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    Chapter 1: The Orka

    
    
  
  It was a myth, but the question that gnawed at every Alluran who'd ever stared at the twin moons long enough was this: how much of the ancient myth was fundamentally true?

The story went like this. Three thousand years ago, the human race fled a distant planet called Earth — a blue-green marble orbiting an unremarkable yellow star in an unremarkable spiral arm of a galaxy whose name we'd long forgotten. They fled because demons had come. Not metaphorical demons — the ancient texts were specific. Creatures with multiple eyes arranged in clusters like rotten fruit, fangs that curved inward so that anything they bit could not be pulled free without tearing. The texts called them Rakshasas, in a language that predated our five nations, a language that scholars said originated on Earth itself. The Rakshasas killed everything. Spared nothing. Turned cities to ash and fields to salt and the oceans to something the texts described as "black water that burned the skin of the living."

The people left. They had no choice. They built ships — crude things, if the illustrations were accurate, held together by metals we no longer used and prayers we no longer remembered — and they launched into the void. They searched the cosmos for centuries. Generations were born and died in the darkness between stars, never seeing sunlight, never feeling soil beneath their feet. Finally, the survivors discovered a habitable planet in a red dwarf star system. For those who made it, years of suffering followed. Disease. Hunger. The primal mathematics of survival: eat or be eaten, build or be buried. Only the strongest endured. Only the warriors who called themselves the Nakshatra — the Star-Born — triumphed against the odds and were able to create a new world.

My world. Allura.

To a species whose average life expectancy was sixty-eight years, three thousand years was an eternity. The context of any story could be distorted in that time — could be inflated, reduced, made beautiful or terrible depending on who held the pen. I had often wondered if the myth only existed to justify why we honoured the ancient Nakshatra temples scattered throughout our two continents. On Allura, everywhere you travelled, the temples were identical. Circular sanctuaries made from black Alluran stone, with high-pitched roofs and walls inscribed so densely with script that the letters seemed to move in torchlight, telling the story over and over, the way a river tells the same story to every stone it passes. Even though the Alluran people were now divided into five nations — Dharani, Vayu, Agni, Jal, and Akash — we all worshipped the Nakshatra. The warriors who delivered us salvation when humanity faced its darkest years.

I sat at the helm of the Alluran Solarfleet ship The Orka, staring at the small figurine of a Nakshatra warrior sitting in the centre of the control panels. For as long as I had flown with Captain Rudra Mathur, this tiny figurine was always kept visible on the bridge. Black boots. Gold-painted armour that caught the artificial light and threw tiny constellations across the console. A golden sword scaled down the warrior's back with an archer's bow slung over one shoulder. The facial features were barely distinguishable — years of Rudra's thumb rubbing the figure's head for luck before every mission had smoothed the face into something universal, something that could be anyone, which was perhaps the point. When and where Rudra had originally got the figurine, I didn't know. But its presence was meant to give the crew courage. Motivation. The old Nakshatra fire that the temples taught us still burned in our blood, if only we had the guts to reach for it.

I was reaching for that fire now. Deep down, I felt unnerved — a restless apprehension that sat in my stomach like undigested food, heavy and sour. This mission was like no other. Never before had a Solarfleet crew been permitted to exit the safety of the Alluran solar system. No crew had ever been assigned a task without a definitive directive.

The Alluran Solarfleet was primarily used to transport employees and mining produce to and from the several mined moons and asteroids orbiting our sun. Vessels like The Orka were glorified cargo haulers — reliable, unspectacular, built for routine. We knew our routes the way a farmer knows the paths between his fields. We knew the gravitational pulls, the debris zones, the pockets of solar radiation that could fry an unshielded hull. We knew everything about our solar system because our solar system was: our world. The boundaries of our existence. The fence around the garden.

And now we were being sent beyond the fence.

"Esha." Rudra's voice came from behind me — low, steady, the voice of a man who had spent thirty years in Solarfleet and who had learned that panic was a luxury a captain could not afford. "Status report."

I pulled my gaze from the Nakshatra figurine and checked the console. The numbers glowed green — always green on The Orka, because Rudra had insisted on green displays when the ship was retrofitted, claiming that green was "the colour of life, and I want my crew to see life every time they look at their instruments." The crew thought this was sentimental. I thought it was: wise.

"All systems nominal, Captain. Fuel reserves at eighty-seven percent. Hull integrity stable. Life support cycling within parameters. We're approximately nine hours from the boundary."

The boundary. The edge of the Alluran solar system — the invisible line beyond which no Solarfleet vessel had ever travelled. Beyond the boundary was: the unknown. The void. The darkness that the ancient texts described as "the space between the stars where even the Rakshasas feared to tread."

"Nine hours," Rudra repeated. He moved to the captain's chair — a battered thing, its cushion compressed by decades of captains before him, its armrests worn smooth the way the Nakshatra figurine's face was worn smooth: by use, by presence, by the weight of a body that came back to the same place every day. He sat. He looked at the viewscreen — the screen that showed stars, only stars, the dense starfield of deep space that was beautiful in the way that dangerous things are beautiful: from a distance.

"Have you ever wondered," he said, "what the first Nakshatra felt when they left Earth? When they looked back and saw the planet getting smaller?"

"I try not to wonder. Wondering makes me: nervous."

"Wondering is the only thing that makes any of this: worth it. A species that stops wondering is a species that stops: moving. And a species that stops moving is: dead."

The philosophy of Rudra Mathur. The man who quoted the ancient Nakshatra texts the way other captains quoted regulations — not for authority but for: meaning. The man who had chosen me as his navigator not because I was the best (I was competent, thorough, but "best" was a word that belonged to people with more ambition and less caution) but because, as he once told me, "You ask the right questions, Esha. Most navigators ask 'where are we going?' You ask: 'why are we going there?' And that question is: the only one that matters."

I didn't know why we were going there. None of us did. The directive from the Alluran High Council had been: vague. Deliberately vague, in the way that powerful institutions are vague when they want compliance without: conversation. The directive said: "Investigate the signal. Report findings. Return."

The signal. Detected six months ago by the deep-space monitoring array on Akash's northern moon. A signal that was: not natural. Not the background radiation of dying stars or the electromagnetic burp of a black hole. A signal that was: structured. Repeating. Intentional. A signal that said, in the language of mathematics: we are here.

Someone was out there. Beyond the boundary. Beyond the fence. And we were being sent to: find them.

Chitra appeared on the bridge — Chitra Desai, our science officer, a woman whose brain operated at a frequency that the rest of us could only approximate. She was small — five-two, compact, with the wiry build of someone who forgot to eat because eating interrupted: thinking. Her dark hair was pulled back in a braid so tight it looked structural, as if the braid itself was holding her thoughts in place. Her eyes — dark, quick, the eyes of a woman who processed information the way a computer processes data: continuously, without rest — her eyes were: worried.

"I've been running the signal analysis again," she said. No preamble. Chitra didn't do preamble. Preamble was: wasted breath.

"And?" Rudra asked.

"The signal isn't just repeating. It's: evolving. The pattern I documented six weeks ago has added a new sequence. A fourth layer. Whatever is sending this signal is: adapting. Responding to something. Possibly: us."

The bridge went quiet. The quiet that a space of people produces when the people in that space realise simultaneously that the situation has: changed. That the mission they thought they understood — investigate, report, return — might be something: else entirely.

"Responding to us?" I said. "How? We haven't transmitted anything."

"We haven't transmitted intentionally. But The Orka is: not invisible. Our engines produce a signature. Our hull reflects light. Our life-support systems emit radiation. We are — to anything with sufficiently advanced sensors — a bright, warm, moving thing in a very dark, cold, still void. We might as well be waving."

Kabir entered the bridge. Kabir Kohli — our engineer, built like the engines he maintained: solid, reliable, the kind of man whose hands were never clean because clean hands meant idle hands and Kabir's hands were: never idle. He was eating — a protein bar, the Solarfleet-issue kind that tasted like compressed disappointment and that Kabir consumed by the dozen because "fuel is fuel, and the body doesn't care about: flavour."

"What did I miss?" he asked, mouth full.

"The signal is evolving," I said. "And it might know we're coming."

Kabir stopped chewing. The stopping of a man who has been told something that his brain needs: a moment to process, and whose jaw has decided to participate in the pause.

"Well," he said, after the pause. "That's: not ideal."

"Not ideal," Rudra agreed. "But not: unexpected. If the signal is intentional — if something out there is broadcasting on purpose — then it's reasonable to assume that something is also: listening. And if it's listening, it's heard us."

"So what do we do?" I asked.

Rudra looked at the Nakshatra figurine. The gold-painted warrior with the smoothed face. The warrior who left Earth three thousand years ago and sailed into the dark and survived and built: a world.

"We do what they did," Rudra said. "We keep: going."


  
    Chapter 2: The Boundary

    
    
  
  Nine hours passed the way time passes on a ship heading toward the unknown — slowly when you watched the clock, instantly when you didn't. I spent the hours at my console, running trajectory calculations that didn't need running, checking fuel reserves that didn't need checking, performing the rituals of a navigator who was: nervous and who used mathematics as: medication.

The boundary approached. Not a visible line — space doesn't mark its borders with fences or signs or the convenient dotted lines that maps use. The boundary was: a coordinate. A number. The point at which The Orka's navigation system would flash a warning — "EXCEEDING ALLURAN SYSTEM LIMITS" — and then, presumably, nothing. No barrier. No wall. Just: more space. More void. More darkness that was identical to the darkness behind us but that was, symbolically: different. The darkness of: the beyond.

"All hands, bridge," Rudra's voice came through the ship's comm. Calm. Measured. The voice that thirty years of command had shaped into something that sounded like: authority, but that I knew — from working beside him for four years — was actually: control. The deliberate suppression of every instinct that said turn around in favour of the training that said proceed.

They gathered. Chitra, already present, her fingers hovering over her science station like a musician waiting for the conductor's signal. Kabir, wiping engine grease on his jumpsuit — the grease that never fully came off, that had become part of his skin's texture, a second layer of identity that said I build things and fix things and I am never not working. And Om — Om Sharma, our medic, a man whose name meant the cosmic sound and whose personality matched it: quiet, resonant, present in a way that filled spaces without: announcing itself. Om was the tallest on the crew — six-three, lean, with hands so steady they could thread a needle during a hull breach. He entered the bridge eating an apple — a real apple, from the hydroponics bay, the luxury that Om guarded jealously because "medicine starts with: nutrition, and nutrition starts with things that taste like: something other than Solarfleet protein bars."

"We're approaching the boundary," Rudra said. He didn't stand — standing for announcements was theatrical, and Rudra despised theatre. He spoke from his chair, his hands on the worn armrests, his eyes on the viewscreen. "In approximately thirty-seven minutes, we will be the first Alluran vessel to leave our solar system. I want to acknowledge that."

"Acknowledge how?" Kabir asked. "Should we throw a party? I have some expired rations and a terrible sense of rhythm."

"Acknowledge by: being present. Being aware. When the navigation system flags the boundary, I want everyone on this bridge. Eyes open. Minds clear. Whatever happens on the other side of that line — we face it: together."

Together. The word that Rudra used the way the Nakshatra texts used it — not as a description of proximity but as a: covenant. A promise that the five bodies on this ship would function as: one organism. Five hearts. One purpose.

"Captain," Chitra said. Her voice had the specific tone it took when she had data that contradicted: comfort. "The signal has added another layer. Fifth sequence. It started eleven minutes ago."

"Content?"

"Mathematical. The first four layers established a base-twelve counting system and geometric proofs — standard first-contact mathematics, assuming standard first-contact protocols exist, which they don't, because this is: unprecedented. But the fifth layer is — different. It's not abstract mathematics. It's: coordinates."

"Coordinates," I repeated. The navigator's word. The word that belonged to: me.

"Coordinates," Chitra confirmed. "Specifically: our coordinates. The signal is broadcasting The Orka's exact position in real-time."

The bridge went silent again. The silence that was becoming: a pattern, the pattern of a crew repeatedly receiving information that recalibrated their understanding of the: situation.

"It knows where we are," Om said. Not a question.

"It's known where we are since we launched," Chitra said. "The coordinates in the signal correspond to positions we've occupied throughout the journey. Layer five is essentially a transcript of our flight path. Whoever — whatever — is sending this signal has been tracking us since: departure."

I felt something cold move through my chest — not temperature but: dread. The specific dread of a navigator realising that her position, the thing she controlled, the thing that was her: expertise, was known to something she couldn't: see.

"If they know where we are," I said, "they know where we're going."

"They know where we're going because they're the ones who: sent the signal that's bringing us there," Chitra said. "The signal isn't just a message. It's: a lure."

"That's a conclusion," Rudra said. "Not a fact."

"It's a reasonable inference from the available data."

"Reasonable inferences have killed more crews than unreasonable: aliens. We don't know what's sending the signal. We don't know its intentions. What we know is: we have a directive. Investigate. Report. Return. We follow the directive."

"Even if the directive is leading us into a trap?"

"Especially if. Because the only thing worse than walking into a trap is: not knowing a trap exists. If something is out there — something with the technology to track us across: light-years — we need to know. Allura needs to know. The five nations need to know. Ignorance is not: safety. Ignorance is: delayed danger."

Rudra's logic. The logic of a man who had survived thirty years in space by assuming that every unknown was: a threat until proven otherwise, and that knowing the threat was: always better than not knowing. The logic that I respected even when I disagreed. Even when the disagreement sat in my stomach like the dread — cold, heavy, undigested.

The boundary arrived at 14:07 ship time.

The navigation console flashed — amber, not green, the amber that Rudra had not been able to override because the boundary warning was: hardcoded, programmed by Solarfleet engineers who never imagined a ship would actually: reach it.

EXCEEDING ALLURAN SYSTEM LIMITS. NAVIGATION BEYOND THIS POINT IS UNCHARTED. PROCEED WITH CAUTION.

"Noted," I said to the console. The console didn't respond. Consoles don't respond to: sarcasm.

The Orka crossed the boundary. There was no sensation — no bump, no shimmer, no dramatic change in the viewscreen. The stars looked the same. The void looked the same. The darkness was: the same darkness. The boundary was: a concept, not a place.

But something changed. Not outside — inside. Inside me. Inside the crew. The specific change that happens when you know — intellectually, emotionally, cellularly — that you are: farther from home than any of your species has ever been. The change that turns the familiar darkness into: alien darkness. The same void, but: different. The difference being: there is no one behind you. No rescue. No backup. No Solarfleet patrol that can reach you if things go: wrong.

"We're through," I said.

"We're through," Rudra confirmed.

Kabir pulled the Nakshatra figurine from the console and held it up. The gold-painted warrior. The smoothed face. The symbol of: the original crossing. The first humans who left everything behind and sailed into the dark.

"For the Nakshatra," Kabir said. Not ironic. Not theatrical. The genuine invocation of a man who, underneath the engine grease and the terrible jokes, believed in: the story. The myth that brought us here. The myth that said: humans don't stop. Humans cross: boundaries.

"For the Nakshatra," we echoed.

And The Orka sailed on. Into the dark. Toward the signal. Toward whatever was: waiting.


  
    Chapter 3: The Signal's Source

    
    
  
  Three days beyond the boundary, the signal changed.

Not evolved — changed. The layers that Chitra had been documenting — the base-twelve mathematics, the geometric proofs, the coordinates tracking our flight path — they stopped. Simultaneously. As if whoever was sending the signal had decided that the preamble was over and the: conversation could begin.

What replaced the mathematics was: sound.

Chitra played it on the bridge speakers at 06:00 ship time, waking me from a half-sleep at my console where I'd been dozing with my cheek pressed against the navigation screen, the screen's warmth leaving a faint green imprint on my skin. The sound filled the bridge like smoke — not loud but: pervasive. Impossible to ignore. Impossible to locate. Coming from everywhere and nowhere, the way sounds do in dreams.

It was: a voice. Not human — not in any recognisable language, not formed by a mouth that operated the way human mouths operated. But unmistakably: a voice. Something was speaking. Something was using vibrations in the electromagnetic spectrum to form patterns that carried: meaning. Not meaning I could decode — but meaning I could feel. The way you feel music in a language you don't speak. The way the Nakshatra temple chants resonated in your chest even if you didn't know the words.

"What is that?" Kabir asked. He'd arrived on the bridge in his sleep clothes — a Solarfleet-issue thermal suit that he wore backwards because, as he'd explained once with the seriousness of a man discussing structural engineering, "the zipper scratches my throat and my throat is: important for complaining, which is: my primary skill."

"The signal," Chitra said. "It's transmitting audio now. Structured audio. Vocal patterns."

"It's talking to us," Om said. He stood near the doorway, holding his morning chai — chai from the ship's dispenser, which produced a liquid that was technically chai in the same way that a photograph of the ocean was technically: the ocean. Approximation without substance. But Om drank it every morning because ritual mattered to Om more than: flavour.

"It's talking," Chitra confirmed. "Whether it's talking to us specifically or broadcasting generally — I can't determine. But the patterns suggest: directed communication. There are pauses. The kind of pauses that occur in: dialogue. As if the signal is waiting for: a response."

"Have we responded?" Rudra asked.

"No. Standing orders from the High Council are: observe only. Do not transmit."

"The High Council isn't here. The High Council is on Allura, nine days away at maximum burn. The High Council gave us a directive that assumed conditions we are no longer: operating under. The signal is talking. To us. And we're: ignoring it."

The tension in Rudra's voice was: new. Four years I'd served with him and I'd never heard him question the High Council. Rudra was: institutional. He believed in the chain of command the way Om believed in ritual — not because the chain was always right but because the chain provided: structure, and structure was the only thing that kept five people in a metal box in the void from: unravelling.

"Captain," I said. "If we transmit, we confirm our presence. Right now, whatever is out there might be guessing. Broadcasting to a wide area. If we respond, we become: specific. A target."

"We're already a target, Esha. Chitra just told us the signal has been tracking our exact coordinates since launch. They know where we are. They know where we're going. The only thing they don't know is: who we are. And if we don't tell them, they'll decide for themselves. In my experience, being defined by others is: always worse than defining yourself."

The logic was: sound. Frustratingly sound. The logic of a man who'd survived thirty years by understanding that silence was sometimes: not caution but provocation. That the thing you didn't say could be more dangerous than the thing you: did.

"What would we transmit?" Chitra asked.

"The same thing. Mathematics. Our base-ten counting system. Basic geometric proofs. Enough to say: we received your message. We understand its: structure. We are: coming."

"That's ambitious," Kabir said. "Most first dates, you don't lead with 'I am: coming.'"

Nobody laughed. Which meant: everyone wanted to laugh but the situation didn't permit it. The specific tension of a crew that uses humour as: pressure release and that is currently: pressurised beyond the valve's capacity.

Rudra made the call. He transmitted.

The response came in forty-seven minutes.

Forty-seven minutes — the time it took for our signal to travel to the source and for the source to reply. Which meant the source was: close. Approximately twenty-three light-minutes away. In cosmic terms: next door. In psychological terms: too close.

The response was: not mathematics. Not sound. Not coordinates.

The response was: an image.

Chitra projected it onto the bridge viewscreen and we stared at it — five humans staring at a picture sent by something that was: not human and that was showing us: a planet.

A blue-green planet. With oceans. With continents. With the unmistakable swirl of weather systems that suggested: atmosphere. Life-supporting atmosphere. The kind of planet that the Nakshatra spent centuries searching for. The kind of planet that the ancient texts described as: Earth.

"Is that —" I started.

"It's not Allura," Chitra said. "The continental configuration is wrong. The ocean-to-land ratio is different. This is: a different planet."

"Could it be Earth?" Kabir asked. The question that everyone was thinking. The question that connected this image to the myth, to the origin story, to the three-thousand-year-old narrative that said: we came from a blue-green world and we lost it.

"The myth describes Earth as blue-green," Chitra said carefully. "This planet is: blue-green. But blue-green planets are not: unique. Water plus photosynthetic organisms produces: blue-green. This could be any habitable world."

"But they sent it to us," Om said. "In response to our transmission. They received our mathematics and they replied with: a planet. That's not random. That's: intentional. They're telling us: this is where you're going. This is what we want to: show you."

"Or: this is what we want to: lure you toward," I said. The navigator's caution. The caution that Rudra valued and that I felt, at this moment, was: insufficient. Because the image on the screen was: beautiful. The planet was: beautiful in the specific way that home is beautiful — the beauty that bypasses the intellect and reaches the part of you that remembers: belonging. The part that the Nakshatra built temples to honour. The part that prayed: may your soul find its way back to where you belong.

"Set course," Rudra said.

"Captain —"

"Set course for the source of the signal, Esha. We investigate. We report. We return. That's the directive. And the signal just gave us: a destination."

I set the course. My fingers on the console — the green-lit console, the colour of life — entering coordinates that would take us toward a planet we'd never seen, sent by something we'd never met, in response to a conversation we'd just: started.

The course was set. The Orka adjusted heading. The engines hummed — the low, continuous hum that was the ship's heartbeat, the sound that you stopped hearing after a week in space because the body absorbed it, made it part of your own rhythm, the way Mumbaikars stop hearing traffic because traffic becomes: the body's bass note.

Twenty-three light-minutes. At The Orka's maximum speed: six days.

Six days to the signal's source. Six days to the planet. Six days to: whatever was waiting.


  
    Chapter 4: The Planet

    
    
  
  The planet filled the viewscreen on day six.

Not gradually — The Orka dropped out of faster-than-light travel and there it was, filling the screen the way a face fills a doorway when you open a door you weren't sure you wanted to: open. Blue-green. Vast. Real. The image the signal had sent us was: accurate, which was either reassuring (they told the truth) or terrifying (they knew exactly what we'd find because they: put it there).

"Atmospheric analysis," Rudra said. He was standing now — the first time he'd stood for an announcement since the boundary crossing, and the standing said: this is different. This is: arrival.

Chitra's fingers moved across her station. The data streamed — numbers and graphs and spectral analyses that I could partially read (navigators learn basic atmospheric science because atmospheres affect trajectories) and that Chitra could read the way a poet reads: language. Fluently. Deeply. With the understanding that numbers told: stories.

"Nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere," she said. "Twenty-one percent oxygen. Traces of argon, carbon dioxide, water vapour. Surface temperature averaging twenty-two degrees Celsius. Liquid water — extensive. Continental landmass approximately thirty percent." She paused. The Chitra-pause — rare, significant. "This planet is: habitable. Not theoretically habitable. Actually habitable. A human could breathe this air. Drink this water. Walk on this ground."

"Like Allura?" Kabir asked.

"Better than Allura. Allura's oxygen concentration is eighteen percent. This planet's is twenty-one. Allura's average temperature is seventeen degrees. This is twenty-two. This planet is — by every measurable metric — more hospitable to human life than our: home."

The word hung in the air. Home. The word that connected this planet to the myth, to Earth, to the origin story that said: we left a perfect world and found a: lesser one. And now, beyond the boundary, beyond everything we knew — a world that was: more perfect than the one we'd settled for.

"Life signs?" Rudra asked.

"Extensive vegetation on the continental landmasses — consistent with photosynthetic plant life. Oceanic readings suggest marine organisms. I'm detecting heat signatures on the northern continent that could indicate: settlements. Concentrated areas of thermal output that don't match natural geological patterns."

"Settlements. Someone lives here."

"Someone — or something — generates heat in structured patterns on this planet. Whether that constitutes 'living' in the way we understand it: I can't confirm from orbit."

"The signal?" I asked. "Is it coming from the planet?"

"From the planet. Northern continent. The same region as the thermal signatures. The signal source and the: settlement are in the same location."

Rudra turned to me. "Esha. Establish orbit. Standard survey pattern. I want a full three-orbit observation before we make any decisions about: landing."

I established orbit. The Orka settled into the gravitational embrace of the planet — the planet that didn't have a name yet because naming required: knowledge, and we had: none. We had a viewscreen full of blue-green beauty and a signal that was still: talking, and a crew of five that was: watching.

Three orbits took nine hours.

Nine hours of watching a planet turn beneath us. Nine hours of Chitra collecting data — atmospheric pressure at various altitudes, ocean salinity, tectonic activity, the hundred measurements that a science officer takes when a science officer is trying to understand a world in: hours that worlds take millennia to: explain.

What we learned:

The planet had one large northern continent and a scattering of islands in the southern hemisphere. The northern continent was: diverse — mountain ranges along the western edge, dense forest covering the interior, a coastal plain on the eastern side where the thermal signatures concentrated. Rivers — wide, numerous, the kind of rivers that suggested: rainfall, which suggested clouds, which suggested a water cycle that functioned the way water cycles function on: living worlds.

The settlement — if that's what it was — occupied approximately fifteen square kilometres of the eastern coast. From orbit, we could see: structures. Not the structures of a primitive civilisation (no mud huts, no thatch roofs, no the simple geometry of survival architecture). Complex structures. Buildings that caught sunlight in ways that suggested: metal. Glass. The materials of a civilisation that had moved past: survival and into: engineering.

"They're advanced," Chitra said. "Not Allura-level — different. The structures suggest different engineering principles. Different materials. But: advanced. This isn't a primitive outpost. This is: a civilisation."

"A civilisation that invited us," Om said. He'd been quiet during the orbits — quiet in the Om way, the quiet of a man who processes information through: stillness. "They sent the signal. They showed us the planet. They waited for us to: arrive. This is: intentional."

"Intentional doesn't mean: benevolent," I said.

"No. But intentional means: purposeful. They want something from us. And the only way to find out what is: to ask."

"We're not going down there," I said. The navigator's instinct — the instinct that said: orbit is safe, surface is not. Orbit gives you: options. Surface gives you: commitment. Once you land, you are: subject to gravity, to atmosphere, to whatever is on the ground waiting for you to: step out.

"We have to go down there," Rudra said. "The directive says: investigate. You can't investigate a planet from: orbit. Orbit is: observation. Investigation requires: contact."

"Contact with an unknown civilisation that lured us across the boundary of known space. Captain, the Solarfleet manual —"

"The Solarfleet manual was written for cargo runs between moons. We're not: hauling cargo. We're on a first-contact mission using a cargo ship with a crew of five and no weapons. The manual doesn't: apply."

He was right. The manual didn't apply. Nothing applied. We were in: uncharted territory, which meant the only chart was: the one we drew ourselves. And the chart that Rudra was drawing said: land.

"I'll lead the ground team," Rudra said. "Esha, Chitra, and Kabir — with me. Om, you stay on The Orka. Keep the ship in orbit. Maintain communication. If we lose contact for more than six hours — you leave. You return to Allura. You report."

"Captain, I'm not leaving you —"

"That's not a request, Om. That's an order. If we go silent, it means something went wrong. And if something went wrong on the surface, it won't be fixed by adding one more person to the: problem. It'll be fixed by getting the information home. Allura needs to know this planet exists. Allura needs to know the signal is: real. That's more important than: us."

The weight of the word "us." The weight that a captain puts on a pronoun when the captain is acknowledging that the five people on his ship are: expendable. That the information they carry is: not. The weight that every Solarfleet captain knows but that most never have to: say aloud.

"Understood," Om said. The word of a medic accepting: the worst possible outcome as a: contingency.

"We descend at dawn," Rudra said. "Ship's dawn. 06:00. Get some rest. Eat something that isn't a protein bar if you can find it. And —" He touched the Nakshatra figurine on the console. The gold-painted warrior. The smoothed face. "— say whatever prayers your temple taught you. We're going to need: all of them."


  
    Chapter 5: Descent

    
    
  
  The shuttle — Parvos, the smaller craft docked in The Orka's belly like a child curled inside a mother — detached at 06:12. Twelve minutes late because Kabir had insisted on running the landing thrusters through a triple-diagnostic ("I'm not dying because a thruster misfires, that's an engineering death and engineering deaths are: embarrassing"), and because I'd spent four minutes staring at the planet through the shuttle's forward viewport, unable to move, the way you sometimes can't move when beauty and terror occupy the: same space.

The descent was: rough. Not mechanically — Parvos handled atmospheric entry the way she handled everything: competently, without drama, the reliable craft that Solarfleet engineers built to survive the specific abuse of entering atmospheres that didn't want to be: entered. But the turbulence was: real. The planet's atmosphere was thicker than Allura's — more oxygen, more pressure, the kind of atmosphere that grabbed a descending shuttle and shook it the way a dog shakes a: toy.

My harness pressed into my shoulders. The pressure — the specific pressure of a five-point harness holding a human body against a seat while gravity and atmosphere conspired to remove the human from: the seat — was: grounding. Physical. The body's reminder that physics didn't care about: mythology or first contact or the philosophical implications of what waited below. Physics cared about: force, acceleration, the relationship between mass and velocity. Physics was: honest.

"Hull temperature rising," Chitra reported from the science station behind me. "Within parameters. Atmospheric friction consistent with predicted models."

"Predicted by whom?" Kabir asked from the engineering console, his voice strained by the vibration. "We've never entered this atmosphere. There are no: models."

"Predicted by me. I built the models during orbit. Using data. Which is what scientists: do."

"Remind me to buy you a drink when we survive this."

"I don't drink."

"Then remind me to buy you: data."

The banter. The banter that crews produce when crews are: afraid, the verbal equivalent of holding hands — not because holding helps but because the act of reaching for another person says: I am here, you are here, we are: not alone in this.

Rudra sat in the pilot's seat. Hands steady. Eyes forward. The Nakshatra figurine was absent — he'd left it on The Orka's bridge, which was: unusual, and which I'd noticed but hadn't mentioned because mentioning superstitions during descent felt: unwise. Perhaps he'd left it for Om. Perhaps the figurine was meant to guard the ship in their absence. Perhaps Rudra simply forgot.

The clouds broke.

The viewscreen showed: green. Not the green of Allura — Allura's vegetation was dark, almost black-green, the colour of plants that had evolved under a red dwarf star and that photosynthesised with different wavelengths. This green was: vivid. Bright. The green that the ancient texts described when they described Earth — "a world of green that hurt the eyes with its: abundance." I hadn't understood that phrase until now. The green was: overwhelming. Forests that covered the continent from mountain to coast, interrupted only by rivers — silver ribbons cutting through the canopy, the rivers that Chitra had identified from orbit and that were, from this altitude: beautiful. The beauty of water finding its path through: land.

"Oxygen-rich atmosphere confirmed," Chitra said. "We can breathe out there. Atmospheric pressure point-nine-seven bar. Temperature at the landing zone: twenty-four degrees Celsius. Humidity sixty-two percent."

"It's paradise," Kabir said.

"It's a planet we know nothing about. Paradise and: trap look identical from the: air."

"You're fun at parties, Esha."

"I don't go to parties. I navigate."

Rudra landed Parvos on the coastal plain — a clearing near the settlement, close enough to investigate but far enough to provide: distance. The landing was: smooth. Rudra flew the way he commanded — with precision that masked the effort required, the effort that thirty years of practice had converted from: concentration into: instinct.

The engines powered down. The silence that followed was: different from ship-silence. Ship-silence was the absence of engine-noise, always accompanied by the hum of life support, the whisper of recycled air. This silence was: planetary. The silence of a world that had its own sounds — wind, water, the specific rustling of vegetation being moved by atmosphere — sounds that were muffled by the shuttle's hull but that I could feel. The planet's heartbeat, pressing against our metal skin.

"Seal check," Rudra said. He stood. "Everyone — suit up. Full EVA protocol until Chitra confirms the atmosphere is: safe for direct exposure."

We suited up. The EVA suits — bulky, restrictive, the specific discomfort of wearing a personal atmosphere on a planet that had its own — sealed with the hiss of pressurised air and the click of helmet locks. Through the helmet's visor, the world was: filtered. Slightly blue-tinted, the way all Solarfleet visors tinted the world, the tinting meant to reduce glare but which also reduced: reality. Made everything feel: watched from behind glass. Which it: was.

Rudra opened the hatch.

The light came first. Not artificial light — not the green glow of The Orka's consoles or the white glare of corridor strips. Sunlight. Real sunlight, from a real star, filtered through a real atmosphere and carrying the specific warmth that only stars produce — the warmth that Allura's red dwarf delivered as: muted, orange, the tired light of an old star. This star was: younger. Brighter. The light was: aggressive in its generosity, pouring through the hatch like liquid, filling the shuttle's interior with the colour of: outside.

I stepped out. Boot on soil. The soil that was: not Alluran soil (dark, volcanic, the soil of a planet born from: fire) but something else. Lighter. Richer. The soil of a planet that had been: growing things for a very long time, the organic accumulation of millennia of life and death compressed into: ground.

The air — even through my suit's filters — was: different. The suit's atmospheric sensors were showing green across the board, the data confirming what my body already suspected: this air was: alive. Not just breathable but: vital. Carrying pollen and moisture and the organic compounds that living worlds produce when living worlds are: healthy.

"Atmospheric readings confirmed safe," Chitra said through the comm. "Oxygen twenty-one point three percent. No toxins detected. No pathogens in the initial scan — though I'd recommend continued suit use for the first twelve hours until we can run a full biological survey."

"Twelve hours in this suit will kill me faster than any pathogen," Kabir said. "My left shoulder already hates me."

"Your left shoulder has hated you since you dislocated it on the Vayu mining platform," I reminded him.

"That was a work injury. This is a: fashion injury. EVA suits are designed by people who have never: worn EVA suits."

We stood on the surface of a planet that no Alluran had ever: stood on. Four humans in EVA suits, standing on green soil under a yellow sun, breathing filtered air while the wind — the actual wind, planetary wind, not the recycled air-movement of a ship's ventilation — pressed against our suits and made the fabric: ripple.

The settlement was visible from here. Two kilometres northeast — structures rising above the treeline, catching sunlight, the metal-and-glass buildings that Chitra had identified from orbit. From the surface, they looked: different. More organic. The structures seemed to grow from the ground rather than sit upon it, the architecture suggesting a civilisation that had chosen to: integrate with its environment rather than dominate it.

"Rudra," I said. "Movement."

He saw it. We all saw it. At the treeline — the edge of the forest that bordered the clearing — figures. Not animals. Not vegetation. Figures that were upright, bipedal, approximately human-sized. Figures that were watching us from the shadows of the trees the way we were watching them from the: clearing.

"Steady," Rudra said. "Hands visible. No sudden movements."

We stood. They watched. The specific standoff of two species encountering each other for the first time — the moment where every gesture is: decoded, every posture is: interpreted, every heartbeat is: audible to the person beating it and invisible to the person: watching.

One of the figures stepped forward. Out of the shadow. Into the light.

And I saw: a face. Not a human face — but not entirely: alien. Two eyes, positioned forward (binocular vision — predator or: advanced). A mouth. A nose — broader than human, flatter, but recognisably: a nose. Skin that was: blue. Not the blue of the sky or the blue of the ocean — a deeper blue, the blue of deep water, the blue that exists at the bottom of lakes where light barely: reaches. The figure's hair — or what functioned as hair — was silver, metallic, catching the sunlight the way Chitra's instruments caught: data. Absorbing. Processing.

The figure raised its hand. Palm open. Fingers extended. The gesture that, on Allura, meant: peace. The gesture that humans had been making since: Earth.

Rudra raised his hand. Palm open. Fingers extended.

The gesture that said: we come in: peace. And the gesture that hoped — desperately, across the impossible distance of species and space and three thousand years of: myth — that peace was: mutual.


  
    Chapter 6: The Aksharans

    
    
  
  The blue-skinned figure spoke.

Not in the signal's language — not the electromagnetic patterns that Chitra had been decoding for days. In something closer to: sound. Vocal cords (or the alien equivalent) producing vibrations that travelled through the planet's atmosphere and reached our helmet receivers as: words. Not words I understood — but words. Structured sound with grammar and cadence and the specific musicality that language acquires when language has been spoken for: generations.

The figure gestured again — this time not the universal peace-palm but something more specific. A motion toward the settlement. An invitation. The gesture that said: come.

"Rudra," I said through the private comm channel. "We don't know what's in there."

"We don't know what's out here, either. But out here, we're: exposed. Four people in a clearing with no cover and no weapons. If they wanted to harm us, they could do it: now. The invitation suggests: otherwise."

"The invitation suggests they want us: closer."

"Same thing. Different perspective."

We followed. Four humans in EVA suits, walking behind a blue-skinned figure who moved through the forest with the ease of someone walking through their own living room — navigating roots and underbrush without looking down, the navigation that comes from: belonging. From knowing a place so deeply that the place becomes: extension of self.

The forest was: alive in ways that Allura's landscapes were not. Allura had vegetation — hardy, dark plants that clung to volcanic soil and survived the red dwarf's muted light. This forest was: exuberant. Trees that reached fifty metres, their canopies interlocking overhead to create a cathedral of green — the light filtering through leaves in columns that looked: solid, as if you could lean against a beam of light and it would hold your weight. Birds — or creatures that functioned as birds — moved through the canopy, producing sounds that I had no framework for. Not the silence of space. Not the mechanical hum of a ship. The sound of: a world that made its own music.

"Recording everything," Chitra murmured. Her suit's sensors were capturing: all of it. The atmospheric data, the biological signatures, the electromagnetic emissions of the planet's biosphere. Chitra recorded the way the ancient scribes recorded — not to understand immediately but to preserve for: later understanding.

We reached the settlement in twenty minutes.

The structures were: extraordinary. From orbit, they'd looked like metal-and-glass buildings. From the ground, they were: something else entirely. The buildings were grown, not built — organic architecture that used living materials, the walls made of a substance that was part plant, part mineral, a hybrid material that the planet had: produced and that the inhabitants had: shaped. The buildings rose from the ground like trees, their walls textured with the grain of living wood but strong as: stone. Windows — circular, iris-like — opened and closed with the light, responding to the sun the way pupils respond to: brightness.

Between the buildings: people. More blue-skinned figures, going about what appeared to be: daily life. The specificity of daily life — carrying objects, talking to each other, tending to structures, performing the thousand small tasks that constitute: civilisation. The tasks that said: we are not a military installation waiting for invaders. We are: a community. Living.

The figure who'd guided us stopped at a central structure — larger than the others, its walls more elaborately textured, the organic material shaped into patterns that reminded me of the inscriptions on the Nakshatra temples. Patterns that told: stories. The figure turned to us and spoke again — the same musical language — and then, unexpectedly, made a gesture I recognised. A namaste. Palms pressed together at the chest. The gesture that the Nakshatra texts showed in their oldest illustrations. The gesture that predated Allura. The gesture that came from: Earth.

"Did you see that?" Kabir's voice on the comm, sharp with: recognition.

"I saw it," Rudra said. His voice had changed — the controlled calm cracking slightly, the way a wall cracks when something behind it: shifts. "That's: a Nakshatra greeting."

"That's impossible. These aren't Nakshatra. They're not even: human."

"The gesture is human. The gesture is: three thousand years old. And they know it."

The figure gestured toward the building's entrance — a doorway that opened as we approached, the organic material parting like a curtain, revealing: an interior. The interior was: warm. Lit not by artificial light but by bioluminescence — the walls themselves producing a soft amber glow, the glow of living material that generated: light. The way fireflies generate light. The way the deep-sea creatures on Allura's ocean floors generate light. Biology producing: illumination.

Inside, more figures waited. Seated in a semicircle — an arrangement that suggested: council. Discussion. Decision-making that involved: many voices. The figures were varied — different shades of blue, different builds, different ages (or what I assumed were ages, the markers of ageing in an alien species being: unknown to me). But all carried the same: presence. The composure of beings who had been expecting us and who were: prepared.

One figure stood. Taller than the others — nearly Rudra's height. The figure's skin was the deepest blue I'd seen, the blue of the ocean at midnight. Silver hair — longer, more elaborate than the guide's. And eyes that were: different from the others. Not the dark eyes of the other figures but: gold. Bright gold, like the Nakshatra figurine's painted armour. Like: sunlight compressed into irises.

The gold-eyed figure spoke. The same musical language — but slower. More deliberate. Each word placed with: intention. And then: something changed. The figure paused. Closed its eyes. And when the eyes opened, the figure spoke: again.

In Alluran.

Not perfect Alluran — accented, halting, the Alluran of someone who had learned the language from recordings rather than: speakers. But recognisable. Understandable. Words that I knew, in a voice that was: not human.

"Welcome," the figure said. "We have waited. Long time. Many cycles. We are: Aksharan."

Aksharan. The name they gave themselves. The name that I would learn meant, in their language: "those who endure." The name that carried: their story, the way "Nakshatra" carried ours.

"My name is Rudra," the captain said. He removed his helmet. The action was: reckless, impulsive, the action of a man who understood that you cannot: negotiate through glass. That trust requires: exposure. That the first gesture of respect between species is: showing your face.

The air hit him. Real air. Unfiltered. The air of a planet that was not his home and that his lungs had never: tasted. He breathed. His chest expanded. His eyes widened — not with fear but with: sensation. The sensation of breathing air that was: alive in a way that recycled ship-air and filtered suit-air could never be.

"Rudra," the gold-eyed figure repeated. Testing the name. Learning it. The figure's hand moved to its own chest. "I am: Tara."

Tara. A name that in the ancient Nakshatra texts meant: star.

The coincidence was: impossible. And therefore: not a coincidence.


  
    Chapter 7: The Archive

    
    
  
  Tara led us deeper into the central building.

The corridors were alive — not metaphorically but literally. The walls pulsed with bioluminescence that responded to our presence, brightening as we approached and dimming as we passed, the building tracking us the way a parent's eyes track a child in a crowded room. Not threatening. Attentive. The walls were warm to the touch — I brushed my gloved fingers against the surface and felt: heat. The heat of a living organism, the metabolic warmth of cells doing: work. The building was not a structure. The building was: a creature. An organism shaped into architecture, alive and aware and: welcoming.

"This is biological," Chitra said. Her voice carried the specific tremor of a scientist encountering something that rewrote: categories. "The entire structure is a single organism. The walls, the floor, the ceiling — it's all connected. One living system."

"A building that breathes," Kabir said.

"A building that thinks," Chitra corrected. "The bioluminescent responses aren't reflexive. They're: coordinated. The building is processing our presence and: responding. This is: intelligent architecture."

Tara walked ahead, unhurried. The tall Aksharan moved through the corridors with the grace of someone navigating their own bloodstream — which, in a sense, they were. This was their building, their organism, their: home in the most literal way possible. The building knew Tara. The bioluminescence ahead of Tara was: different — warmer, amber, the glow of recognition. The glow that the building produced for: its own.

We descended. Stairs that spiralled downward — organic stairs, each step a shelf of living material that flexed slightly under our weight, the flex of a branch that holds but: gives. The building was accommodating us, adjusting to our mass, learning how humans: moved. Three flights down — maybe fifteen metres below the surface — the corridor opened into: a chamber.

The chamber was: vast. Cathedral-vast, the ceiling disappearing into bioluminescent mist that hung in the air like luminous fog. And the walls — every surface of the chamber — were covered in: symbols. Not the Aksharan language I'd heard Tara speak. Something older. Something that used geometric shapes and mathematical notation and pictographic elements that were: familiar.

I stopped breathing.

"Esha?" Rudra's hand on my arm.

"Those symbols. Captain — those are Nakshatra. Those are the temple inscriptions from the Dharani archives. The oldest writing. The writing that we've never been able to: translate because it predates every known Alluran language."

Chitra was already scanning. Her suit's sensors recording every symbol, every wall, the entire chamber becoming: data. "She's right. The geometric base — it's identical to the inscriptions in the Nakshatra temples. Base-twelve mathematics. The same angular script. This is: the same writing system."

Rudra turned to Tara. "What is this place?"

Tara's gold eyes — those impossible, sunlight-compressed irises — moved across the walls with: reverence. The specific reverence of someone standing in a place that is: sacred. Not religiously sacred — historically sacred. The way archives are sacred. The way the place where knowledge is: preserved is: holy.

"This is: the Archive," Tara said. The Alluran words still halting, still accented, but clear. "Here is: the story. Your story. Our story. The same: story."

"What story?"

Tara moved to the nearest wall. Touched the symbols — a touch that was: tender, the way you touch old photographs, the way you touch the pages of a book that someone you love: wrote. The wall responded. The bioluminescence behind the symbols brightened, and the symbols began to: move. Not physically — holographically. The symbols lifted from the wall and hung in the air, three-dimensional, rotating slowly, and as they rotated they transformed into: images.

A planet. Blue-green. Oceans. Continents. A planet that was: this planet — the planet we stood on. But: different. Younger. The continents in different positions, the coastlines unfamiliar. The planet as it was: millennia ago.

The image shifted. Ships. Not Solarfleet ships — older. Cruder. Ships that used engines I didn't recognise, technology that looked: primitive by Alluran standards but that had accomplished: the impossible. The ships were leaving the blue-green planet. Hundreds of ships. Thousands. A fleet that filled the holographic sky like migrating birds, moving away from: home.

"Three thousand years," Tara said. "Three thousand cycles — your cycles. Your people left: this world. This: home. They travelled far. Found: new world. Allura. Built: new home. Forgot: old home."

The chamber was silent except for Tara's halting Alluran and the soft hum of the bioluminescent walls, the building listening to its own history being: told.

"You're saying —" Rudra's voice cracked. The first crack I'd heard in four years. The crack of a foundation being: shifted. "You're saying this planet is: Earth."

"We do not call it: Earth. We call it: Prithvi. The first name. The name from before: the leaving."

Prithvi. The Sanskrit word for: Earth. The word that the Nakshatra texts used in their oldest passages — the passages that scholars had assumed were: mythological. Metaphorical. The dream-language of a civilisation remembering something it had: invented.

Not invented. Remembered.

"And you?" I asked. "The Aksharans. Were you: here? When the humans left?"

"We were: here. We are: always here. We are: the ones who stayed."

"Stayed? You're not: human."

"No. But we were: neighbours. Your people and our people — together on Prithvi. For many cycles. Then your people: left. And we: stayed. And we waited. Because the texts — your texts, our texts, the same: texts — said: they will return. The star-born will: return."

The Nakshatra prophecy. The prophecy carved into every temple on Allura. The prophecy that every child on Allura learned before they learned to: read: The star-born will return to the world they left, and the world they left will remember them.

The prophecy that was: not a prophecy. The prophecy that was: a promise. Made by the Aksharans — the ones who stayed — to the humans who: left. A promise carved into stone and transmitted across three thousand years of forgetting. A promise that said: we will wait. We will remember. And when you come back, we will: tell you.

Tell you: who you are. Tell you: where you came from. Tell you: the story that you forgot.

"The signal," I said. "The signal that brought us here. You've been sending it —"

"For many cycles. Waiting. Hoping. The signal is: the invitation. Come home. Remember."

Rudra sat down. Not in a chair — there were no chairs. He sat on the floor of the Archive, on the living surface of a building that was older than his civilisation's memory, and he put his head in his hands. The captain who had never shown weakness. The captain who had held five people together across the boundary of known space. The captain who was: breaking, not from fear but from: meaning. The specific overwhelm of learning that everything you believed was: myth was: true. That the story you told children was: history. That the origin you assumed was: invented was: real.

I sat beside him. Not because I had anything to say — I didn't. Not because sitting would help — it wouldn't. But because when someone discovers that their entire civilisation has been: wrong about its own past, the only thing you can offer is: presence. The specific comfort of: I am here. I am also: overwhelmed. We are: overwhelmed together.

Chitra kept recording. Kabir stood near the doorway, his hand against the living wall, feeling the building's pulse beneath his palm. Tara stood in the centre of the Archive, surrounded by holographic history, gold eyes reflecting the light of a story three thousand years old, waiting with the patience of a species that had been: waiting for three thousand years and that had: not given up.

"There is: more," Tara said.

Of course there was more. There was always: more. The story was not: finished.


  
    Chapter 8: The Truth of Leaving

    
    
  
  Tara's "more" was: everything.

The Archive held three thousand years of records — not Aksharan records alone but: shared records. The history of two species living on the same planet, in the same river valleys, under the same yellow sun. The history that the humans had: forgotten and that the Aksharans had: preserved.

Tara projected the holographic timeline across the chamber's ceiling, and we lay on the living floor — four humans in EVA suits, looking up at our own history the way children look up at stars: with wonder and the specific vertigo of confronting: scale. The building's surface was warm beneath my back, the warmth of a creature cradling us while we learned: who we were.

The story began: ten thousand years ago.

Humans and Aksharans. Two species, evolved on the same planet, separated by oceans and mountain ranges for millennia until navigation and curiosity brought them: together. The Aksharans — blue-skinned, long-lived, attuned to Prithvi's biological systems in ways that humans were not — had developed biotechnology. The living architecture. The organic engineering. The ability to work with the planet's biology rather than: against it. The humans had developed: mathematics. Physics. The understanding of forces that existed beyond biology — gravity, electromagnetism, the physics of: leaving.

"Your people looked: up," Tara said. "Our people looked: down. Into the soil. Into the water. Into the living systems. You saw: stars. We saw: roots."

The two civilisations had lived in partnership for three thousand years before the leaving. The Aksharans provided biological knowledge — medicine, agriculture, the sustainable technologies that kept a planet: healthy. The humans provided physical knowledge — engineering, navigation, the technologies that could: reach beyond. Together, they built: Prithvi's golden age. The age that the Nakshatra texts remembered as: paradise.

"So why did we leave?" Rudra asked. He was still on the floor. Still processing. But the captain was: returning. The cracks in his composure were: filling with curiosity, the sealant that held Rudra together. The need to: understand.

Tara's gold eyes dimmed. Not physically — the light in them seemed to recede, the way a candle dims when a door opens and the draft: pulls. The dimming of: pain.

"A sickness," Tara said. "Not of body. Of: mind. Your people — some of your people — began to believe that Prithvi was: too small. That the stars held: more. That staying on one world was: limitation. The sickness of: restlessness. The belief that elsewhere is: better."

"That's not a sickness," Kabir said. "That's: ambition."

"In small amounts: yes. Ambition. Curiosity. The drive that built your mathematics, your ships, your understanding of physics. But when the drive becomes: need — when the desire to leave replaces the ability to: stay — it becomes: sickness. Your word for it, in the old texts, is: vanvas. Exile. But not exile imposed from outside. Exile: chosen."

Vanvas. The word from the Mahabharata — the exile of the Pandavas. Not punishment but: journey. Not loss but: transformation through displacement. The word that carried: both meanings simultaneously, the way Sanskrit words often carried contradictions as: single truths.

"Seven thousand years ago," Tara continued, "your people built: the ships. The fleet that you saw in the holographs. Thousands of ships. The largest construction in Prithvi's history. Built by human engineering, powered by Aksharan biotechnology — the engines used living fuel cells, organisms engineered to convert stellar radiation into: thrust. A collaboration. The last: collaboration."

"You helped them leave," Chitra said. The scientist's voice — flat, precise, the voice of someone converting emotion into: data. "You helped the humans build the ships that took them away from: you."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because: love. Not the love that possesses — the love that: releases. Your people needed to: go. The restlessness was: destroying them. Destroying: us. The partnership was: breaking because one partner wanted to: stay and the other wanted to: leave. And when a partnership reaches that: fracture — the only kindness is: to let go."

The chamber was silent. The bioluminescence dimmed to near-darkness, the building responding to Tara's grief — the grief of a species remembering the moment it lost: its other half. Three thousand years of partnership, ended by: wanderlust. By the human inability to remain: still.

I thought of Allura. The colonists arriving on a volcanic planet orbiting a red dwarf star — a planet that was: survivable but not: beautiful. Not blue-green. Not abundant. The planet that the humans chose because it was: far enough from Prithvi to satisfy the restlessness and: close enough to a star to sustain life. The compromise planet. The planet that was never: home but that became home because: that's what humans do with the places they: land.

"The Nakshatra texts," I said. "The prophecy. 'The star-born will return.' That was: your promise."

"Our promise. Written into the texts that your people took with them. Written in our shared language — the language your people forgot and that we: preserved. We wrote the prophecy because we believed: it. Because we had to believe it. Because three thousand years of partnership does not end with: goodbye. It ends with: see you again."

Rudra stood. Slowly — the way a man stands when the ground beneath him has changed and he's not sure the new ground will: hold. He faced Tara.

"We forgot," he said. "We forgot: everything. We forgot this planet. We forgot: you. We turned the history into: myth and the myth into: children's stories. Three thousand years and we forgot: who we were."

"You did not: forget. You: transformed. Memory becomes myth. Myth becomes story. Story becomes: instinct. Your people still look up. Still build ships. Still feel the restlessness. Still dream of: elsewhere. The forgetting was: necessary. You could not build a new world while: mourning the old one."

"And now?"

"Now: you are here. The prophecy is: fulfilled. The star-born have: returned. And we can: remember. Together."

The rest of the day was: information.

Chitra catalogued. Her suit's memory banks filling with data — holographic records, atmospheric analyses, biological samples (the building shed cells the way trees shed leaves, and Chitra collected: everything). Kabir examined the architecture — the engineering principles of living buildings, the structural biology that made organisms into: infrastructure. The engineer's paradise. The engineer's: nightmare. Everything he knew about engineering was: wrong here. Not wrong — incomplete. Engineering that assumed dead materials was: a subset. Engineering that used living materials was: the full set. And Kabir was learning, rapidly, the way engineers learn: by touching, testing, asking the building to: explain itself.

Rudra and Tara talked. For hours. The captain and the Aksharan elder — Tara was old, I learned, old by Aksharan standards, which meant: very old by human standards, the Aksharans living three times the human lifespan because their biology was: integrated with Prithvi's, and Prithvi sustained what Prithvi: loved. They talked about history. About the leaving. About the three thousand years of waiting.

I walked. Through the corridors of the living building, alone with my thoughts and the building's amber glow. The building didn't mind my solitude — it simply: accompanied. Adjusting its light to my mood — dimmer when I was sad, brighter when I noticed something interesting, the building reading my emotional state through: biometrics that I didn't understand and responding with: empathy. Machine empathy. No — not machine. Biological empathy. The empathy of a living thing for another: living thing.

I found a room with a window — an iris-window that opened when I approached, the organic membrane dilating to reveal: outside. The planet's sun was setting. The sky was: orange and purple and gold, the colours that atmospheres produce when light travels through: distance. The colours that Allura's red dwarf never produced because red dwarfs don't set — they dim, slowly, the tired descent of an old star. This sun set like: a performance. Like the sky was: showing off. Like the planet wanted me to see: what I'd been missing.

I removed my helmet.

The air hit my face and I: gasped. Not from danger — the air was safe, Chitra had confirmed it hours ago. But from: sensation. The specific overwhelming sensation of breathing air that was not recycled, not filtered, not processed. Air that carried: the smell of the forest (green, wet, alive), the smell of the ocean (salt, distance, the particular tang of water that has been: water for millennia), the smell of flowers that I couldn't name blooming in the building's exterior gardens.

The air tasted of: life. Not the sanitised approximation of life that ship-air provided. Real life. Messy, organic, pollen-thick, humid life. The kind of air that entered your lungs and said: this is what breathing was: meant to be.

I stood at the window as the sun set over Prithvi — Earth, the origin planet, the home that my species had left three thousand years ago because they couldn't: sit still. The home that had waited. The home that remembered.

And I thought: maybe the restlessness wasn't: sickness. Maybe the restlessness was: necessary. Maybe you had to leave home to understand what home: meant. Maybe the leaving was the only way to make the: return possible.

Maybe the myth was always: true.


  
    Chapter 9: The Five Nations

    
    
  
  Morning on Prithvi was: an assault.

Not violent — generous. The sun rose from the ocean to the east and the light came through the iris-window like a hand reaching into the room, warm and insistent, the specific light of a young star that had energy to: spare. On Allura, mornings were: gradual. The red dwarf's light crept across the volcanic landscape like an apology — sorry to wake you, sorry to be: insufficient. This sun woke you with: enthusiasm. This sun said: get up, there is a world out here and it is: magnificent.

I'd slept in the building. Not in a bed — the Aksharans didn't use beds as I understood them. They used living alcoves — hollows in the building's walls where the organism shaped itself around the sleeper's body, adjusting firmness and temperature throughout the night, the perfect sleep surface because it was: responsive. It learned your body. It held you the way the building held: everything. With attention. With: care.

My suit was off. I'd removed it completely the night before — the environmental readings consistent, the air safe, the temperature comfortable. I slept in my Solarfleet undersuit, the thin thermal layer that every crew member wore beneath the EVA gear, and the building had kept me warm. Warmer than ship bunks. Warmer than anything I'd slept in since leaving: Allura.

The smell of the morning was: impossible to catalogue. Green — the persistent, overwhelming green of a photosynthetic world in its prime. Salt — the ocean, two kilometres east, the wind carrying the particular mineral sharpness of seawater. Something floral — the building's exterior gardens, blooming in the morning light, the flowers that I still couldn't name producing a scent that was: sweet but not cloying. The sweetness of living things being: alive. The sweetness that Allura's volcanic soil never: produced.

I found Rudra in the Archive. He hadn't slept — or hadn't slept much. The captain sat in the centre of the chamber surrounded by holographic records that he'd been studying through the night, the golden light of projected history making his face look: younger. Or maybe not younger. Maybe: clearer. The face of a man who had found: answers.

"The five nations," he said when he saw me. No greeting — Rudra had moved past pleasantries into: obsession. The healthy obsession of a scholar who has found the: source text. "Esha, the Nakshatra texts describe five nations. We always assumed they were: mythological. Metaphorical divisions of human nature. They're not. They're: real."

He pulled up the holographic map. Prithvi — the blue-green planet, rotating slowly in amber light. Five distinct regions on the northern continent, each marked with symbols I was beginning to recognise.

"Dharani," Rudra said, touching the central region. The holograph zoomed — forests, river valleys, settlements. "Earth element. The agricultural centre. Where humans and Aksharans first: met."

He moved east. "Jal. The coastal regions. Water element. The fishing communities. The navigation centres — where the humans first learned to: sail."

South. "Agni. The volcanic highlands. Fire element. The forges. The engineering centres where the technology was: built. Where the ships were: designed."

West. "Vayu. The mountain passes. Wind element. The communication networks. The runners and message-carriers who connected the five nations before technology: replaced them."

And finally, north. The holograph zoomed to a region of ice and stone, sparse vegetation, the austere beauty of a landscape that tolerated life but didn't: celebrate it. "Akash. Sky element. The observation posts. The astronomers. The ones who looked: up."

"Akash," I repeated. "The ones who looked up."

"The restless ones. The ones who mapped the stars and dreamed of: reaching them. The nation that eventually convinced the others to: leave. Esha — the Nakshatra aren't named for the myth. The Nakshatra are named for: the nation. The nation of Akash. The star-watchers who became the: star-born."

The history rearranged itself in my mind like tectonic plates shifting — the familiar map of Alluran culture breaking apart and reforming around: this. The five nations weren't philosophy. They weren't the five elements of Vedic cosmology applied to: social organisation. They were: geography. Real places on a real planet where real people lived and worked and eventually: left.

"The five nations of Prithvi," Rudra said. "Dharani, Jal, Agni, Vayu, Akash. Earth, Water, Fire, Wind, Sky. The foundation of everything we: are. And we forgot. We turned places into: concepts. We turned geography into: philosophy. We turned: home into: metaphor."

"Because that's what humans do," I said. "When we can't go back to a place, we turn it into: an idea. Ideas are: portable. Places are: not."

Tara arrived with food.

Real food — not protein bars, not ship rations, not the synthesised nutrition that Solarfleet deemed sufficient for: survival but that was never sufficient for: living. Tara brought: fruit. Bright, unfamiliar fruit in colours that Allura didn't produce — orange and yellow and a deep red that reminded me of: blood, but the good kind of blood. The blood that means: life rather than: loss.

The fruit was: extraordinary. I bit into something that Tara called amrita — the Sanskrit word for: nectar of immortality — and the taste was: overwhelming. Sweet and tart simultaneously, the juice running down my chin, my taste buds firing in patterns they'd never fired in because this fruit contained flavour compounds that didn't exist on: Allura. Allura's food was: efficient. Caloric. Nutritionally complete. This food was: joyful. Food that existed not just to sustain but to: delight.

"The humans planted these," Tara said. "Before the leaving. The orchards of Dharani — planted ten thousand years ago. We maintained them. For: this."

"For: us?" Kabir asked, juice on his chin, the engineer reduced to: a child eating fruit for the first time.

"For: anyone. For: return. The orchards are: hope made physical. The belief that someone would come back to: eat what was planted."

Kabir ate another fruit. And another. The man who subsisted on protein bars and caffeine tablets, eating fruit in a living building on a planet that his ancestors had: planted. The specific joy of: reconnection. Of the body remembering what the mind had: forgotten. That food could be: this. That taste could be: this.

Chitra arrived with data.

"Captain, I've been cross-referencing the Archive records with our Alluran historical database," she said. Her voice carried the particular tension of a scientist who has found something: significant. "The genetic records in the Archive — the Aksharans maintained detailed genetic records of both species throughout their shared history — show something: unexpected."

"What?"

"The humans who left Prithvi were not: genetically uniform. The five nations had developed distinct genetic markers over millennia of regional adaptation. The Akash nation — the star-watchers — had the highest concentration of what the Aksharans call chalakit genes. Genes associated with: novelty-seeking. Risk-taking. The biological drive to: explore."

"The restlessness," I said. "It wasn't philosophical. It was: genetic."

"Partially genetic. The Aksharans recognised it — they identified the chalakit markers millennia before the leaving. And they watched as the markers concentrated in the Akash nation through: self-selection. The restless people moved to the mountain observation posts. The restless people married other restless people. The restless people had restless children. Over generations, the Akash nation became: genetically distinct. The nation most likely to: leave."

"And they convinced the others."

"They didn't have to: convince. The chalakit markers existed in all five nations — just at lower concentrations. When the Akash nation proposed the fleet, the other nations didn't resist because the restlessness was: universal. It was just: stronger in Akash. The leaving wasn't one nation's decision. It was: a species-wide impulse that one nation: catalysed."

Rudra was quiet. Processing. The captain who was himself: restless, who had spent thirty years in Solarfleet because Solarfleet let him: move, who had volunteered for a mission beyond the boundary because beyond was: where the restless needed to be. The captain who was learning that his restlessness was not: personality but: inheritance. Not choice but: biology. Not individual but: ancestral.

"So we're here," he said finally, "because our genes told us to: leave. And now our genes have brought us: back."

"The signal brought us back," I corrected. "The Aksharans brought us back. The genes just made us: susceptible to the invitation."

"Same thing," Rudra said. "Different: framing."

He stood. The captain returning — the spine straightening, the jaw setting, the transformation from scholar back to: leader. "We have six days of supplies from The Orka. Om is maintaining orbit. We need to decide: what we do with what we've learned. Do we return to Allura and report? Do we stay and: learn more? Do we —" He paused. The pause of a man considering a word before: speaking it. "— do we invite Allura to: come home?"

The question hung in the amber light of the Archive. The question that contained: everything. Three thousand years of exile, answered by: a question about return. The question that the Aksharans had been waiting three thousand years to: hear.

"Yes," Tara said. The gold eyes bright. The voice no longer halting but: certain. "Invite them. All of them. Prithvi is: ready. Prithvi has always been: ready. Come: home."


  
    Chapter 10: The Message Home

    
    
  
  Om's voice crackled through the comm at 14:00 ship time.

"Captain, I'm receiving transmissions from Allura. The High Council has detected our signal exchange with the planet. They're —" A pause. The Om-pause that meant he was choosing words the way a medic chooses instruments: carefully, because the wrong one could cause: damage. "They're not happy."

We were in the Archive — Rudra, Chitra, and I. Kabir was somewhere in the settlement's engineering quarter, deep in conversation with an Aksharan builder named Dhruv (we'd started naming them, the Aksharans who interacted with us most frequently, and the names came naturally: Sanskrit names, Nakshatra names, the names from the old texts that suddenly had: faces). The builder was showing Kabir how the living buildings were: shaped, and Kabir had gone quiet in the way engineers go quiet when they're witnessing something that makes their training feel: preliminary.

"Define 'not happy,'" Rudra said.

"High Council Director Meera has issued a formal recall order. You're to return to Allura immediately for debriefing. No further contact with the indigenous population. No further data collection. Return immediately."

"On what grounds?"

"Contamination protocol. First-contact regulations. The fact that we crossed the boundary without authorisation for first contact — our mission parameters were: survey and report, not: land and integrate. Director Meera is — her exact words — 'profoundly concerned about the integrity of the crew's decision-making.'"

"She thinks we've been compromised," I said.

"She thinks we've been: influenced. Which, from a certain perspective, we: have. We landed on an alien planet, ate alien food, slept in alien buildings, and the captain is currently sitting in an alien archive learning that our entire civilisation's origin story is: true. That's: influence."

Om was right. From Allura's perspective — nine days away, receiving fragmented transmissions, unable to see what we'd seen or touch what we'd touched — our behaviour looked: reckless. Four crew members on the surface of an unknown world, surrounded by an alien species, eating their food and sleeping in their buildings. The textbook definition of: compromised.

"Om," Rudra said. "How long until a Solarfleet response vessel could reach us?"

"At maximum speed? Eighteen days. They'd need to cross the boundary, navigate to our coordinates. Eighteen days minimum."

"Then we have eighteen days."

"Captain —"

"I'm not leaving, Om. Not yet. Not until I've gathered enough evidence to make the High Council understand what we've found. If I return now — with fragmentary data and a story about blue-skinned aliens who say they knew our ancestors — Meera will classify it as first-contact psychosis and seal the records. The boundary will be reinforced. Nobody will come back here for: generations."

The calculation. The captain's calculation — not of fuel or trajectory but of: politics. The specific politics of discovery, where the discoverer must choose between: obedience and: truth. Where returning too soon means the truth gets: buried, and returning too late means the truth becomes: irrelevant because the discoverer has been: discredited.

"Eighteen days," Rudra repeated. "In eighteen days, we compile everything. The Archive records. Chitra's biological data. Atmospheric analysis. The genetic history. The five nations. Everything. And then we transmit: all of it. Not to the High Council — to everyone. Every Solarfleet channel. Every civilian frequency. Every terminal on Allura. We make the data: public. So that when Meera tries to bury it, the data is already: known."

"That's treason," I said. Not as objection — as: fact. Broadcasting classified first-contact data on civilian channels was a direct violation of Solarfleet Protocol Seven. The protocol that existed to prevent: panic. The protocol that assumed that Alluran civilians couldn't handle the truth about: aliens. The protocol that was, like most protocols written in peacetime, based on: fear disguised as: prudence.

"It's not treason if what we're broadcasting is: the truth. The truth about where we came from. The truth about who we are. Every Alluran has the right to know that their origin story is: real. That Earth exists. That the Aksharans: exist. That there's a planet waiting for them that's more hospitable than the one they've been surviving on for three thousand years."

"And if the High Council sends a military vessel instead of a response team?"

"Then we deal with that. But I don't think they will. Because when every person on Allura sees the data — the atmospheric readings, the Archive recordings, the proof that Prithvi is: real — the High Council won't be able to suppress it. Public pressure will force: engagement. The Council will have to: come here. They'll have to: see."

"You're betting on democracy," Chitra said.

"I'm betting on: curiosity. The same curiosity that built the ships. The same restlessness. When Allurans learn that there's a better world out there — a world they came from — the restlessness will do the work. The Council can't suppress what the genes: demand."

The next seven days were: work.

Not the work of exploration — the work of: documentation. Chitra became a machine of data collection, her suit's memory banks filling and being transferred to The Orka's main computer via shuttle uplink. She catalogued: the Archive's holographic records (twelve terabytes of compressed visual data), the biological samples (living wall tissue, soil samples, water from three rivers, seeds from the Dharani orchards), the atmospheric data (continuous readings from twenty-seven sensor positions across the settlement), and the genetic records that the Aksharans had maintained — the DNA sequences of the humans who left, preserved in biological storage media that the Archive's living systems kept: viable for three thousand years.

Kabir documented the architecture. Every building, every organic structure, every engineering principle that the Aksharans had developed. He worked with Dhruv — the builder whose name meant "pole star," the fixed point around which other stars: revolved — and the two of them communicated through a combination of Kabir's broken attempts at Aksharan language and Dhruv's broken attempts at Alluran and the universal language of: engineering. Diagrams. Models. The shared vocabulary of people who build: things. Kabir's documentation filled three hundred pages of technical notes, each page representing a principle that could: transform Alluran engineering if Allura chose to: listen.

Rudra worked with Tara. The two of them spent hours in the Archive — the captain and the elder, separated by: species but connected by: purpose. Tara's Alluran improved daily — the elder's mind sharp, adaptive, learning the language with the speed of someone who had been: preparing to speak it for three thousand years. They translated the Archive's oldest records — the shared texts, the collaborative documents that described the partnership of humans and Aksharans in the golden age. The texts that proved: the Nakshatra origin story was: history.

And I: navigated.

Not through space — through: implications. I sat in the room with the iris-window and I mapped the consequences. If Rudra broadcast the data. If Allura learned the truth. If the High Council responded with engagement rather than suppression. If the Aksharans opened Prithvi to: return.

The navigational charts of: a civilisation's transformation. The trajectory of: three thousand years of exile ending. The course corrections required when a species learns that home was: never lost. Only: forgotten.

I mapped it all. On paper — actual paper that the Aksharans produced from their building's organic systems, the cellulose smooth and warm under my pen, the pen borrowed from Chitra's science kit. I mapped it because mapping was: what I did. Because navigators don't just plot courses through space. Navigators plot courses through: possibility. And the possibilities radiating from this discovery were: infinite.

On day seven, I found the garden.

Not the building's exterior gardens — a different garden. Deeper in the settlement, surrounded by the tallest living structures, a garden that the Aksharans tended with particular: care. The garden was: circular. The plants growing in concentric rings — each ring a different species, each species from a different region of Prithvi, the garden a compressed representation of the planet's: biodiversity. A living map.

At the centre of the garden: a tree. Not a living-building organism — an actual tree. Ancient, enormous, its trunk wider than Parvos's hull, its canopy spreading over the entire garden like an umbrella of: green. The tree was: different from the other vegetation. Older. More permanent. The kind of tree that had been growing since before the Aksharans shaped their first building. The kind of tree that was: not planted but: arrived, growing from the planet's own decision to put: something here.

Tara found me sitting beneath it.

"This tree," Tara said. "The last thing your people planted. Before the leaving. They planted this tree and they said: when we return, this tree will be: here. Waiting."

I pressed my hand against the bark. Rough. Warm. The texture of: three thousand years of growth. The tree that my ancestors had planted as: promise. The tree that had kept: growing while the humans who planted it had sailed across the stars and forgotten everything except the: restlessness.

"It's beautiful," I said.

"It is: patient," Tara said. "Like: us."


  
    Chapter 11: The Broadcast

    
    
  
  Day fourteen. Four days before the Solarfleet response vessel would arrive.

Rudra made the call at dawn — ship's dawn, which no longer aligned with Prithvi's dawn because we'd stopped living on ship time three days ago. The planet had its own rhythm and the rhythm was: better. Twenty-six-hour days. Longer sunlight. The specific generosity of a world that gave you: more time.

"Om," Rudra said into the comm. "Initiate Protocol Surya."

Protocol Surya. The name Rudra had given the broadcast plan — Surya, the Sanskrit word for: sun. The thing that illuminates. The thing that makes hidden things: visible. The protocol that would transmit every piece of data we'd collected to every channel on Allura simultaneously.

"Captain, once I transmit, there's no: recall. The data goes to everyone. Solarfleet command, civilian networks, academic institutions, news channels. Everyone on Allura will know within: hours."

"That's the point."

"And I'll be court-martialled."

"We'll all be court-martialled. But the data will be: free. And free data can't be: classified."

Om transmitted.

The data packet was: enormous. Twelve terabytes of compressed information — the Archive's holographic records, Chitra's biological analyses, atmospheric readings, genetic comparisons, architectural documentation, Rudra's translated texts, my navigational charts showing the route from Allura to Prithvi. Everything. Every piece of evidence that said: the origin story is true. Earth — Prithvi — exists. The Aksharans exist. The Nakshatra prophecy was: real.

The transmission took four hours. Four hours of continuous broadcast, Om feeding the data through The Orka's communication array at maximum power, the signal punching through the boundary of known space and heading toward Allura at the speed of light.

Nine days for the signal to reach Allura. Nine days plus however long it took Allurans to: process what they'd received. Nine days plus the time it took for a civilisation to decide: what to do when it learned that everything it believed was: true.

"It's done," Om said. His voice on the comm was: different. Lighter. The specific lightness of a man who has committed an irreversible act and who has decided: to be at peace with it. "The data is: out."

"Thank you, Om."

"Don't thank me yet. Thank me when we're not: in prison."

The Aksharans celebrated.

Not with the restraint that Allurans associated with achievement — the formal acknowledgements, the medals, the ceremonies designed to honour accomplishment while containing: emotion. The Aksharans celebrated with: joy. Uncontained, unstructured, overwhelming: joy. The settlement erupted in bioluminescent colour — the buildings responding to the collective emotional state of their inhabitants, the living walls shifting from amber to brilliant gold to deep violet to a pulsing white that was: pure light. The buildings were: singing. Not with sound but with: light, the organism expressing the emotion that three thousand years of waiting had: accumulated.

Tara stood in the central plaza — the open space between the buildings where the Aksharans gathered for moments of: significance. The elder's gold eyes were: full. Not with tears (I didn't know if Aksharans produced tears; the biology was: different) but with: something. Fulfilment. The specific fulfilment of a purpose achieved. The specific emotion of a being who had dedicated their life — their very long life — to: this moment.

"The message is: sent," Tara said. "Your people will: know."

"They'll know," Rudra confirmed. "Whether they believe: that's different."

"They will believe. Because the data is: true. And truth has: weight. Truth presses on the mind the way gravity presses on the body. You can resist it. You can deny it. But you cannot: unfeel it. Once the truth enters you, it stays."

The celebration continued through the night. The Aksharans produced food from the orchards — fruit, grains, prepared dishes that used spices I'd never tasted, the cuisine of a ten-thousand-year-old civilisation that had refined cooking into: art. The food was: incandescent. A grain dish cooked with a spice that tasted like: electricity — not unpleasant but: startling. A fruit preserve that tasted of: memory, the specific sweetness that made you feel: nostalgic for something you'd never: experienced. A tea — an actual tea, brewed from leaves that grew in the Dharani orchards — that tasted the way the ancient texts described chai: "the drink that warms the soul's hearth."

Chai. Real chai. Not the ship dispenser's approximation, not the Alluran import that was technically tea but that lacked: the depth. This was: the original. The tea that humans had been drinking since Prithvi, carried across the stars in seed form, cultivated on Allura's volcanic soil with diminished: success. The original was: revelation. Warm, spiced, the flavour layered in ways that the Alluran version couldn't achieve because the Alluran soil lacked: the complexity. The soil of a planet that had been growing tea for ten thousand years producing: a cup that made every other cup feel like: rehearsal.

I drank the chai sitting on the garden wall, the ancient tree above me, the settlement blazing with bioluminescent celebration. Kabir sat next to me — the engineer who had spent fourteen days learning that everything he knew about engineering was: a subset of everything that existed. Chitra sat on my other side — the scientist whose data would either: transform a civilisation or: get her imprisoned. The three of us, drinking chai on: Earth.

"You know what's strange?" Kabir said.

"Everything," I said. "Everything is: strange."

"No, specifically. What's strange is: I'm not homesick. I've been away from Allura for twenty-three days. I've been on an alien planet for fourteen of those days. And I'm not: homesick. I should be homesick. Solarfleet manual says: homesickness onset typically occurs at day twelve of off-world deployment."

"The Solarfleet manual also says: don't eat alien food and don't sleep in alien buildings."

"Valid point. But I'm serious. I'm not homesick because: this feels like home. Not Allura-home. Something deeper. Something the body knows that the mind doesn't have: words for."

"Genetic memory," Chitra said. "Theoretical — but possible. If the Aksharans are right about the chalakit markers, then our DNA has been on this planet before. Our cells recognise: Prithvi. Not consciously. Biologically. The way a river recognises the ocean. The way a seed recognises: soil."

"That's terrifying and: beautiful," Kabir said.

"Most true things are," Chitra said.

We drank chai beneath the tree that our ancestors planted. The planet celebrated around us — the buildings singing with light, the Aksharans dancing in the plaza (their dancing was: circular, gravitational, the movements of beings who understood that all motion is: orbital, all bodies in: relation to other bodies), the night sky above us showing: stars. Not Allura's red-shifted sky — Prithvi's sky. Clear and deep and filled with stars that looked: close. As if the universe was leaning in. As if the universe wanted to: listen.

Somewhere among those stars: Allura. Nine light-days away. Receiving: our data. Learning: the truth.

"What do you think they'll do?" I asked.

"Panic first," Rudra said. He'd appeared behind us — the captain's talent for materialising when conversations reached: their core. "Denial second. Anger third. And then — because humans are: predictable — curiosity. They'll want to: see for themselves. They'll want to: come here."

"And if they don't?"

"Then we stay. And we send the invitation again. And again. Because that's what the Aksharans did for three thousand years. They sent the signal. They maintained the orchards. They kept the Archive. They: waited. And they didn't give up. If a species with three-times-our-lifespan can wait three thousand years, we can wait: a few."

The celebration blazed. The chai was: warm. The stars were: watching.

We waited.


  
    Chapter 12: The Response Vessel

    
    
  
  The Vajra arrived on day eighteen.

Not a research vessel — a military frigate. Three hundred metres of Solarfleet engineering, bristling with sensor arrays and defensive systems, the ship that Allura sent when Allura wanted to say: we are serious. The Vajra dropped out of faster-than-light travel at the edge of Prithvi's system and sat there — not approaching, not retreating — the specific stillness of a predator assessing: prey.

Om's voice on the comm was: tight. "Captain, the Vajra is hailing. Commander Kavya Sharma. She's requesting: immediate surrender of The Orka and crew. All personnel to return to orbit. No further surface contact."

Rudra was in the Archive when the call came. He'd been translating a section of the oldest texts — the collaborative records from the golden age, the documents that described the partnership between humans and Aksharans in the language that both species: shared. He put down his work the way a surgeon puts down an instrument mid-operation: with reluctance that discipline: overruled.

"Patch her through."

Commander Kavya Sharma's face appeared on the portable comm screen — sharp features, close-cropped hair, the expression of a military officer who had been given an unpleasant assignment and who intended to complete it with: efficiency. The expression that said: I don't enjoy this but I will: do it.

"Captain Rudra Mathur. You are in violation of Solarfleet Protocols Seven, Twelve, and Nineteen. Unauthorized first contact. Unauthorized data transmission. Failure to comply with a direct recall order from High Council Director Meera. You and your crew are ordered to —"

"Commander. Have you seen the data?"

The pause. The specific pause of someone who has been given a script and who has just been asked a question that the script doesn't: cover.

"The data has been classified as: potentially compromised."

"Have you personally seen it?"

"That's not relevant to —"

"It's the only thing that's relevant. Commander, you've travelled eighteen days to arrest five people for telling the truth. Before you execute that order, I'm asking you — one officer to another — to look at what we found. Come to the surface. See the Archive. Meet the Aksharans. And then decide: whether the truth is a crime."

"Captain Mathur, my orders are —"

"Your orders were written by people who haven't been here. Your orders were written from: fear. I'm asking you to make a decision based on: knowledge. Eighteen days of travel — give me eighteen hours on the surface. If after eighteen hours you still believe we should be: arrested, I'll come willingly. All of us. No resistance."

The silence stretched. On the comm screen, Kavya Sharma's expression shifted — not dramatically, not the cinematic revelation of a commander questioning her orders, but: subtly. The shift of a mouth that had been set in: certainty and that was now: considering.

"Eighteen hours," she said. "And your crew returns to orbit during that time. Only you remain on the surface."

"My science officer stays. Chitra has context that I can't: provide."

"Fine. You and your science officer. Eighteen hours. And Captain — if this is a manipulation, if that planet has: influenced your judgment in any way — I will not be: gentle."

"Understood, Commander."

The screen went dark.

Kavya Sharma landed alone.

Not in a shuttle — in a single-occupant reconnaissance craft, the kind that Solarfleet used for high-risk surface surveys. The craft that said: I'm coming, but I'm not: trusting. The craft that could launch from the surface in forty-five seconds if the surface proved: hostile.

She stepped out in full tactical gear — the military EVA suit, heavier than our science suits, reinforced at the joints, the suit designed for: conflict rather than: exploration. She wore it the way soldiers wear armour: as identity. The suit said: I am Solarfleet military. I am: not here to make friends.

Rudra met her at the clearing. I watched from the settlement's edge — Chitra beside me, both of us in civilian clothes (the Aksharans had provided garments made from their organic textiles, soft and warm and alive in the way everything on Prithvi was: alive), our EVA suits stacked in the Archive like: shed skins.

"Captain Mathur."

"Commander Sharma."

They shook hands. The formal handshake of officers who were on opposite sides of a: situation. The handshake that said: I respect your rank but not necessarily your: judgment.

"The air is safe," Rudra said. "Oxygen twenty-one percent. No pathogens. You can remove the helmet."

"I'll keep the helmet."

"Commander. You've come eighteen days to see the truth. You can't see the truth through: a visor."

Kavya removed the helmet. Slowly — the deliberate slowness of a soldier performing an act that training said: don't. The helmet came off and Prithvi's air hit her face and I watched — from thirty metres away — the same reaction I'd had. The same reaction everyone had. The: gasp. The involuntary widening of eyes. The body recognising: something. Not danger. Not threat. The body recognising: home.

"What is that?" she said. Her voice — stripped of military formality for: one second.

"That's what unprocessed air tastes like," Rudra said. "That's what our species evolved to: breathe."

Rudra walked Kavya through the settlement. I followed at a distance — close enough to observe, far enough to not: intrude. Chitra stayed at the Archive, preparing the data presentation that would form: the argument.

The settlement did its own work. The living buildings — responding to a new presence with the same attentive bioluminescence they'd shown us — shifted their light patterns as Kavya passed. The walls brightened. The iris-windows opened. The building was: welcoming her. Not because the building had been instructed to welcome her — because the building was: alive, and living things respond to: other living things.

Kavya touched a wall. I saw it — the gloved hand pressing against the organic surface, the surface pressing: back. The building flexing beneath her touch the way a cat arches into a stroking hand. The specific moment when a military officer trained to assess threats encountered: something that was not a threat and that was: warm.

"What is this?" she asked.

"A building. A living building. The Aksharans grow their architecture. The entire settlement is: alive."

"That's not possible."

"And yet."

The Aksharans observed from doorways and windows — blue-skinned figures watching the new human with the patience of beings who understood that: trust takes time. That the first reaction to the unfamiliar is: fear. That fear, given: space, becomes: curiosity. And curiosity, given: answers, becomes: understanding. The Aksharans had waited three thousand years. They could wait: eighteen hours.

Tara appeared at the Archive entrance.

The elder — gold-eyed, silver-haired, the deep blue of midnight water — stood in the doorway of the living building and looked at Kavya Sharma with an expression that I had come to recognise over fourteen days: the expression of a being seeing: hope. Not the hope of rescue — the hope of: recognition. The hope that said: you see me. You see: us. You acknowledge that we: exist.

"Commander," Tara said. In Alluran. Fluent now — fourteen days of constant practice with Rudra had transformed the halting speech into: confident communication. "Welcome to: Prithvi. Welcome: home."

Kavya's hand went to her sidearm. Reflex. The reflex of a soldier hearing an alien speak her language. The reflex that training installed: reach for the weapon when the unknown becomes: too close.

Rudra's hand — gentle, not restraining — on her arm. "She's not a threat. She's: the host."

Kavya's hand moved away from the sidearm. Slowly. The specific slowness of a person overriding: instinct with: decision. The choice to: trust.

"Show me," Kavya said. "Show me: everything."


  
    Chapter 13: Eighteen Hours

    
    
  
  Kavya Sharma spent eighteen hours on Prithvi.

She spent the first three in the Archive. Chitra presented the data — methodically, scientifically, the presentation of a woman who understood that a military commander would respond to: evidence rather than emotion. Chitra showed the atmospheric analysis (twenty-one percent oxygen — better than Allura), the biological samples (compatible with human physiology — more compatible than Allura), the genetic records (human DNA preserved for three thousand years — matching Alluran DNA with the precision of: identical source material).

Kavya listened. She asked questions — sharp, precise questions, the questions of an intelligence officer rather than a soldier, questions that probed for: weakness in the data, inconsistency in the narrative, the specific cracks that would indicate: fabrication.

She found: none.

"The genetic match," Kavya said. "You're claiming these records — maintained by an alien species — contain human DNA that matches modern Alluran genomes."

"Not claiming. Demonstrating." Chitra projected the comparison — side by side, the three-thousand-year-old DNA sample and a modern Alluran baseline. The match was: 99.97 percent. The 0.03 percent divergence consistent with three millennia of: drift. The drift that occurs when a population adapts to a new environment — Allura's lower oxygen, volcanic soil, red-shifted light. The tiny genetic adjustments that a species makes when it moves to a planet that was never: designed for it.

"Ninety-nine point nine-seven," Kavya said. Her voice had lost the military edge. Not entirely — the edge was: Kavya — but the edge had: dulled. The way a blade dulls when it encounters something it wasn't meant to: cut.

"The Aksharans preserved these samples in biological storage media — living tissue that maintains genetic integrity indefinitely. Their biotechnology is: beyond anything we've developed on Allura. Commander, these records are not: fabricated. They are not: ancient. They are: alive. The DNA is: viable. If we wanted to, we could: clone the original colonists."

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves."

Hours four through eight: the settlement.

Rudra walked Kavya through the Aksharan community — the living buildings, the organic engineering, the gardens and orchards and the infrastructure of a civilisation that had chosen to work with biology rather than: against it. Kavya examined everything with the specific attention of a woman trained to identify: threats. She tested walls. She examined doorways. She crouched beside a garden bed and ran her fingers through the soil — the dark, rich soil of a planet that had been growing things for ten thousand years — and the soil was: warm. Alive. Teeming with organisms that Allura's volcanic ground had: never produced.

"Your soil is: dead," Tara said, walking beside Kavya. The elder had taken to the commander — or rather, had recognised something in the commander that warranted: attention. "Allura's soil is: volcanic. Mineral-rich but biologically: sparse. Your farmers work hard to grow what this planet grows: naturally."

"How do you know about our soil?"

"We have: observed. For three thousand years. Our long-range sensors — biological sensors, integrated with Prithvi's electromagnetic field — have monitored Allura. Not constantly. Not: invasively. But we have: watched. The way a parent watches a child who has moved to: a distant city. Not to control. To: know."

"You've been watching us."

"We have been: hoping. Watching was: how we hoped."

Kavya's expression at this revelation was: complex. The military mind processing two simultaneous facts: one, that an alien species had been conducting long-range surveillance of Allura for three millennia (a security concern of: maximum severity), and two, that the surveillance was motivated by: love (a concept that security protocols didn't: account for).

"This changes everything," Kavya said. Quietly. To herself, or to Rudra, or to the soil under her fingers — I wasn't sure who the audience was. The statement of a woman whose worldview was: shifting.

Hours nine through fourteen: the people.

Kavya met Aksharans. Not Tara alone — the broader community. The builders, the farmers, the scholars who maintained the Archive, the children (Aksharan children were: small, blue, wide-eyed, curious about the humans in the way that children everywhere are curious about: everything). The children approached Kavya with: no fear. The absence of fear that only occurs in beings who have never been given: reason to fear. The children of a civilisation that had not experienced: war. Had not experienced: conquest. Had not experienced the specific human talent for: destroying what it doesn't understand.

An Aksharan child — small, deep blue, silver-haired like all Aksharan young — brought Kavya a fruit. The amrita fruit from the Dharani orchards. Held out in small hands with the specific generosity of childhood: have this, it is: good, I want you to have: something good.

Kavya took the fruit. Looked at it. The military commander holding a fruit offered by an alien child on a planet that her government wanted to: classify.

She bit into it.

The juice ran down her chin and she: laughed. Not the controlled laughter of a commander maintaining composure — real laughter. The laughter that the body produces when it encounters: unexpected joy. The laughter that the mind can't: suppress because the body has already: decided.

"That's —" she started.

"That's what food was: meant to be," Rudra said.

The child — delighted by Kavya's reaction — brought another fruit. And another. And suddenly Kavya Sharma was sitting on the ground in full tactical gear, eating fruit with an Aksharan child, laughing, juice on her chin and on her gloves and on the collar of a military suit that had been designed for: combat and that was now being used for: picnic.

I sat nearby and watched. The specific watching of a navigator observing: trajectory change. Kavya's trajectory had entered Prithvi's atmosphere expecting: hostility. The trajectory was: curving. Not toward hostility but toward: the specific vulnerability that occurs when a human being encounters kindness from an: unexpected source.

Hours fifteen through eighteen: the decision.

Kavya sat in the Archive. Alone — she'd asked for solitude, and Rudra had granted it, understanding that the kind of decision Kavya was making required: space. The decision between: orders and truth. Between: duty to the institution and duty to: reality. The decision that every officer hopes they'll never have to: make.

I found her at hour seventeen. Sitting on the Archive floor — the same position Rudra had taken on day one, the position that Prithvi's truth seemed to: require. Not standing. Not seated in authority. On the floor. Humbled by: scale.

"Navigator," she said.

"Commander."

"Your data is: irrefutable. Your science officer has been: thorough. The atmospheric readings alone would justify: further investigation. The genetic records — if verified by independent Alluran labs — would rewrite: everything."

"Yes."

"And the Aksharans are: not hostile. They are: the opposite of hostile. They are —" She paused. The Kavya-pause, which I'd learned was: rarer than Rudra's pauses and therefore: more significant. "They are: what we should have been. A civilisation that chose: integration over dominance. Biology over: engineering. Patience over: expansion. They are: the path we didn't take."

"The path we left."

"The path we: abandoned." She stood. Brushed the living floor's material from her tactical suit — the organic flakes drifting like: confetti, the building shedding cells the way all living things: shed. "Captain Mathur's broadcast has been received on Allura. The civilian response is: significant. The data went: viral — that's the colloquial term, apparently, when information spreads faster than institutions can: contain it. The High Council is: overwhelmed. Director Meera is: furious. The academic community is: electrified. The public is: demanding answers."

"And your orders?"

"My orders are to arrest your crew and return you to Allura for: court-martial." She straightened. The military posture returning — but: differently. Not the posture of enforcement. The posture of: decision. "My orders are also: wrong."

"Commander —"

"I'm not going to arrest you. I'm going to do something: worse. I'm going to: corroborate. I'm going to transmit my own report — from the Vajra's military channels, with my military credentials, confirming everything your crew has documented. A civilian broadcast can be: dismissed. A military officer's corroboration cannot."

"That will end your career."

"That will end: one career. The truth about Prithvi will begin: a civilisation. I can: count."

She walked out of the Archive. Through the living corridors that brightened at her passage — the building that had learned her, in eighteen hours, the way it had learned us in: fourteen days. The building that didn't distinguish between: friend and stranger. The building that welcomed: everyone. Because that's what living things do when living things are: healthy. They welcome. They hold. They: grow.


  
    Chapter 14: The Gathering

    
    
  
  Kavya's corroboration changed everything.

Not immediately — not the way a switch changes a room from dark to: light. More the way dawn changes a landscape: gradually, the light spreading, the shadows retreating, the world becoming: visible in stages. First the military channels received Kavya's report. Then the academic institutions cross-referenced her data with Rudra's broadcast. Then the civilian media — the news networks that had been treating the original broadcast as: possible hoax, possible alien manipulation, possible mass psychosis — began to shift.

The shift happened on day twenty-three. Five days after Kavya's report. Fourteen days after the original broadcast. Nine light-days from Prithvi to Allura, plus five days of: processing. The time it takes a civilisation to move from: denial to: consideration.

Om relayed the news from The Orka's orbit.

"Captain. Allura's parliament has convened an emergency session. Director Meera has been: overruled. The High Council's suppression order has been: lifted. The academic community has formed a verification task force — twelve leading geneticists, eight atmospheric scientists, four linguists specialising in ancient Nakshatra scripts. They're requesting: direct communication with the Aksharans."

"And the military?"

"Solarfleet Command has issued a: revised directive. The arrest order has been: suspended pending the outcome of the parliamentary review. The Vajra is to remain in system as: escort, not enforcement. Commander Sharma's report has been: classified as credible."

"Kavya's career?"

"Under review. But the public response to her report has made disciplinary action: politically untenable. She's being called 'the commander who chose truth over orders.' The civilian media loves: a hero."

Kavya, who was standing beside Rudra when Om delivered the news, produced a sound that was: almost a laugh. "I didn't choose to be: a hero. I chose not to be: a coward. The media can't tell the: difference."

The weeks that followed were: communication.

Chitra established a direct data link between the Archive and Allura's academic institutions — a channel that transmitted continuously, the twelve terabytes of original data supplemented by new recordings, new analyses, new translations that Rudra and Tara produced daily. The linguists on Allura were: ecstatic. The ancient Nakshatra script — the writing that had resisted translation for centuries — was being decoded through comparison with the Archive's records, and the translations were: confirming the history. Every text. Every inscription. Every temple carving. The myth was: history.

The geneticists confirmed Chitra's findings independently. The three-thousand-year-old DNA samples matched modern Alluran genomes with statistical certainty that left: no room for doubt. The humans on Allura were: the descendants of the humans who left Prithvi. The origin story was: true.

The atmospheric scientists calculated that Prithvi could support: a population. Not a colony — a civilisation. The planet's resources, its climate stability, its biological richness made Allura look: provisional. The planet that humans had been surviving on for three millennia was: survivable. Prithvi was: livable. The difference between surviving and living was: Prithvi.

And then — on day forty-one, twenty-three days after Kavya's corroboration — Allura's parliament made the: announcement.

Om's voice cracked when he relayed it. The medic who had maintained composure through boundary crossings and alien contact and military standoffs — his voice cracked.

"Captain. Parliament has voted. Unanimous — every district, every representative, every faction. They're sending: a delegation. Not military. Civilian. Two hundred representatives — scientists, politicians, cultural leaders, citizens chosen by lottery. Two hundred people to: see. To verify. To decide."

"Decide what?"

"Whether to begin: return. Whether to open Prithvi to: resettlement. Whether to — Captain, they're calling it Ghar Wapsi. The homecoming. The parliament is calling it: Ghar Wapsi."

Ghar Wapsi. The phrase that in the ancient texts meant: returning to the ancestral home. The phrase that carried three thousand years of: longing compressed into two words. Home. Return. The two concepts that the Nakshatra had carried across the stars like seeds, waiting for: soil.

Tara heard the news from Rudra. The elder stood in the Archive — the place where three thousand years of waiting had been: recorded — and closed those gold eyes. The closing was: not grief. Not relief. Something larger than both. The specific emotion that exists only when an impossibly long hope is: fulfilled. The emotion that doesn't have a word in any language because the emotion is: rare. Because most hopes that last three thousand years: die. But this one had: survived.

"They are: coming," Tara said.

"They are: coming," Rudra confirmed.

The Archive's bioluminescence brightened. Not the building responding to an individual — the building responding to: the moment. The organism that was the central structure of the Aksharan settlement, the Archive that held the story of two species, brightening with the specific light of: celebration. Of: culmination. Of a building that had been: alive for millennia, keeping records, maintaining history, waiting — and that now knew: the waiting was done.

Outside, the settlement blazed. Every building, every structure, every living organism in the Aksharan community producing light — gold and white and the deep amber of: gratitude. The buildings singing with bioluminescence, the settlement becoming: a beacon. A beacon that said: we are here. You are coming. We have been: waiting.

The Aksharans gathered in the central plaza. Hundreds of blue-skinned figures — elders and children, builders and scholars, the entire community standing in the living light of their buildings, their faces turned toward the sky. Toward the stars. Toward: Allura. Toward the descendants of the people who had left three thousand years ago and who were now: returning.

I stood among them. A human among Aksharans, on a planet that was: home in ways that Allura had never been. The planet that my DNA remembered. The planet that my species had: left and was now choosing to: return to.

Kabir found me. The engineer who had spent weeks learning that engineering could be: alive, that buildings could be: organisms, that the division between technology and biology was: a choice, not a law. He stood beside me and looked at the blazing settlement and said: "We did it."

"We didn't do: anything. We followed a signal. We landed. We: listened."

"That's: everything. That's the thing humans forgot how to do. We forgot how to: listen. We forgot how to: stay still long enough to hear what someone else was: saying. We spent three thousand years looking for: more when what we needed was right: here. Waiting."

Chitra joined us. The scientist who had converted mystery into: data. Who had given the truth its: evidence. Who had made the Archive's history: verifiable and the Aksharans' claim: irrefutable. The woman who didn't drink but who tonight held a cup of: real chai, brewed from Prithvi tea leaves, steam rising from the cup like: a prayer.

"The delegation arrives in eighteen days," Chitra said. "Two hundred people. The first Allurans to set foot on Prithvi since the: leaving."

"The first to: return," I said.

"The first to: remember," Tara said. The elder had appeared among us — the way Aksharans appeared, quietly, the movement of beings who knew their: environment so intimately that movement within it was: seamless. "And after they remember — they will: tell. And others will: come. And Prithvi will be: full again. The orchards will be: eaten. The rivers will be: swum. The gardens will be: tended by the hands that: planted them."

"Different hands," I said. "Three thousand years of different."

"Same hands," Tara said. "Different: time. The hands remember. The soil: remembers. The tree your ancestors planted — it has been growing toward: this. Every ring in its trunk is: a year of waiting. And now the waiting: ends."

The settlement blazed. The stars watched. Two hundred people were: coming home.

And this — this was how a myth becomes: real. Not with thunder or revelation or the dramatic collision of belief and truth. With: a signal. A landing. A conversation. A piece of fruit offered by a child. A military commander choosing truth over: orders. A parliament voting for: Ghar Wapsi.

Quietly. Inevitably. The way rivers find the: ocean.


  
    Chapter 15: The Delegation

    
    
  
  Two hundred people descended on Prithvi like seeds falling on prepared soil.

The delegation arrived in three Solarfleet transport vessels — civilian vessels, requisitioned from the commercial fleet, the ships that normally hauled agricultural supplies between Allura's moons and that had been hastily refitted with diplomatic quarters and scientific equipment. The ships were: unglamorous. Functional. The specific aesthetic of a civilisation that hadn't expected to need: diplomatic transport and that had improvised with what was: available.

I watched from the settlement's central plaza as the shuttles descended — twelve shuttles, staggered landings, each carrying sixteen or seventeen delegates who were about to set foot on a planet their ancestors had left three thousand years ago. The Aksharans had prepared for this — not with military readiness or diplomatic protocol but with: gardening. The settlement's orchards had been harvested, the fruits arranged in the organic buildings that the Aksharans had grown specifically for the delegation's arrival. New buildings. Grown in eighteen days. The Aksharans could grow a building the way humans could erect a tent — quickly, purposefully, the organic architecture responding to: need.

The first delegate to step onto Prithvi's soil was: a geneticist. Dr. Ananya Desai — lead researcher at Allura's Institute of Biological Sciences, the woman who had independently verified Chitra's DNA analysis and who had, according to Om's relayed reports, spent the eighteen-day journey in: tears. Not grief-tears. Recognition-tears. The tears of a scientist whose entire career had been studying human genetics and who had just discovered that the genome she'd been reading was: a map. A map that pointed: here.

Dr. Desai stepped off the shuttle, removed her helmet without waiting for atmospheric clearance (the data was already: public, the air already: confirmed), and: knelt. She pressed her hands against the soil — Prithvi's rich, living, ten-thousand-year-old soil — and she stayed there. Kneeling. Hands in the dirt. The dirt that contained the biological memory of her: species.

Nobody moved. Two hundred delegates watching one woman kneel in alien soil, and nobody: moved. Because the gesture was: not alien. The gesture was: recognisable. The gesture of a human returning to a place that the body knows and the mind has: forgotten. The gesture of: homecoming.

After three minutes — I counted, because navigators count: everything — Dr. Desai stood. Soil on her hands. Soil on her knees. The smile on her face: radiant. The specific radiance of a person who has touched: the truth.

"It's real," she said. Her voice carried across the clearing — not shouted, not projected, but carried by the planet's generous atmosphere, the air that transmitted sound the way water transmits: light. Clearly. Fully. "It's all: real."

The delegation settled in.

The eighteen days of preparation had been: sufficient. The Aksharans had grown guest buildings — organic structures designed around human proportions (the Aksharans were slightly taller, slightly narrower, the architecture of their existing buildings subtly: wrong for human comfort). The guest buildings were: perfect. Living alcoves calibrated for human body temperature, iris-windows oriented for maximum morning light, the bioluminescence tuned to the amber spectrum that human eyes found: soothing. The buildings had been grown with: love. The specific, architectural love of hosts who had been preparing for guests for three thousand: years.

The delegates explored. Scientists documented. Politicians assessed. Cultural leaders — the artists and writers and musicians that Allura's lottery had selected — wandered through the settlement with the specific hunger of creative people encountering: new material. One musician — Vikram something, a composer from Allura's capital — spent an entire day sitting in the garden beneath the ancient tree, listening. Just listening. To the wind through the canopy, the distant ocean, the ambient sounds of a living settlement. The sounds that he would later transform into: the first composition written on Prithvi in three thousand years.

The geneticists confirmed Chitra's data within seventy-two hours. Dr. Desai's team ran independent analyses — using their own equipment, their own protocols, their own skepticism — and the results were: identical. The Archive's DNA records matched modern Alluran genomes. The match was: irrefutable. The humans on Allura were: Prithvi's children.

The linguists decoded the ancient Nakshatra script within a week. Working with the Archive's records and Tara's translations, they unlocked the language that had resisted understanding for centuries — and the language told: stories. Stories of the partnership. Stories of the five nations. Stories of the leaving. Stories that matched the myths, word for word, because the myths were: transcriptions. Imperfect, compressed, distorted by three thousand years of oral transmission — but: transcriptions. The story was: the same.

The atmospheric scientists walked through the forests and stood at the ocean's edge and breathed air that their instruments confirmed was: superior to Allura's in every measurable way. They tested the water — clean, mineral-rich, the water of a healthy planet. They tested the soil — teeming with microorganisms, the biological richness that Allura's volcanic ground: lacked. They measured the sunlight — full-spectrum, the light of a yellow star, the light that human biology had: evolved under and that Allura's red dwarf had never: provided.

And the politicians — the twelve parliamentary representatives who had come to: assess — they watched. They watched their scientists confirm the data. They watched their cultural leaders: weep. They watched two hundred Allurans encounter Prithvi and experience the same reaction, the same gasp, the same recognition, the same body-deep understanding that this planet was: where they belonged.

On day seven of the delegation's stay, the parliamentary representatives convened.

Not in a conference room — on Prithvi, there were no conference rooms as Allurans understood them. They convened in the Archive. The chamber that held three thousand years of shared history. The chamber where the holographic records still rotated slowly in the amber light, showing: the leaving, the ships, the five nations, the golden age.

Twelve representatives sat on the living floor of the Archive. Tara sat with them — the elder who had waited. Rudra sat with them — the captain who had: defied orders. Kavya sat with them — the commander who had chosen: truth.

And the question was: asked.

"Is Prithvi viable for resettlement?"

The atmospheric scientist: "More than viable. Optimal."

"Is the Aksharan population: receptive?"

Tara: "We have been: receptive for three thousand years."

"What is the logistical requirement for a phased resettlement?"

And here — here was where the conversation shifted from: science to politics to: engineering. The question that moved the homecoming from: idea to: plan. The question that transformed Ghar Wapsi from a parliament's emotional declaration to: a civilisation's project.

Kabir spoke. The engineer who had spent weeks learning Aksharan biotechnology, who understood the organic architecture, who had mapped the settlement's infrastructure with the precision of a man who builds: things. Kabir spoke about what it would take. The ships. The timeline. The integration of Alluran technology with Aksharan biotechnology. The collaboration that would be: required. The partnership that would echo the golden age — not a repetition but: a renewal. Two civilisations, separated by three thousand years and an ocean of: stars, choosing to: build together again.

"It's possible," Kabir said. "It's more than possible. It's: necessary. Allura has sustained us. Prithvi can: nurture us. The difference is: everything."

The representatives voted. On the living floor of the Archive, surrounded by three thousand years of preserved history, under the amber glow of a building that had been: waiting — twelve Alluran parliamentary representatives voted.

Unanimous.

Ghar Wapsi was: approved.


  
    Chapter 16: The First Return

    
    
  
  The first Alluran family arrived on Prithvi sixty-three days after the parliamentary vote.

Not delegates. Not scientists. Not politicians assessing: viability. A family. Two parents, three children, a grandmother who had insisted on coming because — as she told the news channels that broadcast the departure — "I have spent eighty-two years on a planet that was never: home. I will spend my remaining years on the one that: is."

The grandmother's name was Savitri. The name from the ancient texts — the woman who argued with Death and won. The name that parents gave daughters when they wanted the daughters to be: fierce.

Savitri stepped off the shuttle barefoot.

She'd removed her shoes on the shuttle — deliberately, against Solarfleet protocol, against the advice of the atmospheric safety team, against the specific recommendations of people who believed that first contact with alien soil should be: mediated by footwear. Savitri disagreed. Savitri believed that the first contact with home should be: direct. Skin on soil. The body touching the planet without: barrier.

Her feet touched Prithvi's ground and she: stood. An eighty-two-year-old woman standing barefoot on alien soil under a yellow sun, the grass between her toes — actual grass, green and resilient, the grass that Allura's volcanic landscape had never: supported — and the wind pressing against her sari, the cotton fabric billowing in Prithvi's generous breeze, the fabric that she'd chosen specifically because cotton was: from Earth. Cotton was one of the crops that the colonists had carried to Allura, one of the seeds that had survived the crossing and that had been cultivated — poorly, stubbornly — on volcanic soil for three thousand years. Savitri wore cotton to Prithvi the way soldiers wear medals: as proof of: endurance.

"Ghar aa gayi," she said. Home at last. The Hindi that Allurans still spoke for moments of: emotional truth. The language that survived because the language carried: feeling that formal Alluran could not.

Her grandchildren — seven, nine, eleven — ran. Not toward the settlement. Toward the trees. Toward the green that they'd never seen in: person, only in the broadcasts and holographic recordings that had consumed Allura's media for two months. The children ran toward the trees and they: climbed. The seven-year-old — a girl named Tanu — scaled a trunk with the competence of a creature whose body knew: this. Whose muscles and bones and proprioception had been built for: tree-climbing even though no tree on Allura was: climbable. The genetic memory of a species that had evolved in: forests, awakening in a child who had never: seen one.

I watched from the settlement's edge. I'd been on Prithvi for sixty-seven days now — long enough that the planet felt: normal. Long enough that I had to remind myself that what I was witnessing was: extraordinary. A grandmother walking barefoot on alien soil. Children climbing trees for the first time. A family arriving at a planet they'd never visited and recognising it as: home.

More families arrived. Every week — a new transport, carrying twenty, thirty, fifty people. Not the flood that some had feared (and some had: hoped for). A trickle. Measured. The trickle of people who had looked at the data and the broadcasts and the genetic confirmation and who had decided: yes. I will go. I will be among the: first.

The settlers — because that's what they were, settlers in reverse, colonists returning to the colony that was actually: the origin — moved into the organic buildings that the Aksharans grew for them. Each family, each individual, each arrival was met by an Aksharan host who helped them: integrate. Not assimilate — the Aksharans were careful about this distinction. Integration meant: living alongside. Learning from each other. Building: together. Assimilation meant: becoming the same. And the Aksharans and the humans were: not the same. They were: neighbours. Partners. The relationship that had existed ten thousand years ago, being: renewed.

Kabir oversaw the engineering. The organic buildings needed: modification for human habitation. Plumbing that connected to water purification systems (the Aksharans filtered water biologically; humans needed: mechanical backup). Electrical interfaces (the Aksharans used bioluminescence; humans needed: power for their devices). Communication arrays (the Aksharans communicated through biological networks that humans couldn't: access). The integration of two civilisations' technologies was: complex. But Kabir thrived. The engineer had found his: purpose. Not building machines on a volcanic planet. Building: bridges. Between organic and mechanical, between biological and digital, between: two ways of being alive.

Chitra established the first research station — a hybrid structure, half-Aksharan organic, half-Alluran technological, the building itself a statement about: collaboration. The station's purpose was: understanding. Understanding Prithvi's biology. Understanding the Aksharan genome. Understanding the relationship between the two species and the planet they: shared. Chitra's research would take: years. Decades. A lifetime of work, and Chitra was: ready for it. The scientist who had spent her career studying Allura's limited biology now had: an entire planet of unlimited biology to study. The specific joy of a scientist given: scope.

Om descended from orbit. Finally — after sixty-seven days of maintaining The Orka's systems alone, the medic who had been ordered to: leave if things went wrong and who had stayed because things went: right. Om's first act on Prithvi's surface was: to remove his boots, press his palms into the soil, and recite the morning prayer from the Nakshatra texts. The prayer that every Alluran child learned: "May the earth receive us. May the earth remember us. May the earth be: home."

The prayer that had been: prophecy.

And Rudra — the captain who had defied orders, broadcast classified data, invited a military standoff, and transformed his cargo survey mission into: the most significant discovery in Alluran history — Rudra walked the settlement daily. Not commanding. Not directing. Walking. Meeting the arrivals. Learning the Aksharan language (which he spoke, after two months, with the accent of a man who learned languages the way he flew: with precision and: effort). Touching the walls of living buildings. Eating fruit from the orchards. Drinking chai brewed from: the original tea plants.

Walking. And: smiling.

I'd served with Rudra for four years. In four years I'd seen him smile: twice. Once when Kabir fixed the The Orka's recycling system mid-mission with nothing but a wrench and determination. Once when Om diagnosed a crew illness correctly using only: observation and instinct. Two smiles in four years. On Prithvi, Rudra smiled: constantly. The smile of a man who had found the place where the restlessness: stopped. Where the drive to move, to explore, to reach for: more was satisfied not by reaching but by: arriving.

"You've stopped," I told him. We were walking the coastal path — the trail that ran from the settlement to the ocean, two kilometres of green canopy and birdsong and the gradual increase of salt on the wind.

"Stopped what?"

"Being restless."

He considered this. The Rudra-consideration — thorough, honest, the consideration of a man who did not answer questions he hadn't: thought through.

"Not stopped," he said. "Redirected. The restlessness isn't gone. It's just — pointed inward now. Instead of wanting to go: somewhere, I want to understand: here. Instead of reaching for the next star, I want to: know this ground. This air. These people. The restlessness is still: moving. It's just moving: deeper instead of farther."

"That sounds like: peace."

"That sounds like: home."

We walked. The ocean appeared through the trees — blue, vast, the specific blue of a healthy ocean under a yellow sun, the blue that Allura's red-shifted light could never: produce. The ocean that had been waiting three thousand years for humans to: stand on its shore and remember.

We stood on the shore and we: remembered.


  
    Chapter 17: The Bridge Between

    
    
  
  Six months after the first family arrived, the settlement had a name.

Not an Aksharan name, not an Alluran name — a shared name, chosen by both communities in a ceremony that took place in the central plaza beneath the bioluminescent glow of buildings that had witnessed: everything. The name was: Sangam. The Hindi word for: confluence. The meeting of rivers. The place where two streams become: one.

Sangam. The settlement that had been an Aksharan community for three thousand years and that was now becoming: something new. Not Aksharan. Not Alluran. Something that didn't have a word yet because the thing it described hadn't existed: before.

I was walking through the eastern quarter — the new quarter, where the hybrid buildings stood, half-organic half-technological, the architecture that Kabir and Dhruv had designed together — when I heard: music. Not Aksharan bioluminescent harmonics (the Aksharans made music with light, the buildings producing frequencies that Aksharan ears heard as: melody). Human music. Someone playing a sitar — the ancient instrument that had survived the crossing from Prithvi to Allura three thousand years ago, carried as: cultural cargo, maintained through generations because the sound of a sitar was: untranslatable. You couldn't describe it. You could only: play it.

The musician was sitting beneath the ancient tree. Vikram — the composer from the delegation who had stayed, who had declared that Prithvi's sounds were: the symphony he'd been trying to write his entire career and that he would not leave until the symphony was: finished. Vikram played sitar under the tree that human ancestors had planted, and the sound spiralled through the garden like smoke — warm, sinuous, the sound of strings vibrating against the specific resonance of: Prithvi's atmosphere. The sound was: different here. Fuller. The higher oxygen content, the thicker atmosphere, the acoustic properties of a planet that hadn't been: thinned by volcanic eruptions and red dwarf radiation. The sitar sounded: the way it was meant to sound. The way it had sounded ten thousand years ago, when the first sitar was built on: this planet.

An Aksharan child sat beside Vikram. Listening. The child's silver hair caught the filtered light through the canopy, and the child's deep blue hands rested in its lap with the stillness that Aksharan children possessed naturally — the stillness of beings who understood that listening required: the whole body. Not just the ears. The spine. The ribs. The diaphragm. The organs that vibrated when sound entered and that translated vibration into: feeling.

"That's the bridge," Chitra said. She'd found me — or I'd found her — we kept finding each other, the way crew members find each other when the crew is: separated by purpose but connected by: history. "Music. It's always: music. Language takes years to learn. Culture takes decades. Music takes: seconds. The Aksharan child doesn't understand the sitar. But the child: feels it. The vibrations enter the body and the body doesn't need: translation."

"You're being poetic for a scientist."

"I'm being accurate. Sound waves are: physical. They enter the ear canal and vibrate the tympanic membrane and the vibration is transmitted through the ossicular chain to the cochlea where it becomes: neural signal. But that's: mechanism. What happens after the mechanism — what happens when the neural signal reaches the brain and the brain decides: this is beautiful — that's: universal. Aksharan neurology processes beauty the same way human neurology does. I've confirmed it. The scans show identical activation patterns in the aesthetic processing centres."

"You scanned an Aksharan brain while they listened to music."

"I scanned twelve Aksharan brains while they listened to music. And twelve human brains. And the patterns: match. Beauty is: conserved. Whatever evolutionary process produced the capacity for aesthetic experience — it happened before the species diverged. It happened on: this planet. Under: this sun. In: this atmosphere."

Beauty as: evolutionary inheritance. The capacity to hear a sitar and feel: something — not taught, not cultural, not learned — but: biological. Built into the neural architecture of two species that had shared a planet and that shared, still, after three thousand years of: separation, the ability to be: moved.

The integration wasn't: painless.

Differences surfaced. The Allurans were: fast. The speed of a species that had lived on a harsh planet for three millennia — efficient, productive, the urgency of beings who had learned that resources were: limited and that wasting time was: wasting life. The Aksharans were: slow. The deliberation of a species that lived three times as long and that had learned that rushing was: its own waste. That decisions made quickly were decisions made: poorly. That the time spent: thinking was not time: lost but time: invested.

The friction manifested in: planning meetings. The Alluran representatives wanted: timelines. Milestones. Measurable progress toward the Ghar Wapsi goals — how many buildings, how many settlers, how much infrastructure by: when. The Aksharan council wanted: conversation. Understanding. The specific, unhurried dialogue that ensured every voice was: heard and every perspective was: considered before a single building was: grown.

"They're wasting time," a settler named Ajay complained. A farmer from Allura's agricultural district — one of the first civilians to volunteer for resettlement, a man whose volcanic soil had never produced what Prithvi's soil produced: effortlessly. Ajay wanted to: farm. Wanted to put seeds in Prithvi's rich earth and watch them grow with the abundance that Allura's soil had denied him. And the Aksharans wanted to: discuss. Which seeds. Where. How the planting would affect the existing ecosystem. Whether human agricultural practices were compatible with Prithvi's biological balance.

"They're not wasting time," I told Ajay. We were walking through the fields — the fields that had been designated for human agriculture, the soil dark and rich and: alive beneath our feet. "They're investing it. They've maintained this planet for three thousand years. They're not going to let us: break it in six months."

"I'm not going to break it. I'm going to: farm it."

"Same thing, from their perspective. Farming on Allura means: extracting. Forcing plants from reluctant soil. Farming on Prithvi means: participating. Working with the soil's existing biology. The soil here doesn't need: force. It needs: partnership."

Ajay looked at the field. The field that was, even untilled, producing: growth. Wild plants, some recognisably related to Alluran crops (the genetic drift of three thousand years producing: variants, not replacements), growing in the rich soil without human: intervention. The field that demonstrated, by its own: existence, that Prithvi didn't need human farming. Prithvi needed human: understanding.

"Partnership," Ajay repeated. The word of a man who had spent a lifetime fighting: soil and who was now being asked to: listen to it.

"Partnership," I confirmed.

Rudra mediated. The captain who had defied orders, who had broadcast truth, who had invited a civilisation to come home — now mediated between the civilisation that had come and the civilisation that was: already here. The work was: exhausting. Not physically — Rudra had the energy of a man who had found: purpose. But emotionally. The constant calibration between Alluran impatience and Aksharan deliberation. The translation — not of language (both sides were learning quickly) but of: tempo. Of rhythm. Of the fundamental difference between a species that moved: fast because it had to and a species that moved: slow because it: chose to.

"The Aksharans think in centuries," Rudra told me. We were drinking chai — Prithvi chai, always Prithvi chai, the taste that had become: standard, the taste that made every previous cup feel like: memory of a memory. "We think in: years. When I say 'we need to build twenty houses by winter,' Tara hears 'we need to rush through decisions about permanent structures that will exist for: generations.' When Tara says 'let us consider the implications over the next cycle,' the settlers hear 'let us: stall.'"

"And the truth is?"

"The truth is: both. We need to build, and we need to: consider. Speed without thought is: destruction. Thought without action is: paralysis. The bridge between them is: trust. Trust that the Aksharans understand urgency. Trust that the humans understand: permanence."

"And do they?"

Rudra drank his chai. The captain's chai-drinking — slow, deliberate, the ritual of a man who had learned from the Aksharans that ritual was: not waste but: investment.

"They're learning," he said. "Both sides. Slowly — which means the Aksharans are comfortable and the humans are: frustrated. But learning. The Aksharan builders have started growing buildings faster — not as fast as the settlers want, but faster than Aksharan tradition demands. And the settlers have started consulting the Aksharan ecologists before planting — not as thoroughly as the Aksharans want, but more than the settlers would have: chosen. The bridge is: being built. From both sides."

The bridge. The word that Kabir used for his engineering. The word that Rudra used for his diplomacy. The word that described: Sangam. The confluence. The place where two rivers met and the water was: neither one river nor the other but: something new.


  
    Chapter 18: The Navigator's Choice

    
    
  
  One year after the first landing, I made my decision.

Not a dramatic decision — not the kind that involves standing on a cliff edge and staring at the horizon while orchestral music swells. A quiet decision, made in the room with the iris-window, the room that had become: mine. The building had learned me over twelve months — my sleep patterns, my temperature preferences, the specific shade of amber bioluminescence that I found: soothing. The building knew me the way a home knows its: inhabitant. Not through surveillance but through: cohabitation. Through the daily accumulation of: presence.

The decision was: to stay.

Not temporarily — not as part of the Ghar Wapsi programme, not as Solarfleet crew on extended assignment. To stay. Permanently. To resign my commission, surrender my navigator's certification, and become: a settler. A resident of Sangam. A human on Prithvi.

The decision had been forming for months — not as a thought but as a: feeling. The feeling that I'd been navigating toward this point my entire life. Every course I'd plotted, every trajectory I'd calculated, every star I'd used as reference — all of it converging on: this. This planet. This settlement. This window that opened when I approached and that showed me: a world that my body had been aching for since before I was: born.

I told Rudra first.

We were in the Archive — still the Archive, always the Archive, the place where the story was: kept and where new chapters were: written. Rudra spent most of his time here now, working with Tara on the cultural integration project — the effort to merge Alluran and Aksharan historical records into a single, shared narrative. The story of two species on one planet, separated by three thousand years, reuniting. The story that was: still being written.

"I'm staying," I said.

Rudra didn't look up from his work. The captain who had learned Aksharan patience, who had slowed his tempo to match the deliberate rhythm of a species that measured time in: centuries.

"I know," he said.

"You know?"

"Esha, you've been staying since day: one. Since you removed your helmet and breathed the air and: gasped. Since you sat at the iris-window and watched the first sunset. Since you pressed your hand against the ancient tree and felt: something that you couldn't name but that I could see on your face. You've been staying. You just hadn't: said it yet."

"And you?"

"I'm staying. Chitra's staying. Kabir's been staying since he touched his first living wall. Om's been staying since he recited the morning prayer with soil on his hands." He looked up. The captain's eyes — steady, warm, the eyes that had held five people together across the boundary of known space. "The crew of The Orka is: home, Esha. All of us. We're not going back."

"What happens to the ship?"

"Om's been maintaining her in orbit. She'll be: transferred to the Solarfleet transport pool. Used for the Ghar Wapsi shuttle runs between Allura and Prithvi. The Orka will keep flying. She'll just be flying people: home instead of hauling: cargo."

The rightness of it. The specific rightness of a ship that had been: a cargo hauler becoming: a homecoming vessel. The rightness of a ship named The Orka — the name that in the old texts meant "the one that carries" — carrying humans back to the planet they'd left. The name had been: prophecy, the way everything on this journey had been: prophecy. The way the myth had been: memory. The way the story had been: true.

I resigned my Solarfleet commission on a Tuesday.

Not because Tuesday was significant — because Tuesday was the day the communication window with Allura was: clearest, the orbital alignment reducing signal lag to: manageable. I filed the resignation electronically, through The Orka's comm system, the forms digital and bureaucratic and thoroughly: insufficient for the magnitude of what they represented. A navigator resigning. A woman who had spent her career calculating the fastest route between: points, choosing to stop: moving.

The resignation was: accepted within forty-eight hours. No argument. No attempt at retention. Solarfleet was: overwhelmed — the Ghar Wapsi programme had drained their roster of volunteers, every crew member wanting to be assigned to the Prithvi route, the route that was no longer: a mission but: a pilgrimage. My resignation was one of: hundreds.

What replaced the commission was: purpose. Not the purpose of navigation — the purpose of: translation. Not language translation (though I was learning Aksharan, the musical language that was becoming my third tongue after Alluran and Hindi). Translation of: experience. I became the person who helped new arrivals understand: Prithvi. Who walked them through the settlement and explained the living buildings and introduced them to their Aksharan neighbours and watched the same: gasp. The same widening of eyes. The same body-recognition that every human experienced when they breathed Prithvi's air for the first time.

"You're a guide," Kabir said. We were eating dinner in the communal hall — a vast organic structure that the Aksharans had grown for shared meals, the Alluran concept of a dining hall merged with the Aksharan concept of a gathering space, the building large enough for three hundred people and warm enough to feel: intimate. The food was: extraordinary. A fusion of Alluran cuisine and Prithvi ingredients — the spices that the colonists had carried to Allura, reunited with the soil they'd been: extracted from. The food tasted of: completion. Of: flavour finally finding its: source.

"I'm not a guide. I'm a: navigator."

"You just resigned your navigator's commission."

"Navigators don't need: commissions. Navigators need: destinations. And the destination hasn't changed. I'm still plotting courses. I'm just plotting them for: people instead of ships. Helping them find their way from: where they've been to: where they belong."

"That's a guide."

"That's a navigator who's: landed."

Kabir laughed. The Kabir-laugh — loud, sudden, the laugh of an engineer who found precision in unexpected places. The laugh that I had heard a hundred times on The Orka and that sounded: different here. Fuller. The way the sitar sounded fuller. The way everything sounded fuller on a planet whose atmosphere was: designed for the sounds that human bodies: made.

At night, I walked.

Through Sangam's streets — the paths between living buildings, lit by bioluminescence that the settlement produced without: instruction. The buildings glowed for the walkers. The buildings glowed because glowing was: what living things did when living things were: content. The ambient light of: wellness. The settlement's vital signs, expressed as: illumination.

I walked past the ancient tree. Past the garden with its concentric rings of biodiversity. Past Vikram's music studio — a hybrid building where the composer worked through the night, the sitar sounds mixing with Aksharan harmonic frequencies, the first cross-species musical collaboration in three thousand years.

I walked to the ocean.

The beach was: silver in the moonlight. Prithvi had two moons — smaller than Allura's single moon, closer, the twin moons that the ancient texts called "the eyes of Prithvi" and that cast: double shadows on the sand. The sand was: warm. The specific warmth of sand that had absorbed a day's worth of yellow sunlight and that released it slowly, generously, the way Prithvi released: everything. Slowly. Generously.

I sat on the warm sand and I looked at the ocean and I thought: I am home.

Not the home of address — the home of: identity. The home that exists in the space between the body and the planet. The home that the Nakshatra texts described as: sthaan — the place where the soul: rests. Not because the soul is: tired. But because the soul has found the place where resting is: possible. Where the restlessness that drove a species across the stars has: resolved. Not ended — resolved. The way a chord resolves. The way a story resolves. The way a question that has been asked for three thousand years finally receives: an answer.

The ocean lapped at the shore. The twin moons watched. The settlement glowed behind me — amber and gold and the deep blue of Aksharan bioluminescence, the colours of two civilisations learning to share: a sky.

I was home.

And the myth was: over. Because the myth had become: life.


  
    Chapter 19: Epilogue — The Star-Born

    
    
  
  Five years after the first landing.

Sangam had grown. Not the explosive growth of a colony — the organic growth of a: community. The settlement that had been three hundred Aksharans and four humans was now: two thousand. Twelve hundred Aksharans. Eight hundred humans. The ratio would shift over the years — more humans arriving with each transport cycle, the Ghar Wapsi programme expanding as Allura's population learned that home was: not a metaphor. But for now: two thousand. Enough to be: a town. Small enough to be: a family.

I stood at the iris-window — my iris-window, in my room, in the building that had been my home for five years and that knew me better than any structure had ever known: any person. The building adjusted for my morning stiffness (the bioluminescence warming my joints before I woke), anticipated my tea preference (the organic kettle in the alcove heating water at 05:45 because I rose at 06:00 because navigators were: creatures of schedule even when the schedule served: nothing but habit). The building loved me. Not sentimentally — biologically. The way a forest loves the trees within it. The way soil loves the roots it: holds.

Outside: Prithvi. Still beautiful. Still generous. The yellow sun rising over the ocean, the twin moons setting in the west, the sky transitioning from the deep blue of night to the warm gold of morning with the specific enthusiasm that this star brought to: everything. Five years and the sunrise still made me: pause. Five years and the air still made me: breathe deliberately, filling my lungs with the atmosphere that my species had evolved to breathe and that no amount of familiarity could make: ordinary.

I dressed. Not in Solarfleet gear — I hadn't worn the uniform in four years. In the clothes that Sangam produced: organic textiles woven from Prithvi's plants, soft and warm and alive in the way everything here was: alive. The shirt was blue — Aksharan blue, the colour that the human settlers had adopted as: solidarity. As statement. As: I am here. I belong to: this.

I walked to the Archive.

The Archive was: different now. Not a museum of ancient history — a living institution. The records still stood on the walls, the holographic projections still rotated in amber light, but the Archive had been expanded. New chambers. New records. The history of Ghar Wapsi — the homecoming, documented in real time by Aksharan and human archivists working together. The story that the Archive had been: waiting to tell: the next chapter.

Tara was there. The elder who had waited three thousand years for this — for a morning where walking to the Archive meant walking past human children playing in the garden, past Aksharan builders and human engineers collaborating on the new quarter's infrastructure, past the communal kitchen where the breakfast smell was: both. Alluran spices and Prithvi grain, the cuisine of: Sangam, the food that belonged to: neither civilisation and both.

"Esha," Tara said. The gold eyes warm. The eyes that I had come to understand were: rare among Aksharans — the gold occurring in perhaps one in ten thousand, the mark of what the Aksharans called drishti: vision. The ability to see not just what was but what: could be. Tara's gold eyes had seen: this. Had seen the homecoming before it happened. Had spent three thousand years seeing: this morning.

"Tara."

"Today is: the day."

"Today is the day."

The ceremony took place at the ancient tree.

Not in the Archive — the Archive was for: records. The ceremony was for: life. And life happened: outside. Under the sky. On the soil. In the presence of: the tree that had been planted as promise and that had grown into: witness.

Two thousand people gathered. Aksharans and humans, standing together in the garden that was: a living map of Prithvi's biodiversity. The concentric rings of plants — each ring a different species, each species from a different region — forming the mandala that contained: everything. The whole planet, represented in a garden. The whole story, represented in: a gathering.

Rudra spoke. Not as captain — as: citizen. The man who had been many things (officer, rebel, diplomat, mediator) and who was now: simply present. Standing beneath the ancient tree with soil on his bare feet and the Nakshatra figurine in his hand — the gold-painted warrior that had travelled from Allura to Prithvi in the pocket of a man who didn't believe in: luck but who believed in: symbols. The figurine that connected: the leaving to the return.

"Five years ago," Rudra said, "a crew of five crossed the boundary of known space because a signal told us: come. We came. We found: a planet. We found: a people. We found: ourselves. The myth that we told our children — the myth of Prithvi, of the origin world, of the star-born who would return — the myth was: true. Not metaphorically true. Not symbolically true. Actually: true. This soil is the soil our ancestors walked on. This air is the air they breathed. This tree —" He touched the bark. The bark that I had touched a thousand times in five years. The bark that was rough and warm and: patient. "— this tree was planted by the hands that became: our hands. We are: home."

Tara spoke. In Alluran — fluent now, the elder's command of the language having surpassed most native speakers, the precision of a being who had learned the language as: an act of love and who therefore spoke it with: care that native speakers never: bothered with.

"Three thousand years ago, your people left this world. We grieved. We: endured. We maintained the orchards and the Archive and the buildings and the memory because the texts said: they will return. We believed the texts because believing was: all we had. And now —" The gold eyes moved across the crowd. Across the faces. Blue and brown and every shade of: alive. "— now we do not: believe. We: know. You are here. You are: home. The waiting is: over."

The crowd was silent. The specific silence that occurs when two thousand people are: feeling the same thing simultaneously. The silence that is not: empty but: full. Full of the particular emotion that exists when a story that has lasted three thousand years reaches: its end. The emotion that doesn't have a word because the emotion is: too large for words.

Then: Savitri. The grandmother who had arrived barefoot. Now eighty-seven. Still fierce. Still barefoot (Savitri had not worn shoes on Prithvi — not once, not in five years, the bare feet her: statement, her insistence that contact with home should be: unmediated). Savitri stepped forward and she: sang.

Not a formal song. A lullaby. The lullaby that Alluran mothers sang to children — the oldest song in the Alluran repertoire, the song that linguists had traced back through the centuries to: the crossing. The song that the colonists had carried from Prithvi to Allura in their: voices. The song that had survived three thousand years of: forgetting because lullabies were: unforgettable. Because the body that heard them as a child: kept them. Forever.

The lullaby was: simple. Four notes. A melody that rose and fell like: breathing. Words in the ancient Nakshatra language — words that no one on Allura had understood for centuries but that the Archive's translations had: unlocked. The words meant: "Sleep, child. The stars will bring you: home."

Savitri sang and the garden was: silent and the tree was: still and the Aksharans — who had never heard this song, who had been on Prithvi when this song was: composed, who had perhaps been in this very garden when the first mother sang these words to the first child — the Aksharans: wept.

Not with tears — Aksharans didn't produce tears. With: light. Their skin produced bioluminescence when emotion exceeded the body's capacity to: contain it. And now — twelve hundred Aksharans, standing in the garden, their blue skin glowing with the specific light of: grief and joy and recognition and completion — the Aksharans produced: light.

The garden blazed. Not with the settlement's ambient bioluminescence — with the light of living beings experiencing: the end of waiting. The light of twelve hundred bodies that had been waiting, genetically, culturally, biologically, for three thousand years and that now: released. The light that said: you are here. We remember. We never: stopped remembering.

I stood among them — human among Aksharans, navigator among settlers, crew member among citizens — and I let the light wash over me. The light that was: warm. The light that was: alive. The light that was: the purest expression of welcome that any species had ever: produced.

And I thought: this is what the myth was: for.

Not to explain. Not to comfort. Not to give children a story at: bedtime. The myth was: a map. A navigation chart written in story form, designed to survive three thousand years of: forgetting. The myth said: you came from somewhere. You belong to: somewhere. And if you follow the signal — if you cross the boundary, if you defy the orders, if you eat the fruit and breathe the air and sit beneath the tree — you will find: home.

The myth was: the navigator's chart that I'd been looking for my: entire life. The chart I didn't know I needed because I didn't know I was: lost.

We weren't lost anymore.

The star-born had: returned.

And the world that remembered them was: still here. Still growing. Still: waiting.

Not waiting anymore.

: Home.
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