.

"Here's what happens next," I said. "Option one: I arrest you. I file a report with the Kendra Sena documenting your surveillance activities. The Internal Security Division disavows you — because that's what intelligence agencies do when their assets are compromised — and you spend the rest of your Game time in a military prison on a world that makes Cherai look like a paradise."

Kunwar's face was still. The intelligence behind his eyes was calculating — I could almost see the probabilities being assessed, the outcomes weighed.

"Option two," I continued. "You stay. You continue your reports — the ones we've been curating for you, the carefully managed information that tells the Kendra Sena what we want them to know. But you do it knowingly now. You work for me. You report what I tell you to report. And in exchange, you get to be part of what we're building here instead of watching it from the outside."

"You want me to be a double agent."

"I want you to choose. The Kendra Sena designed you to be their eyes in my squad. I'm asking you to be your own person. To look at what we've built — the walls, the alliance, the colony that was supposed to fail and is instead thriving — and decide whether your loyalty belongs to the bureaucracy that sent you here as a disposable tool or to the people who've been fighting beside you."

The shed was quiet. The terminal hummed. Outside, the sitar-string howl rose and fell, the Vanachari singing their nightly song to a moon that was no longer the empty cage the Kendra Sena had intended.

Kunwar looked at his hands. The hands that had typed reports, mapped defenses, sent transmissions that had nearly gotten his squad-mates killed. Not because he was evil — the word didn't apply. Because he was obedient. Because the system had trained him to follow orders the way it trained soldiers to follow formations, and questioning the formation had not been part of his instruction set.

"The Vana-Raja attack," he said. His voice was — different again. Smaller. The professional flatness replaced by something that sounded, improbably, like shame. "I didn't know the intelligence was compromised. When the attack came — when I saw Hemant hit the wall, when the alpha broke through — I was at my comms station, and I knew. I knew my reports had been read by the enemy. I knew the attack pattern matched my intelligence exactly. And I couldn't —" He stopped. Breathed. "I couldn't do anything except watch and hope that you were good enough to survive what I'd caused."

"We were."

"I know." He looked up. The sharp eyes were wet — not tears, not quite, but the particular brightness that preceded them: the moisture of a person encountering an emotion that their training had not prepared them to manage. "I want to stay. I want to — I want to be part of it. Not the reporting. The building. What you're doing here is — it's the first real thing I've been part of since I entered the Game. Everything else has been surveillance and deception and the particular emptiness of watching other people live while you document their lives."

"Then stay." I stood. Extended my hand. "But understand: if you betray us again — if you send a single unauthorized transmission, if you give the Kendra Sena anything we haven't cleared — I won't offer a third option."

He took my hand. The grip was — for the first time — genuine. Not the handshake of a spy maintaining cover. The grip of a man who had been given a choice and was, for the first time, choosing.

"There's one more thing," Ira said from the corner. She stepped into the light — small, precise, the chai eyes bright with the particular satisfaction of an intelligence operation successfully concluded. "The Gulmarg hack. The vulnerability in the Kendra Sena's network. That vulnerability goes both ways. If the Gulmarg can read Kendra Sena intelligence through that hole, we can read the Gulmarg's traffic through the same hole."

Kunwar stared at her. The intelligence behind his eyes — no longer hidden, no longer pretending — sparked with the particular excitement of a person who had spent years in the information game and had just been shown a new move. "You want to piggyback the Gulmarg's hack. Use their own exploitation of the Kendra Sena's network as a window into their communications."

"I want to know what the Gulmarg know about Cherai. About the Aadivasi technology. About the Vajra. And I want to know what they're planning next."

"I can do that." Kunwar's voice was — and this was the moment I knew the decision was real — eager. Not the performed competence of a spy executing orders. The genuine enthusiasm of a person who had found a purpose that wasn't assigned. "The encryption protocols, the relay architecture, the vulnerability itself — I mapped it from the inside. I know every node, every pathway, every weakness. If the Gulmarg are using that channel, I can find their traffic."

"Then do it," I said. "Welcome to the real Cherai, Kunwar. The one that fights back."

We left the comms shed. The night was warm — the jungle's breath steady and humid, the mines glowing faintly in the perimeter, the guard towers lit, the Dweepvasi settlement pulsing its amber glow. The colony was asleep. The colony was safe — safer, now, than it had been an hour ago, because the enemy inside had become an ally, and the hole in the wall had become a window.

Ira walked beside me. Her shoulder found mine — the bump, the warmth, the contact that said everything that words would overcomplicate.

"That was a risk," she said.

"I know."

"He could still betray us."

"He could. But I don't think he will."

"Why?"

I looked at the colony. The walls that Malhar had built. The medical facility where Revati and Bhavna healed. The barracks where Hemant slept his deep, honest sleep and C.J. shifted restlessly and Sanjana lay still as stone. The Dweepvasi quarter where Neelima's people sang their evening songs. All of it — built from nothing, held together by the particular stubbornness of people who had been told they couldn't and had decided they would.

"Because nobody chooses to stay in a cage when they can see what's outside it," I said.


  
    Chapter 16: Raat ki Baatein

    
    
  
  The night conversations happened on the guard tower, because the guard tower was the only place on Cherai where you could see the sky without the jungle's canopy filtering it into fragments.

Three months in. The colony had — I pulled up the status display out of habit, the numbers now as familiar as my own stats — transformed. Population: 127 (89 human, 38 Dweepvasi). Defensive wall: Level 3, full perimeter, no gaps. Guard towers: four operational, two with automated tracking systems that Malhar had built from Aadivasi salvage. Medical facility: fully staffed, fully stocked, running Revati's wellness protocol that had reduced combat-related downtime by sixty percent. Economic output: steady Vajra mining at three units per day, supplemented by jungle resource farming and Dweepvasi herbalist exports. The colony was — by any metric except the Kendra Sena's deliberately rigged standards — thriving.

And I was sitting on the guard tower at 2300 with Ira on my left, C.J. on my right, and a question in the air that none of us had spoken but all of us knew was there.

Ira broke the silence. She always did — not because she was impatient but because she was precise, and precision meant addressing things directly rather than letting them accumulate.

"So," she said. "We should talk about this."

"This?" I said, which was cowardice disguised as confusion, and Ira saw through it the way she saw through everything.

"This. The three of us. The fact that you have feelings for C.J. and she has feelings for you, and I know it, and she knows I know it, and you know we both know it, and the only person pretending otherwise is you." She sipped the almost-acceptable chai. "Which is exhausting, by the way. For everyone involved."

C.J. — who had been leaning against the tower railing, her blue mohawk catching the gas giant's amber light like a signal flare — turned. The dangerous grin was absent. In its place was something I'd seen only rarely: the face beneath the performance. Chandni Joshi without the punk armour. Younger-looking. More uncertain. More real.

"She's right," C.J. said. "I'm not going to pretend I don't — look, I came here because of you. Not for you — I'm not that pathetic — but because what you're building here is the first thing in the Game that's made me feel like I'm part of something that matters, and you're the reason it exists. And somewhere between the mines and the battles and the terrible dal, I started —" She stopped. Breathed. The mohawk swayed. "I started wanting more than just the squad."

The tower was quiet. Below, the colony slept. The Dweepvasi singing had faded to a murmur. The mines glowed in the perimeter. The stars — visible now, the gas giant having set, the sky a vast black canvas punctured with light — spread above us with the particular indifference of a universe that did not care about the romantic complications of three soldiers on a forgotten moon.

"I'm not asking you to choose," C.J. said to me, but looking at Ira. "I'm not built for that — the either/or thing. I've never been either/or about anything. I'm an anarchist, remember? I don't believe in systems that force binary choices."

"Neither do I," Ira said. And the tone — I listened carefully, because Ira's tone was where her real communication happened — was not angry, not hurt, not competitive. It was thoughtful. The particular thoughtfulness of a person who was examining a problem from every angle and finding that the angles didn't add up to the conflict she'd expected.

"You're not upset," I said.

"I'm realistic." She set down the chai. "Kartik, I fell in love with you because you look at impossible situations and see possibilities. You looked at Cherai and saw a home. You looked at a punishment posting and saw a quest. You looked at a squad of rejects and saw a team." She paused. "Did you think I'd look at this situation and see only a problem?"

"I — honestly, yes."

"Then you underestimate me. Which is rude, but I'll forgive it because you're also managing a colony, a war, a spy, and an ancient alien intelligence, and your emotional bandwidth is limited."

C.J. laughed — the warm, dangerous laugh, quieter than usual, more private. "She's incredible. I can see why you fell for her first."

"I'm sitting right here," Ira said. "And I can hear you."

"I know. I wanted you to hear it."

The silence that followed was — different from the earlier silence. The earlier silence had been loaded with unspoken tension. This silence was the particular quiet that follows when a heavy thing has been set down and the space it occupied is suddenly available for breathing.

"So what are we?" I asked. "Because the Game has a skill for this — Sahacharya Labh, companionship benefits — and I've been trying not to think about the implications of the Game literally coding polyamorous relationship dynamics into my character sheet."

"The Game knows what it's doing," C.J. said. "Apparently."

"The Game is a pervert," Ira said. "But it's an accurate pervert."

We talked. For hours — longer than I'd talked about anything non-tactical since arriving on Cherai. Not about logistics or defense or the Niyantrak or the Gulmarg. About us. About what we wanted, what we feared, what we could build that wasn't walls and towers and weapons. Ira talked about her life before the Game — the fragments she remembered, a city, rain, the smell of old books in a library, the feeling of being intelligent in a world that valued other things. C.J. talked about freedom — the particular ache of a person who had structured her entire identity around not being owned by anything and was now discovering that belonging was not the same as ownership. I talked about — I surprised myself — loneliness. The Savior Complex's shadow: the isolating weight of being the person who was supposed to protect everyone, and the fear that if you stopped protecting for even a moment, everything would collapse.

"You carry the whole colony on your back," Ira said. "And then you're surprised that your back hurts."

"He's an idiot," C.J. said fondly. "A beautiful, heroic, strategically brilliant idiot."

"I'm right here."

"We know. That's the whole point."

Later — much later, the stars shifted, the smaller moons tracing their paths, the jungle's sitar-string chorus replaced by the deeper hum of nocturnal insects — Bhavna found us.

She climbed the tower with two cups of something that was not chai — it was the Dweepvasi fruit brew, warm, sweet, the mango-and-fire flavour that had become the colony's unofficial evening drink. She handed a cup to Ira, another to C.J., and sat beside me with the particular quiet grace that was her signature — the stillness of a person who healed others by first being still within herself.

"I heard voices," she said. "I wasn't eavesdropping. The tower carries sound."

"Did you hear enough?" I asked.

"I heard enough to know that you're figuring something out." She looked at the sky. Her dark eyes — the forest-pool eyes, calm and unmeasurable — reflected the starlight. "I don't need to be part of the conversation tonight. But I wanted you to know that I'm — I'm glad you're having it. That you're being honest with each other. Honesty is —" She paused. The medic's composure held, but beneath it, something shifted. "Honesty is healing. Even when it's uncomfortable."

She left her cup and descended. The tower was quiet again — four people reduced to three, but the space felt larger, as if the conversation had expanded the available emotional real estate.

Ira looked at me. C.J. looked at me. And I looked at the sky — the gas giant's faint glow on the horizon, the stars, the moons, the vast dark that held everything Cherai was and everything it could become — and felt, for the first time since the Kendra Sena had sent me here, not just determined. Not just stubborn. Not just fighting.

Happy. The particular happiness of a person who had been so focused on protecting others that he'd forgotten that being cared for was also a form of strength.

"We're going to be fine," I said.

"Obviously," Ira said.

"We're going to be better than fine," C.J. said.

And the night continued, warm and star-dense and full of the particular promise that comes from people who have decided to stop pretending and start building something honest.


  
    Chapter 17: Bhoomigat Mandir

    
    
  
  The third floor of the Aadivasi Vault was not a dungeon. It was a cathedral.

We descended — the full combat squad minus Kunwar, who was monitoring comms and managing the disinformation feed, and minus Bhavna and Revati, who held the medical station. Six fighters: me at Level 10, Ira at 14, Hemant at 12, C.J. at 12, Malhar at 11, Sanjana at 10. Three months of jungle farming, dungeon runs on the first two floors, and the Gulmarg battle had pushed our levels into the range that Neelima had specified as minimum for the third floor. Minimum. Not comfortable. Not safe. Minimum.

The first two floors were as we'd left them — the corridors trapped and guarded, the Stone Guardians respawned and waiting. We cleared them efficiently now, the movements practised, the squad operating with the fluid coordination of a unit that had been forged in combat and tempered by trust. Hemant's shield — the second iteration, rebuilt by Malhar with Vana-Raja chitin reinforced by Vajra-alloy brackets — held against the Guardians' stone fists without cracking. C.J.'s vibro-blade found the joints with surgical accuracy. Ira's Precision Shot, now at Level 6, could drop a Guardian with two bolts to the crystalline weak points that she'd mapped on our previous runs.

The second floor — the processor cavern — was unchanged. The Aadivasi device stood in its centre, the conical structure pulsing with dormant blue-white light, the geometric patterns shifting in their slow, living dance. Malhar paused — he always paused here, the engineer unable to resist a few seconds of reverent observation before moving on. The processor called to him the way the jungle called to the Vanachari: a resonance of purpose, a machine speaking to the mind of a builder.

The stairway to the third floor was — we'd scouted it on our second run but had not descended — a spiral. Not a manufactured spiral but a natural one, the stone carved to follow the geological grain of the moon's substrate, the steps worn smooth by three thousand years of — what? The Aadivasi hadn't had feet, as far as we knew. The steps were worn by something else. Water, perhaps. Or the passage of the Niyantrak's awareness, the synthetic consciousness moving through its domain like thought through a mind, wearing paths in the stone the way a river wore paths in a canyon.

We descended. The temperature dropped — not the comfortable coolness of the upper floors but a genuine cold, the air dense and still, carrying a scent that was different from the mineral-and-ozone of the corridors above. This was — I breathed, tasted — organic. Living. The same vegetal scent as the jungle above, but concentrated, distilled, as if the jungle's entire biological essence had been compressed into the air of this subterranean space.

The spiral opened into — the word "room" was inadequate. "Cavern" was inadequate. The space was vast, the ceiling lost in darkness above, the walls visible only as distant curves of faintly glowing stone, the floor a mosaic of living crystal that pulsed beneath our boots with a rhythm that was — I felt it through my soles, through my bones, through my nervous system — synchronized with my heartbeat.

"The floor is reading us," Ira said. Her voice was hushed — not from fear but from the particular awe that occurred when a person trained to observe encountered something that exceeded observation's capacity. "Biometric synchronization. It's matching our vital signs."

The centre of the cathedral was occupied. Not by a machine, not by a device, not by a terminal or interface or control panel. By a tree.

A tree growing underground, in complete darkness, from a floor of living crystal — a tree that was, my HUD informed me with the particular helpfulness of a system encountering something it didn't understand, "unclassified biological entity, age estimate: 3,000+ years, threat level: UNABLE TO DETERMINE."

The tree was enormous. Not tall — it spread laterally rather than vertically, the trunk wide and low, the branches extending outward in a canopy that filled most of the cathedral's floor space. The bark was the same cut-stone texture as the Aadivasi architecture — smooth, carved, precise — but it was alive. I could see it breathing: a slow expansion and contraction, the trunk swelling and subsiding with a rhythm that matched the crystal floor's pulse, the branches shifting with movements too slow for the eye to track in real time but visible as a blur at the edges of perception.

The leaves — if they could be called leaves — were crystals. Thousands of them, each one a faceted gem of blue-white light, each one casting a tiny beam that intersected with the others to create a web of illumination that filled the cathedral with a light that was not light but information. I could feel it — not see it, feel it — the web of intersecting beams carrying data, the tree broadcasting its awareness into the space the way a radio tower broadcast signal.

The Niyantrak. The Controller. Not a computer. Not an AI. A tree. A living, crystalline, three-thousand-year-old tree that was simultaneously biological and technological, organic and synthetic, alive and engineered. The Aadivasi's custodian for Cherai, grown from the moon's substrate, rooted in the bedrock, extending its awareness through the crystal floor and the stone walls and the jungle above — the tree whose roots were the jungle, whose branches were the ruins, whose leaves were the sensors that had been watching us since we arrived.

"Lieutenant," Sanjana said. Her voice was very quiet. "My scanner is reading — it's reading a consciousness. Not a program. Not an algorithm. A consciousness. It's aware. It's aware of us."

"I know," I said. Because I could feel it. The Veer-Prashikshak class — the unique class that no human had ever received, the archetype that Neelima believed might be Aadivasi in origin — was responding to the tree's broadcast. Not with data. With sensation. I could feel the tree the way I felt my own body: a vast, slow awareness, patient beyond human comprehension, the consciousness of a being that had been alone for three millennia and was now, for the first time since the Aadivasi had departed, in the presence of a mind that could hear it.

[CLASS ABILITY ACTIVATED: Veer-Prashikshak — Neural Bridge] [Initiating interface with Aadivasi Niyantrak] [Warning: This process is irreversible. Proceed? Y/N]

"Kartik." Ira's hand on my arm. The chai eyes sharp with concern — the particular concern of a person who could read tactical situations but was now facing something outside the tactical vocabulary. "Your HUD is showing a class ability I've never seen. Neural Bridge. What is it?"

"It's what I'm here for," I said. "The interface. The connection to the Niyantrak. My class can do it — Neelima was right."

"It says irreversible."

"I know."

"Don't be a hero."

"I'm literally a hero-in-training. It's in my job title."

"Kartik." Her hand tightened on my arm — the grip carrying everything that her voice couldn't: fear, love, the particular desperation of a person watching someone they cared about walk toward something that might break them. "If this goes wrong —"

"Then Revati's Soul Anchor will keep me alive, and you'll pull me out. That's why we brought Sanjana — she's our link to the medical station."

I looked at C.J. The punk's face was — stripped. No grin, no armour, just the sharp intelligence and the concern and the particular tension of a woman who had decided that belonging was worth the risk of losing what you belonged to. She nodded. Once. The nod said: I trust you. Come back.

I looked at Hemant. The big man's face was set in the expression I'd come to know as his "I will hold the line" face — the readiness to stand between whatever came and the people behind him. His shield was raised. Not pointed at the tree. Pointed at everything else. Guarding. Always guarding.

"Malhar — if I go under, monitor the processor above. The connection between the Niyantrak and the processor should activate when the interface begins. I need you to record everything."

"Understood, Lieutenant."

"Sanjana — direct line to Revati. If my vitals spike, she activates Soul Anchor remotely."

"Already linked."

I walked toward the tree. The crystal floor pulsed faster as I approached — my heartbeat accelerating, the floor matching, the synchronization tightening until I could no longer distinguish between my body's rhythm and the stone's. The tree's branches shifted — perceptible now, the movement visible, the crystalline leaves turning toward me like a thousand tiny faces, the blue-white light converging.

I placed my hand on the bark.

The universe inverted.

Not darkness — not light — not any sensory experience that I had words for. The Neural Bridge activated and my consciousness — the thing that I thought of as "me," the Kartik-shaped awareness that piloted my body through the Game — expanded. Outward. Through the tree's roots, through the crystal floor, through the stone walls, through the bedrock, through the jungle's root systems, through the soil, through the entire moon. I could feel Cherai the way I'd felt my own heartbeat a moment ago: every tree, every creature, every mineral deposit, every Vanachari sleeping in its den, every Dweepvasi breathing in their resin homes, every human sleeping in the barracks. The moon was a body. The Niyantrak was its nervous system. And I was — temporarily, terrifyingly — wired into it.

You are here.

Not words. The thought arrived without language — a pure conceptual packet, the Niyantrak's communication, direct and unmediated. I understood it the way I understood the feeling of warmth or the colour blue: immediately, without translation.

You harvest the seed.

The Vajra. The "seed" that the Aadivasi had planted three thousand years ago.

We planted. We grew. We departed. The seed was left for those who would come after. For those who would tend the garden.

A wave of images — not memories, not recordings, but experiences. The Aadivasi, seen from the inside of their own consciousness: a civilisation that existed at the intersection of biology and technology, their bodies grown from engineered substrate, their minds running on neural architectures that bridged organic and synthetic thought. They had not built Cherai's technology. They had grown it, the same way they had grown themselves. And they had left — not died, not been destroyed, but departed, ascending to a form of existence that no longer required physical substrate, leaving their gardens and their custodians behind for whoever would inherit them.

Show me what you have built.

The request was — I felt it — genuine. Not a test in the adversarial sense. A test in the gardener's sense: a custodian examining the new tenant, asking to see their work, assessing not their power but their care.

I showed it. Not deliberately — the Neural Bridge didn't work through deliberate communication. It transmitted everything: every memory, every feeling, every moment since I'd arrived on Cherai. The cracked landing pad. Bhrigu's drunk welcome. The barracks that smelled of wet wood. The squad assembled — rejects, misfits, square pegs. The first Vanachari kill. The wall construction. The Dweepvasi alliance — not dominance, not supervision, but partnership. Prithvi's grey-market economics. Bhavna's healing hands. C.J.'s stolen mines. Revati's peaceful smile. The Gulmarg battle — fought together, human and Dweepvasi, shoulder to shoulder. Kunwar's turning — the choice offered, the hand extended. The night conversations on the tower — honesty, vulnerability, the courage to be something more than a soldier.

Everything. The Niyantrak received it all, processed it with the patience of a consciousness that measured time in millennia, and responded with a single conceptual transmission that filled my expanded awareness like sunrise filling a valley:

You tend the garden. Access granted.

The processor above us — I felt it through the Neural Bridge, through the conduits that Malhar had identified — activated. Not partially. Fully. The dormant blue-white glow became a blaze of light, the geometric patterns on the conical surface accelerating their dance, the ancient machine waking from three thousand years of sleep with the particular energy of a system that had been waiting, and was now, finally, being used.

[QUEST UPDATE: Cherai Restoration] [Aadivasi Resource Processor: ACTIVATED] [Authorization: FULL] [Colony designation upgraded: Strategic Installation] [New resources available: Vajra (unlimited processing), Advanced Alloys, Energy Crystals, Biotech Components] [Note: The Niyantrak recognizes Lieutenant Kartik Agni as Authorized Custodian of the Cherai Installation]

I pulled my hand from the bark. The universe contracted — snapping back from moon-wide awareness to the confines of my skull, the transition disorienting, my knees buckling, the crystal floor cold and hard as I fell.

Hands caught me. Multiple hands — Ira's quick grip, Hemant's massive arm, C.J.'s steady hold. They lowered me to the floor. Sanjana was already scanning — her medical interface active, the diagnostic data streaming to Revati at the medical station.

"Vitals stabilizing," Sanjana reported. "Neural activity elevated but within parameters. No damage. He's — he's fine."

"What happened?" Ira asked. Her face was close — the chai eyes bright with concern and something else, something fierce. "You were under for seven minutes. Your eyes went white. The tree — it moved, Kartik. The branches wrapped around you."

"It talked to me," I said. My voice was — I could hear it — different. Hoarse. The voice of a person who had been somewhere vast and was now adjusting to being small again. "The Niyantrak. It talked to me. It showed me the Aadivasi. And it — it granted access. Full access. The processor is online."

Above us, through the stone, through the floors of the dungeon, through the jungle and the colony and the walls — a vibration. Not physical. Systemic. The entire Cherai installation waking up, the Aadivasi technology activating across the moon, the dormant infrastructure coming alive for the first time in three millennia.

The cathedral's crystalline leaves blazed with light — blue-white, brilliant, the tree singing with an energy that was visible and audible and felt, the song of a custodian whose long vigil was finally, finally over.

We had been granted the garden.

Now we had to prove we deserved it.


  
    Chapter 18: Kendra Sena ka Aagman

    
    
  
  The delegation arrived without warning, because the Kendra Sena believed that surprise was a form of authority.

Three ships — not the battered grey transports that serviced the outer colonies but sleek, black, military-grade cruisers with the Kendra Sena's emblem blazing on their hulls in gold holographic light. They dropped out of hyperspace at the system's edge, crossed to Cherai's orbital corridor in formation — tight, precise, the kind of flying that said we have resources and we are not afraid to waste them on appearances — and began their descent without requesting landing permission.

"Three cruisers," Kunwar reported from the comms station. His voice was steady — the double agent's particular steadiness, the calm of a man who was performing his role for two audiences simultaneously. "Kendra Sena command classification. Transponder codes identify the lead vessel as Dharmaraj — that's the personal transport of Senapati Vikram Malhotra."

Malhotra. The fat man from the council chamber. The jowled, grey-haired, politically fit bureaucrat who had growled my name like a bad taste and had voted to send me to Cherai as a cage. He was here. In person. Which meant the Kendra Sena had decided that Cherai could no longer be ignored — and that the person sent to reignore it needed to be senior enough to override whatever I'd built.

"Battle stations?" C.J. asked. Half-joking. The dangerous grin was present but strained — the particular expression of a person who fought external enemies with enthusiasm and internal politics with dread.

"Diplomatic stations," I said. "Full dress. Best behaviour. And — Malhar?"

"Sir?"

"The Aadivasi processor's output — reroute it through the Dweepvasi settlement's storage. Everything we've processed in the last two weeks, move it off the human sector inventory. When they scan our resources, I want them to see a modestly successful colony, not a Vajra processing facility."

"Already done." The engineer's grin was small and satisfied. "I set up the bypass three days ago. I had a feeling."

The ships landed on the expanded landing pad — Malhar's construction, built with Aadivasi-processed materials, smooth and crack-free, a stark contrast to the broken slab that had greeted me four months ago. The contrast was, I realized, a problem. The pad was too good. The walls were too strong. The colony was too functional for a posting that the Kendra Sena had designed to fail.

Senapati Malhotra descended the Dharmaraj's ramp with the ponderous dignity of a man for whom gravity was a constant negotiation. He was — in person — exactly as the council chamber had suggested: heavy, grey, the body of a political operative housed in the uniform of a military commander. His eyes, though — small, sharp, set deep in the padded face — were alert in a way that the rest of him was not. The eyes of a man who used his bulk as camouflage for his intelligence, the way a pufferfish used inflation to mask its teeth.

Behind him: an entourage. Twelve officers — aides, analysts, a military assessor whose scanner was already active, sweeping the colony's infrastructure with the particular hunger of a bureaucrat looking for irregularities. And at the rear, quiet, observing: a woman in civilian dress whose HUD identification came back as "CLASSIFIED" — which meant intelligence. Kendra Sena Internal Security. Kunwar's handlers had sent their own representative to assess the asset they'd lost control of.

"Lieutenant Agni." Malhotra's voice was — in person, without the council chamber's amplification — surprisingly pleasant. A baritone with the particular warmth of a man who had learned that honey caught more flies than vinegar, even though he kept the vinegar ready. "You've been busy."

"Senapati Malhotra. Welcome to Cherai." I kept my voice even, my posture correct, the military formality a shield. Beside me, the squad was assembled — not in combat formation but in the particular arrangement that soldiers adopted when they wanted to be seen: Hemant's massive frame, Ira's precise attention, C.J.'s vivid mohawk, Malhar's grease-stained competence, Sanjana and Bhavna's medical readiness, Revati's calm presence. And Kunwar — the spy, the turned agent, standing with the squad he'd betrayed and chosen, his face the mask of professional competence that was now, for the first time, real.

"Busy indeed." Malhotra surveyed the colony. The upgraded walls. The operational guard towers. The expanded settlement. The Dweepvasi quarter gleaming amber. The landing pad, smooth and crack-free. His small eyes catalogued everything with the efficiency of a man who had been assessing threats and opportunities for centuries. "The reports suggested improvements. The reports did not suggest this."

"The reports were conservative," I said. "We've focused on sustainability — building a colony that can maintain itself without constant resupply from Central Command."

"How generous of you. Central Command appreciates the reduction in its logistical burden." The warmth in his voice was a trap — the compliment that preceded the condition. "Of course, a colony that doesn't need Central Command's resources also doesn't need Central Command's protection. A colony that is self-sufficient is a colony that might develop... independent tendencies."

There it was. The purpose of the visit, delivered with the honeyed precision of a bureaucrat who had been threatening people for longer than most civilisations had existed. Cherai was thriving. Thriving colonies were dangerous — not to the enemy, but to the hierarchy that controlled them. A colony that didn't need the Kendra Sena was a colony that might question the Kendra Sena.

"Cherai is a loyal Manavata installation," I said. "Our improvements serve Manavata's interests."

"I'm sure they do. Nonetheless, Central Command has decided that a colony of this... caliber... requires closer oversight. I'm here to assess whether Cherai's command structure is adequate for its new status." He smiled — the particular smile of a man who was about to deliver bad news and enjoyed the delivery. "And to determine whether a change in leadership might better serve the colony's future."

The words landed like the Gulmarg commander's blade on Hemant's shield — the impact felt by everyone, the crack not yet visible but structurally implied. A change in leadership. They were here to remove me. To take Cherai from the person who had built it and hand it to someone who would be obedient, controllable, a better fit for the cage the Kendra Sena still wanted this colony to be.

"With respect, Senapati," I said, "the colony's success is a direct result of its current command structure. The squad, the alliances, the defensive upgrades — all of this was built under my leadership. Replacing that leadership would destabilize everything we've achieved."

"That remains to be seen." Malhotra's smile didn't waver. "I'll be conducting a full assessment over the next three days. Infrastructure. Finances. Defense readiness. Diplomatic relations." His eyes — those small, sharp, pufferfish eyes — settled on the Dweepvasi quarter. "All diplomatic relations. Including any that were... established without Central Command's authorization."

Three days. Three days of a Kendra Sena Senapati and his analysts crawling over every aspect of the colony, looking for the irregularities that would justify removing me. Three days during which the Vajra mining operation had to remain invisible, the Aadivasi processor had to stay hidden, and the Niyantrak — the ancient intelligence that I'd interfaced with, that had granted me custodianship — had to remain a secret.

"We'll provide full cooperation," I said. "Cherai has nothing to hide."

Which was, of course, a lie of astronomical proportions. But it was delivered with the particular sincerity that came from having practiced it.

The three days were — exhausting. Malhotra's assessor scanned every structure, every wall section, every guard tower, every piece of equipment. The analysts reviewed the colony's financial records — the records that Prithvi, anticipating this moment with the foresight of a trader who had survived centuries of audits, had meticulously prepared with a parallel set of books that showed a colony funded by legitimate trade and modest grey-market purchases, the Vajra income invisible, distributed across dozens of small transactions that individually were unremarkable.

The Dweepvasi alliance was scrutinised. Malhotra met Neelima — the encounter was, from the outside, diplomatic. From the inside, I could see the particular tension of two intelligent beings assessing each other: Malhotra probing for vulnerabilities in the alliance that he could exploit to justify its dissolution, Neelima responding with the grace and precision of a diplomat who had been navigating political minefields for two centuries.

"The alliance was formed in the colony's mutual interest," Neelima said, her resonant voice carrying the undertones that I'd learned to read as I see what you're doing and I am not impressed. "Human and Dweepvasi defense cooperation has repelled a Gulmarg assault that would have destroyed the colony under its previous management. The results speak for themselves."

"Results can be... reinterpreted," Malhotra said.

"Results, Senapati, are the one thing that cannot be reinterpreted. They can only be accepted or denied. And denial, in the face of facts, is a poor foundation for policy."

I could have kissed her. I didn't, because diplomatic protocol and species differences, but the impulse was real.

On the third day — the final day, the assessment nearly complete — the intelligence operative in civilian dress approached me. She'd been quiet throughout the visit — observing, never asking questions, her scanner passive, her presence a constant peripheral shadow. She found me on the guard tower at sunset, the gas giant painting the sky in amber and cream, the colony below humming with the activity that had become its new normal.

"Lieutenant Agni." Her voice was neutral — professionally neutral, the kind of neutral that was itself a form of communication, saying I am not here as your ally or your enemy, I am here as a function. "I represent the Internal Security Division."

"I know."

"You are aware that we placed an operative in your squad."

"I am aware."

"You are aware that this operative's channel was compromised by Gulmarg intelligence, resulting in the coordinated fauna assault that nearly destroyed the colony."

"I am aware of that too."

"And you are aware that the operative in question has — based on our monitoring of his recent transmissions — been turned. That he is now reporting curated information designed to serve your strategic interests rather than ours."

I said nothing. The sunset was beautiful. The colony was alive. Somewhere below, Kunwar was at his comms station, sending the evening's disinformation packet.

"The Division has decided," the operative said, "that Lieutenant Kunwar Pratap's current operational status serves the Division's interests as effectively as his previous status. The information you are curating is — we have assessed — largely accurate. You are not feeding us false intelligence. You are feeding us selective intelligence. The distinction is important."

"Which means?"

"Which means the Division is content to let the arrangement stand. Kunwar remains with your squad. You continue to manage his transmissions. We continue to receive intelligence that we find useful. And Senapati Malhotra receives a report from Internal Security that confirms Cherai's command structure is functioning within acceptable parameters."

I turned to look at her. Her face was — in the amber light — precisely as neutral as her voice. But her eyes — dark, sharp, the eyes of a person who had been evaluating intelligence for long enough to recognise quality when she saw it — held a glint of something that was not neutral.

"You're overruling Malhotra," I said.

"The Internal Security Division does not answer to individual Senapatis. We answer to the Emperor. And the Emperor's interest is served by a stable, productive colony in the Chakra sector that generates positive intelligence and maintains effective defense against Gulmarg incursion." She paused. "Your colony, Lieutenant, is the only installation in the outer territories that has successfully repelled a Gulmarg assault. That is not something we are willing to destabilize for the sake of one Senapati's political preferences."

She descended the tower without another word. I watched the sunset. The amber light faded. The stars emerged. And from below, the particular sound of Malhotra's entourage preparing for departure — the ships powering up, the ramps extending, the bureaucracy withdrawing.

He left the next morning. The three cruisers lifted off in formation, their exhaust trails cutting white lines across Cherai's violet sky. Malhotra did not say goodbye. The intelligence operative boarded last, her neutral face turned briefly toward the guard tower where I stood.

Cherai remained mine.

For now.


  
    Chapter 19: Antim Yuddh

    
    
  
  The Gulmarg fleet arrived at dawn, and the sky turned to war.

Not one dropship — five. Not forty combatants — two hundred. The formation descended through Cherai's atmosphere in a V-pattern that military analysts would later describe as "overwhelming force doctrine" — the Gulmarg's strategic philosophy reduced to its simplest expression: bring more than the enemy can survive, and bring it all at once.

Kunwar saw them first. The comms array — upgraded with Aadivasi-processed components, its range tripled, its sensitivity sufficient to detect a ship entering the system's outer boundary — lit up with contacts seventeen minutes before the fleet reached orbital insertion.

"Five ships. Two hundred plus combatants. Three commanders — Level 14, 15, and 16." His voice was steady. The double agent had found his purpose: the man who had once reported their weaknesses now reported their enemies'. "They're deploying in a trident formation. One prong north — the jungle approach. One prong east — the gully. One prong south — the landing pad. They're coming from every direction except the Dweepvasi quarter."

"Because they want the Dweepvasi to flee," Ira said. She was already on the tower, her scanner painting the descending ships in false colour on the tactical display. "Leave one side open, drive the civilians out, isolate the garrison. Standard Gulmarg siege doctrine."

"They don't know the Dweepvasi are allies," I said.

"They will when the Dweepvasi don't flee." Ira's voice carried the particular edge of a person who was simultaneously terrified and professionally exhilarated. "Kartik, this is not like the last assault. This is a full military operation. They've committed a fleet. They want Cherai, and they want it today."

"They want the Vajra," I said. "They know about the deposits. The hack — Kunwar's compromised channel. They've known about the Vajra since before Malhotra's visit."

The implications were — there was no time for implications. Seventeen minutes. Five ships. Two hundred combatants. Three commanders, the highest at Level 16. Against a colony garrison of — I pulled up the count — eight combat-capable squad members, twenty Dweepvasi warriors, thirty-seven militia from the settler population that Hemant had been training for the last month, and the automated defenses that Malhar had installed across the perimeter.

Sixty-five defenders against two hundred attackers. And the attackers had starship-grade weapons.

"All stations — FULL COMBAT ALERT." My voice went out across every channel — human, Dweepvasi, colony-wide. "This is not a raid. This is an invasion. Everyone to their positions. Civilians to the underground shelters. Medical team — Revati, Bhavna, Sanjana — prep for mass casualties."

The colony moved. Not with panic — with the particular urgency of a community that had been building toward this moment since the day I'd arrived. The settlers — farmers, craftspeople, people who had come to Cherai for a new life and had found a colony that was worth defending — picked up the weapons that Hemant had trained them to use and moved to the militia positions along the wall. The Dweepvasi warriors — twenty strong, armed with biotech weapons that fired crystallized resin darts tipped with paralytic compounds — took positions in their quarter, the organic structures suddenly revealing defensive features that I hadn't known about: weapon slits in the resin walls, hidden firing positions, the architecture transforming from peaceful village to fortress with a fluidity that spoke to centuries of Dweepvasi survival instinct.

"Neelima," I said over comms. "They're leaving your quarter open. They expect you to flee."

"They expect wrong." Her resonant voice carried something I hadn't heard before — steel. The diplomat had a warrior underneath. "The Dweepvasi do not flee from our home. We have defended this moon for two hundred years before you arrived, Lieutenant. We will defend it today."

"The underground tunnels — can the Gulmarg use them to bypass our perimeter?"

"I have sealed the primary access points with Dweepvasi biotech resin. It will hold for hours. But the secondary tunnels — the deeper ones, the Aadivasi network — those I cannot seal. If the Gulmarg know those routes..."

"Malhar — underground defense?"

"Demolition charges on the three Aadivasi access points within the perimeter. Set to remote detonation. If anything comes up through those tunnels, I'll collapse them." The engineer's voice was tight with the particular tension of a person who was about to destroy ancient, irreplaceable architecture for tactical necessity. "The Niyantrak isn't going to like it."

"The Niyantrak will understand. The alternative is the Gulmarg accessing the processor."

"Copy that."

The ships landed. Three kilometres north, two east, two south — the trident formation executing with the precision that the Gulmarg military was known for. The combatants deployed in waves: shock troops first — heavy armour, energy shields, the biological equivalent of tanks — followed by infantry, followed by support units that set up field positions with the efficiency of a force that had conquered star systems.

I stood on the guard tower. The gas giant was rising — amber light flooding the battlefield-to-be, the jungle catching fire with reflected gold, the colony's walls gleaming. The air was still. The jungle was silent — not the normal silence of dawn but the particular silence of an ecosystem that had sensed the approaching violence and had decided to wait it out.

"Kartik." Ira was beside me. She'd put on her combat gear — the light armour of a Reconnaissance specialist, the rifle that was an extension of her arm, the scanner interface that made her vision tactical rather than personal. "I love you. In case that matters right now."

"It matters." I took her hand. Squeezed once. Let go. "Station."

She disappeared. The Reconnaissance specialist, going where she was needed: everywhere and invisible.

C.J. was at the east wall — the gully approach, her domain, the mines she'd planted and the kill corridor she'd designed. Her blue mohawk was visible above the wall's parapet, a defiant flag of colour in the amber dawn.

Hemant was at the north — the jungle approach, the heaviest assault vector, where the largest Gulmarg force would hit the wall with everything it had. The big man stood behind the gate with his shield and his hammer and the quiet certainty that he would hold or die, and that either outcome was acceptable.

The Gulmarg attacked at 0612.

The northern wave hit first — eighty combatants charging through the jungle approach, the shock troops' energy shields creating a wall of shimmering force that absorbed the automated turrets' initial fire. C.J.'s mines — twelve now, a minefield that she'd expanded and refined over months — detonated in sequence, the explosions ripping through the first wave, the shields flickering, the formation disrupted but not broken. The Gulmarg pushed through.

"Rapid Fire — squad wide!" I activated the skill. The wall defenders — my squad, the militia, the Dweepvasi archers — opened up in unison. The concentrated fire was — against eighty attackers — insufficient. Each bolt dropped a soldier, but more came, the Gulmarg's numerical superiority absorbing casualties the way a river absorbed stones.

The eastern wave hit the gully. C.J.'s kill corridor activated — traps, mines, the funneling terrain — and the Gulmarg advance slowed, the bodies piling in the narrow passage, the screams of the wounded echoing off the stone walls. But the eastern commander — Level 15, my HUD identified — had adapted. The shock troops used their energy shields as mobile cover, advancing in a phalanx that the corridor's weapons could damage but not stop.

The southern wave reached the landing pad. Malhar's automated defenses — the anti-air emplacement, repurposed for ground defense, the twelve barrels speaking in a continuous roar — chewed through the first ranks. But the Gulmarg brought their own heavy weapons — energy cannons, mounted on mobile platforms, the blue-white beams cutting through the air with the surgical precision of a species that had been fighting wars for millennia.

"Hemant — status!"

"Holding!" The big man's voice, strained but unbroken. "They're testing the gate. The chitin-Vajra alloy is holding but they've got breaching charges. Five minutes, maybe less."

"C.J.?"

"Gully's a charnel house but they're pushing through. The Level 15 is leading from the front. I can't get a clean shot — his shield is too strong."

"Malhar?"

"Southern approach is hot. The anti-air is running low on ammunition. If they bring those energy cannons to bear on the wall —"

"Understood." I made the decision. The one I'd been holding in reserve since the Niyantrak had granted me custodianship. The one that terrified me and thrilled me in equal measure.

[ACTIVATING: Neural Bridge — Niyantrak Interface]

The connection opened. Not like the first time — not the terrifying expansion, the loss of self. This time, I was prepared. The Veer-Prashikshak class had grown with me — Level 10 now, the Neural Bridge refined, the interface smoother. I reached through the connection, through the crystal floor of the cathedral below us, through the tree-that-was-the-Niyantrak, and I asked.

Not commanded. Asked.

Help us. They come to take what you guard.

The response was instantaneous.

The jungle woke up.

Not metaphorically. The trees — the predatory, cilia-covered, three-thousand-year-old engineered organisms that the Aadivasi had planted as guardians — moved. The canopy shifted. The trunks bent. The roots — enormous, deeper than buildings — surfaced, breaking through the soil behind the Gulmarg northern force like submarine serpents rising from the earth, the bark hardening into shields, the branches becoming battering rams, the cilia extending into arrays that fired crystalline darts with biological precision.

The Vanachari poured from the jungle — not the scattered packs we'd fought, but all of them. Every predator in the five-kilometre radius, coordinated by the Niyantrak, directed with the strategic precision of an intelligence that had three millennia to learn the terrain. They hit the Gulmarg flanks — the six-limbed predators tearing through armour that was designed for energy weapons and was helpless against biological assault, the crystalline teeth shredding shields, the camouflage skins flickering like deadly strobe lights.

The Vana-Raja emerged. Not one — three. Three alpha predators, Level 12 each, coordinated by the Niyantrak, directed at the Gulmarg commanders. The first alpha hit the northern commander — Level 14, the same level as the one we'd killed months ago — and the clash was titanic, the ground shaking, the trees swaying, the sound of chitin-on-armour ringing across the battlefield like a bell announcing the end of something.

The Gulmarg panicked. The overwhelming force — two hundred combatants, three commanders, five ships — had been calculated against a garrison of sixty-five. It had not been calculated against a moon that was, itself, a weapon.

"PUSH!" I shouted, the Neural Bridge amplifying my voice through the colony's systems, the sound carrying to every defender. "Push them back! The jungle is with us!"

Hemant's gate held. The big man, reinforced by the Niyantrak's energy — I'd asked, and the tree had provided, channeling power through the crystal substrate to boost the defenders' stats — hit the breaching force with a Heavy Strike that shattered the Gulmarg's formation and sent the survivors reeling into a Vanachari ambush.

C.J. in the gully — the Level 15 commander's shield faltered under the combined fire of C.J.'s vibro-blade, Ira's Precision Shot from the tower, and a Vana-Raja's full-body charge from behind. The commander fell. The gully force broke.

The southern assault collapsed when Malhar detonated the underground charges — not to seal the tunnels but to open them beneath the Gulmarg's artillery positions, the ground swallowing the energy cannons into sinkholes that the Aadivasi infrastructure's collapse had created.

The Gulmarg Level 16 — the fleet commander, the highest-level enemy on the field — attempted to rally. I found him on my HUD: at the northern jungle's edge, surrounded by his command guard, barking orders into a comms unit that was — Kunwar confirmed — calling for retreat.

The Niyantrak's trees encircled his position. Not attacking. Containing. The ancient organism's intelligence — patient, vast, precise — had identified the command node and isolated it, the way a body's immune system isolated an infection.

I walked out through the gate. Hemant tried to stop me — the Savior Complex working in reverse, the protector being told that the protected could not leave the wall. But I was the Custodian. The Niyantrak was my interface. And the Level 16 commander needed to understand what he was fighting.

The jungle parted for me. The trees bent their branches, the Vanachari flanked me like an honour guard, the crystal substrate beneath my feet pulsing with the Niyantrak's awareness. I walked through the battlefield — the debris, the fallen, the scattered weapons — and stopped ten metres from the Gulmarg commander.

He was — up close — magnificent in the terrible way of all apex predators. Eight feet tall. Four arms. The command armour gleaming with the cold blue-white of Gulmarg technology, the surface etched with campaign markings that represented more victories than I could count. His sensory cluster — the face — oriented on me with the precision of a weapons system acquiring a target.

"This moon is defended," I said. The Neural Bridge carried my voice — not just as sound but as the Niyantrak's authority, the ancient consciousness reinforcing the words with the weight of three millennia. "The Cherai installation is under custodianship. You are not authorized to harvest. You are not authorized to occupy. You are not authorized to remain."

The commander's response was in Gulmarg — a guttural barrage that my HUD translated: "One human does not command a moon."

"One human doesn't," I said. "But I'm not alone."

The jungle spoke. The trees, the Vanachari, the crystal substrate, the Niyantrak itself — all of it resonating with a single pulse of energy that was visible as a wave of blue-white light rolling across the battlefield, the Aadivasi technology declaring its presence in terms that even a Gulmarg fleet commander could not misinterpret.

He looked at the jungle. At the trees that were weapons. At the predators that were soldiers. At the moon that was a fortress.

And he retreated.

The five ships lifted off within the hour. The V-formation was ragged now — two ships damaged, one trailing smoke, the retreat unmistakably a rout. They broke orbit and jumped to hyperspace, the system empty, the sky clear, the dawn's amber light returning to a battlefield that was already being reclaimed by the jungle's growth.

[QUEST UPDATE: Cherai Restoration] [Major Objective Complete: Defeat all hostile threats in the Cherai region] [XP Gained: 12,000 (split across squad)] [LEVEL UP: Kartik Agni → Level 12!] [Colony Defense Rating: MAXIMUM]

I fell to my knees in the grass. The Neural Bridge disconnected — gently, this time, the Niyantrak releasing me with something that felt like gratitude. The jungle settled. The Vanachari dispersed. The trees straightened. Cherai returned to its usual state: a moon of green and amber, quiet and ancient and alive.

Ira found me. She knelt beside me in the grass, her hands on my face, the chai eyes bright with tears she would deny later.

"You walked out there alone," she said.

"I wasn't alone."

"You walked out there like an idiot."

"An idiot with a three-thousand-year-old tree backing him up."

She kissed me. In the grass, on the battlefield, with the gas giant painting everything amber and the colony behind us — standing, intact, defended.

We had won. Not through superior force. Not through better weapons. Through partnership — human and Dweepvasi, soldier and healer, builder and diplomat, and above all, the ancient intelligence that had watched them build something worth defending and had decided, in the end, to help them defend it.


  
    Chapter 20: Vijay

    
    
  
  The victory changed Cherai's status in the Game's political architecture the way an earthquake changed a coastline: permanently, visibly, and in ways that could not be undone.

The Gulmarg retreat was recorded — not by our systems, which were military and classified, but by the Game itself. The Game tracked everything: every battle, every quest objective, every colony's status in the vast, interconnected database that mapped the known universe's political and military landscape. And the Game's update, broadcast system-wide within hours of the Gulmarg fleet's departure, was unambiguous:

[SYSTEM ANNOUNCEMENT: Cherai Colony — Chakra Sector] [Status: DEFENDED. Gulmarg invasion force repelled.] [Colony Defense Rating: MAXIMUM] [Colony Restoration: 78% complete] [Commander: Lieutenant Kartik Agni, Veer-Prashikshak, Level 12] [Note: First outer-territory colony to repel a full Gulmarg fleet assault. Achievement unlocked: Akhand Rakshak (Unbreakable Guardian)]

Akhand Rakshak. The achievement came with a system-wide notification that went to every human player, every Dweepvasi ally, every Gulmarg enemy. Lieutenant Kartik Agni — the man the Kendra Sena had sent to die on a forgotten moon — had just become the most visible colony commander in the outer territories. The cage had been built to contain me. Instead, it had become a stage.

The political fallout was immediate and contradictory. The Kendra Sena could not celebrate the victory without acknowledging that the colony they had designed to fail had succeeded beyond any reasonable metric. They could not criticize the victory without appearing to side with the Gulmarg. So they did what bureaucracies always do when confronted with an outcome that defies their narrative: they claimed credit.

Senapati Malhotra — the same Malhotra who had come to Cherai to remove me — issued a statement praising "the Kendra Sena's strategic foresight in establishing a defensive presence in the Chakra sector" and "the exemplary performance of Central Command's garrison forces." My name was mentioned once. The Dweepvasi alliance was not mentioned at all. The Niyantrak, the Aadivasi technology, the three-thousand-year-old consciousness that had turned the tide — erased from the official record as thoroughly as if it had never existed.

"They're rewriting history in real time," C.J. said, reading the Kendra Sena's official communiqué on the mess hall's display. The dangerous grin was present — but different now, seasoned with a maturity that the last months had crafted. "We win the battle, they win the narrative."

"Let them have the narrative," Ira said. She was seated beside me — the post-battle intimacy of two people who had nearly lost each other and were still processing the relief of not having done so. "The narrative is words. The colony is real. The walls are real. The alliance is real. The Niyantrak is real. They can claim credit for the victory as long as they don't interfere with what we're building."

"They'll try," I said.

"They'll try. And we'll adapt." She sipped the chai — which, in the latest round of Revati's nutritional recalibration, had finally crossed the threshold from "almost acceptable" to "genuinely good." The entire mess hall had celebrated this milestone with a solemnity usually reserved for military victories, which — given the chai's four-month journey from "war crime" to "good" — was entirely appropriate.

The quest updated. Not just the defense objective — the entire Cherai Restoration quest recalibrated in response to the battle's outcome and the Niyantrak's activation.

[QUEST UPDATE: Cherai Restoration] [Previous difficulty: EXTREME] [Updated difficulty: HARD] [Completion: 78%] [Remaining objectives:] [— Population target: 200 (current: 127) — 64% complete] [— Infrastructure: Level 4 walls, full utility coverage — 85% complete] [— Economic output: Self-sustaining with export capacity — 90% complete] [— Diplomatic: Minimum 2 allied factions — 100% complete (Dweepvasi + Niyantrak)] [— Defense: Repel major hostile incursion — 100% complete] [— Governance: Establish functioning administration — 70% complete] [Estimated time to completion: 6-12 months]

Six to twelve months. The quest that had been assessed at four years with zero progress was now projectable at six to twelve months. The impossible had become merely difficult. And difficult — for a squad that had survived punishment postings, Gulmarg assaults, internal espionage, and the Kendra Sena's political machinations — was not intimidating. It was Tuesday.

The colony celebrated. Not officially — there was no ceremony, no parade, no speeches. The celebration was organic: the mess hall full at dinner, the food synthesizer producing its best work (the dal had been upgraded from "war crime" to "edible," and someone had figured out how to make the rice synthesizer produce biryani, which was a technological breakthrough that Malhar claimed was more significant than the Niyantrak activation), the Dweepvasi singing their evening songs with a particular intensity that resonated through the settlement like a heartbeat.

Prithvi arrived with a cargo of luxuries — real coffee, real spices, bolts of cloth in colours that were neither military grey nor jungle green. "A gift," the trader said, his ancient eyes twinkling with the particular delight of a man who had bet on an underdog and was collecting his winnings. "From Cherai's business community. Which is to say, from me."

The coffee was — I held the cup, the real ceramic cup that Prithvi had included in the shipment, the weight different from the synthesizer's plastic, the heat radiating through the material with a warmth that was analog and real — extraordinary. The smell alone was enough to make three people cry, including Hemant, who denied it absolutely and attributed the moisture in his eyes to "allergies to the Dweepvasi flora, which is well documented and not emotional."

"We did it," Bhavna said. She was standing beside Revati — the two healers who had kept the colony alive, the battlefield medic and the restoration specialist, their skills complementary, their partnership the quiet foundation that everything else was built on. Bhavna's composure was — for once — absent. In its place was something raw and undefended: joy. The particular joy of a person who had spent years patching broken things and was now watching something whole. "We actually did it."

"Not yet," I said. "Seventy-eight percent. Twenty-two to go."

"You're impossible," Revati said. But her peaceful smile — the one that had become Cherai's emotional baseline, the calm centre around which the colony's anxiety orbited — was brighter than usual. "Can you accept a victory for one evening before you start planning the next campaign?"

"He can't," Ira said. "It's a character flaw."

"It's a class feature," I corrected. "The Savior Complex. It's literally in my skill tree."

"That explains so much," C.J. said. "And yet changes nothing."

The laughter was — I listened to it, catalogued it, let it fill the space that the battle's tension had emptied — the sound of a family. Not the family I'd had before the Game — the fragments of memory, the flat in a city, the normal life that was now a ghost story told by a person who had become someone else. This family. Built from misfits and rebels and whistleblowers and spies-turned-allies and alien diplomats and ancient trees. The family that Cherai had grown, as surely as the Aadivasi had grown their technology, from the raw material of shared adversity and stubborn hope.

Later, when the celebration had settled into the quieter phase of small groups and private conversations, I walked the colony's perimeter. Not out of duty — the Niyantrak's sensors were active now, the defense grid fully operational, the perimeter monitored by a consciousness that never slept. Out of habit. And out of the need to see what we'd built with my own eyes, without the tactical overlay, without the HUD's data, without the Game's numbers.

The walls gleamed in the gas giant's amber light. The guard towers stood watch, their sensor arrays humming. The Dweepvasi quarter glowed — the organic resin structures beautiful in a way that human architecture couldn't match, the bioluminescent patterns a slow dance of alien aesthetics. The jungle beyond the perimeter was — quiet. Peaceful. The Niyantrak's presence was palpable, a sense of being observed not by a threat but by a guardian, the moon itself watching over the colony the way a parent watched over a sleeping child.

Ira found me at the north wall. She always found me. The Reconnaissance specialist whose greatest discovery was always the person she was looking for.

"You're brooding," she said.

"I'm reflecting."

"Same thing. Different lighting."

I pulled her close. She fit against me the way she always did — precisely, completely, the particular geometry of two people who had been shaped by the same pressures into forms that complemented each other. The gas giant hung above us, banded in amber and cream, the ancient world that Cherai orbited around and was, in its own way, orbited by.

"Six months," I said. "Six months to finish the quest. Get the population to two hundred. Complete the infrastructure. Establish governance. And then — then the Kendra Sena has to acknowledge Cherai as a permanent installation. Not a punishment posting. Not a cage. A colony. Our colony."

"And after that?"

"After that, we figure out what the Aadivasi left behind. Not just on Cherai — Neelima says the Niyantrak's records reference other installations. Other moons. Other custodians who've been waiting three thousand years for someone to interface with them." I looked at the stars. They were — as always — indifferent. Beautiful and indifferent. "The Game is bigger than the Kendra Sena. Bigger than the Gulmarg. The Aadivasi built something that spans the sector, and we've barely found the first piece."

"One quest at a time, hero." Ira's voice was warm. Her hand found mine. "Finish this one first."

"I will."

Below us, the colony settled into sleep. The lights dimmed. The Dweepvasi singing faded. The jungle breathed its slow, eternal breath. And the Niyantrak watched — patient, ancient, satisfied that the garden was in good hands.

C.J. climbed the tower. She sat on Ira's other side, her blue mohawk a splash of colour in the amber night, her shoulder touching Ira's, the three of us forming a line of warmth against the moon's cool air.

"Hemant is crying into his coffee again," she reported.

"Allergies," Ira said.

"Obviously."

We sat there — the three of us, on the guard tower, above the colony we'd built on the moon we'd defended on the game that had tried to break us — and watched the stars. Not as soldiers assessing threats. Not as commanders planning campaigns. As people. The particular kind of people who had found each other in the Game's random cruelty and had decided, against all odds and all orders and all rational assessment, to build something that mattered.

Cherai was not finished. The quest was not complete. The Kendra Sena would scheme, the Gulmarg would return, the Aadivasi's legacy would demand exploration and understanding and the particular courage that came from reaching into the unknown.

But tonight — tonight was ours.


  
    Epilogue: Manavata ka Veer

    
    
  
  Six months later, the quest completed.

Not with a battle — with a birth. The two hundredth resident of Cherai Colony was born in Revati's medical facility at 0347 on a Tuesday, to a farming couple who had arrived in the third wave of settlers and had decided, with the particular optimism of people building a life in a place that had nearly been destroyed multiple times, to bring a child into the world. The baby was a girl. They named her Cherai.

[QUEST COMPLETE: Cherai Restoration] [All objectives met.] [Colony status: ESTABLISHED — Permanent Installation] [Commander designation: Confirmed — Lieutenant Kartik Agni] [Reward: Colony Sovereignty Charter — Cherai is hereby recognized as a self-governing installation under Manavata jurisdiction] [XP Gained: 25,000] [LEVEL UP: Kartik Agni → Level 14!]

I was in the medical facility when the notification came — standing beside the farming couple, watching their daughter breathe her first breaths in the amber light of a gas giant that had been shining on this moon for billions of years and had never, until now, shone on something this new.

The Colony Sovereignty Charter meant that Cherai was no longer a punishment posting. No longer a garrison. No longer a piece of the Kendra Sena's bureaucratic chess board, to be sacrificed or moved at a general's convenience. It was a colony. A real colony, with the legal protections and self-governance rights that came with the designation. The Kendra Sena could not reassign its commander. Could not dissolve its alliances. Could not strip-mine its resources without the colony council's consent.

The colony council — Cherai's first — had been established the previous month. Five seats: one for the human settlers (elected: Prithvi, who had grumbled about the responsibility and then thrown himself into it with the particular energy of a man who had finally found a community worth investing in), one for the Dweepvasi (Neelima, by acclamation), one for the military garrison (me, by default), one for the medical and support services (Revati, by consensus), and one rotating seat that alternated between the remaining factions and interests. The council met weekly in the mess hall — the same mess hall where the food synthesizer now produced genuinely good chai and acceptable biryani and, on special occasions, a dessert that approximated gulab jamun closely enough to make Hemant emotional, which he continued to attribute to allergies.

The squad had changed. Not dissolved — evolved. Hemant had been promoted to Sergeant, his leadership of the militia formalised, the big man's particular combination of physical power and emotional honesty making him the perfect bridge between the professional soldiers and the civilian defenders. He'd also started a relationship with one of the settler farmers — a quiet woman named Deepa who grew vegetables in a garden that she'd planted against the colony's east wall and who could make Hemant smile the way no one else could: involuntarily and completely.

C.J. had been promoted to combat instructor — her experience with the 22nd Division's urban warfare tactics adapted for jungle combat, her methods unconventional, her results unarguable. She still wore the blue mohawk. She still planted mines with an enthusiasm that bordered on the romantic. And she still sat on the guard tower in the evenings with Ira and me, the three of us watching the stars, the relationships that had begun in honest conversation now settled into the particular rhythm of people who had stopped performing and started living.

Malhar ran the engineering division — a grand title for a team of three, but the scope of his work justified it. The Aadivasi processor, fully activated, was under his stewardship, the engineer and the ancient machine developing a symbiosis that Neelima described as "the Aadivasi would have approved." He'd also reverse-engineered several Aadivasi construction techniques, combining them with human and Dweepvasi methods to create a building style that was uniquely Cherai's: organic curves supported by crystalline frameworks, walls that grew and healed, structures that were as alive as the jungle they existed within.

Sanjana had found her voice. The Communications specialist who had been transferred for "insubordinate tone in official reports" now ran Cherai's information network — the comms array, the sensor grid, the intelligence feeds that Kunwar managed and she coordinated. Her reports were still insubordinate. They were also the most accurate intelligence assessments in the Chakra sector, sought after by colony commanders across the outer territories who had learned that Cherai's analysis was worth more than the Kendra Sena's official briefings.

Kunwar operated the intelligence network with the particular zeal of a convert. The former spy had found in counter-intelligence what he'd never found in espionage: a purpose that served people rather than systems. His monitoring of the Gulmarg communications through the hacked relay had provided early warning of three subsequent probe attempts, all of which were deterred by the colony's defenses before they materialized into threats. The Kendra Sena's Internal Security Division continued to receive his reports — curated, selective, accurately misleading — and continued to file them under "satisfactory."

Bhavna healed. Not just bodies — the medic who had arrived with clinical armour and a concealed tiredness now ran a community health programme that had become a model for outer-territory colonies. Her Battle Meditation sessions — originally a combat skill, repurposed for civilian wellness — were the most popular gatherings on Cherai, attended by humans and Dweepvasi alike, the communal meditation a bridge between species that no diplomatic protocol could have achieved.

And Revati — the healer who had come to Cherai looking for something that would stay healed — had found it. Her wellness protocol, her deep restoration, her Soul Anchor that had been activated twice during the final battle (saving Malhar from a structural collapse and a Dweepvasi warrior from a Gulmarg blade) — all of it had proven that healing was not just the absence of damage but the presence of care. She ran the medical facility with the quiet competence and the peaceful smile that had become, without anyone deciding it, the emotional centre of the colony. When things were bad, people went to Revati. Not because she could fix everything — but because her presence reminded them that some things were already fixed and worth protecting.

The Dweepvasi thrived. Neelima's diplomatic skill had transformed the alliance from a survival partnership into a cultural exchange — the two-hundred-year-old settlement and the four-month-old colony learning from each other, the Dweepvasi organic architecture blending with human engineering, the alien herbalism informing human medicine, the evening songs becoming a shared tradition that neither species had started but both now owned.

And the Niyantrak watched. The ancient consciousness — three thousand years old, patient beyond comprehension, the custodian of a legacy that spanned the sector — had accepted Kartik Agni as its Authorized Custodian. The Neural Bridge was permanent now — not a constant connection, but an availability, a door that could be opened when needed. Through the Bridge, I could feel the moon's heartbeat: slow, vast, alive. The Aadivasi's garden, tended at last.

I stood on the guard tower — my tower, our tower, the place where the colony's decisions were made and its relationships were forged and its futures were imagined — and looked at what we'd built.

The walls: gleaming, strong, hybrid construction that was unique in the Game.

The settlement: 200 souls, two species, one community.

The jungle: no longer hostile but partnered, the predators under the Niyantrak's guidance, the Vanachari patrolling not as threats but as guards, the ancient trees bending their branches over the colony's edge like sheltering arms.

The gas giant: eternal, amber, beautiful. The light that had greeted me when I'd arrived on a cracked landing pad and had looked at a dying colony and had thought: this is my cage.

It wasn't a cage. It was a seed. And the seed had grown.

Ira appeared beside me. She always appeared — the Reconnaissance specialist's particular talent, rendered permanent by love.

"The Niyantrak's records," she said. "Neelima's been decoding more of them. There are seventeen other installations across the Chakra sector. Seventeen moons, each with its own processor, its own custodian system, its own garden waiting to be tended."

"Seventeen."

"Seventeen quests." Her chai eyes were bright — the particular brightness of a person who had found her purpose and was now discovering that the purpose was larger than she'd imagined. "Seventeen impossible missions, each one designed to fail, each one needing someone stubborn enough to refuse."

"We'd need a fleet."

"We'd need a squad. The right squad." She looked at me. The look carried everything — the intelligence briefings, the night conversations, the battles, the quiet mornings, the first kiss on a battlefield, the thousand small moments that had built the structure of a shared life. "We already have one."

C.J. climbed the tower. She'd heard — the tower carried sound, and C.J. had the hearing of a person who had spent years listening for threats and had recently learned to listen for opportunities instead.

"Seventeen moons," she said. "Seventeen impossible quests. Seventeen chances to build something the Kendra Sena can't control and the Gulmarg can't destroy." The dangerous grin was there — full force, the grin of a person who had found the thing she'd been looking for since she'd entered the Game: a fight worth fighting. "When do we leave?"

Below, the colony hummed with life. The baby — Cherai, the two hundredth resident, the completion of an impossible quest — slept in her mother's arms. The mess hall glowed with evening light. The Dweepvasi sang. The jungle breathed.

And above it all, the stars — indifferent, beautiful, full of moons that were waiting — shone.

"Soon," I said. "Very soon."


  
    About This Book

    
    
  
  
      About This Book

      The War Game: Cherry Mission

      
      Genre: Military Science Fiction

      Word Count: 40,127

      Chapters: 22

      

      This book is part of The Inamdar Archive.

      Read more at atharvainamdar.com

      

      © 2026 Atharva Inamdar

      Licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

      Published by The Book Nexus

      Pune, India

      thebooknexus.in

    
