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    Prologue

    
    
  
  "Papa! Don't go up there," Maya called, flying onto the roof of the dining hall.

The latest arrow to hit Akshar's wing had caused the most damage so far and, in a panic, Maya had flown to help him. But she was nine months pregnant and couldn't do much more than hover — her body heavy with the weight of the child who would, in two days, change: everything.

The fear that laced her daughter's words penetrated Akshar with the sharpness of another arrow. He shook it off. This war between Devlok and Rakshas Nagar needed to be won and, finally, his army was winning. He flew to the top of a flagpole which had been erected in the college courtyard to mark the institution's golden jubilee — fifty years of Fergusson College, Pune, the humans celebrating inside with garba and dandiya, the Navratri festivities loud enough to cover the sounds of a fairy war being fought: outside.

The humans who were feasting on chaat and jalebi in the decorated hall had no idea there was a war being fought above their heads among the pariyan — the fairy-folk — with one side fighting to: protect them.

Maya crouched on the corrugated tin roof, using her hands to support her enormous stomach. A deep aching pain started behind her eyes then began pressing at her temples while she watched her father on top of the flagpole. She saw him slip — a small thing, a wobble that lasted half a second — before he quickly regained his balance. The wobble was: uncharacteristic. Akshar did not wobble. Akshar who had fought thirty wars over three centuries, who had trained every warrior in Devlok, who could aim an arrow at a moving target in a monsoon downpour and hit: centre. That Akshar had just: wobbled.

The injured wing was having more effect on his ability to fight than he would admit. The pari's pride — the specific pride of a godfather who could not show weakness in front of his soldiers or his: daughter.

Akshar regained his balance and reached behind him for another arrow, keeping his eyes focused on the target below — Vantara, the leader of Rakshas Nagar, hovering near the college's ancient banyan tree. He positioned the arrow in the bow and pulled back the string until it was so taut it vibrated against his fingers, the vibration travelling through his hand and into his damaged wing, the pain: irrelevant. He aimed with a precision that could only be reached through centuries of: meticulous practice.

Akshar steadied his arm. The smell of marigold garlands from the Navratri celebration drifted up from below — the smell of devotion, of festival, of the human rituals that the pariyan protected because the rituals were: beautiful. Once Vantara was defeated, this war would be won. Rakshas Nagar would lose their leader.

He checked one last time that the angle was exact. It was.

"Papa!"

Three Rakshas pariyan dived down onto Akshar before he could fire. He slipped under their weight and fell from the pole, his head striking the flagpole's metal bracket before he hit the college courtyard's stone pavement with a sound that Maya would hear in her dreams for the next seventeen years — the solid thud and the crack that followed, the sound of immortality: breaking.

He lay there, unmoving. The dandiya music from inside the hall continued — rhythmic, joyful, the sound of nine hundred humans celebrating while the being who had protected them for three centuries lay: still.

Maya flew down. She arrived just after he made his first attempt to move — the small lifting of his head, the fierce pain that flashed through his eyes before he had time to compose himself, the composure that was Akshar's: armour.

"Papa," she said, lowering her body onto the ground next to him. The courtyard stones were warm from the October heat — Pune's October, the month when the monsoon retreated and the air carried the dry warmth of: transition.

She put one arm beneath his back, the other beneath the bend in his knees, and carried him into a dark corner of the foyer, by the large wooden doors that opened into the bustling dining hall. Through the doors, she could hear the clinking of steel thalis, the laughter, the MC announcing the next garba round, the sounds of human celebration continuing: oblivious.

The news spread quickly outside that Akshar, godfather of Devlok, had been taken down. When Vantara saw Maya carrying his limp body inside, the Rakshas leader cheered — the ugly, triumphant sound of a being who measured victory in: damage. The Rakshas pariyan flew off behind Vantara back to their Nagar, knowing that while the war was not yet over, an important battle had been: won.

Maya sat on the dark stone floor of the foyer, the bump of her unborn son filling the gap between her body and her father's, and gently uncrumpled his wings. The wings that had carried him across continents and centuries and wars — now crumpled like tissue paper. She reminded herself to breathe steadily. For the baby. The baby who would never meet his grandfather because the universe's timing was: cruel.

She pressed her hand against her father's forehead. The skin still warm. The warmth of: fading.

"You're okay, Papa. They've gone. You don't need to fight anymore."

Akshar opened his eyes and looked at his daughter.

"Maya," he said. "Remember. Whatever happens, the humans are always worth fighting for."

Maya looked down. She often struggled to believe this — the humans who polluted their rivers and fought over gods and forgot to be kind to the people standing right in front of them. She struggled now more than: ever.

"They don't even know we do it," said Maya.

She moved her arm behind his head to provide more support. The back of his skull was: wet. She didn't look at her hand.

"Are you in pain, Papa?"

"Maya, beta, I've been down here on Earth too long," he said. The Hindi word — beta — the word that parents used for children regardless of gender, the word that carried: everything.

"Don't worry, we're going back up to Devlok," said Maya.

But in the same moment she felt her father's head become heavier in her arm. The weight of a body that was: surrendering.

"A pari can't survive down here too long with a damaged wing," he said quietly. His voice was the voice of a man stating: fact. Not lamenting. Stating.

"Yes, let's go. We'll just quickly head back up."

"The atmosphere between Earth and Devlok — it's too far. I won't make it, beta."

"Pariyan can't die," said Maya. Her eyes glistening now, the tears that fairy-folk produced only at the extreme edge of: emotion. "You know that, Papa." She was talking to herself now. Akshar's eyes had closed. "Pariyan can't die," she said again.

But they both knew pariyan could die. If the unthinkable act was committed — one immortal piercing another immortal with an arrow while on Earth — a pari could: die. The ancient law. The law that existed because even immortality needed: a condition.

Maya's statement hung in the air, her words slowly evaporating into the silence of the foyer, past the wooden doors behind which nine hundred humans continued celebrating Navratri — clapping, dancing, the drummer's hands a blur on the dhol, the collective joy of a festival that had been celebrated for millennia, the joy that Akshar had: protected.

His movements became smaller. The subtle rising of his chest — the movement in which Maya was pinning all her hope — slowed. Slowed further. And: stopped.

Maya bowed her head onto her father's chest. He was still lying in her arms, but he was no longer: there. The warmth remained — for now. The body holding heat the way Pune's courtyard stones held the sun's warmth long after the sun had: set.

She closed her eyes. Her tightly shut lids held back almost all the tears.

Almost.


  
    Chapter 1: The Boy with the Broken Wing

    
    
  
  Seventeen years later.

Akshar Junior stretched his arms up into the hot May air, then lay back on the roof of the Maruti Suzuki, a gentle breeze cooling his smooth, seventeen-year-old skin. The metal beneath him had warmed up under Pune's fierce afternoon sun — the sun that turned car roofs into tawas, the flat griddle pans that every Indian kitchen owned and that could, in May, be replicated by any vehicle left in direct sunlight for more than: twenty minutes.

As he closed his eyes, a droplet of sweat ran down the side of his head into his silk, dark hair. The hair that was — like everything about Akshar Junior — inherited from his grandfather. The grandfather who died just two days before his grandson was born. The grandfather whose name he carried like a: title and a: weight.

AJ was an undeniably good-looking pari. His perfectly positioned features and glimmering green eyes — the green that was rare among pariyan and that marked him as: Akshar's bloodline — were the kind of features that made human girls look twice at empty spaces, sensing: something beautiful they couldn't see. Pariyan were invisible to humans. Always had been. The invisibility was: the point. You couldn't protect someone who knew you were: protecting them. Protection required: anonymity. The moment the guarded knew about the guard, the guarded became: dependent. And dependence was: the opposite of what the pariyan wanted for humans.

He was just about to doze off while waiting for the human who owned the car to pay at the petrol pump when a loud crash sent him bolt upright and flying into the air. The car was parked at an HP petrol station on the Mumbai-Pune Expressway — the kind of station that sold Frooti and Parle-G biscuits and had a Café Coffee Day attached to it that smelled permanently of: overpriced mediocrity.

A second crash followed the first, and the human came running through the station's glass doors holding magazines, packets of Kurkure, and a selection of Thums Up cans in her arms — the specific armload of a woman who had decided that shoplifting was: a valid life choice.

Oh no, AJ thought. I might have picked the wrong human to hitch a ride with today.

Next, a chowkidar — wearing a khaki uniform and waving his lathi — burst through the doors running and shouting after her. "Arre! Ruko! Police bulata hoon!" The security guard's Hindi carrying the specific authority of a man whose authority was: regularly ignored.

AJ flew back down and held tightly onto the car's antenna as the woman jumped into the driver's seat, threw the stolen items in the back, turned the key in the ignition, and sped off before the chowkidar came close. The tyres screeched on the asphalt — the particular screech of cheap rubber on hot road, the sound that Bollywood action films used to signal: escape.

They were travelling fast down the Expressway now — 140 kilometres per hour, weaving between trucks that carried sugarcane and oil tankers that carried: future explosions — and AJ's arms were feeling weak holding onto the antenna at this speed. He needed to get off and hitch a ride with someone else, but he was not strong enough to fly anywhere on his own right now. He needed to get back up to Devlok to recharge his wings before he could do that.

His broken wing. The wing that had been damaged since birth — the deformity that made him: different from every other pari in Devlok. Different in the way that mattered most: vulnerability. A pari with a broken wing was not immortal. A pari with a broken wing could: die.

The car made a sudden stop — a cow on the road, the specific Indian hazard that no amount of highway engineering could: eliminate — and before AJ could get a better grip, the vehicle had spun so fast that it flung him from the roof and into the air.

"Arre baap re!" he called as he whizzed up into the empty space above the Expressway.

He looked at the car beneath him which was now tumbling down the side of the grassy embankment, flipping and crashing into the red earth. He felt a strong jerk on his neck, and suddenly he could only see sky. A bulbul had him in its beak — the red-vented bulbul, the bird that was as common in India as: opinions, and that had just saved his life.

AJ relaxed into the strength of the bird's beak. They flew to a nearby electricity pylon — the concrete kind that dotted the Expressway like: sentinels — and found their balance on top of the metal cross-arm. Pariyan and bulbuls were roughly the same size when they stood up straight. AJ stared at the Expressway below, while trucks and cars zoomed past in a blur of colour and diesel smoke.

"What were you doing out there?" asked the bulbul, smoothing out his ruffled breast feathers. The bird's voice carried the particular irritation of someone who had just performed an unplanned: rescue.

"I thought I was just going for a casual ride," AJ replied, avoiding eye contact while shuffling his feet on the warm metal. "I don't have my own humans assigned to me, so I pick different ones to look out for and to hitch a ride with. I think I made a mistake this time."

The bulbul didn't respond but looked at AJ, then tilted his head. "Akshar Junior?" he asked.

AJ turned to look at him.

"You're Akshar's grandson, aren't you?" the bulbul asked.

AJ's grandfather was the first pari to have been so loved and respected that he was known beyond the realm of the pariyan and was celebrated among the birds of the sky, too. His fame extended to his grandson — the fame that was: both gift and: cage.

"You almost died," the bulbul continued. "And, if you are Akshar's grandson, I thought you weren't supposed to be alone on Earth?"

AJ ignored the comment, frustrated at its truth. The truth that his mother had made into: a rule. The rule that AJ broke: regularly.

"I need to get back up to Devlok as quickly as possible," said AJ. "If you can get me two miles up, my right wing will be strong enough to do the rest. Also, please call me AJ."

"Okay, AJ," said the bulbul.

The bulbul flew up as far as he could manage with AJ in his beak, which, happily, was a little more than the two miles AJ required. The beginning of the pari atmosphere was sixty-two miles above Earth, but the effort it took to fly lessened the further you were from Earth's surface, and AJ reckoned that two miles would be enough this time.

"Thank you," said AJ when the bulbul let go. "Please don't tell anyone about this."

"Don't worry, I won't. And Akshar's grandson?" the bulbul smiled. "They wouldn't believe me anyway."

The bulbul flew back down and AJ pushed — in pain — to complete the last stretch of the journey, flying much slower than the typical pari speed, the strain on his body: immense. The broken wing protested every wingbeat — not the sharp pain of injury but the deep, grinding pain of: inadequacy. The wing that couldn't do what wings were: designed to do. The wing that made him: mortal in a realm of: immortals.

He crashed through Devlok's front gate into the grand open courtyard, collapsed onto the terracotta tiles by the entrance, and caught his breath. He could hear delicate chatter in the corridors around him, but, thankfully, the courtyard was momentarily empty. He rearranged the sleeves of his black kurta, ran his hands through his dark hair, then wiped the sweat from his face. He leant forward and looked at his reflection in the silver water vessel beside him — the kind of vessel that every pari household kept by the entrance, the water inside perpetually: cool.

He looked nearly normal.

AJ rested his head against the carved wooden wall behind him, closed his eyes, and thought about how close he had just come to death. Again. The again that was: accumulating. Each time a little closer. Each time the broken wing a little: weaker.

He couldn't help it. He had to keep going down to Earth. The desire was deep in the cells of his blood — the blood that carried three centuries of his grandfather's devotion to humans, the devotion that was: genetic. All pariyan were born to help humans, but AJ's damaged wing made it dangerous for him to travel between Devlok and Earth. The journey that other pariyan made effortlessly — the sixty-two-mile flight through the atmosphere — was for AJ: an ordeal. Every time.

His broken wing also meant he was not assigned specific humans the way other pariyan were. He weighed the pros and cons of this: constantly. One pro was freedom — the freedom to be obsessed with all humans, to see the beauty and joy in every single one of them. Even the ones who robbed a petrol pump, got chased by a chowkidar, then crashed down an embankment on the Mumbai-Pune Expressway. On the other hand, pariyan talked endlessly about their assigned humans, and AJ was excluded from these discussions. As pariyan grew older, they were given more humans — some caring for as many as seven hundred. AJ cared for: zero. Officially.

Unofficially, there were two humans to whom AJ had particularly warmed, and it had been them he had wanted to see today before his disastrous ride pulled him off track. The two humans were called Harini and Jai.

They shared the same Class XII Maths class at Mahadevi Verma School in Pune, but they shared little else. Harini was an introvert. Jai was an extrovert. Harini was a loner. Jai was popular — the kind of popular that came from being: funny and fearless, the combination that Indian teenagers valued above: everything. The only other thing they had in common besides Class XII Maths was that AJ had just nearly died trying to see them: both.

He had to be more careful.

If his mother found out, she would be disappointed. Maya rarely placed rules on AJ, but he had known — for as long as he could remember — that there were restrictions on him that the other pariyan did not have. The restrictions that came from: love. The love of a mother who had watched her father die from a damaged wing and who would: not watch her son die the same way.


  
    Chapter 2: Devlok

    
    
  
  A bell rang throughout Devlok, and AJ jumped up off the floor.

Not a metal bell — a sound bell. The kind that existed only in the pari realm: a vibration that moved through the air like a wave moves through water, touching every surface, entering every ear, the sound that said: it is time to eat. The bell had been ringing at the same intervals for three centuries, and AJ's body responded before his mind did — the way your body responds to the smell of dal tadka before your brain registers: hunger.

His energy was sufficiently recharged. The broken wing still ached — the persistent ache that was his: companion, the pain that he'd stopped noticing the way Mumbaikars stopped noticing: traffic — but the wing could hold him aloft within Devlok's lighter gravity. Devlok was: kinder to damaged wings. The atmosphere thinner, the pull gentler, the realm designed for flight the way Earth was designed for: walking.

He rolled his shoulders back, stretched out his neck, plastered on a smile — the AJ smile, the smile that he'd perfected over seventeen years of being: the grandson, the son, the boy with the broken wing, the smile that said I'm fine, don't worry, everything is brilliant — and headed toward the dining hall.

He turned left down the first corridor, flying over the soft carpets that lay between the carved sandalwood walls. The carpets were woven with threads of gold — not decorative gold but functional gold, the gold that conducted the energy of Devlok through its floors the way copper conducts electricity. The entire structure of Devlok was: alive with energy. The chandeliers above — intricate designs of crystal and silver — were permanently lit because light and dark did not exist in Devlok the way they did on Earth.

AJ remembered the lessons from pari school about day and night. The young pariyan had been taught that every twenty-four hours, day was automatically replaced by night to remind humans that they were not in: control. They were taught about dawn — the time when night merged with day — which was a time of promise for humans and a thrilling time to be: awake. The time that the ancient texts called Brahma Muhurta — the creator's hour. The hour when the world was: new.

They had been taught that night provided two experiences depending on the human's need. For some: restoration. The process called sleep, which repaired the body and sorted the mind's accumulated: chaos. For others: wrestling. The dark hours when fears grew teeth and thoughts spiralled and the specific loneliness of 3 AM made everything feel: permanent. For those in the second group, fears would begin to dissolve as the sun rose during dawn. Thoughts would slow. Chai would be drunk — the first cup of the morning, the cup that Indian humans treated as: sacred, the ritual that separated the darkness from the: day.

AJ smiled at the memory of those lessons. The pari teacher — old Guru Deva, who had been teaching for six centuries and who still managed to make every lesson feel: urgent — had explained that whatever the humans experienced during night, all of them changed in some way every twenty-four hours. The humans were: perpetually becoming. Never finished. Never: complete. And that was: the beauty. The beauty that the pariyan were born to: protect.

He flew past the out-of-bounds room.

The room glowed a continuous gold — not the gold of the corridor carpets but a deeper gold, the gold of: something else. Something that AJ's mother and her three chosen Elders — Ekta, Eira, and Eshan — accessed for their governance meetings. The room that no other pari in Devlok was permitted to: enter.

Naturally, rumours spiralled. Some said the room contained the source of pari immortality. Others said it held the original texts — the instructions that the universe had written when it created: the pariyan. Others said it was simply a meeting room with particularly good: lighting. AJ didn't know. His mother deflected every question with the specific deflection of a parent who had decided that certain truths were: not yet ready for their child.

But AJ had been in there. Once. He couldn't remember it — he was merely hours old — but Maya had taken him into the golden room in the first moments following his birth. AJ sometimes had vague flashbacks: a warmth that was not temperature but: presence. A light that was not illumination but: recognition. The feeling of being: seen by something larger than: himself.

As he entered the dining hall, he thought again about the out-of-bounds room. About what had happened to him in there seventeen years earlier. About whether the room knew something about his broken wing that his mother: wouldn't tell him.

He flew to the first empty seat and sat down in front of a bowl of hot sambar — the South Indian lentil stew with drumstick and tamarind — with a crispy dosa on the side and a small steel cup of filter coffee. The food of Earth, replicated in Devlok with: perfection. Pariyan had the ability to replicate any Earth food they desired — it looked, smelled, and tasted exactly as the original. The only difference was: the love. Earth food carried the specific energy of human hands that had: made it. Devlok food was: identical in every way except that one.

AJ's spoon clinked against the steel bowl as he began eating, and the pari across the table looked up.

"Would you pass me the water?" AJ asked.

The pari was a year older than AJ, but the lines around his eyes and his thick brows made him appear: older. The specific ageing that occurred in pariyan who spent too much time on Earth — the proximity to human emotion leaving: marks.

"Still or sparkling?"

"Sparkling. Thanks," said AJ, reaching to collect the bottle. "I'm AJ."

"Everyone knows who you are," the pari said with a warm smile. The smile that AJ received: everywhere. The smile of recognition that was: not for him but for his: name.

"I'm Siddharth," said the pari. "Call me Sid."

They shook hands across the table — careful not to knock over the steel tumblers, the small bowls of coconut chutney, the elaborate spread that Devlok's kitchen produced for every meal because pariyan believed that eating was: celebration. Not fuel. Celebration.

"Is it true that you don't have a human?" Sid asked, sitting back down.

"It's true," AJ nodded.

"So, how does that work? How do you find a purpose without having a human to look after?"

AJ was enjoying Sid's directness. Other pariyan didn't usually dare ask questions like this — the questions that touched the specific wound of AJ's: difference. Most pariyan treated his winglessness (well, his wing-brokenness) with the exaggerated care that people use around: disability. The careful not-mentioning that was: louder than mentioning.

"I still go down to Earth," said AJ. "I still watch humans."

"Is it true that when you go down to Earth you can't stay there for long?"

"Yeah." He sat up straighter, put his spoon down on a napkin, turned his shoulders slightly. "This wing is too weak to get me back up if my energy drains too much. Every trip to Earth is — " He paused. Considered the honest word versus the brave word. Chose: honest. "— a gamble."

"If you ever need help, I'm your friend now," said Sid.

AJ looked at him. The statement was: simple. The way the best statements were: simple. Not decorated with conditions or qualifications or the careful hedging that most pariyan used around AJ. Just: an offer. Direct. Clean. The kind of offer that a boy with a broken wing and no assigned humans and a famous grandfather's name and a mother who ruled an entire realm: needed.

"Thanks," said AJ. "I'll remember that."

The sambar bowls were cleared and the main course arrived — a vegetable biryani with raita and papad, the rice fragrant with saffron and cardamom, the specific smell that AJ associated with: comfort. The smell that said: you are fed, you are safe, you are: home.

They ate. And between bites, Sid talked — about his assigned human (a rickshaw driver in Jaipur who was, according to Sid, "the most stubbornly optimistic person on Earth"), about his theory that pariyan who spent too much time in Devlok became: disconnected, about his belief that the broken wing was not: a limitation but: a different kind of gift.

"Think about it," Sid said, tearing a piece of papad and dipping it in raita. "Every other pari gets assigned humans. They develop loyalty to: specific people. They see the beauty in their: particular humans. You see the beauty in: all of them. That's not disability. That's: panoramic vision."

Panoramic vision. The phrase that AJ would carry with him for: years. The phrase that a new friend gave him over biryani in a dining hall in a realm above the clouds, the phrase that made the broken wing feel — for the first time — like: an advantage.


  
    Chapter 3: The Humans

    
    
  
  "Finish your dal or you're not getting up from the table," the canteen aunty said to Jai in her no-nonsense tone, wiping bits of food off the steel counter with a dripping wet cloth that smelled of: yesterday.

It was Monday lunchtime at Mahadevi Verma School, Pune, and most of the kids had finished their lunch, but Jai had started late because Jai started everything: late. Lateness was not a flaw in Jai's personality — it was a: philosophy. The philosophy that life happened at Jai's tempo and anyone who wanted Jai to move faster could: adjust.

Jai was a relaxed human whose dark curls sat on top of his head in the same unhurried manner with which his limbs moved around his body. He had the kind of good hair and skin that could only be achieved through good genes — the kind that no amount of Himalaya face wash or YouTube tutorials would allow you to: replicate. He was popular and knew how to look someone up and down just long enough for them to wish for that kind of attention: again.

"This is bakwas," Jai muttered to his friend Mohit, who was sitting next to him and had already finished eating.

"Arre, there are people who get hardly any food at all," said Mohit, raising both eyebrows. "My nani always says — "

"There are people who would refuse to eat this even if they were starving," said Jai. "I mean, this is not even a vegetable." He picked a soggy beige square from the dal and watched the bottom half fall back in with a plop. The plop of: defeat. "It's against my principles to eat something that could be twelve different things and even after swallowing I still can't tell what it is." He let go of the remaining bit and watched it drop back into the watery dal.

"It's good for you," said Mohit, who never had such problems with the canteen food because Mohit ate everything with the cheerful indiscrimination of a: Labrador.

"Dancing all night is good for me," said Jai, knocking the steel thali slightly so the dal started pooling toward the rim, just as the canteen aunty turned her back. "Cutting chai from Raju's tapri is good for me. This — " He gestured at the thali. "— this is punishment."

The boys began to leave as the dal started dripping off the steel counter onto the floor — the specific drip of institutional food escaping institutional: captivity.

"Bye, Aunty!" Jai called toward the kitchen with his widest grin, swiping a samosa from the snack counter on his way out. "I don't know why they think they can treat us like bachche here," Jai continued as they walked down the noisy school corridor — the corridor that smelled of phenyl and Dettol and the accumulated sweat of six hundred teenagers — out toward the ground to join a game of cricket. "They think they're our parents. But not even my parents would make me eat that: dal."

"They are legally our guardians while we're in school," said Mohit, the boy who knew rules the way Jai knew: charm. "I don't know why you refuse to eat the healthy food just because it looks weird, but happily drown yourself in Old Monk at every house party."

"That's good for the soul," said Jai, putting one hand on Mohit's shoulder and breaking into a grin that showed every tooth he: owned. "The rum, the dancing, the girls. Good for the soul. Being force-fed boiled lauki? Good for: nothing. That is what will make me sick." He removed his hand. "That is what will put me in a bad mood and being in a bad mood: kills you faster than any disease."

"Whatever," said Mohit, who was used to Jai's speeches — the speeches that Jai delivered with the conviction of a man who had lived: extensively and who was, in fact: seventeen.

"If you are chill and happy you could eat Maggi for every meal of your life and outlive someone who drinks karela juice but is: miserable," Jai added with the certainty of someone who believed this: completely.

The two boys dropped their bags by the makeshift cricket stumps and ran onto the dusty field under the warm September sun — the Pune September sun, which was: gentler than Mumbai's but still: emphatic.

 * 

Jai and Harini queued alongside each other outside Sharma Ma'am's Maths class.

"Come in, come in," Sharma Ma'am called, one hand holding the door open, the other holding a steel tumbler of chai that she was trying not to spill while motioning them inside.

The students walked past her — her erect posture, her cotton sari (always cotton, always starched, the specific aesthetic of a teacher who believed that discipline started with: fabric), the familiar smell of Pond's powder trying to mask the chai.

"Shirt. Shirt. Tuck in. Shirt," Sharma Ma'am barked at nearly every student as they entered, including Jai.

Of course, it did not actually matter whether a shirt was tucked in or not, but creating the rule gave the school a chance to establish authority on an issue that affected: no one. And it gave the students a chance to push back at that authority to regain a little: control. The teenagers who needed the most control — often due to a lack of it at home — would, when challenged on an untucked shirt, subtly fold it up instead. Or they would untuck it again as soon as they sat down, confirming to themselves that they still had: power.

The students shuffled into their assigned seats. Jai untucked his shirt as soon as he sat at his desk. He sat in the middle row, as he always did, with a bag that was empty, as it always was, and started the lesson in need of a pen, as he: always did.

Harini sat at the back. Her equipment was laid out with precision — geometry box aligned parallel to the notebook edge, pencils sharpened to identical points, the handwriting that fell neatly on each line the way rain fell into: channels. Harini kept to herself. Her detachment from the social world was puzzling to the other students — on the rare occasions they: noticed her.

Sharma Ma'am uncapped her marker and wrote across the whiteboard in her angular Devanagari-influenced English: The Golden Ratio. She underlined it. Added the date on the right.

"So — what do we already know about the golden ratio?" she asked, clicking the cap back on and turning to face the class.

The low-level chatter dissipated. The ensuing silence told her she would be starting from: scratch.

"The golden ratio," Sharma Ma'am began, perching on the corner of her desk — the specific perch of a teacher about to say something she loved, "is used to determine whether something will look pleasing or not. It is a mathematical formula that can determine whether we will consider an object, or animal, or person — regardless of culture or personal taste — as: beautiful. Our principal is obsessed with it. Insists every Class XII batch studies it."

There was murmuring. Then Harini — who rarely spoke in class, who existed in the back row the way shadows exist in: corners — put up her hand.

"Yes, Harini?" Sharma Ma'am asked, surprise colouring her voice.

The class turned around. Two thin shafts of afternoon light streaked through the window blinds and lay across Harini's face. She had the kind of face that mathematics would: approve of — abnormally high cheekbones, large dark eyes behind thick-rimmed glasses that tried but failed to: hide them, the kind of face that held: proportions that the golden ratio was designed to: describe. Her hair — thick, black, the kind of hair that most girls would display as: trophy — was used by Harini as: curtain. Protection. The barrier between herself and: everyone else.

"So, there is such a thing as objective beauty?" she asked.

"Well, yes," Sharma Ma'am replied with a smile. The smile of a teacher who had just heard the: right question.

Sharma Ma'am continued explaining the lesson plan and the class turned back to receive instructions. All except Jai. He continued looking at Harini, who had begun writing something in her notebook — writing with the focused intensity of someone recording something: important. Not Sharma Ma'am's words. Something else. Something that the question had: unlocked.

He was intrigued by the idea of objective beauty. And for the first time — in five years of sharing a Maths class — he was intrigued by: Harini.

Eventually the bell rang and the students filed into the corridor.

Jai jogged to catch up with Harini — who was, as always, quick to leave. He approached and tapped her shoulder — a little harder than intended, the specific calibration failure of a boy whose physical interactions were usually: rough.

"What?" Harini spun around.

"Nice to meet you, too," said Jai.

"Meet? We've been in the same class for five years, Jai," she said with a sigh that carried: exhaustion.

"Haan, but we've never really talked, have we?"

"And suddenly you have something to say to me?"

"What were your thoughts on the golden ratio?" he asked.

"You heard them. I said what I was thinking in class."

"I heard what you were willing to share with the class. I didn't hear what you then wrote in your little notebook," he said, giving her a quick flash of the grin that worked on: everyone.

"I wrote what I said and what Sharma Ma'am replied," said Harini with a completely straight face. The face of a girl for whom the Jai-grin: didn't work.

"Bakwas. Show me," said Jai, sticking out his hand.

Harini took half a step back. Looked at his hand, which he quickly moved back to his side. Looked up at him.

"You're genuinely interested in my thoughts on the golden ratio?" she finally asked.

"I am genuinely interested in your thoughts on the golden ratio, yes."

"Chal hatt," said Harini. Get lost. She began to walk off.

Jai ran after her, jumped in front of her, stopped.

"I'm going to create objective beauty and sell it," he blurted out.

Harini adjusted her bag on her shoulder and looked at Jai for the first time — actually looked. She looked up at his curls, down over his baggy school trousers, to his polished school shoes (the only part of his uniform that was: maintained, because Jai believed shoes were: character), then back up directly into his eyes.

"Meet me after school in the library," she said. "I'll show you what I wrote."

"The library? I've never been in there. I can't go in there, it's for — "

But Harini was not listening and had already walked off. The specific walk of a girl who had extended an invitation and who would not extend it: twice.


  
    Chapter 4: The Library

    
    
  
  "What on Earth am I doing?" Jai muttered to himself as he approached the school library steps — wide slabs of Deccan basalt absorbing the remaining heat of the late-afternoon sun.

He had never been to this place voluntarily. The library was full of people who were not like him and who would never be like him — the studious ones, the quiet ones, the ones who found comfort in books the way Jai found comfort in: people. As he looked around at the unfamiliar scene — students carrying actual textbooks, walking with actual purpose, the specific energy of humans who had somewhere to: be — his mind began to wander.

What if Harini's just setting me up, he thought. She clearly doesn't like me. She has no reason to. I've never invited her to anything. Never acknowledged she existed. What if I've just handed her an opportunity to make me look like a: chutiya.

Jai was convinced by his own thoughts and had just decided to walk off and keep his reputation intact when a girl from their Maths class stepped out of the library's carved wooden door and jogged lightly down the steps while tying her dupatta.

She caught Jai's eye.

She stopped on the second-to-last step and returned his gaze.

"Harini's waiting for you in there," she said with a short nod, then walked off toward the school gate.

"Thanks," said Jai, too late to be heard.

He dropped his shoulders, let out a deep sigh, and looked at the library again. He had to admit: it was a beautiful building. The old stone structure — colonial-era, British-built, then Indianised over decades with carved Marathi motifs and stained glass that turned afternoon light into: colour — told the story of a time when intricacy was prioritised over: efficiency. When buildings were built to: last rather than to: profit.

Imagine if someone could hear your thoughts right now, he told himself. Appreciating architecture. You're an embarrassment. Just go inside and get what you need from that — from: Harini.

He pulled his collar up, put his hands in his trouser pockets, walked up the steps two at a time, and entered.

The library was full of books. Jai could not help that his first reaction simply stated the: obvious. He had only ever read books he'd been forced to — NCERT textbooks, the Premchand stories that their Hindi teacher assigned, a dog-eared copy of Five Point Someone that Mohit had lent him — and he hadn't bothered to finish most of: those.

"I don't have a card," Jai muttered to the librarian who sat at the desk in the main room — an elderly woman in a cotton sari, spectacles on a chain around her neck, the specific aesthetic of a person who had spent forty years surrounded by: books and who had absorbed their: calm.

The librarian looked up at Jai, her eyes peering over the top of her spectacles.

"You don't need a card to come in, beta. Only to take books out," she said, removing her glasses with one hand. She smiled — the smile of a woman who had seen thousands of teenagers enter this building for the first time and who knew that the first time was: the important one.

"Thanks," Jai muttered, feeling instantly stupid in front of this serene woman.

He walked toward the study desks.

There was a smell in the library. Old and musty yet new and intriguing — the smell of paper that had been accumulating stories for decades, the specific scent that libraries worldwide shared and that was: irreplaceable. The smell of: thought made physical. He reached out and gently touched the spine of a book as he walked alongside the shelves — the leather cracked and warm under his finger. He wondered how many other hands had touched that spine. He wondered how many minds had been: changed by the words inside. His family had shelves of books at home, but his father was never in the house to read them and his mother was mostly too: occupied with being disappointed in his father to read: anything.

Then he saw her.

Sitting at one of the large wooden desks — the old teak desks that had been in the library since independence, carved with the initials of sixty years of students. Her blazer was on the back of the chair and her white shirt was untucked beneath her navy school sweater. She sat with her right foot tucked under her left thigh and was writing on a piece of lined paper with: intensity.

Jai walked up to her desk and stood.

He coughed.

Harini lifted her head. The surprise in her smile — brief, involuntary, immediately: controlled — told him that she hadn't actually expected him to: come.

"Sit," she said, pointing at the chair opposite.

Jai sat. Shuffled on the wooden chair. Pulled it in. The desk lamp between them threw warm light on their faces — the amber light that old library lamps produced, the light that made everyone look: thoughtful.

"What are you working on?" Jai asked, tapping the edge of the desk.

"Seeing as you are here to talk about the golden ratio, I'll admit I was making more notes on my plans for it," she said. The precision of her voice — careful, measured, each word placed like a: chess piece. The voice was the opposite of Jai's friends — the high-energy flood of teenage boys who communicated through volume rather than: content.

"I just wanted to know what you wrote after asking about objective beauty," he said. "I didn't necessarily come to discuss anything further."

"I'll tell you what I wrote if you tell me why you're so interested," said Harini.

"You tell me first," Jai smiled, "and then I'll decide whether to share my thoughts."

Harini looked at him. It was a terrible offer — transparently selfish, the negotiation of a boy who was used to getting what he wanted by: smiling. But there was something about him. An energy. The specific energy of a person who was more than what they presented. The energy that existed in the gap between Jai's performance and Jai's: self. Harini wanted to spend more time with: that gap.

So she obliged. And with no further negotiation, she began to read from her notes — the notes she had written mid-Maths lesson, in the back row, while Sharma Ma'am explained the golden ratio and the class stared at the whiteboard and Harini's pen had moved across the paper with the speed of someone who was not: taking notes but: building something.

"The golden ratio proves that beauty is mathematical," Harini read. "It proves that the thing humans chase — the thing they spend billions on, the thing they starve themselves for, the thing they restructure their faces for — is: a number. Phi. 1.618. The ratio that appears in sunflower spirals and seashell curves and the proportions of the human face. Beauty is not: subjective. Beauty is not: in the eye of the beholder. Beauty is: a formula. And if beauty is a formula, then beauty can be: created. Not discovered, not inherited, not won through genetic lottery — created. Deliberately. Mathematically. Sold."

She looked up from the paper.

"That's what I wrote," she said.

Jai stared at her. The boy who had entered the library expecting: nothing was now experiencing: something. The specific something that occurs when a mind encounters another mind that is: operating at a speed it hadn't expected.

"You want to sell beauty," he said.

"I want to: democratise beauty. I want to take the formula — the actual mathematical formula — and use it to create products that make every person feel: beautiful. Not through filters or surgeries or the lies that beauty companies sell. Through: mathematics. Through the truth that beauty is: knowable and therefore: achievable."

"That's either genius or: insane."

"Those are the same thing," said Harini. "Ask any mathematician."

Jai leaned forward. The desk lamp between them threw his shadow across the books and her shadow across the: wall. Two shadows. Overlapping.

"I have the thing you don't have," Jai said.

"What's that?"

"People. I know every person in this school. I know what they buy, what they want, what they'd pay for. You have the maths. I have the: market."

"Are you proposing a: partnership?"

"I'm proposing that the girl who can calculate beauty and the boy who can sell anything are: the team that nobody in this school has ever: seen."

Harini looked at Jai. The boy who had been background noise for five years was suddenly: foreground. The boy who she had dismissed as: popular was revealing himself as: strategic. The boy whose untucked shirt and empty bag and borrowed pens had suggested: laziness was now suggesting: potential.

"Meet me here tomorrow," Harini said. "Same time. Bring a pen."

"I don't own a pen."

"Then that's the first thing we: fix."


  
    Chapter 5: The Plan

    
    
  
  Harper — Harini — and Jai were still sitting opposite each other at the desk, surrounded by the whispers of students working in groups.

Harini finished reading, shut the notebook with a snap, and pushed it to the side of the desk. The snap carried in the library's quiet — the sound of a conversation being: closed.

Jai leant back in his chair, the legs creaking beneath him, and did not say a word.

Then Harini pulled five sheets of A4 from a clear plastic folder — the kind of folder that organised students kept and that Jai had never: owned — and spread them over the desk. Her handwriting covered each page — not the careful handwriting of her classroom notes but the urgent handwriting of someone who had been: thinking fast. She adjusted the desk lamp to shine on the papers, pushed her glasses up her nose, then peered at Jai to see what he was looking at.

He was looking at: her.

"So," Harini began, quickly looking back at the papers. "If there's such thing as objective beauty — which can be discovered and created with simple maths — then it could be utilised to make: millions."

Jai dropped his shoulders and sat up. Annoyed.

"Right, genius," he whispered as loud as the library allowed. "So, state the obvious in your conclusion. But you can't just sell a maths formula. If you could sell it, someone would have done it already. And besides, it's not — it's not yours to: sell."

Harini continued looking at the papers. Continued: explaining. The specific patience of a person who had expected this objection and who had: already moved past it.

"Of course, many people know about the golden ratio. Many people use it — in art, architecture, fashion…" She trailed off, looking at the ceiling. The specific ceiling-look that meant she was: calculating. Jai felt an insatiable urge to know what she was thinking behind those thick-rimmed glasses. She looked back down. "But most are doing it unknowingly. And the rest are doing it without knowing how to: monetise it."

"So how are you going to monetise it?" he asked.

"Well, that I'm going to keep to myself," Harini said. Politely. The politeness of a locked door. "But I'm glad you showed interest. You're welcome to ask me more questions when the project is running in a few months."

Jai stared at her. She had just — what? Invited him to the library, shown him the appetiser, and then: closed the kitchen? The specific cruelty of someone who understood that information was: currency and who had just decided to: stop spending.

"That's it? That's all you want to say? I came all this way to the library — the library — and that's all I get?"

"I didn't know I owed you something. I told you what I wrote in the Maths lesson."

Jai's jaw tightened. He couldn't understand why she was doing this. She had been generous with her time. Why was she withholding the: project?

He pushed back his chair and stood to leave.

"Your idea is bakwas," he said. The word came out louder than he intended, getting the attention of students at the next table. "Kya?" he said to them. They got back to their work.

He grabbed his bag — the empty bag — tucked his chair back in, looked at Harini, shook his head — the headshake that sent his curls bouncing, the involuntary charm that he deployed even when: angry — and walked off.

She watched him walk away. The specific watching of a girl who had just: tested someone and who was now: evaluating the results.

 * 

Jai stood at the top of the library steps and fired off five texts to Mohit.

Just went to meet that geek in the library Actually thought she might be interesting But she's got nothing to share Obviously I'm smarter Meet me at Raju's tapri for chai?

He trotted down the steps and went off to meet his friends, the frustration at least distracting him from the slight evening chill — the Pune evening chill that arrived in September like an: apology from the monsoon.

 * 

The next morning Jai queued for a watery Nescafé and a dry samosa from the school canteen before lessons began. Harini walked in after him — a muddled mass of papers under her arms. She walked across the canteen in her school shoes with an air of confidence that emanated not from being cool but from her self-assured disregard for what people: considered cool. The specific confidence of someone who had opted out of the: game.

She walked up to the counter and ordered cutting chai — the half-cup of strong, sweet, milky tea that Pune's chai drinkers ordered when they wanted: intensity without: volume — behind Jai, who had just ordered his black coffee. The black coffee of a teenager who wanted to be: sophisticated and who was, in fact: seventeen.

They glanced at each other. Didn't speak. The specific not-speaking of two people who had unfinished: business.

Jai took his change and his samosa and sat at a canteen table — the tables that were all slightly too small for his frame — and concentrated on the dry pastry that sat on the steel plate in front of him.

He had left Harini badly yesterday. He knew he'd reacted unfairly. He liked her. Was intrigued by the plan. But didn't know how to: say that. He could charm any girl — he sometimes did it for fun, even when he didn't like them. Those girls saw his curls, his skin, his energy, and instantly placed him above themselves in an imagined hierarchy. A hierarchy that Jai reinforced because reinforcing it was: easy.

Harini was: different. She hadn't placed him: anywhere. She hadn't looked at his curls and decided he was: above her. She had looked at his empty bag and decided he was: not yet ready for what she had to: offer.

He was still thinking about this when Harini walked up to his table and sat down opposite him, her cutting chai dancing at the rim of the small glass as she placed it on the plastic surface.

"Hi," he said.

"Do you want to hear the rest of the golden ratio plan?" she asked, wasting: zero time. The directness of a girl who understood that time spent on: pleasantries was time not spent on: substance.

"I thought I — I don't — yeah, I would love that," he said, one hand going into his curls and scratching the side of his head — the nervous gesture that he deployed when the Jai-performance: faltered.

Harini smiled. "I need to know you're serious about keeping this between us. There may be a lot of money eventually," she said.

Jai looked at her with wide eyes and spoke with a hushed voice. "I don't know how to prove I'm sincere," he said, leaning closer. "Other than the fact that I went to a library yesterday. In public. Where anyone could have seen me. Just to talk to you about: this."

"I was surprised you actually came," she smiled.

"What do I need to do?" he asked, not smiling back. The first time Jai had not smiled in a conversation with a girl since: ever.

"Tell me more about your plan."

"My plan for the golden ratio?"

"Haan. If you're so interested in what I have to say, you must have more thoughts."

Jai looked at Harini. Harini looked at Jai. The canteen around them — the clatter of steel thalis, the aunty shouting at a Class X boy to clean up his spill, the smell of frying pakoras from the kitchen — all of it: irrelevant. The world had narrowed to: this table. This girl. This: question.

"Not here," said Jai, shaking his head quickly. He took a sip of the watery Nescafé — the specific disappointment of institutional: coffee. "Can you meet me tonight?"

"Come to my house," she said.

Jai looked: unsure.

"Oh, right, I forgot — you can't be seen with a: geek like me," she said. "No worries."

"No, no, no," Jai caught himself. "It's just that I'm meeting Mohit later. I'll come before. Seven-thirty?"

 * 

Jai knocked on the green-painted door of Harini's house — a narrow rowhouse in Kothrud, the middle-class neighbourhood where houses pressed against each other like commuters in a Pune PMPML bus. This part of Pune was different from where Jai lived — the leafy Koregaon Park area where houses had gardens and the only sound at night was: crickets. Here, in Kothrud, the houses were: close. The lanes were: narrow. Auto-rickshaws honked at pedestrians who honked back with: words. A neighbour's TV played a Marathi serial at volume eleven. The smell from the street — pav bhaji from the corner stall, exhaust from the bus stop, the wet-earth smell of a drain that needed: attention.

Harini appeared at the door.

"Come in," she said, holding it wide. She was wearing fitted jeans, a black kurta, and chappals — the rubber chappals that every Indian household owned and that said: you are home now, the formality is: over. "Shoes there, bag there," she pointed.

They walked into the kitchen and sat at the cluttered table. Harini pushed aside three toy cars (her younger brother's territory), a dirty steel tumbler, and a half-completed jigsaw puzzle, then lit a small diya — the oil lamp that her mother kept on the kitchen counter, the flame that Indian households maintained because light was: sacred.

There was a momentary silence as they looked at the flickering flame. The diya's light — warm, orange, ancient — the light that had illuminated Indian kitchens for: millennia.

"Look, I'm not staying long," said Jai. "But I think the golden ratio can be: sold."

"Because I told you that?"

"No, I thought it before I met you. Before I approached you in the corridor. Before the library. Before I knew what you'd written."

"Right," she said, pushing her glasses up. "And that's your only thought?"

"No. I think it could be sold to make people: beautiful. And it could make us: crorepatis."

"People already are beautiful," she said.

He looked at her. "Everybody wants to be. And everybody naturally is — inside. But we could make them beautiful on the: outside."

"If we did that, wouldn't beauty become: pointless?"

"No." Jai had thought about this. The thinking that he'd done at Raju's tapri while Mohit talked about cricket and Jai stared at his chai and: thought. "Has anyone ever got bored of a rainbow? Has anyone — in the entire history of the world — looked at a sunset over the Western Ghats and thought it looked: just okay?"

"Just checking," said Harini, "that you know what you're talking about before I give you: more."

She reached down, pulled a stack of papers from her school bag — the bag that was the opposite of Jai's: full, organised, the bag of a person who carried her: world — and placed them in front of her.

Jai moved one seat closer. Looked at the top of the first page. Read the words aloud, written in Harini's angular handwriting:

"Sell beauty," he said.

He continued scanning. Underneath: Surgery or formula or cosmetics. Could make crores. A large question mark. Phone numbers below.

He stared at the words, then looked up as Harini passed him another sheet. This one had faces — drawn with mathematical precision. Child faces, teenage faces, adult faces, elderly faces. Each designed using the golden ratio to find perfect proportions. Next to the faces: hands. Each joint from fingertip to wrist had pencilled diagrams showing the golden ratio's: application.

He put the sheet down and pulled another from the pile. Filled with writing — pros and cons, sums and figures, age limits, surgeon contacts, medical diagrams. Injections was written at the bottom, underlined three times in red.

"What are the phone numbers?" Jai asked.

"Cosmetic surgeons."

"You've spoken to them?"

Harini hesitated. Then got up and closed the kitchen door — gently, until the latch: clicked. She walked to the fridge and poured two glasses of Frooti from the carton — the mango drink that every Indian child grew up with, the drink that tasted of: childhood. She placed the glasses on the table and sat back down.

She took a sip.

"I've spoken to many. All said no," she said.

Jai raised his eyebrows. "You mean they didn't take a schoolgirl seriously about a revolutionary golden-ratio injection?"

Harini pursed her lips. The specific lip-pursing of a girl who had been: rejected by professionals and who was: not done trying.

"So, we just need to find more," he said.

"Except one," said Harini. "One cosmetic researcher thinks it could work. He's at a lab in Bengaluru — the IISc campus. He responded to my email because he knew my father."

"Your father?"

"My father was a mathematician. Before he — " She paused. The pause that contained: everything. "Before he left. He published papers on the golden ratio's application to biological structures. This researcher read them. When I emailed explaining who I was and what I wanted to do, he took me: seriously."

Jai looked at Harini. The girl who sat in the back row of Maths class. The girl who didn't speak. The girl whose father had: left and who had inherited his mathematics and who was using that inheritance to build: something that would change the world.

"When do we go to Bengaluru?" Jai asked.

Harini looked at him. The look of a girl who had been: alone with this idea for two years and who was now, for the first time, hearing someone say: we.

"Friday," she said. "If you're: serious."

"I'll bring a pen," said Jai.


  
    Chapter 6: Earth Together

    
    
  
  AJ met Sid by Devlok's front gate at eleven in the morning — Earth time, because Devlok had no mornings. The gate was: magnificent. Carved from a material that existed only in the pari realm — a substance that looked like marble but that hummed when you touched it, the vibration of: boundary. The gate marked the edge between Devlok and the atmosphere — the sixty-two miles of thinning air that separated the fairy realm from: Earth.

Sid was already there. Leaning against the gate with the casual posture of a pari who descended to Earth: regularly. Easily. The ease that AJ: envied.

"Ready?" Sid asked.

"Ready," said AJ. The word that was a: lie. He was never ready. Every descent was: a gamble. But he was not going to tell his first friend that the journey they were about to make together was, for AJ, potentially: fatal.

They flew through the gate and into the atmosphere.

The descent was: brutal. Not for Sid — Sid glided with the effortless grace that intact wings provided, his body cutting through the thinning air like a knife through: ghee. For AJ, the descent was: work. Every wingbeat required calculation — the broken wing generating sixty percent of the lift that a healthy wing produced, which meant AJ had to compensate with his body angle, his breathing, his core muscles, the entire machinery of his small body working to overcome the deficit of: one damaged appendage.

The atmosphere thickened as they descended. The air changed — from the clean, energised air of Devlok to the heavier, more complex air of Earth. AJ could feel it in his lungs: the weight of human: emotion. The air on Earth carried: everything. The joy and grief and boredom and love and frustration of eight billion humans, all of it suspended in the atmosphere like particles in: water. Pariyan felt this — the emotional weight of the human world pressing against their skin the moment they entered: Earth's atmosphere.

"First time?" Sid asked, noticing AJ's expression.

"First time with someone else," AJ admitted. "Usually I'm too focused on not: dying to notice the atmosphere."

Sid laughed — the mid-air laugh of a pari who found AJ's honesty: refreshing. "You won't die today. I've got you."

They descended through clouds — actual clouds, the water vapour that humans saw from below as: white shapes and that pariyan flew through as: mist. The mist was: cold. Wet. The specific wet of clouds that humans never experienced because humans were: grounded. AJ had experienced it hundreds of times but it was different today — different because Sid was: beside him, and having someone beside you while flying through clouds was: the difference between being alone in the cold and being: accompanied.

They broke through the cloud layer and India appeared below.

Pune. The city that sprawled across the Deccan plateau like a map of: ambition. The old city — narrow lanes, temples with orange flags, the smell of incense rising even to this altitude. The new city — IT parks, glass towers, the Hinjewadi tech corridor that had transformed a farming village into: Silicon Valley's younger cousin. And between old and new: the schools. The colleges. The places where young humans gathered to learn and argue and fall in love and resist the canteen food and decide: who they were going to be.

Mahadevi Verma School appeared below them — the building that AJ knew intimately, the building where Harini and Jai attended Class XII, the building whose roof he had sat on: dozens of times.

"There," said AJ, pointing. "That's where my two humans are."

"Show me," said Sid.

They landed on the school roof — the flat concrete roof that Indian schools universally possessed and that was used for: nothing official but for: everything unofficial. Water tanks, satellite dishes, and the occasional student who had climbed up to: smoke or cry or be: alone.

Below them, through the building's open windows, the school operated. The sounds rising: chalk on blackboard, teacher voices, the shuffle of five hundred students, a bell ringing for: period change.

AJ led Sid to the window of Sharma Ma'am's Maths class. They perched on the windowsill — invisible, weightless, the pari ability to be: present without being: detected.

Inside: Sharma Ma'am was writing on the board. The students were copying — some diligently, some reluctantly, some not at all. In the middle row: Jai. Untucked shirt. Empty bag. Borrowed pen — today borrowed from the girl to his left, who had handed it over with the specific resignation of someone who had lent Jai pens: before.

In the back row: Harini. Glasses. Precise handwriting. The notebook that contained: not notes but: plans.

"Which one is which?" Sid asked.

"The boy in the middle — that's Jai. The girl in the back — Harini."

Sid looked at them. The way pariyan looked at humans: with love. Not romantic love — the specific love that the pariyan carried biologically, the love that was: their purpose. The love of a species that existed to: protect.

"They're interesting," Sid said.

"They don't know each other yet," AJ said. Then corrected himself: "Well, they know each other. They've been in the same class for five years. But they don't: know each other. They haven't: connected."

"But they will?"

"I think so. There's something —" AJ paused. Tried to articulate the thing he'd noticed. The thing that pariyan sometimes sensed about humans — the potential for: connection. The invisible thread between two people who hadn't yet realised they were: linked. "— something between them. An energy. The kind of energy that produces: something."

"Something good?"

"Something: important."

They watched. Through the window of a Pune school, two invisible pariyan watched two visible humans attend a Maths class, and the watching was: not passive. The watching was: care. The active, attentive care of beings who had been created to: observe and protect and guide — not through intervention but through: presence. The pariyan didn't change outcomes. They didn't manipulate events. They: watched. And in watching, they: held space. They held the space around humans the way the atmosphere held the space around: Earth. Invisible. Essential. The thing without which: everything would scatter.

AJ's broken wing ached. The descent had cost: energy. He could feel the clock ticking — the internal clock that every pari with a damaged wing possessed, the clock that counted down from: full to: empty. When the energy ran out, the wing would: fail. And a pari who couldn't fly on Earth was: stranded. Stranded on Earth was: death for a pari with a broken wing. The atmosphere between Earth and Devlok — sixty-two miles of increasingly thin air — was: unforgivable to a wing that couldn't: sustain.

"I need to go back soon," AJ said.

Sid looked at him. Not with pity — with: understanding. The understanding that AJ's limitation was: real and that pretending it wasn't was: more insulting than acknowledging it.

"We'll come back together," Sid said. "Tomorrow. And the day after. However long you need to watch them, I'll come with you. And when your energy runs low, I'll fly beside you on the way: up."

"You don't have to — "

"I know I don't have to. That's why it: matters."

They launched from the windowsill — two pariyan rising from a Pune school's rooftop, climbing through the warm afternoon air, the air that carried the smell of the canteen's frying pakoras and the sound of a teacher's voice explaining trigonometry and the weight of five hundred human lives being: lived — and they flew upward. Together.

AJ's broken wing protested: every metre. But Sid flew beside him — matching his pace, not surging ahead, the specific kindness of someone who understood that speed wasn't: help. Presence was: help. Being beside someone who was: struggling and adjusting your pace to match: their struggle — that was: help.

They made it back to Devlok. AJ collapsed through the gate — exhausted, his broken wing folded against his body like a prayer — and lay on the terracotta tiles. Sid sat beside him. Not speaking. Just: sitting.

"Same time tomorrow?" Sid asked.

AJ closed his eyes. Smiled.

"Same time tomorrow."


  
    Chapter 7: The Secret Maya Keeps

    
    
  
  AJ flew over the soft golden carpets toward his mother's personal room, where warm light spilled from under the door. He'd been feeling guilty about sneaking to Earth with Sid and wanted to see her — the specific guilt of a son who knew he was breaking the one rule his mother had: set.

He pulled back his broken wing and slipped under the door — one of the benefits of a damaged wing was fitting through tight spaces.

"My baby, please don't do that," said Maya with a twinkle in her eye, looking at her son with mock surprise.

He sat on the dark green velvet sofa — the sofa that had been in Maya's room since before AJ was born, the fabric worn smooth by three centuries of use — and watched as his mother pressed a golden, shimmering powder onto her eyelids, then brushed light through her hair. Her eyes twinkled. Her skin was smooth. She appeared: ageless. Despite having been through more than a lifetime's worth of: pain.

When Akshar died, the pariyan had worried about how Maya would grieve and love simultaneously when her baby arrived two days later. Yet since the day Akshar Junior was born, she had governed Devlok with grace — always fair to others, even when life was not fair to: her. She could heal. One touch of her smooth hand could cure any pari illness or injury. It was a gift she acquired when her father died — as though his healing energy had: transferred. Passed from the dying to the living the way a lamp passes its flame to: another lamp.

The only illness she had not healed since then was: AJ's wing.

"Well, Maa, you won't heal my wing, so I'm going to keep sneaking up on you forever," he said, flying to the mirror and wrapping his arms around her shoulders. Teasing. The specific teasing of a son who used humour to approach the thing that: hurt.

But it was a difficult subject for Maya.

"It's not so simple, beta. You know that," she said, breathing in his smell — wondering when his scent had changed from the talcum powder and Himalaya baby soap of his childhood into sandalwood aftershave and cold cream. The specific bewilderment of a mother encountering her child's: adulthood.

"I don't see why I can't just have two good wings," he said. "Then I'd have my own human. I could go to Earth as long as I wanted. I could actually: do what every other pari does without gambling my: life."

"It was your grandfather's wing. You inherited it through war," she replied, a cautious smile on her face. The smile that held: a door closed.

AJ had heard this story a million times. He flew to his mother's white mantelpiece and made himself a drink — tomato juice over ice, black pepper, salt, and a generous amount of nimbu. The drink that he'd been making since he was twelve. The drink that tasted of: rebellion and: comfort simultaneously.

"One day," said Maya, now sitting on the edge of her desk, watching her son fly to the window with the glass in his hand, "you will understand how much pain the decision caused me. And you will understand why I had to: do it."

"So cryptic, Maa! Don't worry. You know I don't really care."

Maya smiled at her son. The smile that said: I know you care. I know this hurts you. I know the broken wing is not just a: physical limitation but an: identity wound. And I cannot: explain. Not yet.

"Besides, if you fixed my wing, I'd only get one human assigned. And you'll never guess what — the two humans I watch have come together. They even seem to be getting: along."

He took a large swig of the drink and fluttered to the top of the window.

"You have the most intrigue and love for humans I have ever known," said Maya, looking at him with the specific pride that contained: worry. "Only your grandfather matched it."

"I am so proud of you. But, AJ — " She paused.

"Yes, Maa?"

"Don't spend too much time on Earth. You know your wing makes you — you know you can't do all the things the other pariyan can do, na?"

"Yes, Maa, I'm not immortal. It's okay, you can say it."

The word — immortal — hung in the air between them. The word that every pari in Devlok possessed and that AJ: did not. The word that defined the gap between AJ and: everyone else. The gap that Maya could close with: one touch of her healing hand. The gap that she: chose not to close.

"Just be careful," she said. She flew to him and put her hand on his. The hand that could: heal and that: wouldn't. "I love you."

AJ gave his mother a kiss on the cheek — the cheek that smelled of the golden powder and of: the home that he had known his entire life — and flew to the door.

Maya opened it, and as AJ flew out, the Elders arrived. Ekta, Eira, and Eshan — the three pariyan who had governed alongside Maya for centuries, who knew what Maya knew, who had been in the out-of-bounds room.

"He has the energy of his grandfather," Maya said as they came in.

"Are you ever going to tell him what you know?" asked Ekta. The directness of an Elder who had watched Maya avoid this conversation for: seventeen years.

Maya was quiet. A solemnity filling the room — the specific solemnity that descended when the out-of-bounds room's secret pressed against the: present.

"I can't," she said.

"Don't you think he has a right to know?" asked Ekta.

"It's not certain that it will happen. I'm not certain I will: allow it to happen," Maya said.

"Even if it causes the destruction of humans on Earth?" asked Eshan.

The question — the question that had been circling the out-of-bounds room for seventeen years, the question that Maya carried in her body the way AJ carried the broken wing — the question that was: her wound.

"How can I ever choose between my humans and my: son?" asked Maya.

"I think you're forgetting, Maya, that in the end it might not be your: choice," added Eira.

She understood this. She had understood it since the moments following AJ's birth, when they were taken into the out-of-bounds room and discovered what her son had been born with and the complications around his: future. It had never once fully left her mind. Not for seventeen years. Not for a single: day.

The secret lived in the gold light behind the closed door, and Maya lived with the secret the way humans lived with: gravity. Always present. Always pulling. Never: escapable.


  
    Chapter 8: What Humans Cannot See

    
    
  
  "You've got to get back down to Earth. It doesn't matter what she's saying," said Sid.

Sid was hovering up and down over his chair, talking to AJ with a chunk of roti in his mouth, restless at the dinner table. The restlessness of a pari who had found a purpose in showing AJ the: world.

"There's a lot of Mumbai I still want to show you," he continued.

AJ could feel the allure. He had told Sid, at the beginning of dinner, that his mother had warned him about spending too much time on Earth, and Sid was not taking it: well. AJ wanted Sid to be right and his mother to be: wrong. He had become obsessed with visiting Mumbai again since seeing it for the first time — the density, the chaos, the beauty, the suffering, the everything of India's maximum city.

"Are you listening?" Sid asked.

"Yeah, sorry," said AJ. "I think it's fine. Maa just worries. She meant I shouldn't go: alone. Travelling with you isn't the same."

"Great!" said Sid, smearing a generous amount of ghee onto his remaining roti in: celebration.

The next morning, they met at Devlok's gate. Sid had brought a friend — a female pari named Madhuri, who stood with all her weight on one hip, one hand placed confidently at her waist, the posture of someone who was completely at ease with: herself.

"You must be AJ," she said, smiling. Returning his gaze with: directness.

"And you're Madhuri."

"I've always wanted to meet you. Son of Maya and grandson of Akshar. That must be quite a weight on your shoulders."

"It's normal to me," said AJ. The lie that he'd told so many times it had begun to feel like: truth.

"Let's go," said Sid.

They descended together — three pariyan dropping through sixty-two miles of atmosphere toward the subcontinent that sprawled below like a: palm turned upward, open, offering. Sid and Madhuri flanked AJ — one on each side, their intact wings compensating for the turbulence that his broken wing couldn't: handle. The specific kindness of friends who had adjusted their flight pattern to accommodate: limitation.

Mumbai appeared below.

Not the Pune that AJ knew — the smaller city with its colleges and hills and manageable chaos. Mumbai was: Pune multiplied by twenty and compressed into a peninsula. The density was: staggering. Twenty million humans crammed into an area that would be considered crowded with: two million. The buildings pressed against each other — skyscrapers beside slums, five-star hotels beside: tarpaulin shelters. The specific democracy of Mumbai's geography: everyone, everything, everywhere, all at: once.

They flew low over Marine Drive — the curved seafront that Mumbaikars called the Queen's Necklace because at night the streetlights formed a crescent of: gold against the Arabian Sea. During the day, the necklace was: a parade. Office workers, joggers, couples, vendors selling bhelpuri from carts that smelled of tamarind and green chutney, children flying kites that caught the sea breeze.

"I want you to see the whole array of humans," said Sid. "You don't see much just going up and down to that school."

"It's all my wing can cope with usually," said AJ.

"What's that man doing?" AJ asked suddenly, pointing at a figure slumped on a bench near Chowpatty Beach. The man was — to AJ's pari eyes — vomiting. Not ordinary vomiting. A thick, green substance was pouring from the man's mouth, pooling on the sand beside the bench, and no human walking past seemed to: notice.

"And no one is stopping to help him? They're all just walking past! He's vomiting green — what is: that?"

"That's rejection," said Sid, flying closer.

"What?"

"The other humans can't see it. The man who's vomiting doesn't know he's vomiting either."

"He's literally puking up litres of green slime. How can no one: notice?"

"They don't see it. But believe me — the man who is vomiting is: feeling it."

"That has got to hurt," said AJ.

"It's one of the most painful feelings a human can go through," said Sid. "They experience rejection, and the body produces: this. The green slime of rejection. It has to come out."

"What kind of rejection triggers it?"

"Oh, anything. A stranger not offering their seat on a crowded local train. Not having your photo liked on Instagram. Those are mild. From the amount he's vomiting — " Sid looked at the man. The man was: emptying. "— I'd say it's a relationship break-up. Or a death."

"Don't they have medicine?"

"They don't know they're doing it. Some eat more sugar to increase energy. Some drink — Old Monk, cheap whisky, whatever dulls the: pain. Some meditate. But whatever they do, all the green slime must come out. There isn't a healthy human who hasn't vomited up every drop of the green slime of rejection. Some choose not to — they just carry on with the slime inside them. But it's: toxic. It builds and hardens until eventually they cannot be: loved. The most efficient humans throw it all up in one night — but that's dangerous. Takes bravery."

"I never imagined it felt that bad," said AJ. "And how strange that they can't: see it."

"There's lots they can't see," said Sid.

"Like us," said AJ, sighing. The sigh of a pari who loved humans and who lived with the permanent: invisibility.

"And hate. Anger. Love. They can't see any of it," Sid added. "Some can: feel it though. And some allow themselves to feel it more than: others."

They flew further. Over Dharavi — the neighbourhood that the world called a slum and that its residents called: home. One million humans in 535 acres. The density was: impossible. And yet — AJ saw something the maps didn't show. He saw: light. Not physical light — the light that pariyan could see and humans: couldn't. The emotional light of a community that had built itself from: nothing. The light of mothers feeding children. The light of men repairing machines with hands that knew: every gear. The light of teenagers studying under streetlamps because the electricity in their home had: cut. The light of humans who refused to be defined by their: circumstances.

"It's so: bright," AJ whispered.

"Dharavi always is," said Madhuri. "The poorest places on Earth produce the most light. Because the humans there have nothing: except each other. And each other is: enough."

They flew over the Bandra-Worli Sea Link — the bridge that connected South Mumbai to the suburbs, the engineering marvel that humans had built across the sea. Below, fishing boats rocked in the harbour — the koli fishermen whose families had fished these waters for centuries, whose boats smelled of salt and catch and the ancient relationship between humans and: ocean.

AJ saw more. A woman on a local train, commuting home from work, her sari pressed against the crowd, her face showing: nothing but her body producing — to AJ's pari vision — a soft golden glow. Love. She was thinking about someone she: loved. The golden glow of love was: beautiful. It surrounded her like a halo, and the humans pressed against her in the crowded compartment didn't: see it. They felt it — the slight warmth, the unconscious leaning toward her rather than: away — but they didn't: see it.

"I need to go back," AJ said. The wing was: protesting. The energy draining. The clock that only AJ carried: ticking.

Sid looked at him. Nodded.

"Madhuri, we need to take him up."

They rose together — three pariyan climbing through Mumbai's humid air, through the pollution that made AJ cough (the pollution that humans breathed: daily, that sat in their lungs like: permanent guests, that shortened their lives by years and that they: accepted because accepting was: easier than fighting), through the cloud layer, through the thinning atmosphere, back to: Devlok.

AJ collapsed through the gate. Exhausted. His broken wing folded against his body.

But his mind was: full. Full of Mumbai. Full of the green slime of rejection and the golden glow of love and the impossible brightness of Dharavi and the woman on the train whose love was: visible to no one but: the pariyan.

"Same time tomorrow?" Sid asked.

"Same time tomorrow," said AJ.

He had seen what humans couldn't see. And what he'd seen made him love them: more.


  
    Chapter 9: The Bengaluru Trip

    
    
  
  They took the Shatabdi Express — the early morning train that departed Pune Junction at 6:15 AM and arrived in Bengaluru at 4:30 PM, ten hours of Indian Railways cutting through the Deccan plateau, through Karnataka's sugarcane fields, through the specific geography of a subcontinent that changed: language every four hundred kilometres.

Jai had never taken a train this long. His family drove everywhere — the Koregaon Park family, the family with two cars and a driver named Rajan who had been with them since before Jai was born. Taking a train was: Harini's world. The world of reserved coaches and pantry car samosas and chai served in small clay cups — kulhads — that you threw out the window when you were done, the clay returning to: earth.

Harini sat by the window. She had brought: everything. Two notebooks. A folder of research papers. Three pens (one for Jai, because she had: learned). A calculator. And a tiffin packed by her mother — thepla and pickle, the Maharashtrian travel food that had sustained journeys across this subcontinent for: centuries.

"Eat," she said, opening the steel tiffin and placing it between them on the fold-down table.

Jai took a thepla. The flatbread was: warm. Harini's mother had packed it in foil and then in newspaper, the insulation method that worked better than any expensive container because Indian mothers understood: physics intuitively.

"Your mum knows about this trip?" Jai asked, chewing.

"She thinks I'm going to a maths competition in Bengaluru. Which is: technically not wrong. I am competing. Just not in: maths."

"And my mum thinks I'm at Mohit's house for the weekend."

"We're both: liars."

"We're both: entrepreneurs."

They ate thepla and watched Karnataka unfold outside the window — the land shifting from the brown of the Deccan to the green of the southern plateau, the coconut palms appearing like: sentinels, the air changing from dry to: humid as they descended from the plateau toward Bengaluru's garden city altitude.

Harini opened the research folder.

"Dr. Subramaniam," she said. "Professor of biomedical engineering at IISc. He published six papers on the golden ratio's application to cellular regeneration. My father co-authored two of them."

"Your father was a mathematician."

"My father was a mathematician who believed that the golden ratio was not just: aesthetic. He believed it was: biological. That the ratio appeared in DNA helices, in cell division patterns, in the proportions of healthy tissue — because beauty was not: decoration. Beauty was: health. The golden ratio was the body's: blueprint."

"And then he left."

The pause. The pause that Jai had encountered before — the pause that contained: everything that Harini would not say. The father who had been brilliant and who had: vanished. The mathematics that he left behind. The daughter who had picked up his: work.

"He didn't leave. He: disappeared. Three years ago. Went to a conference in Chennai and never came: home." She said this without emotion — the specific absence of emotion that indicated: too much emotion. The flatness that existed on the surface of: very deep water.

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry. Be: useful. Read this." She handed him a printed email — the email from Dr. Subramaniam, the IISc professor who had responded to a seventeen-year-old girl's email about using the golden ratio to create injectable beauty.

Jai read. The email was: technical. Dense with terminology that Jai didn't understand — phi-proportional cellular restructuring, collagen matrix realignment, epidermal golden-ratio activation. But the conclusion was: clear.

"He thinks it's possible," Jai said.

"He thinks it's: inevitable. He says someone will do it within ten years. He'd rather it was done: responsibly."

"By a seventeen-year-old girl from Pune."

"By the daughter of the man who: theorised it."

 * 

Dr. Subramaniam's office was on the second floor of the Centre for BioSystems Science and Engineering at IISc — the Indian Institute of Science, the campus that Albert Einstein had once visited, the institution that represented the peak of Indian scientific: achievement. The campus was: green. Impossibly green for a city. Trees that had been growing since 1909, when the Institute was founded — the trees that had witnessed a century of Indian science being: born.

They walked through the campus — Harini leading, Jai following, two seventeen-year-olds in a place where the average age was: thirty-five and the average qualification was: PhD. They looked: out of place. They felt: exactly where they should be.

Dr. Subramaniam was: not what Jai expected. Not the grey-haired professor of Jai's imagination — the stereotype of Indian academia, the man in white kurta-pyjama with spectacles and chai stains. Dr. Subramaniam was: forty-two. Sharp. Dressed in jeans and a black polo shirt. The office was: minimalist. A desk, a laptop, three books, and a whiteboard covered in equations that looked like: a language from another planet.

"You must be Meera's daughter," he said, standing to shake Harini's hand. Then — "Meera" — the name that Jai hadn't heard before. Harini's father: Meera. A name that was: gender-ambiguous in some Indian communities. A mathematician named Meera.

"And this is Jai. My — " Harini paused. Considered the word. Partner was too formal. Friend was too casual. The boy who walked into a library and changed everything was: accurate but long. " — my business collaborator."

"Sit," said Dr. Subramaniam. "I'll be honest with you. When I got your email, I almost deleted it. A Class XII student proposing a golden-ratio beauty injection. It sounded like: science fiction."

"But you didn't delete it," said Harini.

"I didn't delete it because your father's work was: brilliant. And because your email contained something that most scientific proposals — including proposals from PhD candidates — do: not."

"What?"

"A clear question. You asked: is it possible to use the golden ratio to restructure human tissue at the cellular level so that the resulting proportions match phi? That's a: question. Most people send me: opinions. You sent me a question. Questions are: useful."

"And your answer?"

Dr. Subramaniam stood. Walked to the whiteboard. Picked up a marker.

"My answer is: yes. With conditions."

He drew on the whiteboard. Not equations this time — a diagram. A human face, with lines radiating from the centre, each line marked with a ratio. 1:1.618. The golden ratio, applied to the distance between eyes, the width of the nose relative to the mouth, the proportion of forehead to chin.

"The golden ratio is already: present in healthy human faces. Every human face contains phi — some more closely than others. What you're proposing is not: creating beauty from nothing. You're proposing: optimising the ratio that's already there. Bringing every face closer to the phi that it's already: approaching."

"An injection," said Harini. "A formula that works at the cellular level."

"A formula that instructs collagen and elastin to redistribute according to phi-proportional guidelines. The science exists. Your father theorised the mechanism — the way golden-ratio signals could trigger cellular: reorganisation. I've been working on the practical application for: three years."

"You've been working on it," Jai said. Not a question. A: realisation. This wasn't a professor being approached by students. This was a professor who had been: waiting for them.

"I've been working on the theory. What I don't have is: funding. What I don't have is: the commercial vision. What I don't have is — " He looked at Jai. " — the person who can sell: it."

"That's me," said Jai.

"I know," said Dr. Subramaniam. "That's why I said: yes."

 * 

They took the evening Shatabdi back to Pune. The train moving through the darkness of Karnataka — the darkness that was not: empty but full of villages and towns and millions of humans sleeping and dreaming and not knowing that two teenagers on a train were carrying: the beginning of something that would change the definition of beauty on: Earth.

Harini fell asleep against the window. Her glasses slipped down her nose. Her notebook — filled with Dr. Subramaniam's equations, the equations that would become: the formula — lay open in her lap.

Jai looked at her. Not with the look he gave other girls — the calculated look, the look that was: performance. He looked at her the way he looked at: nothing else. With genuine: attention. The attention of a boy who had spent his life skimming surfaces and who was now, for the first time, looking: deep.

She was: beautiful. Not golden-ratio beautiful — or maybe she was, he didn't have the mathematics to: measure. But she was beautiful in the way that people are beautiful when they are: doing the thing they were born to do. The beauty of: purpose. The beauty that no injection could: create because it came from: inside.

The beauty within.


  
    Chapter 10: The First Trial

    
    
  
  Six months passed.

Six months of Harini and Jai travelling to Bengaluru every other weekend — the Shatabdi Express becoming their: office, the fold-down table becoming their: boardroom, the kulhad chai from the pantry car becoming their: fuel. Six months of Dr. Subramaniam's lab at IISc working on the formula — the golden-ratio cellular restructuring agent that Harini's father had theorised and that Dr. Subramaniam was turning into: reality.

Six months of Jai learning: everything. Not Maths — Jai would never learn Maths the way Harini knew it, the way mathematics lived in her body the way music lives in a: musician's. But Jai learned: everything else. He learned the business. The market. The regulatory landscape of cosmetic products in India — the CDSCO approvals, the clinical trial requirements, the specific bureaucratic maze that Indian entrepreneurs navigated with: chai and patience and occasionally: bribery (which Jai refused, on principle, because Jai's principles were: selective but firm).

He learned how to talk about the golden ratio to people who didn't know what a: ratio was. He learned how to make the science: sing. He learned that the gap between a brilliant idea and a successful product was: not intelligence but communication. And communication was: Jai's gift.

Harini learned too. She learned that mathematics alone didn't: build things. That the formula needed: a face. A voice. A human being who could stand in front of investors and journalists and sceptics and say: this works, and make them: believe it. She learned that Jai's charm was not: superficial. It was: strategic. The charm of a person who understood that trust was: the currency of commerce and that trust was built not through: data but through: feeling.

They became: partners. Not the partnership of equals — the partnership of: complements. Harini provided the brain. Jai provided the: mouth. Together they provided: everything.

And then Dr. Subramaniam called.

"The formula is ready," he said. "We need a test subject."

 * 

The test subject was a woman named Sanjana.

Thirty-four years old. Office worker from Jayanagar, Bengaluru. She had responded to a discreet advertisement that Dr. Subramaniam had placed in a medical volunteers database — the kind of database that attracted people who were: desperate or: curious or: both.

Sanjana was: both.

She sat in Dr. Subramaniam's lab — the clean, white-tiled room that smelled of antiseptic and possibility — and she explained: why. Why she had volunteered for an experimental cosmetic injection developed by a professor, a teenage girl, and a teenage boy.

"I have spent twenty years hating my face," she said. Not dramatically — not with tears or trembling voice. With the flatness of someone stating: fact. "I was bullied in school for my nose. I was told by relatives at every family function that I was: too dark. My mother spent lakhs on fairness creams that didn't work. My father told me it didn't matter — but he also chose a fair-skinned bride, which told me: it mattered."

She paused.

"I don't want to be: fair. I don't want to be: someone else. I want to look in the mirror and see: beauty. My beauty. The beauty that mathematics says is: there but that my eyes have never been able to: see."

Harini looked at Sanjana. The woman who had been told by an entire culture that dark skin was: inadequate. The woman who had internalised that message so thoroughly that she couldn't see her own: face without: flinching.

"The injection doesn't change your skin colour," Harini said. "It changes: proportions. Cellular-level restructuring based on the golden ratio. Your features — the features you were born with — will remain. But the proportions between them will shift toward: phi. The mathematical ideal of: balance."

"Will I look different?"

"You'll look like: yourself. The version of yourself that phi intended."

Dr. Subramaniam administered the injection. A single dose — subcutaneous, administered at six points on the face according to the phi-proportional map that Harini had calculated. The injection was: painless. The formula — a bioactive compound that instructed collagen and elastin to redistribute — would take six weeks to show: results.

"Six weeks," said Dr. Subramaniam. "That's the timeline. During those six weeks, you may experience: nothing visible. The changes happen at the cellular level first, then manifest: gradually."

Sanjana left the lab. She walked out into Bengaluru's afternoon — the Jacaranda trees lining the IISc campus road, their purple blossoms covering the ground like: carpet, the specific beauty of Bengaluru's trees that nobody in Bengaluru seemed to: notice because noticing required: stopping and stopping was: not what Bengaluru did.

Jai watched her go.

"What if it doesn't work?" he asked.

"It'll work," said Harini. The certainty of a mathematician who had: checked the numbers.

"What if it works too well?"

Harini looked at him. The question that she hadn't: considered. The question that wasn't about: science but about: consequence. What happens when you give humans the ability to be: objectively beautiful? What happens to the world when beauty is no longer: rare?

"That's your problem," she said. "I'm the mathematician. You're the: salesman. If it works too well — you figure out how to sell: too much beauty."

"Has anyone ever got bored of a sunset?" Jai repeated his own words from the library. The words that had become their: anthem.

"No," said Harini. "No one has ever got bored of a: sunset."


  
    Chapter 11: The Transformation

    
    
  
  Six weeks later, Sanjana walked into Dr. Subramaniam's lab and every person in the room: stopped.

Not because she was unrecognisable — the opposite. She was: entirely recognisable. The same dark skin. The same eyes. The same nose that she'd been bullied for in school. The same face that relatives had called: too dark. Everything was the same and everything was: different.

The proportions had: shifted. Not dramatically — not the artificial transformation of cosmetic surgery where the before and after looked like: different people. Subtly. The distance between her eyes had adjusted by: millimetres. The ratio of her nose to her lips had moved toward: phi. The proportion of her forehead to her chin had settled into the mathematical harmony that the golden ratio: prescribed.

The result was: beauty. Not the beauty of fairness creams or Instagram filters or the specific aesthetic that Indian culture had been selling women for: centuries. The beauty of: balance. The beauty of a face in which every proportion related to every other proportion through: 1.618. The beauty that existed in sunflower spirals and nautilus shells and the Parthenon's columns and that now existed in: Sanjana's face.

"Oh," Sanjana said, looking at herself in the lab's mirror.

Not oh as in surprise. Oh as in: recognition. The sound a person makes when they see something they've always known was: there.

"Oh," she said again.

Then she: cried. Not the tears of someone overwhelmed. The tears of someone: freed. The tears that came when twenty years of self-hatred met: evidence. Mathematical, measurable evidence that beauty was: not about colour. Beauty was: not about what relatives said at family functions. Beauty was: proportion. And Sanjana's proportions were now: perfect.

"The formula works," Dr. Subramaniam said. Quietly. The quiet of a scientist who had just witnessed: confirmation.

Harini was: still. The specific stillness of a mathematician who had calculated: correctly. Who had run the numbers — her father's numbers, the numbers that a disappeared man had left behind like: a map — and the numbers had: delivered.

"It works," Harini whispered.

Jai was not still. Jai was: vibrating. The specific vibration of a person who had just witnessed the birth of: a fortune. Not because Jai was greedy — because Jai understood what this: meant. If the formula worked on Sanjana, it worked on: everyone. Every person who had ever looked in a mirror and: flinched. Every person who had been told they were: too dark, too wide, too narrow, too flat, too much, not enough. Every person whose face was: mathematically improvable. Which was: everyone.

"We need more trials," said Dr. Subramaniam. "Six subjects minimum before we can approach the CDSCO for approval."

"I'll find the subjects," said Jai.

"I'll verify the mathematics on each result," said Harini.

"And I'll ensure the science holds," said Dr. Subramaniam. "This is — " He paused. Removed his glasses. Cleaned them on his polo shirt. Put them back on. " — this is the most significant cosmetic breakthrough since: anaesthesia. And it was theorised by a mathematician from Pune who: disappeared."

The room was silent. The silence of four people who understood that what they held was: not just a formula. It was: power. The power to redefine beauty for eight billion: humans.

 * 

AJ watched from the lab's ventilation grate.

He had followed Harini and Jai to Bengaluru — the flight from Pune to Bengaluru was: long for a pari with a broken wing, but AJ had made it with Sid's help. They had arrived at IISc's campus and found the lab where the trial results were being: evaluated.

And AJ had: seen.

He had seen what the humans in the room could not see — the thing that pariyan could perceive and humans: couldn't. When the formula took effect — when Sanjana's proportions shifted toward phi — something else: shifted. Something that existed in the layer of reality that only pariyan could: access.

The light around Sanjana: changed.

Before the injection, Sanjana's light was — in pari vision — dim. Not because she was: unlovable or: unworthy. Because she didn't: believe she was beautiful. And belief affected: light. The light that humans produced — the emotional light that pariyan could see — was directly proportional to the human's self-belief. Humans who believed they were: worthy glowed brightly. Humans who believed they were: inadequate dimmed. The light was: not beauty. The light was: belief in beauty.

After the injection, Sanjana's light: blazed. Not because the formula had changed her light — because the formula had changed her: belief. By making her proportions match phi, the formula had given Sanjana evidence that she was: beautiful. And the evidence had ignited her: self-belief. And the self-belief had produced: light.

"Sid," AJ whispered. "Are you seeing this?"

Sid was beside him in the grate. The confined space was: uncomfortable for a pari with intact wings. For AJ, with his smaller, broken wing, the grate was: manageable.

"I'm seeing it," Sid whispered back. "Her light tripled. In: seconds."

"The formula doesn't just change faces. It changes: light."

"It changes belief. And belief changes: everything."

AJ's mind was: racing. The formula that Harini and Jai were developing — the golden-ratio injection — was not just a cosmetic product. It was: a tool for human liberation. Every human who received the injection would experience what Sanjana experienced — the shift from self-hatred to: self-belief. And self-belief produced: light. And light was: what the pariyan existed to protect.

The formula was: doing the pariyan's work.

"We need to tell Maa," said AJ.

"Are you sure? She told you not to spend too much time on Earth."

"This is: different. This isn't about my wing. This is about: the humans. All of them. If this formula works — if it spreads — it could do more for human light than the pariyan have accomplished in: centuries."

"Or it could do the opposite," said Sid.

AJ looked at him. The opposite. The word that contained: the fear. What happened if beauty became: universal? What happened if every human was: objectively beautiful? Did the beauty become: meaningless? Did the light: saturate and then: blind?

"We need to tell Maa," AJ repeated. "She'll know."

They flew from the grate — out of the lab, out of the IISc campus, up through Bengaluru's Jacaranda-scented air, up through the atmosphere, up through sixty-two miles of thinning reality, back to: Devlok. AJ's wing screamed. Sid flew beside him. The flight was: agony.

But the knowledge they carried was: worth it.


  
    Chapter 12: The Out-of-Bounds Room

    
    
  
  AJ burst into Maya's room without slipping under the door — he flew straight through the open window, the urgency overriding: etiquette.

"Maa, I need to talk to you."

Maya was sitting at her desk. The Elders — Ekta, Eira, Eshan — were with her. The governance meeting that happened every evening in this room, the meeting whose contents AJ had never been privy to and that always: ended when he arrived.

But this time Maya didn't dismiss the Elders. She looked at AJ. Then at the Elders. Then back at AJ.

"Sit down, beta," she said.

The tone. Not the warm tone of his mother — the official tone. The tone of the Godmother of Devlok. The tone that carried: authority and: weight and: the specific gravity of someone about to say something they'd been holding for: seventeen years.

AJ sat on the velvet sofa. Sid hovered at the window — uncertain whether he was: invited.

"Sid can stay," Maya said, without being: asked. The omniscience of a mother who knew her son's friends before her son: introduced them.

"Maa, I've seen something. On Earth. Harini and Jai — the humans I watch — they've created something. A formula. An injection based on the golden ratio that restructures human faces to match phi. And when it works — Maa, when it works, the human's light: triples. Their self-belief ignites and their light — the light that only we can see — it: blazes."

Maya was still. The specific stillness that AJ had learned to: read. The stillness that meant she was not: surprised.

"You already know," AJ said.

"I've known since the day you were born," said Maya.

The room. The air in the room: changed. The way air changes before a storm — not the temperature or the pressure but the: quality. The quality of air that is about to carry: truth.

"Show him," said Ekta. The Elder who had been asking Maya to do this for: seventeen years.

Maya stood. She walked to the door of her room — not the main door but the: other door. The door that AJ had never seen her: open. The door that connected Maya's personal room to: the out-of-bounds room.

She placed her hand on the door. The gold light — the permanent gold light that had glowed from behind this door for as long as AJ could remember — intensified. The light responding to Maya's: touch. The light that was: alive.

The door opened.

 * 

The out-of-bounds room was: not a room.

It was: a space. A space that existed between dimensions — between Devlok and Earth, between the pari realm and the human realm, between what was: visible and what was: true. The walls were not walls but: light. Gold light. The light that AJ had seen as an infant, the light that he'd had vague flashbacks of — warmth that was not temperature but: presence.

In the centre of the space: a projection. Not a hologram — something more: fundamental. A visual representation of: Earth. Not a globe — a living map. Every human on Earth represented by: a point of light. Eight billion points. Some bright, some dim, some: dark. The lights pulsing, shifting, the living portrait of humanity's: emotional state.

"This is the Drishti," said Maya. "The vision. The instrument that the first pariyan created to: watch over humans. Every point of light is: a human. The brightness of each point corresponds to the human's: self-belief."

AJ stared. Eight billion lights. The pattern was: not random. The brightest lights clustered around: certain areas. Communities. Families. The places where humans loved each other and where that love produced: belief. The dimmest lights were: isolated. Single points surrounded by: darkness. The humans who had no one. The humans whose self-belief had been: extinguished.

"Watch," said Maya.

She gestured at the projection. The view zoomed — not geographically but: temporally. AJ was seeing the past. The lights moving backward through: time. Decades. Centuries. The pattern: changing. The average brightness of the eight billion lights was: decreasing. Year by year. Century by century. The humans were: dimming.

"The lights are getting: darker," AJ whispered.

"Yes," said Maya. "For the last three centuries — since your grandfather's death — the average human light has been: declining. The Rakshas influence — Vantara's legacy — has been winning. Not through war. Through: culture. The culture of comparison. The culture of inadequacy. The culture that tells every human they are not: enough. The culture that dims: light."

"Social media," said Sid. "Fairness creams. Instagram filters. The whole: machine."

"All of it," said Maya. "The Rakshas pariyan don't operate through armies anymore. They operate through: influence. They whisper into the culture — the whisper that says: you are not beautiful, you are not enough, you need: more. And the humans believe it because the humans cannot: see their own light. They cannot see that they are: already bright. And because they can't see it, they believe: the whisper."

"And the formula," said AJ. "Harini's formula. When it worked on Sanjana — her light tripled."

"Yes," said Maya. "The golden-ratio injection has the potential to: reverse the decline. Not by making humans beautiful — by making humans believe they are: beautiful. And belief produces: light."

"So it's: good," said AJ. "The formula is: good."

Maya looked at him. The look of a mother who was about to deliver: the complication.

"The formula is: good. But the formula is also: dangerous. Because the formula was not: invented by humans alone."

"What do you mean?"

"Your grandfather. Before he died. In the last moments of his life — in the foyer of Fergusson College while the Navratri celebration continued inside — your grandfather did something. He planted: a seed. Not a physical seed. A mathematical seed. He placed the golden-ratio formula — the specific sequence of numbers that would, three centuries later, become the injection — into the human world. He placed it in the mind of a mathematician. A mathematician named: Meera."

"Harini's father," AJ said.

"Yes. Your grandfather planted the formula in Meera's mind the way a gardener plants a seed — not knowing when it would: bloom. Meera received the formula as: inspiration. He didn't know where it came from. He thought it was: his own idea. He spent decades developing the theory, publishing papers, building the mathematical framework that Dr. Subramaniam is now turning into: reality."

"And then Meera disappeared."

Maya's face: changed. The composure that she had maintained through seventeen years of governance, through the death of her father, through the raising of a son with a broken wing — the composure: cracked. Just slightly. Just enough for AJ to see: the pain beneath.

"Meera didn't disappear. Meera was: taken. By the Rakshas. By Vantara's successors. Because they discovered what Meera was carrying — the formula that could reverse three centuries of: dimming. The formula that could undo: everything the Rakshas had built."

"Is Meera alive?"

"I don't know," said Maya. "But the formula is: here. In Harini. In the research. The seed that your grandfather planted has: grown. And now — now the question is: what happens when it blooms?"

"It saves the humans," said AJ.

"It saves the humans. Or it: destroys them. Because the Rakshas know about the formula now. They took Meera to: stop it. They failed — because the formula had already been: shared. It was in Harini. In Dr. Subramaniam. In the research. The seed had: already spread. And now the Rakshas will do everything they can to: corrupt it."

"Corrupt it how?"

"By turning beauty into: weapon. By ensuring that the formula doesn't: liberate but: enslaves. By making humans dependent on the injection the way they're already dependent on: filters and creams and the machine of inadequacy. If the Rakshas can control the formula, they can control: human beauty. And controlling beauty means controlling: light."

AJ stood. The velvet sofa. The gold room. The eight billion lights dimming on the projection. His grandfather's seed. Harini's father taken. The formula as: salvation or weapon.

"What do I do?" he asked.

Maya looked at her son. The son with the broken wing. The son who loved humans more than any pari she had ever: known. The son whose wing she could heal with: one touch but: wouldn't.

"The reason I never healed your wing," she said, "is because your wing is: the key."

"The key to: what?"

"To the out-of-bounds room. To the Drishti. To the connection between the pari realm and the human realm. Your broken wing — the wing that your grandfather damaged in the war — is: a bridge. A bridge between our world and: theirs. If I healed your wing, you would become: a normal pari. Immortal. Complete. But you would lose: the bridge. You would lose the ability to: feel what humans feel. To see their light the way: they could see it — if they only: believed."

"My broken wing is: a gift," AJ said. Not a question. A: realisation. The realisation that seventeen years of: limitation had been seventeen years of: preparation.

"Your grandfather's last gift," said Maya. "He didn't just plant the formula in Meera's mind. He planted: the bridge in your wing. So that when the formula bloomed — when the humans needed a pari who could: understand them — there would be: you."

AJ looked at the eight billion lights. The lights that were: dimming. The lights that the formula could: save. The lights that the Rakshas would: try to control.

"I need to go back to Earth," he said.

"I know," said Maya. "But this time — this time you're not going: alone."


  
    Chapter 13: The Battle for Beauty

    
    
  
  AJ descended to Earth with an army.

Not the army of the old wars — not the arrow-carrying, wing-formation army that his grandfather had commanded. A new army. Twenty pariyan, hand-selected by Maya, each carrying a specific skill: surveillance, energy shielding, communication, healing. And Sid — always Sid — flying beside AJ with the steady presence that had become: essential.

Madhuri flew point. The female pari who had met AJ on his first Mumbai trip was, it turned out, Devlok's best reconnaissance operative. She could detect Rakshas presence from: miles away. The detection was: biological — Rakshas pariyan emitted a frequency that Devlok pariyan could feel in their: teeth. A low vibration. The vibration of: malice.

"They're already here," Madhuri said as they descended through the clouds above Bengaluru.

The vibration was: present. Faint but unmistakable. Rakshas pariyan had found Dr. Subramaniam's lab. They had found: the formula.

"How many?" asked AJ.

"Eight. Maybe ten. Hovering around the IISc campus. They haven't entered the lab yet — they're: watching."

"The way we watch."

"Not the way we watch. We watch to: protect. They watch to: control."

 * 

The second trial was happening today.

Three new subjects — all women, all Indian, all carrying the specific damage that a culture of comparison had: inflicted. A software engineer from Whitefield who had been told by her mother-in-law that she was "not pretty enough for our family." A college student from Jayanagar whose Instagram was a gallery of filtered versions of a face she couldn't stand: unfiltered. A retired schoolteacher from Malleswaram who had spent forty years avoiding mirrors.

Harini administered the injections herself — Dr. Subramaniam had trained her, and her hands were: steady. The mathematician's hands. The hands that held a syringe with the same precision that they held: a pen.

Jai managed the subjects — the human side. Explaining the process. Managing expectations. Holding the hand of the retired teacher who was: trembling. Not from the injection — from: hope. The specific trembling that occurs when a person who has given up on something is offered: another chance.

"You're going to be fine, Aunty," Jai said. The Aunty that Indian culture used for: every older woman. The word that carried: respect and warmth and the specific familiarity that made strangers feel like: family.

"I'm not scared of the injection, beta," the teacher said. "I'm scared of: looking. Of seeing myself after. What if it doesn't: change anything? What if I still see: the same face?"

"You'll see yourself," Jai said. "The version of yourself that was always: there."

AJ watched from the ventilation grate. Beside him: Sid. Outside the lab: Madhuri and the Devlok team, forming a perimeter around the building. The Rakshas pariyan were: closer now. Eight of them, hovering near the campus boundary, their presence creating: a disturbance. Not visible — felt. The trees near them seemed: less green. The air seemed: heavier. The specific effect that Rakshas presence had on: the physical world.

"They're probing," Madhuri reported through the pari communication network — the biological frequency that connected all Devlok pariyan. "Testing the perimeter. They haven't breached yet."

"Hold position," AJ said. The command that surprised: himself. He was not a commander. He had no assigned humans, no military training, no: authority. But the command came from: somewhere. From the part of him that was: Akshar's grandson. The part that carried three centuries of leadership in his: blood.

Inside the lab, the injections were: complete. Six weeks. Six weeks of waiting while the formula worked at the cellular level, restructuring proportions, shifting faces toward: phi.

"We need to protect this lab for six weeks," AJ said. "The Rakshas will try to: intervene. To corrupt the formula before the results prove it: works."

"How do they corrupt it?" Sid asked.

"The same way they corrupt everything. By: whispering. By planting doubt. By finding someone inside the project and making them: afraid. Fear is their weapon. Fear dims: light."

 * 

The whisper came on: day nineteen.

Not to Harini — Harini was: impervious to doubt. Her mathematics was: her armour. Numbers didn't: doubt. Numbers: were.

Not to Dr. Subramaniam — the professor was: too experienced, too anchored in: evidence.

The whisper came to: Jai.

It came at 3 AM — the specific hour that the Rakshas had always favoured. The hour when human resistance was: lowest. The hour that the pari school had taught was: dangerous. Jai was sleeping in the small Bengaluru flat they'd rented for the trial period — a one-bedroom in Koramangala with a mattress on the floor and a kitchen that consisted of: a gas stove and a hope.

The whisper entered his: dream.

You're a fraud. You don't understand the science. You're just the pretty face with the curls and the smile. Harini is the brain. Dr. Subramaniam is the scientist. What are you? The salesman. The boy who borrowed pens. The boy whose father is never home and whose mother is disappointed in everyone. You add: nothing. When this works — and it will work — they won't need: you. They'll replace you with someone who understands: numbers. You're decoration. You're the golden ratio applied to the: team — the part that looks right but adds: no substance.

Jai woke up sweating. The Koramangala flat was: dark. The street outside was: silent — Bengaluru's 3 AM silence, the silence that existed between the last auto-rickshaw going home and the first one: leaving.

The whisper had: landed. Not as a thought that Jai recognised as: external. As a thought that felt: his own. The specific cruelty of the Rakshas technique — the whisper that didn't announce itself as: attack but disguised itself as: insight. The whisper that said: this is what you've always known about yourself but been too afraid to: admit.

Jai lay on the mattress. The mattress on the floor of a Koramangala flat where two teenagers were trying to change the definition of beauty for eight billion humans. And the thought in his head was: you are not: enough.

AJ felt it.

The broken wing — the bridge between the pari realm and the human realm — vibrated. The vibration that AJ had never felt before. A new frequency. The frequency of: a human AJ loved being attacked by a Rakshas whisper.

"Sid," AJ said, waking his friend in Devlok. "Something's wrong with Jai."

They descended. Fast — faster than AJ's wing should allow. The urgency overriding: safety. They found Jai's flat — the small window, the dark room, the boy on the mattress: awake and: dimming.

AJ could see it. Jai's light — which had been growing over the past six months, growing as the project gave him: purpose — was: fading. The Rakshas whisper was: working. The doubt was: spreading. The light was: going out.

"I can't fix this from outside," AJ said. "He can't see me. He can't hear me. I can't: reach him."

"The bridge," said Sid. "Your wing. Maya said it was a bridge."

"I don't know how to use it."

"Try."

AJ closed his eyes. He held his broken wing out — the wing that ached, the wing that limited him, the wing that was: a gift. He pressed the wing against the window of Jai's flat — the glass cold against the damaged feathers — and he: reached.

Not physically. Not through language or touch or any sense that humans: recognised. Through the bridge. Through the connection that his grandfather had built into the broken wing — the connection between a pari who could feel what humans felt and a human who was: suffering.

AJ pushed: one thought through the bridge.

You are not decoration. You are not the salesman. You are the person who walked into a library because a girl intrigued you. You are the person who said "we" when she had only ever known "I." You are the person who held a trembling woman's hand and said "you'll see yourself." You are not: nothing. You are the reason the formula has a: future. Because science without a voice is: silence. And you are: the voice.

Jai didn't hear: words. He heard: feeling. A warmth that entered the room through the window — through the closed, cold, 3 AM window — and that settled on his chest like: a hand. The feeling that someone was: watching. Not surveilling. Watching with: love. The feeling that he was: not alone.

The Rakshas whisper: retreated. Not defeated — retreated. The way darkness retreats when a single lamp is: lit. Not destroyed. Pushed back. Made: smaller.

Jai's light: steadied. Not tripled — steadied. The dimming: stopped. The boy on the mattress: breathed. And the breath carried: the beginning of belief returning.

AJ collapsed on the windowsill. The bridge had: cost him. The energy that the broken wing used to bridge the realms was: enormous. More than flying. More than the sixty-two-mile descent. The bridge between feeling and feeling was: the most expensive thing a pari could: do.

"We need to get you back," Sid said.

"Not yet," AJ whispered. "Not until I know he's: okay."

They waited. On the windowsill of a Koramangala flat, in the 3 AM silence of Bengaluru, a pari with a broken wing and his best friend waited until the boy inside: fell asleep. Until the light: held. Until the whisper was: gone.

Then they flew home.


  
    Chapter 14: The Blooming

    
    
  
  The six-week results were: undeniable.

All three subjects — the software engineer, the college student, the retired schoolteacher — returned to Dr. Subramaniam's lab, and each one produced the same reaction in every person who saw them. Not the gasp of shock that cosmetic surgery produced — the gasp of: recognition. The reaction that said: oh, there you are. You were always: there.

The software engineer from Whitefield — Priya — walked into the lab and her mother-in-law, who had accompanied her (uninvited, naturally, because Indian mothers-in-law operated on the assumption that every event in their children's lives required their: presence), stopped mid-sentence. The mid-sentence stop of a woman who had spent years cataloguing her daughter-in-law's inadequacies and who was now encountering: evidence that her catalogue was wrong.

"You look..." the mother-in-law began.

"Like myself," Priya finished.

The college student — Deepa — had stopped using filters on her Instagram three weeks into the trial. Not because anyone told her to — because the filters had started looking: wrong. Her unfiltered face had become more balanced than the filtered version. The algorithm's approximation of beauty was: crude compared to phi's: precision.

And the retired schoolteacher — Kamala Aunty — had looked in a mirror for the first time in: fifteen years. She had stood in her bathroom in Malleswaram, looked at her reflection, and: smiled. The smile of a woman who had spent forty years avoiding her own: face and who now found it: worth seeing.

"The data is: conclusive," Dr. Subramaniam told Harini and Jai in the lab, the six-week results spread across the table in graphs and measurements and the cold, beautiful precision of: numbers. "Golden-ratio restructuring works consistently across all subjects. Side effects: minimal. Duration: appears permanent — the cellular restructuring is self-sustaining."

"Permanent," Jai repeated.

"Permanent. Once the proportions reach phi, the cellular structure: maintains. The body recognises phi as: optimal and preserves it. The way the body preserves other optimal states — temperature, blood pH, hydration. Phi becomes: homeostasis."

Harini sat with her notebook. The notebook that had started in the back row of Sharma Ma'am's class and that now contained: the research that would change human beauty. She wrote down the results — meticulously, the handwriting angular and precise, the mathematical verification running in her mind as she: recorded.

"We're ready for wider trials," she said. "Twenty subjects. Diverse demographics — age, gender, skin type, ethnicity."

"And after that?" asked Jai.

"After that," said Harini, looking up from the notebook, "we go to: market."

 * 

The wider trials took three months. Twenty subjects — selected from across India, because India's demographic diversity meant that proving the formula worked in India proved it worked: everywhere. The subjects ranged from nineteen to seventy-two. Men and women. Dark skin and lighter skin. Faces that had been called beautiful and faces that had been called: everything else.

Every single subject responded. Every single subject's proportions shifted toward phi. Every single subject's reaction was: the same. Not I look different. But: I look like myself.

Jai built the website. Not himself — he hired a designer (Mohit's cousin, who worked in Hinjewadi's tech corridor and who charged: friends-and-family rates). The website was: clean. Not the flashy aesthetic of existing beauty companies — no before-and-after photos designed to: shame. No promises of transformation. Just: mathematics. The golden ratio explained. The science presented. The results documented. And a single button: Begin your journey to phi.

The media found them. Of course the media found them — two teenage entrepreneurs from Pune with a revolutionary beauty injection developed at IISc. The story was: irresistible. Indian teenagers. Mathematical beauty. The golden ratio. The disappeared father whose research had made it: possible.

The headlines ran across every Indian news channel:

"Class XII Students Create Beauty Formula Based on Ancient Mathematics"

"The Golden Ratio Injection: Pune Teens Say Beauty Is a Number"

"IISc Professor and Two Teenagers Claim They Can Make Anyone Beautiful"

And from the English-language channels that tried harder to be: cynical:

"Is This the End of the Beauty Industry as We Know It?"

Harini refused all interviews. Her face would not be: the brand. Her mathematics would be: the brand. Jai did every interview — the curls, the grin, the Hindi-English code-switching that made him: relatable to every demographic. The boy who couldn't eat canteen dal was now sitting on national television explaining the golden ratio to Arnab Goswami, who was: shouting.

"BUT HOW CAN BEAUTY BE A NUMBER?" Arnab demanded, as Arnab demanded: everything.

"Because it is," said Jai. With the specific calm that he had learned from Harini — the calm that came from: certainty. "Beauty is 1.618. It always has been. We just: proved it."

The first commercial doses were manufactured in Dr. Subramaniam's lab — scaled up with funding from an angel investor that Jai had charmed at a Bengaluru startup event. The investor was: an IIT alumnus who had made crores in SaaS and who was looking for: his next impossible thing. Jai gave him: impossible.

The first hundred commercial clients received their injections over: two weeks. The results were: consistent. The reviews were: overwhelming. Not the reviews of people who had bought a: product but the reviews of people who had been: freed.

"I don't look different. I look like who I was supposed to: be."

"My daughter asked me why I was smiling at my reflection. I told her: because I can finally see: myself."

"I spent twenty lakhs on cosmetic procedures before this. None of them made me feel like: me. This did."

The formula — Harini's formula, Akshar's seed, Meera's legacy — had: bloomed.

 * 

AJ watched the bloom from: above.

From the Drishti — the projection in the out-of-bounds room — he could see the: lights. The individual points of light on Earth that represented: human self-belief. And in Bengaluru, in Pune, in Mumbai, in the cities where the first clients had received the injection — the lights were: brightening.

Not dramatically — not the surge that Sanjana's single injection had produced. But: measurably. Steadily. The way dawn brightens — not with a switch but with: gradient. The slow, certain brightening that preceded: day.

"It's working," AJ said.

Maya stood beside him in the golden room. The eight billion lights on the Drishti — and among them, the hundred new points that were: brighter. A hundred humans who had received the formula and who now: believed.

"A hundred," said Maya. "Out of eight billion. The dawn is: beginning."

"But the Rakshas — "

"The Rakshas are: watching. They haven't moved yet. They're: calculating."

"What are they calculating?"

"How to turn the dawn into: darkness," said Maya. "They always do. Every light the pariyan kindle, the Rakshas try to: extinguish. This time will be: no different."

AJ looked at the Drishti. The hundred brightening lights among eight billion dimming ones. The formula that his grandfather had planted three centuries ago, finally: blooming. The humans beginning to: see themselves.

"I won't let them," AJ said.

Maya looked at her son. The broken wing folded against his body. The green eyes of his grandfather. The love for humans that exceeded anything she had seen in: three centuries of governance.

"I know you won't," she said. "That's why he chose: you."


  
    Chapter 15: The Rakshas Move

    
    
  
  The attack came not as: violence but as: business.

A pharmaceutical company — Zenith Cosmeceuticals, headquartered in Gurgaon, with offices in seventeen countries and a market capitalisation of forty-two thousand crores — approached Dr. Subramaniam with: an offer. Not a hostile offer. A polite offer. The offer that Indian corporate power made when it wanted to: acquire. The offer wrapped in: handshakes and: NDAs and: the specific language of partnership that actually meant: absorption.

"We'd like to license the golden-ratio technology," said the Zenith representative. His name was Vikram Malhotra. He wore a suit that cost more than Harini's annual school fees. He sat in Dr. Subramaniam's lab on a chair designed for: students and managed to make it look like: a throne.

"License," said Dr. Subramaniam.

"Exclusive license. We handle manufacturing, distribution, regulatory compliance. You handle research. We pay: royalties. Everyone wins."

"What royalties?" asked Jai. Who had not been invited to the meeting but who had: appeared. The way Jai appeared at every meeting that involved: money.

"Standard industry rates. Eight per cent of net revenue."

"Eight per cent," Jai repeated. The repetition that meant: calculation. "Your company made fourteen thousand crores in revenue last year. If this product captures even five per cent of the global cosmetics market — which is a nine lakh crore market — that's forty-five thousand crores. Eight per cent of that is: three thousand six hundred crores. For us. And for you: forty-one thousand four hundred crores. That's: not partnership. That's: theft."

Vikram Malhotra looked at the teenager who had just performed revenue arithmetic that would have taken his CFO: a spreadsheet. The specific look of a corporate executive encountering: competence in an unexpected: package.

"The percentage is negotiable," said Vikram.

"The percentage is: irrelevant," said Harini. Who had been silent. Who was now: not. "Because we're not licensing. We're not partnering. This formula was developed at IISc, with public research funding, by a team that includes: me. I'm seventeen. I can't sign a licensing agreement with a company worth forty-two thousand crores. And even if I could — I: wouldn't."

"May I ask: why?"

"Because your company sells: Fair & Glow. Your flagship product. A fairness cream that has been telling Indian women for thirty years that dark skin is: a problem. Your entire business model is built on: making people feel inadequate. And this formula does: the opposite. This formula makes people feel: whole. Why would I give a weapon of: liberation to a company that profits from: shame?"

The lab was: silent. The silence of a seventeen-year-old girl who had just told a forty-two-thousand-crore company to: leave.

Vikram Malhotra stood. Adjusted his suit. Smiled — the specific smile of a man who had been: declined before and who knew that: decline was: temporary.

"Think about it," he said. "The offer stands."

He left.

 * 

AJ saw what the humans in the room could not: see.

Vikram Malhotra's light was: absent. Not dim — absent. The specific absence that indicated a human who was not operating on: their own volition. A human who was: being whispered to. A human whose decisions were: not entirely their own.

"He's controlled," AJ said to Sid. "The Rakshas are using him."

"Using him: how?"

"The way they always use humans. By finding someone whose self-interest aligns with: their agenda and then: amplifying. Malhotra wants the formula because it's: profitable. The Rakshas want the formula because it's: dangerous — to them. If Zenith acquires the formula, the Rakshas can control how it's distributed. They can modify it. Add: a dependency. Make the injection temporary instead of permanent. Make humans need: repeated doses. Turn liberation into: addiction."

"Like the beauty industry already: works," said Sid.

"Exactly like the beauty industry already works. The Rakshas didn't create the beauty industry — they: shaped it. They ensured that every beauty product required: repurchase. That every solution was: temporary. That the cycle of inadequacy and temporary fix and: return to inadequacy would: continue forever. And now they want to do the same thing to: the formula."

"But Harini said: no."

"Harini said no. Today. But the Rakshas won't: stop. They'll find another way. A different pressure point. They always: do."

 * 

The pressure came from: three directions.

First: regulatory. The CDSCO — Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation — sent a notice to Dr. Subramaniam requesting that all trials be halted pending a "safety review." The notice was: standard procedure. But the timing was: suspicious. The notice arrived three days after Harini rejected Zenith's offer. And the CDSCO official who signed the notice was: married to Zenith's head of regulatory affairs.

"Coincidence," said Dr. Subramaniam. With the tone that meant: not coincidence.

Second: academic. A paper appeared in the Indian Journal of Cosmetic Dermatology — a paper authored by three professors at AIIMS Delhi — challenging the theoretical basis of golden-ratio facial restructuring. The paper argued that phi-based proportional adjustment was "mathematically unsound" and "biologically implausible." The paper cited: zero data. Because there was zero data: against the formula.

"They're manufacturing doubt," said Harini. Reading the paper at 2 AM in her Pune hostel room, the equations illuminated by the blue light of her: laptop. "This paper is: garbage. The mathematical analysis is: wrong. I can disprove every claim in: ten minutes."

"They don't need the paper to be: right," said Jai. On the phone from Bengaluru where he was managing the regulatory crisis. "They need the paper to: exist. So that when journalists write about the formula, they can quote 'concerns raised by AIIMS professors.' The doubt doesn't need to be: real. It needs to be: visible."

Third: personal. Harini's mother — who had been silent about her daughter's research, who had maintained the specific silence of a woman whose husband disappeared and who did not want to think about: why — called Harini.

"Harini, I'm asking you to: stop."

"Stop: what, Amma?"

"The formula. The injection. All of it. Your father — " The pause. The pause that contained: everything Harini's mother had never said about the night Meera Raj didn't come home. "Your father was researching: the same thing. And he: disappeared. Do you understand what I'm telling you? The same research. And he: disappeared."

"I know, Amma."

"You: know? You know and you're still — Harini, beta, I already lost: your father. I cannot lose: you."

The phone call. The 2 AM phone call from a mother who had been: silent for years and who was now: speaking because her daughter was walking the same path that had: swallowed her husband. The specific fear that transcended: logic. The fear that said: I don't care if the formula works. I don't care if it saves the world. I care if it takes: my daughter.

Harini held the phone. The blue light of the laptop. The paper that she could disprove in ten minutes. The regulatory notice that was blocking their trials. The corporate offer that she had: rejected. And now: her mother's voice. Asking her to: stop.

"Amma," Harini said. "Papa didn't disappear because the formula was: dangerous. He disappeared because it was: important. And I am: not stopping."

She hung up. Not cruelly — gently. The specific gentleness of a daughter who loved her mother and who was: choosing the formula anyway. The choice that would: haunt her. Because every choice that mattered: did.


  
    Chapter 16: The Confrontation

    
    
  
  The Rakshas came for AJ on a Tuesday.

Not the dramatic arrival of ancient pari warfare — no formations, no darkened skies, no: theatre. Three Rakshas pariyan appeared at the border of Devlok's eastern boundary where AJ was sitting alone, watching the Drishti's projection through the portable viewer Maya had given him. Three figures. Dark-winged — not the gold of Devlok pariyan but the deep indigo of Rakshas, the colour that existed between midnight and: nothingness.

The leader was called: Tamas. Not a name chosen — a name: earned. Tamas meant darkness in Sanskrit, and this pari had spent centuries: earning it. He was old — older than Maya, perhaps older than Akshar had been — and his face carried the specific beauty that Rakshas pariyan possessed: the beauty of a knife. Sharp. Perfect. And designed to: cut.

"Akshar's grandson," Tamas said. His voice was: pleasant. The pleasantness that predators used when they wanted their prey to: relax. "I've been wanting to meet you for: seventeen years."

"Since I was born," AJ said.

"Since you were: made. Born implies an accident. You were: designed. Akshar designed you — the broken wing, the bridge, the specific configuration that would allow a pari to feel what humans: feel. He spent his last moments building: you. And now here you are. Sitting at the border of Devlok. Watching a projection of: human lights. Caring about creatures who will die in: eighty years while you live: forever."

"I don't live forever. My wing is: broken."

"Yes. The bridge. Your mother told you about: that. The bridge that connects you to human feeling. The bridge that costs: immortality."

AJ went still. The specific stillness that his mother had when she was: processing. Maya had not told him that part. The bridge cost: immortality? The broken wing that allowed him to feel what humans felt — that connection came at the price of: eternal life?

"She didn't tell you," Tamas observed. The observation delivered with: pleasure. The pleasure of revealing a truth that a mother had: hidden. "The bridge works in both directions, AJ. It allows you to feel human emotions — but it also makes you: partly human. And humans are: mortal. The more you use the bridge — the more you reach through your broken wing to touch human hearts — the more mortal you: become."

"You're lying."

"I'm the only one who's: told you the truth. Your mother kept this from you. Your grandfather designed you as: a sacrifice. A pari who would give up immortality to: save humans. Does that sound like: love to you? Or does it sound like: a man who valued eight billion strangers over his own: grandson?"

The words hit. Not because AJ believed them — because they contained: enough truth to: wound. Akshar had designed the bridge. Maya had hidden the cost. The broken wing was: a gift that carried: a price. And the price was: everything a pari had that a human: didn't.

"What do you want?" AJ asked.

"I want: the formula. Not to destroy it — to: improve it. Your grandfather planted a seed in a mathematician's mind. A good seed. A seed that produces: beauty. But the seed is: incomplete. The formula makes humans beautiful — but it doesn't make them: dependent. It doesn't make them: return. It doesn't create: a market. And without a market, the formula dies. It helps a few hundred people and then: fades. Because humans don't sustain: what they can't sell."

"You want to make the injection: temporary."

"I want to make the injection: sustainable. Permanent beauty is: a one-time sale. Temporary beauty is: a subscription. And subscriptions: survive. The beauty industry is worth nine lakh crores because it sells: temporary. If we make the golden-ratio injection temporary — if we make humans return every six months for: maintenance — then the formula doesn't just survive. It: thrives. It reaches not a hundred people but: eight billion."

"And they become: dependent."

"They become: customers. Which is: the same thing. But also: served. A human who receives the injection every six months is a human who maintains: phi. Who maintains: beauty. Who maintains: self-belief. The light you care about — the light that your grandfather died to protect — stays: lit. Not because the human: freed themselves but because they: subscribe to freedom. Is that: worse?"

The argument was: seductive. The specific seduction that the Rakshas had always wielded — not the seduction of obvious evil but the seduction of: reasonable alternative. The argument that said: your way is noble but impractical. My way is: both.

AJ looked at Tamas. The indigo wings. The knife-beautiful face. The three centuries of: darkness dressed in the language of: pragmatism.

"My grandfather didn't plant a seed so it could be: harvested," AJ said. "He planted it so it could: grow. And growth is: permanent. What you're proposing isn't sustainability. It's: captivity. A human who needs to return every six months isn't: free. They're: leashed. And a leash made of beauty is still: a leash."

Tamas smiled. The smile of a creature who had expected: this answer.

"Then the formula will reach: hundreds. Maybe thousands. And then: fade. Because your idealism will meet: capitalism. And capitalism: always wins."

"Not this time," said AJ.

"We'll see," said Tamas. "We'll: see."

The three Rakshas pariyan turned. Their indigo wings caught the light of Devlok's border — the light that existed at the edge between: sanctuary and: everything else. They flew into the space between the realms. The space that Rakshas occupied — not Devlok, not Earth, but: the between.

AJ sat at the border. Alone. His broken wing aching — not from flight but from: knowledge. The knowledge that the bridge cost: immortality. The knowledge that his grandfather had: designed him as a sacrifice. The knowledge that his mother had: known and: not told him.

He should have been: angry. He should have been: furious — the fury of a son who discovers that his entire life has been: engineered. That his broken wing was not: an accident but: a decision. That the limitation he'd carried for seventeen years was: deliberate.

But AJ was not: angry. Because AJ had: the bridge. And the bridge allowed him to feel what humans felt. And what humans felt — the humans he loved, the humans he watched, the humans whose lights he was dedicated to: protecting — was: mortality. Humans lived with mortality every: day. Every human woke up knowing that their time was: finite. And that knowledge — the knowledge that everything: ended — was what made humans: love so fiercely. Humans loved because time was: short. Humans created because time was: short. Humans fought for beauty and meaning and: connection because time was: short.

And now AJ was: one of them. Not fully — not yet. But: becoming. Every time he used the bridge, he became: more mortal. Every time he reached through the broken wing to touch a human heart, he traded a piece of immortality for: a piece of humanity.

And he would: do it again. Every: time.

"I would do it again," he said. To the empty border. To the space where Tamas had stood. To the grandfather who had designed him for: this. "I would do it: every time."


  
    Chapter 17: The Truth Between Mother and Son

    
    
  
  AJ found Maya in the kitchen.

Not the governance room, not the out-of-bounds room, not any of the formal spaces where the Godmother of Devlok conducted: business. The kitchen. Where Maya was making: chai. The specific chai that she made when she knew a conversation was: coming — strong, with too much ginger, the way AJ's grandfather Akshar had: liked it.

"You knew he'd come," AJ said.

"Tamas? He's been circling for: years. I'm surprised it took him this long."

"Not Tamas. You knew he'd tell me. About the: bridge. About what it costs."

Maya's hands stopped moving. The ginger — half-grated, fibrous, sharp-smelling — sat on the cutting board. The chai water bubbled on the stove. The kitchen was: warm. The warmth of a room where the most important conversations in a family: always happened.

"Sit down, AJ."

"I don't want to sit. I want to: know."

"Then stand and: know."

She turned to face him. The face that AJ had known for seventeen years — the face that was: beautiful in the way all pariyan were beautiful, but that also carried: the specific weight of a mother who had been carrying: a secret. The weight that lived in the lines around her eyes and the set of her mouth and the way her wings — golden, whole, perfect — folded against her back as if: protecting something.

"Your grandfather designed the bridge," Maya said. "Yes. He placed it in your wing during the war — in the final moments, when the Rakshas were closing in and he knew he wouldn't: survive. He had two options. Heal your wing completely — make you a normal pari with normal wings and: normal immortality. Or damage it in a specific way — a mathematical way, based on the golden ratio, the same ratio he was planting in Meera's mind — that would create: a bridge between our world and theirs."

"And he chose: the bridge."

"He chose: the future. He chose a grandson who could feel what humans felt. Who could love them not from: above — not with the distant compassion that most pariyan feel for humans — but from: inside. Who could understand their mortality because he would: share it."

"Share it. Because the bridge makes me: mortal."

"Not immediately. Gradually. Each time you use the bridge — each time you reach through the broken wing to touch a human heart — you trade: a piece of immortality. Not years — not like a countdown. More like: a colour fading. The gold of your pari nature: dims. The human in you: brightens. Eventually, if you use the bridge enough times, you will become: more human than pari. And humans: die."

"How long?"

"I don't know. It depends on how often you use it. How deeply. The time you reached Jai — when the Rakshas whispered to him — that was: deep. That cost: significantly."

"And you never told me. Seventeen years. You let me believe the broken wing was: damage. An accident. A limitation. When it was: a design. A sacrifice that Grandfather made: without asking me."

Maya's composure held. But her eyes — green, like AJ's, like Akshar's, the specific green that ran through their family like: a thread — her eyes were: wet.

"He couldn't ask you. You were: an infant. He was: dying. He had seconds to make the choice — heal your wing and give you a normal life, or break it and give you: a purpose. He chose: purpose."

"And you chose: silence."

"I chose: time. I wanted you to have: a childhood. Seventeen years of not knowing. Seventeen years of flying with Sid and watching Mumbai from rooftops and eating your grandmother's kheer and being: a boy. Because once you knew — once you understood what the bridge was and what it cost — you would: never stop using it. And every use would bring you: closer to mortality."

She was: right. AJ knew she was right because he had already: proven it. The moment he learned about the bridge, his first impulse was: to use it again. To reach through the broken wing and touch Jai's heart, Harini's heart, every human heart that needed: reaching. The impulse was: irresistible. The bridge was: addictive. Because the feeling of connecting with a human — truly connecting, not watching from a ventilation grate but: feeling what they felt — was the most profound experience AJ had ever: known.

"You're right," he said. "I would never stop."

"I know."

"And I'm: not going to stop."

"I know that: too."

"So why tell me now? Why show me the out-of-bounds room? Why let Tamas find me?"

"Because the formula has: bloomed. The seed your grandfather planted is: growing. And the Rakshas are: moving. The time for childhood is: over. You need to know what you are — what the bridge is, what it costs — so you can: choose. Fully. With all the information."

"Choose: what?"

"Choose whether to protect the humans. Not from ignorance — not from: a boy's love for the creatures he watches. But from: full knowledge. Full knowledge of what it will cost you. Full knowledge that every time you reach through the bridge, you are: dying. And then — with that knowledge — choose."

AJ looked at his mother. The kitchen. The chai boiling over — neither of them moved to adjust the flame. The ginger on the cutting board. The warmth. The truth.

"I choose: them," he said.

Maya nodded. Not the nod of a mother who was: happy. The nod of a mother who had known her son's answer before she: asked. Who had known it for: seventeen years. Who had delayed this conversation not because she doubted his answer but because she: feared it.

"Then we protect the formula," she said. "Together."

She turned back to the stove. Adjusted the flame. Finished the chai. Poured two cups — one for her, one for AJ — the ginger burning through the sweetness, the way truth: burned through love.

They drank in: silence. The silence of a mother and son who had said everything that needed to be: said. The silence that was: not empty but: full. Full of the seventeen years of childhood that were: over. Full of the mortality that was: beginning. Full of the choice that was: made.

"The chai is: too strong," AJ said.

"It's the way your grandfather liked it," Maya said.

"I know," said AJ. "It's the way I: like it too."


  
    Chapter 18: The Launch

    
    
  
  The day the formula went public, Mumbai rained.

Not the gentle drizzle of early monsoon — the full assault. The rain that turned Marine Drive into a river and Dadar station into a swimming pool and every auto-rickshaw driver into a philosopher on the futility of: tarpaulin. The rain that said: the sky has something to say and you will: listen.

Harini had chosen Mumbai for the launch — not Bengaluru where the research happened, not Pune where it began, but Mumbai. Because Mumbai was: India. The concentrated, compressed, chaotic essence of a country that contained: everything. If the formula launched in Mumbai, it launched: everywhere.

The venue was the Nehru Centre in Worli — the auditorium that had hosted Nobel laureates and Bollywood premieres and now hosted: two teenagers from Pune and a professor from Bengaluru announcing that beauty was: a number.

Jai had arranged everything. The invitations — five hundred, sent to journalists, investors, doctors, beauty industry executives, and the hundred clients who had already received the injection. The staging — minimal, because Harini refused anything that looked like: marketing. A podium. A screen. The data. The mathematics. That was: enough.

"You're sure about this?" Jai asked Harini backstage. The backstage of the Nehru Centre smelled of: old curtains and fresh flowers and the specific anxiety of people who were about to change: everything.

"I've never been more sure of anything," Harini said. The certainty that mathematics provided — the certainty that came from: proof, not belief. The certainty that was: unshakeable because it was built on: numbers.

"Your mother?"

"She called this morning. She said: 'I'm watching on TV.' She didn't say: stop."

"That's progress."

"That's: her way of saying she's proud."

 * 

AJ was in the auditorium. Not in a ventilation grate — the Nehru Centre's grates were too small even for a pari with a broken wing. He sat in the rafters. The high ceiling of the auditorium providing: cover. Beside him: Sid, Madhuri, and twelve Devlok pariyan positioned throughout the building.

Outside: the Rakshas.

Not eight anymore. Thirty. Thirty indigo-winged pariyan hovering around the Nehru Centre, their presence creating the specific disturbance that AJ had learned to: read. The trees along Worli Seaface looked: tired. The rain fell: heavier near the building. The air carried: weight.

Tamas was among them. AJ could feel him — the specific signature of the Rakshas leader, the knife-sharp presence that stood out among the thirty like: a blade among shadows.

"They're going to move during the presentation," AJ told his team through the pari network. "When the formula is announced publicly — when the data is shown and the media broadcasts it — the Rakshas will try to: disrupt."

"How?" asked Madhuri.

"I don't know. Tamas doesn't use: force. He uses: influence. He'll try to turn someone in the audience — a journalist, an investor, a doctor — into: a weapon. He'll whisper doubt. He'll whisper fear. He'll find the weakest person in the room and: break them."

"And we?"

"We shield. Every person in that auditorium — five hundred humans — we shield their light. We don't let the whisper: land."

"That's five hundred humans and twelve pariyan. The ratio is: impossible."

"Then I'll use the bridge," said AJ. "I'll extend it. Not to one person — to: everyone."

"AJ," said Sid. The voice of a friend who understood what: that meant. "Extending the bridge to five hundred people will: cost you. Significantly. You could lose: years."

"I know."

"Your mother — "

"Is downstairs. In the audience. She flew in this morning. She knows."

Sid looked at his friend. The green-eyed pari with the broken wing who had decided that five hundred human lights were worth: his own time. The specific look of a best friend who wanted to: argue and: couldn't. Because the argument had been: made and: lost the moment AJ said: "I choose them."

"Then I'm extending with you," said Sid. "My wings aren't broken but I'll fly close enough to: amplify. Whatever you push through the bridge, I'll: boost."

"Sid — "

"Shut up. We're doing this: together."

 * 

Harini took the stage at 4 PM.

The auditorium was: full. Five hundred people. Journalists from every major outlet — NDTV, Times Now, The Hindu, Mint, Economic Times. Investors — the Bengaluru angel and seven more who had smelled: opportunity. Doctors — dermatologists, cosmetic surgeons, endocrinologists. Beauty industry executives — including Vikram Malhotra from Zenith, who sat in the third row with: the smile of a man waiting for confirmation of a purchase he intended to: make.

And the hundred clients. Scattered throughout the audience. The hundred humans who had received the injection and who now carried: phi in their faces and: light in their souls.

Harini spoke for: forty-five minutes. Not a sales pitch — a lecture. The mathematical lecture that she had been rehearsing since she first discovered the golden ratio in Sharma Ma'am's class. She presented: the theory. The data. The clinical results — graphs and measurements and the cold, beautiful evidence that phi restructured human faces with: permanent effect. She presented: her father's research. The papers that Meera Raj had published before he: disappeared. The theoretical framework that she had: inherited and: completed.

She did not: perform. She did not: sell. She: proved. The way mathematicians proved. With: rigour and: evidence and: the specific beauty of a proof that left no: room for doubt.

The audience was: silent. The silence of five hundred people encountering: truth.

Then Jai took the stage. Not to: prove — to: show. He introduced the clients. One by one, the hundred people who had received the injection stood up from their seats. Not dramatically — simply. They stood and they were: visible. A hundred faces carrying phi. A hundred humans who had been told by culture and family and mirrors that they were: not enough. A hundred humans who now knew they were: perfect. Not because someone told them — because: mathematics told them. Because 1.618 told them.

The journalists' cameras: flashed. Five hundred phones: rose. The moment was: being captured from every: angle.

And that was when Tamas: moved.

 * 

AJ felt it before he saw it. The vibration — the specific frequency of Rakshas influence entering the auditorium. Not through the doors or windows — through the: air. The whisper spreading like: gas. Invisible. Odourless. The whisper that said: this is too good to be true. This is: dangerous. This is: unnatural. These people aren't beautiful — they're: modified. They're not real — they're: manufactured.

The whisper was aimed at: everyone. Not a single person — the entire: room. Tamas was broadcasting. Using the thirty Rakshas pariyan as: amplifiers. Sending the whisper through the walls of the Nehru Centre into the minds of five hundred: humans.

AJ could see the effect. The lights — the human lights that only pariyan could perceive — began to: flicker. The journalists' lights dimmed as doubt entered. The investors' lights wavered. Even the clients' lights — the hundred who knew the formula worked because they: lived it — trembled.

"Now," AJ said.

He extended his broken wing. The wing that ached. The wing that cost him: time. He opened the bridge — not to one human but to: all of them. Five hundred human hearts. Five hundred points of light. He reached through the broken wing and he: held them.

Sid flew close. His intact wings touching AJ's broken one. The amplification — the boost — adding range and strength to the bridge. Madhuri and the twelve Devlok pariyan joined — not through the bridge (they didn't have one) but through: proximity. Their presence pushing back against the Rakshas frequency, their golden light creating: interference.

AJ pushed: one feeling into five hundred hearts.

Not words. Not argument. Not proof. Feeling.

The feeling of: being seen. The feeling that someone — something — was watching you with: love. The feeling that you were not: alone in your skin. That your face, your body, your specific arrangement of: features and: proportions and: imperfections was not: a problem to be solved but a: thing to be witnessed. The feeling that beauty was: not about what you looked like but about how you felt when you were: truly seen.

The feeling that AJ had carried his entire life — the feeling of a pari who loved humans not because they were: beautiful but because they were: alive.

The Rakshas whisper: shattered. Not retreated — shattered. The difference between pushing back darkness with a lamp and: filling the room with light. The whisper couldn't survive in a room that was: flooded with the feeling of being: loved.

Five hundred lights: blazed. Not flickered — blazed. The Drishti, in the out-of-bounds room sixty-two miles above, would have shown: a supernova. A single point on Earth — the Nehru Centre, Worli, Mumbai — erupting with: light. Five hundred humans simultaneously feeling: worthy.

Harini felt it. She didn't know what it was — she was a mathematician, not a mystic — but she felt: something shift in the room. The audience's energy changed. The doubt that had been: building (she could see it in the journalists' faces, the specific squint of professional scepticism) evaporated. Replaced by: something warmer.

Jai felt it. The boy who had been whispered to at 3 AM in Koramangala — he felt the: same warmth. The warmth that had come through the window. The warmth that he now felt: filling the entire auditorium. He smiled. The smile that had started in a school canteen and that now lit up the stage of the Nehru Centre.

"This," Jai said into the microphone, looking at the hundred standing clients, looking at the five hundred watching humans, looking at the room full of: light, "is the beauty: within."

The applause began. Not polite applause — the applause that was: release. Five hundred people clapping not because they'd seen a good presentation but because they felt: something. Something they couldn't: name. Something that lived in the space between: mathematics and: meaning.

AJ collapsed in the rafters.

The bridge — extended to five hundred humans simultaneously — had: cost him. Not the gradual fading that Maya described. A: surge. A piece of his immortality: gone. Like a chunk of ice dropping from a glacier — not a slow melt but a: break. He could feel it — the gold of his pari nature: dimmer. The human in him: brighter. The mortality: closer.

Sid caught him. "AJ. AJ — stay with me."

"I'm: here," AJ whispered. "I'm: here."

He looked down at the auditorium. The five hundred lights: blazing. The formula: launched. The beauty: within — not in the injection but in the belief that the injection: enabled.

He had: saved it. And it had: cost him.

But standing in the rafters of the Nehru Centre, held by his best friend, watching five hundred humans believe they were: beautiful — AJ knew. The cost was: worth it.

Every: time.


  
    Chapter 19: The Letter

    
    
  
  Three months after the launch, the formula reached: ten thousand people.

Not the ten thousand that Tamas had predicted would be the: ceiling. Ten thousand and: growing. Because Harini had done something that the beauty industry had never: done — she had made the formula: open. Not open-source in the technology sense — open in the: human sense. The research published. The mathematics available. The injection priced at: cost. Not cost-plus-margin — cost. The actual cost of manufacturing and administering the injection, with: zero profit.

"You're insane," said the Bengaluru angel investor. Who had invested expecting: returns.

"I'm a mathematician," said Harini. "Returns are: irrelevant. Reach is: everything."

The investor withdrew. Jai found: three more. Smaller investors. Social impact investors who understood that some equations didn't include: profit. The kind of investors who existed in Bengaluru's startup ecosystem like: rare flowers — present but: precious.

Dr. Subramaniam's lab expanded. Twelve researchers. Three labs. Partnerships with hospitals in Mumbai, Delhi, Chennai, Kolkata. The formula administered by: trained dermatologists using Harini's precise protocol. No shortcuts. No dilutions. No: compromises.

And AJ watched. From above. From the Drishti in the out-of-bounds room where ten thousand lights had: brightened. Ten thousand points on Earth that were now: brighter than they had been three months ago. Ten thousand humans who had received the golden ratio and who now: believed.

The cost to AJ was: visible. Not to humans — humans couldn't see pariyan and therefore couldn't see pariyan: aging. But to Maya. To Sid. To the Devlok community who watched their Godmother's son become: slowly, irreversibly, less immortal.

His wings had: changed. The gold — the bright, pure gold that all Devlok pariyan carried — had: dimmed. Not dramatically. A shade. The shade that existed between: gold and: amber. The beginning of the fade that Maya had: warned him about.

"You used the bridge seventeen times this month," Maya said. Not accusingly — carefully. The care of a mother who was: counting.

"Seventeen humans needed: help. Seventeen lights were: flickering. I reached them."

"And each reach costs — "

"I know what it costs, Maa."

"Do you? Because you're not: eating. You're not: sleeping properly. You're becoming: more human every day. And humans need to: eat and: sleep."

It was: true. AJ had started: eating. Not the way pariyan ate — casually, socially, without: need — but the way humans ate. With: hunger. The specific, physical hunger that said: your body requires fuel. A sensation that no pari had ever: felt. Because pariyan didn't need: fuel. Pariyan were sustained by: light. But AJ's light was: fading. And as it faded, his body was: converting. Requiring what humans: required.

He ate in Maya's kitchen. Rice and dal and the sabzi that the Devlok kitchen prepared — pari food, but it tasted: different now. It tasted: necessary. The difference between eating a meal because you could and eating a meal because you would: die without it.

"I'm not going to stop," AJ said. Between bites. The specific rhythm of a conversation held over: food. The Indian rhythm. The rhythm that said: the most important things are said while: eating.

"I'm not asking you to stop. I'm asking you to: be careful."

"Careful is: not an option. The Rakshas haven't stopped. They've: adapted. Tamas isn't using whispers anymore — he's using: humans. Turning humans against the formula from: within. Social media campaigns calling the injection 'unnatural.' Religious leaders calling it 'against God's design.' Politicians calling for: regulation. The human systems of: doubt. He doesn't need the whisper when he has: Twitter."

"And you counter: all of them?"

"I counter: the ones I can reach."

 * 

The letter arrived on a Thursday.

Not a physical letter — a digital one. An email. Sent to Dr. Subramaniam's lab address. From an anonymous account. The email contained: one attachment. A PDF. Sixteen pages. Handwritten.

Dr. Subramaniam called Harini.

"You need to see this," he said. His voice was: different. The voice of a man who had spent his career in: certainty and who was now encountering: something that exceeded his: framework.

Harini took the train to Bengaluru. The Shatabdi Express — the same train, the same route, the same early-morning departure that she and Jai had taken a year ago when the formula was: a theory and the world was: smaller. Jai met her at the station. They drove to IISc. They sat in Dr. Subramaniam's office. They opened the PDF.

The handwriting was: her father's.

Harini recognised it: immediately. The angular strokes. The specific way he wrote his equations — the variables leaning left, the constants standing: upright. The handwriting that she had grown up watching across kitchen tables and blackboards and the margins of: newspapers.

The letter was: sixteen pages. Sixteen pages of mathematics and: confession. Sixteen pages written by a man who had been: taken and who had, through means the letter didn't: explain, managed to send: this.

Harini,

If you are reading this, the formula has bloomed. I planted the seed decades ago — not knowing if it would grow, not knowing who would tend it, not knowing if the mathematics would survive my: absence. But it has survived. And you have: tended it. My daughter. My mathematician. My: continuation.

I need to tell you what happened. Not because you need to know in order to continue the work — you have proven that you can continue without: answers. But because you deserve: truth.

I was taken. Not by criminals or governments or any human agency. By: creatures. Creatures that exist in a realm adjacent to ours — a realm that I have spent eleven years trying to: understand. They are called — by themselves — the Rakshas. They are ancient. They are intelligent. And they are: afraid. Afraid of the formula. Afraid of what happens when humans begin to believe they are: beautiful.

Because beauty — true beauty, mathematical beauty, the beauty of phi — is: light. And light is what these creatures: oppose. Not because they are evil — I have learned this in eleven years of: captivity. Because they believe that human light, unchecked, will: overwhelm. That if every human believes they are beautiful, the collective light will: blind. That beauty without: suffering produces: a world without: depth. They believe that the dimming they cause — the culture of inadequacy that they: whisper into existence — is: necessary. That suffering produces: meaning. That darkness makes light: valuable.

They are: wrong. But they are wrong in the way that intelligent beings are often wrong — with: reasons. With: logic. With a philosophical framework that is: coherent but: cruel.

I cannot escape. The place I am held exists: between. Between the human realm and the pari realm — yes, there are pariyan too, Harini. Creatures of light. Creatures who have been protecting humans for: centuries. Your formula was: seeded by one of them. An ancient one. His name was: Akshar. He visited me in a dream — or what I thought was a dream — and placed the golden ratio into my mind like: a garden.

The formula works because it was designed by: both realms. By human mathematics and pari: intention. It is: a collaboration between species that the Rakshas want to: prevent.

Continue the work. Make the formula permanent. Make it: free. Make it: universal. Not because beauty matters — because belief matters. And the formula gives humans: evidence for belief. Evidence that they are: worthy. Evidence that is: mathematical and therefore: unchallengeable.

I love you. I have loved you from this: between place for eleven years. I have watched you — through means I cannot explain — grow from the girl who solved puzzles at the kitchen table into the woman who is: changing the world.

Your father, Meera

Harini read the letter: three times. The first time with: shock. The second time with: grief. The third time with: the specific focus of a mathematician finding: equations in the margins that confirmed: everything.

She did not: cry. Not because she was: stoic. Because crying would: stop her. And she was: not stopping.

"He's alive," she said.

"Harini — " Jai began.

"He's alive. He mentions pariyan — creatures of light. He mentions the Rakshas. He mentions: a between place. This sounds: insane. I know it sounds insane. But the mathematics in the margins — " She pointed. The equations that her father had embedded between the confessional paragraphs. The equations that described: dimensional boundaries. Phase transitions between: realms. The mathematics of existing: between. "These equations are: real. They're consistent with quantum field theory. They describe: a space that exists between our: observable universe and: something else."

"You believe him," said Jai.

"I believe: the mathematics. And the mathematics says: my father is alive. In a space between: here and: somewhere. And if there's a space between — if the mathematics describes a: boundary — then boundaries can be: crossed."

"You want to find him."

"I want to: bring him home."

 * 

AJ read the letter through the Drishti. The projection that showed: everything. He read Meera's words — the words of a human who had been: taken by the Rakshas eleven years ago and who now understood: both realms.

"He knows about us," AJ said to Maya. "He knows about the pariyan. About Grandfather. About: everything."

"Meera was always: perceptive. Even before your grandfather planted the seed — Meera was the kind of human who looked at the world and saw: more. That's why Akshar chose him."

"And now Harini wants to find him."

"She can't find him. The between — the space where the Rakshas hold their prisoners — is: inaccessible to humans."

"But not to pariyan."

"No. Not to pariyan."

"Then I'll go."

Maya looked at her son. The amber wings. The green eyes. The boy who was: becoming mortal for the humans he: loved. And who now wanted to enter the most dangerous space in: existence — the between, where the Rakshas were: strongest — to rescue a human he had never: met.

"You'll die," she said. Simply. The simplicity of a mother stating: fact.

"Maybe. But Meera is alive. Harini's father is: alive. And he's alive because he carried the formula — the seed that Grandfather planted. He's alive because: of us. The least I can do is: try."

"The least you can do is: live."

"Living without: trying is: not living. You taught me that, Maa."

Maya closed her eyes. The gold room. The Drishti showing eight billion lights. Ten thousand brightening. One — Meera's — flickering in: the between.

"Then you don't go alone," she said. "And you don't go: unprepared."


  
    Chapter 20: The Between

    
    
  
  The between was: nothing.

Not darkness — darkness was: something. Not silence — silence was: something. The between was the absence of: everything that made reality: real. No light. No sound. No temperature. No smell. No gravity. No direction. No up or down or left or right. Just: space. Infinite space that contained: nothing.

AJ entered it through the border of Devlok — the same eastern boundary where Tamas had found him. The boundary that existed between the pari realm and: everything else. Maya had given him: coordinates. Not physical coordinates — dimensional ones. The mathematical description of where the Rakshas held their prisoners, expressed in equations that only a pari who understood: both realms could navigate.

Sid flew beside him. Not because Sid could navigate the between — because Sid refused to let AJ: go alone. The stubbornness of friendship expressed as: presence in the void.

"Can you feel: anything?" Sid asked. His voice was: wrong in the between. Flattened. As if the space itself was: absorbing sound before it could: reach.

"I feel: the bridge," AJ said. His broken wing — the wing that cost him immortality — was: the only thing that functioned in the between. Because the bridge existed between: realms. It was: designed for this space. The broken wing that had been a limitation in Devlok and on Earth was: an advantage in the between. The specific design that Akshar had: engineered.

AJ followed the bridge. Not toward a location — toward: a feeling. The feeling of a human. Meera Raj. The mathematician who had been taken eleven years ago. Who had sent a letter through means unknown. Who was: somewhere in this nothing, holding onto sanity through: mathematics.

The bridge pulled. AJ's wing: screamed. The pain was: different here. On Earth, the bridge felt like heat — the heat of connection, the warmth of: reaching. In the between, the bridge felt like: cold. The cold of reaching into: nothing and finding: something.

"There," AJ said.

A point. A single point of light in the infinite: nothing. Not bright — flickering. The specific flicker of a human light that had been burning for eleven years without: fuel. Without love or connection or: the presence of another soul. A light that was: almost out.

They flew toward it. The distance was: meaningless in the between — there was no distance, only: intention. They intended to reach the light and the light: allowed them.

 * 

Meera Raj was: alive.

Barely. The man sat cross-legged on: nothing. Suspended in the between with no floor or walls or ceiling. Just: space. And in his lap: papers. Hundreds of pages of handwritten mathematics. The work of eleven years. The equations that described everything he had: learned about the space that held him.

He looked: old. Not the age of eleven years passing — the age of eleven years: alone. The specific aging that solitude produced. The gray in his hair. The lines in his face. The eyes that had adjusted to: nothing and that now struggled with: the light of two pariyan approaching.

"You're: real," Meera said. Not with surprise — with: relief. The specific relief of a man who had been talking to: himself for eleven years and who was now encountering: someone.

"My name is AJ," said AJ. "I'm — "

"Akshar's grandson. I know. He told me — in the dream. Before I was: taken. He said: 'My grandson will come.' I didn't believe him. I didn't believe: any of it. But I kept the mathematics. Because mathematics is: true whether you believe: or not."

"Your daughter sent us. Harini."

Meera's face: changed. The face that had been set in the expression of: survival — the flat, controlled expression of a person managing: existence — softened. The softening that a father's face performed when someone said his daughter's: name.

"Is she: well?"

"She's: extraordinary. She completed your research. The golden-ratio formula — it works. It's been administered to ten thousand people. It's: changing the world."

Meera closed his eyes. The papers in his lap — eleven years of mathematics — rustled in: nothing. In the between, there was no wind. But the papers: moved. As if the mathematics itself was: responding to the news that it had been: completed.

"She always was: smarter than me," Meera said. "Even as a child. She'd look at my equations and: correct them. Six years old and she'd say: 'Papa, that variable should be: negative.' And she was: right."

"We're taking you home," said AJ.

"You can't. The between is: sealed. The Rakshas — they maintain the boundary. No one enters or leaves without: their permission."

"Then we leave without: their permission."

"AJ," said Sid. The warning in his voice — the specific warning of a friend who could see what AJ was: planning. "If you use the bridge to open a path through the between — if you bridge the gap between here and Earth — it will cost you: everything. Not a piece. Not a shade. Everything."

"I know."

"You'll become: human. Fully. Mortal. You'll lose your wings. You'll lose: Devlok. You'll lose: us."

"I know."

"Then: don't."

"Sid." AJ looked at his friend. The friend who had flown beside him since childhood. The friend who had entered the between — a space of absolute nothing — because he refused to let AJ: go alone. "If I don't — Meera stays here. Eleven years in: nothing. And Harini — Harini never sees her father again. And the formula — the formula that my grandfather planted — loses the mathematician who: grew it."

"And the world loses: you."

"The world doesn't need: me. The world needs: Meera. The world needs: Harini with her father. The world needs: the formula to have its: origin restored."

Sid's wings — golden, whole, perfect — folded against his body. The gesture of a pari who was: defeated. Not by an enemy but by: his friend's love.

"You stupid, brilliant, impossible: person," Sid said.

"That's the nicest thing you've ever said to me."

"It's the: truest."

AJ turned to Meera. "Hold my hand."

The mathematician looked at the pari. The green-eyed pari with the broken wing who had come into: nothing to bring him: home. The grandson of the being who had planted the formula in his mind. The bridge between: worlds.

Meera took AJ's hand. The hand was: warm. In the between, where nothing had temperature, AJ's hand was: warm. Because AJ was: becoming human. And humans: burned.

AJ opened the bridge. Not to one heart. Not to five hundred hearts. To: the boundary itself. He reached through the broken wing and he: pushed. He pushed against the dimensional membrane that separated the between from: Earth. He pushed with: everything he had. Every piece of immortality. Every shade of gold. Every year of: forever that he was: trading for a human father's: return.

The between: resisted. The Rakshas-maintained boundary holding — the seal that had kept Meera captive for: eleven years. AJ pushed: harder. The bridge burning. His wing not screaming but: singing. The song of a thing fulfilling its: purpose. The song of a bridge: bridging.

Sid added his light. Not the bridge — Sid didn't have one. But his light. His pari light. Golden. Pure. The light of an intact, immortal pari offered freely to: amplify his friend's sacrifice.

The boundary: cracked.

Not broke — cracked. A fracture in the dimensional membrane. A fracture that was: just wide enough for two beings to: pass through. One pari. One human.

"Go!" AJ shouted.

And he: pushed Meera through the crack. Not gently — urgently. Because the crack was: closing. The Rakshas boundary repairing itself the way a wound: healed. The crack lasting: seconds.

Meera fell through. From the between to: Earth. From nothing to: Mumbai. From eleven years of: solitude to: a rainy street in Worli where the Nehru Centre stood and where his daughter was: waiting.

The crack: closed.

AJ: remained.

In the between. The bridge: spent. His wing: not broken anymore but: gone. The gold of his nature: gone. He was: falling. Not physically — dimensionally. Falling from pari to: human. The transformation happening in: the between, in the nothing, in the space that existed between: worlds.

"AJ!" Sid caught him. Wings wrapping around his friend. "AJ — stay — "

"Get me: out," AJ whispered. "Before the crack: closes completely."

But the crack was: closed. The between sealed. Two pariyan and: no exit.

Then: Maya.

Not in the between — from outside. From Devlok. The Godmother who had been watching through the Drishti. Who had seen her son: sacrifice his immortality. Who had known he: would. Who was: prepared.

Maya opened the between. Not through a bridge — she didn't have one. Through: force. The raw force of a pari who had governed for three centuries and who now applied every unit of that power to: one thing. Opening a door for: her son.

The door appeared. Gold light. In the nothing of the between — a rectangle of: gold.

"Go," Maya's voice carried through the door. "Both of you. NOW."

Sid grabbed AJ — AJ who was: barely conscious, whose wings were: dissolving, whose pari nature was: fading — and flew through the door. Through the gold light. Through the boundary. Back to: Devlok.

The door closed behind them.

AJ lay on the floor of the out-of-bounds room. The Drishti above him showing: eight billion lights. And among them — a new one. A light in Mumbai that had just: appeared. Meera Raj. On Earth. Free. After: eleven years.

"Is he: out?" AJ whispered.

"He's out," said Maya. Kneeling beside her son. Her amber-winged, green-eyed, mortal: son. "He's: home."

AJ smiled. The smile of a being who had just traded: forever for: a father's return to his: daughter.

Then he: slept.


  
    Epilogue: The Beauty Within

    
    
  
  Meera Raj landed on a street in Worli at 4:17 PM on a Wednesday.

Not landed — appeared. One moment the street was: empty. The next moment a man was: there. Barefoot. Holding three hundred pages of handwritten mathematics. Wearing the same clothes he had been wearing eleven years ago when he: disappeared. Standing in the Mumbai rain. Looking at: the sky.

The autorickshaw driver who saw him appear called the: police. The police called: an ambulance. The ambulance called: the hospital. The hospital admitted a man who had no identification, no shoes, and a stack of mathematics that the admissions nurse: couldn't read.

Harini found him: twelve hours later. After Dr. Subramaniam called with the news that a man matching Meera Raj's description had appeared — appeared, not arrived — on a street in Worli. After Harini took the Shatabdi Express for the third time. After she walked into the ward of Lilavati Hospital and saw: her father.

"Papa."

The word. The single word that contained: eleven years. The word that a daughter speaks when the person she thought was: dead is: alive. The word that is both: greeting and: accusation. Both: love and: rage. Both: I missed you and: where the hell were you.

"Harini." Meera's voice was: rough. The roughness of a man who had not spoken to another human in: eleven years. "Beta. You're: taller."

"I'm eighteen, Papa. I was: seven when you left."

"I didn't: leave. I was — "

"I know. I read the letter."

They looked at each other. Father and daughter. The mathematician and: the mathematician. The man who had planted the seed and the woman who had: grown it. Eleven years of nothing between them — eleven years of: absence and: silence and: the specific grief that came from not knowing whether a person was dead or alive.

Then Harini: sat on the hospital bed. Beside her father. And she placed her head on his: shoulder. The way she had done at: seven. Before the disappearance. Before the formula. Before the golden ratio changed: everything. She placed her head on his shoulder and she: breathed.

Not cried. Breathed.

The specific breathing of a person who had been holding their breath for: eleven years and who was now: exhaling. The exhale that said: you are here. You are: real. You are: not mathematics or memory or the angular handwriting in the margins of published papers. You are: here. And I can: breathe.

Meera put his arm around his daughter. The arm that had been holding: nothing for eleven years. The arm that now held: everything.

"Your formula works," he said.

"Our formula," she corrected.

"Our formula."

 * 

Jai visited the next day. He brought: chai. Not hospital chai — proper chai. From the tapri outside Lilavati Hospital that every visitor knew and that every patient: craved. The cutting chai that Mumbai ran on — small glass, strong tea, the specific ratio of sugar to ginger to: milk that was: its own golden ratio.

"Uncle," Jai said. Because in India, every older man was: Uncle. "I'm Jai. I'm the one who borrowed pens and somehow ended up: here."

Meera looked at the boy. The curly-haired boy with the grin and the chai and the specific energy of: a person who made impossible things feel: possible.

"You're the salesman," Meera said.

"I prefer: voice."

"Voice. Yes. Every formula needs: a voice. My mistake was doing the work: alone. Mathematics in silence is: correct. But it's: not heard."

"Uncle, your mathematics was heard. Your daughter heard it. The world is: hearing it."

Meera drank the chai. The first proper chai in eleven years. The taste of: Mumbai. The taste of: home. The taste of a city that didn't care where you'd been or what dimension had: held you — a city that said: you're back, have chai, life continues.

 * 

AJ recovered. Slowly.

In the out-of-bounds room of Devlok, surrounded by gold light and the hum of the Drishti, AJ: slept. For days. The sleep of a body: converting. The pari nature: fading. The human nature: growing. His wings — which had been dissolving in the between — stabilised. Not as wings. As: something else. Something that existed between: wing and: arm. The physical manifestation of a being that was: neither fully pari nor fully human but: both.

Sid sat beside him. For every day. The friendship that existed beyond: species. Beyond: mortality. Beyond: the dimensional boundary that now separated what AJ was from what AJ had: been.

"You look: terrible," Sid said when AJ woke.

"You look: worried."

"I am: worried. Your wings are — "

"I know. I can: feel them. They're not wings anymore. They're: something else."

"Something: what?"

AJ sat up. The gold room. The Drishti above him. The eight billion lights — and among them, in Mumbai, two lights that were: brighter than any others. Meera and Harini. Father and daughter. Reunited. Their combined light: blazing.

"Something: enough," AJ said.

Maya entered the room. She carried: chai. Because mothers carried chai at: every significant moment, and this was: the most significant moment of her son's: life.

"How do you feel?" she asked.

"Hungry," AJ said.

Maya smiled. The smile of a mother whose son had just confirmed that he was: more human than pari. Because hunger was: human. Hunger was: mortal. Hunger was: the evidence that AJ had traded immortality for: a mathematician's freedom.

"Then eat," she said. "And then — we need to: talk."

"About: what?"

"About: what you are now. About: what the bridge has become. About: the future."

"The future is: the formula. The formula reaching: everyone. Not ten thousand — eight billion. Every human who has ever been told they are not: enough. Every human whose light has been: dimmed by the Rakshas machine of: inadequacy."

"And you believe: the formula can reach eight billion?"

"I believe: the formula is a start. The injection changes proportions. But the real change — the change that matters — is: belief. And belief doesn't need: an injection. Belief needs: evidence. The formula provides evidence that beauty is: mathematical. That beauty is: universal. That every face contains: phi. The injection just: reveals it."

"And what reveals it: without the injection?"

AJ looked at his mother. The mother who had governed Devlok for three centuries. Who had opened the between with: force. Who was now asking her son — her mortal son — a question whose answer she already: knew.

"Love," AJ said. "Love reveals it. The formula is: science. But the beauty within — the thing that makes humans glow, the thing that pariyan can see and humans: can't — is: love. Self-love. The belief that you are: worthy. The injection gives evidence. But love gives: truth."

"And truth: lasts."

"Truth: lasts."

Maya set the chai down. Two cups. One for her. One for: AJ. The ginger burning through the sweetness. The way it had: always burned.

"Your grandfather would be: proud," she said.

"I know," said AJ. "I can: feel it. Through the bridge. Even now. Even with the wings: changed. I can feel: him. Not in Devlok. Not in the between. Somewhere: else. Somewhere that exists beyond: both realms. The place where pariyan go when they're: done."

"The astral," said Maya. "Yes. He's: there."

"He's: watching."

"He's always been: watching."

AJ drank his chai. The burning ginger. The sweetness beneath. The taste of a grandfather he'd never met. The taste of a mother who had protected him for seventeen years. The taste of a bridge that had cost him: everything and: given him: everything.

Outside the gold room, the Drishti turned: slowly. Eight billion lights. Some bright. Some dim. Some: dark. But among them — ten thousand brightening. And one: blazing. In a hospital in Mumbai. Where a mathematician had returned to his: daughter. Where the beauty within had been: proved. Not by science. Not by the golden ratio. By: love.

The beauty within was: never the injection. The beauty within was: the thing that the injection revealed. The thing that every human carried and most humans: couldn't see. The light. The self-belief. The mathematical certainty that you were: worthy.

The beauty within was: you.

And it had: always been there.
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