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    Prologue: Naya Thikana

    
    
  
  The tank rattled over ground that had never been touched by human feet, and I sat on top of it like a king on the world's least comfortable throne, watching a planet I barely understood roll past beneath a sky I couldn't name the colour of.

Not blue. Not quite purple. Something in between — the particular shade that this moon produced at midday when its parent gas giant hung low on the horizon and the atmosphere filtered the starlight through layers of alien chemistry that no textbook on Earth had ever described. I'd been staring at that sky for a month now and I still couldn't find the right word for it. Ira would have called it "strategically irrelevant." Chandni would have called it "boring." Bhavana would have looked at it for ten minutes without speaking and then said something so quietly precise that the rest of us would feel stupid for not seeing it first.

My name is Karthik Agnihotri. Second Lieutenant, Indian origin, human species, currently leading a squad of seven through a war that was also a game that was also, depending on how philosophical you got about it, a cosmic joke being played on every sentient species in the galaxy by whatever entity had designed this system. The War Game. Capital letters. The kind of name that sounded like it had been chosen by a committee of gods who thought subtlety was for lesser beings.

The basics: every species in the galaxy had been drafted. Not volunteered — drafted. One day the sky opened up, people disappeared, and the next thing they knew they were in Basic Training on a space station, being told that they were now soldiers in a game that determined territorial control, resource allocation, and — if you read between the lines of the official documentation, which I had, because I was the kind of person who read between lines even when the lines themselves were already terrifying — survival. Win, and your species gets planets, moons, resources. Lose, and your species gets absorbed, relocated, or — the documentation was deliberately vague on this point — eliminated.

I had four lives. That was my current count. In the Game, death was not permanent until you ran out of lives, at which point death became extremely permanent. I'd started with three, earned extras through leveling and achievements, lost one in a Battle Royale that I still had nightmares about, and was currently sitting at four, which felt simultaneously like a lot and not nearly enough.

The tank — Savitri's tank, technically, since she was the only one certified to drive it and the only one crazy enough to want to — crested a ridge and the landscape opened up beneath us. Highlands. Mountains in the distance with snow-capped peaks that looked like they'd been painted by someone who'd never seen real mountains and had to work from descriptions: too perfect, too symmetrical, the kind of mountains that existed in screensavers and travel brochures and the imagination of a game designer who valued aesthetics over geological accuracy.

"Karthik bhai." Chandni's voice from inside the tank, muffled by metal and distance and the particular acoustic properties of a military vehicle that had been designed for combat rather than conversation. "Pramod wants to know if you want chai. He's got the portable stove going."

Of course Pramod had the portable stove going. Pramod — ex-military, Punjabi, built like a refrigerator with opinions — had been the first person to establish priorities when we'd been assigned to this moon, and those priorities were, in order: (1) chai, (2) food, (3) defensible positions, (4) everything else. "A soldier who hasn't had chai," Pramod had declared on our first day, with the particular authority of a man who considered this statement to be on par with constitutional law, "is not a soldier. He is a hostage."

"Send it up," I called down.

The chai arrived via Rukmini, who climbed the tank's exterior with the efficiency of a woman who had been climbing things since she was a child in Madurai and who regarded the tank's vertical surface as a minor inconvenience rather than an obstacle. She handed me the steel glass — Pramod insisted on steel glasses, having rejected the Game-provided plastic cups with the particular disdain of a man who believed that chai served in plastic was not chai but an insult — and sat beside me on the tank's roof.

"Ira has the coordinates locked," Rukmini said. She was my second-in-command, and she communicated the way she did everything: with precision, economy, and the implicit understanding that unnecessary words were a form of inefficiency that she was not prepared to tolerate. "Six hours to the site. The satellite shows clear terrain — no hostiles, no Game-spawned monsters in the immediate area."

"What about the not-immediate area?"

"Three clusters of what the satellite classifies as 'fauna, hostile, level range 8-12.' Nothing we can't handle. Savitri wants to run them over."

"Savitri always wants to run things over."

"It's efficient," Rukmini said, which was the closest thing to a joke that Rukmini produced, and which I had learned to recognise as humour only after six months of serving with her.

I drank the chai. Ginger and tulsi — Pramod's signature blend, adapted for space with whatever local herbs he could find that approximated the originals. It wasn't perfect. It was never perfect. But it was warm and it was chai and it was made by a man who cared about the making, and in a galaxy where everything was strange and nothing was home, the imperfect chai was the closest thing to home that any of us had.

The month since we'd taken the moon had been — the word I kept coming back to was "earned." We'd earned this peace. My squad and I had cleared three dungeons, defeated a Game-spawned army, and converted an entire moon into a human holding, which was the kind of achievement that military history would remember and that my body remembered differently: in the aches, the scars, the particular way my left shoulder clicked when I raised my arm above my head, the souvenir of a fight with a creature that had been half-spider and half-nightmare and entirely too fast.

Central Command — the human military hierarchy, headquartered on a space station that orbited the system's main planet — had rewarded us with a new assignment. Build a colony. Establish resource extraction. Defend the position. The reward for doing the impossible was, apparently, being asked to do it again.

"Character sheet," I said to the air, triggering the Game's interface. The translucent display appeared in my vision — the stats, the skills, the inventory, the particular gamification of my existence that I had stopped finding surreal and had started finding useful:

Karthik Agnihotri

Rank: Second Lieutenant

Race: Human

Lives: 4

Class: Junior Hero

Secondary Class: Platoon Leader

Level: 14

The stats scrolled: Strength 35, Reflexes 28, Stamina 32, Magic 49, Willpower 27, Recovery 41. Numbers that meant something in the Game's logic and that translated, in practice, to the difference between surviving a fight and not surviving it. My Magic was my highest stat — a surprise for a man who had, on Earth, been studying engineering at Pune University and who had considered magic to be the province of films and grandmothers' stories. In the Game, magic was mathematics. Spells were equations. And I was, it turned out, very good at equations.

I dismissed the display. The tank rolled on. The mountains grew larger. Somewhere ahead was the site where we'd build our colony — a place that would become home for however many humans Central Command decided to send us, a place that my squad would defend with the particular stubbornness of people who had already built one impossible thing and who were not going to let anyone take it from them.

Bhavana's voice, quiet, from inside the tank: "The terrain ahead changes. Valley floor. River system. Good water access."

"And the bad news?" I asked, because Bhavana always delivered good news first, followed by the qualification that made the good news conditional.

"The valley floor is a swamp."

Of course it was. The Game had a sense of humour. It wasn't a good sense of humour — it was the particular humour of an entity that found human suffering entertaining and that expressed its amusement through terrain selection — but it was consistent.

"A swamp," Chandni said, appearing through the top hatch with the particular energy of a woman who had been cooped up inside a tank for too long and who regarded confinement as a personal insult. "You're telling me that Central Command, in their infinite wisdom, has assigned us to build a colony in a swamp."

"Think of it as a challenge," I said.

"I think of it as a punishment. What did we do wrong?"

"We succeeded. In the military, success is punished with more responsibility. It's the system's way of ensuring that competent people are always exhausted and incompetent people are always comfortable."

"That's the most Indian thing you've ever said, bhai."

It probably was. But the tank kept rolling, and the swamp kept approaching, and somewhere in the distance, in a sky that was the colour I couldn't name, the future was waiting for us with the particular patience of something that knew we were coming and that had already decided what it was going to do to us when we arrived.

The chai was getting cold. I drank it anyway. Cold chai was still chai. And we had a colony to build.


  
    Chapter 1: Daldal

    
    
  
  The swamp was worse than the satellite images had suggested, which was saying something, because the satellite images had suggested a nightmare.

We arrived at the site two days after leaving the transport depot. The tank rumbled to a stop at the edge of what should have been solid ground but was, in fact, a gradient — the particular transition from "firm" to "soft" to "actively trying to swallow your boots" that happened so gradually you didn't notice until you were ankle-deep in something that smelled like rotting vegetation and disappointed ambitions.

"This," Chandni said, standing on the tank's roof beside me and surveying the landscape with the expression of a woman who had been promised real estate and delivered a toilet, "is the worst place I have ever seen. And I grew up in Thane during monsoon."

"It has character," I said.

"It has mosquitoes. Alien mosquitoes. I can see them from here."

She wasn't wrong. The swamp stretched in every direction — dark water, twisted trees that looked like they'd given up on growing upward and had settled for growing sideways, patches of what might have been solid ground but probably weren't, and yes, clouds of insects that the Game's identification system helpfully labelled as "Marsh Flies, Level 1, Non-Hostile" but that were, by any reasonable measure, deeply hostile to the concept of human comfort.

Bhavana appeared from inside the tank with the particular silence that was her signature — the ability to materialise beside you without warning, as if she'd been there all along and you'd simply failed to notice. She had her rifle slung over one shoulder and a surveyor's tool that she'd found in the Game's construction menu and that she wielded with the precision of a person who had spent her childhood watching her father survey land in Rajasthan and who had absorbed the skill through the particular osmosis that daughters absorbed things from fathers who talked about their work at dinner.

"The ground is solid enough in two locations," she said, pointing. "Northeast quadrant — elevated ridge, approximately two hundred metres. Southeast — rocky outcrop, smaller but higher. The rest is swamp."

"So we build on the ridge," Rukmini said, because Rukmini's approach to problems was to identify the solution and implement it before the problem had finished introducing itself.

"The ridge is our best option," Bhavana confirmed. "Natural drainage. Access to the river system for water. High enough to avoid flooding during whatever passes for monsoon on this moon."

"Does this moon have monsoons?" I asked.

"The Game's climate data suggests periodic heavy rainfall. Forty-day cycles. We're in day twelve."

"So we have twenty-eight days to build a colony before the sky opens up."

"Twenty-eight days to build shelter, defenses, resource extraction, housing for — " Bhavana consulted her Controller. "Central Command has allocated forty-seven settlers. Thirty-two laborers, fifteen support staff. Arriving in two weeks."

Forty-seven people. My responsibility. Added to the eight already in my squad, that was fifty-five humans who would depend on this swamp becoming livable, this ridge becoming a town, and my decisions becoming the difference between survival and the alternative.

"Alright," I said. "Let's build a colony."

The first day was clearing. Savitri drove the tank through the worst of the swamp vegetation, the treads chewing through alien undergrowth with the mechanical enthusiasm of a machine that did not care what it destroyed as long as the destruction moved it forward. Behind the tank, we followed on foot — Rukmini and I marking the perimeter of what would become the town, Bhavana surveying elevations, Chandni complaining about the mud with the particular eloquence of a woman who had elevated complaining to an art form.

"My boots," Chandni said, pulling one foot from the muck with a sound that was disturbingly organic. "My boots are ruined. These are Game-issued military boots. They are supposed to withstand combat. They are not supposed to smell like this."

"Focus, Chandni."

"I am focused. I am focused on the fact that my boots smell like something died in them. Something died in them, Karthik. Something small and hostile died inside my boots."

"That would be a Marsh Fly. They're attracted to body heat."

"They are attracted to suffering. I am suffering. Therefore: flies."

Ira, who had been working quietly on the construction interface — a Game-provided menu that allowed colony leaders to designate building sites, allocate resources, and manage construction — looked up from her Controller with the particular expression that she wore when she had processed a problem and arrived at a solution and was about to deliver it with the efficiency of a woman who had been managing systems since her mother put her in charge of the family kitchen's weekly grocery list in Kolkata at age nine.

"I've mapped the construction sequence," she said. "Priority one: Town Centre. It unlocks all other building options. Priority two: barracks, for when the settlers arrive. Priority three: defenses — walls and at least two turrets. Priority four: a mine, whichever is closest. Priority five — "

"Priority five is the dhaba," Pramod announced, emerging from the tank's interior with a portable stove balanced on one shoulder and a bag of supplies on the other. He set both down on the ridge's highest point with the particular ceremony of a man planting a flag. "The dhaba comes before walls. Before turrets. Before mines. A colony without food is a camp. A camp is temporary. A dhaba makes it permanent."

"Pramod, we're building military infrastructure — "

"Military infrastructure runs on chai and parantha. This is not philosophy. This is logistics." He began unpacking with the particular efficiency of a man who had set up field kitchens in three galaxies and who regarded the establishment of a food service as the foundational act of civilisation. "I need a flat surface, a water source, and someone to chop these." He held up what appeared to be alien vegetables that he had been growing in a container garden on the tank. "They're not exactly onions but they make a similar noise when you cut them."

"A similar noise?"

"They crackle. Like tiny screams. Very therapeutic."

The Town Centre went up first. The Game's construction system was — I had to admit — elegant. You designated a site, allocated resources, and the building materialised over the course of hours, assembling itself from the ground up with the particular magic of a system that had decided that the tedium of actual construction was less interesting than the strategy of deciding what to build and where. The Town Centre was a modest structure — stone walls, a central hall, offices for administration, a common room that would serve as the squad's meeting space. It appeared on the ridge like a statement: we are here, we intend to stay, and we have a building to prove it.

With the Town Centre complete, the construction menu expanded. Barracks, apartments, walls, turrets, mines, workshops — the full vocabulary of a colony, available for construction, each with resource costs and build times that required the particular balancing act of a person who understood that you couldn't build everything at once and that the order in which you built things was, itself, a strategy.

I built the walls first. Not because I was afraid — though fear was present, the low-frequency anxiety of a person who had been attacked enough times to know that the question was not if but when — but because walls sent a message. To whatever was out there — Game-spawned monsters, alien infiltrators, the particular malice of a universe that had decided humans were interesting enough to draft into its war — walls said: we know you're coming, and we've already started preparing.

The walls went up in a day. Basic stone, two metres high, encircling the ridge. Not impressive. Not impenetrable. But present. A line drawn in alien dirt that said: this side is ours.

Chandni planted the turrets. Two of them, one at each corner of the wall that faced the swamp's deepest section — the direction from which threats would most likely emerge, because threats, like water, followed the path of least resistance, and the swamp's open expanse was easier to cross than the rocky terrain on the other sides.

"Auto-targeting?" she asked, adjusting the turret's settings with the particular glee of a woman who regarded automated weapons as the highest expression of human engineering.

"Auto-targeting for anything the Game classifies as hostile. Manual override for everything else."

"Manual override means I get to shoot things personally."

"Manual override means you get to make tactical decisions about target priority."

"Same thing." She patted the turret with the affection that other people reserved for pets. "I'm calling this one Munna. The other one is Guddu."

"You're naming the turrets."

"Everything worth shooting deserves a name. Munna and Guddu. Brothers in arms."

The barracks went up next. Basic structures — bunk rooms, shared bathrooms, a mess hall that connected to what would become Pramod's dhaba. The apartments followed — single-room units for the laborers who would arrive, twenty units in a complex that the Game built with the particular efficiency of mass construction: identical, functional, the architectural equivalent of a sentence that communicated everything it needed to and nothing more.

By the end of the first week, Haven existed.

That was Ira's name for it. She'd submitted it through the Game's colony registration system without consulting anyone, because Ira operated on the principle that decisions made quickly were better than decisions made by committee, and because the name — Haven — said exactly what she wanted it to say: this is a safe place, and we intend to keep it that way.

"Haven," Chandni said, testing the word. "It sounds like a retirement village."

"It sounds like a promise," Bhavana said.

"It sounds like a target," Rukmini said, because Rukmini's job was to think about the things that everyone else preferred not to think about.

"It sounds like home," Pramod said, from behind the counter of his newly constructed dhaba, which had been the seventh structure built and which Pramod had insisted on designing personally, overriding the Game's default layout with modifications that included a tandoor (improvised from the Game's forge equipment), a chai station (dedicated, separate from cooking, because "chai and cooking share space the way a tiger and a goat share a cage — someone gets eaten"), and a seating area that faced the sunset because Pramod believed that food tasted better when accompanied by a view.

Haven. Population: eight, about to be fifty-five. A colony built on a swamp, on a moon, in a galaxy that was playing a war game with every sentient species it could find. A town that existed because Central Command needed resources and my squad needed a purpose and Pramod needed somewhere to put his tandoor.

I stood on the wall — the basic stone wall, two metres high, the line drawn in alien dirt — and looked out over the swamp. The sun was setting, which on this moon meant the gas giant swallowed the light gradually, the horizon turning from the unnamed colour to something deeper, something that was almost purple but not quite, the colour of a sky that was not Earth's sky and that would never be Earth's sky but that was, I was beginning to understand, our sky.

The chai was ready. Pramod's voice carried from the dhaba: "First chai of the new colony! Complimentary for the builders! After today, you pay!"

Nobody paid. Pramod never charged. The threat of payment was a performance, the dhaba-owner's equivalent of a running joke, the particular comedy of a man who fed people for free and pretended it was a business because the pretence gave him structure and structure was what kept Pramod — who had lost his family in the draft, who had been separated from his wife and children on the day the sky opened, who did not know if they were alive or dead or playing their own war game on some other moon in some other system — structure was what kept Pramod cooking instead of collapsing.

I drank the chai. Watched the sunset. Somewhere out there, in the swamp and the forest and the unnamed expanse of a moon that was ours because the Game said so, something was watching back. I couldn't see it. I couldn't name it. But I could feel it — the particular attention of a predator assessing a new arrival, deciding whether the arrival was prey or competition or something else entirely.

The turrets hummed. Munna and Guddu, standing guard. Chandni's children. Haven's first line of defense.

"Day one," I said to no one in particular.

"Day one," Bhavana echoed, from somewhere behind me, because Bhavana was always somewhere behind me, watching my back with the particular attention of a person who had decided that my survival was her responsibility and who took her responsibilities seriously.

Day one. The colony existed. The swamp stank. The chai was good. And somewhere in the dark, the next crisis was already assembling itself.


  
    Chapter 2: Ghar Basana

    
    
  
  The settlers arrived on day fourteen, which was — by the particular mathematics of colony-building — exactly when we needed them and exactly when we weren't ready for them.

The transport ship descended through the unnamed-colour sky with the gracelessness of a machine that had been designed for function rather than aesthetics. It looked like a shipping container with engines. It landed on the flat ground east of the walls — the designated landing zone, which Rukmini had insisted on establishing because "if we let transports land wherever they want, eventually one will land on the dhaba, and Pramod will declare war."

Thirty-two laborers and fifteen support staff emerged from the ship in the particular stagger of people who had been confined in a metal box for two weeks and whose legs had forgotten the concept of gravity. They blinked at the sky. They blinked at the swamp. They blinked at the walls and the turrets and the buildings that my squad had spent two weeks constructing, and the blinking contained the particular assessment of people who were trying to determine whether their new home was better or worse than what they'd expected.

The answer, based on facial expressions, was: worse.

"Welcome to Haven," I said, standing at the gate with the squad flanking me in what Rukmini had called "reception formation" and what Chandni had called "the lineup." "I'm Second Lieutenant Karthik Agnihotri. This is my squad. We built this place. You're going to help us make it work."

The laborers looked at me with the particular expression of civilians who had been drafted into an alien war and assigned to a swamp and who were now being addressed by a man who was younger than most of them and who was standing in front of a colony that was, to be fair, not much to look at. The walls were basic. The buildings were functional. The turrets hummed with Chandni's particular brand of lethal care. And Pramod's dhaba — the seventh structure, the one that shouldn't have existed before the hospital but did because Pramod's priorities were, in their own way, correct — Pramod's dhaba was producing the smell of fresh paranthas and chai that drifted across the landing zone like an olfactory welcome mat.

"Is that food?" one of the laborers asked. A tall man, thin, with the particular look of a person who had been eating Game-issued rations for two weeks and who had forgotten that food could have flavour.

"That's Pramod's dhaba," I said. "First meal is on the house. After that, you work, you eat. The system is simple."

"What kind of work?" another laborer asked. A woman, shorter, with the practical haircut of someone who had decided that vanity was a luxury she couldn't afford.

"Mining, primarily. This moon has resources that Central Command wants — copper, bismuth, minerals we haven't fully catalogued yet. Your job is to extract them. My job is to keep you alive while you do it."

"Keep us alive? From what?"

"From everything." I let the word sit. Not for dramatic effect — for accuracy. The moon was hostile. The Game spawned monsters. Alien species roamed the system. And the particular reality of our existence was that safety was not a condition but a practice, something that had to be maintained through constant vigilance rather than achieved through a single act. "The Game doesn't care about your safety. I do. That's the difference between the Game and me."

Pramod fed them. The paranthas were — by the particular standard of food prepared on an alien moon with improvised ingredients and a tandoor that had been repurposed from a Game forge — extraordinary. Golden, flaky, the dough worked with the particular violence that Pramod applied to all his cooking, the violence that was not anger but expertise, the same way a tabla player's hands were violent with the drum: the force was the art.

The laborers ate. The eating was — I watched from the dhaba's counter, where I was pretending to review construction plans while actually assessing the new arrivals — the eating was revealing. You could learn a lot about people from how they ate. The tall man ate fast, protectively, the posture of a person who had experienced food scarcity and who wasn't sure the food would last. The practical woman ate slowly, methodically, assessing each bite the way she would later assess each section of mine wall. A young man — barely twenty, wide-eyed, the look of someone who had been drafted yesterday and was still processing the draft — didn't eat at all. He held the parantha in both hands and stared at it with the expression of a person who had received something kind in a place he'd expected cruelty and who didn't know what to do with the kindness.

"Eat," Pramod told him, gently, in the voice he used when he wasn't performing. The quiet voice. The father's voice. "It's food. It won't hurt you."

The boy ate. The tears came with the first bite, the particular tears of a person who was homesick and who had found, in a parantha made by a stranger on an alien moon, the taste of something that reminded him of the life he'd lost.

I assigned housing. The apartments — twenty single-room units in a block that the Game had built with standardised efficiency — were distributed based on a system that Ira had designed and that allocated space by need rather than rank, because Ira believed that fairness was a system and systems required protocols.

The support staff got individual rooms. The laborers shared — two to a room, twelve rooms, with the remaining eight units held in reserve for future arrivals. The sharing was not ideal. The complaints were immediate. But the alternative — sleeping outside, in a swamp, on a moon where the Game spawned hostile creatures with the regularity of a municipal bus service — made the complaints manageable.

Rukmini organised the labor rotation within twenty-four hours. She posted the schedule on the Town Centre's bulletin board — a physical board, not a digital one, because Rukmini believed that information displayed publicly created accountability and accountability created discipline.

"Group Alpha: Copper mine, days one through three. Group Beta: Bismuth mine, days four through six. Group Gamma: Quarry, days seven through nine. Day ten: rest. Repeat."

"What about security?" I asked.

"Each group gets two squad members as escorts. You and I rotate between groups for oversight. Savitri's tank patrols the perimeter on a six-hour loop."

"And the rest of the squad?"

"Chandni maintains the turrets and defenses. Ira runs colony administration from the Town Centre. Bhavana scouts — she'll be our early warning system for anything the satellite doesn't catch."

"Pramod?"

"Pramod cooks. Pramod always cooks. If Pramod stops cooking, we have bigger problems than labour rotation."

The system worked. For the first week, it worked beautifully — the particular beauty of a machine that is new and whose parts have not yet begun to wear against each other. The laborers mined. The squad escorted. The turrets hummed. Pramod cooked. Ira administered. Bhavana scouted. And I — I did what a platoon leader did, which was everything that didn't fit into anyone else's role: mediation, logistics, morale, the particular exhaustion of being the person who was supposed to have answers for questions that didn't have answers.

The problems started in the second week.

The first problem was interpersonal. Two laborers — the tall man (whose name was Deepak, and who had been a construction foreman in Nagpur before the draft) and a stocky woman named Padmini (who had been a schoolteacher in Cuttack and who had discovered, in the Game, that she was very good at hitting things with a pickaxe and not very good at being told what to do by a former construction foreman) — Deepak and Padmini disagreed about mining procedure. The disagreement escalated from verbal to loud to the particular volume that Indian disagreements reached when both parties believed they were absolutely right and the other party was not just wrong but personally offensive.

I mediated. The mediation involved listening to both parties, acknowledging both positions, and then implementing a solution that neither party liked but both parties could live with, which was — I was learning — the definition of leadership: finding the answer that nobody wanted and convincing everyone that it was the least bad option.

The second problem was the new recruits.

Central Command, in their particular generosity, had included fifteen new soldiers in the settler group. Not experienced soldiers. Not trained soldiers. Recruits. Fresh from Basic Training — or, in some cases, fresh from failing Basic Training and being sent to a frontier colony as the military's equivalent of "we don't know what to do with you so we'll put you somewhere that needs warm bodies."

The recruits were — I assessed them over the course of the second week, running drills, reviewing their stats, watching them interact with each other and with my squad — the recruits were young, scared, undertrained, and possessed of the particular combination of enthusiasm and incompetence that made new soldiers simultaneously endearing and dangerous.

One recruit stood out. Winona — small, quiet, the kind of person who disappeared in a crowd not because she was invisible but because she had learned that visibility was sometimes dangerous. She'd failed Basic Training through no fault of her own — a squadmate had destroyed his weapon in a rage, the resulting explosion had killed half the squad, and Winona had been processed out as a casualty and reassigned to the frontier without the opportunity to finish.

"I didn't fail," she said, when I interviewed her in my office. Her voice was steady but her hands were not. "I died. There's a difference."

"There is," I agreed. "And the system doesn't care about the difference. But I do. What's your class?"

"Grunt."

"Skills?"

"Hurry Up and Rapid Fire. One point each."

I looked at her stats. Level 2. Barely above starter. The stats of a person who had been given the minimum and told to survive with it.

"I want to help," she said. "I know I'm weak. I know my stats are — I know. But I got killed by someone else's stupidity. That's not a reflection of what I can do. Give me a chance to show you what I can do."

"I'm going to put you with the squad," I said. "Not as a favor. As an investment. You're going to level faster with us than on guard duty. It'll be dangerous."

"Everything here is dangerous. At least with the squad, the danger comes with a purpose."

Ira formalised the colony's administrative structure. The structure was — because Ira designed it — elegant, practical, and exactly as complex as it needed to be and not one degree more. Colony administration ran from the Town Centre. Labour assignments from Rukmini. Defense from Chandni (who had added two more turrets, named Babloo and Chintu, bringing the total defensive family to four). Food from Pramod. Medical — we didn't have medical. The Game provided basic healing items, and my own skills included some healing capability, but a proper medical facility was on the construction queue and was being delayed by resource shortages.

"We need the hospital before the mine expansion," Ira said, during the squad meeting at the end of week two. We met in the Town Centre's common room — the squad around the table, Pramod's chai on the table, the particular ritual of a team that had learned to make decisions collectively because the decisions affected everyone and because my leadership philosophy was, in its simplest form, this: I make the final call, but the final call is better when it's informed by every voice in the room.

"The mine expansion generates the resources for the hospital," Rukmini countered.

"The mine expansion without medical backup risks lives. If a laborer is injured in the new mine shaft and we have no healing capability beyond Karthik's — "

"Then Karthik heals them."

"Karthik can't be everywhere. And Karthik's healing is combat-grade, not surgical. If someone loses a limb — "

"Nobody's losing a limb."

"Nobody plans to lose a limb. Limbs are lost by surprise. That's the nature of limb loss."

The debate continued. I let it continue because the debate was the process and the process was how good decisions got made — through the particular friction of smart people disagreeing about the right thing to do, the friction generating heat that was uncomfortable but productive.

"Hospital first," I decided. "Ira's right. Lives before resources. We mine at current capacity until the hospital is operational, then we expand."

Nobody was happy. Ira was satisfied, which was different from happy. Rukmini accepted the decision with the particular discipline of a soldier who disagreed with orders but who followed them because the alternative — insubordination — was worse. Chandni asked if the hospital could have a turret on the roof, which was both a joke and not a joke, because Chandni's relationship with turrets had transcended the professional and entered the personal.

Haven grew. Slowly, imperfectly, with the particular pace of something that was being built by people who were learning how to build as they built — which was, I was beginning to understand, how everything important got built. Not by experts who knew what they were doing but by people who were figuring it out as they went and who refused to stop figuring until the thing existed.

The colony. The people. The swamp that was, slowly, becoming less of a swamp and more of a place. Not home — not yet. But the beginning of the thing that might, with enough time and enough chai and enough of Chandni's turrets standing guard in the dark, become home.


  
    Chapter 3: Neelam

    
    
  
  The Delphinian ship arrived on a Tuesday, which I only knew because Ira maintained a calendar based on Earth days even though the moon's rotation cycle was twenty-seven hours and the concept of "Tuesday" had no astronomical relevance whatsoever. Ira maintained the calendar because structure mattered, because human beings needed the architecture of weeks and months to keep their minds from dissolving into the timeless soup of alien existence, and because — I suspected, though she would never admit it — because Tuesday had been her mother's day for making mishti doi in their Kolkata kitchen, and keeping track of Tuesday was Ira's way of keeping track of home.

The ship was beautiful. Not military-beautiful — not the functional, aggressive beauty of a warship or the brutal efficiency of a transport. The Delphinian ship was beautiful the way water was beautiful: smooth, curved, the hull a seamless gradient of blue-green that caught the light and distributed it across the surface like a living thing. It moved through the atmosphere with the silence of a creature that belonged in the sky, and it landed on our designated zone with the particular grace of a species that had been building ships for ten thousand years longer than humans had been building anything.

"That," Chandni said, watching from the wall, "is the most gorgeous thing I have ever seen. And I have seen Munna fire a full salvo at close range."

"Your standards for beauty are concerning," Rukmini said.

"My standards for beauty are comprehensive."

The Delphinians were allies. The only alien species that had extended anything resembling friendship to humanity in the Game. The reasons for this friendship were — depending on who you asked — either strategic (humans were useful cannon fodder), ideological (the Delphinians believed in inter-species cooperation), or biological (the Delphinians found humans fascinating the way humans found dolphins fascinating, which was either flattering or condescending depending on your perspective).

The ship's door opened. A ramp extended. And Neelam descended.

I had met Delphinians before — briefly, in transit, the particular non-encounters of species passing through the same spaces. But I had not met Neelam, and Neelam was — the word I reached for was "striking," but that wasn't right. Striking implied force. Neelam's presence was not forceful. It was magnetic. The particular pull of a person who occupied space with the total confidence of someone who knew exactly who she was and exactly what she was worth and who did not require anyone else's assessment to confirm either.

She was tall — taller than me by half a head, which was unusual for Delphinians and which she carried with the posture of a person who had never been told that height was something to apologize for. Her skin was the blue-green of her ship's hull, darker at the edges, lighter at the joints, the colour shifting subtly as she moved in a way that I would later learn was a Delphinian emotional indicator — the skin's hue changing with mood, stress, pleasure, the way a human's face flushed or paled. Her eyes were large, dark, without pupils in the human sense but with a depth that suggested processing power beyond anything human neurology could achieve.

"Second Lieutenant Agnihotri," she said, and her voice was — how to describe it. Like water over stones. Not the cliché of it. The actual physics: the way sound travels through a medium that is denser than air, the resonance deeper, the harmonics richer. Delphinians communicated through a combination of spoken language and subsonic vibration, and what humans heard was only the upper register of a conversation that extended below the threshold of human hearing. "I am Consul Neelam of the Delphinian Seventh Diplomatic Corps. I have been assigned to your colony as liaison."

"Assigned," I said. "That sounds permanent."

"Semi-permanent. The Consul believes that human-Delphinian relations benefit from embedded diplomacy rather than periodic visits. I am the embedded diplomacy."

"Welcome to Haven, then. We're still building."

"I can see that." Her gaze swept the colony — the walls, the turrets, the buildings, the swamp beyond. The assessment was thorough and took approximately three seconds, which was either very fast or very Delphinian. "Your construction is efficient for the timeframe. Your defensive positioning is adequate but vulnerable from the northeast. Your food preparation facility is — " she paused, and the blue-green of her skin shifted slightly toward green, which I did not yet know meant curiosity — "disproportionately prominent."

"That's the dhaba," I said. "It's important."

"More important than your medical facility, which I notice is still under construction?"

"The dhaba was here first. It's a philosophical position."

"Human philosophy is fascinating. You prioritise emotional sustenance over physical survival."

"We prioritise both. We just express the prioritisation through food."

Pramod appeared. He appeared the way Pramod always appeared when food was being discussed within a fifty-metre radius of his dhaba: instantaneously, as if the mere mention of culinary matters triggered a teleportation protocol that transported him from wherever he was to wherever the conversation was happening.

"Chai?" he asked Neelam.

Neelam looked at him. Looked at the steel glass he was extending. Looked back at me.

"It's tea," I explained. "Prepared in a specific way. With spices. It's — it's a cultural practice."

"I am aware of tea. The Delphinian database contains extensive records of human cultural practices. However, our biology may not process your botanical compounds identically."

"Try it," Pramod said, with the particular confidence of a man who believed that chai transcended biology, chemistry, species barriers, and the laws of thermodynamics. "Just try it."

Neelam took the glass. She examined it — the steel surface, the steam rising, the particular amber colour that Pramod's chai produced. She sipped.

The colour of her skin shifted. Blue-green to something warmer. Something that was not quite gold but that was, unmistakably, different from the cool diplomatic blue she'd arrived in.

"This is — " She sipped again. "This is remarkable. The combination of compounds produces a neurological response that is — " Another sip. The skin warmed further. " — that is very pleasant."

"It's chai," Pramod said, with the simple satisfaction of a man who had just expanded his customer base to include an entire alien species. "It's always remarkable."

Neelam stayed. Her ship departed — the crew returning to the Delphinian fleet while Neelam established herself in Haven with the particular efficiency of a diplomat who had been trained to adapt to foreign environments and who regarded adaptation not as a hardship but as a skill.

She took the apartment unit nearest the Town Centre. Within a day, she had integrated herself into the colony's administrative structure — not by asserting authority, but by being useful. Neelam's knowledge of the Game's systems exceeded anything we had access to. The Delphinians had been playing longer, had mapped more of the universe, had catalogued species and threats and opportunities that Central Command either didn't know about or hadn't bothered to share with frontier colonies.

"You have three dungeons within a twenty-mile radius," she said, during her first briefing with the squad. We sat in the Town Centre common room — chai on the table, Neelam's colour a warm blue that I was beginning to associate with engagement. "One is rated for groups of eight. One for six. One for twenty."

"We know about the dungeons," Rukmini said. Rukmini's relationship with Neelam was still in the assessment phase — the particular caution of a soldier who regarded all new arrivals as potential threats until proven otherwise.

"You know their locations. You don't know their contents. The eight-person dungeon contains a Copper Vein guardian — a creature that, when defeated, grants permanent mining buffs to the colony. The six-person dungeon is a standard monster nest, moderate difficulty. The twenty-person dungeon — " She paused. The skin shifted. Cooler. " — the twenty-person dungeon is problematic."

"Define problematic."

"The Delphinian database classifies it as 'Avoid Until Level 20.' Your squad's average level is fourteen."

"So we avoid it."

"You avoid it. For now. But the resources inside are — the word in your language would be 'significant.' Enough to upgrade every structure in this colony and build additional ones."

"And the catch?"

"The catch is that whatever guards those resources has been responsible for the destruction of two Delphinian survey teams. Both above Level 20."

Silence. The particular silence of a squad that had just been told that their neighbourhood contained a problem that had killed people stronger than them, and that the problem would sit there, unsolved, until they were strong enough to face it — or until it decided to come to them.

"Right," I said. "The twenty-person dungeon goes on the long-term list. The eight-person dungeon — that's our next target. Copper Vein guardian, mining buffs, good rewards. We take the whole squad."

"And me," Neelam said.

"You're a diplomat."

"I'm a diplomat who has a Combat Secondary Class, a Level 16 Energy Lance skill, and who has cleared seven dungeons across three star systems." The skin shifted — warmer, confident. "I'm also the person with the most information about what's inside. Leaving me behind would be strategically inefficient."

"She has a point," Ira said.

"She has a very good point," Chandni said, with the particular enthusiasm of a person who appreciated both competence and energy lances.

"Alright," I said. "You're in. But you follow squad protocols. Rukmini's orders in combat. No diplomatic immunity in a dungeon."

"Understood. I will follow your protocols and I will not die. The Consul would be displeased if I died."

"We'd all be displeased if you died."

"Yes, but the Consul's displeasure has interstellar consequences. Yours is merely local."

The first hint of trouble came not from the dungeons but from the mines. Bhavana, on her scouting circuit, found tracks near the copper mine that didn't match any Game-spawned creature in the database. Not local fauna. Not human. Something else.

"Three-toed," she reported, showing me the images on her Controller. "Heavy. Clawed. The stride pattern suggests bipedal locomotion, approximately two metres tall. The tracks lead northeast and disappear at the river."

"Gumalagian?" I asked. The lizard-species that we'd encountered in previous engagements — intelligent, hostile, and possessing the particular grudge against humanity that came from having lost territory to us in earlier Game events.

"Possibly. The Gumalagian foot structure matches — three toes, clawed, heavy stride. But the depth of the print suggests something heavier than a standard Gumalagian scout."

"Or something wearing heavier armour."

"Or something wearing heavier armour," she confirmed.

The tracks were two days old. Whatever had made them was gone — or hiding. The difference between the two was the difference between a problem that had passed and a problem that was waiting, and I had learned, through the particular education of a man who had been ambushed enough times to develop a professional relationship with paranoia, that waiting problems were always worse than passing ones.

"Double the patrols," I told Rukmini. "Bhavana, I want you on extended range — ten miles out, full circuit. Chandni, bring Munna and Guddu to full alert status."

"Already done," Chandni said. "Babloo and Chintu are covering the northeast."

"The northeast. Where the tracks — "

"Where the tracks point. Yes. I noticed."

Of course she had. Chandni's relationship with the colony's defense was not professional. It was personal. The turrets were her children. The walls were her responsibility. And the northeast approach — the one that Neelam had identified as vulnerable, the one where the tracks pointed — was the direction from which Chandni expected trouble, because Chandni expected trouble from every direction and prepared accordingly, and the preparation was not paranoia but professionalism.

The evening settled. The unnamed-colour sky deepened. The gas giant hung on the horizon, enormous and indifferent, reflecting light that was not sunlight but something older and stranger.

Neelam stood at the wall, looking out at the swamp. Her skin was the cool blue of observation. I joined her, not because I needed to but because the wall at sunset had become my thinking place and thinking was better when it was shared.

"The tracks concern you," she said.

"Everything concerns me. I'm a platoon leader. Concern is my default setting."

"The Gumalagians have been active in this system for months. They lost territory to you in the Battle Royale. They are — " the skin shifted, cooler, the blue-green of caution — "they are not a forgiving species."

"Are any species forgiving?"

"The Delphinians aspire to forgiveness. We achieve it approximately sixty percent of the time. The other forty percent we achieve strategic patience, which is similar but less noble."

"And the Gumalagians?"

"The Gumalagians achieve revenge. One hundred percent of the time."

The swamp was dark. The turrets hummed. Somewhere in the northeast, something with three-toed feet and a grudge was either passing through or waiting.

The chai was cold. I drank it anyway.


  
    Chapter 4: Laash

    
    
  
  The body was found on a Thursday morning, near the copper mine, by a laborer named Suresh who had been walking the path between the mine entrance and the equipment shed and who had, for the rest of his life, wished he had taken a different path.

Private Murphy Mathews — the Game listed his name in the notification that appeared in my Controller, the cold bureaucratic announcement of a death that had been, until thirty seconds ago, a person — had been assigned to overnight guard duty at the mine. He was one of the new recruits, young, underleveled, given the shift that nobody wanted because he was the lowest rank and the military's hierarchy of misery flowed downward like water.

He was dead. Not Game-dead — the kind where you respawned with one fewer life and the particular disorientation of a consciousness that had been interrupted and restarted. Actually dead. All lives gone. The Game's notification was final: Private Murphy Mathews — Eliminated. Lives: 0. Status: Permanent Death.

I reached the mine in twelve minutes. Savitri drove — the tank at full speed, which was not fast by any human standard but was fast enough for a vehicle that weighed thirty tonnes and that handled rough terrain the way a buffalo handled a rice paddy: with determination rather than grace.

The scene was — I had seen death before. In the Battle Royale, in the dungeon raids, in the fight for the moon. But those deaths had been combat deaths — violent, immediate, the kind of death that happened in the middle of action and that the adrenaline processed before the grief arrived. This was different. This was a body found in the morning, cold, the violence already over, the scene static, the particular horror of death that had happened when no one was watching.

Murphy lay near the mine entrance. He had been killed with a blade — the wound pattern was clear even to my non-medical eyes. Three slashes across the torso, deep, the kind of wounds that a strong creature with claws or a bladed weapon could produce. His starter rifle lay beside him, unfired. He had not had time to shoot. Whatever killed him had been fast, silent, and close enough to strike before Murphy could react.

"Three-toed tracks," Bhavana said, kneeling beside the body with the particular composure of a woman who processed horror through precision. She pointed to the ground — the soft earth near the mine entrance, where the swamp's moisture kept the soil impressionable. "Same as before. Same weight, same stride. One individual."

"One individual killed a soldier without giving him time to fire his weapon."

"One individual who knew where the guard would be, what time the shift changed, and which approach angle avoided the satellite's coverage."

The implications settled over the squad like cold water. This was not a random attack. This was reconnaissance-informed, tactically planned, the work of an intelligence that had been observing Haven long enough to understand its routines and exploit its vulnerabilities.

"Gumalagian," Rukmini said. Not a question.

"Gumalagian," Bhavana confirmed. "The tracks match. The methodology matches — ambush predator tactics, single operative, maximum efficiency. This is what the Delphinian database calls a 'Shadow Scout.' Advance reconnaissance. One individual, operating alone, gathering intelligence on a target before a larger force engages."

"A larger force," I said.

"The Shadow Scout's job is to identify weaknesses, map defenses, and eliminate soft targets. The killing is secondary — it's intelligence-gathering that happens to leave bodies."

Neelam arrived. She had been at the Town Centre when the alert went out and had crossed the colony at a pace that suggested either urgency or the Delphinian equivalent of a sprint, which looked — to human eyes — like a particularly purposeful walk. Her skin was the deep blue of concern, darker than I'd seen it, the emotional register of a diplomat who understood that a death in the colony she was liaising with was both a personal tragedy and a strategic development.

"The Gumalagian Shadow Scout protocol is well-documented," she said, examining the tracks with the clinical attention of someone who had access to a database that contained more information about the Gumalagians than the Gumalagians would have liked. "This individual has been observing your colony for at least ten days. The tracks Bhavana found previously were not the beginning — they were the point at which the scout became careless enough to leave visible evidence."

"Ten days. He's been watching us for ten days."

"Minimum. Shadow Scouts are patient. Their training emphasises observation over engagement. The kill — " she gestured toward Murphy's body with the particular detachment of a person who was processing grief through analysis — "the kill was opportunistic. A guard alone, at night, in a position that the scout had already mapped. The scout took the opportunity because the opportunity presented itself, not because the kill was the primary objective."

"What's the primary objective?"

"Information. Your defenses, your patrol patterns, your resource production, your population. The scout transmits this to a forward operating base, which transmits it to the Gumalagian command structure. The command structure uses it to plan an assault."

"How long between the scout's report and the assault?"

"Variable. Days to weeks. It depends on the strategic value of the target and the availability of forces."

The squad assembled in the Town Centre. All of them — Ira, Rukmini, Chandni, Bhavana, Savitri, Pramod (who came because Pramod came to everything, the particular gravitational presence of a man who considered himself part of every decision whether invited or not). And Neelam, whose blue had not warmed since the mine.

"Someone killed one of mine," I said. The words were simple. The feeling behind them was not simple. Murphy Mathews had been a recruit — barely trained, barely known, the kind of soldier who existed in the margins of a squad's awareness, present but not yet integrated, a name on the roster rather than a person in the memory. But he was mine. He had been assigned to my colony, placed under my protection, and he had died on my watch because my defenses had a gap that an alien predator had found and exploited.

The guilt was — I knew the shape of guilt. I had carried it before. The particular weight of a leader who had lost someone, the weight that settled in the chest and that no amount of rational analysis could dislodge. You could tell yourself that the death was not your fault, that the gap in the defenses was not negligence but inevitability, that no colony could be perfectly defended and that losses were part of the mathematics of war. You could tell yourself all of this and the weight would remain, because the weight was not logical. The weight was the simple fact that a person was dead and you were not and the distance between those two facts was your responsibility.

"We find this scout," I said. "We find it and we eliminate it. Before it transmits its report, if possible. Before the assault, if not."

"The satellite," Ira said. "I still have access to the spy satellite from the moon operation. It's been in passive mode but I can reactivate it for targeted scanning."

"Do it. Full sweep, ten-mile radius, thermal and motion detection. Anything that's not human, not Delphinian, and not Game-spawned fauna, I want to know about it."

"The satellite's resolution is limited at night," Rukmini said. "And the scout will know about it — if it's been observing us for ten days, it's seen the satellite's pattern."

"Then we change the pattern. Randomise the scan intervals. Bhavana, I want you tracking from the mine — follow the tracks as far as they go. Take Savitri for backup."

"The tracks disappear at the river," Bhavana reminded me.

"They disappear at the river because the scout uses the river to mask its movement. Follow the river. Check both banks. It has to exit somewhere."

"And when we find it?" Chandni asked. The question was not theoretical. Chandni's voice carried the particular edge of a woman who had heard that something had killed a member of their colony and who had already decided how the encounter would end.

"When we find it, we capture it if possible. Kill it if necessary."

"Define 'necessary.'"

"If it shoots at you, it's necessary. If it runs, we pursue. If it surrenders, we take it alive. Intelligence from a live scout is worth more than satisfaction from a dead one."

"And if it doesn't surrender and doesn't run?"

"Then Munna and Guddu earn their keep."

The hunt began. Bhavana and Savitri departed within the hour, tracking northeast along the river, moving with the particular combination of speed and caution that characterised Bhavana's fieldwork: fast enough to cover ground, slow enough to miss nothing. I watched them go from the wall — two figures moving through the swamp's edge, getting smaller, disappearing into the terrain that was simultaneously our home and our enemy's cover.

The satellite was reactivated. Ira ran the scans from the Town Centre, the data feeding to her Controller in real-time, the thermal signatures of the colony's population appearing as clusters of warmth against the moon's cooler surface. Animals — the swan-lizards, the marsh flies, the various creatures that the Game had populated the moon with — appeared as smaller, scattered signatures. We catalogued them, tagged them, built a baseline of normal activity against which any anomaly would stand out.

The Gumalagian was smart. It had survived ten days in hostile territory, killed a guard, and remained undetected by a satellite that could count the individual feathers on a swan-lizard from orbit. It was smart, and it was patient, and it was somewhere within our ten-mile radius, watching, waiting, planning.

I sat in my office after midnight. The colony was quiet — the quiet of a place that had experienced its first death and that was processing the experience through the particular silence of people who didn't know what to say. Murphy's bunkmate had been given the night off. The other recruits had drawn closer together, the particular clustering of vulnerable people who had been reminded that vulnerability had consequences.

Ira knocked. She entered without waiting for a response, because Ira regarded doors as formalities and formalities as obstacles to efficiency.

"The satellite found something," she said. "Not the scout. Something else."

She showed me the scan. A thermal signature, northeast, eleven miles out — just beyond our standard scan radius, which was why we hadn't seen it before. Not a single signature. A cluster. Multiple heat sources, arranged in a pattern that was too regular for fauna and too small for a settlement.

"A camp," I said.

"A camp. Six to eight individuals, based on the thermal spread. Gumalagian-consistent body temperatures. They've been there for — based on the vegetation displacement visible in the daylight imagery — at least two weeks."

Two weeks. Before the scout had even been detected. Before the tracks near the mine. Before Murphy.

"They weren't scouting for an assault," I said, the realisation settling. "They're already here. The assault force is already in position. The scout was the last step."

"The last step before what?"

"Before they hit us."

The night was dark. The turrets hummed. Somewhere eleven miles northeast, six to eight Gumalagians were sitting in a camp they'd built two weeks ago, waiting for a signal that a dead guard had just provided.

The Game had given us a quest notification: Discover what killed Private Murphy Mathews, and eliminate the threat.

We'd discovered it. Now we had to eliminate it before it eliminated us.


  
    Chapter 5: Shikar

    
    
  
  We moved at dawn.

The squad — minus Pramod, who stayed to manage the colony, and Ira, who ran satellite overwatch from the Town Centre — assembled at the east gate. Seven of us: me, Rukmini, Chandni, Bhavana, Savitri in the tank, Neelam (who had insisted, and whose Energy Lance made the insistence strategically sound), and Winona, because Winona needed combat experience and because bringing a low-level recruit on a high-stakes mission was either bold leadership or reckless stupidity, and I had decided it was the former.

"The camp is eleven miles northeast," I briefed, standing on the tank's hull. The morning air was thin and cold — the particular chill of this moon's dawn, when the gas giant blocked the sunlight and the temperature dropped to something that felt like a Pune December if Pune December involved alien swamps and the promise of violence. "Six to eight hostiles, entrenched for at least two weeks. They know our patrol patterns, our defenses, our routines. They do not know that we know about them."

"Surprise is our advantage," Rukmini said.

"Surprise is our only advantage. Their levels are unknown. Their equipment is unknown. The terrain favors them — they chose the camp location, which means they've mapped the approaches and probably set traps or early warning systems."

"What's the plan?" Chandni asked, with the particular eagerness of a woman who asked about plans the way other people asked about dessert menus.

"Bhavana scouts ahead. She's our eyes. Savitri positions the tank two miles from the camp — close enough for fire support, far enough to avoid detection. The rest of us approach on foot, using the river for cover. Bhavana identifies their positions. We engage on my signal."

"Rules of engagement?"

"Capture if possible. The scout — the one who killed Murphy — I want alive. Intelligence is priority. But if they engage first, we respond with everything we have."

"Everything includes Munna Junior?" Chandni held up a portable turret — a smaller, deployable version that she had built from spare parts and the Game's crafting system. She had named it Munna Junior, because of course she had.

"Everything includes Munna Junior."

The tank rolled. We moved through the swamp's edge, following the route that Bhavana had mapped — a path that avoided the softest ground and the densest vegetation, winding northeast through terrain that was becoming, as we moved further from Haven, wilder. The Game-spawned creatures here were higher level — swan-lizards that were larger, more aggressive, their scales darker, their territorial displays more elaborate. We avoided them. The mission was the camp. Everything else was distraction.

Bhavana moved ahead. She disappeared into the terrain the way water disappeared into sand — not dramatically, not with the cinematic vanishing of a film's hero. She simply walked forward and then she wasn't there anymore, absorbed by the vegetation and the shadows and the particular stillness that was her defining skill. Bhavana could be invisible when she chose to be. Not Game-invisible — not a skill or a spell. Human-invisible. The invisibility of a person who understood terrain and movement and the particular psychology of observation, who knew that the eye tracked motion and colour and that the absence of both was the most effective camouflage ever invented.

We reached the two-mile mark. Savitri positioned the tank on a rocky hillside with clear sightlines to the northeast — the direction of the camp, the direction from which we expected trouble.

"I can put a shell on their campfire from here," Savitri said, checking the tank's rangefinder. "If they have a campfire. If they don't, I can put a shell on whatever they have instead."

"Hold fire until I call it."

"Holding. But my finger is itchy."

"Your finger is always itchy."

"That's why I drive a tank. Itchy fingers and heavy ordnance — a match made in engineering."

The approach on foot took forty minutes. The terrain was dense — forest that grew thicker as we moved away from the swamp, the trees taller, the undergrowth heavier, the particular claustrophobia of a forest that did not want to be walked through and that expressed its displeasure through roots and thorns and branches that reached for your face with the enthusiasm of a relative you hadn't visited in too long.

Bhavana's voice came through the communicator, barely above a whisper: "I have eyes on the camp. Six confirmed. Two more possible — there are two structures I can't see into. The camp is built into a rock formation, natural cover on three sides. Single approach from the south. They have sentries — one on a tree platform, one on the ground, rotating on a fifteen-minute cycle."

"Equipment?"

"Armed. Energy weapons, blade weapons. The one on the tree platform has what looks like a communications array. If that's their transmission equipment, destroying it prevents them from calling for reinforcement."

"Can you reach the communications array?"

"Not without being seen. The tree platform has clear sightlines in every direction. The sentry is alert."

"What about Neelam's Energy Lance? Range?"

Neelam responded, her voice the controlled calm of a person who had done this before: "My lance has a two-hundred-metre effective range. If I can get a clear line from the south approach, I can hit the communications array. But the shot will announce our presence."

"Then the shot is the signal. Neelam takes the array. Chandni deploys Munna Junior on the southern approach for suppressive fire. Bhavana takes the tree sentry — one shot, silent, before the lance fires. Rukmini, Winona, with me on the ground assault. We push in from the south the moment the lance fires."

"And if they run?"

"They run into the tank's engagement zone. Savitri, you hear the lance, you start firing at anything moving northeast."

"With pleasure."

The positioning took twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of moving through forest without making sound, placing bodies in locations that maximised advantage, the particular chess of combat positioning where every metre mattered and every second of patience was an investment in the violence that would follow.

Bhavana's position: elevated, thirty metres east of the camp, with a clear shot at the tree sentry. She communicated her readiness with a single click on the communicator — the particular efficiency of a person who had reduced communication to its minimum viable expression.

Neelam's position: south approach, two hundred metres from the camp, prone behind a fallen tree, the Energy Lance — a weapon that looked like a staff made of compressed light — extended and aimed at the communications array on the tree platform.

Chandni's position: forty metres south, behind a rock formation, Munna Junior deployed and aimed at the camp's entrance, the portable turret's auto-targeting system locked on the approach and ready to fire at anything that crossed its field.

My position: with Rukmini and Winona, fifty metres south, the three of us crouched behind dense undergrowth, weapons ready, the particular tension of the moment before violence — the moment where your body was simultaneously completely still and completely prepared to move, the duality that combat demanded and that never got easier no matter how many times you experienced it.

"On my mark," I said.

I counted. Three. Two. One.

"Mark."

Three things happened simultaneously.

Bhavana's shot — silent, precise, the sniper round crossing thirty metres in a fraction of a second — hit the tree sentry in the chest. The Gumalagian jerked, slumped, and fell from the platform in a cascade of pixels that the Game generated when a creature took lethal damage.

Neelam's Energy Lance fired. The lance was — the sound was wrong for a weapon. Not a bang, not a crack. A hum that built to a shriek, the particular frequency of concentrated energy being released in a focused beam. The beam hit the communications array on the tree platform and the array exploded — not in fire but in light, the components disintegrating into the Game's pixel effect, the transmission equipment reduced to nothing in a single shot.

Chandni's turret opened up. Munna Junior — despite being portable, despite being smaller than its full-sized siblings — produced a volume of fire that was, by any reasonable measure, excessive. Energy bursts sprayed the camp's entrance, chewing through vegetation and rock and anything that was unfortunate enough to be standing in the field of fire.

The Gumalagians reacted. Fast — faster than human soldiers, the particular speed of a species that was built for ambush and response, whose reflexes were evolved rather than trained. Four of them emerged from the camp's structures — big, armoured, the green-black-yellow colouring that I'd seen in the Battle Royale, the scales catching the filtered light and redirecting it in patterns that made them hard to track visually. They returned fire immediately, energy weapons sending bright bolts toward Chandni's position, toward the south approach, toward the tree line where Bhavana had fired from.

"Move!" I shouted, and we moved. Rukmini, Winona, and I broke from cover and charged the camp's south entrance. The entrance was a gap in the rock formation — three metres wide, flanked by boulders, the particular geography of a chokepoint that was simultaneously our approach and their kill zone.

Rukmini went first. She moved with the fluid precision of a woman who had been trained by the Indian Armed Forces before the draft and whose muscle memory was not Game-enhanced but Earth-forged, the particular competence of a soldier who had done this in training a thousand times and who did it now for real with the same mechanical efficiency. She fired as she moved — short bursts, controlled, the energy carbine punching holes in the cover that the Gumalagians were using.

I followed. My sword appeared in my left hand, my pistol in my right — the dual-wielding configuration that the Hero class enabled and that I had practised until the weight of both weapons felt like extensions of my arms rather than objects I was carrying. The pistol fired. The sword was for close range. And close range was coming fast.

A Gumalagian emerged from behind a boulder, three metres away. Close enough to see the individual scales on its face. Close enough to smell it — the particular scent of a reptilian species, dry and mineral, like sun-heated stone. It swung a blade — a curved, single-edged weapon that moved with the speed of a creature whose reflexes exceeded mine by a statistical margin that the Game tracked and that I preferred not to think about.

I blocked with the sword. The impact jarred my arm — the strength behind the blow was significant, more than I'd expected from a scout-class operative. This wasn't a scout. This was a fighter.

My pistol came up. Point-blank. I fired three times. The Gumalagian staggered back, the energy bolts punching through its armour at a range where armour was a suggestion rather than a defense. It fell. Pixels began to cascade.

"Karthik!" Winona's voice — high, sharp, the particular pitch of a person who was seeing combat for the first time and who was simultaneously terrified and functional. I turned. Another Gumalagian had flanked us, coming around the rock formation's western edge, a route we hadn't anticipated because the satellite hadn't shown a western exit.

Winona fired. Her starter rifle — underpowered, underleveled, the weapon equivalent of bringing a cricket bat to a war — barked twice. The shots hit the Gumalagian in the shoulder. Not lethal. Not even close to lethal. But the shots did something more important than damage: they announced that the flank was covered, that someone was there, that the easy kill the Gumalagian had expected was not going to be easy.

The Gumalagian turned toward Winona. I cast Telekinesis. The spell — new, unpractised, the magical equivalent of a tool I'd only used in the workshop and never in the field — grabbed the Gumalagian and threw it. Not gracefully. Not with the precision that the spell would eventually achieve. I threw it sideways, into the rock formation's wall, with enough force that the impact produced a sound like a bag of gravel being dropped from a height.

Rukmini finished it. Two shots. Clean. The pixels cascaded.

The fight lasted four minutes. Four minutes that felt like forty, the particular time dilation of combat where seconds stretched and the body operated at a frequency that the mind could barely track. When it was over, five Gumalagians were dead and one was alive — the one that Bhavana had dropped from the tree, who had survived the fall and the subsequent bullet because Bhavana had aimed for non-vital areas, because I had asked for a prisoner and Bhavana delivered what was asked for.

The prisoner was — I approached it carefully, sword drawn, Rukmini covering with her carbine — the prisoner was the scout. The one who had killed Murphy. I knew because the blade on its belt matched the wound pattern that Bhavana had catalogued, and because the Game's identification system confirmed it: Gumalagian Shadow Scout, Level 17.

Level 17. Higher than my squad's average. Higher than me. The scout had been operating in our territory, observing our defenses, killing our people, and it had been higher level than the people defending those defenses. The statistical unfairness of it was — I pushed the thought aside. Statistics were for after the fight. During the fight and immediately after, the only relevant number was the one that mattered: we were alive, and most of them were not.

"You're the one who killed my soldier," I said.

The Gumalagian — injured, one arm broken from the fall, the green-black scales dull with pain — looked at me with eyes that were yellow, slitted, and entirely without remorse.

"Little pink food," it hissed. "Don't you know to respect your betters?"

"When I meet one, I'll keep that in mind."

"You're making a mistake. We're going to kill all of you."

"So there's more of you."

The eyes narrowed. The particular narrowing of a creature that had said too much and that knew it had said too much and that was processing the tactical error with the speed of a species that did not forgive mistakes, even its own.

"Now who made the mistake?" I said.

We had our prisoner. We had our intelligence. The communications array was destroyed. The camp was empty.

But somewhere — beyond the eleven-mile radius, beyond the satellite's reach, somewhere in the vast, unnamed territory of a moon that was ours by conquest and theirs by grudge — somewhere, more of them were coming.


  
    Chapter 6: Sabar ka Imtihaan

    
    
  
  The two weeks after the camp raid were the worst kind of waiting — the kind where you knew something was coming but didn't know when, and the not-knowing ate at you the way the swamp ate at the colony's foundations: slowly, persistently, with the particular patience of something that understood that erosion was just violence on a longer timeline.

The prisoner talked. Not willingly — Gumalagians did not surrender information the way humans did, through the negotiated exchange of question and answer. The Gumalagian communicated through defiance, through the things he refused to say, through the particular silences that, when mapped against the questions we asked, revealed the shape of the information we needed the way a sculptor reveals a statue by removing the stone around it.

His name — or the closest human approximation of it — was Krell. Shadow Scout, Level 17, assigned to the forward reconnaissance of Haven's sector. He had been operating alone for three weeks before the camp was established, and the camp's six operatives were a support team sent after Krell's initial assessment had identified Haven as a target worth investing in.

"Why Haven?" I asked, during the third interrogation session. We held these in the Town Centre's basement — a room that the Game had generated as a storage area and that I had repurposed as an interrogation space, not because the room was intimidating but because it was underground and underground spaces made Gumalagians uncomfortable. Something about their biology — cold-blooded, dependent on ambient heat — made them sluggish and cooperative in cool environments.

Krell sat on a metal chair. His broken arm had been splinted — Neelam had insisted, because the Delphinian diplomatic code required humane treatment of prisoners regardless of species, and because Neelam's particular brand of morality did not distinguish between kindness to allies and kindness to enemies. The splint was functional. Krell's expression was not.

"Your moon has resources," he said. The hissing accent — the particular sibilance of a reptilian vocal tract producing human-compatible sounds — had become familiar over three days. "Copper. Bismuth. Rare minerals. Your colony extracts them. We want them."

"You have your own territory. Your own resources."

"We have what the Game gives us. The Game gives us what it decides we deserve. The Game decided that your moon was better. So we take your moon."

"The Game decided. Or your commanders decided."

The yellow eyes narrowed. The particular tell — I had learned to read it over three sessions — that indicated the question had hit somewhere uncomfortable.

"How many more are coming, Krell?"

Silence. The silence of a creature who understood that the information was the only currency he possessed and that spending it unwisely would leave him with nothing.

"Enough," he said.

"Enough for what?"

"Enough to make your little colony a memory."

I reported to the squad that evening. The briefing was held in the common room — chai, Pramod's samosas (he had discovered that the alien tubers could be seasoned with the Game's spice selection to produce something that was not samosa but that occupied the same emotional space), and the particular tension of a group of people who were listening to their commander tell them that an unknown number of hostile aliens were planning to attack their home.

"We don't know the timeline," I said. "We destroyed their communications array, which buys us time — they can't coordinate with their command structure until they either rebuild the array or send a messenger. But the camp's support team wasn't the assault force. They were the preparation. The assault force is somewhere else."

"How large?" Rukmini asked.

"Krell won't say. But the camp was provisioned for a larger group — Bhavana found supply caches buried near the site, enough for twenty to thirty individuals. The assault force is at least that size."

"Twenty to thirty Gumalagians," Chandni said, and for once her voice didn't carry the enthusiasm that combat planning usually produced. Twenty to thirty. Against a squad of eight, fifteen undertrained recruits, and thirty-two civilians whose combat skills ranged from "minimal" to "what's combat?" The mathematics was not encouraging.

"We have advantages," I said, because leadership required optimism even when optimism required effort. "We have walls. We have turrets — "

"Five turrets," Chandni corrected. She had added a fifth, named Pappu, to cover the western approach that the camp raid had revealed as a blind spot.

" — five turrets. We have the tank. We have defensive positions, home territory, and a satellite that will see them coming."

"And we have Neelam's intelligence," Ira added. "The Delphinian database on Gumalagian assault tactics is extensive. We know how they fight."

"How do they fight?" Winona asked. The question was honest — the question of a Level 3 recruit who had survived her first combat and who was now facing the prospect of her second and who wanted to understand what she was facing so that she could be afraid of the specific thing rather than the general concept.

"Fast," Neelam said. Her skin was the deep blue of strategic concern, the particular shade that I associated with Neelam's analytical mode — the mode where she processed threats and produced assessments with the clinical efficiency of a species that had been fighting wars for longer than humans had been farming. "Gumalagian assault doctrine emphasises speed and overwhelming force in the initial engagement. They hit hard, they hit fast, and they commit everything to the first wave. If the first wave succeeds, they consolidate. If it fails, they withdraw and reassess."

"So we survive the first wave, we survive the attack," Rukmini said.

"In principle. The first wave is designed to be unsurvivable. Their doctrine assumes that defenses will fall in the initial assault."

"Their doctrine hasn't met our walls," Chandni said, and the enthusiasm was back — the particular Chandni energy that emerged when someone told her that something was supposed to be impossible, because Chandni regarded impossibility as a personal challenge.

We fortified. The next two weeks were a frenzy of construction, training, and the particular exhaustion of people who were preparing for a fight that might come tomorrow or might come never and who had to maintain the intensity of preparation regardless of the uncertainty.

The walls were upgraded. Stone to reinforced stone. Two metres to three. Chandni added firing positions — slotted openings at regular intervals along the wall's upper surface, wide enough for a rifle barrel and narrow enough to protect the shooter. The turrets were upgraded: increased range, faster tracking, higher damage output. Munna, Guddu, Babloo, Chintu, and Pappu — the family of five — stood at their positions with the mechanical patience of weapons that did not know fear and did not require rest.

I trained the recruits. Fifteen of them — ranging from Level 2 (Winona) to Level 6 (a former police constable from Jaipur named Haresh who had taken to the Game's combat system with the particular adaptability of a man who had spent his Earth career dealing with situations that were almost as dangerous as alien warfare and considerably less well-organised). The training was intensive. Morning drills. Afternoon scenarios. Evening reviews. The particular rhythm of a military preparation that was simultaneously about building skills and building confidence, because a soldier who could shoot but couldn't believe in their ability to shoot was only marginally more useful than a soldier who couldn't shoot at all.

Winona improved. Not dramatically — dramatic improvement was a fiction of training montages, not a feature of real skill development. But she improved. Her accuracy increased. Her movement became less panicked. She leveled to 4, then 5, the experience from the camp raid and the daily training combining to push her stats upward with the particular grinding progress that the Game rewarded for consistent effort.

"Am I ready?" she asked me, after a training session that had left her exhausted and bruised and — for the first time — satisfied.

"Nobody's ever ready," I said. "Ready is a myth that people who've never been in combat believe in. What you can be is prepared. And you're getting prepared."

"That's not as reassuring as you think it is."

"It's not supposed to be reassuring. It's supposed to be honest."

The mines continued. Deepak and Padmini had, through the particular alchemy of shared crisis, stopped fighting and started cooperating — the threat of alien assault having accomplished what my mediation could not: the realisation that internal conflict was a luxury that people under external threat could not afford. The copper flowed. The bismuth accumulated. The quarry produced stone that Chandni consumed for wall upgrades with the appetite of a woman who regarded construction materials the way Pramod regarded ingredients: as raw potential waiting to be transformed into something defensive.

Pramod cooked. Through the preparation, through the tension, through the two weeks of waiting — Pramod cooked. The dhaba operated from dawn to midnight, producing chai and paranthas and samosas and a dal that he had perfected through trial and error and that the colony had collectively agreed was the best thing any of them had eaten since Earth. Pramod cooked because cooking was how he coped, because feeding people was his form of combat, and because — he told me this late one night, when the colony was asleep and the turrets hummed and the two of us sat in the dhaba with cold chai and the particular honesty that late nights produced — because if the assault came and the colony fell, he wanted the last thing his people remembered to be a good meal.

"That's dark, Pramod."

"I'm a dark man, bhai. I lost my family. I'm cooking for strangers on an alien moon. The darkness comes with the territory."

"These aren't strangers anymore."

"No." He looked at the kitchen — the improvised tandoor, the portable stove, the containers of alien vegetables that he had learned to cook the way his grandmother had learned to cook new ingredients when she'd moved from Amritsar to Delhi after Partition. Adaptation. The particular skill of a person who had lost their home and who rebuilt it wherever they landed, using whatever was available. "No. They're not strangers. They're mine. The way your soldiers are yours. The way this colony is yours."

"Ours."

"Ours, then. Ours." He poured more chai. The chai was not cold. Pramod's chai was never cold, because Pramod maintained the temperature of his chai the way other people maintained military readiness: with constant vigilance and the refusal to accept deterioration. "You know what keeps me going, Karthik? The tandoor. Every morning I light it. Every morning the fire catches. Every morning I make the first parantha and the colony wakes up to the smell and I think: today we're alive. Today I can feed them. Tomorrow — tomorrow is tomorrow's problem."

The satellite beeped at 3:47 AM on a Tuesday — Ira's Tuesday, the mishti doi Tuesday, though there was no mishti doi and there hadn't been since Earth — and the beep was the alert protocol that Ira had programmed to activate when a new thermal cluster appeared within the satellite's scan range.

I was awake. Not because of the beep — because of the insomnia that had become my companion during the two weeks of waiting, the particular sleeplessness of a man who was responsible for fifty-five lives and who could not stop calculating the mathematics of defense against an unknown number of attackers.

The thermal cluster was northeast. Eighteen miles out. Larger than the camp. Significantly larger.

Twenty-six signatures. Moving south. Toward Haven.

I activated the squad alert. Seven Controllers beeped simultaneously across the colony. Within four minutes, every member of the squad was in the common room, variously dressed, uniformly alert.

"They're coming," I said. "Twenty-six of them. Eighteen miles out. At their current pace, they reach Haven in — " I looked at Ira.

"Six hours," she said. "Faster if they push it."

Six hours. Six hours between now and the assault that we'd spent two weeks preparing for and that was, despite the preparation, still terrifying. Because preparation was not a guarantee. Preparation was the difference between possible survival and probable death, and possible was not the same as certain, and the gap between the two was the space where fear lived.

"Wake the colony," I said. "Everyone to their positions. This is what we trained for."

The turrets hummed louder. Or maybe that was my imagination. Maybe the hum was the same as always and the loudness was the particular amplification that fear produced, the way fear made everything louder, sharper, more present, the way fear made you alive in the specific, terrible way that only the proximity of death could achieve.

Haven waited. The dawn was coming. And with it, twenty-six reasons to fight.


  
    Chapter 7: Shaadi

    
    
  
  But first — before the assault, before the twenty-six Gumalagians and the six hours and the dawn — I need to go back two weeks. To the wedding.

The wedding happened on the fourth day of the waiting period, and it happened because human beings, when placed under the particular pressure of impending violence, do not postpone joy. They accelerate it. The logic is simple and ancient: if the world might end tomorrow, the things that matter must happen today.

Deepak and Padmini.

The former construction foreman from Nagpur and the former schoolteacher from Cuttack, who had spent their first week in Haven arguing about mining procedures with the volume and intensity of a married couple who had been married for thirty years and who had forgotten that they weren't — they had fallen in love. Not dramatically. Not with the cinematic arc of a romance that announces itself. Quietly. Through the particular alchemy of proximity and shared danger and the discovery that the person you argued with the most was the person you wanted to argue with forever.

"We want to get married," Deepak told me, standing in my office with Padmini beside him, both of them wearing the expressions of people who were simultaneously certain about each other and uncertain about asking permission from a twenty-four-year-old lieutenant who was technically their military commander and who had no authority over their personal lives but whose approval they sought because authority, in a colony this small, was indivisible from community.

"You've known each other for three weeks," I said.

"We've known each other under conditions that most people never experience," Padmini said. She was — I had learned over three weeks — a woman who argued the way she mined: with precision, with force, and with the particular confidence of a person who had assessed the situation and determined that she was correct. "We've been drafted into an alien war, transported to a swamp, assigned to extract minerals from a moon that is trying to kill us, and we've discovered that the person we want beside us while the moon tries to kill us is each other. Three weeks in Haven is thirty years in Cuttack."

"That's — I can't argue with that logic."

"Nobody can argue with my logic. I was a schoolteacher. I taught twelve-year-olds. My logic is bulletproof."

I approved the wedding. Not because I had the authority — the Game's colony management system included a civil registry, but it required only the signatures of the two parties and a witness — but because the approval mattered to them, and things that mattered to the people in my colony mattered to me.

Pramod took charge of the food. This was not requested. This was not negotiable. Pramod's involvement in any event that involved gathering and eating was as inevitable as the gas giant's gravitational pull — a force that existed regardless of whether you acknowledged it and that shaped events regardless of whether you consented.

"A wedding without a proper meal is a funeral with better clothes," Pramod declared, inventorying his supplies with the particular intensity of a man who had been given a purpose and who intended to fulfil it with maximum impact. "I need three days. I need the alien tubers — all of them. I need whatever Neelam can get me from the Delphinian supply ship. And I need everyone to stay out of my kitchen."

"You don't have a kitchen. You have a dhaba."

"My dhaba is my kitchen, my temple, and my battlefield. Stay out of all three."

The wedding was held on a Saturday — Ira's calendar, Ira's insistence, because Saturday was the traditional day and tradition mattered even when the tradition was being observed on an alien moon by people who had been kidnapped from Earth and deposited in a war game and who were getting married in a colony that might be attacked at any moment.

The ceremony was simple. The Game's civil registry required the digital equivalent of a signature — a thumbprint on the Controller's screen — and a witness. I was the witness. The thumbprints were provided. The Game registered the marriage with the bureaucratic efficiency of a system that processed unions the way it processed building permits: acknowledged, filed, forgotten.

But the ceremony was not the wedding. The wedding was what happened after.

Pramod had transformed the dhaba. Not structurally — the dhaba was still the seventh building, still the structure that shouldn't have existed before the hospital but that existed because Pramod's priorities were, in their own way, correct — but atmospherically. He had borrowed lights from the Town Centre. He had arranged tables in a configuration that Ira had designed and that created, in the limited space, the impression of abundance. He had cooked for thirty-six hours.

The food. I will list the food because the food was the wedding.

Dal makhani — three days of soaking and slow-cooking, the alien lentils not quite right but close enough, the butter real because the Game's supply system included dairy and Pramod had stockpiled it for exactly this purpose. Jeera rice — basmati was unavailable, but the local grain, when toasted with cumin that Pramod had been growing in a container garden since day one, produced something that was warm and fragrant and close enough to the original that the gap was filled by gratitude rather than noticed as absence. Aloo gobi — the alien tubers standing in for potatoes, the alien brassica standing in for cauliflower, the spices doing the heavy lifting of transforming foreign ingredients into familiar comfort. Raita — the Game's yogurt, thin but functional, with cucumber-analogues that Pramod had sliced with the particular precision of a man who regarded imprecise slicing as a moral failing.

And — because Pramod understood that a wedding required a gesture, a dish that was not just food but statement — he had made gulab jamun. The alien flour. The alien milk powder. The alien sugar, which was not quite sugar but which, when heated and combined with cardamom (real cardamom, from Pramod's precious stash of Earth spices that he guarded with the possessiveness of a dragon guarding treasure), produced a syrup that was — close. Close enough that when the first person bit into the gulab jamun and the syrup ran warm and sweet and cardamom-scented, the room went quiet with the particular silence of people who had been transported, for a single bite, back to a place they thought they'd never taste again.

The colony ate. All fifty-five people, crammed into the dhaba and spilling onto the grass outside, eating with the particular enthusiasm of people who had been subsisting on functional food and who were now experiencing food that was made with love, which was — Pramod would have been embarrassed to hear me say this, but it was true — the ingredient that transformed his cooking from good to transcendent.

Chandni danced. Not formally — there was no music system, no DJ, no Bollywood playlist. Chandni hummed. Then she sang. Then she danced — the particular Chandni dance that was half Lavani, half punk rock, entirely inappropriate for a military colony, and exactly right for a wedding celebration on an alien moon where the rules of propriety had been left on Earth along with everything else that didn't fit in a soldier's kit.

Bhavana did not dance. Bhavana sat in a corner and watched and smiled — the Bhavana smile, rare, private, the smile of a woman who experienced joy through observation rather than participation and whose witnessing of other people's happiness was her own form of celebration.

Rukmini organised the cleanup. Because Rukmini organised everything, and because the cleanup was, in its own way, a form of love — the particular care of a person who understood that a celebration without a cleanup was just a mess, and that the discipline of cleaning was what allowed the next celebration to happen.

Ira made a speech. The speech was — because Ira wrote it — efficient, precise, and surprisingly emotional: "Deepak and Padmini found each other in a place designed to keep people apart. The Game separates us from our homes, our families, our planet. It puts us in a swamp and tells us to survive. Deepak and Padmini have responded by doing something the Game never planned for: they've found a reason to do more than survive. They've found a reason to live."

I watched from the wall. My spot — the thinking spot, the sunset spot, the spot where I stood when I needed to process something and where the gas giant hung on the horizon like a question that the universe was asking and that I didn't have the answer to.

Neelam found me there. Her skin was the warm blue of contentment — a shade I'd seen only rarely, the particular colour that Neelam produced when she was not analysing, not strategising, not being a diplomat, but simply being present in a moment that she found beautiful.

"Your species," she said, "is remarkable."

"We're getting married in a swamp on an alien moon while waiting for an invasion. That's not remarkable. That's delusional."

"It's both. And the both-ness is what makes you worth allying with. A species that dances at the edge of destruction is a species that understands something fundamental about existence."

"What's that?"

"That existence is not about surviving. It's about the things you do while you survive. The dancing. The cooking. The marrying." She paused. The blue deepened. "The Delphinians do not do this. When we face destruction, we prepare. We calculate. We optimise. We do not dance."

"And how's that working out for you?"

"We survive efficiently. But I am not certain we survive well."

The evening ended. The celebration faded into the particular quiet of a colony that had experienced joy and was now returning to the baseline anxiety of a community under threat. The lights were returned to the Town Centre. The tables were restored to their standard configuration. Pramod cleaned his dhaba with the particular thoroughness of a man who regarded a dirty kitchen as a moral emergency.

And then — on the morning after the wedding, while the colony was still processing the joy and the gulab jamun and the particular warmth of a celebration that had, for a few hours, made an alien swamp feel like home — the celebrity arrived.

Major Aarti Marlowe. War hero. Game legend. The most famous human soldier in the system, whose exploits — three campaigns, seventeen dungeons cleared, a level that was rumoured to be above 30 — had made her the closest thing humanity had to a celebrity in the Game's universe. She arrived in a military shuttle, unannounced, with a security detail and the particular aura of a person who was accustomed to being the most important person in any room and who had organised her life so that this was always the case.

"Lieutenant Agnihotri," she said, shaking my hand at the landing zone with a grip that was firm and a smile that was calculated and eyes that were already assessing the colony with the particular efficiency of someone who evaluated everything and everyone she encountered for strategic utility. "Your colony is — quaint."

"It's three weeks old. Quaint is generous."

"Central Command is impressed with your progress. The moon conquest. The camp raid. The Gumalagian neutralisation. You've been busy."

"We've been surviving. Busy is a side effect."

"I have intelligence that will interest you." Her eyes — sharp, the eyes of a woman who had survived things that would break most people and who wore the survival like armour — moved to the northeast. The direction of the threat. "There's more of them than you think. And they're coming sooner than you expect."

The intel. Marlowe delivered it in my office, with Rukmini and Ira present, because Marlowe's security clearance was higher than mine and the information she carried was classified at a level that meant most of my squad couldn't hear it, a fact that I resented and that Marlowe either didn't notice or didn't care about.

"Central Command's intelligence division has been tracking Gumalagian fleet movements," she said. "A troop transport entered the system three weeks ago. It deposited approximately thirty combat operatives on the moon's surface, northwest of your position."

"Thirty. We estimated twenty-six."

"The satellite estimate is based on thermal signatures. Gumalagians can suppress their thermal output by lowering their metabolic rate — a form of camouflage. The actual count is higher."

"How much higher?"

"Thirty confirmed. Possibly more."

"And the timeline?"

"They've been moving south for two days. Slow, careful, staying below satellite detection thresholds. At their current pace — " she paused, the pause of a person who was about to deliver information that would change the shape of someone's day — "seven to ten days."

Seven to ten days. The countdown had started before we even knew there was a clock.

"Central Command is aware of the threat," I said. "Are they sending reinforcements?"

The silence that followed was the loudest thing Marlowe had communicated all day.

"They're not sending reinforcements," I said.

"Central Command has assessed Haven as a frontier colony with limited strategic value. The resources you're extracting are useful but not critical. The cost of a military response exceeds the projected return."

"The cost of a military response. You mean the cost of saving fifty-five people."

"I mean the cost that Central Command has calculated. I'm delivering the assessment, Lieutenant. I'm not endorsing it."

"What are you endorsing?"

She looked at me. The calculation left her eyes for a moment, and what remained was — I was surprised to see it — sympathy. Not the performed sympathy of a politician or the strategic sympathy of a diplomat. The real kind. The sympathy of a soldier who had been in this position before and who knew what it meant to be told that the people above you had decided that the people below you were expendable.

"I'm endorsing your right to defend your colony with whatever you have," she said. "And I'm endorsing you, Lieutenant. You've proven you can fight. Now prove you can win."

She left that evening. Her shuttle climbed into the unnamed-colour sky and disappeared. The celebrity visit was over. The intelligence remained. Thirty Gumalagians, moving south, seven to ten days out, and Central Command had decided that Haven wasn't worth saving.

"Then we save ourselves," I said to the squad, in the briefing that followed. "We've been doing it since we got here. This isn't new. This is just — more."

"More enemies, more danger, more possibility of death," Chandni said.

"More reasons to fight," I said. "More reasons to prove that Central Command's mathematics is wrong. That fifty-five people in a swamp on an alien moon are worth saving."

The squad was quiet. The particular quiet of people who had heard something that changed the equation and who were recalculating — not the mathematics of survival, which was grim, but the mathematics of purpose, which was different. Purpose didn't ask whether you would survive. Purpose asked whether you would fight. And the answer, in that room, with Pramod's chai on the table and Chandni's turrets humming outside and the gas giant hanging on the horizon like a witness to whatever came next — the answer was yes.


  
    Chapter 8: Saazish

    
    
  
  The mission to the Gumalagian forward base was not my idea. It was Rukmini's.

"We can't wait for them to come to us," she said, the morning after Marlowe's departure. The squad was in the common room — the morning briefing that had become, over the weeks, as ritualistic as Pramod's first chai. "Thirty hostiles, possibly more, with ten days to position and plan. If we let them dictate the engagement, we lose. The terrain around Haven favors a siege, and a siege favors the larger force."

"What are you proposing?" I asked, though I already knew, because Rukmini's proposals followed a pattern that was as predictable as it was effective: identify the enemy's advantage, and take it away before the enemy could use it.

"A pre-emptive strike. Not on the main force — that's too large for our squad. On their forward operating base. The camp we cleared was the scout's support team. But the main force needs logistics too: supply caches, communications, possibly heavy weapons. If we find and destroy their forward base, we force them to operate without infrastructure. They come at us disorganised, undersupplied, and without comms."

"And if the forward base is defended by more than we can handle?"

"Then we retreat. Savitri's tank can outrun Gumalagian ground forces. We lose nothing but time."

"We lose the element of surprise."

"Surprise is a depreciating asset. The longer we wait, the less it's worth. They already know we found the scout's camp. They know their communications are down. They're adjusting. Every day we wait, the surprise costs us more than using it."

The logic was — as Rukmini's logic always was — uncomfortably sound. I looked at the squad. Chandni was nodding, which meant she'd already started planning demolitions in her head. Bhavana was calculating, her eyes doing the particular distance-stare that meant she was running scenarios. Ira was silent, which meant she was processing, and Ira's processing was the most reliable indicator of strategic quality: if Ira didn't object within thirty seconds, the plan was viable.

Thirty seconds passed. Ira didn't object.

"We go tonight," I said. "Small team. Fast. In and out before dawn."

The team: me, Rukmini, Bhavana, Chandni (because whatever we found, Chandni would need to destroy it, and destruction was Chandni's first language), and Neelam (because Neelam's Energy Lance had proven its worth and because the Delphinian database might identify things that human eyes would miss). Five of us. The rest stayed to defend Haven — Ira running operations, Savitri on patrol, Pramod feeding the colony, Winona continuing to train.

We moved at dusk. No tank — too loud, too visible. On foot, through the swamp and into the forest, following a route that Bhavana had mapped using satellite imagery and her own scouting data, a route that avoided the main force's projected movement corridor and approached the northwest quadrant from a direction that, according to Neelam's analysis, was the least likely to be monitored.

The march was — long. Five hours through terrain that was hostile in the passive-aggressive way that this moon's landscape specialised in: not actively trying to kill you, but not making any effort to keep you alive either. The ground was uneven. The vegetation was dense. The insects — the upgraded versions of the Marsh Flies, larger, more aggressive, attracted not just to body heat but to the particular electromagnetic signature that human Controllers emitted — were relentless.

"I hate this moon," Chandni whispered, swatting something that was too large to be an insect and too small to be a threat.

"You hate every moon," Rukmini whispered back.

"I hate every moon equally. This one I hate specifically."

We reached the target area at midnight. The satellite had identified the Gumalagian forward base as a thermal cluster twelve miles northwest of Haven — different from the main force, which was northeast. The forward base was smaller: four to six signatures, consistent with a logistics station.

Bhavana went ahead. Invisible. The ghost-walk, the particular Bhavana movement that made her indistinguishable from the terrain. She was gone for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes of crouching in dense forest, listening to alien insects, feeling the particular cold that this moon produced after dark — the temperature dropping faster than Earth's, the heat escaping into a thinner atmosphere, the cold settling with the weight of something deliberate.

She returned. Communicated through hand signals — the silent protocol we'd established after the camp raid, the compression of complex information into gestures that the squad could read in darkness.

Four targets. One structure — a supply depot, built into a cave mouth. Three sentries, rotating. And something else. Something Bhavana's gestures struggled to convey.

"What?" I mouthed.

She pointed at her Controller. Typed a single word: Missiles.

The forward base was not just a supply depot. It was a weapons cache. The Gumalagians had positioned missile launchers — the Game's heavy ordnance category, weapons designed for fortress assault and area bombardment — in a cave twelve miles from Haven. When the main force attacked, the missiles would provide fire support, striking Haven's walls and turrets from a distance that our defenses couldn't reach.

"That changes things," Rukmini whispered.

"That changes everything," I corrected. "Those missiles hit Haven, the walls don't matter. The turrets don't matter. Thirty Gumalagians walking through rubble is a different fight than thirty Gumalagians climbing walls."

"We have to destroy them."

"We have to destroy them tonight. Before they're used."

The plan was improvised — the particular kind of plan that emerged when the situation changed faster than the planning could keep up, the plan that was less a strategy and more a shared understanding among people who had fought together enough times to communicate intent without articulating every step.

Bhavana took the sentry on the high ground — the one with the best sightlines, the one who would raise the alarm first. Silent shot, same as the camp. She positioned herself fifty metres east, elevated, the sniper's perch that she selected with the instinct of a person who had been reading terrain since she could walk.

Chandni prepared the demolition. She carried four charges — the Game's explosive ordnance, augmented with her own modifications, the particular Chandni engineering that transformed standard demolition tools into devices that were significantly more destructive than their specifications suggested. She would enter the cave after the sentries were down and place charges on the missile launchers.

Neelam covered the western approach. Her Energy Lance in overwatch mode — the weapon's secondary function, which created a sustained beam that could sweep an area, less precise than the focused shot but devastating against multiple targets.

Rukmini and I took the remaining sentries. Two of them, circling the depot on a pattern that Bhavana had timed: fifteen minutes between passes, a thirty-second window where both sentries were on the far side of the structure and the approach was clear.

"Go," I said.

Bhavana's shot was silent. The high-ground sentry dropped. No sound, no alarm, the particular efficiency of a kill that happened so cleanly that the universe barely noticed.

Rukmini moved. I moved. We split — Rukmini left, me right — converging on the patrol path from opposite directions. The timing was critical: the sentries would discover the fallen guard on their next pass, which gave us approximately six minutes.

My sentry was a Gumalagian warrior — armoured, armed with a blade and a sidearm, walking the patrol with the particular alertness of a soldier who was confident in their territory and who did not expect the territory to bite back. I came from behind. Sword in hand. The Hero class gave me a skill called Boost of Confidence — a temporary stat enhancement that, when activated, increased my Strength and Reflexes for ten seconds. I activated it.

The ten seconds were enough.

The sword took the sentry from behind — not honourable, not sporting, not the kind of combat that the stories celebrated. The kind of combat that kept people alive. The Gumalagian folded, the Game's pixel cascade beginning before the body hit the ground.

Rukmini's target went down simultaneously — I heard the brief, controlled burst of her carbine, two shots, the particular economy of a soldier who did not waste ammunition or motion.

Chandni was already moving. She passed me at a run — small, fast, the compact energy of a woman who had been waiting for this moment and who entered the cave mouth with the particular eagerness of a demolitions expert arriving at a demolition.

Four minutes. Chandni worked fast. I could hear her inside — the clicking of charges being placed, the precise sounds of a professional working under time pressure with the particular calm that expertise provided. Not the calm of someone who wasn't afraid. The calm of someone whose fear was managed by competence.

"Charges set," Chandni's voice came through the communicator. "Four launchers, six missiles total. Placed for maximum secondary detonation. We want to be very far away when these go off."

"How far?"

"At least five hundred metres. These are Game heavy ordnance missiles. When they cook off, they'll take the cave, the rock formation, and a significant amount of the surrounding forest."

"Timer?"

"Three minutes from activation. Activating — now."

We ran. Not the tactical withdrawal that military manuals described — the controlled, orderly retreat through prepared routes with covering fire and rearguard protection. We ran. Five people through alien forest in the dark, three minutes between them and an explosion that would reshape the local geography.

The explosion, when it came, was — the word was "magnificent" but that implies beauty, and what the explosion produced was not beauty but power. The cave detonated. The missiles cooked off in sequence — each one adding to the blast, the combined detonation producing a fireball that rose above the treeline and lit the forest in orange and white. The ground shook. The trees nearest the blast bent, then broke, then disintegrated. The sound reached us as a physical force — a pressure wave that pushed against the chest and rang in the ears and communicated, in the particular language of explosions, the fundamental fact that the things which had been in that cave no longer existed.

"Munna Junior sends his regards," Chandni said, grinning in the firelight, because Chandni's relationship with explosions was — I had accepted this — genuinely romantic.

The secondary explosions continued for two minutes. The forest burned in a radius that the Game would eventually extinguish through its environmental management system but that, for now, produced a column of fire and smoke visible from Haven — Ira confirmed it on the communicator, her voice carrying the particular tone of a woman who was watching a distant fire and hoping that the people who had set it were not inside it.

"We're clear," I reported. "All five, no casualties. The forward base is destroyed. Six missiles eliminated."

"The main force will have seen the explosion," Ira said.

"They'll have seen it, and they'll know their fire support is gone. That changes their calculation."

"Does it change the attack?"

"It changes the timeline. They'll either accelerate — hit us before we can prepare further — or they'll delay, regroup, and come with a revised plan. Either way, they're coming without missiles."

We marched back to Haven. Five hours in the dark, exhausted, the particular tiredness of people who had accomplished something significant and whose bodies were demanding payment for the effort. The forest was alive with the sounds of fleeing fauna — creatures that had been disturbed by the explosion and that were relocating with the urgency of animals that understood, instinctively, that the territory had changed.

Haven's walls appeared at dawn. The turrets — Munna, Guddu, Babloo, Chintu, Pappu — hummed their greeting. The gate opened. Pramod was waiting with chai.

"You blew something up," he said, handing me a steel glass. The chai was perfect — hot, ginger-heavy, the particular intensity that Pramod reserved for mornings that followed difficult nights.

"Chandni blew something up. I watched."

"Chandni always blows something up. That's not news. The news is that you all came back." He looked at the squad — five people, dirty, tired, intact. The look of a man who had spent the night counting the people who had left and who was now counting the people who had returned and who was profoundly relieved that the numbers matched.

"We always come back, Pramod."

"Don't make promises you can't keep, bhai. Just drink your chai."

I drank. The chai was hot and the morning was cold and the mission was complete and the missiles were destroyed and the main force was still coming and Haven was still here and the turrets still hummed and the world was still the world — strange, dangerous, alien, and ours.


  
    Chapter 9: Emperor's Pride

    
    
  
  Major Vikram's office smelled like authority and contempt, which were — I had learned — the two primary ingredients of military bureaucracy, blended in proportions that varied by rank but that were always present, the way salt and fat were always present in Pramod's cooking, except that Pramod's cooking nourished people and Major Vikram's office made you want to leave.

Emperor's Pride was Central Command's regional station — a space platform orbiting the gas giant, the administrative hub for all human operations in this sector. It was, by any objective measure, impressive: a rotating structure that generated artificial gravity, with corridors that were clean and wide and lit with the particular fluorescence that military installations preferred, the lighting that communicated efficiency while simultaneously draining every human face of warmth and colour. The station housed two thousand personnel — administrators, intelligence officers, logistics coordinators, and the particular species of military professional that existed in every army in every era: the people who managed the war without fighting it, who allocated resources from spreadsheets, who decided which colonies lived and which colonies died based on numbers that did not include the particular, irreducible value of a human being standing on a wall with a cup of cold chai, watching the sunset over a swamp that had become home.

I had been summoned. Not invited — summoned. The distinction mattered. An invitation was a request between equals. A summons was a command from superior to inferior, and the command had arrived on my Controller with the particular formatting that Central Command used for mandatory appearances: bold text, timestamp, the implicit threat of consequences for non-compliance.

Neelam had given me a lift. The Delphinian shuttle — smooth, silent, the antithesis of the military transport that had brought our settlers — had covered the distance between Haven and Emperor's Pride in three hours. Three hours during which I had reviewed my notes, rehearsed my arguments, and consumed the chai that Pramod had packed in a thermos with the particular insistence of a man who believed that sending a soldier into a bureaucratic battle without chai was the moral equivalent of sending him without armour.

"You're going to ask for reinforcements," Neelam said, as the shuttle docked.

"I'm going to demand reinforcements. There's a difference."

"There is not. Major Vikram will hear both as insubordination, and he will respond by denying both."

"You're very encouraging."

"I am honest. Encouragement is what you get from Pramod. From me, you get strategic assessment. The strategic assessment is that Major Vikram views your colony as expendable, your achievements as inconvenient — because they create expectations that he cannot meet without allocating resources he prefers to hoard — and your presence on this station as an opportunity to remind you of your rank."

"And what do you recommend?"

"I recommend that you remember something: Major Vikram controls resources. He does not control outcomes. You control outcomes. The Gumalagians are coming regardless of what Vikram decides. Your job is not to change his mind. Your job is to extract whatever you can from his stinginess and then go home and win without his help."

Major Vikram was — the word that came to mind was "polished." Not in the complimentary sense. In the furniture sense. The man had been buffed to a shine that concealed the material underneath, and the material underneath was, I suspected, significantly less impressive than the surface. He was fiftyish, grey at the temples, with the posture of a man who had achieved his rank through political navigation rather than combat experience and who wore the rank the way a child wore an adult's coat: with visible pride and visible discomfort.

"Lieutenant Agnihotri." He did not stand when I entered. The not-standing was deliberate — the particular power gesture of a man who understood that physical courtesy was a form of equality and who had decided that equality was not what this meeting would contain. "Sit."

I sat. The chair was lower than his. Another gesture. The ergonomics of dominance — his eyes looking down, mine looking up, the physical arrangement communicating hierarchy before a word was spoken.

"Your colony reports are — " he paused, selecting the word with the particular care of a man who measured language the way an accountant measured expenditure — "interesting."

"Thank you, sir."

"That was not a compliment. 'Interesting' means that your colony has generated more incident reports in three weeks than most colonies generate in three months. A killed guard. A Gumalagian camp. A pre-emptive strike. An explosion visible from orbit. You are, Lieutenant, a conspicuous presence in a sector that benefits from inconspicuity."

"We've been defending our colony against an identified threat, sir."

"You've been engaging in offensive operations without authorization. The camp raid. The forward base destruction. These were not defensive actions. These were aggressive engagements that risk escalating the Gumalagian conflict beyond the sector's capacity to manage."

"With respect, sir, the Gumalagians were already planning an assault on Haven. We disrupted their logistics. If we hadn't — "

"If you hadn't, the situation would have resolved itself through the Game's natural mechanisms. The Game manages conflict, Lieutenant. It balances forces. It creates challenges proportional to a colony's level. Your interventions disrupt that balance."

"The Game's natural mechanisms include our people dying, sir."

"The Game's natural mechanisms include acceptable losses. All warfare involves acceptable losses."

The words landed. I let them sit in the air between us — the particular air of a military office that was climate-controlled and comfortable and that contained a man who had used the phrase "acceptable losses" to describe people I knew by name, people who ate Pramod's paranthas and drank Pramod's chai and slept in barracks that I had built and defended walls that I had commissioned.

"I need reinforcements," I said. "Thirty Gumalagians are approaching Haven. My colony has eight squad members, fifteen undertrained recruits, and thirty-two civilians. The mathematics — "

"The mathematics have been calculated." He opened a display on his desk — numbers, projections, the particular visual language of spreadsheets that reduced human lives to data points. "Haven's strategic value is classified as Tier 3 — resource production below threshold for priority defense allocation. Reinforcement would require redeploying assets from Tier 1 and Tier 2 colonies, which Central Command has assessed as an unacceptable reallocation."

"Unacceptable. Fifty-five people facing thirty hostiles without reinforcement is unacceptable."

"Your opinion is noted, Lieutenant."

"My opinion is that you're sacrificing a colony to protect a spreadsheet."

The temperature in the room changed. Not physically — the climate control maintained its professional indifference. But the emotional temperature, the particular atmospheric reading that existed between a junior officer who had said too much and a senior officer who had heard too much and who was deciding how to respond.

"Be very careful, Lieutenant," Vikram said. His voice was quiet, which was worse than loud. Loud officers were expressing anger. Quiet officers were expressing power. "Your record is impressive. Your achievements are noted. But your record does not grant you immunity from the chain of command, and the chain of command has made its decision."

"Then what am I here for?"

"You're here because I wanted to look at the man who blew up a Gumalagian weapons cache twelve miles from his colony without authorization and who appears to believe that tactical success entitles him to strategic insubordination." He paused. The pause was — I recognised it — the pause of a man who was about to do something that he had planned to do all along and that the preceding conversation had been a performance designed to establish the emotional context. "You're here because I'm promoting you."

"Promoting me."

"To Captain. Effective immediately. The promotion recognises your achievements in the moon conquest, colony establishment, and Gumalagian neutralisation. It also recognises the reality that Haven's defense is your responsibility, and a Captain's authority includes resource requisition at a level that a Lieutenant's does not."

"You're promoting me instead of sending reinforcements."

"I'm promoting you because you've earned it. The absence of reinforcements is a separate decision that the promotion does not change. You will defend Haven with what you have. Your new rank gives you access to the Tier 2 equipment requisition system, which includes — " he consulted his display — "defensive shield generators, upgraded turret systems, and medical equipment. Hardware, not personnel. Central Command provides tools. You provide results."

I left Emperor's Pride with a Captain's insignia and a requisition order for equipment that would arrive in three days. No reinforcements. No additional soldiers. No acknowledgment that fifty-five people facing thirty Gumalagians deserved more than hardware and a promotion.

Neelam was waiting at the shuttle. Her skin was the cool blue of diplomatic assessment — the colour she wore when she was evaluating outcomes.

"Captain Agnihotri," she said. "Congratulations."

"He promoted me to avoid sending reinforcements. The promotion is a consolation prize."

"The promotion is a resource. A Captain's requisition authority is significant. The shield generators alone will change the defensive calculus."

"The shield generators won't replace thirty soldiers."

"No. But they will keep your fifty-five people alive long enough for your thirty soldiers to not be necessary." She paused. The skin shifted — warmer. The particular warmth that I had come to associate with Neelam's version of encouragement, which was not Pramod's emotional encouragement but the encouragement of data, of probability, of a Delphinian who had calculated the odds and found them survivable. "You are not being abandoned, Karthik. You are being underestimated. The two are different. Being abandoned means no one expects you to succeed. Being underestimated means they expect you to fail. And you — " the warmth deepened — "you are very good at failing to fail."

The shuttle descended through the unnamed-colour sky. Haven appeared below — the walls, the turrets, the buildings, the swamp that surrounded them like a moat, the colony that was simultaneously too small to matter and too real to lose.

I had a promotion I hadn't wanted. Equipment that was coming but not enough. A timeline that was shrinking. And a conversation playing on loop in my head — the particular phrase that Vikram had used, "acceptable losses," the phrase that reduced Murphy Mathews and Deepak and Padmini and Winona and Pramod and all of them to a category, a line item, a number that could be crossed off a ledger.

"No acceptable losses," I said, to no one. To the shuttle. To the moon below. To the colony that was waiting for me with five turrets and cold chai and a dhaba that smelled like paranthas and a squad that would fight because fighting was what we did.

"No acceptable losses," Neelam repeated, and her skin was the warmest I had ever seen it.

The shuttle landed. Pramod was waiting with chai.

"How was the meeting?" he asked.

"I got promoted and insulted. In that order."

"The military. Same everywhere. Even in space." He handed me the glass. Steel. Hot. Ginger-tulsi. "Captain Agnihotri. Sounds important."

"It sounds like more responsibility and the same amount of support."

"So — the military. Like I said." He watched me drink. The watching was — Pramod's watching was not assessment. It was attention. The particular attention of a man who cared about the people he fed and who read their faces the way a doctor read symptoms: looking for signs of damage, looking for what needed healing, looking for the thing that food could fix.

"We're going to be fine, Pramod."

"I know. I know because I'm going to keep cooking, and you're going to keep fighting, and the turrets are going to keep humming, and eventually — eventually, bhai — this will be a story we tell at the dhaba. 'Remember when thirty Gumalagians came for us and we were only fifty-five people in a swamp?' And everyone will laugh and eat and the chai will be hot and the story will be just a story. That's what I'm cooking toward. That day."

"That's a good day to cook toward."

"It's the only day worth cooking toward."

I went to check on the new equipment requisition. Shield generators, upgraded turrets, medical supplies — the tools that Vikram had provided instead of soldiers, the hardware that would have to be enough because enough was all we had.

The promotion gave me one more thing that Vikram hadn't mentioned, because Vikram probably didn't know or didn't care: the Captain's rank unlocked a new spell in my class progression. I opened the Game interface:

New Spell Unlocked: Healing Burst

A massive influx of energy heals the target, removing poisons and unnatural diseases, as well as mending most major wounds. Amount of healing based on Magic stat. Can be cast once per hour per ten points of combined Willpower and Magic.

With my current stats — Willpower 27, Magic 49 — I could cast Healing Burst eight times per hour. Eight times. The spell was — I read the description again, feeling the particular hope that emerged when the mathematics of survival improved unexpectedly — the spell was the medical facility we didn't have. The field hospital that Vikram's spreadsheets hadn't allocated. The healing that would keep people alive when the Gumalagians came.

"Thank you, Vikram," I said, meaning it sarcastically, meaning it sincerely, meaning both at once. The promotion had been a consolation prize. The spell was a lifeline. And the difference between the two was the particular irony of a system that gave you what you needed by accident while denying you what you needed on purpose.


  
    Chapter 10: Dungeon

    
    
  
  The dungeon entrance was a hole in the ground that looked like the moon had opened its mouth to yawn and then forgotten to close it.

We stood at the edge — the squad minus Savitri (who stayed with the tank, positioned two hundred metres away on solid ground, the barrel aimed at the dungeon entrance because Savitri's philosophy was that if anything came out of a hole looking hostile, it deserved a tank shell) and plus Neelam and Winona. Eight of us. The dungeon's maximum capacity.

"The Copper Vein Guardian dungeon," Neelam said, consulting the Delphinian database on her Controller. Her skin was the focused blue of analysis — the particular shade that preceded her delivering information that was simultaneously useful and concerning. "Rated for eight participants, levels 10 to 18. Primary threat: mineral constructs — creatures made from the same copper and stone that forms the mine's deposits. Secondary threat: environmental hazards — cave-ins, gas pockets, flooding. The Guardian itself is Level 16, a Copper Colossus."

"Copper Colossus," Chandni repeated, with the particular tone of voice that she used when she heard something that she wanted to destroy. "How big?"

"Approximately four metres tall. Composed of living copper — the same material we've been mining, but animated by the Game's magic system. It regenerates by absorbing copper from the surrounding environment."

"So it heals itself from the walls."

"From the walls, the floor, any copper deposit within range. The standard strategy is to isolate it from copper sources before engaging. The Delphinian teams that cleared similar dungeons used energy barriers to create an isolation zone."

"We don't have energy barriers."

"You have me. My Energy Lance can superheat the copper around the arena, fusing it into slag. The Colossus can't absorb slag."

"Neelam. I could kiss you."

"Please don't. Delphinian saliva has a pH that would be unpleasant for human lips."

We descended. The dungeon was — as all Game dungeons were — a space that existed slightly outside the normal rules of the world. The entrance hole led to stairs that led to corridors that were wider, taller, more architecturally deliberate than any natural cave. The Game designed its dungeons with the particular aesthetic of a system that wanted to challenge and entertain simultaneously, the way a theme park designed its rides: dangerous enough to be exciting, structured enough to be navigable.

The first chamber was large — cathedral-sized, the ceiling lost in darkness, the walls glittering with copper deposits that caught our lights and redistributed them in warm, metallic reflections. The floor was stone, smooth, worn by whatever passed through here before us. The air smelled of metal — the particular sharp, clean scent of copper, the smell of the mine but concentrated, intensified, the smell of a place that was made of the thing we'd come to fight.

"Contact," Bhavana said, her voice the flat calm of a soldier who had spotted the enemy and who was communicating the information without the emotional interference that most people attached to the words "there are monsters ahead."

The mineral constructs emerged from the walls. Not dramatically — not bursting, not charging. They separated from the copper-stone surface with the particular slowness of things that were not in a hurry because they were made of metal and metal did not rush. Six of them: humanoid shapes, two metres tall, copper-bodied, with arms that ended not in hands but in blades — the sharpened edges of metallic limbs that the Game had designed to cut.

"Standard engagement," I called. "Rukmini, Bhavana, ranged fire. Chandni, left flank. Neelam, right. Winona, stay behind me. Everyone — watch the walls. More might come."

The fight was — the word was "methodical." Not the desperate, improvised combat of the camp raid or the forward base assault. This was a dungeon fight: structured, predictable within its unpredictability, the particular rhythm of a combat encounter that had been designed by the Game's systems and that followed rules even as it tried to kill you.

Rukmini fired. Her carbine punched through the lead construct's chest — the copper body cratered, sparks flying, the metallic structure crumpling inward at the point of impact. The construct staggered but didn't fall. It absorbed copper from the wall beside it, the damage filling, the crater smoothing, the regeneration happening in real-time.

"They heal from the walls," Rukmini reported, with the controlled frustration of a soldier whose kill shot had un-killed itself.

"Neelam — slag the walls around them."

The Energy Lance fired. The beam — wider in its sweep mode, less precise but devastatingly hot — hit the wall beside the regenerating construct. The copper glowed, then melted, then fused into a dark, irregular mass that was no longer copper but something else, something that the constructs' programming couldn't recognise and couldn't absorb.

The construct tried to regenerate. Failed. Reached for the wall. Found slag. The particular confusion of a creature whose primary survival mechanism had been removed — the robotic equivalent of a person reaching for a handrail and finding empty air.

Rukmini fired again. This time the construct fell and stayed fallen, the copper body collapsing into a pile of inert metal that the Game registered as loot: Copper Ingot x3, Mineral Core x1.

"That works," Chandni said, and proceeded to demonstrate what "works" meant in Chandni's vocabulary: she charged the left flank, her combat shotgun — a Game weapon she'd requisitioned from the Tier 2 system using my new Captain's authority — firing at close range into the nearest construct while Neelam's lance slagged the wall behind it. The construct exploded. Copper fragments scattered. Chandni emerged from the debris shower grinning.

"I love this dungeon," she announced.

We cleared three chambers. The constructs increased in difficulty — more of them per chamber, faster, the blades sharper, some with ranged attacks that fired copper shards like projectiles. Winona leveled twice — the experience from dungeon combat far exceeding anything she'd gained in surface training, the particular acceleration that the Game rewarded for risk-taking. She was Level 7 now, her starter rifle replaced with an Energy Carbine that we'd found in a loot chest, her confidence growing with the particular speed of a person who had been waiting for the chance to prove themselves and who was, with each chamber cleared, proving it.

"You're doing well," I told her, between chambers, in the brief rest period that the dungeon provided between encounters.

"I'm terrified," she said. "But the terrified is useful. It keeps me sharp."

"That's the correct relationship with fear. Fear that keeps you sharp is an asset. Fear that freezes you is a liability. You're on the right side."

"Is there ever a point where the fear goes away?"

"No. There's a point where you stop noticing it, which is different. The fear is always there. It just becomes — furniture. Part of the room. You work around it."

The Guardian chamber was the fourth and final room. Larger than the others — a vast, circular arena with a ceiling high enough that the darkness consumed the upper half, the walls solid copper, the floor polished to a mirror finish that reflected our lights back at us in warm metallic waves.

The Copper Colossus stood in the centre.

Four metres tall. A humanoid figure made entirely of copper — not the crude shapes of the constructs we'd fought, but a sculpted, detailed form, the body articulated at joints that moved with the fluid precision of something that was simultaneously mineral and alive. Its face was — the Game had given it a face. Not human. Not alien. Something archetypal, the generic face of a threat, with eyes that glowed with the particular amber light of animated metal.

"Level 16," Neelam confirmed. "Approximately."

"Approximately?"

"The Delphinian database estimates. It does not guarantee."

"How encouraging."

"I aim for accuracy, not encouragement."

"Neelam — slag the walls. All of them. Every surface within this arena. Cut off its regeneration completely."

"That will take approximately ninety seconds. You'll need to keep it occupied."

"Keeping things occupied is what I do. Ask anyone I've ever had a meeting with."

The fight with the Copper Colossus was — I will not pretend it was elegant. It was not the fluid, choreographed combat of game cinematics or the precise tactical engagement that military manuals described. It was eight people fighting a four-metre copper giant in a circular arena while one of them systematically slagged the walls with an energy beam, and it was messy, loud, terrifying, and exactly the kind of experience that the Game had been designed to provide.

The Colossus was fast. Too fast for something that weighed what it weighed. It moved with the particular speed of a creature that existed in a game engine rather than in physics, the speed of a thing whose velocity was determined by code rather than mass. Its arms — long, heavy, ending in fists that were the size of my torso — swung in arcs that cleared five metres of space per sweep.

Rukmini drew its attention first — firing from the arena's edge, the carbine shots sparking off the copper body, not damaging but annoying, the particular strategy of aggro management that LitRPG combat required: make the big thing angry at you so it chases you instead of the people doing the real damage.

Chandni hit it from behind. The shotgun at close range — four blasts that cratered the Colossus's back, copper chunks flying, the damage significant but regenerating as the creature drew copper from the floor beneath its feet.

"The floor!" I shouted. "Neelam — the floor too!"

"I am aware. I am also slagging the walls. I have one lance. Physics applies."

I activated Boost of Confidence. The ten-second stat surge. I charged.

The sword hit the Colossus's leg — the knee joint, the articulation point, the particular vulnerability of any bipedal structure where the engineering of movement created a weakness in the engineering of strength. The copper dented. Not cut — dented. The Colossus was tougher than the constructs. My sword against its body was — the metaphor I reached for was "cricket bat against a lamp post." I was doing damage, but the damage was incremental, and the Colossus's regeneration was, for now, keeping pace.

"Winona!" I called. "Rapid Fire on the knee! Same spot!"

Winona fired. Her Rapid Fire skill — boosted by my Platoon Leader aura — produced a stream of energy bolts that hit the Colossus's knee in rapid succession. The cumulative damage, focused on a single point, began to overwhelm the regeneration. The copper at the knee glowed, then cracked, then —

The Colossus stumbled. One knee compromised, the four-metre body tilting, the particular imbalance of a giant whose foundation had been undermined. It caught itself — one massive hand slamming the floor, the impact sending vibrations through the arena that I felt in my teeth.

Neelam's lance completed its circuit. The walls were slag. The floor — most of it — was slag. The Colossus reached for copper and found nothing. The regeneration stuttered. Stopped.

"Now," I said. "Everything. Everyone."

Eight weapons fired. Eight different attacks — energy, kinetic, magical — converging on the Copper Colossus from eight different angles. The damage accumulated without regeneration. The copper body cratered, cracked, fractured. The amber eyes dimmed.

I cast Telekinesis. Not a push this time — a pull. I pulled the Colossus's compromised knee toward me, yanking the joint apart, the copper separating with a sound like a bridge cable snapping. The Colossus fell. Crashed to the floor. The impact shook the arena.

Chandni placed a charge. Stepped back. Detonated.

The explosion was contained — underground, in a stone arena, the blast channeled upward into the darkness of the ceiling. The Colossus disintegrated. Copper fragments rained down, pinging off the stone, the metallic shower of a creature that had been formidable and was now loot.

QUEST COMPLETE: Copper Vein Guardian defeated.

Reward: Permanent mining output +25% for Haven colony. Copper Vein access unlocked. Loot distributed.

The loot was — significant. Weapons, armour, crafting materials. An upgrade for Savitri's tank. A healing item for the medical supplies that our non-existent hospital needed. And — for Winona — a set of light armour that was rated for her level and that replaced the starter equipment she'd been wearing since Basic.

"I leveled again," Winona said, reading her Controller. Level 8. "And again." Level 9. The dungeon's experience rewards, combined with her low starting level, had produced the kind of rapid progression that made the grinding worthwhile.

"How do you feel?" I asked.

"Alive," she said. "Which is weird, because I was sure I was going to die in there."

"The sure-you're-going-to-die feeling never goes away."

"But you do it anyway."

"Every time."

We climbed out of the dungeon into the unnamed-colour sky. The air was — after the underground, after the metal-scented chambers and the combat and the explosion — the air was fresh. Not Earth-fresh. Moon-fresh. The particular freshness of an atmosphere that was not quite right for human lungs but that was, after the dungeon's enclosed violence, the best air I had ever breathed.

Savitri was waiting. The tank's barrel was still aimed at the dungeon entrance.

"Anything come out before us?" I asked.

"A bat. A very confused bat. I did not shoot the bat."

"Thank you for your restraint."

"The bat is now living under the tank. I have named it Major Vikram, because it is small, it is useless, and it refuses to leave."


  
    Chapter 11: Sapne

    
    
  
  The dreams came on the third night after the dungeon.

I was in Pune. Not the Pune that existed — if it still existed, if Earth still existed in the way I remembered it, which was a question I had stopped asking because the answer, whatever it was, changed nothing about the moon and the swamp and the turrets and the thirty Gumalagians moving south. The Pune that existed in my memory, which was a different city entirely: the Pune of twenty-one years old, of engineering textbooks and chai at Vaishali, of the particular Pune that a young man carried inside him like a photograph that had been looked at so many times the edges were soft.

In the dream, I was sitting at the lassi stall near Fergusson College. The stall was run by a man named Shetty uncle — not his real name, probably, but the name everyone used, because in Pune the distance between a stranger and an uncle was approximately one lassi — and Shetty uncle made lassi the way Pramod made chai: with violence and love, the blender screaming, the sugar unmeasured, the result imprecise and perfect.

I was drinking mango lassi. The taste was — in the dream, the taste was so real that my sleeping body's mouth watered, the particular cruelty of dreams that give you what you've lost and then take it away when you wake. Mango. Not the alien fruit that the Game provided, which was close to mango the way a photograph of the sea was close to the sea — it captured the appearance but not the weight, not the smell, not the particular sweetness that real Alphonso mangoes produced in May when the temperature hit forty and the mango sellers appeared on every corner like seasonal gods.

"You're thinking too much, Karthik," Shetty uncle said, which was what Shetty uncle always said, because Shetty uncle believed that the primary function of a lassi stall was to provide a space where thinking stopped and drinking started. "Drink your lassi. The thinking can wait."

"The thinking can't wait. I have an exam tomorrow."

"You always have an exam tomorrow. You've had an exam tomorrow for three years. When does the exam end and the living begin?"

The dream shifted. Not abruptly — dreams didn't cut like films. They dissolved, one scene bleeding into another with the particular logic of a mind that was not bound by sequence and that processed memory through association rather than chronology. I was in my hostel room. Third floor, the room with the window that faced the campus banyan tree, the tree that was older than the college and that had, according to campus legend, been planted by a British officer's wife who had missed England and who had, in a gesture of horticultural defiance, planted a tree that was as Indian as anything could be.

My roommate Ashwin was playing guitar. Badly. Ashwin played guitar the way some people played cricket — with more enthusiasm than skill, the particular joy of a person who did not care about quality because the doing was the point. He was playing "Summer of '69" by Bryan Adams, which was not a great choice for a December evening in Pune but which was, apparently, the only song Ashwin knew all the chords to, and he played it repeatedly, nightly, the way a monk chanted a mantra: through repetition, the meaning was supposed to emerge.

"Do you ever think about what happens after college?" I asked.

"After college, I become a software engineer. I work in Hinjewadi. I marry someone my parents find on Shaadi.com. I buy a flat in Baner. I die." He strummed a chord that was not quite the chord he intended. "That's the plan."

"That's everyone's plan."

"That's the beauty of it. If everyone has the same plan, nobody can fail individually. We fail collectively, as a culture. It's very efficient."

The dream dissolved again. I was — somewhere else. Not Pune. Not Haven. Somewhere that didn't exist, the particular non-place that dreams produced when the associative logic ran out of real memories and began improvising. A white room. Empty. The particular emptiness of a space that was waiting to be filled.

My mother was there.

She was — my mother, in the dream, was exactly as I remembered her: the particular posture, the particular sari (blue, cotton, the everyday sari that she wore around the house and that smelled of coconut oil and sandalwood and the particular alchemy of a mother's proximity). She was sitting in a chair that didn't exist in any room I'd ever seen, in a white space that was too clean to be real, and she was looking at me with the expression that mothers wore when they knew something their children didn't and were deciding whether to share it.

"Amma," I said.

"You're on a moon," she said. Not a question. She said it the way she said everything: with the certainty of a woman who had raised three children and who had, through the experience, developed an immunity to surprise that extended even to her son's interstellar relocation.

"I'm on a moon."

"Is there food?"

"There's a dhaba. A man named Pramod runs it."

"Is his food clean?"

"Amma, I'm fighting aliens on a moon in another galaxy. The cleanliness of the dhaba is — "

"The cleanliness of the dhaba is the most important thing. If the food is not clean, the fighting doesn't matter. You'll get sick before the aliens get you." She paused. The particular pause that preceded the real question, the question that all the other questions had been circling. "Are you safe?"

"No."

"Are you trying to be safe?"

"I'm trying to keep other people safe. That's — that's what I do now."

"That's what you've always done. Since you were seven and you walked your sister to school even though your school was in the other direction and you were late every day for a month and your father wanted to scold you but I stopped him because — " she stopped. The mother-look. The look that contained thirty years of observation compressed into a single expression. "Because keeping people safe is who you are. Not what you do. Who you are."

"I might not be able to keep all of them safe."

"You couldn't keep all of them safe when it was just your sister and the road to school. A bicycle hit you. You broke your arm. Your sister was fine."

"I remember."

"You broke your arm and the first thing you said, in the hospital, with a fracture that the doctor said must have been extremely painful — the first thing you said was: 'Is Priya okay?' Not 'my arm hurts.' Not 'what happened.' 'Is Priya okay.'"

"Amma — "

"You'll keep them safe, Karthik. Not all of them. Not every time. But you'll keep trying, and the trying is what matters. The trying is the only thing that has ever mattered."

I woke up. The Controller showed 4:12 AM. The colony was dark. The turrets hummed — the sound that had become, over the weeks, the particular background of sleep, the white noise of defense, the lullaby of machines that didn't rest so that people could.

The dream lingered. Dreams on this moon were different from Earth dreams — more vivid, more persistent, the particular residue of a sleeping mind in an alien environment that the Game's system influenced in ways that were documented but not fully understood. The Delphinian database noted that human dreaming increased in intensity after prolonged Game exposure, the neural pathways that the Game used for skill acquisition and level progression remaining active during sleep and producing dream states that were, in Neelam's clinical description, "neurologically significant."

"You look terrible," Bhavana said, when I emerged from my quarters at 5 AM. She was — as always — already awake, already alert, already positioned where she needed to be, which this morning was the wall's northeast section, scanning the terrain with the focused attention of a person who regarded sleep as a necessary evil and waking as the natural state.

"Bad dreams."

"Earth dreams?"

"How did you know?"

"Everyone has them. The Game makes them worse. More real. More — " she paused, selecting the word with the precision that Bhavana applied to everything — "expensive. They cost more. Emotionally."

"Do you have them?"

She looked at me. The Bhavana look — direct, unguarded, the particular honesty of a woman who had decided that evasion was a waste of time and that the people she cared about deserved the truth even when the truth was private.

"My father," she said. "Every night. He's surveying land. I'm helping him. We're walking the boundaries of a field in Rajasthan — the field that was our family's, the field that my grandfather farmed and that my father mapped and that I — " she stopped. Restarted. "I'm walking the boundaries and I know, in the dream, that the boundaries don't exist anymore. The field doesn't exist. Not because someone took it. Because the draft took me, and without me, the surveying stopped, and without the surveying, the land — " another stop. "The land forgot itself."

"Bhavana."

"I'm fine. The dreams are expensive but they're also — they're the only way I see him now. The cost is worth it." She returned to scanning. The conversation was over — not because Bhavana was closing it but because Bhavana had given what she had to give and the giving was complete. "You should eat. Pramod's up."

Pramod was, indeed, up. Pramod was always up before anyone who wasn't Bhavana, because Pramod's morning started with the tandoor and the tandoor started before dawn, the fire needing time to reach the temperature that Pramod considered acceptable, which was a temperature that other people considered dangerous but that Pramod regarded as the minimum requirement for a parantha that was worth eating.

"Dream?" he asked, handing me chai without my asking. The particular intuition of a man who fed people for a living and who had learned to read the particular hunger that was not for food but for comfort, the hunger that showed in the eyes rather than the stomach.

"Dream."

"Your mother?"

"How does everyone know?"

"Because everyone's mother visits in the dreams. It's the Game's cruelest feature — not the monsters, not the deaths, not the dungeons. The dreams. The Game gives you your mother back and then takes her away at sunrise."

"That's — you've thought about this."

"I've been thinking about this since the first night. My wife visits me. Not every night. But often enough that I wake up reaching for her side of the bed and finding — " he gestured at the dhaba. At the tandoor. At the colony. At everything that was not his wife. "Finding this."

"Pramod."

"I'm fine, bhai. I'm fine because I light the tandoor and I make the chai and I feed the people and the feeding is — the feeding is the reaching. The reaching for the side of the bed that's empty. I reach by feeding. It's not the same. But it's not nothing."

We stood in the dhaba — Pramod and me, 5:15 AM, the tandoor warming, the first parantha dough being kneaded with the violence that was love, the chai steaming in steel glasses, the colony waking around us to the sound of turrets and the smell of bread and the particular gravity of a morning that followed a night of expensive dreams.

"The attack comes in less than a week," I said.

"I know."

"If we don't — if it goes badly — "

"Then the last thing anyone eats will be my food. And it will be good. And the goodness will matter. Because the goodness always matters. Even at the end. Especially at the end."

The morning light arrived. The unnamed colour. The gas giant on the horizon. The swamp and the walls and the turrets and the colony that was, despite everything — despite the dreams, despite the coming attack, despite the absence of reinforcements and the presence of thirty hostiles and the particular mathematics that said we should not survive — the colony was alive. Alive and eating and drinking chai and waking up and reaching for the things that were not there and finding, in the reaching, the reason to keep going.


  
    Chapter 12: Majboor

    
    
  
  The laborers' story came out on a Tuesday evening — Ira's Tuesday, the mishti doi Tuesday — and it came out the way truths come out when they've been held too long: not in a rush but in a collapse, the structural failure of silence that had been carrying weight it was never designed to bear.

Diwa told the story. Diwa — one of the thirty-two laborers, a quiet man from Bhopal who had worked the copper mine without complaint for four weeks and who had distinguished himself only by his absence of distinction: no arguments, no requests, no personality visible above the waterline of his daily routine. Diwa was the kind of person that a busy colony overlooked, which was — I would later understand — exactly what Diwa had intended, because Diwa had been overlooked before, in a different context, and the overlooking had been the only thing that kept him alive.

He came to my office at 9 PM. Knocked. Waited. The waiting was — I noticed it because waiting was not how most people in Haven approached my office. The recruits burst in. Chandni kicked the door open. Pramod entered mid-sentence. Ira didn't knock. Diwa waited for permission to enter the way a person waited for permission to speak in a place where speaking had been punished, and the waiting contained a history that I did not yet know but that the waiting itself communicated.

"Come in," I said.

He sat in the chair across from my desk. His hands were in his lap — folded, the particular folding of hands that was not relaxation but containment, the physical expression of a person who was holding something in and who had positioned his body to help with the holding.

"Captain Agnihotri," he said. His voice was — quiet. Not soft. Quiet had intention behind it. This was a voice that had learned to be quiet, that had been trained in quiet the way soldiers were trained in weapons: through repetition, through consequence.

"Diwa. What can I do for you?"

"I need to tell you something. About how we got here. Not the draft. Before the draft. After the draft. The transport."

"The transport ship that brought you to Haven?"

"Not that transport. The first transport. The one that brought us to the Game."

The story took two hours. I did not interrupt. Ira arrived at the forty-minute mark — I had messaged her because Ira's memory was better than mine and because what Diwa was telling me needed to be recorded with the particular accuracy that only Ira's attention to detail could provide. Ira sat in the corner, her Controller recording, her face maintaining the professional neutrality that was, I would later learn, the mask she wore when the content she was processing was too terrible for any other expression.

The draft — the moment when the Game took humans from Earth — had been chaotic. Diwa remembered the sky opening. He remembered the light. He remembered losing consciousness and waking in a place that was not Earth, which was the standard experience, the shared trauma that every drafted human carried.

But what happened next was not standard. Not for Diwa. Not for the eleven other laborers who had arrived at Haven with the same folded hands and the same quiet voices and the same particular way of flinching when someone moved too fast in their peripheral vision.

They had been taken to a processing station. Not Central Command's station — a different one. A station run by — Diwa struggled with the description, because the creatures he was describing did not match any species in the Game's standard database — by intermediaries. Beings that operated in the spaces between the Game's official structures, the way smugglers operated in the spaces between laws: using the system's complexity as cover, exploiting the gaps between jurisdictions, existing because the system was too large to monitor every corner.

The intermediaries had sorted the drafted humans. The strong ones — the ones with combat potential, with stats that suggested military utility — were sent to Central Command's Basic Training. The weak ones — the ones whose stats were low, whose classes were non-combat, whose potential the intermediaries assessed as insufficient for soldiering — were sent elsewhere.

Diwa was sent elsewhere.

"Elsewhere" was a mining operation. Not a Game-sanctioned mine — not a colony's resource extraction facility with walls and turrets and a platoon leader who cared about the miners' survival. An illegal operation. A mine that existed because someone — Diwa did not know who, and the not-knowing was itself a form of cruelty, because the not-knowing meant that the people responsible were invisible and the invisibility was what made the operation possible — someone had discovered that certain moons contained resources that were valuable outside the Game's economy, resources that could be traded to alien species through channels that the Game's system did not monitor.

The mine had no walls. No turrets. No medical facility. No dhaba. The miners worked in shifts — twelve hours on, six hours off — extracting minerals with hand tools because powered equipment would have been detectable by the Game's surveillance systems and detection would have ended the operation. The miners slept in barracks that were holes dug into rock, covered with metal sheets, heated by nothing. The miners ate rations that were the minimum required to prevent starvation and not a calorie more, because calories cost money and the miners' labor was the product and the product was maximised by minimising everything that was not labor.

Diwa had been in the mine for three months. Three months of twelve-hour shifts. Three months of sleeping in a hole. Three months of eating the minimum. Three months of watching people — people he'd arrived with, people he'd been sorted with, people whose names he knew and whose faces he memorised because memorising faces was the only form of record-keeping available to a person who had nothing else — three months of watching people die.

"How many?" I asked. The first question I'd spoken in forty minutes.

"I arrived with thirty-eight. When Central Command found us, there were nineteen."

"Nineteen out of thirty-eight."

"Nineteen. The others — some died in the mine. Cave-ins. Exhaustion. The particular death that happens when a person stops wanting to live, which looks like exhaustion but is — different. Quieter." He paused. The folded hands tightened. "Some were killed. For disobedience. For being too slow. For — one was killed for singing. He sang while he worked. A song from home. A lullaby. They killed him for singing a lullaby because the singing was audible from outside and the audibility was a security risk."

The silence in the room was — I have experienced many silences. The silence of combat's aftermath. The silence of grief. The silence of a colony's first death. This silence was different. This was the silence of a room that contained a truth that was too heavy for sound, the silence that happened when the air itself refused to carry the weight of what had been said.

"Central Command found the operation," Diwa continued. "A patrol. Routine. They found the mine, shut it down, freed us. We were — processed. Given medical treatment. Assigned to colonies as laborers, because our stats were low and our skills were mining and the system — the system classified us as workers, Captain. Not survivors. Not people who had been enslaved and abused and who had watched their friends die. Workers. With skills. Deployable."

"The system classified you," I said. "I don't."

"I know. That's why I'm telling you. Because you — " he looked at me. The look of a man who had assessed, over four weeks of quiet observation, whether the person in charge was the kind of person who would hear this story and respond with action or hear this story and respond with paperwork. "Because you named your turrets. Because your cook feeds people for free. Because your second-in-command organises cleanup after celebrations. Because — " his voice cracked. The first crack. The structural failure of silence. "Because this colony feels like what the Game was supposed to be and wasn't."

I stood up. Walked around the desk. Sat in the chair beside him — not across from him, not above him, beside him. The particular positioning of a person who was not commanding but accompanying.

"The eleven others," I said. "The ones who came with you. They went through the same thing?"

"Different mines. Same operation. Same — experience. We found each other at the processing station. We recognised each other. Not by face. By — " he held up his hands. The folded hands. "By this. By the way we hold our hands. By the way we flinch. By the way we wait for permission to enter a room."

"I need to know their names."

"I'll give you their names. All eleven."

"And I need to know: is there anything — anything at all — that Haven can do better for you. For all twelve of you."

He was quiet. Not the trained quiet — the thinking quiet. The quiet of a person who had been asked a question that he hadn't expected and who was discovering, in the asking, that the answer mattered to the person who asked it.

"The dhaba," he said. "The dhaba is — the dhaba is the best thing. Pramod — he doesn't know, about us, about the mine — but the way he cooks. The way he hands you the plate and doesn't watch you eat but also doesn't leave. The way the food is — enough. More than enough. The way there's always more. That's — " The crack widened. The silence collapsed. "That's what we didn't have. Enough. We never had enough. And Pramod — Pramod gives us enough. Every day. Without being asked. Without knowing why it matters."

I told Pramod. Not Diwa's full story — that was Diwa's to share when and if he chose. But enough. Enough so that Pramod understood why twelve of his regular customers flinched when he moved too fast, why twelve of them always took the seat nearest the exit, why twelve of them ate the way the tall man Deepak ate — fast, protectively, the posture of people who had experienced scarcity.

Pramod listened. He listened the way Pramod did everything: with his full attention, his hands still for once, the particular stillness of a man who was processing something that was too important for the kinetic energy that usually characterised his existence.

When I finished, he went to his kitchen. He didn't speak. He went to his kitchen and he began cooking. Not the morning cooking — it was past midnight, the colony was asleep, the turrets hummed their midnight hum. He cooked anyway. He cooked the meal that he would serve the next morning, and he cooked it with the particular intensity of a man who had just learned that the thing he did — the feeding, the enough, the more-than-enough — was not just cooking but healing, and who had decided, in the midnight quiet of his dhaba, that the healing would be thorough.

The next morning's paranthas were the best he had ever made. Nobody knew why. Diwa knew. I knew. Pramod knew. And the knowing was — the knowing was enough.

The squad was briefed. Not on the details — the details were Diwa's — but on the reality: twelve of our laborers were survivors of illegal forced labour, and the colony's response would be measured not by policy but by practice. By how we treated them. By whether Haven lived up to its name.

"Haven," Ira said, at the end of the briefing. Her voice was — not neutral. Not this time. This time her voice carried the particular temperature of a woman who had named the colony and who was understanding, in this moment, that the name was not a label but a responsibility. "We called it Haven. Not Base. Not Camp. Not Colony. Haven. A safe place. That's what we promised. That's what we owe."

The turrets hummed. The gas giant hung on the horizon. Thirty Gumalagians were still coming. And twelve people in our colony were, for the first time in months, sleeping in a place that was trying — imperfectly, inadequately, but genuinely — to be safe.

Haven. The name was a promise. And promises, unlike spreadsheets and statistics and the Game's particular brand of indifference, promises were kept by people. By cooks who fed for free. By soldiers who named their turrets. By lieutenants — captains — who sat beside you instead of across from you and who asked: what can we do better?

The answer was: enough. More than enough. Always more.


  
    Chapter 13: Neelam ka Dil

    
    
  
  The evening before the attack — the last evening, though we didn't know it was the last evening, though we suspected, because the satellite showed the Gumalagian force forty-eight hours out and closing — Neelam asked me to walk with her.

Not on the wall. Not in the common room. Outside the walls, along the swamp's edge, the particular walk that Neelam took in the evenings when she needed to think and that I had joined, over the weeks, not because she invited me but because walking beside Neelam while she thought had become one of the things I did, the way drinking cold chai on the wall had become one of the things I did, the way worrying about fifty-five people had become one of the things I did: naturally, without decision, the accumulation of habit that was, if I was honest, something more than habit.

The swamp at dusk was — beautiful. I had resisted that word for weeks, because the swamp was also hostile and damp and inhabited by creatures that regarded human presence as either a food opportunity or a territorial violation. But the dusk changed things. The unnamed-colour sky deepened to something that was almost violet, and the gas giant's light — reflected, filtered through the atmosphere — cast the swamp in a glow that was warm and alien and impossible to look at without feeling something that was adjacent to peace.

"I want to talk about the Delphinians," Neelam said. Her skin was a colour I hadn't seen before — a soft, shifting gradient between blue and something warmer, the particular hue that I would later understand was the Delphinian equivalent of vulnerability. Not fear. Not sadness. The willingness to be seen without armor. "About why I'm here. Not the diplomatic mission. The real reason."

"I assumed the diplomatic mission was the real reason."

"The diplomatic mission is the institutional reason. Institutions have reasons. People have — " she paused. Searched for the word in a language that was not her first. "People have motivations. My motivation is different from my assignment."

"Tell me."

"The Delphinians have been in the Game for four hundred years. We were drafted the same way you were — the sky opened, our people were taken, the Game began. Four hundred years of war, of colonies, of strategic calculation. Four hundred years of — " the skin shifted, cooler — "of surviving efficiently."

"That's what you said at the wedding. That you survive efficiently but you're not sure you survive well."

"I said that because I was beginning to understand it. Before Haven, it was a theory. An intellectual position. The kind of observation that a diplomat makes from the outside, about a species she can analyze but not experience. Haven made it experiential."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean — " she stopped walking. Turned to face me. The gradient on her skin was shifting faster now, the colours moving with the particular speed that indicated emotional intensity, the Delphinian equivalent of a human's voice trembling or eyes filling. "I mean that in four hundred years, the Delphinians have never built a dhaba. We have never named our turrets. We have never held a wedding celebration where a woman danced a dance that was half cultural tradition and half personal rebellion. We have never cooked for thirty-six hours to make a dessert that transported people back to a home they'd lost. We have never — " She stopped. The colours stopped. Everything stopped. "We have never done the things that make survival worth surviving. And I didn't know that. I didn't know it because I had nothing to compare it to. And then I came here. And now I know."

The swamp was quiet. The particular quiet of a landscape that was listening.

"Neelam."

"I'm not leaving," she said. "When the attack comes. The Consul offered to extract me. A diplomatic shuttle, priority evacuation. The Delphinian protocol for embedded diplomats in threatened positions is withdrawal. I declined."

"You declined an evacuation."

"I declined because — " the colours moved again. Warmer. The warmest I had seen, approaching something that was, on a human, gold. "Because Haven is the most alive place I have ever been. And if it falls, I want to be in the alive place when it falls. I don't want to survive it efficiently from a shuttle. I want to — "

"Survive it well."

"Yes."

We stood at the swamp's edge. The unnamed-colour sky was darkening. The turrets hummed in the distance — five voices, the family, standing guard. The gas giant reflected light that was not sunlight but that was, in this moment, enough.

"You should know something," I said. "About why I keep walking with you in the evenings."

"You walk with me because I have information and because my analysis is strategically valuable."

"That's the institutional reason."

She looked at me. The large, dark eyes — without pupils but with a depth that was, I had decided weeks ago, the most honest thing I had ever seen. "And the motivation?"

"The motivation is that you're the only person in this colony who talks to me like I'm a person. Not a captain. Not a platoon leader. Not the man responsible for fifty-five lives. A person. Karthik. The man who drinks cold chai and has bad dreams about Pune and who is — " I stopped. Not because I'd run out of words. Because the words I had were larger than I'd intended. "Who is grateful. That you're here."

The colours on Neelam's skin did something I had never seen. They didn't shift. They settled. The gradient resolved into a single, steady shade — warm, deep, the colour of a sun that didn't exist on this moon but that Neelam's biology produced anyway, the internal light of a being whose emotions were visible on her surface and who had decided, in this moment, to let them be visible.

"In Delphinian culture," she said, "the settling of colour indicates a decision. A commitment. When our skin stops changing, it means we have chosen."

"What have you chosen?"

"To be here. Not as a diplomat. Not as a liaison. As — " she reached for the word again, the way she always reached for words in human language, with the particular care of a person who understood that translation was not just linguistic but emotional — "as someone who has found the alive place and who is not going to leave it."

I didn't kiss her. Partly because — as she had noted — Delphinian saliva had a pH situation. Partly because the moment didn't require a kiss. The moment required what it already had: two people standing at the edge of a swamp, under a sky they couldn't name the colour of, choosing to be present in a place that might not exist in forty-eight hours, and choosing it not despite the uncertainty but because of it. Because the choice to be present in an uncertain place was, Neelam had taught me, what the Delphinians had spent four hundred years failing to understand: that surviving well meant being where the life was, even when the life was dangerous.

We walked back to the colony. The gate opened. Pramod was serving dinner — the evening meal, the ritual, the gathering of fifty-five people around food that was made with more than ingredients.

"You two look like you've been thinking," Pramod said, serving us dal and rice with the particular assessment of a man who could read a room the way a meteorologist read weather patterns.

"We've been walking," I said.

"Walking is thinking with your feet. Eat. The thinking can continue after the dal."

We ate. The dal was — as Pramod's dal was — the thing itself and the thing beyond itself: lentils and spices and heat and also the particular fact of fifty-five people eating together in a place that had been a swamp six weeks ago and that was now, through the particular alchemy of walls and turrets and food and named things and chosen things, a home.

Chandni was checking the turrets. Rukmini was reviewing the defensive positions. Bhavana was on the wall, scanning. Ira was updating the administrative systems. Savitri was cleaning the tank — the nightly ritual, the particular love that a driver showed a vehicle that was simultaneously a weapon and a home. Winona was reviewing her stats, the particular study of a person who was preparing for something she'd never done before and who was using preparation as a form of prayer.

And twelve quiet people — Diwa and the eleven others — were eating Pramod's dal with the particular attention of people who had learned not to take food for granted and who ate each meal as if it might be the last, which was, given the circumstances, not paranoia but prudence.

"Karthik," Neelam said, after dinner, standing at the wall in the spot that had become ours. The unnamed colour had deepened to full dark. The stars — the alien stars, the unfamiliar constellations — were out. "The Gumalagians are forty-eight hours away."

"I know."

"I've run the scenarios. Delphinian tactical analysis, applied to our defensive capabilities, against their probable force composition. The scenarios are — " her skin shifted. The cool blue of analysis overlaid the warm gold that had settled earlier. The two colours coexisted, which I understood to mean that Neelam was holding two states simultaneously: the analytical and the emotional, the strategic and the personal. "The scenarios range from difficult to very difficult. Nothing is unwinnable. But nothing is easy."

"Easy was never on the menu."

"No. Easy was the meal that the dhaba doesn't serve."

"Neelam. Was that a joke?"

"I am learning. The colony's influence is corrupting my diplomatic precision." The gold brightened. The Delphinian smile — not on the face but on the skin, the full-body expression of amusement that was, I had decided, the most beautiful thing in the galaxy. "Forty-eight hours. What do you want to do with them?"

"Prepare. Everything we can. Walls, turrets, positions, plans. Train the recruits one more time. Check the shields — the generators arrived yesterday. Make sure everyone knows their role."

"And after the preparing?"

"After the preparing — chai. On this wall. With you."

"That is strategically inefficient."

"That is surviving well."

The stars burned. The turrets hummed. Forty-eight hours ticked toward whatever the universe had decided to do with fifty-five people and five turrets and a dhaba and a Delphinian diplomat whose skin was the colour of a choice she'd made at the edge of a swamp.

Haven waited.


  
    Chapter 14: Toofan se Pehle

    
    
  
  The Game announced the attack at dawn.

Not subtly — the Game did not do subtle. The announcement appeared on every Controller in the colony simultaneously, the text large, red, the particular formatting that the Game reserved for events that it considered significant enough to warrant theatrical presentation:

COLONY EVENT: HOSTILE INCURSION

Haven Colony will face a hostile assault in approximately 24 hours.

Defend your colony. Survive.

Twenty-four hours. Not forty-eight — the satellite had been wrong, or the Gumalagians had been faster than projected, or the Game's announcement was working from intelligence that our satellite didn't have. Twenty-four hours. One day. The distance between now and the thing that would determine whether Haven existed tomorrow or became a footnote in the Game's records, a colony that was built and was lost and was forgotten.

I called the assembly. Not just the squad — everyone. All fifty-five people, gathered in the space between the Town Centre and the dhaba, standing in the morning light under the unnamed-colour sky, looking at me with the particular expression of people who had received bad news and who were waiting for the person in charge to tell them what the bad news meant and what they should do about it.

"You've all seen the notification," I said. I stood on a crate — not dramatic, just practical, because I was not tall enough to be seen over fifty-five heads from ground level and because the crate was available and because leadership sometimes required furniture. "In twenty-four hours, a Gumalagian force will attack Haven. We've known this was coming. We've been preparing. Today, the preparation becomes real."

The faces. I looked at the faces. The squad — steady, the particular composure of soldiers who had been expecting this and who had been living in the anticipation for weeks. The recruits — varying degrees of ready, Winona's face set in the particular determination of a person who had decided that fear was furniture and who had rearranged her inner room accordingly. Haresh, the former constable, with the pragmatic calm of a man who had faced violence before and who regarded this as a difference of scale rather than kind. The laborers — Deepak and Padmini standing together, married, their faces carrying the particular gravity of people who had something to lose and who were calculating the mathematics of that loss. Diwa and the eleven — quiet, folded hands, the particular stillness of people who had survived one terrible thing and who were now facing another and who were, I could see it in their eyes, not sure they had the resources to survive again.

"Here's what's going to happen," I said. "Every person in this colony has a role. If you're a soldier, you fight. If you're a laborer, you support — ammunition, medical supplies, repairs. If you're support staff, you're in the Town Centre with Ira, managing communications and logistics. Nobody is useless. Nobody is expendable. Everyone has a job. And we will do our jobs because that is what Haven does."

"What about evacuation?" someone asked. A laborer — one of the newer ones, voice thin with the particular pitch of a person who was asking the question everyone was thinking.

"There is no evacuation. We don't have a transport ship. The nearest human colony is two days away by shuttle, and we don't have a shuttle." I let the words settle. Hard words, necessary words. "Haven is where we stand. This is not a retreat position. This is it."

"Then what happens if we lose?"

"We don't lose."

"But if we — "

"We. Don't. Lose." Not a guarantee — I didn't have guarantees. Not a lie — I didn't do lies. A statement of intent. The particular declaration of a person who had decided what the outcome would be and who would spend every resource, every skill, every life he had — his own first — to make that declaration true. "We don't lose because losing means the people I care about die, and I am not interested in that outcome. Are you?"

The silence that followed was not the silence of despair. It was the silence of fifty-five people who were processing the fact that their commander had just told them, in front of everyone, that he cared about them, and that the caring was the reason they would fight, and that the fighting was the reason they would survive.

"Now," I said. "Positions."

The next twenty-four hours were — the word is "preparation," but preparation doesn't capture the intensity. Preparation suggests orderliness, method, the systematic execution of a plan. What followed was closer to controlled frenzy — the particular energy of a community that had been given a deadline and that was responding to the deadline with every capacity it possessed.

The shield generators went online. Three of them — Tier 2 defensive equipment, requisitioned through my Captain's authority, installed over the past three days by Chandni and a team of laborers who had discovered that Chandni's particular brand of engineering enthusiasm was infectious. The shields created an energy dome over the central colony — not the full wall perimeter, which was too large, but the core: the Town Centre, the barracks, the apartments, the dhaba. The dome was rated for orbital bombardment, which was either reassuring or terrifying depending on whether you focused on the "rated for" or the "bombardment."

"The shields will hold against energy weapons and explosive ordnance," Chandni briefed, standing at her turret control station with the particular authority of a woman who was in her element and whose element was the intersection of technology and violence. "They will not hold against sustained physical assault — if they send ground troops against the shield boundary, the shield degrades. Think of it as an umbrella: good against rain, less good against someone punching through it."

"How long before it degrades under physical assault?"

"Depends on the assault. A handful of Gumalagians pushing? Hours. A coordinated ram attack with heavy units? Minutes."

"Then the walls and turrets are our primary defense. The shield is backup."

"The shield is insurance. And like all insurance, you hope you don't need it and you're grateful when you do."

The turrets were upgraded. Munna, Guddu, Babloo, Chintu, and Pappu — the family of five — received the Tier 2 modifications that the requisition had provided: faster tracking, higher damage, extended range. Chandni spent four hours on the upgrades, talking to each turret as she worked, the particular monologue that she maintained with her mechanical children:

"Munna, beta, your tracking servo was lagging — I've replaced it. Much better. You'll be able to hit targets at eight hundred metres now instead of six. Make me proud."

"Chandni, the turrets can't hear you."

"The turrets hear everything. They are my children and they respond to encouragement."

Rukmini positioned the troops. Fifteen recruits, distributed along the walls in fire teams of three. Each team had a sector — a portion of the wall responsible for covering a specific approach. The fire teams were arranged by capability: the strongest teams on the northeast wall (the primary approach, the direction from which the Gumalagians would come), the moderate teams on the flanks, and the weakest — not weakest, I corrected myself; the developing — teams on the south wall, the least likely approach, where they could contribute without being in the primary kill zone.

Winona was on the northeast wall. I had debated this — putting a Level 9 recruit on the primary approach was, by any standard military logic, a mistake. But Winona had asked. She had asked the way she asked everything: quietly, directly, with the particular clarity of a person who knew what she wanted and who had learned, through the particular education of being underestimated, that asking clearly was the only way to ensure you were heard.

"I want to be where it matters," she said. "If I survive, I want to know I survived because I was in the fight, not because I was hidden from it."

"You understand the risk."

"I understand the risk better than most people here. I died once already, remember? The risk is not theoretical for me."

She went to the northeast wall. Her fire team: herself, Haresh (the former constable, Level 6, pragmatic), and a young recruit named Amara (Level 4, nervous, but with a steady aim that surprised everyone including herself). The three of them would hold the northeast-right sector, the stretch of wall between turret Guddu and turret Babloo.

Savitri positioned the tank. Inside the walls this time — not on patrol, not on the perimeter, but at the colony's centre, the barrel elevated, ready to fire over the walls at targets that the turrets couldn't reach. The tank was Haven's heavy artillery — the single most destructive weapon in the colony, capable of punching through Gumalagian armour at distances that made the engagement impersonal, which was, Savitri maintained, how she preferred her combat: impersonal, decisive, and accompanied by the satisfying recoil of a 120mm main gun.

Bhavana was on the wall. The wall's highest point — a watchtower that Chandni had constructed in the second week, three metres above the wall's surface, with a 360-degree view of the surrounding terrain. Bhavana would be the colony's eyes. Her rifle, her scope, and the particular Bhavana attention that missed nothing and reported everything.

Neelam was at the northeast gate — the point where the wall met the main approach, the chokepoint that any ground assault would have to pass through. Her Energy Lance was set to focused mode — the single, devastating beam that could punch through armour, through shields, through anything that the Game's physics engine classified as "destructible." She stood at the gate with the steady glow of a skin that had settled and that was not going to unsettle.

Pramod cooked.

Of course Pramod cooked. The colony was preparing for an assault that would determine its survival, and Pramod was in his dhaba, cooking enough food for every person in Haven to eat a full meal before the fight, because Pramod's preparation was not tactical but nutritional, not strategic but emotional, and because Pramod understood — better than anyone, better than me — that the last meal before a battle was not about calories. It was about the particular act of feeding people who might not eat again, the particular love of a cook who knew that his food might be the last thing his colony tasted and who was determined that the last thing would be worthy.

He made biryani. The real thing — or as close to the real thing as alien ingredients and determination could produce. Basmati-equivalent rice, layered with spiced alien meat (the swan-lizard, which tasted, Pramod had discovered, remarkably like chicken when marinated properly), saffron (from the Delphinian supply ship — Neelam had requisitioned it as a "diplomatic necessity," which was technically accurate if you defined diplomacy as "getting a Punjabi cook the spice he needed to feed a colony"), fried onions, whole spices, the particular architecture of a dish that was not thrown together but built, layer by layer, the way a wall was built, the way a defense was built, the way a home was built.

The colony ate. Fifty-five people, eating biryani in the evening before the battle, the gas giant low on the horizon, the turrets humming, the shield dome shimmering with the particular iridescence of activated energy. They ate and they were quiet — not the quiet of fear, though fear was present, but the quiet of people who were tasting something and who knew that the tasting was important and who were giving the tasting the attention it deserved.

Diwa ate two servings. This was notable because Diwa's relationship with food was careful — the controlled, measured eating of a person who had experienced scarcity. Two servings was — for Diwa — abundance. Extravagance. The particular decision of a person who had been told that there might not be a tomorrow and who had responded by eating enough for tomorrow today.

"Good?" Pramod asked him.

"The best," Diwa said. And his hands, in his lap, were not folded. They were open.

Night fell. The unnamed colour surrendered to darkness. The stars emerged. The turrets hummed louder — or maybe the colony was quieter, and the hum, which had always been there, was finally audible because everything else had gone still.

I stood on the wall. My spot. The thinking spot, the sunset spot, the cold-chai spot. But tonight I was not thinking. Tonight I was — present. Standing on a wall that I had built, looking at a colony that my squad had created from a swamp, listening to turrets that Chandni had named and Chandni had loved and Chandni had prepared for exactly this moment.

Twenty-four hours had become twelve. Twelve had become six. Six had become — now.

The satellite showed them. Thirty-two thermal signatures — more than the original estimate, more than Marlowe's intelligence. They were five miles out. Moving fast. The Gumalagians had abandoned stealth — their approach was direct, aggressive, the particular movement pattern of a force that had committed to assault and that was not interested in subtlety.

"All positions," I said, into the communicator. "They're five miles out. Moving fast. Contact in approximately ninety minutes."

The responses came: Rukmini confirming wall positions. Chandni confirming turret readiness. Savitri confirming tank readiness. Bhavana confirming visual tracking from the watchtower. Neelam confirming gate defense. Ira confirming communications and logistics. Pramod confirming — "Chai is ready. For after."

"For after," I repeated. "We'll hold you to that, Pramod."

"I'm not going anywhere, bhai. And neither is the chai."

Ninety minutes. The colony was lit by shield-glow and starlight and the particular luminescence of a gas giant that hung on the horizon like an audience member who had taken the best seat in the house and who was going to watch whatever happened next with the cosmic indifference of a celestial body that had seen civilisations rise and fall and that regarded human drama with the particular patience of something that measured time in billions of years.

I drew my sword. Checked my pistol. Cast a diagnostic on my spells: Telekinesis ready, Healing Burst ready (eight casts per hour, the lifeline that Vikram's promotion had accidentally provided). My stats hadn't changed. My level hadn't changed. What had changed was — everything else. The colony behind me. The people in it. The reason to fight that was not abstract duty or Game mechanics or survival statistics but the specific, named, known faces of fifty-five people who were counting on me and on each other and on the walls and the turrets and the shield and the biryani that Pramod had made because he knew that the last meal mattered.

The northeast horizon was dark. In ninety minutes, it wouldn't be.

Haven waited. The turrets hummed. The shield shimmered. The chai was ready for after.


  
    Chapter 15: Hamla — Part 1

    
    
  
  They came from the northeast, as predicted, and they came in silence, which was not predicted, and the silence was worse than any war cry could have been because war cries were designed to frighten and silence was designed to kill.

Bhavana saw them first. "Contact. Northeast. Thirty-plus. Moving in formation — three lines, staggered. Front line is heavy — armoured units, shields. Second line is ranged — energy weapons, elevated positions on the ridge. Third line is — " she paused. The Bhavana pause, which lasted exactly as long as it took her to verify what she was seeing. "Third line is carrying something. Large. Wheeled. I can't identify it from here."

"Siege equipment," Neelam said, from the gate. Her skin was the deep blue of combat analysis, the colour that preceded her most precise assessments. "The Gumalagian assault doctrine includes mobile artillery — ground-based energy projectors that fire concentrated beams at defensive positions. The third line is their siege line."

"I thought we destroyed their missiles."

"You destroyed their missiles. This is different. These are shorter range, less destructive, but deployable without the infrastructure that missiles require. They planned for the possibility that the forward base would be compromised."

"They planned for everything."

"They planned for everything they could predict. They did not plan for Chandni."

"Nobody plans for Chandni," Chandni confirmed, from her turret control station. Her voice carried the particular frequency that Chandni produced when she was fully operational — the intersection of excitement, competence, and the particular joy of a person who was about to use equipment she had been preparing for weeks. "Munna, Guddu, Babloo, Chintu, Pappu — all systems green. Tracking online. Targeting online. Family meeting: we have guests. Let's make them feel unwelcome."

The Gumalagians stopped at eight hundred metres — just inside the upgraded turrets' range, just outside the range of the recruits' standard weapons. The staggered formation settled into position with the military precision of a force that had done this before and that regarded the approach as procedure rather than improvisation.

The first line — fifteen armoured warriors, shields raised, the green-black-yellow scales visible even in the pre-dawn light — formed a wall. A physical wall. A barrier of bodies and shields that would absorb fire while the units behind them operated.

The second line spread along the ridge east of the colony — elevated, the natural terrain giving them firing positions that looked down on Haven's walls. Energy weapons visible, charged, the particular glow of weapons that were ready to fire and that were waiting for the order that would begin the violence.

The third line — four wheeled platforms, each carrying a device that Neelam's database identified as a Ground Energy Projector, or GEP — positioned behind the shield wall, the barrels angled upward toward Haven's walls.

"They're going to soften us up," Rukmini said, reading the formation. "GEPs hit the walls, ranged fire suppresses the defenders, and the shield wall advances under cover."

"Standard Gumalagian," Neelam confirmed. "Effective against most colonies. The GEPs breach the wall, the shield line enters through the breach, the ranged line picks off anyone who exposes themselves."

"Our walls are reinforced stone. Three metres."

"The GEPs can breach reinforced stone in — " she calculated — "approximately twelve sustained hits."

"How fast do they fire?"

"One shot every thirty seconds."

"So we have six minutes from first shot to breach."

"If they concentrate fire on one section. If they spread fire, longer. But concentration is their doctrine."

Six minutes. The distance between intact walls and rubble. The distance between defense and exposure. The distance between Haven and the Game's particular brand of indifference that would register the colony's fall as a data point and move on.

"Chandni," I said. "The GEPs. Can Munna and the family reach them?"

"The GEPs are behind the shield wall. I can't get a clean shot without going through fifteen armoured Gumalagians."

"Savitri?"

"The tank can hit the GEPs, but I'd need to fire over the wall, which means indirect fire, which means — "

"Which means I need spotting."

"Which means Bhavana."

"Bhavana?"

"I can spot. But the moment Savitri fires, the ranged line targets the watchtower. I'll need to relocate between shots."

"Can you do that?"

"Can I spot a target, call coordinates, and relocate before a volley of energy weapons hits my position?"

"Yes."

"Yes."

The first GEP fired.

The beam hit the northeast wall — Rukmini's section, the primary defense — with a sound that was not a bang or a crash but a sustained scream, the particular frequency of concentrated energy meeting stone and the stone losing. The wall glowed at the impact point. The reinforced stone held — the first hit was not a breach. But the glow remained, the heat dissipating slowly, the wall weakened at a point that the Gumalagians had calculated and that would be hit again in thirty seconds.

"Savitri — fire!"

The tank fired. The 120mm shell arced over the wall — Bhavana had called coordinates, the spotting data transmitted in the half-second between the GEP's shot and Savitri's response. The shell hit behind the shield wall. Not directly on a GEP — the first shot was high, the indirect fire requiring calibration. But the explosion scattered the third line, the wheeled platforms disrupted, the firing sequence interrupted.

"Adjust — two degrees down, one left!" Bhavana called, already moving, the watchtower vacant a heartbeat before a volley of energy bolts hit the position she'd occupied.

The second GEP fired. Different section — the northeast-right sector. Winona's sector.

The beam hit the wall three metres from where Winona was positioned. The stone screamed again. The heat was — I could feel it from thirty metres away, the thermal radiation of concentrated energy that the Game's physics engine translated into real, tangible warmth. Winona flinched — I saw it from the wall's center, the brief contraction of a body that was close to something dangerous and that wanted to be elsewhere. But she didn't move. She flinched and she stayed and the staying was the thing that mattered.

"Return fire!" I called. "All turrets — suppressive on the shield wall. Keep their heads down."

Munna, Guddu, Babloo, Chintu, and Pappu opened up. Five turrets, upgraded, firing simultaneously, the combined output producing a wall of energy that hit the Gumalagian shield line with the particular volume of fire that Chandni's engineering philosophy demanded: if one shot was good, five hundred shots were better.

The shield wall held. The armoured Gumalagians absorbed the turret fire with the particular stoicism of a species that had been bred for combat and that regarded energy weapons as an annoyance rather than a threat. The shields glowed — taking damage, degrading, but not failing. Not yet.

The ranged line fired. Energy bolts from the ridge — dozens of them, arcing down toward the walls, the recruits ducking behind the stone parapets, the particular physics of projectile warfare that was as old as war itself but that was happening with energy weapons on an alien moon, which was new, which was terrifying, which was the reason the recruits were screaming and the veterans were not.

"Hold positions!" Rukmini's voice, cutting through the noise with the particular authority of a woman who had been born for this — not for violence, but for the organization of violence, the marshaling of chaos into something that could be survived. "Stay behind the wall! Fire from the slots! Do NOT expose your heads!"

A recruit on the northwest wall took a bolt. The energy hit his shoulder — the Game registered the damage, the health bar visible on my Controller's squad display dropping by a third. Not lethal. Not yet. But the pain was real — the Game's damage system translated hits into actual pain, the particular cruelty of a system that believed that realistic consequences made better soldiers.

"Healing Burst!" I cast the spell. The energy flowed from my hands — warm, golden, the particular sensation of magic that was not destruction but reconstruction. The healing hit the wounded recruit from thirty metres away — the range was generous, the spell designed for battlefield medicine. The recruit's health bar filled. The shoulder wound closed. The pain stopped.

Seven more casts this hour. Seven more saves.

The second tank shell fired. Bhavana's adjusted coordinates — two degrees down, one left. The shell hit a GEP directly. The wheeled platform disintegrated — the explosion combining the tank shell's kinetic force with the GEP's stored energy, the resulting detonation producing a blast that threw the nearest Gumalagians sideways and that eliminated one of the four siege weapons in a single shot.

"One GEP down!" Bhavana reported, already relocating, the volley of return fire hitting air where she'd been.

Three GEPs remaining. The wall was taking sustained hits — three impact points now, the reinforced stone glowing at each, the heat accumulating, the breach approaching with the particular mathematics of concentrated fire: each hit weakened the stone, and the stone had a finite capacity for weakening before it became rubble.

"The wall won't hold indefinitely," Rukmini reported, her voice carrying the flat tone of a soldier delivering facts rather than opinions. "The northeast section has taken six hits. We're at approximately sixty percent structural integrity. Four more hits at the same concentration and we breach."

Four hits. Two minutes. The timer was running.

"Savitri — second GEP! Priority!"

The tank fired. Bhavana spotted. The shell — third shot, the calibration now precise — hit the second GEP. Another detonation. Another siege weapon eliminated.

Two GEPs remaining. But the Gumalagians were adapting. The remaining platforms had repositioned — further behind the shield wall, using the armoured line as a physical barrier against the tank shells. The indirect fire angle was closing. Savitri's next shot would need to be higher, the arc longer, the accuracy compromised.

"I can't get a clean shot," Savitri reported. "They've moved behind the line. I'd need a direct angle, which means going over the wall."

"Over the wall means exposed to their ranged line."

"Over the wall means I drive through the gate, into open ground, and put a shell into each GEP at five hundred metres."

"That's suicide."

"That's aggressive driving. There's a difference."

"No."

"Karthik — "

"No. I am not sending the tank into the open against thirty-two hostiles."

"Twenty-eight. You killed four."

"Twenty-eight hostiles with energy weapons and a grudge. The tank stays inside."

The eighth hit on the northeast wall. The stone cracked — not breached, not yet, but the crack was visible, a fracture line running from the impact point downward, the particular failure pattern of a structure that was approaching its limit.

"Shield!" I called. "Chandni — redirect shield power to the northeast section!"

"Redirecting — but this thins the dome elsewhere. The south and west walls lose coverage."

"The south and west walls aren't being hit."

"Yet."

She redirected. The shield dome shimmered — the energy concentration shifting, the northeast section strengthening at the cost of the other quadrants. The particular mathematics of defense: every reinforcement was a thinning elsewhere, and the question was whether the elsewhere would be tested before the reinforcement mattered.

The ninth hit struck the shield. The energy absorbed — the beam dissipating against the dome, the shield holding, the wall protected. The Gumalagians fired again. The shield held. Again. Held.

But the shield was draining. The generators were rated for orbital bombardment, which sounded impressive until you understood that the rating was for brief, intense strikes, not for sustained fire. The GEPs were delivering sustained fire, the continuous drain exceeding the generators' recharge rate.

"Shield at sixty percent," Chandni reported. "If they maintain fire rate, we lose the shield in approximately eight minutes."

Eight minutes. The second timer. The first timer was the wall. The second timer was the shield. And the Gumalagians were firing on both simultaneously, because the Gumalagian assault doctrine was, as Neelam had described, designed to be unsurvivable.

"They need to breach," I said, the tactical analysis running in my head with the particular clarity that combat produced — the clarity that was not calmness but the forced prioritization of a mind that had too many problems and too little time and that was selecting, with the ruthless efficiency of triage, which problems to solve first. "The GEPs breach the wall, the shield line advances. We need to stop the advance."

"The advance comes through the breach."

"The breach is the chokepoint. When the wall falls, the breach is narrow — two, three metres. We concentrate everything on that opening."

"Everything includes Neelam."

"Everything includes Neelam."

From the gate, Neelam's voice: "My lance is ready. The breach will be their door. I will make it expensive."

The tenth GEP hit struck the weakened wall section. The shield, thinning, absorbed part of the energy. The wall absorbed the rest. The crack widened.

The eleventh hit. The shield flickered — the generator straining, the power output dropping. The wall took more of the impact.

The twelfth hit broke through.

The wall breached. A section three metres wide collapsed — the reinforced stone giving way, the rubble cascading inward, dust and fragments and the particular destruction of a thing that had been built to protect and that had protected until it couldn't.

Through the breach, the Gumalagian shield wall began to advance.


  
    Chapter 16: Hamla — Part 2

    
    
  
  The shield wall came through the breach like a fist through a window — organized, armoured, the green-black-yellow scales of fifteen Gumalagian warriors filling the three-metre gap with the particular density of a force that had been trained to exploit exactly this kind of opening.

Neelam fired first.

The Energy Lance — focused mode, maximum power, the particular shriek-hum that I had learned to associate with destruction at its most elegant — hit the lead warrior in the chest. The beam punched through the shield, through the armour, through the warrior. The Gumalagian disintegrated in a cascade of pixels that the Game generated for high-energy kills, the body ceasing to exist so quickly that the warriors behind it ran into the space the body had occupied before they registered its absence.

"One," Neelam said, and fired again.

The second shot took the warrior who had stepped into the gap left by the first — the particular mathematics of a chokepoint, where the dead created obstacles for the living and the living had to navigate the obstacles while under fire. The second warrior fell. The third stumbled over the second.

"Two."

But the Gumalagians were not stupid, and the shield wall was not a formation that relied on individual survival. The third warrior raised his shield — energy-class, the particular technology that created a barrier between the wielder and the weapon — and the shield absorbed Neelam's third shot. Not perfectly — the lance's power exceeded the shield's rating, and the shield crackled and degraded. But the absorption bought time. The time bought movement. The movement bought entry.

They were through.

Five Gumalagians made it past the breach in the first wave — five armoured warriors, inside the walls, inside Haven's perimeter, inside the space that the turrets and the walls had been designed to keep them out of. The five spread immediately — not charging the center, not rushing the buildings, but dispersing with the tactical discipline of soldiers who understood that clustering inside a kill zone was suicide and that survival inside enemy territory meant moving fast and separating.

"Contact inside the walls!" Rukmini's voice, sharp, the alert that changed the nature of the fight from siege to melee, from ranged to close, from the particular clarity of shooting at enemies on the other side of a wall to the chaotic intimacy of fighting enemies who were standing on the same ground you were.

I drew my sword. Activated Boost of Confidence. The ten seconds of enhanced stats, the particular chemical rush of a skill that made me faster and stronger and that I had learned to use the way a sprinter used starting blocks: the burst that mattered was the first burst, and the first burst had to count.

The nearest Gumalagian was twenty metres away — moving toward the barracks, toward the apartments where the civilians had been sheltered. The civilians. Diwa and the eleven. The laborers. The support staff. The people who were not soldiers and who were inside the buildings that this warrior was running toward.

I intercepted. The distance closed in seconds — the Boost making my legs faster than they should have been, the particular mathematics of the Game's stat system translating numbers into physical performance. I hit the warrior at full speed. The sword went in under the shield — the angle that Rukmini had taught me, the upward thrust that found the gap between breastplate and hip armour, the particular vulnerability of any armoured system where the armour met.

The warrior fell. I pulled the sword free. Turned. The second warrior was behind me — how had it gotten behind me? The speed. The Gumalagian speed, the reflexes that exceeded mine by the statistical margin that I preferred not to think about.

The blade came for my head. I ducked. Not gracefully — the particular gracelessness of a person who was avoiding death and who was willing to sacrifice aesthetics for continued existence. The blade passed over me. I rolled. Came up. Cast Telekinesis — not at the warrior, at the rubble. A chunk of reinforced stone, the debris from the wall breach, twenty kilograms of broken defense. I threw it.

The stone hit the warrior in the chest. The impact — kinetic, blunt, the particular physics of heavy objects meeting living things at speed — sent the Gumalagian backward. Into the turret's field of fire. Babloo registered the target. Three shots. The warrior ceased to be a warrior and became pixels.

"Two down inside!" I reported. "Three remaining!"

Chandni had one. Her position at the turret control station was inside the walls — she'd abandoned the remote targeting and pulled the combat shotgun, the close-quarters weapon that she used with the particular intimacy of a person who preferred her violence up close. The Gumalagian that had been moving toward the dhaba met Chandni coming the other way.

The shotgun fired four times. The Gumalagian's shield absorbed two shots. Chandni fired two more. The shield failed. The warrior staggered. Chandni closed the distance — three steps, the compact energy of a woman who was small and fast and absolutely certain about what she was doing — and fired point-blank.

"Shubh ratri," she said to the corpse. "Munna sends his regards."

Rukmini engaged the fourth. Her combat was — efficient. The word was always efficient. Two shots from the carbine that disabled the warrior's shield arm. A third shot that hit the knee. The warrior dropped. Rukmini approached — not with the particular dramatic slow-walk of cinema, but with the practical speed of a soldier who had more problems to solve and who regarded this problem as solvable and nearly solved. One more shot. Solved.

The fifth warrior had reached the apartments.

I heard the screaming before I saw it — the particular sound of civilians encountering violence, the sound that was not strategic or tactical but primal, the sound that human beings made when the thing they feared became the thing they faced. I ran. The Boost had expired — my stats were normal, my speed human, the distance to the apartments longer than I wanted.

The warrior was at the apartment door. The door — the Game's standard construction, wood and metal, not rated for combat — was being forced. The Gumalagian's blade was in the door's edge, levering, the particular brute-force method of a creature that was strong enough to treat a door as an inconvenience.

Inside, I could hear voices. Diwa's voice: quiet, controlled, the voice of a man who had been in this situation before and who was managing his fear because management was what he'd learned and management was what he'd teach.

"Everyone to the back wall. Behind the bunks. Stay down."

I was thirty metres away. Twenty. The door splintered.

Winona appeared.

Not from the direction I expected — not from the northeast wall, where she'd been positioned. From the side of the building, where she'd apparently climbed down from the wall and sprinted across the compound, because Winona had seen the warrior heading for the apartments and Winona had made a decision that was either brave or reckless and that was, in the moment, the only decision that mattered.

Her Energy Carbine fired. Not the precise, tactical shots that training prescribed — the rapid, desperate shots of a Level 9 recruit who was engaging a warrior that was twice her level and three times her size and who was doing it anyway because the apartment door was opening and the people inside were screaming and Winona had decided that her life was worth less than theirs.

The shots hit. Five, six, seven — Rapid Fire, her skill, boosted by my Platoon Leader aura, the energy bolts hitting the warrior's back and side. Not lethal. Not close to lethal. A Level 17 Gumalagian warrior in full armour could absorb seven shots from a Level 9 carbine and continue functioning.

But the warrior turned. The turn was what Winona needed — not to kill, but to buy time. The turn took the warrior's attention from the door. From the people inside. From Diwa and the eleven and the laborers and the civilians who were, in that moment, the reason that Haven existed.

The warrior advanced on Winona. She backed up. Fired again. The warrior's shield deflected. Winona backed up further. The warrior pursued — the particular predatory advance of a creature that had identified weaker prey and that was closing for the kill.

I arrived. The sword — one thrust, under the shield, the angle that Rukmini had taught me, the angle that had worked before and that worked again. The Gumalagian folded. The pixels cascaded.

Winona was on the ground — she'd tripped, backing up, the uneven terrain of a colony compound that had been designed for living and not for combat. She was unhurt. She was shaking. She was alive.

"You left your position," I said.

"I saw him heading for the apartments."

"You left your position without orders."

"The apartments had civilians. Non-combatants. Children."

"There are no children in Haven."

"There are people who are as helpless as children. You told us about them. The twelve. Diwa's people." She was shaking but her voice was steady — the particular contradiction of a body processing fear and a mind processing certainty. "I wasn't going to watch them get killed. Not again. Not someone else's stupidity. Not this time."

I helped her up. The act was — leadership and something else. Acknowledgment. The acknowledgment that what she'd done was wrong by protocol and right by every other measure, and that the rightness outweighed the wrongness in the particular mathematics of a colony that existed because people cared about each other more than they cared about procedures.

"Next time," I said, "tell me first."

"Next time, there won't be time."

"Then do what you did. Exactly what you did."

Outside, the battle continued. The breach was still open — more Gumalagians pushing through, the shield wall reforming, the GEPs continuing to fire on the weakened wall sections. The turrets were engaging, the fire concentrated on the breach chokepoint, the energy output creating a kill zone that any Gumalagian entering Haven had to cross.

But the cost was accumulating. Two recruits wounded — I cast Healing Burst twice, the golden energy reaching them from my position in the compound, the health bars filling, the wounds closing. Five casts remaining this hour. Five saves.

A third recruit went down. Not wounded — killed. The Game notification appeared: Private Haresh Singh — Lost 1 Life. Respawn: 30 seconds. Haresh — the former constable, Level 6, pragmatic — had taken a direct hit from a Gumalagian energy weapon while covering his sector. He'd respawn. He'd lose a life. He'd be back in the fight in thirty seconds, disoriented and angry and one life closer to permanent death.

"Haresh is down!" Amara's voice from the wall — Winona's fire team partner, the Level 4 recruit who was nervous but steady. "He's — he's gone. He's dead. What do I — "

"He'll respawn," I called back. "Thirty seconds. Hold your sector. He'll be back."

"He'll be back?"

"He'll be back. The Game gives you lives. Haresh has lives. He'll be back."

The thirty seconds passed. Haresh respawned — appearing at the respawn point near the Town Centre, disoriented, his equipment intact but his expression carrying the particular blankness of a person who had died and been returned and who was processing the transition with the available capacity of a mind that had just experienced its own termination.

"Haresh!" I called. "You're back. Your sector needs you."

He looked at me. The blankness faded. The pragmatism returned — the former constable's particular ability to accept the current situation, however unreasonable, and respond with professionalism.

"I'm going to kill the one who killed me," he said.

"After you hold your sector."

"During."

He went back to the wall. Climbed. Took his position. Fired. The particular resilience of a man who had been a police constable in Jaipur and who regarded dying and coming back as a significantly less complicated experience than traffic duty during Diwali.

The battle raged. The breach was a wound that wouldn't close — Gumalagians pushing through, Haven's defenders pushing back, the particular stalemate of a force that was larger meeting a defense that was more determined. Bodies on both sides. Pixels cascading. The turrets screaming. The tank firing over the wall. Bhavana spotting, relocating, spotting again.

And in the apartments, the door still broken, Diwa sat with eleven people against the back wall, listening to the sounds of a colony defending itself, and his hands were open.


  
    Chapter 17: Faisla

    
    
  
  The battle ended the way battles end — not with a dramatic final blow but with the gradual recognition, on both sides, that the mathematics had shifted and that one side's mathematics was no longer sustainable.

The Gumalagians had pushed through the breach for forty-seven minutes. Forty-seven minutes of continuous assault, of armoured warriors entering Haven's perimeter and being met by turret fire and squad weapons and the particular stubbornness of a colony that had decided it was not going to fall. Forty-seven minutes during which the equation changed from "will they break through?" to "how many will they lose trying?"

The answer: eighteen.

Eighteen Gumalagians killed inside Haven's walls — by turrets, by squad weapons, by the tank's shells, by Neelam's lance at the breach chokepoint. Eighteen out of thirty-two. The remaining fourteen had pulled back — retreating through the breach, across the field, into the forest from which they'd come, dragging their wounded, leaving their dead, the particular withdrawal of a force that had committed everything to the first wave and that the first wave had not been enough.

The GEPs were gone — all four destroyed, two by Savitri's tank and two by a combination of Neelam's long-range lance shots and Chandni's creative use of explosive charges lobbed over the wall with an improvised catapult that she had built during the battle from spare parts and what she described as "inspiration, desperation, and a fundamental understanding of parabolic trajectories."

Haven's cost: two recruits dead (permanent — all lives expended, the Game's ultimate price), three wounded (healed by my remaining Healing Burst casts), and Haresh, who had died once and respawned and who regarded the experience with the particular philosophical acceptance of a man who had discovered that death was temporary and that the temporary death was, in its own way, more disturbing than the permanent kind because it raised questions about consciousness and continuity that no amount of police training had prepared him to answer.

The two dead recruits were named Prashant and Meera. I mention their names because names matter. Prashant had been a farmer's son from Madhya Pradesh. Meera had been a nursing student from Kerala. They had been drafted into the Game, assigned to Haven, positioned on the wall, and they had held their positions until positions could no longer be held. They had not been soldiers. They had been people who had been made into soldiers by a system that did not ask permission, and they had done what the system asked, and they had died.

I would deal with that grief later. Later, when the adrenaline faded. Later, when the tactical reports were filed. Later, when the turrets stopped humming at combat pitch and returned to their steady, guardian hum. Not now. Now, there was a decision to make.

"We have a prisoner," Rukmini reported.

The prisoner was a Gumalagian sub-commander — second-in-command of the assault force, captured during the final minutes of the battle when the retreat had turned disorganized and the sub-commander had been separated from the main group by Bhavana's sniping (a deliberate separation — Bhavana had shot the warriors on either side of the sub-commander, creating a gap that Rukmini had exploited to close and capture).

The sub-commander — the Game identified it as Gumalagian Assault Officer, Level 18 — was in the Town Centre's basement. Same room where we'd interrogated Krell. Same cool temperature. Same metal chair. Different prisoner. Different conversation.

"Your commander sent you to destroy this colony," I said. I was tired. The tiredness was — not the physical exhaustion of combat, which was manageable, but the deeper tiredness of a person who had spent forty-seven minutes watching people die and who was now sitting across from one of the people responsible for the dying. "Your commander failed. Your force is halved. Your siege weapons are destroyed. Your communications are down. You have fourteen surviving warriors in a forest with no resupply, no reinforcement, and a colony full of very angry people between you and any extraction point."

The sub-commander — larger than Krell, the scales a deeper green, the eyes the same yellow but with the particular dullness of exhaustion that transcended species — looked at me with the expression that I was beginning to recognise as the Gumalagian equivalent of assessment.

"You fight well," it said. The hissing accent, similar to Krell's but deeper. "For food."

"Call us food one more time and I'll let Chandni introduce you to Munna. Munna is not food. Munna is a turret. Munna is having a very good day."

"Your threats are — "

"My threats are promises. You've seen what my promises look like. Eighteen of your warriors have seen what my promises look like. From very close."

The sub-commander was quiet. The particular quiet of a military officer processing a defeat and calculating the remaining options.

"What do you want?" it asked.

"Surrender. Your remaining force. Full disarmament. Lay down weapons and submit to the colony's authority."

"Gumalagians do not surrender."

"Gumalagians also don't lose battles against colonies they outnumbered two-to-one. Today is a day for new experiences."

"The commander will not surrender. The commander would rather die."

"Then the commander will die. That's not my preferred outcome, but it's within the range of outcomes I've prepared for."

"And if the commander accepts — what? Prison? Execution?"

"Neither. Departure. Your force surrenders its weapons. I provide transit coordinates to the nearest Gumalagian-held territory. You leave. All of you. The ones who are alive, the prisoner we already hold, everyone. You leave this moon and you don't come back."

The sub-commander's eyes narrowed. The same tell as Krell — the processing of unexpected information. "You would release us?"

"I would remove you. There's a difference. Releasing you implies mercy. Removing you is logistics. You're a problem. I want you to be someone else's problem."

"And why would we agree to become someone else's problem when we could regroup, resupply, and return?"

"Because regrouping takes time. Time during which my colony upgrades its defenses, trains more soldiers, and clears more dungeons. Time during which my level increases and my squad's capabilities expand. The force you sent today wasn't enough. The force you send tomorrow will be even less enough."

The sub-commander was quiet again. Longer this time. The particular quiet of a creature that was not calculating tactics but calculating survival — the more fundamental calculation, the one that existed beneath strategy and doctrine and species pride.

"I will convey your terms to the commander," it said.

"You'll convey my terms and you'll convey this: I am not interested in killing your species. I am interested in defending mine. The two objectives are compatible if your commander is smart. They are incompatible if your commander is stupid. I am giving your commander the opportunity to be smart."

The sub-commander was returned to the holding area. Krell was still there — the original prisoner, the scout who had killed Murphy, who had been in the basement for weeks and who had listened to the battle from underground with the particular experience of a soldier who heard combat and who could, from the sounds alone, determine who was winning.

"Your people lost," Krell said, as the sub-commander was brought in.

"Your people's colony held," the sub-commander said. And looked at Krell with the particular expression of a Gumalagian who was recalculating everything.

I brought the decision to the colony.

Not to the squad — to the colony. All fifty-five people, minus the two who were permanently gone and who would never vote on anything again. Fifty-three people, gathered in the space between the Town Centre and the dhaba, some of them still in combat positions, some of them bandaged, all of them carrying the particular weight of a battle that had happened hours ago and that was still being processed by bodies and minds that had not yet returned to baseline.

"The Gumalagians have been offered terms," I said. "Surrender their weapons. Leave the moon. Never return. The alternative is that we hunt them down — fourteen remaining, in a forest, without supplies. We can do it. It will take time. It will cost more lives. Theirs and possibly ours."

"Let them surrender and leave," Deepak said. Immediate. The construction foreman's practicality — the particular efficiency of a man who regarded problems as things to be solved rather than things to be punished.

"Kill them," someone else said. A laborer. The anger was — understandable. Two people were dead. The anger wanted retribution.

"Killing them gains us nothing," Ira said. "They're defeated. Their force is halved. Sending them away removes the threat without additional risk."

"Sending them away lets them come back."

"Coming back requires resources they've already expended. The Gumalagian command structure does not reward failure. The commander who led this assault will be — " she looked at Neelam for confirmation.

"Demoted. Reassigned. Possibly eliminated," Neelam said. "Gumalagian military doctrine treats defeat as a personal failing of the commanding officer. The commander who returns with fourteen survivors out of thirty-two will not be given another assault force."

"So they can't come back even if they want to?"

"They can come back as individuals. Not as a force."

The vote was not formal. Haven did not have a constitution or a parliament or a system of governance that included voting procedures. What Haven had was a community that had survived something together and that was, in the survival's aftermath, discovering that the decisions that mattered most were the decisions that everyone had a voice in.

The consensus was: let them go. Not unanimously — the anger was real, the desire for retribution was real, and the grief for Prashant and Meera was real. But the majority — the practical majority, the majority that calculated cost and benefit and risk — the majority chose removal over retribution.

"We're not a species that kills prisoners," I said, and the words were — I hoped — a statement about what Haven was and what Haven would be, the particular declaration that a colony made about itself not in its constitution but in its choices. "We're a species that wins and then sends the losers home."

"That's very generous," Neelam said, later, on the wall. Our spot. The unnamed-colour sky, post-battle, the light different — or maybe the same, and I was different.

"It's not generous. It's strategic."

"It's both. And the both-ness is what makes it correct."

"Neelam — when the fight was happening, when the breach opened and they came through — were you afraid?"

Her skin shifted. The honesty-colour — the warm, vulnerable shade that I had seen at the swamp's edge. "Yes. I was afraid. But the fear was — productive. It clarified what mattered. What mattered was the gate. What mattered was the lance. What mattered was — " the colour warmed further — "what mattered was being in the alive place. Even when the alive place was trying very hard to become the dead place."

"You saved us at the breach."

"I contributed to the breach defense. You saved the apartments. Winona saved the civilians. Chandni saved — well, Chandni saved everyone who was unfortunate enough to be in Chandni's field of fire, which was everyone."

"Chandni takes personal credit for twelve of the eighteen kills."

"That is statistically improbable and emotionally accurate."

The evening settled. The wall — the broken wall, the breached wall, the wall that would be rebuilt tomorrow with stronger stone and better engineering — the wall was quiet. The turrets hummed. The shield dome, powered down now, had been the difference: the minutes of absorption that the shield provided had given the defenders time to organize, time to concentrate fire, time to turn the breach from an entry into a kill zone.

Pramod served chai. Of course Pramod served chai. The particular Pramod response to any event — victory, defeat, death, celebration, the ordinary Tuesday — was chai. The chai was hot. The chai was ginger-tulsi. The chai was the thing that did not change when everything else changed.

"For after," he said, handing me the glass.

"You said that last night."

"And here we are. After. Drinking chai. Like I promised." He looked at the colony — the damaged walls, the scorch marks, the rubble. "We'll fix it. We'll fix all of it. And then I'll cook dinner and you'll drink chai and the turrets will hum and tomorrow will be tomorrow."

"Pramod."

"I'm a simple man, bhai. I cook. I serve. I believe that tomorrow happens because today we eat. It's not philosophy. It's the dhaba."

The chai was hot. The evening was cold. The battle was over. Haven had held.

Tomorrow, the wall would be rebuilt. Tomorrow, the Gumalagians would leave — if the commander accepted the terms. Tomorrow, the grief for Prashant and Meera would begin in earnest, the particular grief that combat deferred and that peace demanded.

But tonight: chai. The wall. The turrets. The alive place, still alive.


  
    Chapter 18: Naya Din

    
    
  
  The morning after the battle was the quietest morning Haven had ever produced.

Not silent — silence was not a feature of a colony that contained fifty-three people, five turrets, a tank, and a Punjabi cook who regarded quiet kitchens as a moral failing. But quiet. The particular quiet of a community that had survived something and that was waking into the aftermath with the careful, tentative movements of people who were checking whether the world still worked.

The world still worked. The turrets hummed. The gas giant hung on the horizon. The unnamed-colour sky did its unnamed-colour thing. And Pramod's tandoor, which had been lit at 4 AM because Pramod's response to survival was the same as his response to everything else — cook — produced the particular warmth and smell that was Haven's version of sunrise: not the astronomical event but the olfactory one, the moment when the colony's air shifted from cold-damp-swamp to warm-bread-spice and everyone knew, without checking, that the day had begun.

The Gumalagian commander accepted the terms.

The acceptance came via the sub-commander, who had been released at dawn as a messenger — unarmed, tracked by satellite, watched by Bhavana from the watchtower. The sub-commander crossed the field, entered the forest, and returned three hours later with a single word transmitted through the captured communication device: "Agreed."

The disarmament happened at noon. Fourteen Gumalagian warriors emerged from the forest — wounded, diminished, the green-black-yellow scales dull with defeat. They laid their weapons in a pile outside the walls: energy rifles, blade weapons, personal shields, the particular inventory of a military force that was surrendering its capacity for violence and that was doing so with the rigid formality of a species that did not surrender easily and that compensated for the humiliation with protocol.

The commander was last. A large Gumalagian — the largest I'd seen, nearly three metres tall, the scales darker than the others, the yellow eyes carrying the particular intensity of a creature that was not accustomed to defeat and that was processing the experience with visible difficulty. The commander placed its weapon — a massive energy lance, the command-grade version of the standard rifle — on the pile with the deliberate slowness of a person performing a ritual that it found painful and that protocol demanded anyway.

"Captain Agnihotri," the commander said. The voice was deep — deeper than Krell's, deeper than the sub-commander's, the particular resonance of a creature whose vocal tract was built for authority and that used the authority even in surrender. "You fight like prey that has forgotten its place."

"We fight like people defending their home. The place is ours."

"The place is temporary. All places are temporary. The Game assigns and the Game takes away."

"Then the Game will take it. Not you."

The commander looked at me. The assessment was — I felt it, the particular weight of a predator's evaluation, the look that measured and catalogued and filed. I had been assessed by officers. By the Game. By enemies. The commander's assessment was different. It was the assessment of a creature that had come to destroy and had failed and that was now understanding, for the first time, that the thing it had failed to destroy was not what it had expected.

"You are an interesting species," the commander said. "Small. Soft. Short-lived. But interesting."

"We'll add that to the tourism brochure."

"When we return — and we will return, Captain — I will remember this colony. I will remember that the small, soft creatures with the named turrets and the food-seller who cooks during battles — I will remember that they held."

"If you return, we'll hold again. And Pramod will still be cooking."

The Gumalagians departed. Fourteen warriors, two prisoners (Krell and the sub-commander, released as agreed), sixteen total, walking northeast into the forest, toward the extraction point where a transport would carry them off the moon and out of Haven's jurisdiction. They walked in formation — the particular military discipline that did not dissolve in defeat but that maintained itself because the discipline was the identity and the identity was all that remained.

I watched them go from the wall. My spot. The thinking spot. The spot where I'd watched sunsets and drunk cold chai and stood with Neelam and processed every significant event of Haven's short, intense existence.

"They'll come back," Rukmini said, beside me.

"Maybe. Neelam says the commander's career is over. The Gumalagian military doesn't forgive this kind of failure."

"Individuals return even when armies don't."

"Then we'll be ready for individuals."

"Will we?"

"Rukmini. We just defended a colony with eight soldiers, fifteen recruits, and a dhaba against thirty-two Gumalagian warriors with siege weapons. If an individual wants to try, I almost feel sorry for them."

"Almost."

"Almost."

The wall repair began that afternoon. Chandni led the construction — the breach closed with new stone, reinforced beyond the original specifications, the particular improvement that followed failure: the wall that was broken and rebuilt was always stronger than the wall that was never tested.

"I'm adding a second layer," Chandni announced, supervising the laborers who were hauling stone under her direction. "The breach happened because the GEPs concentrated fire on a single section. A second layer — offset, with a gap — creates a redundancy. If the outer wall breaches, the inner wall holds."

"That's a lot of stone."

"The quarry is full. The mining buff from the dungeon is producing twenty-five percent more. And I've — " she paused, the particular Chandni pause that preceded a revelation — "I've designed a new turret. Turret number six. I'm calling her Gudiya."

"Gudiya."

"The family needed a daughter. Munna and Guddu are the eldest sons. Babloo and Chintu are the middle children. Pappu is the youngest boy. Gudiya is the daughter. She'll be positioned on the inner wall, covering the breach point. If anyone gets through the outer wall, they meet Gudiya."

"Chandni, your relationship with automated weapons — "

"Is the healthiest relationship in this colony. Don't judge me, Captain."

The colony rebuilt. Not just the wall — everything that the battle had damaged, and things that the battle had revealed as insufficient. The shield generators were repositioned — Ira's analysis of the battle's power consumption had identified optimal placement that would extend the shield's duration by thirty percent. The medical supplies — augmented by the dungeon loot and by a requisition that my Captain's authority now enabled without Vikram's personal approval — were stockpiled in a dedicated medical bay that the laborers constructed adjacent to the Town Centre.

New recruits arrived. Not from Central Command — the particular military hierarchy that had decided Haven was expendable and that was now, in the aftermath of Haven's survival, recalculating its assessment with the institutional speed of a bureaucracy that moved slowly in all directions. The new recruits came from the Game itself.

COLONY EVENT: Haven's defense has attracted attention. 80 new settlers will arrive in 72 hours. Prepare housing, resources, and administrative infrastructure.

Eighty. The number landed in my brain with the particular weight of a development that was simultaneously welcome and terrifying. Eighty new people. Eighty new mouths, new beds, new roles, new problems. The colony that had been fifty-five (now fifty-three) was about to become one hundred and thirty-three.

"We need housing," Ira said, in the emergency planning meeting that followed the notification. "The current apartment block has twenty units. We need at least sixty more."

"We need a second barracks," Rukmini added. "If eighty includes soldiers — and it will, because the Game rewards successful defense with reinforcement — we need military housing, training facilities, expanded defensive positions."

"We need a bigger dhaba," Pramod said.

"Pramod — "

"A bigger dhaba. Non-negotiable. If I'm feeding one hundred and thirty-three people, I need a proper kitchen. Not a converted forge with a portable stove. A kitchen. With counters. And storage. And — " he held up a finger, the particular Pramod gesture that preceded a declaration of culinary importance — "a dedicated chai station that is physically separate from the cooking area because I have been saying this since day one and I will keep saying it until the universe acknowledges that chai and cooking share space the way — "

"A tiger and a goat share a cage," the entire squad said simultaneously.

"Good. You've been listening."

The colony expanded. The construction was faster now — the mining buff, the increased resources, the experience that the laborers had gained through weeks of building. New apartment blocks rose on the southern slope of the ridge. A second barracks appeared northeast, positioned behind the reinforced wall. The medical bay was completed. And Pramod's dhaba — the seventh building, the philosophical priority, the heart of the colony — was expanded into a proper dining hall with the kitchen that Pramod had always deserved: counters, storage, a tandoor that was purpose-built rather than improvised, and a dedicated chai station that was physically separate from the cooking area, because the tiger and the goat had finally been given their own cages.

Pramod stood in his new kitchen with the expression of a man who had been given a temple.

"This is it," he said, running his hand along the counter — stone, smooth, wide enough for a feast's preparation. "This is what I've been cooking toward. Not the story-at-the-dhaba day. This. This kitchen. This counter. This — " he touched the tandoor, new, the clay still fresh, the particular reverence of a man encountering the tool that defined his purpose in its highest form. "This is where I feed them. All of them. However many come."

"One hundred and thirty-three."

"One hundred and thirty-three. Two hundred. Five hundred. However many. The kitchen is ready. The kitchen is finally ready."

The grief for Prashant and Meera found its expression in the days after the battle. Not in a ceremony — Haven had no protocol for mourning, no established ritual, no institutional framework for processing the permanent death of its members. The grief expressed itself instead through the particular, individual acts of a community that was learning how to mourn while it rebuilt: a laborer who had worked beside Prashant leaving a stone at the breach point, the particular memorialisation of a person who had died near here and whose death had meaning that a stone could not capture but that the stone's presence communicated; a recruit who had trained with Meera planting a seed — alien, unknown, the Game's botany producing something that might grow into something that might outlast the memory of the person it was planted for.

Ira formalised it. Because Ira formalised everything, because structure was how Ira processed grief, and because the colony needed structure the way it needed walls: not to contain the feeling but to give the feeling a place to exist.

A memorial. Simple. A stone wall — not the defensive kind, but the remembrance kind — built at the colony's center, near the dhaba, where the names of the dead could be carved and where the living could pass daily and where the passing would be the mourning, not dramatic, not performative, but present: the names visible, the absence acknowledged, the debt recorded.

Prashant Kumar. Meera Lakshmi. Haven's first. Haven's price.

The stone was carved. The names were present. The colony walked past, daily, and the walking was the mourning.

The eighty arrived on schedule. The transport descended through the unnamed-colour sky — the same graceless shipping-container aesthetic as the first transport, the same stagger of newly arrived humans blinking at the swamp and the sky and the walls and the turrets.

But this time was different. This time, the new arrivals were greeted by a colony that existed — not a ridge with a Town Centre and basic walls, but a settlement with reinforced defenses, a memorial wall, a medical bay, an expanded dhaba, and five turrets named after the particular mythology of a woman who loved automated weapons. This time, the new arrivals were greeted by Pramod, standing at the dhaba's new counter with chai ready and paranthas cooking and the particular welcome that Haven extended to every new member:

"First meal is free. After that, you work, you eat. Welcome to Haven."

Nobody paid. Pramod never charged. The performance continued, and the performance was the welcome, and the welcome was the colony.


  
    Chapter 19: Training

    
    
  
  The eighty new arrivals changed Haven the way monsoon changed a landscape — not gradually but completely, the sheer volume of presence reshaping everything it touched.

Sixty soldiers. Twenty civilians. The Game had rewarded Haven's defense with reinforcement, and the reinforcement was — by any measure — significant. Sixty soldiers meant Haven was no longer a frontier colony with a squad and some recruits. Haven was a garrison. A military installation with the personnel to match, the kind of colony that Central Command would have to acknowledge as a strategic asset rather than dismiss as a line item on Vikram's spreadsheet.

The soldiers were a mix. Some were veterans — Level 10 and above, with combat experience from other campaigns, other moons, other fights that the Game had manufactured and that they had survived. Some were mid-level — Level 6 to 9, competent but unpolished, the particular middle ground of soldiers who knew enough to be useful and not enough to be relied upon. And some were fresh — Level 2 to 4, the Game's perpetual supply of undertrained bodies that it fed into its military system with the particular indifference of a mechanism that measured inputs and outputs without considering the humanity in between.

I held the first formation three days after arrival. Seventy-five soldiers — the original fifteen recruits, the sixty new arrivals — standing in rows in the field east of the walls, the field that had been a landing zone and that was now, by necessity and the particular territorial expansion that military formations demanded, a parade ground.

"My name is Captain Karthik Agnihotri," I said. I stood on the tank — Savitri's tank, the mobile throne, the elevation that turned a speech into a address. "This is Haven. You're here because Haven survived an assault that it wasn't supposed to survive, and the Game — in its infinite whatever — has decided that survival deserves reinforcement. You are the reinforcement."

Seventy-five faces. The particular expression of soldiers assessing their new commander — the calculation that every soldier performed when meeting the person who would make the decisions that determined their survival. The calculation measured voice, posture, reputation, and the particular indefinable quality that military people called "command presence" and that was, in practice, the ability to stand on a tank and make seventy-five people believe that you knew what you were doing.

"Here's what I expect. You follow orders. You train hard. You learn the colony's systems. You respect the civilians — the laborers, the support staff, the families that are forming. This colony is not just a military base. It's a home. People live here. People got married here. People died here defending what we've built. You are joining something that matters, and I expect you to treat it accordingly."

"What about the Gumalagians?" a veteran asked. Level 12, stocky, the particular confidence of a soldier who had fought before and who regarded the question as practical rather than anxious.

"The Gumalagians who attacked us have been expelled. Their force is neutralised. But they are not the only threat on this moon or in this system. The Game generates challenges proportional to a colony's strength. We just got stronger. That means the challenges will get stronger too."

"Stronger how?"

"Stronger in ways we can't predict. Which is why we train. Not for the fight we've already had. For the fight we haven't imagined yet."

The training was — intensive is not the word. Intensive suggests a level above normal. What I implemented was closer to transformative — a training program designed to take seventy-five soldiers of varying skill levels and turn them into a cohesive defensive force within weeks rather than months, because weeks was what we had and months was a luxury the Game did not provide.

Rukmini designed the program. Her design was — as all of Rukmini's designs were — elegant, practical, and exactly as complex as it needed to be. Three tracks: combat fundamentals for the low-level soldiers, tactical operations for the mid-level, and leadership development for the veterans. Each track ran simultaneously, the three streams of training flowing through the colony's schedule with the particular efficiency of a system designed by a woman who regarded waste — of time, of energy, of potential — as a personal insult.

The combat fundamentals track was mine. I ran it personally — morning sessions, four hours, the particular one-on-one intensity that I had learned was the fastest way to develop new soldiers. The fresh recruits — Levels 2 through 4, the babies of the colony's military, the people who were most likely to die in the next fight and whose survival depended on making them less likely to die — the fresh recruits got me.

"You're going to hate this," I told them, on the first morning. Twenty faces — young, scared, the particular expression of people who had been told they were going to hate something and who were already hating it. "You're going to hate it because training hurts. Not the Game's pain — real effort, real exhaustion, the kind that makes your muscles scream and your brain fog and your body ask you why you're doing this. And you're going to do it because the alternative is dying, and dying hurts more."

The training was physical — runs, combat drills, the particular emphasis on movement and positioning that Rukmini's doctrine prioritized over marksmanship, because marksmanship was a skill and movement was survival, and survival came first. The recruits ran the perimeter of the colony — three kilometres, in armour, carrying weapons, the particular misery of cardio training that no amount of Game stat enhancement could replace, because the Game enhanced your capabilities but did not enhance your willingness to use them, and willingness was forged through effort.

Winona helped. She was — I had promoted her to squad auxiliary, a position that didn't formally exist but that I created because Winona's experience made her uniquely qualified to bridge the gap between the veterans and the fresh recruits. She had been Level 2. She was now Level 11 — the rapid progression of a person who had been given opportunities and who had seized every one of them with the particular hunger of someone who had been underestimated and who had decided that underestimation was a fuel source.

"When I got here, I was the weakest person in the colony," Winona told the new recruits, during a training break. They sat in the dirt, breathing hard, the particular exhaustion of people who were discovering muscles they didn't know they had. "Level 2. Starter equipment. One skill. And the Captain — " she looked at me — "the Captain put me in the squad. Not as a favor. As an investment. He said I'd level faster with the squad. He was right. I leveled because I was in the fight. You level by being in the fight. Not by being safe."

"But being safe is — " a recruit started.

"Being safe is an illusion. There is no safe in the Game. There is prepared and unprepared. Train to be prepared. Accept that safe doesn't exist."

The tactical operations track — mid-level soldiers, Levels 6 through 9 — was run by Bhavana and Chandni. An unlikely pairing: Bhavana, who valued silence and precision and the particular economy of a person who used exactly the amount of force required and not one unit more, and Chandni, who valued noise and excess and the particular philosophy that if one turret was good, six turrets were better and twelve turrets were a family reunion.

The pairing worked. It worked because the mid-level soldiers needed both — the precision for when precision mattered and the overwhelming force for when subtlety was a liability. Bhavana taught scouting, terrain reading, the particular art of seeing without being seen. Chandni taught defensive engineering, turret maintenance, the art of making the enemy's approach as expensive as possible.

"The wall is not a wall," Chandni lectured, standing beside Gudiya — the sixth turret, the daughter, positioned on the inner wall. "The wall is a conversation. You're telling the enemy: this is how much you'll pay to come in. The turrets are the price list. The shield is the fine print. And if they read the fine print and still come in — " she patted Gudiya — "then they meet the family."

The leadership track — veterans, Level 10 and above — was Neelam's domain. Her Delphinian experience — four hundred years of Game warfare, catalogued, analysed, distilled into doctrine — gave her a perspective that no human officer could match. She taught strategy: not the tactics of individual fights but the larger patterns of conflict, the way the Game escalated threats, the way colonies that grew attracted attention, the way attention was both a resource and a risk.

"The Game rewards growth with challenge," she told the veterans, in the Town Centre's expanded briefing room. Her skin was the focused blue of instruction — the particular shade that accompanied her most precise teachings. "Haven has grown. Haven will be challenged. The challenge will be proportional to the growth. Your job is not to prevent the challenge — the Game ensures challenges regardless of your preferences. Your job is to ensure that the colony's growth exceeds the challenge's escalation. Stay ahead of the curve. Or the curve flattens you."

The twenty new civilians integrated differently. They were — like the original thirty-two — drafted humans assigned to frontier work: mining, construction, administration. They joined the labor rotation that Rukmini managed, slotting into the system with the particular efficiency of people who were given clear instructions and who found, in the following of clear instructions, a structure that the chaos of the draft had stripped away.

Four of the twenty were medical professionals. Four — the Game had, in its particular generosity, finally provided what Vikram's spreadsheets had not: trained medics who could staff the medical bay that the colony had built and that had been, until now, equipped but unmanned. Two nurses, a field surgeon, and a pharmacist. The pharmacist — a quiet woman named Dr. Lavanya from Hyderabad — took one look at the medical bay's supplies and declared, with the particular authority of a medical professional assessing a clinical environment, that the supplies were "adequate for a school infirmary and catastrophically insufficient for a military garrison" and immediately requisitioned additional materials through my Captain's authority.

"You'll sign these requisitions?" she asked me.

"I'll sign anything that keeps people alive."

"Then you'll be signing a lot. This colony has been operating without medical infrastructure for six weeks. The fact that you've only lost two people is either miraculous or evidence that your cook's food has therapeutic properties."

"Both. Definitely both."

Haven's population: one hundred and thirty-three. The colony that had been eight people and a swamp six weeks ago was now a garrison — walled, turreted, shielded, medically staffed, administratively structured, and fed by a dhaba that had been expanded to match the population and that Pramod operated with the particular energy of a man who had been given the kitchen he deserved and who was using it with the maximum intensity that gratitude and purpose could produce.

The training continued. Days became weeks. The fresh recruits leveled — slowly, through the grinding progress of daily effort, the particular mathematics of the Game's experience system that rewarded consistency over heroics. The mid-level soldiers sharpened. The veterans settled into leadership roles, each one commanding a fire team, each fire team a piece of the defensive puzzle that Rukmini had designed and that grew more complex and more capable with each passing day.

I stood on the wall in the evening — my spot, the thinking spot, the spot that was mine the way the dhaba was Pramod's and the turrets were Chandni's and the administrative system was Ira's. The colony spread below me — buildings, people, the particular activity of a community that was alive and growing and that had been, six weeks ago, a swamp with a plan and a Squad leader with a crate to stand on.

Haven. One hundred and thirty-three people. Six turrets (Munna, Guddu, Babloo, Chintu, Pappu, and Gudiya — the family, complete). A double wall. A shield dome. A medical bay. A dhaba with a dedicated chai station. A memorial with two names. A tank with a bat named Major Vikram living under it.

And somewhere on the horizon — beyond the forest, beyond the mountains, beyond the edge of what the satellite could see — the next challenge was assembling itself. The Game's escalation. The proportional response to Haven's growth. The thing that would come, because the Game ensured that things always came, and that Haven would face, because facing things was what Haven did.

The chai was cold. I drank it anyway. Cold chai was still chai. And Haven was still Haven. And tomorrow was coming, the way tomorrow always came — with the particular certainty of a thing that could not be stopped and that had to be met, and that would be met with walls and turrets and a dhaba and the particular stubbornness of a hundred and thirty-three people who had decided that this swamp was home and who were not interested in being told otherwise.


  
    Chapter 20: Agle Morche Par

    
    
  
  The second dungeon was harder than the first.

The Obsidian Depths — the Game's name, not mine, because the Game named its dungeons with the particular dramatic flair of a system that wanted its challenges to sound impressive on the notification screen — was a twenty-person dungeon rated for Levels 12 to 20. Twenty people. The maximum capacity. The challenge that Haven's expanded force could now attempt because we had the numbers and, more importantly, we had the levels.

The team: me (Level 16 now — the battle, the training, the daily grind of colonial management producing experience that accumulated like compound interest), Rukmini (Level 15), Bhavana (Level 14), Chandni (Level 13), Neelam (Level 16), Savitri (Level 12 — tank pilots leveled slower because the Game considered vehicle combat less personally risky), Winona (Level 11), Ira (Level 13 — she'd been training, quietly, the particular Ira approach of acquiring competence without fanfare), and twelve of the strongest veterans and mid-level soldiers from the new arrivals.

Twenty people descending into a hole in the ground that the Game had filled with things designed to kill them. The particular experience of dungeon crawling — the claustrophobia, the darkness, the knowledge that the exit was above and the threats were below and that the distance between the two was measured in monsters.

The Obsidian Depths was different from the Copper Vein. Darker — the walls were black stone, volcanic, the particular geological formation that absorbed light rather than reflecting it. The chambers were larger but fewer — five rooms, each one an escalating challenge, each one requiring coordination that the Copper Vein's eight-person team hadn't needed.

The first four chambers were — manageable. Stone constructs, obsidian variants, harder and faster than the copper versions but vulnerable to the same strategy: Neelam slagged the walls, the team focused fire, the constructs fell. The veterans performed well — Level 10 and above, competent, following orders with the particular efficiency of soldiers who had been trained by Rukmini's system and who trusted the system because the system had been designed by someone who understood that trust was built through competence, not charisma.

The Guardian chamber was the fifth room. The Obsidian Titan — Level 19, six metres tall, the body composed of volcanic glass that was simultaneously beautiful and lethal, the edges sharp enough to cut and the mass heavy enough to crush. The Titan was — the Copper Colossus's older, meaner sibling. Faster. Tougher. And with a feature that the Colossus hadn't had: ranged attacks. The Titan could launch shards of obsidian — sharp, fast, the Game's version of a fragmentation grenade but organic to the creature's body.

The fight lasted twelve minutes. Twelve minutes of twenty people coordinating attacks, dodging shards, healing wounds (my Healing Burst working overtime — eight casts per hour, each one critical, each one the difference between a soldier continuing to fight and a soldier bleeding out on obsidian glass). Twelve minutes of Chandni's explosives, Neelam's lance, Savitri's minigun (she'd brought the portable variant, because the tank didn't fit in dungeons and Savitri without a heavy weapon was, in her words, "like a fish without water, except the fish is angry and the water is a 7.62mm rotary cannon").

The Titan fell. The twenty people who had entered the dungeon exited the dungeon. All twenty. No deaths. No permanent losses. The particular victory that was not dramatic but comprehensive — the kind of win that didn't make stories but that made colonies stronger.

QUEST COMPLETE: Obsidian Depths Guardian defeated.

Reward: Permanent defensive rating +15% for Haven colony. Obsidian construction materials unlocked. Advanced turret blueprints available. Loot distributed.

The advanced turret blueprints were — Chandni's expression when she read the notification was the expression of a person who had been told that every birthday, holiday, and personal aspiration had been consolidated into a single moment.

"Plasma turrets," she whispered. "Level 3 Plasma Turrets. The — " she stopped. Breathed. Restarted. "The Game is giving us plasma turrets."

"How are plasma turrets different from — "

"How are plasma turrets different? HOW ARE PLASMA TURRETS DIFFERENT? That's like asking how a rocket is different from a firecracker. Plasma turrets fire superheated ionized gas at velocities that make our current turrets look like — like — "

"Munna's feelings are hurt."

"Munna will be upgraded to plasma. Munna's feelings will be ECSTATIC."

The turret upgrades began. Chandni worked with the single-minded focus of a person who had been given the best possible gift and who was unwrapping it with the particular combination of speed and care that the gift deserved. Munna was first — the eldest son, the patriarch, the turret that had been with Haven since the beginning. The plasma conversion took two days, during which Chandni slept approximately four hours total and consumed enough chai to, in Pramod's professional assessment, "power a small submarine."

The upgraded Munna fired its first test shot into the swamp. The plasma bolt — blue-white, screaming, the particular sound of a weapon that existed at the intersection of physics and fury — crossed five hundred metres in less than a second and hit a dead tree. The tree did not fall. The tree ceased to exist. The plasma bolt converted the wood to ash, the ash to vapor, and the vapor to a memory of a tree that had been there a moment ago and that was now a scorch mark on the landscape.

"That's my boy," Chandni said, tears in her eyes.

The colony's defensive rating, already enhanced by the dungeon reward, climbed further with each turret upgrade. The double wall, the shield dome, the plasma turrets, the expanded garrison — Haven was becoming something that the Game had not expected and that Central Command had not planned for: a colony that was not just surviving but thriving, not just defending but growing, not just existing but becoming the kind of place that changed the calculations of everyone who encountered it.

Major Vikram noticed. A communication arrived — official, terse, the particular brevity of a superior officer who was discovering that the subordinate he had dismissed was proving him wrong and who was attempting to manage the implications with minimum acknowledgment.

TO: Captain K. Agnihotri, Haven Colony

FROM: Major R. Vikram, Central Command, Emperor's Pride

RE: Resource Allocation Review

Haven Colony's defensive capabilities and population growth have been noted. Central Command is reviewing Haven's tier classification. A formal assessment team will be dispatched within 30 days.

"He's upgrading us," Ira said, reading the communication. "Tier 3 to Tier 2. Maybe Tier 1. The man who wouldn't send reinforcements is now sending an assessment team to evaluate the reinforcements we got without him."

"The military. Same everywhere."

"The military. Same everywhere. Even in space."

"Pramod said that."

"Pramod is a wise man who cooks paranthas. I am an administrator who processes data. We arrive at the same conclusions through different methods."

The assessment team's visit was thirty days away. Thirty days during which Haven continued to grow, to train, to build. The obsidian construction materials — unlocked by the dungeon — produced walls that were harder than stone, turret platforms that were more durable, buildings that had the particular aesthetic of a colony built from volcanic glass: dark, sharp, gleaming, the visual identity of a place that had fought for its existence and that wore the fighting in its architecture.

New dungeons appeared on the satellite — the Game responding to the colony's strength with new challenges, the escalation that Neelam had predicted. A Level 15 dungeon in the mountains to the west. A Level 18 dungeon beneath the swamp itself. A Level 22 dungeon — beyond our current capability but visible, waiting, the particular provocation of a challenge that existed just out of reach and that the Game placed there to motivate growth.

"The Level 22 dungeon," Neelam said, studying the data. "The Delphinian database identifies it as a Nexus Dungeon — a category that, when cleared, provides colony-wide permanent bonuses that are — " she paused, the analytical blue of her skin deepening — "that are transformative. The bonuses include resource generation enhancement, defensive multipliers, and — significantly — a communication relay that connects the colony to the interstellar network."

"A communication relay."

"Currently, Haven's communications depend on Central Command's relay stations. The Nexus Dungeon's relay would be independent. Haven would have direct communication with every human colony, every Delphinian station, and every registered species in the Game. Independent of Central Command. Independent of Vikram."

"That's — "

"That is political. And strategic. And the reason that Nexus Dungeons are classified as high-priority targets by every species in the Game." She paused. "It is also the reason that the Game places them at Level 22. The reward is proportional to the risk. And the risk is — "

"We're not ready."

"You're not ready yet. The emphasis is on yet."

Yet. The word that contained the future — not the immediate future, not the tomorrow future, but the further future, the future in which Haven's soldiers reached Level 22 and Haven's defenses were strong enough to support a twenty-person expedition into a dungeon that would change the colony's position in the Game's hierarchy. The future that was not guaranteed but that was, like all futures, achievable if the present was managed correctly.

I stood on the wall. The evening. The unnamed-colour sky. The thinking spot. Below me, Haven spread — the dark obsidian buildings, the gleaming plasma turrets, the expanded walls, the dhaba with its dedicated chai station and its dedicated cook and its dedicated purpose of feeding one hundred and thirty-three people who had decided that this swamp was home.

The memorial wall was visible from here — the two names, Prashant and Meera, carved in stone near the dhaba where the living could pass and the passing could be the mourning. The names would be joined, eventually, by other names — the particular certainty of a colony that existed in a game that generated challenges, that challenges produced casualties, and that casualties produced names that deserved to be remembered.

But not today. Today, the names on the wall were two. Today, the turrets hummed — six voices, the family, now speaking in plasma instead of energy, the particular upgrade that made the hum deeper and the protection fiercer. Today, the colony was alive and growing and preparing for the thing that came next, whatever the thing was, because preparing was what Haven did and growing was what Haven was.

Neelam appeared beside me. Her skin was the settled warm gold — the chosen colour, the commitment colour, the colour that she wore on evenings when we stood on the wall together and looked at the colony and felt the particular feeling of people who had found a place and who were determined to keep it.

"The Game will send something larger," she said.

"I know."

"And we will face it."

"We will face it. With walls and turrets and plasma bolts and Pramod's chai and whatever Chandni builds next."

"Chandni is designing a seventh turret. She's calling it Dada — the grandfather."

"Of course she is."

"Dada will have a plasma cannon that is, in Chandni's technical specifications, 'big enough to make the Gumalagian commander rethink every life choice that led to his career in military conquest.'"

"That's very specific."

"Chandni is a very specific woman."

The unnamed-colour sky darkened. The stars emerged. The gas giant glowed on the horizon. Haven hummed — the six turrets, the shield generators on standby, the particular vibration of a colony that was alive and defended and growing and that was, in the Game's vast and indifferent universe, exactly where it wanted to be.

I drank the chai that had gone cold in my hand. Cold chai was still chai. And Haven was still Haven. And tomorrow — tomorrow was coming, with its challenges and its dungeons and its escalating threats and its particular promise that the thing that came next would be harder than the thing that came before, and that Haven would face it the way Haven faced everything: together, stubborn, armed, fed, and absolutely unwilling to be anywhere else.


  
    Epilogue: Ghar

    
    
  
  The dhaba at midnight was the truest version of Haven.

Not the walls — though the walls were necessary. Not the turrets — though the turrets were loved. Not the shield dome or the plasma upgrades or the obsidian architecture that made the colony look like a fortress carved from volcanic glass. The truest version of Haven was the dhaba at midnight, when the day's work was done and the colony's noise had settled to the particular hum of a community at rest and Pramod was still awake because Pramod was always still awake, because Pramod's relationship with sleep was the same as his relationship with rest: he acknowledged its existence without participating in it.

I sat at the counter. The new counter — stone, smooth, wide, the counter that Pramod had touched with reverence on the day it was installed and that had since been touched with everything else: flour, oil, spice, the accumulated evidence of a kitchen that was used the way kitchens should be used, which was constantly and without apology.

"Can't sleep?" Pramod asked.

"Thinking."

"Thinking is the enemy of sleep. I've told you this."

"You've told me many things, Pramod. Most of them while handing me chai."

"The chai is the delivery mechanism. The wisdom is the payload." He placed a glass in front of me. Steel. Hot. The ginger-tulsi variant that he made at night — slightly less intense than the morning version, the particular calibration of a man who understood that midnight chai served a different purpose than morning chai, that midnight was for settling and morning was for starting, and that the spice levels should reflect the intention.

"I was thinking about the colony," I said.

"You're always thinking about the colony."

"I was thinking about what it is. Not what it does — what it is. The Game assigned us a moon and told us to build. Central Command classified us as Tier 3 and told us we were expendable. The Gumalagians looked at us and saw food. Everyone who's looked at Haven from the outside has seen something small and temporary and not worth the resources required to sustain it."

"And from the inside?"

"From the inside — " I looked around the dhaba. The kitchen. The counter. The tandoor. The chai station — dedicated, separate, the tiger and the goat in their own cages. Through the window, the colony: buildings, walls, turrets, the memorial with its two names, the apartments where one hundred and thirty-three people slept. "From the inside, it's the most permanent thing I've ever been part of."

"More permanent than Pune?"

"Pune was permanent because it was old. Haven is permanent because it's chosen. Every person here chose to stay. Even when the Gumalagians came. Even when Central Command abandoned us. Even when the Game told us the challenge would escalate and the escalation would be proportional to our growth. They chose to stay. To build. To eat your food and drink your chai and name the turrets and carve names on the memorial wall and — " I stopped. Not because I'd run out of words. Because the words I had were the right words and the right words sometimes needed space around them. "They chose to make a home. Out of a swamp. On a moon. In a game that doesn't care whether they live or die."

"The Game doesn't care," Pramod said. "The Game has never cared. The Game is a system. Systems don't care. People care. I care. You care. Chandni cares — about turrets, which is unusual, but caring is caring. Neelam cares — about you, about the colony, about the particular experience of being alive in a place where being alive is not guaranteed. Bhavana cares — silently, the way snipers care, from a distance but with precision. Rukmini cares — through systems, through organization, through the particular love that shows up as competence." He paused. Poured himself chai. The particular rarity of Pramod pouring chai for himself — the cook who served everyone and who rarely served himself, the particular occupational hazard of a person whose purpose was others. "And I care. Through food. Through this counter. Through the tandoor that I light at four in the morning because four in the morning is when the colony needs to know that someone is awake, someone is cooking, someone is making sure that the day begins with warmth."

"You never talk about yourself, Pramod."

"I talk about myself constantly. Every parantha is autobiography. Every chai is memoir. You just have to read the right language."

"And what does tonight's chai say?"

He looked at me. The Pramod look — the full-attention look, the doctor-reading-symptoms look, the look of a man who fed people for a living and who had learned that feeding was a conversation and that the conversation's most important moments were the ones where both people stopped performing and started being present.

"Tonight's chai says: you're doing well. The colony is alive. The walls are strong. The turrets hum. The people are fed. The dead are remembered. The living are growing. And the Captain — " he held up his glass, the steel reflecting the kitchen's light — "the Captain is sitting in a dhaba at midnight, drinking chai, thinking about whether what he's built is enough. And the chai says: it's enough. It has always been enough. Not because it's perfect. Not because it's safe. Because it's here. Because you're here. Because we're here."

I raised my glass. The steel was warm. The chai was hot. The midnight was cold. And the dhaba — Pramod's dhaba, Haven's heart, the building that had been built before the hospital because Pramod believed that feeding came before healing and because Pramod was right — the dhaba was exactly what it had always been: the place where the colony's truth lived, the particular truth that was not about walls or turrets or plasma upgrades or tier classifications or the Game's particular brand of cosmic indifference, but about people. About the specific, named, known, fed, cared-for people who had built a home in a place that was not designed for homes and who had decided, collectively, individually, stubbornly, that the home was worth defending and the defending was worth the cost and the cost — the cost was Prashant and Meera and the two names on the wall and the grief that the colony carried and would always carry — the cost was the price of the thing they had built, and the thing they had built was worth the price.

"To Haven," I said.

"To Haven," Pramod said.

We drank. The chai was hot. The night was cold. The turrets hummed — six voices, the family, speaking plasma now, the deeper hum of upgraded technology that was, beneath the upgrade, the same hum that had been there since the beginning, the same guardian sound that meant home.

Outside, the unnamed-colour sky held its stars. The gas giant glowed on the horizon, patient, permanent, the cosmic audience that watched without caring and that was beautiful anyway. The swamp surrounded the colony — the same swamp that had been here before Haven and that would be here after, the same terrain that had been hostile and damp and full of things that regarded human presence as a nuisance. But the swamp had — I noticed it, the way you notice things at midnight when the thinking has cleared and the chai has settled and the world is quiet enough to see clearly — the swamp had changed. Not physically. The swamp didn't care about Haven any more than the Game did. But the swamp had been given a name — the Daldal, the squad called it, the marsh, the first obstacle, the first thing they'd conquered. And naming a thing changed it. Not the thing itself. But the relationship with the thing. The swamp was still the swamp. But Haven's relationship with the swamp was not hostile anymore. It was — coexistent. The colony and the terrain, existing together, the particular relationship of a home and its surroundings that was not affection but familiarity, the familiarity that came from six weeks of building and fighting and living and dying in a place that had become, through the particular alchemy of human stubbornness, something that the Game had not intended: a place that mattered.

I finished the chai. Set the glass down. The particular clink of steel on stone — the sound that had become, over weeks, the sound of a day ending, the sound of a Captain in a dhaba, the sound of a man who had been an engineering student in Pune and who was now a military officer on a moon and who was, in both contexts, doing the same thing: trying to build something that lasted.

"Tomorrow," Pramod said. "The assessment team is coming. Vikram's people."

"In three weeks."

"In three weeks. Which means three weeks of cooking that makes this colony look like the best thing Central Command has ever funded. The assessment team will eat my biryani and they will upgrade us to Tier 1 because the biryani will leave them no choice."

"You're going to influence a military assessment with food."

"I'm going to influence a military assessment with the truth. The truth is the food. The truth is the colony. The truth is one hundred and thirty-three people who chose to be here and who are here and who are not leaving." He collected my glass. Washed it. The particular midnight routine of a man who closed his kitchen the way a temple closed its doors: with care, with gratitude, with the understanding that the closing was temporary and that the opening would come again, at four in the morning, when the tandoor was lit and the chai was brewed and the colony's particular sunrise — the olfactory one, the warm-bread-spice one — began again.

"Goodnight, Pramod."

"Goodnight, Captain."

I walked to my quarters. Through the colony. Past the memorial — Prashant and Meera, the names in stone, the daily passage that was the mourning. Past the turrets — Munna, Guddu, Babloo, Chintu, Pappu, Gudiya, and soon Dada, the family that Chandni had created and that protected Haven with the particular devotion of automated weapons that had been given names and that, Chandni insisted, responded to them. Past the apartments — the lights off, the colony sleeping, one hundred and thirty-three people in their beds, dreaming the expensive dreams that the Game provided and that brought their mothers and their homes and their previous lives to them and took them away at sunrise.

Past Neelam's quarters — the light was on. The warm gold glow that was not a lamp but a skin, the particular Delphinian illumination of a person who was awake and whose wakefulness was visible on her surface. I paused. Didn't knock. The moment was — complete. The knowing was enough. She was here. I was here. Haven was here.

I reached my quarters. Lay down. Closed my eyes. The turrets hummed their midnight song — six voices, the family, the lullaby that had become the sound of sleep on this moon, the sound that meant safety, that meant home, that meant the thing that the Game had not intended and that fifty-five people had built and one hundred and thirty-three people maintained and that the unnamed-colour sky watched with the particular patience of a universe that did not care but that was, nevertheless, the sky under which a home had been built.

Haven. The name was a promise. And the promise was kept. Not perfectly. Not completely. Two names on a wall said that the promise had a price and that the price had been paid and that the paying was the keeping. But kept. Haven was kept. By walls and turrets and plasma bolts and paranthas and chai and a cook who lit the tandoor at four in the morning and a Captain who sat at the counter at midnight and a Delphinian whose skin was the colour of a choice she'd made at the edge of a swamp.

Haven. The home that was not supposed to exist. The colony that was not supposed to survive. The place that the Game didn't care about and that the people in it cared about more than anything they had ever cared about, because the caring was the building and the building was the home and the home was Haven and Haven was here.

The turrets hummed. The chai was finished. The night was cold and the colony was warm and the morning would come with its tandoor and its chai and its unnamed-colour sky and its particular promise that today, like yesterday, like tomorrow, the colony would be alive.

Haven. Ghar. Home.
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