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    Chapter 1: Arrows in the Canopy

    
    
  
  Ira

My heart slammed against my ribs as I stared at the human face metres away from us. Arrows pointed at our chests from hooded figures positioned in the branches above — silent, camouflaged in bark-brown and rust-red, as much a part of the forest as the ancient trees themselves.

Were these people friend or foe?

We'd already been betrayed by the Jaldevs. Damini was dead — dragged away by an Igknamai while her screams tore through the humid air like cloth ripping. The memory sat behind my eyes, replaying in fragments: Damini's fingers clawing at the forest floor, the wet crunch of the creature's jaw, the way her voice had cut off mid-syllable, replaced by a silence worse than any sound.

A tear slid down my cheek before I could stop it. I wiped it with the back of my hand and felt the dried Igknamai blood crack against my skin — red-black, thick, smelling of iron and something else, something organic and sour that made my stomach lurch.

The young man — human, undeniably human, with dark skin and sharp cheekbones and eyes that assessed our group with the tactical precision of someone who'd spent his life reading threats — lowered his hand. The hooded figures lowered their weapons in response, the movement synchronised, disciplined, the obedience of people who trusted their leader's judgment absolutely.

"Don't be concerned," he said, speaking our language in a smooth accent not unlike our own. "We are not your enemy."

Rudra stood near the rock edge, both hands raised. His jaw was tight — the particular angle it took when he was calculating outcomes, when the captain's mind was running scenarios faster than conversation allowed. "If you're not our enemy, why were your arrows pointed at us?"

"Precaution." The man's tone was blunt, urgent, stripped of the serene, musical quality the Jaldevs used. "I am a Vanavasi scouting leader. We live here, in the forest."

Vanavasi. The word hit me like a physical thing. I had heard Havav and Dybgo drop it into conversation dozens of times during our weeks with the Jaldevs. I'd assumed it referred to an area — a region, a landmark. Not once had I considered it could be the name of a people.

"We mustn't linger," he continued. "This area is encircled with Igknamai. No thanks to that Jaldev-Hybrid."

"You think he brought them here?" Rudra's voice was controlled, but I could hear the fracture underneath — the realisation that the Jaldevs, whom he'd trusted, whom he'd defended to the crew, had tried to kill us.

"We watched the Igknamai swarm to him. Draw your own conclusions." He gestured deeper into the trees. "Our horses are down that ridge. Follow."

Rudra and I exchanged a look. His expression was the expression of a man whose trust had been weaponised against him — the particular devastation of someone who prided himself on judgment discovering that his judgment had been catastrophically wrong. He swallowed. He nodded. We followed.

I trudged through the dry, barren soil with Damini's screams still echoing in my skull. My hands were covered in Igknamai blood. The front of my kurta was soaked in it — the fabric stiff, the colour darkened from saffron to a muddy crimson that smelled of death and rust. We were walking away from where Damini had been taken. Where she'd died. It felt like leaving her behind, and the feeling sat in my chest like a stone — heavy, angular, impossible to position comfortably.

Over the ridge, horses appeared among the enormous trees. A hooded figure was already mounted on one. He glanced back as the scouting leader called to him.

"Govind, we need to move. Take one of them."

The figure — Govind — dismounted with the fluid grace of someone whose body had been shaped by a lifetime of movement. He landed on both feet, barely disturbing the dust, and approached me with a smile that hit me like a fist to the sternum. Dark skin, pitted and weathered, friendly brown eyes, a warmth that was sincere and immediate and reminded me, with a force that made my throat close, of Sym. Of home. Of everything I'd left behind when we'd boarded the ship that had brought us to this impossible, beautiful, lethal planet.

"Need a lift up?"

I looked at the horse. No saddle. No stirrups. Only a leather strap draped around the animal's head and neck as a bridle. The horse was large — seventeen hands at least — and its flank was warm under my palm when I steadied myself against it, the heat of the animal's body radiating through the blood-stiff fabric of my kurta.

"Yes."

Govind helped me up with the practised efficiency of someone who'd done this a thousand times, then swung on behind me. His body heat pressed against my back — uncomfortable in the sweltering air, the sweat between us creating a slick, shared humidity that made the contact feel more intimate than it was.

He reached around me for the reins and we moved. I looked back. Zara was seated in front of a slighter rider, her face ashen, her medical training visible in the way her eyes kept scanning for injuries even while her hands gripped the horse's mane. Kobe was behind another rider. Oz — massive, awkward, his towering frame looking absurdly out of place on the slight horse, his pack still glued to his back — clung to a small female rider with the desperate concentration of a man who was deeply uncomfortable with the mode of transport but too frightened to complain.

The horses shifted into a gallop. The forest blurred — greens and reds and browns smearing into a continuous canvas of colour that my exhausted eyes couldn't fully process. The wind pushed against my face, carrying the scent of bark and soil and, occasionally, the mineral sweetness of flowing water. For a moment — a single, treacherous moment — I forgot that we were fleeing for our lives, forgot that Damini was dead, forgot that the Jaldevs had betrayed us. The rhythm of the horse beneath me, the wind in my hair, the ancient forest opening and closing around us like a living tunnel — it pulled at something deep, something buried under years of grief.

I'd ridden horses as a child. My mother had been an accomplished rider and trainer, and I had spent my childhood in the paddock with her students, learning balance and communication and the particular language that existed between a rider and a mount — a language that was not verbal but physical, conducted through weight and pressure and the subtle shifts of muscle that told the animal what you needed. Since her death, I hadn't been near a horse. Their presence crushed me. The smell of horse sweat, the rhythmic thud of hooves, the particular vibration that travelled through a horse's body into your own — it was all her. Every bit of it.

I closed my eyes. Somewhere behind them, my mother was smiling.

The trees were getting bigger. Enormous. The bark was gnarled and twisted, forming patterns in shades of red and brown that stretched upward for what seemed like miles, the canopy so thick that only fragments of blue sky were visible through the swaying leaves. The air was cooler here — the shade creating a temperature distinct from the sweltering heat of the open forest, a coolness that smelled of moss and age and the particular sweetness of wood that had been growing for centuries.

A palisade appeared — spiked wooden poles positioned at lethal defensive angles, the points sharpened to a precision that spoke of experience with the things they were designed to keep out. The horses didn't slow. My horse gathered itself beneath me and jumped, clearing the spikes with a proficiency that my body was not prepared for — my stomach dropped, my hands seized the mane, and we landed on the other side with a jolt that traveled up my spine and rattled my teeth.

Govind chuckled behind me. "You'll get used to it."

The horses slowed. I looked up. What I saw removed every word I possessed from my vocabulary and left me with nothing but the sound of my own breathing.

The trees were inhabited. Wooden structures — huts, platforms, walkways — were built into the trunks and branches, distributed at varying heights, each with wooden shutters and circular, pointed roofs that mimicked the canopy's shape. Suspension bridges linked the trees together, swaying gently in the breeze, and nets lay taut beneath them — safety nets, the lowest ten metres above the ground. The settlement extended in every direction, disappearing into the heat-haze, reaching toward a mountainous rockface in the far distance.

A city in the trees. The Vanavasins.

The logic was immediately apparent: the Igknamai couldn't climb. The entire settlement was an architectural response to the creatures that roamed the forest floor — a civilisation that had looked at the threat and responded not by fighting it but by moving above it, building their world in the space between the ground and the sky where the monsters could not follow.

A wooden lift was being lowered inside the hollow of an enormous trunk. Govind helped me down and gestured toward it. As I approached, a hand caught mine — small, trembling, familiar. Zara. Her eyes were glassy, her composure maintained by the thinnest margin, the professional control of a doctor who was about to lose her clinical detachment and was holding on with everything she had.

I squeezed her hand. Together, we stepped onto the lift.

The darkness inside the tree trunk was complete — warm, close, smelling of resin and the particular living smell of wood that was still growing, still conducting sap and water and the slow, patient business of being a tree that had been being a tree for a thousand years. The lift jolted. We rose. Light appeared above us — the garrison platform, where a spiked iron gate was pulled open by guards whose eyes were hard and whose weapons were visible and whose bearing communicated the absolute seriousness of people who protected something worth protecting.

The scouting leader spoke to an awaiting man in leather armour. Their conversation was clipped, efficient.

"Igknamai on all sides."

"Considering the heat, they're everywhere. Are all parties back?"

"Waiting on Jayant's hunting party."

"Pull the bridges. Raise access points. Open temporarily when Jayant returns. Keep watch on all fronts — especially the grazing fields. I wouldn't be surprised if Jaldevs turn up."

"And if they do?"

The scouting leader glanced at me. His eyes held mine for a moment — assessing, categorising, filing. Whatever he saw in my blood-soaked, tear-stained, exhausted face apparently warranted his next words: "If they do, find me."


  
    Chapter 2: The City Above

    
    
  
  Ira

The Vanavasi settlement was not a village. It was an ecosystem — a vertical civilisation engineered into the architecture of trees that had been growing since before human memory began recording itself.

The garrison platform opened onto a network of walkways that connected the trees at varying heights, each walkway constructed from planks of the same red-brown wood as the trunks, lashed together with rope that smelled of hemp and tree sap. The walkways swayed gently underfoot — not alarmingly, but with the constant, subtle motion of structures that were alive, that responded to wind and weight and the particular physics of buildings attached to organisms that were still growing.

The scouting leader — whose name, I learned from Govind, was Trilochan — led us along the main walkway toward a central platform that served as some kind of command centre. The platform was vast, spanning between four of the largest trees, their trunks so wide that ten people could stand shoulder to shoulder around their circumference and not touch. Wooden railings lined the edges, and beyond them, the settlement unfolded in every direction — a labyrinth of huts, bridges, platforms, and pulley systems that moved people and supplies between levels with the mechanical efficiency of a city that had been solving logistics problems for generations.

People watched us pass. They stood in doorways, leaned over railings, paused on bridges to stare at the five blood-stained, exhausted strangers being escorted through their home. Their clothing was earth-toned — browns, reds, blacks — and their expressions ranged from curiosity to wariness to the blank assessment of people who had learned, through proximity to the Igknamai, that strangers were a variable that required careful evaluation before trust could be extended.

A child — a girl, perhaps eight years old, with a bow slung over her shoulder that was nearly as tall as she was — stared at me from a branch above the walkway. Her eyes were dark, wide, and entirely without fear. She had been raised in the canopy, where the ground was something that other people worried about and the sky was as close as the ceiling of a conventional home. She watched me with the particular intensity of a child encountering something she had heard about in stories but never seen: a person from beyond the forest, from beyond the sky, from the ship that had crashed into their world and brought with it complications that the Vanavasins had managed to avoid for generations.

"Saffiya," Trilochan called up to her without breaking stride. "Stop gawking and finish your patrol."

The girl — Saffiya — didn't move. Her gaze shifted from me to the bow on her shoulder, then back to me, as though she was calculating whether I constituted a threat that required the bow or a curiosity that required observation. She chose observation. She followed us along the branches above the walkway, moving through the canopy with the silent, confident agility of someone whose feet had never learned to be afraid of heights.

Trilochan brought us to a meeting hut — a large, open-sided structure built into the junction of three trees, its floor solid, its roof thatched with interlocking leaves that created a waterproof canopy. A table occupied the centre, scarred and worn from years of use, and around it stood several figures whose bearing communicated authority.

The eldest was a woman — silver-haired, straight-backed, her face mapped with lines that spoke of decades in the forest. She wore a simple brown tunic with a leather belt from which hung a knife and a small pouch, and her eyes were the colour of bark and possessed the same quality: hard, weathered, designed for endurance. This was Meenakshi, the settlement's elder, and her assessment of our group took approximately four seconds — her gaze moving from Rudra to me to Zara to Oz to Kobe with the efficiency of someone who had been making rapid judgments about people for fifty years and had refined the process to its essential components.

"You are the ones from the sky," she said. Not a question.

"We crashed here," Rudra replied. "Three weeks ago. We were taken in by the Jaldevs, who—"

"Who betrayed you." Meenakshi's tone was flat, unsurprised. "The Jaldevs have been working with the Hybrid for months. We've been tracking their movements. The Igknamai swarms around the ravine were not natural — they were directed. Herded toward your position."

The information landed in the hut like a physical weight. I watched Rudra's face absorb it — the captain's mask holding, but the muscles around his eyes tightening in the way they did when information confirmed his worst suspicion.

"Damini is dead," I said. My voice sounded alien to me — distant, flat, the voice of someone reporting a fact rather than communicating a loss. "The Igknamai took her."

"I'm sorry for your loss." Meenakshi's sympathy was genuine but contained — the sympathy of a woman who lived in a forest full of predators and who had lost enough people to the Igknamai that the grief had become a familiar landscape rather than a foreign country. "The beasts have been more aggressive since the Hybrid's arrival. They respond to him. He uses them as weapons."

"The Hybrid — is that Dybgo?" Rudra asked.

"We don't know his Jaldev name. We know what he is — half Jaldev, half something else. Something that allows him to communicate with the Igknamai, to direct them, to use their violence for political purposes. The Jaldevs harbour him because his abilities serve their interests. And their interests, currently, include ensuring that the people from the sky never leave this planet alive."

"Why?" The question came from Zara, who had been silent since the garrison, her medical composure gradually reassembling itself around the framework of professional curiosity. "Why would they want us dead? We're not a threat to them."

"You're not a threat to them," Meenakshi agreed. "You're leverage. Your ship — the technology it contains — is of enormous value to the Jaldev council. They intended to extract what they needed from you, then dispose of you. The Igknamai attack was the disposal."

The room was quiet. The particular quiet of people processing the discovery that they had been assets rather than guests — that the hospitality, the kindness, the weeks of food and shelter and cultural exchange had been a holding pattern, a delay tactic, a means of keeping us comfortable while the Jaldevs determined the most efficient method of taking what they wanted and eliminating the evidence.

"Our ship," Rudra said. "Where is it?"

"Intact. The Jaldevs moved it after your capture — it's in a subterranean chamber beneath their coastal settlement. We have scouts monitoring the location."

"We need it back."

"Obviously. The question is whether you're willing to do what's necessary to retrieve it." Meenakshi leaned forward, her bark-coloured eyes holding Rudra's with an intensity that reminded me, incongruously, of my mother's gaze when she was about to deliver a lesson that she expected to be remembered. "The Jaldevs are powerful. They control the water. They have the Hybrid, they have the Igknamai, and they have your ship. Taking it back will require resources, planning, and allies. We can provide all three."

"In exchange for what?"

"A bargain." The word was deliberate. Loaded. The word that gave the settlement its relationship to the outsiders who had crashed into its world. "We will help you retrieve your ship and leave this planet. In exchange, you will help us with a problem that we cannot solve alone."

"What problem?"

"The Igknamai are breeding. Their numbers have tripled in two seasons. The Hybrid is accelerating the process — creating new varieties, larger, faster, more intelligent. Our defences" — she gestured at the settlement around us, the magnificent vertical civilisation that had kept the Vanavasins safe for generations — "were designed for the Igknamai as they were. They are inadequate for the Igknamai as they are becoming."

"You want us to help you fight them?"

"I want you to help us eliminate the source. The Hybrid is the key — without him, the Igknamai revert to their natural behaviour. Dangerous, but manageable. With him, they are an army, and armies are a different category of problem than wildlife."

Rudra looked at me. The look was not seeking permission but seeking the second perspective that he had learned, over the weeks since our crash, to rely on — the perspective of someone whose analytical mind processed information differently from his tactical one, who saw patterns where he saw positions, who understood motivations where he understood manoeuvres.

I nodded. Not because I had a plan but because the alternative — refusing, remaining without allies in a world that had just tried to kill us, without a ship, without resources, in a forest full of creatures that were being weaponised against us — was not an alternative at all.

"We'll take the bargain," Rudra said.

Meenakshi nodded. The nod was small — the contained acknowledgement of a woman who had anticipated the answer and had already begun planning for it. "Good. Trilochan will show you to quarters. Rest. Eat. Recover. We begin planning tomorrow."

"One more thing." Rudra's voice carried the edge that I recognised as his captain's authority reasserting itself — the man who had temporarily ceded control to circumstances now reclaiming it with the quiet insistence of someone who would not be managed. "I don't make bargains I can't honour. Before we agree to anything specific, I need to know everything. The Hybrid, the Jaldevs, the Igknamai breeding program, your defences, your weaknesses. Everything."

Meenakshi studied him. The assessment took three seconds — shorter than her first evaluation, because she had already formed the initial judgment and this was refinement. "You'll have it," she said. "All of it. I find that transparency is the most efficient foundation for trust, and efficiency is a luxury we cannot afford to waste."

She stood. The meeting was over. Trilochan appeared at the hut's entrance and gestured for us to follow.

As I stood, the girl — Saffiya — dropped from a branch above the hut and landed on the walkway with the cat-like silence of a child who had been eavesdropping from the canopy. She fell in step beside me, her dark eyes bright with the particular curiosity of someone who had just learned that the strangers were staying.

"You're from the sky," she said. Not a question. A statement of fact delivered with the matter-of-fact certainty of an eight-year-old for whom the sky was a place that people could apparently come from, and that was interesting but not necessarily more interesting than the bow on her shoulder, which was her real area of expertise.

"I am."

"Can you shoot?"

"A bow?"

"Obviously a bow." Her tone suggested that the question was beneath the intelligence she expected from sky-people.

"I can."

She looked at the bow on her shoulder. She looked at me. The calculation was visible — the same calculation she'd performed on the walkway, except now it had been updated with new data (the sky-person could shoot) and was producing a new result (the sky-person might be worth knowing).

"I'm Saffiya," she said. "You can call me Saff. I'm the best archer under twelve in the settlement. Trilochan taught me."

"I'm Ira."

"I know. I heard everything. I always hear everything. Trilochan says it's eavesdropping. I say it's intelligence gathering." She paused, then added with the devastating honesty of a child who had not yet learned to moderate her assessments: "You look terrible. Your clothes have blood on them. You should clean up before people think you're dangerous."

"I am dangerous."

Saff considered this. "Good," she said. "We need dangerous people."


  
    Chapter 3: Learning the Canopy

    
    
  
  Ira

The quarters Trilochan assigned us were built into a cluster of three trees on the settlement's eastern edge — four rooms connected by short walkways, each room a circular space carved into or built around a trunk, with wooden shutters that opened onto views of the forest canopy stretching toward the horizon. The rooms were small but functional — sleeping platforms raised off the floor on stilts, blankets woven from plant fibre that was coarse against the skin but warm, a basin of water for washing that had been hauled up from a stream below via the pulley system.

I stood at the basin and watched the water turn red as I scrubbed Igknamai blood from my hands. The blood came off in layers — the surface crust first, then the deeper stain that had soaked into the creases of my knuckles and the lines of my palms, colouring the topography of my hands in rust and crimson. The water smelled of iron. My hands smelled of iron. Everything smelled of iron, and underneath the iron, the sour organic scent of the creatures that had killed Damini.

Zara appeared in the doorway. She had changed — someone had provided Vanavasi clothing, the earth-toned tunic and trousers that the settlement wore, and the transformation was striking. In the Jaldev clothing she'd been given during our weeks of captivity-disguised-as-hospitality, Zara had looked displaced. In the Vanavasi browns, she looked like she belonged to the forest.

"I examined Kobe," she said. "Bruised ribs, laceration on his forearm from the rock scramble. Nothing surgical. Oz has blisters from his pack straps and a sprained ankle he's been hiding for two days because he didn't want to slow us down."

"And you?"

"Physically fine. Emotionally—" She paused. The clinical detachment wavered, the professional mask shifting to reveal the terrain underneath. "I keep hearing Damini. The sound she made when the Igknamai—" She stopped again. "I'll process it. Not now. There isn't time now."

"There's time, Zara."

"No. There isn't. Because if I start processing it now, I won't stop, and we need a functional doctor more than we need another person grieving." She straightened her spine — a physical act of reassembly, the body performing composure that the mind hadn't yet achieved. "I came to tell you that Trilochan sent food."

Food. The word activated a hunger I hadn't registered — the body's needs, suppressed by adrenaline and grief, reasserting themselves with the insistent practicality of a biological system that did not care about emotional context. My stomach cramped. My mouth produced saliva. The body wanted food, regardless of what the mind was doing.

The food was laid out on a low table on the connecting walkway — communal, apparently, because the Vanavasins ate together as a default and extending the custom to guests was automatic. The spread was forest cuisine: roasted root vegetables glazed with a honey that tasted of wildflowers, strips of dried meat that were chewy and smoky and salt-preserved, a bread made from ground nuts that was dense and slightly sweet, and a tea brewed from bark that was bitter and medicinal and that Govind, who had joined us, described as "the taste of the forest's opinion of you — harsh at first, then you grow on each other."

Rudra ate mechanically. His jaw worked the food with the efficiency of a man fueling his body for operational requirements rather than pleasure — the captain's relationship to sustenance was transactional, calories consumed for energy, nutrients processed for function, taste irrelevant. He was already elsewhere — his eyes scanning the settlement, cataloguing defences, counting guards, assessing the structural integrity of the walkways with the professional interest of someone who was already thinking about how this place could be attacked and, therefore, how it could be defended.

"How many people live here?" he asked Govind between bites.

"Three hundred and twelve. Give or take the hunting parties — some are out for weeks at a time."

"Military-capable?"

"Every Vanavasi over twelve can fight. It's not optional. The forest doesn't negotiate with pacifists." Govind's warmth didn't diminish the gravity of the statement. "But dedicated fighters — the scouts, the garrison, the patrol teams — maybe eighty."

"Against how many Igknamai?"

"Before the Hybrid? A few hundred in our territory. Now?" Govind's smile faded. "Thousands. And the new breeds — the ones the Hybrid is creating — are different. Bigger. Smarter. They're learning our patterns. Last month, a pack tried to bring down one of the support trees. Not random — targeted. They went for the tree that anchors the north bridge. If they'd succeeded, they'd have isolated a third of the settlement."

The information settled over the table like a weather system — cold, heavy, impossible to ignore. I looked at the settlement around us — the huts, the bridges, the children moving through the canopy with the fearless agility of creatures born to the height — and understood that this vertical civilisation, this extraordinary architectural achievement, was under siege. The Vanavasins had built their world above the danger, and the danger was learning to reach them.

"Tell me about the Hybrid," I said.

Govind's expression shifted — the warmth contracting, the friendliness replaced by something harder, more cautious, the face of a man discussing an enemy he had personal experience with. "His Jaldev name is Dybgo. Half-Jaldev, half-unknown. The Jaldevs found him in the coastal ruins — raised him, trained him, discovered his ability to communicate with the Igknamai. They use him as a weapon. He directs the beasts, breeds them, creates new varieties by manipulating their biology through methods we don't fully understand."

"What does he want?"

"What the Jaldevs want: control. The forest is the last territory on this continent that the Jaldevs don't dominate. The Vanavasins have held it for centuries because the Igknamai kept everyone else out — the beasts were our allies, in a sense. A natural barrier. The Hybrid changed that. He turned our protection into our threat."

"And the ship? Our ship?"

"Leverage. Technology from beyond this world — the Jaldev council views it as a strategic asset. They'll dismantle it, study it, use what they can. Your crew was supposed to help them understand it, then be eliminated. The Igknamai attack was the elimination phase."

I put down the nut bread. My appetite, which had reasserted itself with such biological insistence, retreated. The food sat in my stomach with the particular weight of sustenance consumed alongside information that made sustenance feel irrelevant.

"We need to see the ship," Rudra said. "Before we plan anything else."

"Trilochan can arrange a reconnaissance. But not immediately — the forest between here and the coast is the Hybrid's territory now. Moving through it requires preparation."

"How long?"

"Three days. Maybe four. We need to map the current Igknamai positions, identify safe corridors, assemble a team."

Rudra nodded. Three days was longer than the captain wanted and shorter than the situation warranted — the compromise that characterised every decision in a context where urgency and caution were competing with equal force.

That night, I couldn't sleep. The sleeping platform was comfortable enough — the plant-fibre blankets were warm, the room was dark, the sounds of the forest at night were the sounds of a living system cycling through its nocturnal operations: insects, wind, the distant calls of animals I couldn't identify, the creaking of the trees as they adjusted to the temperature change. But sleep required the cooperation of a mind that was willing to stop processing, and my mind was not willing.

I stood at the window. The canopy at night was different from the canopy during the day — darker, obviously, but also more alive, the darkness revealing the bioluminescence that daylight concealed. Patches of fungi on the tree trunks glowed a faint blue-green, casting the walkways in an ethereal light that was simultaneously beautiful and eerie. Moths circled the glowing patches, their wings catching the light in flashes of iridescent colour. The settlement's guard lights — small oil lamps positioned at intervals along the main walkways — created pools of warm amber that contrasted with the cold bioluminescence, the two light sources creating a visual language of human and natural illumination existing in parallel.

"Can't sleep either?"

I turned. Rudra was on the walkway behind me, leaning against the railing. He looked — I had to search for the right word — diminished. Not physically. Physically, he was the same broad-shouldered, dark-haired, sharp-jawed man who had been our captain since the launch. But something behind his eyes had contracted, withdrawn, the confident authority that was his defining characteristic replaced by something smaller, more uncertain, the expression of a man who was questioning every decision he'd made since we'd arrived on this planet and finding the answers insufficient.

"Damini is dead because of me," he said. The statement was delivered without self-pity — flat, factual, the captain's report on the captain's failure. "I trusted the Jaldevs. I defended them to the crew. I told Damini — specifically, I told Damini — that we were safe. That the Jaldevs were our allies. That her concerns were paranoia."

"Her concerns?"

"She didn't trust them. From the beginning. She said the hospitality was too perfect — that real allies have friction, that frictionless relationships are performances. I told her she was being cynical. And then they killed her."

The confession sat between us on the walkway, illuminated by the bioluminescent glow and the distant lamp-light. I listened to the forest's night sounds — the insects, the wind, the creaking trees — and felt the particular helplessness of witnessing someone's guilt without the ability to remove it.

"You made the best decision with the information you had," I said.

"That's what captains tell themselves when the information was wrong and people died."

"It's also what's true."

He looked at me. The look lasted longer than a captain's assessment, longer than a colleague's acknowledgement — it was the look of a man who was searching for something in another person's face that he couldn't find in his own, some quality of forgiveness or understanding or the particular form of absolution that came from being seen by someone who knew the full weight of what you were carrying and chose not to judge it.

"Get some sleep," he said. He pushed off the railing and walked back toward his room, his footsteps making the walkway sway gently, the movement lingering after he'd disappeared into the dark.

I stayed at the window. The bioluminescence pulsed. The moths circled. The forest breathed its night breath, ancient and patient, unconcerned with the small human dramas being conducted in its canopy.

Somewhere in the darkness below, the Igknamai moved.
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Saffiya found me at dawn on the second morning, standing on the observation platform that jutted from the eastern edge of the settlement like the prow of a ship — a wooden promontory designed for watching the sunrise and, more practically, for spotting Igknamai movement in the forest below.

She arrived without sound. One moment the platform was empty except for me and the dawn light; the next, she was there — perched on the railing with her oversized bow across her knees and her dark eyes assessing me with the clinical thoroughness of a child who had already decided we were going to be friends and was now determining the terms.

"You said you could shoot," she said, without preamble. Children did not do preamble. Preamble was an adult invention designed to delay the arrival of the point, and Saffiya had no patience for delay.

"I can."

"Prove it."

She led me to the archery range — a series of targets suspended between trees at varying distances and heights, some stationary, some mounted on pendulums that swayed in the wind, simulating the unpredictable movement of Igknamai. The range was deserted at this hour; the regular training sessions didn't begin until after breakfast, which gave Saffiya exactly the private audience she wanted.

She handed me a bow. It was Vanavasi-made — longer than the recurve bows I'd trained with, crafted from a red wood that was simultaneously flexible and strong, with a string made from twisted plant fibre that hummed when I drew it back. The draw weight was heavier than I expected. The wood was warm under my fingers — alive, almost, the grain running in patterns that followed the tree's original growth, as though the bow remembered being a branch and was merely performing a different function.

"That one," Saffiya pointed to a target thirty metres away — a circular disc of woven bark, chest-height. "Centre."

I nocked an arrow. The arrow was longer than I was used to, with a stone tip that had been ground to a point so fine it caught the dawn light like a jewel. I drew, found the target, adjusted for the slight leftward drift of the morning breeze, and released.

The arrow hit centre. Not perfect centre — two centimetres right of the bull — but centre enough that Saffiya's eyebrows rose, which I was already learning was her version of applause.

"Again. The moving one."

The pendulum target was forty metres out, swinging in a three-metre arc. I watched it for two complete swings, timing the rhythm, calculating the lead required, and released on the third swing. The arrow embedded itself in the target's lower-left quadrant — not centre, but a hit on a moving target at forty metres with an unfamiliar bow was respectable by any standard.

Saffiya took the bow from me. She was eight years old and the bow was nearly her height, and watching her draw it was like watching a dancer perform a movement that transcended the physical limitations of the body performing it — her arms were thin, her fingers small, her posture a child's posture, but the form was perfect. The alignment of elbow, shoulder, anchor point, the particular stillness that preceded the release — it was textbook. More than textbook. It was instinct refined by relentless practice into something that looked effortless because the effort had been invested so completely that it had become invisible.

She hit the moving target dead centre. Then she hit the sixty-metre target. Then she hit a leaf — a single leaf, the size of her palm — that was swaying from a branch above the range.

"Trilochan taught me," she said, with the matter-of-fact pride of a child claiming her lineage. "He's the best in the settlement. I'm going to be better."

"How long have you been training?"

"Since I could hold the bow. Four years. Trilochan says I have natural talent, which is his way of saying I'm good without admitting I'm better than he was at my age, which I am, because his early scores are in the records and mine are higher."

I laughed. The sound surprised me — it was the first laugh since Damini's death, the first release of something that wasn't grief or fear or the controlled composure required for survival. The laugh emerged from somewhere behind the weight that sat in my chest, slipping past it like light through a crack, and for a moment — brief, fragile, precious — the weight was lighter.

Saffiya looked pleased. The pleasure was contained — she had the emotional restraint of a child raised in a community where restraint was a survival skill — but it was there, visible in the slight lift of her chin, the almost-imperceptible softening around her eyes.

"I'll teach you," she announced. "Vanavasi archery. It's different from whatever you learned in the sky. Our arrows are designed for Igknamai — the stone tips are treated with compounds that disrupt their nervous system. A body shot slows them. A head shot kills them. You need to learn our technique if you're going to be useful."

"You're going to teach me?"

"I'm the best archer under twelve. Who else would teach you?"

The logic was irrefutable. I followed her to the range, and for the next two hours, Saffiya — eight years old, four feet tall, possessing the patience of a military instructor and the exacting standards of a master craftsman — taught me Vanavasi archery.

The technique was different. The draw was longer, the release sharper, the follow-through extended to maintain the arrow's spin, which was critical for the treated stone tips to penetrate Igknamai hide. Saffiya corrected my elbow angle seven times. She adjusted my anchor point three times. She made me release and re-nock without shooting fourteen times, building the muscle memory for the correct draw cycle before allowing me to waste arrows on imperfect form.

"You're pulling with your arms," she said. "Use your back. The power comes from here" — she placed her small hand between my shoulder blades — "not here." She tapped my bicep. "Arms aim. Back powers. If you pull with your arms, you'll tire in twenty shots. If you pull with your back, you'll tire in two hundred."

The instruction was precise, demanding, and delivered with the absolute authority of someone who had mastered her craft and expected others to respect the mastery by putting in the work required to achieve it. By the time the morning training sessions began and other archers started arriving at the range, I had completed sixty draws, thirty releases, and had hit the moving target four times out of ten — a success rate that Saffiya deemed "acceptable for a first session" and that the arriving archers, who had witnessed the final shots, acknowledged with nods of approval.

"Same time tomorrow," Saffiya said. It was not a request.

Over the following days, the routine established itself — the particular pattern that emerged when displaced people found a temporary home and began, consciously or not, to build the structures of normalcy that the displacement had destroyed.

Mornings: archery with Saffiya, then breakfast on the communal platform. The Vanavasi breakfast was consistent — roasted grains with honey, dried fruit, the bark tea that I was learning to appreciate or at least tolerate. The communal eating was not optional; food was prepared centrally and consumed together, the meal serving both nutritional and social functions, the daily act of sitting together reinforcing the bonds that kept the community cohesive.

Midday: planning sessions with Trilochan, Meenakshi, Rudra, and a rotating group of senior scouts. The planning was for the reconnaissance mission to the Jaldev coastal settlement — the first step in retrieving our ship. Maps were drawn on bark sheets, Igknamai patrol patterns were charted from scout reports, safe corridors were identified and then re-evaluated as new information arrived. Rudra was in his element during these sessions — the captain who had floundered in the aftermath of betrayal finding his footing in the familiar terrain of tactical planning, his mind clicking into the operational mode that was his natural state and that had been disrupted by guilt and grief.

Afternoons: Zara established a medical station in the settlement's healing hut, working alongside the Vanavasi healer — an elderly man named Devraj whose pharmacopeia was entirely forest-derived and whose knowledge of plant-based medicine was, Zara said with the grudging admiration of a scientist encountering a parallel tradition, "terrifyingly comprehensive." Together, they treated injuries, managed the chronic conditions that came from living in a forest full of predators, and developed a hybrid medical practice that combined Zara's surgical precision with Devraj's botanical knowledge.

Evenings: stories. The Vanavasins gathered on the central platform after the evening meal, and someone — Govind, usually, or one of the senior hunters — would tell a story. The stories were history disguised as narrative: the founding of the settlement, the first encounters with the Igknamai, the great fire that had destroyed the western sector three generations ago and the rebuilding that had followed, the arrival of the Jaldevs on the coast and the uneasy peace that had held until the Hybrid's emergence. The stories served the same function as the communal meals — reinforcing identity, transmitting knowledge, reminding every member of the community who they were and why the trees they lived in mattered.

I listened to the stories and felt the particular ache of someone who was being offered belonging but who could not fully accept it because the belonging was temporary — we were leaving, eventually, when the ship was recovered, when the Hybrid was dealt with, when the bargain was complete. The Vanavasi settlement was a waystation, not a destination, and the distinction mattered because allowing myself to belong fully would make leaving harder and I could not afford harder.

But Saffiya didn't know about the distinction. Saffiya treated my presence as permanent — a fixed variable in her daily calculations, the sky-person who could shoot and who was getting better and who listened to her archery lectures with the particular attention of an adult who respected her expertise. For Saffiya, I was staying, and the certainty of a child's assumption was a weight that I carried alongside the lighter weight of being taught something by someone who cared about the teaching.
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The reconnaissance team left before dawn on the fourth day — six Vanavasi scouts, Trilochan, Rudra, and me. Meenakshi had resisted my inclusion until Trilochan pointed out that I was the only member of our crew who had been inside the Jaldev settlement and could identify the subterranean chamber where the ship was held.

"She knows the layout," Trilochan said. "That's worth the risk."

"The risk is considerable," Meenakshi replied. "The Hybrid's Igknamai patrols are densest between here and the coast. If they're detected—"

"We won't be detected."

Meenakshi's assessment of Trilochan was visible in her expression — the particular calculation of a leader weighing a subordinate's confidence against the evidence of his competence. The calculation resolved in Trilochan's favour. "Go. Return before nightfall on the second day. If you're not back by then, we assume compromise and raise defences."

The descent from the canopy was performed in darkness — climbing down the interior of the great trunks using the rope systems that the Vanavasins had installed for ground-level operations. The experience was disorienting: the interior of the tree was warm, close, smelling of resin and living wood, the darkness absolute except for the bioluminescent fungi that grew in patches on the inner bark, casting their faint blue-green glow on the rope in my hands and the faces of the scouts descending below me.

My feet touched the forest floor and the world changed. Up in the canopy, the settlement was civilisation — ordered, structured, human. Down here, the forest was primal. The trees were the same trees, but from below they were colossal — the trunks rising into the darkness like pillars supporting an invisible roof, their bark textured in the patterns I'd seen from above but now rendered at a scale that made me feel the particular smallness that humans were designed to feel in the presence of things that had been alive for longer than human memory.

The ground was soft — layers of decayed leaves and organic matter that compressed under my boots with a sound like whispered conversation. The air smelled of soil and decomposition and the particular fertility of a forest floor where death and growth were the same process, the fallen leaves becoming the nutrients that fed the roots that grew the trunks that held the canopy that sheltered the settlement that was now invisible above us, hidden by the very trees that supported it.

Trilochan moved through the forest with the silent confidence of a man who had been navigating this terrain since childhood. His movements were not stealthy in the way I understood stealth — not the careful, deliberate placement of each foot that surveillance training taught. They were natural. He moved the way the forest moved — with the rhythm of the environment, his body responding to the terrain the way water responded to a riverbed, flowing around obstacles rather than over them, his footsteps landing on the places where the ground was firm because he knew, from decades of experience, where the firm places were.

The scouts followed the same pattern — a single-file column that moved through the pre-dawn forest with the coordinated silence of people who had been trained to treat sound as the enemy's ally. Each scout carried a bow and a quiver of treated arrows, a knife, a coiled rope, and nothing else. The minimalism was deliberate — weight was noise, noise was detection, detection was death.

I moved behind Trilochan, matching his pace, placing my feet where his feet had been. The technique was imperfect — my boots were louder than his, my body less attuned to the forest's rhythm — but Trilochan did not correct me, which I interpreted as either approval or a prioritisation of silence over instruction.

Rudra moved behind me. His silence was different from the Vanavasins' silence — it was the silence of a trained officer rather than a forest dweller, controlled rather than natural, achieved through discipline rather than instinct. But it was effective. His footsteps were barely audible, his breathing regulated, his body moving with the compact efficiency of a man who had spent years on missions that required moving through hostile territory without being detected.

The first Igknamai appeared two hours into the march.

Trilochan's fist went up — the universal signal for halt — and the column froze. The stillness was instant and complete, eight bodies becoming stationary objects, indistinguishable from the tree trunks and undergrowth that surrounded us.

The creature was fifty metres ahead, moving perpendicular to our path. It was large — the size of a deer, four-legged, its body covered in a hide that was dark grey and slick with a mucous that reflected the pre-dawn light. Its head was elongated, eyeless — or rather, its eyes were not where eyes typically were. Four small, dark orbs were distributed around the base of its skull, giving it near-panoramic vision. Its mouth was open, revealing rows of teeth that were not designed for chewing but for gripping — the dental architecture of a predator that seized its prey and held it while the jaw's crushing force did the rest.

The creature paused. Its head swivelled — the eyeless sweep of a predator scanning its environment through vibration and scent rather than sight. I held my breath. The air between us felt solid, dense with the particular tension of prey being assessed by a predator that had not yet committed to pursuit.

It moved on. The direction of its movement was deliberate — not wandering but patrolling, following a route that had been assigned rather than chosen. The Hybrid's influence was visible in the creature's behaviour: wild Igknamai were opportunistic, their movements dictated by hunger and territory. This one was disciplined. It was following orders.

Trilochan waited a full two minutes after the creature disappeared before lowering his fist. We moved.

The forest between the Vanavasi settlement and the Jaldev coast was a transitional zone — the enormous red-barked trees gradually giving way to smaller growth as the terrain descended toward the sea. The transition was visible in the canopy: the dense, dark overhead of the old-growth forest opening into patches of sky as the trees thinned, the air warming as the shade decreased, the soil changing from the dark, organic matter of the deep forest to the sandier, lighter substrate of the coastal approach.

We reached the observation point at midday. Trilochan led us to a ridge that overlooked the Jaldev settlement — a coastal city built into and around the cliffs that bordered the sea, its architecture a contrast to the Vanavasins' vertical forest in every way. Where the Vanavasi buildings were organic, shaped by the trees they inhabited, the Jaldev structures were geometric — smooth stone, precise angles, the aesthetic of a civilisation that preferred to impose order on its environment rather than adapt to it.

The city was beautiful. I could acknowledge this even through the lens of betrayal — the white stone catching the midday sun, the water features that connected the buildings in a network of channels and pools that reflected the sky, the terraced gardens that descended from the cliff-top to the beach in graduated levels of green and flower colour. The Jaldevs had built their home with the water at its centre, the same way the Vanavasins had built theirs with the trees at their centre — each civilisation shaped by its primary element.

"There." Trilochan pointed. "The entrance to the subterranean level. See the guards?"

I followed his finger. At the base of the cliff, partially obscured by a terrace, a stone archway was flanked by two Jaldev guards in their distinctive blue-green armour. The archway led into the cliff — down, presumably, to the chambers where our ship was held.

"How many guards total?" Rudra asked.

"The entrance has two at all times. Inside, our scouts estimate twelve to sixteen, rotating in eight-hour shifts. The chamber itself is large — carved from the rock, accessible through a single corridor from the entrance. There may be secondary access points, but we haven't confirmed them."

"And the Hybrid?"

"Dybgo operates from a compound east of the main settlement. He's rarely in the city itself — the Jaldevs tolerate him but don't welcome him. His Igknamai presence makes the civilian population uncomfortable."

I studied the settlement through the borrowed scope that Trilochan had handed me — a cylindrical device made from polished stone that magnified the view with surprising clarity. The Jaldev civilians moved through their city with the unhurried grace of people who felt safe in their environment — families, merchants, children playing in the water channels. These were not soldiers. These were people — people whose leadership had made decisions that the population might not know about, might not support, might actively oppose if they understood that their government had attempted to murder five visitors from beyond the sky.

"We can't attack the city," I said.

Rudra looked at me. "I wasn't suggesting—"

"I know. But the plan needs to account for the civilians. A covert extraction — in, out, ship recovered without engaging the population. The guards at the entrance are military. The people in the city are not."

"Agreed." Rudra's nod was the particular nod of a captain whose moral framework had been reinforced rather than challenged — he had been thinking the same thing and was relieved to hear it articulated. "Trilochan, what's the feasibility of a night operation? Small team, entrance guards neutralised, corridor cleared, ship extracted?"

Trilochan considered. "Feasible. But the ship's size is the problem. It's not something you can carry out quietly. The moment you activate it, every Jaldev in the settlement will know. You need a distraction — something that occupies the military's attention long enough for the ship to clear the subterranean chamber and achieve altitude."

"The Hybrid," I said. "If the Hybrid is the target — if we can draw the military's attention to an incident involving the Igknamai — that's a distraction that doesn't require attacking civilians."

Trilochan's expression shifted — the first genuine smile I'd seen from him, small and contained but real. "You think like a scout."

"I think like someone who doesn't want to kill people who haven't done anything wrong."

"Same thing. The best scouts are the ones who find the path that avoids the fight. Fighting is what happens when scouting fails." He turned to Rudra. "I'll present the plan to Meenakshi. A dual operation: one team for the Hybrid, one team for the ship. The Hybrid team creates the distraction. The ship team extracts during the chaos."

The plan was elegant in its symmetry — the two objectives of the Woodsmen's Bargain accomplished simultaneously, the Vanavasi need (eliminate the Hybrid) and the crew's need (retrieve the ship) serving as mutual resources rather than competing priorities.

We began the return journey as the afternoon light slanted through the thinning canopy, painting the forest floor in stripes of gold and shadow. The Igknamai patrols were denser now — the heat of the day bringing them out in greater numbers, their grey forms visible in the middle distance, moving along their assigned routes with the disciplined purpose that made them more dangerous than their wild predecessors.

We avoided them. Trilochan's navigation was extraordinary — the man read the forest the way a sailor read the sea, interpreting signs that were invisible to my untrained eyes: a broken branch that indicated recent large-animal passage, a patch of disturbed soil that marked a patrol route, the particular quality of silence that preceded an Igknamai's approach. We moved through the forest like a thread being pulled through fabric — present but leaving no trace, our passage unmarked by anything that the Hybrid's patrols could detect.

We reached the settlement before nightfall on the first day — eight hours ahead of Meenakshi's deadline. The old woman's expression when we emerged from the lift was, I thought, the closest thing to surprise I had ever seen on her weathered face.

"The path was clear," Trilochan said.

"The path is never clear," Meenakshi replied. "You were simply better than what was on it."
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The story Govind told on the sixth evening was about Trilochan.

The central platform was crowded — the entire settlement gathered for the evening meal, the air warm with the smell of roasted meat and root vegetables and the bark tea that had become, through daily exposure, a flavour I associated with belonging rather than bitterness. Saffiya sat beside me, her bow across her lap, her eyes fixed on Govind with the particular intensity of a child listening to a story she already knew but wanted to hear again.

"Trilochan was fourteen when the Igknamai took his family," Govind began. His voice had the quality of all good storytellers — not dramatic but precise, each word selected for the weight it carried, the narrative constructed with the architectural attention of someone who understood that stories were not entertainment but infrastructure. "His mother, his father, his younger sister. They were foraging on the forest floor — ground-level operations, high risk, but necessary. The settlement needed the herbs that grew at root level, and the foraging teams were experienced."

The platform was silent. The silence was the silence of a community hearing its own history — not new information but repeated confirmation, the retelling that kept the memory alive and kept the lessons embedded in the collective consciousness.

"The Igknamai came from the north. A pack — twelve, maybe fifteen. Larger than usual. They hit the foraging team while the ground was still wet from the morning dew, which muffled the sound of their approach. Trilochan's father was killed first. Then his mother. His sister ran."

Govind paused. The pause was not for dramatic effect but for the particular respect that the Vanavasins afforded to the dead — a momentary silence that acknowledged the people being described as having been real, as having mattered, as having left a space in the world that was still empty.

"Trilochan went after her. He was fourteen, carrying a bow he'd been training with for six years, and he went into the forest alone, pursuing the Igknamai that had taken his sister. He tracked them for three days. Three days alone on the forest floor, moving at night when the creatures were less active, sleeping in tree hollows during the day, eating whatever he could find. On the third day, he found the nest."

"Igknamai nests are underground — burrows dug into the soil, connected by tunnels, the architecture of a social predator that stores its food live. Trilochan found his sister in the outer tunnel. She was alive. Injured — her leg had been bitten, the bone visible through the tissue — but alive. Conscious. Looking at him with the expression of a nine-year-old who had been sitting in a monster's larder for two days and who had maintained the presence of mind to not scream because screaming would bring them back."

Saffiya's hand found mine. The contact was small — her fingers wrapping around two of my fingers, the grip of a child who was listening to a story that frightened her and who was anchoring herself to the nearest safe person. I held her fingers and felt the particular responsibility of being someone's anchor.

"He carried her out. Through the tunnel, up through the entrance, into the forest. The Igknamai followed — of course they followed, they'd been alerted by his scent in their nest. He ran with his sister on his back and four Igknamai behind him, and he ran until he reached the palisade, and he ran over the palisade with the beasts at his heels, and the settlement's archers brought them down from the platforms above."

"His sister survived. She healed. She grew up, married into the southern settlement, has three children of her own now. Trilochan stayed. He trained. He became the best scout in the settlement's history — not because of talent, though the talent was there, but because of the particular obsession that came from having been fourteen years old and alone in a forest full of creatures that had killed his parents and from having decided, in that moment, that he would never be inadequate to the forest's demands again."

Govind looked at Trilochan, who was standing at the edge of the platform, his expression neutral, his posture the posture of a man who had heard this story told many times and who tolerated the telling because he understood its function — not to celebrate him but to teach the community that loss could become competence, that grief could become skill, that the worst thing that happened to you could become the foundation of the best thing you built.

"That's why he's our scouting leader," Govind concluded. "Not because he's the strongest or the fastest or the most experienced. Because he went into the dark and came back. And he's been going into the dark and coming back ever since."

The applause was not applause — the Vanavasins did not clap. They hummed. A low, collective sound that rose from the gathered community like the vibration of the trees themselves, a resonance that was felt in the chest and the throat and the bones, the community's equivalent of saying we hear you, we honour this, the story is received.

Saffiya's grip on my fingers had not loosened. I looked down at her. Her eyes were bright — not with tears but with the fierce, determined brightness of a child who had just been reminded of why she trained, why she rose at dawn, why the bow on her lap was not a toy but a promise.

"He's my uncle," she said quietly. "His sister — the one in the story — she's my mother."

The information rearranged everything I knew about Saffiya. The oversized bow, the relentless training, the almost-military precision of an eight-year-old who treated archery as a vocation rather than a hobby — it was inheritance. She was training the way Trilochan had trained, with the same obsessive dedication, driven by the same understanding: that the forest demanded competence and that the cost of inadequacy was measured in the people you loved.

"That's why he teaches you," I said.

"That's why I let him." The distinction was important to her — the agency, the choice. She was not being trained. She was training. The difference was the difference between duty and devotion, and Saffiya, at eight years old, had already chosen devotion.

Later that night, I found Trilochan on the observation platform. He was sitting on the railing — a posture that would have been terrifying at this height but that he occupied with the casual comfort of someone for whom the canopy was ground level and the actual ground was a foreign country.

"Govind tells that story every year," he said, without turning. He had heard me approach — of course he had. The man who could track Igknamai through a forest could certainly detect a sky-person on a wooden walkway. "It embarrasses me."

"It shouldn't."

"It simplifies. The real story is longer, messier, less heroic. I was terrified the entire time. I urinated on myself during the tunnel extraction. I dropped my sister twice during the run. The archers almost shot me because I was running too fast and they couldn't distinguish me from the Igknamai in the dark."

"That makes it more heroic, not less."

He looked at me. The assessment was the same one he'd performed on the day we met — tactical, thorough, the evaluation of a man who categorised people by their utility and their reliability and their willingness to do what was necessary. But there was something else in it now — a recognition, perhaps, of a shared quality. We had both lost people. We had both carried others through dark places. We had both arrived on the other side of experiences that had fundamentally reorganised who we were.

"The reconnaissance identified three approach routes to the Jaldev settlement," he said, the conversation shifting from personal to operational with the efficiency of a man who was more comfortable planning than reminiscing. "I've briefed Meenakshi. She's approved the dual operation — Hybrid team and ship team, simultaneous deployment."

"When?"

"Eight days. We need to train your people on forest movement, coordinate the Hybrid team's approach, and establish communication protocols with the scouts monitoring the Jaldev settlement."

"Who's on which team?"

"I'll lead the Hybrid team. Rudra leads the ship team. You—" He paused, and the pause contained a decision he was not fully comfortable with. "You're on the ship team. You know the layout. You're the only one who can navigate the subterranean chamber."

"But?"

"But the ship team enters the settlement at night, moves through Jaldev territory, and extracts under hostile conditions. If something goes wrong, the Hybrid team won't be in position to assist. The ship team is alone."

"We've been alone before."

"You've been alone in a spaceship. Being alone in a forest is different. The forest has teeth."

I looked at the canopy stretching into the darkness. The bioluminescence pulsed its cold blue-green. The guard lights created their warm amber pools. Between them, the darkness was absolute — the darkness that Trilochan had entered at fourteen with a bow and a terror and the particular determination of a boy who refused to leave his sister in a monster's larder.

"Eight days," I said. "We'll be ready."
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The eight days before the operation were the most physically demanding of my life — and I had survived a spaceship crash, three weeks of Jaldev captivity, and an Igknamai ambush that had killed a member of my crew, so the bar was not low.

Trilochan's training program was built on a single principle: the forest killed people who didn't understand it, and understanding required the body to learn what the mind could not teach. He ran us through ground-level operations every day — six hours of movement drills, navigation exercises, silent communication protocols, and the particular Vanavasi skill that he called "listening," which was not hearing but interpreting: learning to read the forest's sounds as information, to distinguish the silence that meant safety from the silence that meant an Igknamai was holding still nearby, to hear the difference between wind moving branches and a creature displacing foliage.

Rudra took to the training with the methodical competence of a man whose body was accustomed to being pushed. His military background gave him a foundation — the discipline, the physical conditioning, the ability to compartmentalise discomfort and continue performing while exhausted. By the third day, Trilochan had stopped correcting his movement patterns and started using him as a demonstration partner for the scouts who were joining the ship team.

Oz was a different challenge. His size — six-foot-four, broad-shouldered, carrying the muscle mass of a man whose physical work had been in engineering bays rather than forests — made stealth almost impossible. The forest floor compressed under his weight, branches that other people ducked under caught his pack, and his breathing during exertion was audible at distances that Trilochan found professionally unacceptable.

"You breathe like a wounded horse," Trilochan told him on the second day, after Oz had inadvertently announced their position to a training Igknamai — a young beast that the scouts used for realistic exercises, captured and contained by a system of barriers that allowed it to move freely within a designated area without threatening the settlement.

"I am a wounded horse," Oz replied, sitting heavily on a fallen trunk and rubbing his blistered feet. "I'm an engineer. I fix things. I don't sneak through forests hunting monsters."

"Then stay in the canopy. I'll assign you to the communication relay — you'll manage the signal mirrors between the Hybrid team and the ship team from the mid-level platforms."

Oz's expression shifted from misery to interest. "Signal mirrors? What frequency?"

"Visual. Reflected sunlight during the day, reflected firelight at night. The angles and durations encode messages — it's a system we've used for generations."

"That's essentially a heliograph network. Can I see the codebook?"

The conversation between Oz and the Vanavasi communication officer lasted four hours and resulted in a revised signal protocol that incorporated Oz's engineering knowledge of optical angles with the Vanavasins' existing mirror system. By the fourth day, Oz had designed a relay network that could transmit messages between the two operational teams with a delay of under thirty seconds — faster than any system the Vanavasins had previously achieved.

Trilochan's opinion of Oz underwent a visible recalibration. "He can't move quietly," he told me during an evening planning session, "but his mind moves faster than anyone I've seen. There's more than one way to be useful in a forest."

Kobe trained with the scouts. His background — operations specialist, comfortable with improvisation, physically competent if not exceptional — made him a natural fit for the ship team's ground element. He learned the Vanavasi movement techniques faster than any of us, his body adapting to the forest's rhythm with the fluidity of someone whose physical intelligence exceeded his analytical intelligence, who learned by doing rather than understanding.

Zara did not train for the operation. She established a field medical station at the settlement's edge — the point closest to both operational routes — and prepared for casualties with the systematic thoroughness that characterised her approach to everything medical. She catalogued the Vanavasi pharmacopeia, identified which forest-derived medicines could treat which combat injuries, and created treatment protocols that her assistants — two young Vanavasins whom Devraj had assigned to her — could follow in her absence.

"I hope none of this is needed," she told me, as she organised the supplies with the particular precision of someone who was preparing for the worst while hoping for the best.

"I hope so too."

"But I've prepared for twelve casualties, including two fatalities. That's the realistic estimate based on the threat assessment Trilochan provided."

"Two fatalities?"

"Statistically. The Hybrid team is engaging directly with Igknamai. The casualty rate for ground-level combat with enhanced Igknamai is approximately fifteen percent. Trilochan's team of ten — fifteen percent is one point five. Rounded up." She paused. "I hate rounding up."

Saffiya continued my archery training every morning. The sessions had evolved from basic technique to advanced applications — shooting from elevated positions, shooting while moving, shooting at targets that appeared suddenly from behind obstacles to simulate the Igknamai's ambush behaviour.

On the sixth morning, she set up an exercise that involved four targets at different heights and distances, appearing in rapid sequence. The exercise required not just accuracy but transition speed — the ability to acquire, aim, and release on one target, then immediately acquire the next, the muscle memory operating faster than conscious thought.

I hit three of four. The fourth — the highest, positioned in the canopy above the range — I missed by a hand's width.

"Your upward transition is slow," Saffiya diagnosed. "You drop your draw before re-anchoring. It wastes point-three seconds. In the forest, point-three seconds is the difference between hitting the Igknamai and the Igknamai hitting you."

"How do I fix it?"

"Maintain the draw through the transition. Don't release the tension — redirect it. The energy stays in your back. Your arms reposition while the energy holds."

I practiced the technique for an hour. Saffiya watched every draw, every transition, every release, her eight-year-old eyes tracking my form with the analytical precision of a master instructor. By the end of the hour, I was hitting four of four.

"You're ready," she said. The two words carried the weight of her professional assessment — the judgment of the settlement's best archer under twelve, delivered with the authority of someone who understood that readiness was not perfection but sufficiency, the point at which the training had prepared the body for what it would face.

"Saff—" I hesitated. The thing I wanted to say was complicated — the acknowledgement that this child had given me something more than archery, that the morning sessions had become the structure around which my days organised themselves, that her fierce, demanding, generous teaching had been the anchor that kept me from floating into the particular weightlessness of grief and displacement. "Thank you."

She looked at me with the expression of someone who found gratitude unnecessary. "You did the work. I just told you what to do."

"That's what teaching is."

"Then you're welcome." She slung her bow over her shoulder. "Don't die. I expect you back for training."

The instruction was delivered with the same authority as her archery corrections — non-negotiable, the expectation of a child who had decided that the people she cared about would survive and who was not prepared to accept alternative outcomes.

"I won't die," I said.

"Promise?"

"Promise."

She nodded. The nod was Trilochan's nod — small, contained, the restrained acknowledgement of someone who had heard what they needed to hear. Then she turned and walked along the branch with the casual confidence of a child who owned the canopy, disappearing into the leaves without looking back, her bow bouncing against her spine with each step, the rhythm of the weapon she loved and the forest she lived in and the people she was learning, slowly and fiercely, to protect.
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The night of the operation arrived with the particular stillness that preceded violence — the forest holding its breath, the canopy quiet, the bioluminescence pulsing its cold blue-green as though the trees themselves understood that the humans in their branches were about to descend into danger.

The two teams assembled on the garrison platform at midnight. Trilochan's Hybrid team — ten scouts, armed with treated bows and the fire-tipped arrows that Harish, the settlement's weapon-smith, had designed specifically for the enhanced Igknamai — stood in a loose formation, their faces calm, their bodies carrying the relaxed tension of people who had done this before and who understood that the time for nervousness was before the operation began, not during.

Rudra's ship team was smaller — five people. Rudra, myself, Kobe, and two Vanavasi guides: Govind and a scout named Prerna whose speciality was coastal navigation and who knew the Jaldev settlement's perimeter the way Trilochan knew the deep forest.

Meenakshi stood between the teams. Her address was brief — the efficiency of a leader who understood that long speeches before operations were a luxury afforded to commanders who would not personally bear the consequences of failure.

"The Hybrid team engages at the compound. The ship team enters the subterranean chamber. Oz manages communications from the relay. Zara manages casualties from the field station. The signal for extraction is three flashes, repeated. The signal for abort is continuous. If the abort signal is given, both teams withdraw to rally point delta and we reassess." She looked at Trilochan. "Bring your people home."

"Always."

She looked at Rudra. "Bring our allies home."

"Count on it."

The descent was silent. Two columns moving through the interior of the great trunks, the rope systems creaking under the weight of fifteen bodies, the darkness inside the trees broken only by the bioluminescent patches that cast their alien glow on hands and faces and the weapons that would be needed when the ground was reached.

The teams separated at the palisade. Trilochan's column moved north, toward the Hybrid's compound — a cluster of structures on the forest's edge where Dybgo maintained his breeding operation. Rudra's column moved west, toward the coast, toward the Jaldev settlement, toward the ship.

The forest at night was a different predator than the forest during the day. The darkness was not empty — it was populated, alive with sounds and movements that my training had taught me to interpret but that my body still responded to with the primal alertness of a prey animal moving through a hunter's territory. Every snap of a branch was an Igknamai. Every shift of shadow was an attack. The rational mind knew better; the animal brain did not care about rationality.

Govind moved at the head of our column, his navigation through the dark forest as confident as Trilochan's had been during the reconnaissance. Behind him, Prerna moved with the coastal scout's different rhythm — not the deep-forest fluidity of Trilochan's style but a lighter, quicker movement that suggested familiarity with open terrain rather than dense canopy.

We covered the distance to the coastal transition zone in three hours. The forest thinned. The air changed — the enclosed, resinous atmosphere of the deep forest giving way to the salt-tinged openness of the coast, the smell of the sea arriving before the sound of it, the mineral tang of salt water mixing with the sweet decay of seaweed.

Prerna raised her fist. We stopped. Ahead, through the last line of trees, the Jaldev settlement was visible — the white stone luminous in the moonlight, the water channels reflecting silver, the terraced gardens dark masses against the pale cliffs. The city was asleep — most of it. The harbour was lit, and the entrance to the subterranean chamber was visible at the cliff base, the archway flanked by two guards whose postures communicated the particular lassitude of people who had been standing watch for hours and who did not expect anything to happen.

"Guards change in twenty minutes," Prerna whispered. "The transition takes three minutes — old guards leaving, new guards arriving. That's our window."

"Three minutes?"

"Three minutes to reach the archway, neutralise the incoming guards before they're in position, and get inside. Once we're in the corridor, the external guards can't see us."

Three minutes. The number was a physical thing — a container into which everything had to fit: the sprint from the tree line, the guard neutralisation, the entry. No margin. No flexibility. Three minutes of precision or the operation failed.

"Oz," Rudra murmured into the communication mirror — a polished disc that, when angled correctly, could transmit coded light to the relay station. He flashed the ready signal. Thirty seconds later, the relay returned: acknowledged.

We waited. The minutes stretched — each second expanding to accommodate the adrenaline that was filling the available space, the body's chemical preparation for violence distorting the experience of time the way heat distorted the experience of distance. The guards on the archway shifted their weight. One of them yawned. The other leaned against the stone.

Prerna's hand went up. The guard change was happening — two figures appearing from behind the terrace, walking toward the archway with the unhurried pace of soldiers beginning their shift. The current guards began their handoff, the four of them briefly together at the archway, the conversation audible as a murmur across the distance.

The old guards left. The new guards took position. The three-minute window was closing.

"Go," Prerna breathed.

We moved. Five bodies crossing the open ground between the tree line and the cliff base — sixty metres of exposed terrain, moonlit, the kind of distance that felt infinite when you were running across it with your heartbeat in your ears and your bow in your hand and the knowledge that detection meant failure and failure meant death.

I ran. The ground changed under my feet — from the soft forest soil to the harder, sandier substrate of the coast, the impact of each footfall sharper, the sound louder, the dust rising behind us in small clouds that the moonlight made visible. Govind was ahead, his movement economical, his body low. Rudra was beside me, matching my pace, his breathing controlled, his face set in the expression of a man who had committed to an action and who would complete it regardless of what emerged from the darkness to contest it.

The archway loomed. The guards were turning — one of them, the more alert, his head swivelling toward the sound of footsteps, his hand moving to the weapon at his hip. Govind was faster. The scout's movement was fluid — a single, continuous motion that closed the remaining distance and delivered a precise strike to the guard's temple that dropped him without a sound. Prerna handled the second guard simultaneously — a different technique, a pressure hold that cut the blood supply to the brain, the guard's body going limp in her arms, lowered gently to the stone.

"Inside," Rudra ordered.

We passed through the archway. The corridor beyond was stone — carved from the cliff, wide enough for three people to walk abreast, lit by the bioluminescent algae that the Jaldevs cultivated for illumination, the pale green-blue light giving the stone walls the appearance of an underwater passage. The air was cool and damp, carrying the mineral smell of stone and the fainter, mechanical smell of something that didn't belong in a stone corridor — the smell of our ship, the processed-air-and-circuitry smell of technology that was alien to this world in the same way we were.

"I remember this corridor," I said. The words were unnecessary — everyone knew I'd been here before — but speaking them anchored me. The corridor was the same one I'd walked through weeks ago as a guest of the Jaldevs, when the hospitality was still convincing and the betrayal was still hidden. Walking it now, armed, in the dark, with guards unconscious behind us and a stolen ship ahead, the corridor felt like a different place — the same architecture inhabited by a completely different story.

"How far to the chamber?" Rudra asked.

"Two hundred metres. The corridor descends, then opens into the main chamber. The ship is in the centre — or it was when they showed us."

We moved down the corridor. The descent was gradual — a gentle slope that took us deeper beneath the cliff, the temperature dropping with each step, the bioluminescent algae increasing in density until the walls were fully illuminated, the passage glowing with the particular beauty of a civilisation that had learned to cultivate light from living organisms.

Then the corridor opened, and there it was.

Our ship. The vessel that had carried us across the space between worlds, that had crashed into this planet's surface, that had been salvaged and moved and hidden by the Jaldevs for their own purposes. It sat in the centre of a vast stone chamber — the chamber carved to accommodate its dimensions, the ceiling high enough for the ship's dorsal fin, the floor smooth and level. Equipment surrounded it — Jaldev instruments, analysis devices, the tools of a civilisation that was methodically dismantling our technology to understand it.

"It looks intact," Kobe breathed.

"From the outside," Rudra cautioned. "We need to check systems before we attempt activation." He turned to me. "You were the pilot's backup. Can you get it airborne?"

"If the systems are functional." The caveat was necessary but optimistic — I knew the ship's systems, I'd trained on them, and the Jaldevs' analysis, while thorough, appeared to have been non-destructive. They wanted to understand the technology, not destroy it.

I climbed the access ladder. The ship's interior smelled of home — the recycled air, the synthetic materials, the particular combination of machine and human habitation that no alien world could replicate. I slid into the pilot's seat. The controls were dark — powered down, the ship's reactor in standby. My hands moved across the console with the muscle memory of training — the startup sequence, the system checks, the progression from standby to operational that I had practiced hundreds of times in simulation and that I was now performing in a stone chamber beneath a cliff on a planet that was not my own.

The reactor hummed. The lights came on. The systems reported: functional. All major systems functional.

"She's alive," I called down.
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The distraction arrived as planned — a detonation of light and sound from the north that illuminated the canopy in orange and red, the Hybrid team's assault on Dybgo's compound announcing itself to the entire forest with the particular violence that Trilochan had designed: loud enough to draw every Jaldev patrol toward the source, sustained enough to keep them occupied while the ship team completed the extraction.

I was in the pilot's seat when the explosion reached us — the sound muffled by the stone chamber but still present, a deep concussion that vibrated through the cliff like a heartbeat. The ship's systems were online. The reactor was at operational capacity. The navigation array was functional — the Jaldevs had disconnected it from the main system during their analysis but had not damaged the hardware, and reconnecting it had taken Kobe twelve minutes of focused work in the engineering bay.

"Reactor at full power," I reported. "Navigation online. Propulsion standing by."

"Corridor?" Rudra asked Govind, who was positioned at the chamber entrance, watching the passage that led back to the surface.

"Clear. The explosion drew the internal guards — I counted eight moving toward the exits. Two remain at the far junction, but they're facing away."

"Then we go now." Rudra turned to me. "Get us out of this hole."

The ship's engines activated with a sound that filled the stone chamber like a living thing — the deep, resonant hum of propulsion systems designed for vacuum being operated within an atmosphere, the vibration travelling through the stone floor and walls, the equipment that the Jaldevs had placed around the ship trembling and falling as the thrust increased.

I eased the ship upward. The chamber's ceiling was the limitation — stone, solid, thirty metres above us, with a single opening that the Jaldevs had created for access: a vertical shaft that opened onto the cliff-top, wide enough for the ship but with margins that made my throat tight. Threading a spacecraft through a stone shaft was not a manoeuvre covered in standard pilot training. It was the kind of thing that happened in simulations designed to test candidates' stress responses, and the candidates who attempted it in real simulations usually failed.

The ship rose. The shaft walls were close — I could see the stone texture through the cockpit windows, the bioluminescent algae casting their green-blue light on the hull, the clearance measured in centimetres rather than metres. My hands were steady on the controls. My breathing was controlled. My body was doing the things that training had prepared it to do, and the training was sufficient, and the ship was rising, and the stone was not touching us, and the night sky was visible above — a circle of stars that grew larger as we ascended.

We emerged. The cliff-top was flat, exposed, the Jaldev settlement visible below us — the white stone buildings lit by the fire from the north, the harbour visible, the water channels reflecting the orange glow of the Hybrid team's assault. The ship cleared the shaft and I engaged full thrust, the acceleration pressing everyone against their seats as we climbed, the planet falling away beneath us, the settlement shrinking to a pattern of lights and then to a smear of colour and then to a memory.

"Oz," Rudra said into the communication system. "Signal the Hybrid team. Ship recovered. They can withdraw."

The relay flashed. Three pulses repeated — the extraction signal. Somewhere in the forest below, Trilochan's team would see it and begin their withdrawal, the mission's first objective accomplished.

The second objective — the Hybrid — was not accomplished cleanly.

We learned the details later, from Trilochan, whose debrief was delivered in the meeting hut with the contained precision of a man reporting facts that he wished were different.

The assault on Dybgo's compound had been successful in its primary goal: the facility was destroyed, the breeding chambers demolished, the infrastructure that the Hybrid used to create enhanced Igknamai reduced to rubble and fire. The fire-tipped arrows that Harish had designed worked as intended — the incendiary compound igniting on impact, the flames spreading through the organic material of the breeding chambers with a speed that suggested the material was, itself, highly flammable.

But Dybgo had escaped.

"He wasn't in the compound," Trilochan said. His expression was neutral, but the tension in his jaw communicated the particular frustration of a man whose plan had been good but whose target had been elsewhere. "We searched every structure. Interrogated the handlers we captured. He left the compound two days ago — heading east, into the deep forest. The handlers said he was establishing a secondary breeding site."

"A secondary site?" Meenakshi's voice was sharp. "We had no intelligence on a secondary site."

"No. Which means it's new. Created in response to something — possibly our reconnaissance. If the Jaldevs detected our scouting activity, they may have warned him."

The implications settled over the meeting hut. The Hybrid was alive, in the deep forest, establishing new breeding capacity. The compound's destruction was a setback but not a defeat — Dybgo's ability to communicate with and direct the Igknamai was biological, not technological. He didn't need a facility. He needed time.

"How long before he rebuilds?" Rudra asked.

"Weeks. Maybe less. The enhanced Igknamai he's already created are still operational — they're in the forest, following the patterns he established. Without his active direction, they'll gradually revert to natural behaviour. But if he reaches the secondary site and begins breeding again—"

"Then nothing has changed," Meenakshi finished. "We've won a battle and postponed the war."

"We need to find him," I said. "Before he rebuilds. Before the enhanced Igknamai revert to his control."

"Finding him is the problem. The deep forest is vast — hundreds of square kilometres of old-growth canopy that even our best scouts haven't fully mapped. He could be anywhere."

"He can't be anywhere," I countered. "He needs water for the breeding process — the chambers in his compound were moisture-controlled. He needs organic material for the Igknamai incubation. He needs proximity to existing Igknamai populations for the initial stock. Those constraints limit his options."

Trilochan looked at me. The assessment was becoming familiar — the recalibration of a man who had categorised me as a sky-person with archery skills and who was discovering, in each interaction, additional capabilities that expanded the category. "You're thinking like a tracker."

"I'm thinking like someone who's studied biology. Organisms have requirements. Requirements create patterns. Patterns are findable."

"Then find him," Meenakshi said. The instruction was delivered with the absolute authority of a woman who did not distinguish between suggesting and commanding. "Find him and end this."

The search took six days.

Trilochan assembled a tracking team: himself, Govind, two senior scouts named Prerna and Harish, and me. The composition was deliberate — forest experts for navigation and tracking, a biologist (me) for interpreting the environmental signs that would indicate the Hybrid's breeding operation.

We descended to the forest floor at dawn and moved east, into territory that the Vanavasi scouts had classified as "deep" — the old-growth forest where the trees were largest, the canopy densest, the Igknamai most concentrated. The deep forest was a different environment from the transitional zones I'd experienced during the reconnaissance. Here, the trees were so large that their trunks formed walls, their root systems creating a terrain of ridges and valleys that the ground-level observer navigated like a mountaineer. The light was dim — filtered through layers of canopy that reduced the sun to scattered fragments, the forest floor existing in a permanent twilight that made distance estimation difficult and time perception unreliable.

I tracked the biological signs. Water sources — the Hybrid needed moisture-controlled environments, which meant proximity to streams or underground water. I catalogued the water features we encountered, noting which had the characteristics that the breeding process required: consistent temperature, mineral content, flow rate. Organic material — the incubation process consumed enormous quantities of organic matter, which meant the surrounding vegetation would show signs of harvesting. I looked for patterns of removal — trees stripped of bark, undergrowth cleared, the forest's growth disrupted in ways that natural processes couldn't explain.

On the third day, I found the first sign: a stream whose mineral content had been altered. The water tasted different — sharper, with a metallic edge that natural streams in this region didn't possess. The alteration was consistent with the chemical byproducts of Igknamai incubation — the biological processes that created the creatures produced waste that entered the water system and changed its composition.

"Upstream," I said. "The source of the alteration is upstream."

We followed the stream for two days, the signs increasing — more harvested vegetation, more chemical alteration, more Igknamai activity. The creatures were denser here, their movements more purposeful, the patrols tighter. Dybgo was close. His influence was visible in the Igknamai's behaviour — the disciplined, directed movement that distinguished his controlled beasts from the wild ones.

On the sixth day, we found the secondary site.

It was built into a natural cave system — a series of chambers carved by water over millennia, now repurposed for the Hybrid's breeding operation. The entrance was concealed behind a waterfall — a curtain of water that masked the opening and that also provided the moisture-controlled environment the breeding required. The setup was clever — more sophisticated than the compound we'd destroyed, using natural features instead of constructed facilities, harder to detect, harder to destroy.

Dybgo was inside. Trilochan confirmed it through the tracking signs — the Hybrid's distinctive footprints, the energy residue that his communication with the Igknamai left in the surrounding environment, the particular quality of the Igknamai behaviour near the cave that indicated active direction rather than autonomous patrol.

"Options," Trilochan said, crouched behind a root system that provided cover from the cave entrance.

"We can't burn it like the compound," Govind observed. "The waterfall will extinguish anything we throw at it."

"We go in," I said. The words emerged before the thought was complete — the decision arriving from some place below conscious analysis, from the part of me that had been tracking this man for six days and that understood, with the certainty of a hunter who had found her quarry, that the pursuit ended here.

"Inside a cave system, against a man who can summon Igknamai?" Trilochan's tone was not dismissive but cautious — the scouting leader's professional assessment of a plan that carried significant risk.

"He can summon them outside. Inside the cave, the corridors are narrow — the Igknamai can't manoeuvre in confined spaces. Their advantage is speed and numbers. Take away the space and you take away the advantage."

Trilochan considered. The consideration was brief — the man who had entered an Igknamai nest at fourteen was not, fundamentally, opposed to entering caves. "Two-person entry. The rest maintain the perimeter and handle any Igknamai that respond to his call."

"I'll go."

"I know you will. I'll go with you."
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The waterfall was louder than I expected — not a gentle curtain but a wall of sound and force, the water falling from a ledge twenty metres above with the accumulated weight of a mountain stream in full flow. The mist soaked us before we reached the entrance, the droplets cold against my face and hands, the moisture saturating the Vanavasi tunic until the fabric clung to my body like a second skin.

Trilochan went through first. He passed through the waterfall with a single, committed stride — no hesitation, no flinching, the movement of a man who understood that the only way through a waterfall was through it and that pausing would only make you wetter and more vulnerable. I followed, and the water hit me like a physical blow — cold, heavy, pressing against my skull and shoulders with a force that made me stagger, my feet sliding on the wet stone, my hands grasping at the rock face for stability.

Then I was through, and the cave opened around me.

The chamber beyond the waterfall was larger than I'd expected — a natural cavern carved by millennia of water erosion, the ceiling vaulted, the walls textured with mineral deposits that caught the bioluminescent light and scattered it in fragments of blue and green. The air was different here — humid, warm, smelling of organic matter and the particular chemical tang that I had tracked through the stream: the byproducts of Igknamai incubation.

Breeding pods lined the walls. They were organic — sac-like structures, translucent, each containing a developing Igknamai at varying stages of growth. The sight was simultaneously fascinating and revolting: the creatures visible through the membrane, their grey bodies curled in foetal positions, their four eye-spots dark, their teeth already formed even at this early stage. The pods pulsed with a slow rhythm — the biological heartbeat of creatures being manufactured rather than born.

"Thirty pods," Trilochan counted, his voice barely audible above the waterfall's muffled roar. "He's been busy."

"These are the enhanced variety. Look at the size — they're already larger than standard Igknamai at this developmental stage. The Hybrid's modifications are accelerating their growth."

"Can we destroy them?"

"Cut the pods. Without the membrane, the incubation process fails. The developing Igknamai can't survive exposure to open air at this stage."

Trilochan's knife was already in his hand. He moved along the wall, slicing each pod with a single, precise stroke — the membrane splitting, the fluid inside spilling onto the cave floor, the developing creatures convulsing and then going still. The work was methodical, efficient, and carried the particular grimness of a man who understood that what he was doing was necessary and who did not enjoy the necessity.

I moved deeper into the cave. The main chamber narrowed into a corridor — natural, not carved, the stone walls close enough to touch on both sides. The bioluminescent light thinned. My treated arrows were nocked and ready, the bow drawn to half-tension, the posture that Saffiya had taught me for confined-space shooting: reduced draw, faster release, accuracy sacrificed for speed because in a corridor, accuracy was less important than reaction time.

The corridor opened into a second chamber. Smaller. Darker. And occupied.

Dybgo was standing at the far wall, his hands pressed against the stone, his body rigid with concentration. He was communicating — I could feel it, a vibration in the air that was not sound but something deeper, a frequency that operated below the threshold of hearing, the biological signal through which he directed the Igknamai. He was calling them. Summoning them from the forest outside, pulling them toward the cave with the particular urgency of a man who knew he was cornered and who was deploying his only weapon.

He was tall — taller than I remembered from the brief encounters during our Jaldev captivity. His skin had the blue-grey tone of the Jaldev people, but the texture was different — rougher, darker in patches, the hybrid biology visible in the physical inconsistencies between his two genetic heritages. His eyes, when he turned to face me, were not Jaldev eyes — they were darker, deeper, with a quality that reminded me of the Igknamai's four-point vision: alien, calculating, designed for assessing threats rather than expressing emotions.

"You're the sky-person," he said. His voice was flat — no accent, no inflection, the voice of someone who used language as a tool rather than a medium. "The one from the ship."

"And you're the one who tried to kill us."

"I did what the council asked. Your people were a variable. Variables are managed."

"By feeding them to Igknamai?"

"By removing them. The method was the council's preference, not mine. I don't have preferences. I have functions." He removed his hands from the wall. The vibration in the air intensified — the summoning growing stronger, the Igknamai outside responding, their movements converging on the cave. "You should leave. What's coming through that corridor will kill you before you can draw your bow."

"The corridor is narrow. They can't manoeuvre."

"The enhanced ones can. The ones I built for cave operations — smaller, faster, designed for confined spaces. They're already in the tunnel system."

The information was a cold weight in my stomach. Enhanced Igknamai designed for cave operations — smaller bodies, faster movement, the specific adaptation that my plan had not accounted for because the intelligence hadn't covered it.

Trilochan appeared behind me. His face was blood-spattered — the pod destruction had not been clean — and his expression communicated the same information that my ears were already processing: sounds in the corridor behind us. Movement. The scrabbling of clawed feet on stone, coming closer.

"We have company," he said.

"I know. He built them for this."

"How many?"

"Unknown. But the corridor won't stop them."

Trilochan's assessment took two seconds. "We deal with him first. Then we fight our way out."

I raised the bow. The draw was smooth — Saffiya's training operating below conscious thought, the body performing the mechanics while the mind handled the target. Dybgo watched the arrow tip with the calm of someone who had assessed his own mortality and found it a manageable variable.

"Killing me won't stop the Igknamai outside," he said. "They'll continue their current patterns for weeks. The enhanced ones will persist indefinitely — the modifications are genetic, not behavioural."

"But you won't be making more."

"No. I won't."

The arrow released. The flight was short — ten metres, the distance between my bow and his chest, the stone tip travelling the space in a fraction of a second. The treated compound on the arrowhead was designed for Igknamai nervous systems, but at this range, with this force, the arrow didn't need chemical assistance.

Dybgo's body hit the cave wall. His eyes — those alien, calculating eyes — went wide for a moment, the surprise of a man who had calculated every variable except the one that mattered: that the sky-person he had dismissed as a manageable variable was, in fact, a decision that had been made six days ago on a root-covered forest floor, and that the decision had been final.

He slid down the wall. His hands, which had been pressed against the stone to summon his army, fell to his sides. The vibration in the air stopped — abruptly, completely, the signal severed at the source. Somewhere in the tunnel system, the cave-adapted Igknamai paused — the connection to their director interrupted, the orders that had been driving them toward the cave suddenly absent.

"Move," Trilochan said. "The interruption won't last. They'll revert to autonomous behaviour — confused first, then aggressive."

We moved. Back through the corridor, past the destroyed breeding pods, through the waterfall — the water hitting us again, cold and heavy, washing the blood from my hands and the mist from my face — and into the forest where Govind and the others were fighting.

The perimeter had held. The Igknamai that Dybgo had summoned — fifteen, maybe twenty — had converged on the cave entrance and been met by the scouts' treated arrows. The creatures were large — the outdoor-adapted enhanced variety, not the cave-adapted ones — and the fight was messy, the kind of ground-level combat that the Vanavasins trained for but that no amount of training could make clean.

I emerged from the waterfall and joined the fight. Saffiya's training guided my hands — the draw, the transition, the release, the four-target exercise translated into the four-creature reality of Igknamai coming from multiple directions. I hit the first in its eye-cluster. The treated arrow disrupted its nervous system and it collapsed, its grey body convulsing on the forest floor. The second I hit in the torso — a slower kill, the creature staggering but continuing forward until Govind's arrow took out its remaining function.

The fight lasted four minutes. When it was over, eighteen Igknamai lay dead on the forest floor, and the scouts were breathing hard, their faces spattered with the red-black blood that smelled of iron and sourness, their arrows depleted, their expressions carrying the particular flatness that followed combat — not triumph but relief, not pride but the absence of the worst outcome.

"The Hybrid?" Govind asked.

"Dead," Trilochan said.

"The breeding site?"

"Destroyed."

Govind nodded. The nod was small, contained — the acknowledgement of a mission completed, the Woodsmen's Bargain approaching its fulfilment. The Vanavasins' objective was achieved. The source was eliminated. The Igknamai would revert. The forest would, eventually, return to its natural balance.

We began the trek back to the settlement. The forest was lighter — the dawn approaching, the canopy transitioning from the deep black of night to the grey-green of early morning. Birds were calling. The sounds of a forest waking up to a day in which the Hybrid no longer existed, in which the directed threat had become an undirected one, in which the Vanavasins' vertical civilisation was, for the first time in months, safer than it had been the day before.
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The settlement received us with the collective exhale of a community that had been holding its breath since midnight.

We emerged from the tree-lift onto the garrison platform at mid-morning, nine hours after the operation had begun. The platform was crowded — Meenakshi, the senior scouts, Zara with her medical kit, Sahil the cook who had been feeding people through the night because feeding was what he did when anxiety exceeded his capacity to sit still, and, at the edge of the crowd, Saffiya, whose expression was the controlled neutrality of a child who had been told to stay and who had obeyed but who was now requiring visual confirmation that the people she cared about had returned intact.

Her eyes found me first. Then Trilochan. The scan took two seconds — the assessment of someone whose training included rapid evaluation of physical condition — and the result was visible in the almost-imperceptible relaxation of her shoulders. We were standing. We were walking. The injuries she could see were superficial. The injuries she couldn't see were not her immediate concern.

Zara reached us before Saffiya did. The doctor's assessment was professional, rapid, and delivered while she was already examining: "Lacerations on Trilochan's forearm — superficial but needs cleaning. Bruising on Ira's ribs — probable impact, not fracture. Govind — is that your blood or Igknamai?"

"Igknamai."

"Good. Sit down anyway. I'm checking everyone." She turned to Rudra, who had arrived on the ship team's separate route and was standing at the garrison railing, watching the forest below with the particular vigilance of a man who had not yet transitioned from operational mode to recovery mode. "Captain. You're next."

"I'm fine."

"You're next," Zara repeated, with the authority of a doctor who had learned, over the course of this mission, that captains required the same medical attention as everyone else and that the resistance to receiving it was a symptom rather than a feature.

Meenakshi's debrief happened on the central platform, with food — Sahil had produced a meal that was, by Vanavasi standards, extravagant: roasted meat with a spice glaze, three varieties of root vegetable, the nut bread that I had come to think of as the forest's version of comfort food, and a tea that was not the bark tea but something different — sweeter, floral, brewed from blossoms that Sahil reserved for occasions that warranted celebration.

"The Hybrid is dead," Trilochan reported. "The secondary breeding site is destroyed. Thirty pods eliminated. The cave-adapted Igknamai — approximately eight — were engaged at the perimeter. All killed. Total Igknamai casualties during the operation: twenty-six at the perimeter, estimated fifteen at the compound."

"Our casualties?" Meenakshi asked.

"Minor injuries on three scouts. Nothing requiring extended treatment. No fatalities."

The information settled over the platform with the particular quality of good news that the recipients were afraid to trust. No fatalities. The operation had been planned with an expectation of two — Zara's statistical estimate, the grim arithmetic of ground-level combat. The absence of those expected deaths was not a victory in the traditional sense but something rarer: a variance from the worst case, a deviation from the statistical expectation in the direction of mercy.

"The ship?" Meenakshi continued.

Rudra answered. "Recovered. Intact. Currently in geosynchronous orbit — we brought it up and parked it above the settlement. It can be brought down for landing when we're ready to depart."

"And your crew's injuries?"

"None during the extraction. The corridor approach was clean. The guards were neutralised without casualties."

"Then the bargain is fulfilled." Meenakshi's statement was quiet — not ceremonial, not dramatic, the conclusion of a transaction delivered with the same efficiency that had characterised every interaction I'd had with her. "The Hybrid is eliminated. Your ship is recovered. Both parties have honoured their commitments."

The simplicity of the statement belied its weight. The Woodsmen's Bargain — the agreement that had defined our relationship with the Vanavasins since the moment we'd arrived — was complete. We had what we came for. They had what they needed. The transaction was balanced, the ledger clear.

But transactions and relationships are different things, and the three weeks we'd spent in the canopy had produced the latter while fulfilling the former.

The celebration happened that evening — not a formal event but the organic gathering that the Vanavasins produced when something worth celebrating occurred. The central platform was lit with oil lamps — more than usual, the warm amber light creating an atmosphere that was different from the cool bioluminescence of normal evenings. Food was abundant. Music appeared — drums made from hollowed wood, a stringed instrument that produced sounds somewhere between a sitar and a violin, voices raised in songs that were half-melody and half-chant, the musical tradition of a people whose art was as rooted in the forest as their architecture.

Govind told a story. Not the Trilochan story — a new one, composed that afternoon, the narrative of the sky-people who had fallen from beyond the clouds and who had, through a bargain struck with the forest-dwellers, helped end a threat that neither people could have ended alone. The story was generous — it gave equal weight to both sides, the Vanavasi scouts and the sky-people, the archery and the engineering, the forest knowledge and the biological tracking.

I sat on the platform's edge with Saffiya beside me. She had positioned herself there deliberately — the location that gave her access to both the celebration and the canopy, the social and the solitary, the child's need to participate and the archer's need for clear sight-lines.

"You kept your promise," she said.

"I did."

"Good. Because tomorrow morning, we're training. Your upward transition still needs work."

I laughed. The sound was different from the first laugh — less surprised, more settled, the laugh of someone who had found, in a treehouse city in an ancient forest on a planet that was not her own, a relationship that she had not expected and that she was not ready to lose.

"I'm leaving, Saff. The ship is recovered. We'll be going home."

"I know." Her voice was level — the emotional control of a child who had been preparing for this information and who had rehearsed her response. "When?"

"Soon. Rudra will want to depart within days."

"Days." She processed the word. The processing was visible — her jaw tightening in the same way Trilochan's did when he was absorbing information he didn't want. "That's not much time."

"No."

"Will you come back?"

The question was the question that every departure produced — the human need to know that the separation was temporary, that the leaving was not permanent, that the space created by absence would eventually be filled again. I wanted to say yes. I wanted to say it with the certainty that Saffiya needed and that the question deserved. But I was a sky-person, and she was a forest-person, and the distance between sky and forest was measured in light-years, and promises made across light-years were the kind that broke hearts when they broke.

"I'll try," I said. It was the most honest answer I could give — less than what she wanted and more than what I should have offered. "Solarfleet will have a presence here. Communication will be possible."

"With a delay."

"With a delay."

"How long?"

"Two weeks."

"Two weeks for a message to travel. So four weeks for a conversation." She calculated with the precision of an archer measuring distance. "That's very slow."

"It's what we have."

She was quiet for a moment. The celebration continued behind us — the drums, the voices, the amber light creating pools of warmth on the wooden platform. In front of us, the canopy stretched into the darkness, the bioluminescence pulsing its cold blue-green, the forest breathing its night breath.

"I'll write you letters," she said. "Long ones. Because if they take two weeks to arrive, they should be worth the wait."

"I'll write you back."

"You better. And include archery updates. I want to know if your upward transition improves without my supervision."

"It won't."

"I know. That's why I need the reports." She leaned against me — the contact sudden, warm, the physical expression of an emotion that her eight-year-old vocabulary couldn't fully articulate. I put my arm around her. The bow on her shoulder pressed against my ribs — the weapon that was also an identity, the tool that connected her to Trilochan and to the forest and to the particular form of competence that was, for Saffiya, synonymous with love.


  
    Chapter 12: Rudra's Question

    
    
  
  Ira

The night before our planned departure, Rudra found me on the observation platform.

This had become our place — the eastern promontory where the dawn arrived first and where, in the evenings, the sunset painted the canopy in colours that no screen or simulation could replicate. The platform was where conversations happened that couldn't happen in the meeting hut or the communal areas, where the openness of the sky above and the forest below created a space that was simultaneously exposed and private, the paradox of elevation.

He stood beside me at the railing. The sunset was doing what the Nilgiri sunsets did — layering the sky in gradients of orange, red, gold, and a purple that existed at the boundary between colour and darkness, the particular purple that appeared only in the minutes between day and night, the liminal colour, the colour of transitions.

"Louisa is staying," he said.

"What?"

"Louisa. She's staying. She told me this morning. She's been working with Devraj in the healing hut, and she says the Vanavasi medical practice needs someone with her pharmacological background, and the work is more meaningful than anything waiting for her back home."

"Can she do that? Just — stay?"

"There's no regulation that covers this scenario. A crew member choosing to remain on an alien planet because the medical practice appeals to her more than returning to a civilisation that, in her words, 'has more pharmaceutical companies than it has principles.'" Rudra's mouth curved — not quite a smile but the acknowledgement of a smile, the expression of a man who found something simultaneously absurd and admirable. "I can't order her home. She's a civilian specialist, not military. And honestly, I'm not sure I want to order her home."

"Because she's making the right choice?"

"Because she's making her choice. Which is what this planet keeps teaching people to do — make choices. The Jaldevs chose betrayal. The Vanavasins chose to help us. Trilochan chose to go into the cave. You chose to kill the Hybrid. Everyone on this planet keeps making choices, and the choices keep mattering, and the mattering keeps—" He stopped. The sentence was getting away from him, the captain's precise communication style losing its footing on emotional terrain.

"The mattering keeps what?"

He looked at me. The look was the same one he'd given me on the walkway the first night — searching, uncertain, a man looking for something in another person's face. But this time there was something else in it, something that had not been there before: the particular vulnerability of a person who was about to say something that could not be unsaid.

"The mattering keeps making me think about what I want. Not what the mission requires. Not what the crew needs. What I want."

The sunset continued its transition. The purple deepened. A bird — a species I couldn't name, something large and dark that moved through the canopy at dusk — crossed the sky above us, its wings catching the last light.

"What do you want?" I asked.

"I want you to know something. Before we leave. Before we go back to a world where I'm the captain and you're the crew and the hierarchy makes this conversation impossible." He turned to face me fully, his body squaring toward mine with the deliberate posture of someone who had made a decision and was implementing it. "I have been falling for you since the forest. Since the night you told me that Damini's death wasn't my fault and I didn't believe you but I believed that you believed it, and that was enough. Since the morning I watched you shoot with Saffiya and I saw you laugh for the first time and the laugh changed something in me that I didn't know could be changed."

The words arrived with the precision of a man who had been composing them for days and who was delivering them now because the window was closing — because tomorrow we would leave, and the leaving would reassemble the structures of rank and role that this planet had temporarily dissolved.

"Rudra—"

"I'm not asking for anything. I'm telling you. Because Louisa is making her choice, and Trilochan made his choice, and this planet taught me that choices matter, and this is mine: I choose you. Not the mission, not the crew's safety calculations, not the hierarchy. You. And whatever happens when we leave — whether the hierarchy reasserts itself, whether the distance between captain and crew is maintained, whether this conversation becomes something we pretend didn't happen — I wanted you to know that on this planet, in this forest, in this particular sunset, I chose you."

I looked at him. The captain's mask was gone — not removed but dissolved, the authority and the control and the precise emotional calibration that defined him replaced by the raw, unmediated face of a man who had said what he needed to say and who was now standing in the aftermath of the saying, exposed, the most vulnerable I had ever seen him.

"You're an idiot," I said.

"That's— not the response I was expecting."

"You're an idiot because you think there's a version of this where we go back and pretend. Where the hierarchy reasserts itself. Where this conversation becomes something we don't acknowledge." I stepped closer. The railing was between us and the forest, but nothing was between us and each other. "I have been walking toward you since you carried me onto that horse. Since you blamed yourself for Damini and the blame was wrong but the caring was right. Since you sat in planning sessions with Trilochan and I watched your mind work and the mind was beautiful and the man behind the mind was more beautiful and I didn't say anything because I thought the hierarchy mattered more than what I felt."

"And now?"

"And now I'm on a platform in a treehouse city on a planet where a man who can summon monsters is dead because I shot him with an arrow, and an eight-year-old girl taught me to be an archer, and a community that lives in trees taught me to be a person, and you are standing in front of me telling me you choose me, and I choose you back. That's my choice. This planet taught me to make it."

He kissed me. The kiss was not the tentative, exploratory first contact of people testing compatibility — it was the arriving kiss, the kiss of two people who had been travelling toward each other for weeks and who had finally, on a wooden platform at sunset, reached the destination. His hands were on my face, warm against my cheeks, and the warmth was different from every other warmth I'd experienced on this planet — not the forest's heat, not the fire's heat, not the sun's heat, but the specific, irreplaceable heat of a person who had chosen you and who was now, with his hands and his mouth and his body, confirming the choice.

The sunset completed its transition. The purple became darkness. The bioluminescence emerged, the cold blue-green of the forest's night illumination beginning its cycle. The observation platform was lit by two light sources — the distant amber of the settlement's oil lamps and the ethereal glow of the fungi on the surrounding trunks — and in that dual light, in the space between the human warmth and the natural cold, Rudra and I stood together and began the process of becoming something that the hierarchy and the distance and the light-years could not undo.
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The departure was postponed by the Jaldevs.

Three days after the operation, a Jaldev delegation appeared at the palisade — four figures in their distinctive blue-green armour, mounted on animals I hadn't seen before: sleek, reptilian creatures with long necks and scaled hides that shimmered in the forest light like water made solid. The delegation carried no weapons — their hands were raised, palms forward, the Jaldev gesture of peaceful intent that I now understood was as much performance as sincerity, a cultural formality that could be deployed regardless of actual intentions.

Trilochan's scouts spotted them two kilometres out and tracked their approach. By the time they reached the palisade, the garrison was at full alert — every archer in position, the bridges pulled, the access points raised. The settlement's defensive posture communicated a message that required no translation: you are not welcome, but we will hear you.

The lead figure was a woman. I recognised her — Councillor Ananya, the senior member of the Jaldev governing council, the person who had overseen our "hospitality" during our weeks of captivity. She was older than I remembered — the stress of recent events visible in the lines around her eyes and the tension in her jaw. Her armour was ceremonial rather than functional, the blue-green plates polished to a mirror finish that reflected the forest canopy in distorted fragments.

"We request an audience with the Vanavasi elder," she called up to the garrison platform. Her voice carried the serene, controlled quality that all Jaldev officials cultivated — the vocal equivalent of their smooth stone architecture, designed to project calm regardless of the emotional weather underneath. "We come in peace. We come to negotiate."

"You came in peace last time," Meenakshi replied from the platform, her voice carrying down with the flat clarity of a woman who had spent decades projecting authority from elevated positions. "And the people you brought in peace tried to feed our guests to the Igknamai."

"The actions of the previous council do not represent the current council's position. There has been a change in leadership. I am here to discuss terms."

"A change in leadership," Meenakshi repeated. "How convenient. The Hybrid is dead, your breeding program is destroyed, and suddenly the leadership changes."

"The change occurred because the Hybrid is dead and the breeding program is destroyed. The faction that supported Dybgo's methods has been removed. I represent the reformist wing — those of us who opposed the Hybrid's use from the beginning but who lacked the political leverage to prevent it."

The platform was silent. Meenakshi's assessment of the claim was visible in her posture — the slight forward lean that indicated she was listening rather than dismissing, the narrowing of eyes that meant the information was being weighed against the available evidence.

"Lower the lift," she said. "One delegate. The others stay at the palisade."

The negotiation happened in the meeting hut. Councillor Ananya sat across from Meenakshi, Trilochan, and Rudra, with me positioned behind Rudra in the role that had become natural — the second perspective, the observer whose analytical assessment supplemented the tactical one.

Ananya's proposal was straightforward: the Jaldev council, under new leadership, sought a formal peace agreement with the Vanavasins. The agreement would include territorial boundaries, trade provisions, and — critically — a prohibition on the weaponisation of Igknamai by either party. The Jaldevs also sought normalised relations with the "sky-people" — a recognition that the previous council's treatment of our crew had been a mistake and that the new leadership wished to establish diplomatic channels with whatever civilisation we represented.

"The ship's technology remains of interest to us," Ananya acknowledged, with the candour of a negotiator who understood that transparency was more effective than concealment when the other party had already experienced the consequences of deception. "But we are no longer seeking to acquire it through force or manipulation. We propose a knowledge exchange — our understanding of this planet's biology, geology, and ecology in exchange for access to your astronomical and navigational data. Equal value. No coercion."

Rudra looked at me. The look was our established protocol — the captain seeking the second assessment before committing to a position.

"The knowledge exchange is reasonable," I said. "The data she's requesting — star charts, navigational protocols — doesn't compromise our security. And their planetary data would be invaluable to Solarfleet's research division."

"The territorial boundaries," Trilochan interjected. "Show me what you're proposing."

Ananya produced a map — drawn on the same smooth material the Jaldevs used for their documents, the terrain rendered with a precision that reflected their civilisation's cartographic expertise. The proposed boundaries were generous to the Vanavasins — the forest territory expanded, the buffer zone between the two civilisations widened, the contested areas along the coastal transition zone assigned to neutral status.

"This is more territory than we currently control," Trilochan observed.

"It's the territory you should have had. The previous council encroached. The new council is correcting that."

"Or creating the appearance of generosity to establish diplomatic leverage."

"Perhaps both. Generosity and strategy are not mutually exclusive." Ananya's smile was the first genuine expression I'd seen from a Jaldev official — not the serene mask but an actual, human smile that acknowledged the complexity of what she was proposing. "I am not pretending that the new council is purely motivated by goodwill. We are motivated by survival. The Hybrid's methods were unsustainable — the Igknamai breeding was destabilising the entire ecosystem, and the enhanced creatures were becoming a threat to our settlements as well as yours. The old council's strategy was self-destructive. The new council recognises this."

Meenakshi leaned forward. "And if the new council is replaced by another old council in five years? What guarantees do we have?"

"The same guarantees anyone has in politics: institutional structures, treaty obligations, and the understanding that breaking an agreement has consequences that outweigh maintaining it. I cannot guarantee that every future council will honour this agreement. I can guarantee that this council will, and that the institutional framework we're proposing makes violation costly enough to discourage it."

The negotiation continued for three hours. Trilochan pushed on military provisions — mutual defence obligations, information sharing on Igknamai population changes, joint patrol protocols for the transition zone. Rudra pushed on the knowledge exchange — specific data categories, access timelines, verification mechanisms. Meenakshi pushed on everything, her questions sharp and her assessment relentless, the elder testing every claim, every promise, every assumption with the rigour of a woman who had survived five decades in a forest full of predators and who applied the same survival standards to diplomacy.

The agreement was reached at sunset. Not signed — the Vanavasins didn't use written contracts. Instead, the agreement was spoken aloud on the central platform before the assembled community, the words witnessed by every member of the settlement, the commitment made public because the Vanavasi tradition held that an agreement's strength was proportional to the number of people who heard it made.

Ananya spoke the Jaldev commitments. Meenakshi spoke the Vanavasi commitments. Rudra, representing the sky-people, spoke the crew's commitments to the knowledge exchange. The community hummed their acknowledgement — the collective resonance that I had learned was their version of applause, their way of saying we hear this, we witness this, the agreement is received.

After the ceremony, Ananya approached me on the walkway.

"You killed Dybgo," she said. Not an accusation. A statement.

"I did."

"He was not entirely what they made him. The council — the old council — took him as a child. Raised him as a tool. His abilities were not his choice; they were his biology. The weaponisation was the council's decision, not his."

"I know."

"Does the knowledge change anything?"

I considered the question. The cave. The arrow. The flat, affect-less voice saying I don't have preferences. I have functions. The man who had been raised as a weapon and who had, in the end, been used and then discarded by the civilisation that had created him.

"It changes the grief," I said. "Not the necessity."

Ananya nodded. The nod was not Vanavasi — not the small, contained acknowledgement of the forest-dwellers. It was slower, deeper, carrying the weight of a woman who understood that the person she was speaking to had done something terrible and necessary and who respected both the doing and the cost.

"The new council will remember him differently," she said. "Not as the Hybrid. As Dybgo. A child who deserved better than what we gave him."

She left. The walkway swayed gently in her wake, the wooden planks adjusting to the absence of her weight, the structure returning to its default state — the trees, the bridges, the canopy, the settlement that had survived its crisis and that was now, cautiously, beginning to imagine a future that included peace.
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The enhanced Igknamai did not disappear when the Hybrid died. They persisted — as Dybgo had warned, the modifications were genetic, not behavioural. The creatures he'd created remained in the forest, operating on the last patterns he'd established, their movements gradually becoming more erratic as the directing intelligence faded but their enhanced size and aggression remaining constant.

Three days after the peace agreement, an enhanced Igknamai breached the palisade.

The creature was massive — larger than any I'd seen, the size of a young bull, its grey hide thickened with the armour-like plating that Dybgo's modifications had produced. It had found a weak point in the northern section where the spiked poles had been damaged by a storm the previous week, and it had forced its way through with a strength that the original palisade design had never needed to accommodate.

The alarm reached us at dawn. I was on the archery range with Saffiya — our last training session before my departure, which Saffiya had scheduled with the particular intensity of someone determined to pack as much instruction as possible into the remaining hours.

The sound was a horn — deep, resonant, blown from the garrison platform in a pattern that I had learned to interpret: breach, northern sector, ground level. Saffiya's reaction was immediate — her body shifting from training mode to combat mode with a speed that would have been alarming in an adult and was genuinely frightening in an eight-year-old.

"Stay here," I said.

"No." The refusal was absolute. Her eyes were hard, her jaw set, her bow already in her hand with an arrow nocked. She was not a child in this moment — she was an archer responding to a threat, and the training that Trilochan had given her and that she had reinforced through four years of daily practice had prepared her for exactly this.

"Saff, you're eight years old—"

"I'm the best archer under twelve. This is what I train for." She moved toward the sound of the horn, her small body navigating the walkway with the speed and confidence of someone for whom the canopy was home terrain. I followed — not because I couldn't have stopped her but because stopping her would have required physical restraint, and the look in her eyes communicated that physical restraint would not have stopped her either.

The northern platform provided a view of the breach. The Igknamai had entered the ground-level area between the palisade and the settlement's first ring of trees — the kill zone, the open space that the Vanavasins maintained between their defences and their homes specifically for this scenario. The creature was moving through the space with the ponderous aggression of something that was too large for stealth and too armoured for the standard defensive response.

Vanavasi archers were already in position on the platforms above the kill zone, their treated arrows striking the creature's hide and bouncing off — the armour plating deflecting the stone tips that had been designed for standard Igknamai. The creature absorbed the arrows the way a boulder absorbed rain: without effect, without acknowledgement, without slowing.

"The armour," Saffiya said, her voice carrying the clinical assessment of an archer evaluating a target's vulnerabilities. "Standard tips won't penetrate. The joints — where the plates meet — that's the weak point. The articulation gaps."

She was right. The armour plating was not continuous — it covered the creature's back, flanks, and skull, but at the joints — the shoulders, the hips, the base of the neck — the plates separated to allow movement, creating gaps where the standard hide was exposed.

"The gaps are small," I said. "At this distance—"

"I can hit them."

"Saff—"

"Watch me."

She drew. The draw was the longest I'd seen from her — the full extension that pulled her small body taut like a bowstring itself, every muscle engaged, every fibre of training converging on the single point of the arrow's tip. She held the draw for three seconds — three seconds of absolute stillness, the eight-year-old body becoming a weapon system, the archer and the bow unified into a single instrument of precision.

The arrow released. It crossed the distance — forty metres, descending from the platform to the kill zone — and struck the Igknamai at the junction between its left shoulder plate and its neck plate. The gap was no wider than my hand. The arrow entered it perfectly, the treated tip penetrating the standard hide beneath the armour and delivering its compound directly into the creature's nervous system.

The Igknamai staggered. Its left foreleg buckled — the nerve disruption spreading from the shoulder through the limb, the creature's massive body tilting, its momentum carrying it forward into a stumbling, off-balance gait that exposed the articulation gap on its right side.

"Again," Saffiya breathed.

She nocked. Drew. Released. The second arrow hit the right shoulder gap — the mirror of the first shot, the symmetry deliberate, the eight-year-old's understanding of anatomy producing a tactical approach that exploited the creature's bilateral structure.

The Igknamai collapsed. Its forelegs gave out simultaneously, the nerve disruption in both shoulders overwhelming the limb control, and its massive body hit the ground with an impact that I felt through the wooden platform — a vibration that travelled up through the tree and into my feet and that communicated, in the language of physics, the weight of what Saffiya had just brought down.

The archers above the kill zone finished it — a volley of arrows into the exposed joints while the creature was immobilised, the treated compounds accumulating in its system until the nervous disruption became fatal. The Igknamai convulsed once, twice, and then was still.

The platform was quiet. The other archers were looking at Saffiya. The look was not surprise — they had seen her shoot, they knew her capability — but it was recognition, the particular acknowledgement of a moment in which capability became proof, in which the potential that had been developing in daily training sessions was realised in a context that mattered.

Saffiya lowered her bow. Her hands were trembling — the adrenaline that her body had suppressed during the shooting now expressing itself in the aftermath, the eight-year-old's physiology catching up with what the eight-year-old's skill had accomplished. She looked at her hands with the bewildered expression of someone who had done something extraordinary and whose body was having the reaction that her mind had postponed.

I knelt beside her. "Saff."

"My hands are shaking."

"I know. That's normal."

"It wasn't normal during training."

"Training doesn't try to kill you. Your body knows the difference." I took her hands in mine. They were small — a child's hands, calloused from the bowstring but still small, still the hands of a person who should have been learning to read and play and do the things that eight-year-olds did on planets where the forest didn't have teeth. But this was her planet, and the forest did have teeth, and her hands — these small, trembling, extraordinary hands — had just brought down a creature that the settlement's adult archers couldn't stop.

"Did I do the right thing?" she asked.

"You saved people, Saff."

"But it was alive. The Igknamai. It was just — it was doing what it was made to do. The Hybrid made it. It didn't choose to be armoured. It didn't choose to attack. It was just — being what someone else made it."

The observation hit me with a force that was disproportionate to the calm, quiet voice that delivered it. An eight-year-old, standing over her first kill, articulating the same moral complexity that Councillor Ananya had raised about Dybgo: the recognition that the thing you destroyed might also be a victim, that the necessity of the destruction did not eliminate the tragedy of the circumstance.

"You're right," I said. "It didn't choose. And you didn't choose to live in a forest where that matters. But you did choose to protect the people in that forest, and that choice is the one that counts."

She looked at her hands. The trembling was subsiding — the adrenaline metabolising, the body returning to baseline. She flexed her fingers, tested her grip, assessed her readiness with the professional attention of an archer evaluating her instrument.

"Same time tomorrow?" she asked.

I wanted to cry. The question — the return to routine, the child's assertion that normalcy could be maintained even after the first kill, the archer's insistence that the training continued regardless of what the training had been used for — was the bravest thing I had ever heard.

"Same time tomorrow," I said.
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Zara told me on the morning of our rescheduled departure — two days after the enhanced Igknamai breach, after the palisade had been reinforced with the iron-tipped stakes that Harish had forged specifically for the armoured variants, after the settlement had absorbed the lesson that the Hybrid's legacy would persist long after the Hybrid himself had been eliminated.

She found me in the quarters, packing. The packing was minimal — I had arrived with nothing and was leaving with slightly more than nothing: the Vanavasi bow that Saffiya had given me as a parting gift, a set of treated arrows, a small pouch of the forest herbs that Devraj said would help with the particular fatigue that space travel imposed on the human body, and a stone — smooth, red-brown, the size of my palm — that I had picked up from the forest floor on the day of the reconnaissance and that I had kept in my pocket since, the way a child keeps a lucky charm: irrationally, superstitiously, because the object had been present during a moment that mattered and had absorbed, through proximity, some of the moment's significance.

"I'm staying," Zara said.

The words landed in the quiet room with the weight of something that had been carried for a long time and was finally being set down. I stopped packing. I looked at her. She was standing in the doorway in her Vanavasi clothing — the earth-toned tunic that she had worn every day since our first week in the settlement, the clothing that had transformed her from a displaced doctor to a person who belonged to the forest — and her expression was the expression of someone who had made a decision and who was now informing rather than consulting.

"Zara—"

"Before you say anything, I've thought about this. Thoroughly. The way I think about diagnoses — every variable, every outcome, every risk. And the conclusion is the same every time I run the analysis."

"What conclusion?"

"That I'm more useful here than anywhere else I've ever been. That the work Devraj and I are doing — the hybrid medical practice, the fusion of surgical technique and botanical pharmacology — is the most important medical work I've ever done. That the people here need a doctor with my training, and the people back home have a hundred thousand doctors with my training and won't notice one fewer."

"They'll notice you."

"My colleagues will notice an empty desk. My patients will be reassigned. My research will be absorbed into someone else's portfolio. The machine will adjust, because that's what machines do — they accommodate the absence of individual components without fundamentally changing. Here—" She gestured at the settlement visible through the window — the huts, the bridges, the walkways, the community that had, in three weeks, become the context in which Zara made the most sense. "Here, I'm not a component. I'm the only person with my specific combination of skills. The absence cannot be accommodated. The work stops if I leave."

The logic was impeccable. It was also, I suspected, the scaffolding that Zara had built around the real reason — the reason that logic could support but could not generate, the emotional foundation that the rational analysis was constructed on top of.

"And Jayant?" I asked.

The scaffolding shifted. Zara's professional composure — the clinical mask that had held through Damini's death, through the operation, through the Igknamai breach — softened. Not collapsed. Softened. The way a material that has been rigid and functional becomes something warmer when the pressure that required the rigidity is removed.

"Jayant is not the reason I'm staying. He's the reason I'm happy about staying. There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"Yes. I made the decision before Jayant. Before the hunting trips together, before the evening conversations, before—" She stopped. The clinical woman who could discuss surgical procedures without flinching was struggling to articulate the particular vulnerability of a woman who had fallen in love in a treehouse city and who was not accustomed to vulnerability being part of her professional vocabulary. "Before he kissed me on the observation platform and I realised that the last time I'd been kissed with that degree of sincerity was never. I have never been kissed like that. And the fact that it happened here — in a forest, on a planet that isn't mine, by a man whose culture I'm still learning and whose language I'm still studying — that fact doesn't diminish it. It amplifies it."

"Zara." I crossed the room. I took her hands — the surgeon's hands, precise and strong, the hands that had examined every member of the crew and half the settlement and that were now being held by the friend who understood what it cost this particular woman to say what she'd just said. "You don't need my permission."

"I know. I need your blessing. Which is different."

"You have it. Completely. Unreservedly."

She exhaled. The exhale was long — the release of air that had been held for the duration of the confession, the body's acknowledgement that the thing it had been dreading was over and that the outcome was the one it had hoped for.

"Rudra's going to be annoyed," she said.

"Rudra will understand. He's making his own choices on this planet."

Zara's eyes sharpened — the clinical observation returning, the doctor who noticed everything. "You and the captain."

"Me and the captain."

"When did that happen?"

"The sunset before the departure was supposed to happen."

"Of course it did. You two have been circling each other since the crash. The entire crew has been placing bets."

"Bets?"

"Oz had the closest estimate — he said it would happen before we left the planet. Kobe said it would happen in space. Damini—" She paused. The name arrived with the weight it always carried — the weight of a person who should have been here for this conversation, who should have been part of the betting pool, who should have been rolling her eyes at the romantic complications of her crewmates and providing the acerbic commentary that had been her particular contribution to the crew's social dynamics. "Damini said it would happen during a crisis. She said you were both the kind of people who needed a crisis to admit what was obvious."

"She was right."

"She usually was." Zara's eyes glistened — not tears, not quite, but the moisture that preceded tears in a person who was not ready to cry and who was holding the emotion at the threshold, allowing it to be present without allowing it to cross over. "She would have been furious about the Jaldev betrayal. Absolutely furious. And she would have said 'I told you so' until we all wanted to throw her off the platform."

"She would have been magnificent."

"She was always magnificent." Zara squeezed my hands. "I'm going to name the medical station after her. The Damini Healing Centre. Devraj agrees. It's the first structure that the Vanavasins will have named after an outsider."

The gesture — the permanence of it, the carving of Damini's name into the architecture of a civilisation that would persist long after the rest of us had returned to the sky — broke something in me that I had been holding together since the Igknamai attack. The tears came. Not the controlled, single-tear grief of the first day. Not the delayed, ambushed grief of unexpected reminders. The full grief — the kind that bends your body, that makes sound, that uses the whole face and the whole chest and the whole vocabulary of physical expression that the human body possesses for the moments when loss is finally, fully acknowledged.

Zara held me. The doctor who maintained clinical detachment in all circumstances held her friend and let her cry, and the holding was not clinical — it was the oldest form of medicine, the original healing practice, the application of human contact to human pain with no expectation of cure but with the certain knowledge that presence was itself a treatment.
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The grazing fields were the settlement's most vulnerable asset — a stretch of open ground between the forest edge and the eastern palisade where the Vanavasins kept their horses and grew the grains that supplemented their forest-foraged diet. The fields were necessary and exposed, the compromise that every civilisation made between security and sustenance: you could not feed three hundred people from the canopy alone, and the ground-level agriculture that fed them required the very exposure that the canopy was designed to avoid.

Trilochan took me to the fields on the morning after Zara's announcement, three days before our departure. He didn't explain why. He walked, I followed, and the explanation presented itself when we reached the eastern platform and looked down.

The fields were being attacked.

Three enhanced Igknamai — the armoured variants, the Hybrid's legacy — had breached the eastern palisade during the night and were now in the grazing area, moving through the grain with the deliberate, territorial behaviour of creatures claiming space rather than hunting. They weren't attacking the horses — the animals had been moved to a secondary paddock when the scouts detected the breach — but they were positioned in the fields in a way that prevented access, their armoured bodies occupying the central ground, their four-point eyes scanning the perimeter.

"This is new behaviour," Trilochan said. "The standard Igknamai hunt. They don't occupy territory. The enhanced ones are different — the Hybrid's modifications included territorial programming. They're claiming the fields."

"If they hold the fields—"

"We can't harvest. The grain is three weeks from maturity. If we can't harvest it, the settlement faces a food shortage that the forest foraging can't cover."

The problem was immediate and concrete: three armoured creatures that standard arrows couldn't penetrate, occupying ground that the settlement needed to survive, exhibiting behaviour that the Vanavasins' decades of experience with standard Igknamai had not prepared them for.

"Saffiya's technique," I said. "The articulation gaps. She demonstrated it during the breach."

"I know. I watched. The technique works, but it requires precision shooting at small targets from elevation. We have six archers capable of that accuracy, including Saffiya. Against three armoured Igknamai that are aware of our presence and actively defending territory, six archers may not be sufficient."

"What about the fire arrows? The ones Harish designed for the compound assault?"

"Tested against the armoured hide. The incendiary compound doesn't generate enough heat to penetrate the plating. It chars the surface but doesn't reach the tissue underneath."

"Combination approach." The idea formed as I spoke — the analytical mind that had tracked the Hybrid through water chemistry now applying the same biological thinking to the creatures he'd created. "The fire arrows don't penetrate the armour, but they generate heat. Sustained heat changes the properties of biological material — the plating is organic, not mineral. If you heat it enough, it becomes brittle. Brittle armour can be penetrated by standard arrows."

Trilochan looked at me. The assessment was the one I'd seen many times — the recalibration, the category expansion — but this time it resolved faster, the man's opinion of me having been updated enough times that the updates were now incremental rather than fundamental.

"Heat them first. Then shoot the joints."

"Heat them first. Then shoot everywhere. If the armour is compromised, standard arrows penetrate standard points. You don't need precision — you need volume."

"That changes the equation. Volume we have. Precision at that level we don't."

The operation was planned in two hours and executed that afternoon. Harish modified the fire arrows — increasing the incendiary compound's burn time, creating arrows that would lodge in the armour plating and sustain heat for thirty seconds rather than the original five. The archers assembled on the platforms overlooking the grazing fields — twenty of them, the full complement, positioned in the elevated ring that gave them clear sight-lines to the field below.

The first phase was the fire. Twenty fire arrows, five per creature (with extras for the one that was partially shielded by a grain storage structure), launched simultaneously in a coordinated volley. The arrows struck the armoured hides and ignited — the incendiary compound flaring orange-yellow against the grey plating, the creatures roaring in response, the sound enormous, filling the grazing fields with the particular vibration of animals in distress.

The heat worked. Within twenty seconds, the armour plating began to change — the organic material contracting, crackling, the surface that had been smooth and impenetrable developing fractures that spread across the plates like ice breaking on a warming lake.

"Now!" Trilochan's command was a single syllable that carried across the platforms. Twenty archers — standard arrows, treated tips — released simultaneously. The volley was not precise. It was volume — sixty arrows in three seconds, a rain of stone-tipped projectiles that struck the compromised armour from multiple angles and, this time, penetrated.

The Igknamai fell. Not the clean, single-shot drops of Saffiya's precision work — the messy, accumulated collapse of creatures absorbing multiple impacts, their systems overwhelmed by the treated compounds entering through dozens of breach points simultaneously. They fell in the grain, their massive bodies crushing the stalks, the red-black blood soaking into the soil where the grain grew, the particular intersection of violence and agriculture that characterised life on a planet where survival and sustenance occupied the same ground.

The fields were clear. The grain was intact — most of it, the sections crushed by the falling Igknamai representing a loss of perhaps five percent, which the harvest could absorb. The settlement's food supply was secure.

Trilochan looked at me with the expression that I was learning to read as respect — not the dramatic, verbalised respect of formal acknowledgement but the quiet, internal respect of a man whose estimation of another person had been confirmed by evidence.

"Biologist," he said.

"Scout," I replied.

"Same thing." He almost smiled. "The best solutions come from people who understand what they're fighting."

That evening, I sat with Rudra on the observation platform and told him about the grazing fields. He listened with the particular attention of a captain absorbing tactical information, his mind filing the details — the heat-brittleness of the armour, the combination approach, the volume-versus-precision calculation — into the operational framework that he maintained for every environment we passed through.

"You've changed," he said, when the tactical debrief was complete.

"How?"

"When we crashed, you were the pilot's backup. Competent, trained, reliable. Now you're—" He searched for the word. "You're something else. A tracker. A tactician. An archer. A person who reads environments the way I read personnel."

"The forest changed me."

"The forest changed all of us. But it changed you the most." He paused. "I need to tell you something about the departure."

"What?"

"Solarfleet command responded to my status report. They're sending a follow-up mission — a full diplomatic and research team. They'll arrive in approximately four months. They're asking us to leave a crew member behind as a liaison until the team arrives."

"Zara."

"Zara is the obvious choice, given that she's already decided to stay. But command also wants a military liaison — someone who can provide security assessments, maintain communication with the Vanavasi leadership, and brief the follow-up team on the operational environment."

"You want me to stay."

"I don't want you to stay. I want you with me. On the ship. In the sky. For the rest of whatever comes next." He took my hand. The contact was warm — the specific warmth that I had learned, in the past few days, to distinguish from all other warmths. "But the mission needs someone here. And the someone it needs is you. You know the forest. You know the Vanavasins. You know the Jaldevs. You have the relationships — Meenakshi, Trilochan, Saffiya, even Ananya. No one else on the crew has what you've built here."

"Four months."

"Four months. Then the follow-up team arrives, you brief them, and you come home. To me."

Four months on a planet that had tried to kill me, in a forest that had taught me to kill, with a community that had taught me to belong. Four months away from the man I had just found. Four months of the particular loneliness that came from being the only sky-person in a forest full of tree-dwellers.

But also: four months of archery with Saffiya. Four months of Meenakshi's blunt wisdom. Four months of the grazing fields and the canopy and the bioluminescent nights and the bark tea and the stories and the community's hum. Four months of being the person the forest had made me, in the place where the making had happened.

"I'll stay," I said.

Rudra's hand tightened around mine. The grip was not the grip of a captain accepting a report — it was the grip of a man whose heart was being asked to accommodate a separation that his tactical mind had recommended, the particular agony of being the person who had identified the right decision and who now had to live with it.

"Four months," he said.

"Four months. And then I come home. To you."
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The morning of departure was cloudless — the sky above the canopy a depthless blue that stretched from horizon to horizon without interruption, the kind of sky that made the forest look small and the universe look accessible, the visual reminder that the people leaving were going up there, into the blue and then beyond the blue, into the black where the stars lived.

The ship descended at dawn. Rudra brought it down from geosynchronous orbit with the precise, unhurried competence of a commander who understood that arrivals and departures were ceremonies even when they weren't designed to be — the descent announcing itself to the settlement in the way that all descents from the sky announced themselves: with sound and light and the displacement of air that made the canopy shudder.

The ship landed in the grazing fields — the only area flat enough and clear enough to accommodate it. The horses had been moved. The Igknamai bodies had been removed. The grain, three weeks from harvest, swayed in the ship's thrust wash, the stalks bending and recovering with the resilience of organisms accustomed to wind.

The entire settlement came to watch. They gathered on the eastern platforms — three hundred and twelve people, minus the scouts on patrol, arranged along the walkways and railings in the particular formation that emerged when a community gathered to witness an event that would be added to its collective story. Children sat on branches above the adults, their legs dangling, their eyes wide. The archers stood at their stations, bows visible but undrawn, the defensive posture maintained even during ceremony because the forest did not pause for human occasions.

Meenakshi descended to the ground level — an unusual concession, the elder leaving the canopy where she was safest to stand on the earth where the danger lived, because some farewells required the particular gravity that elevation could not provide.

She stood before the ship with Trilochan beside her and addressed Rudra, who stood at the base of the landing ramp with the crew assembled behind him — Oz, Kobe, Troy, and Louisa. Zara stood apart, positioned between the crew and the settlement, her placement communicating her choice: she belonged to both groups and would honour both affiliations.

"The bargain is complete," Meenakshi said. "The sky-people came to our forest and they fought beside us and they changed the balance of a threat that we could not balance alone. The forest remembers. The Vanavasins remember."

"The Vanavasins saved our lives," Rudra replied. "You gave us shelter when we had none. You gave us allies when we had none. You gave us a reason to fight when the only alternative was to run. We remember."

The formal exchange was brief — the Vanavasi tradition of saying important things concisely, of trusting the words to carry their weight without the assistance of volume or repetition. The community hummed. The resonance rose from the platforms and filled the grazing fields, the collective vibration settling into the ship's hull and into my bones and into the memory that I would carry of this moment for the rest of my life.

The individual farewells were harder.

Oz hugged me. The engineer's massive body engulfed mine in a bear hug that lifted my feet from the ground, and against my hair he said, "The signal relay will work. I tested it from orbit. You'll have communication with the ship throughout the transit period."

"Thank you, Oz."

"Also, I left the codebook with Govind. The full protocol — mirror angles, timing sequences, emergency codes. In case the electronic systems fail, you'll have a backup."

"You prepared for everything."

"I'm an engineer. Preparing for everything is what we do." He set me down. His eyes were bright — the emotion of a man who expressed feeling through function, whose love was expressed in signal protocols and backup systems and the meticulous preparation that ensured the people he cared about would have what they needed when he was no longer there to provide it.

Kobe shook my hand, then pulled me into a hug that he clearly hadn't planned. "Keep training," he said. "You've got good instincts. The forest sharpened them."

Troy, whom I'd had the least interaction with — the quiet operations specialist who had spent most of the settlement period helping the Vanavasi scouts with perimeter maintenance — surprised me with a carved wooden figure. It was small — the size of my thumb — and it depicted a person drawing a bow, the form detailed and precise, the wood polished to a sheen.

"I made it last night," he said, with the awkward sincerity of a man who was better with his hands than his words. "So you'd have something to remember."

"Troy. It's beautiful."

"It's you. Shooting." He shrugged, the casualness of the gesture contradicted by the care visible in the carving. "Seemed like the right thing to make."

Govind's farewell was characteristically warm — the scout who had been my first friend in the settlement embracing me with the easy affection of a man for whom physical contact was a natural form of communication. "You'll be fine," he said. "You're a Vanavasi now. The forest claimed you."

"I'm a sky-person."

"You can be both. The categories are not as rigid as people think."

Zara and I said goodbye on the walkway outside the quarters — the space that had been ours for the past weeks, the rooms we'd slept in, the basins where we'd washed Igknamai blood from our hands, the connecting platform where we'd eaten communal meals and debriefed after operations and, once, cried together for a woman named Damini whose name was now carved into the lintel of the settlement's healing centre.

"Four months," Zara said.

"Four months."

"I'll keep your room. In case you visit."

"I'll visit."

"I'll have tea ready. The bark tea. By the time you visit, you'll miss it."

"I already miss it and I haven't left yet."

She laughed — the sound full, unguarded, the laugh of a woman who had found her place and whose place was here, in the canopy, with the man she loved and the work she was born for and the community that had absorbed her with the particular grace of a culture that valued contribution over origin.

Rudra was last.

We stood at the base of the ramp. The engines were warming — the low, resonant hum that I had heard from the pilot's seat during the extraction, the sound of a ship preparing to leave a planet's surface and return to the space between worlds. The crew was aboard. The Vanavasins were watching from above. The morning light was golden, the forest painting itself in the colours that I would remember: green and red and brown and the gold of sun through canopy.

"I'll be back for you," he said.

"You'll be busy. Command will have you running missions the moment you dock."

"I'll be back for you."

"Rudra—"

"This is the part where I'm not being the captain. This is the part where I'm being the man who chose you on a platform at sunset. I will be back for you. Not because command orders it. Because I'm ordering myself."

I kissed him. The kiss was not the arriving kiss of the sunset platform — it was the departing kiss, the kiss that carried the weight of separation and the promise of return, the kiss that said goodbye and hello simultaneously because the goodbye was temporary and the hello was permanent and the distinction mattered.

"Go," I said. "Before I change my mind."

"Don't change your mind."

"I won't. Go."

He went. Up the ramp, into the ship, the ramp retracting behind him with the mechanical finality of a door closing between two people who had chosen to be separated by distance because the separation served something larger than their desire to be together.

The engines increased. The ship rose — slowly first, then accelerating, the thrust pushing air downward in a column that bent the grain flat and sent dust spiraling and made the children on the branches above clutch their perches with delighted alarm. The ship cleared the canopy. It cleared the sky. It became a point of light, then a suggestion of light, then nothing — absorbed into the blue, then the black, then the unimaginable distance that separated a planet from the home that waited beyond it.

I stood in the grazing fields and watched the sky where the ship had been. The grain recovered around me — the stalks straightening, the heads lifting, the agricultural cycle continuing its patient, indifferent work regardless of the human drama that had been conducted above it.

A hand found mine. Small. Calloused. Strong.

"Training starts in one hour," Saffiya said. "Your upward transition still needs work."

I looked down at her. The bow on her shoulder. The dark eyes. The eight-year-old who had taught me to shoot and who would, over the next four months, teach me much more than that.

"Lead the way," I said.


  
    Chapter 18: The Liaison Months

    
    
  
  Ira

The four months reshaped me the way water reshapes stone — not through violence but through persistence, the daily contact of an environment pressing against the surface of a person until the surface conformed to the environment's contours.

The first month was adjustment. The ship's departure left a silence that was not physical but relational — the absence of Rudra, of Oz, of Kobe, of Troy, of the crew that had been my context since before the crash. The settlement absorbed the absence the way the forest absorbed the departure itself: completely, organically, the space closing behind the thing that had left, the canopy continuing its business of being a canopy regardless of whether sky-people were present to observe it.

I trained with Saffiya every morning. The sessions had evolved — the student-teacher dynamic shifting as my Vanavasi archery technique approached and then matched the level of the settlement's adult archers. Saffiya's instruction became less about correction and more about refinement, the fine adjustments that separated competence from mastery, the micro-movements of wrist and shoulder and breath that Trilochan had taught her and that she transmitted to me with the exacting standards of someone who would not tolerate the dilution of her uncle's legacy through imprecise transmission.

"Your follow-through is three degrees off vertical," she told me on the twenty-eighth morning, after I'd hit eight of ten moving targets at sixty metres — a success rate that the range's other archers found remarkable and that Saffiya found adequate. "Three degrees. That's the difference between centre and near-centre, and near-centre is a euphemism for failure."

"Three degrees is within the acceptable—"

"Acceptable is a euphemism for mediocre. Fix it."

I fixed it.

The second month was integration. The settlement's rhythms became my rhythms — the communal meals, the evening stories, the patrol rotations that I joined as a full participant rather than a guest. Meenakshi assigned me to Trilochan's scout team, and the assignment was not honorary; I accompanied the scouts on ground-level operations, tracked Igknamai movements, mapped the territorial patterns of the enhanced variants, and contributed to the ongoing defensive strategy that the settlement required now that the Hybrid's legacy creatures had established themselves as a permanent feature of the forest ecology.

The enhanced Igknamai were not going away. The genetic modifications that Dybgo had introduced were self-perpetuating — the creatures bred, the offspring inherited the armoured plating and the territorial behaviour, and the population was stabilising at a level that the standard Vanavasi defences could manage but could not eliminate. The forest was adapting to its new residents, and the Vanavasins were adapting with it — the fire-and-volume technique becoming standard doctrine, the archers training daily on the articulation-gap shots that Saffiya had pioneered.

I documented everything. The biological data — Igknamai population counts, behavioural observations, territorial mapping, breeding cycle analysis — filled the notebooks that Devraj supplied from his herbal-paper workshop, the pages absorbing my handwriting and the ink that was derived from the bark of the same red trees that the settlement was built into. The documentation was for the Solarfleet follow-up team, but the act of documentation was for me — the analytical mind that had tracked the Hybrid through water chemistry now tracking the Hybrid's legacy through population ecology, the work giving my days a structure that complemented the archery and the patrols and the communal meals.

The third month was belonging. The shift was imperceptible while it was happening and obvious in retrospect — the moment when I stopped thinking of the settlement as a place I was staying and started thinking of it as a place I lived. The distinction was visible in small things: the way I navigated the walkways without thinking about navigation, the way I reached for the bark tea at meals without the brief internal negotiation between preference and politeness that had characterised my first weeks, the way I responded to the alarm horn with the immediate, physical readiness of a person whose reflexes had been calibrated to the settlement's threat protocols.

Jayant and Zara invited me to dinner in their quarters — a meal that Zara had prepared using the hybrid cuisine that she and Jayant had developed: forest ingredients prepared with the techniques of her homeland, the particular fusion that emerged when a doctor from beyond the sky and a hunter from the canopy combined their culinary traditions. The food was extraordinary — a stew of forest roots and preserved meat seasoned with the herbs that Devraj grew in his elevated garden, served with the nut bread that I had loved since my first meal in the settlement, accompanied by a tea that Zara had blended from three different bark varieties.

"You're happy," Zara observed, across the table. Her assessment was clinical — the doctor reading the patient — but her expression was the expression of a friend recognising something in another friend that pleased her.

"I am."

"The four months aren't a hardship."

"No."

"And when the follow-up team arrives, and you brief them, and you go home to Rudra — will you be happy then?"

The question was not innocent. It was the question of a woman who had faced the same choice — two worlds, two homes, the pull of origin and the pull of belonging — and who had resolved it by staying. She was not projecting her choice onto me. She was asking me to consider whether my choice, when the time came, would be the same choice she expected or a different one.

"I'll be happy with Rudra," I said. "That's not in question."

"But you'll miss this."

"I'll miss this the way people miss the place where they became who they are. The grief of leaving a formative place is a specific kind of grief — it's not loss, exactly. It's the recognition that you can't take the place with you and that the person you became there will have to survive in a context that didn't create them."

Zara nodded. The nod was slow — the acknowledgement of someone who understood because she had lived the inverse of the same experience. She had left the context that created her and found a new context that remade her. I would leave the context that remade me and return to the context that had created me. Both of us would carry the weight of the place we weren't in.

"Write to me," she said.

"Always."

The fourth month was preparation. The Solarfleet follow-up team was en route — Rudra's communications, delayed by two weeks but consistent, confirmed the team's composition: twelve researchers, four diplomats, six military personnel, a full medical complement. They would arrive at the end of the month. My briefing materials were ready — the Igknamai documentation, the territorial maps, the Jaldev peace agreement analysis, the settlement's defensive protocols, the cultural notes that would help the follow-up team navigate the Vanavasi social dynamics without the learning curve that had characterised my own first weeks.

Rudra's messages were personal within the professional framework — the captain's reports embedded with the man's sentiments, the military briefings containing sentences that were not military in any sense. "The crew asks about you daily. Oz has improved the signal relay twice since we left. Troy carved another figure — this one is you and Saffiya shooting together. He wants to send it with the follow-up team. I want to send myself with the follow-up team but command has other plans. Four weeks. Count them down."

I counted them down. Each day subtracted from the total felt like a small loss — the paradox of wanting the reunion while grieving the departure that the reunion required. Each morning with Saffiya was one fewer morning with Saffiya. Each patrol with Trilochan was one fewer patrol with Trilochan. Each communal meal was one fewer communal meal, and the bark tea — the bark tea that had gone from bitter to tolerated to appreciated to beloved — was running out, measured in cups remaining rather than cups consumed.

On the final night before the follow-up team's arrival, the settlement gathered for a story. Govind stood on the central platform, the oil lamps casting their amber light on his face, and told the story of the sky-person who had come to the forest.

Not the formal story — not the one he'd composed after the operation, the diplomatic narrative that gave equal weight to both peoples. This was the personal story. The story of a woman who had crashed into a world that was not hers and who had been carried to the canopy on the back of a horse and who had learned to shoot from a child and who had tracked a monster through water chemistry and who had chosen to stay when staying meant being alone and who had, over four months, become a person that the forest recognised as its own.

The story was generous. Too generous, perhaps — Govind's narrative gift lay in finding the luminous version of events, the version where the mistakes were learning and the fear was courage and the ordinary daily work of living in a forest was epic in its accumulation. But the generosity was not dishonesty. It was perspective — the storyteller's insistence that the people he loved were worth the best version of their stories.

When he finished, the community hummed. The resonance was louder than I'd ever heard it — the vibration filling the platform, the trees, the canopy, the air itself, the collective voice of three hundred people telling a woman from beyond the sky that she was heard, that her story was received, that the forest remembered.

Saffiya's hand was in mine. She didn't speak. The humming did it for her.
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Trilochan took me on one final patrol the day before the follow-up team's arrival — a deep-forest sweep that covered the eastern territory where the enhanced Igknamai had established their densest population. The patrol was operational, not sentimental, but the route he chose wound through the places that had become landmarks of my four months: the ridge where I'd first spotted the altered water chemistry, the stream that had led us to the Hybrid's secondary site, the waterfall behind which the cave still existed — empty now, the breeding pods long decomposed, the stone chambers reclaimed by the moisture and the silence and the slow geological patience of rock.

We moved through the forest in the way that had become natural — the silent, rhythmic movement that Trilochan had taught me and that my body now performed without conscious instruction, the feet finding the firm ground, the body flowing around obstacles, the breathing calibrated to the terrain's demands. Four months of daily patrols had done what eight days of training could not: they had made the forest my environment rather than my challenge, the medium through which I moved rather than the obstacle I navigated.

The enhanced Igknamai were present but manageable. We observed three territorial groups during the patrol — each occupying a defined area, their armoured forms visible in the forest's permanent twilight, their behaviour predictable in the way that territorial animals became predictable once you understood their patterns. I documented each sighting in my notebook, adding to the population map that would be part of my briefing for the follow-up team.

"You'll miss this," Trilochan said. He was sitting on a root formation, eating the dried-meat provisions that the patrol teams carried, his bow across his knees, his expression the calm, neutral face of a man who was comfortable in the forest and who was comfortable with the person he was sharing it with.

"I will."

"The follow-up team won't patrol like you do. They'll want to observe from the platforms. Study from above. Document from a distance."

"That's their training."

"Their training is wrong. You don't learn a forest by looking down at it. You learn it by being in it. By touching the soil and smelling the bark and hearing the sounds that the canopy filters out. The platforms give you perspective. The ground gives you understanding."

"Then tell them. When they arrive. Tell them what you told me."

"I'll tell them. They won't listen. New people never listen the first time. It takes a crisis to teach what conversation can't."

"It took a crisis for me."

"No. It took a child with a bow." The almost-smile. "Saffiya taught you more than I did. She taught you to pay attention — not to the forest but to the person in front of you. The forest was a bonus."

The observation was generous and true. Saffiya had been my teacher in more than archery — her eight-year-old's certainty, her refusal to accept mediocrity, her insistence that the people she cared about would survive and that survival required competence and that competence required daily, relentless, unglamorous practice — these lessons had reshaped me more profoundly than any tactical training or biological analysis.

"Take care of her," I said.

"She doesn't need taking care of. She needs people who let her be what she is."

"An archer."

"A force. She'll lead this settlement one day. Not because she wants power but because the people who should lead are the ones who want to protect, and Saffiya wants to protect more fiercely than anyone I've ever seen. Including me."

The pride in his voice was contained but unmistakable — the pride of a man who had shaped a weapon and discovered that the weapon was, in fact, a guardian, that the skills he'd taught for survival had produced something rarer: a child who understood that strength existed to serve.

We completed the patrol as the sun descended through the canopy, the light fragmenting into the gold and red that the forest produced during its evening transition — the daily recurrence that I had watched hundreds of times and that I would, tomorrow, watch for the last time.

"Thank you," I said, as we reached the palisade.

"For what?"

"For going into the cave with me. For teaching me to move through the forest. For trusting a sky-person with your scouts."

"You earned the trust. You don't need to thank someone for giving you what you earned."

"I'm thanking you anyway."

He looked at me. The assessment was the final version — the fully calibrated opinion of a man who had started by categorising me as a variable and who now categorised me as a peer. The assessment was brief because the recalibration was complete.

"You're welcome," he said. Then he climbed the rope into the canopy and disappeared into the trees with the silent, confident movement of a man who had been going into the dark and coming back his entire life, and who would continue doing so long after the sky-person had returned to the sky.

That night, I couldn't sleep. The same insomnia that had plagued my first night in the settlement returned for my last — the mind refusing to cooperate with the body's need for rest, running instead through the inventory of everything I was about to leave behind.

I stood at the window. The canopy at night was the same canopy I'd seen four months ago — the bioluminescence, the guard lights, the darkness between them. But the same view had become a different view because the person looking at it was different. Four months ago, I had stood here as a refugee — displaced, grieving, uncertain. Now I stood here as a resident — belonging, purposeful, about to be displaced again by the very mission that had placed me here.

Footsteps on the walkway. Light, confident, familiar.

"You can't sleep either," Saffiya said. She was wearing her sleeping clothes — a tunic too large for her, the hem reaching her ankles — and her bow was not on her shoulder, which was the only way I could tell she was off-duty. Without the bow, she looked like what she was: an eight-year-old — nine now, the birthday had happened during my second month, celebrated with a new bowstring and a target shaped like an enhanced Igknamai — standing on a walkway in the middle of the night because the person she loved most (after Trilochan, after her mother) was leaving in the morning.

"No," I said. "I can't sleep."

She climbed onto the railing — the same railing that Trilochan sat on, the same casual relationship with height that defined the canopy-born. Her legs dangled. Her feet were bare, the soles calloused from years of walking on bark and branch.

"I have something for you," she said.

She reached into her tunic and produced an arrow. Not a standard arrow — a custom piece, the shaft carved from the red wood of the great trees, the fletching made from feathers that I recognised as belonging to the dusk-bird, the large dark species that crossed the sky at sunset. The stone tip was treated — the purple-tinted compound visible in the bioluminescent light — and the shaft was carved with a pattern that I recognised after a moment's study: the signal-mirror code for "home."

"I made it," she said. "The shaft, the fletching, the tip. I treated the compound myself — Devraj supervised. It's a functional arrow. You can shoot it."

"Saff—"

"Don't shoot it. Keep it. It's a Vanavasi arrow made by a Vanavasi archer for a sky-person who learned to shoot in the trees." She paused. "When you look at it, remember the training."

"I'll remember more than the training."

"I know. But the training is the part you can practice. The rest is the part you carry."

The wisdom was too large for the voice that delivered it — the particular phenomenon of children who lived in dangerous places and who developed, through proximity to consequences, an emotional intelligence that exceeded the chronological age that was supposed to limit it.

I took the arrow. The shaft was smooth under my fingers — polished by Saffiya's hands, the nine-year-old's labour visible in the care of the finish, the precision of the carving, the perfection of the fletching alignment. It was the most beautiful arrow I had ever seen. It was also the most important thing I owned.

"Thank you, Saff."

"Don't lose it."

"I won't."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

She nodded — Trilochan's nod, the contained acknowledgement. Then she slid off the railing and walked back along the walkway toward her quarters, her bare feet silent on the wooden planks, her oversized tunic swaying with each step, the nine-year-old who had been the best archer under twelve and who was now, after my departure, the settlement's finest teacher of sky-people.

She didn't look back. The not-looking-back was deliberate — the restraint of someone who understood that looking back made leaving harder and who was, at nine years old, already practising the particular discipline of loving people who left.
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The follow-up team arrived on schedule — a larger ship than ours, descending through the cloudless morning sky with the composed authority of a vessel that had been designed for diplomatic missions rather than crash-landing on alien planets. The ship settled in the grazing fields with a precision that made our original landing look like what it had been: an emergency, a barely controlled disaster, the beginning of everything that had happened since.

Commander Priya Deshmukh led the team — a tall, precise woman whose uniform was immaculate and whose eyes moved across the settlement with the rapid assessment of someone who had been briefed extensively and was now comparing the briefing to reality. Behind her, the team disembarked in the ordered formation of people accustomed to arriving in unfamiliar environments: researchers with their equipment, diplomats with their protocols, military personnel with their weapons and their wariness.

I met them on the grazing field in my Vanavasi clothing — the earth-toned tunic and trousers that I had worn every day for four months, the bow on my shoulder, the treated quiver at my hip. Commander Deshmukh's assessment of my appearance took approximately two seconds and produced an expression that was equal parts surprise and professional recalibration.

"Lieutenant Ira Sharma?" she confirmed, her tone carrying the particular hesitation of someone addressing a military officer who appeared to have gone native.

"Commander. Welcome to the Vanavasi settlement."

"You look... adapted."

"Four months will do that."

The briefing took three days. I walked Commander Deshmukh and her senior staff through everything — the Igknamai population data, the territorial maps, the enhanced variants and their biological characteristics, the Jaldev peace agreement and its provisions, the settlement's defensive protocols, the cultural dynamics that would determine the success or failure of the diplomatic mission. The briefing was thorough because I had spent four months preparing it and because the follow-up team's effectiveness depended on understanding not just the facts but the context — the relationships, the history, the particular qualities of a people who lived in trees and who judged visitors by their willingness to learn.

"The Vanavasins value competence," I told the diplomatic team. "Not credentials, not rank, not the ship you arrived in. Competence. Demonstrated, visible, verifiable competence. If you want Meenakshi's respect, show her something you can do. If you want Trilochan's trust, move through the forest without making noise. If you want the community's acceptance, eat the bark tea without grimacing."

"The bark tea is that bad?" one of the diplomats asked.

"The bark tea is an acquired taste that serves as a cultural litmus test. Your reaction to it communicates more about your adaptability than any number of diplomatic credentials. Drink it. Appreciate it. Or at least pretend to appreciate it convincingly."

The handoff was systematic — each area of my responsibility transferred to a designated member of the follow-up team, each transfer accompanied by documentation and personal introductions to the relevant Vanavasi counterparts. The Igknamai monitoring went to Dr. Rajan, a xenobiologist whose enthusiasm for the enhanced variants bordered on the academic inappropriate. The Jaldev liaison went to Diplomat Chen, whose experience with post-conflict negotiation made her the ideal choice for managing the fragile peace agreement. The military coordination went to Lieutenant Arjun, a young officer whose first ground-level patrol with Trilochan would, I suspected, produce the same combination of humility and revelation that mine had.

Meenakshi received the follow-up team with the same efficiency she'd applied to everything — direct, assessing, willing to cooperate but not willing to accommodate incompetence. Her evaluation of Commander Deshmukh was brief and, I suspected, favourable; the commander's no-nonsense approach was compatible with the elder's preference for people who said what they meant and meant what they said.

"Your predecessor was useful," Meenakshi told Commander Deshmukh, nodding toward me. "I expect the same from you."

"I intend to exceed her example."

"Good. Intention is a start. Demonstration is what matters."

On the fourth morning — my last morning — Saffiya and I went to the archery range at dawn. The session was different from every session before it, and neither of us acknowledged the difference, because acknowledging it would have been an admission that this was the end, and neither of us was ready for that admission even though the ship was warming its engines in the grazing field and the departure was scheduled for noon.

We shot in silence for the first hour. The moving targets, the elevated targets, the rapid-transition exercise that Saffiya had designed and that had become my favourite drill — the four-target sequence that required the draw-hold-redirect technique she'd taught me on the sixth morning of our training, the technique that had saved lives during the Igknamai combat at the waterfall.

I hit ten of ten. Every target. Every transition. The arrows landing centre with a precision that was, I knew, the best I had ever shot and that was, I also knew, the result of four months of daily work with a teacher who accepted nothing less than perfection from the people she taught.

Saffiya lowered her bow. She looked at the targets. She looked at me. The assessment was the final version — the professional evaluation of a teacher releasing a student, the judgment that the student had achieved the level that the teacher was prepared to endorse.

"You're ready," she said.

"For what?"

"For anything the sky throws at you." She paused. "Your upward transition is acceptable."

"Acceptable?"

"Fine. It's good." The admission was extracted with the reluctance of a perfectionist conceding excellence. "It's very good. Better than most of the adults. Almost as good as mine."

"Almost?"

"Almost. I maintain standards."

I knelt beside her. The range was empty — just the two of us, the targets, the morning light filtering through the canopy in the gold-and-green that had become the colour of my mornings. I took the arrow she'd given me — the custom arrow, the red-wood shaft with the dusk-bird fletching and the "home" carving — from my quiver. I held it between us.

"This is the most important thing I own," I said.

"It's an arrow."

"It's the arrow you made me. There's a difference."

Her composure held for three seconds. Then it broke — not catastrophically, not the dramatic collapse of a child overwhelmed by emotion, but the quiet breach of someone whose defences were strong but not infinite, whose training had prepared her for Igknamai but not for goodbye.

The tears came. Small, contained — Saffiya's tears, disciplined even in grief. She didn't make sound. She didn't wipe them away. She let them fall, one at a time, down cheeks that were still soft with the particular softness of childhood, the skin that had not yet been weathered by the decades of forest living that would eventually shape it into the mapped, enduring face of a Vanavasi elder.

I pulled her close. The embrace was the embrace of two people who had found each other in improbable circumstances — a sky-person and a forest-child, a student and a teacher, two archers whose bond had been forged in the daily repetition of draw and release and the mutual insistence on excellence that was, they had discovered, a form of love.

"I'll come back," I said.

"I know." Her voice was steady. The tears continued but the voice was steady — the discipline of someone who would not allow her grief to compromise her clarity. "And when you do, bring your bow. We'll see if you've been practising."

"I'll be practising."

"You better be. The sky-person who trained with Saffiya of the Vanavasins doesn't get to be mediocre."

"Never."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

The word was a thread connecting two people across the distance that would separate them — the particular, fragile, indestructible thread of a promise made between a woman and a child on an archery range at dawn, the thread that would stretch across light-years and two-week communication delays and the immeasurable distance between a forest and a sky, and that would hold, because the people who made it were the kind of people whose promises held.
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The ship rose through the atmosphere with a smoothness that our original vessel — the battered, crashed, Jaldev-imprisoned ship that Rudra had piloted out of a stone shaft in the middle of the night — could not have achieved. Commander Deshmukh's vessel was newer, larger, designed for the kind of atmospheric exits that didn't rattle your teeth or make your organs feel like they were rearranging themselves inside your body. The acceleration was firm but controlled, the g-forces pressing me into the seat with the measured insistence of a machine that had been engineered to keep its passengers comfortable while removing them from a planet's gravitational embrace.

I watched the planet shrink through the viewport. The forest — the enormous, ancient, red-barked forest that had been my home for four months — was visible as a green-and-brown mass that covered the continent's interior, the canopy so dense that the settlement was invisible from altitude. Somewhere in that green mass, Saffiya was on the archery range. Trilochan was on patrol. Zara was in the Damini Healing Centre, treating a patient with the hybrid medical practice that she had built from the fusion of two worlds. Govind was preparing a story for the evening gathering. Meenakshi was assessing the follow-up team with her bark-coloured eyes and her five decades of survival-tested judgment.

The coast was visible — the Jaldev settlement a pattern of white stone and blue water, the cliffs catching the midday sun, the water channels reflecting light in silver threads. The peace agreement was holding. The territorial boundaries were being respected. The diplomatic work that Ananya had initiated was being continued by her successors with the institutional momentum that treaties generated when they served both parties' interests.

The planet became a sphere. The sphere became a disc. The disc became a point of light among other points of light, and then it was gone — absorbed into the star field that was the universe's way of reminding every departing traveller that the place they were leaving was, in cosmic terms, very small.

"You okay?" Kobe asked. He was seated across the aisle, his expression carrying the particular concern of a friend who had watched another friend stare out a viewport for forty minutes without blinking.

"I'm okay."

"You don't look okay."

"I look like someone who just left a planet. It takes a moment."

"It took me a moment too. When we left, four months ago. I stood at the viewport and watched until I couldn't see the forest anymore, and then I watched the stars for another hour because looking at anything inside the ship felt wrong."

"What made it feel right again?"

"Time. Food. Oz talking about the signal relay for three hours straight until I wanted to throw him out the airlock. The normal things. The human things that remind you that you exist in the present even when your heart is in the past."

The ship's corridor led to the crew quarters — a section of the vessel designated for the returning team, our spaces assigned with the military precision that Commander Deshmukh applied to everything. My quarters were small, functional, equipped with the standard amenities of a long-range vessel: a bed, a desk, a viewport, a communication terminal. The terminal blinked with waiting messages — Rudra's latest transmission, sent from whatever mission command had dispatched him to, the two-week delay meaning his words were a record of who he'd been fourteen days ago rather than who he was now.

I opened the message.

"Ira. The follow-up team should have arrived by now. If you're reading this on the return ship, then you're on your way home. Home is a word I've been thinking about. It used to mean the station — the quarters, the mess, the operational centre where the crew and I spent our between-mission days. It was functional. Adequate. It was where I lived without living in it. Since the forest, home has become a person. You. Wherever you are is where the word means what it's supposed to mean. I'm on assignment — details classified, but it's routine, the kind of mission that command gives captains to keep them occupied while their hearts are on other planets. I'll be at the station when you dock. I'll be at the ramp. I've been waiting four months. A few more days is nothing. A few more days is everything. Come home. — R."

I read the message twice. The second reading was for the parts that the first reading's tears had obscured — the sentences in the middle, the casual revelation that he had been thinking about the word "home" and that the thinking had produced a conclusion that he expressed with the precision of a captain and the vulnerability of a man who had learned, on a wooden platform at sunset, that vulnerability was not weakness but a specific form of courage.

I placed the arrow — Saffiya's arrow, the red-wood shaft with the dusk-bird fletching and the "home" carving — on the desk beside the terminal. The arrow and the message occupied the same surface, the same space, the physical objects that connected me to the two places that the word "home" now meant: the forest that had made me, and the man who was waiting.

The transit took eighteen days. Eighteen days of ship routines — meals in the mess, exercise in the fitness bay, briefing sessions with Commander Deshmukh's staff that gradually transitioned from my providing information to their asking questions to the particular conversation that happened when information transfer became collaboration. The follow-up team's researchers were sharp, curious, and increasingly fascinated by the data I'd collected — the Igknamai population analysis, the enhanced-variant biology, the territorial mapping that revealed patterns in the creatures' behaviour that correlated with the forest's seasonal cycles.

Dr. Rajan cornered me in the mess on the tenth day, her datapad covered in the population graphs I'd compiled. "The breeding cycle correlates with the rainfall pattern," she said, her voice carrying the particular excitement of a scientist who had found a connection that made the data sing. "The enhanced variants breed during the wet season — the moisture requirement that you identified in the Hybrid's cave. The natural Igknamai breed year-round. The Hybrid's modifications introduced a seasonal constraint that the original biology didn't have."

"Which means the enhanced population is self-limiting," I said, the biological analysis activating the part of my mind that the forest had trained. "The wet season is four months. If breeding only occurs during those four months, the population growth rate is capped. The enhanced Igknamai will reach an equilibrium — a maximum population that the seasonal constraint enforces."

"Exactly. The Hybrid designed them for military purposes, not ecological sustainability. His modifications were tactically brilliant and biologically flawed. The armoured variants are formidable, but they'll never outnumber the standard Igknamai because their reproduction is seasonally limited."

"The Vanavasins will outlast them."

"The Vanavasins will outlast everything. That's what living in trees for generations teaches you — patience. The enhanced Igknamai are a problem that time will solve."

The analysis was comforting in the way that understanding was always comforting — the knowledge that the threat had a limit, that the Hybrid's legacy was bounded by the biology he had introduced, that the forest would, in its patient, geological way, absorb even this disruption and return to something resembling balance.

On the eighteenth day, the station appeared — a structure in orbit around the system's central planet, the metallic construction that I had left months ago as a pilot's backup on a routine mission and that I was returning to as a person who had killed a monster and trained with a child and loved a man on a wooden platform and learned that the word "home" could mean a forest and a sky simultaneously.

The docking was smooth. The airlock opened. The corridor beyond was station-standard — grey walls, fluorescent lighting, the recycled air that smelled of metal and humanity and the particular absence of nature that characterised all human constructions in space. After four months of bark and resin and bioluminescence, the station's artificial environment was a sensory shock — not unpleasant but stark, the contrast between organic and manufactured so pronounced that my body noticed it in the way that a swimmer notices the temperature change between the ocean and a pool.

He was at the ramp. As promised.

Rudra stood at the end of the docking corridor with his uniform pressed and his posture correct and his face carrying the expression of a man who had been counting days and who was now watching the count reach zero. Behind him, Oz and Kobe and Troy stood in a formation that was not military but familial — the crew assembled not because protocol required it but because the person arriving was their person and her arrival warranted their presence.

I walked toward him. The corridor was thirty metres long, and each metre reduced the distance that had defined the last four months — the physical distance between a forest and a station, the emotional distance between separation and reunion, the temporal distance between the sunset platform where we'd first kissed and this grey corridor where we would confirm that the choice made on one planet survived the transit to another.

At ten metres, I could see his eyes. Dark. Warm. Carrying the particular quality that I had missed most — the intelligence and the vulnerability existing simultaneously, the captain and the man occupying the same gaze.

At five metres, I could see his hands. They were at his sides — the disciplined posture of a man maintaining composure in front of his crew. But his fingers were moving — the small, involuntary tremor of someone whose body was ahead of his mind, whose physical self was already reaching for the person approaching while his professional self was still standing at attention.

At zero metres, I stopped.

"Lieutenant Sharma reporting for duty, Captain."

"Lieutenant." His voice was steady. His eyes were not. "Welcome home."

"It's good to be home."

The kiss happened in front of the crew because the kiss was not a private matter anymore — it was a public fact, the confirmation of a choice that had been made on a planet four months ago and that was now being ratified in the corridor of a station that would be their shared context going forward. Oz cheered. Kobe applauded. Troy, the quiet one, smiled the particular smile of a man who had carved a wooden figure of two people embracing and who was now watching the real version of what he'd imagined.

Rudra's arms were around me. The embrace was different from Saffiya's embrace, different from Zara's, different from every other physical contact I'd experienced in four months. It was the embrace of the person who matched — the specific, irreplaceable warmth that no forest heat and no bioluminescent glow and no bark tea could substitute for.

"I brought you something," I murmured against his chest.

"What?"

"A Vanavasi arrow. Made by the best archer under twelve. Well — she's nine now, so the best archer under ten."

"She sounds formidable."

"She's the most formidable person I've ever met. Including you."

"Including me?"

"Including you. She's nine and she brought down an armoured Igknamai with two shots to the articulation gaps. You've never done that."

"I've never had the opportunity."

"Then we'll have to go back so you can try."

"We will go back." The certainty in his voice was the captain's certainty — the absolute, unqualified commitment that characterised the promises he kept. "We'll go back together."
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The horses of the Vanavasi settlement were not domesticated in the way I understood domestication. They were partnered — a distinction that Govind explained during my second week, when I watched a young rider approach a mare in the paddock and wait, motionless, for seven minutes until the horse chose to come to her.

"We don't break horses," Govind said. "Breaking implies that the animal's will is an obstacle to be overcome. Our tradition holds that the horse's will is a resource to be engaged. A broken horse obeys. A partnered horse collaborates. The difference is the difference between a tool and an ally, and in a forest full of Igknamai, you want allies, not tools."

The horse master was a woman named Kavitha — tall, lean, her skin darkened by decades of outdoor work, her hands carrying the particular calluses of someone who spent her days handling leather and rope and the muscled bodies of animals that weighed six hundred kilograms and that could, if they chose, end a human life with a single kick. Kavitha spoke to her horses the way Meenakshi spoke to the settlement: with authority that was earned rather than assumed, with a voice that expected compliance because compliance was in both parties' interest.

She found me on the observation platform one morning — the third week of my liaison period — and studied me with the frank assessment of someone who had heard about the sky-person and who had formed opinions that she was now testing against evidence.

"Govind says you ride," she said.

"I rode as a child. My mother trained horses."

"Trained them how?"

"She—" I paused. The memory was specific: my mother in the paddock, her voice low and steady, her hands moving across a young horse's flank with the particular patience of someone who understood that trust was built through repetition, not speed. "She believed in patience. She said that a horse that trusted you was worth ten horses that feared you, because trust doesn't panic and fear always does."

Kavitha's expression shifted — the assessment updating, the opinion recalibrating. "Your mother was right. Come. I have a horse that needs a partner, and the horse has been refusing everyone I've offered."

The horse was named Chandni — a mare, silver-grey, sixteen hands, with eyes that assessed me with the same frank evaluation that Kavitha had deployed. Chandni had been partnered with a scout who had died during an Igknamai encounter six months before my arrival — the horse had refused every subsequent rider, not through aggression but through the passive resistance of an animal that had bonded with one person and that was not prepared to accept a substitute.

"She's grieving," Kavitha said. "Horses grieve. Not the way we do — not with stories and ceremonies and the specific human architecture of loss. But they know when someone is gone. They wait. They look for the person. When the person doesn't come back, they withdraw. Chandni has been withdrawn for six months."

I entered the paddock. Chandni was at the far end, her head down, her posture carrying the particular quality of an animal that was tolerating its environment rather than engaging with it — present but not participating, the equine equivalent of Rudra's post-betrayal withdrawal, the living creature's response to a loss it couldn't process and couldn't prevent.

I stood ten metres from her. I didn't approach. I didn't call. I didn't extend a hand or offer food or make the gestures that impatient people made when they wanted an animal's attention. I stood, and I waited, and I let the silence do what silence was designed to do: communicate the absence of threat.

Seven minutes. Then ten. Then fifteen.

On the twentieth minute, Chandni raised her head. Her nostrils flared — reading me, the scent of a person she didn't know, the chemical information that a horse's olfactory system processed with a sophistication that human science barely understood. She took a step forward. Then another. Then she stopped, her head tilted, her dark eyes fixed on mine with the particular intensity of an animal making a decision.

I breathed. The breath was deliberate — slow, deep, visible. My mother had taught me that horses read breath the way humans read faces: the rhythm communicated emotion, the depth communicated intention, the steadiness communicated safety. I breathed the way my mother had breathed in the paddock — the slow, patient exhalation of a person who had nowhere to be and nothing to prove and all the time in the world.

Chandni came to me. The approach was not sudden — it was gradual, cautious, each step a test, the horse evaluating my response to her proximity with the precision of a scientist running sequential trials. When she reached me, she lowered her head and pressed her nose against my chest — the contact warm, soft, the horse's breath creating a circle of heat against the fabric of my tunic.

I placed my hand on her neck. The muscle beneath the skin was taut — the tension of an animal that had been holding itself apart from contact for six months and that was now, tentatively, allowing the contact to resume. I felt her trembling — not fear but the release of something that had been contained, the particular vibration of a body letting go of the rigidity it had maintained against grief.

"She chose you," Kavitha said, from the fence. The horse master's voice was quiet — the reverence of a professional witnessing something that her profession had taught her to value. "That's the first time she's approached anyone since Dhruv died."

"What was Dhruv like?"

"Patient. Quiet. He let the forest teach him instead of trying to teach the forest. He was—" Kavitha paused, the sentence reshaping itself around an emotion that surprised her. "He was the kind of person horses trusted. The kind that doesn't need to announce their presence because the presence speaks for itself."

"He sounds like someone I would have liked."

"You would have. And he would have liked you. The horse knows — they recognise qualities in people that people themselves can't see. If Chandni chose you, it's because she found in you whatever she found in Dhruv. The specific quality that made her feel safe."

The partnership was established that morning. Over the following weeks, Chandni and I developed the particular communication that existed between a rider and a mount — the language of weight and pressure and breath that my mother had taught me and that Chandni's sensitivity made possible. I rode her on the ground-level operations, the horse's forest instincts complementing my trained movement, her awareness of the Igknamai providing an early-warning system that exceeded the scouts' sensory capabilities. Chandni could detect an Igknamai at two hundred metres — her ears pricking, her body stiffening, the direction of her attention indicating the threat's position with the reliability of a biological compass.

The patrols changed when I rode Chandni. The horse's speed allowed us to cover more ground, and her sensitivity allowed us to avoid encounters that foot patrols would have stumbled into. Trilochan observed the change with his characteristic restraint: "The horse is an improvement," he said, which was Trilochan's way of saying that the partnership had transformed the patrol's effectiveness and that he was impressed.

The most significant moment came during a patrol in the third month, when Chandni detected an enhanced Igknamai pack — four armoured variants, moving in formation through the eastern territory. The horse's reaction was different from her standard Igknamai alert: more intense, more urgent, her body pressing backward against the reins with a force that communicated not just detection but alarm.

I signalled the patrol to halt. We observed from a concealed position as the four enhanced Igknamai moved through a clearing — their behaviour coordinated, purposeful, the remnant of the Hybrid's programming visible in the way they maintained formation. They were heading toward the grazing fields.

"Chandni knew," Govind said, later, after we had alerted the settlement and the archers had deployed the fire-and-volume technique that eliminated the pack before it reached the palisade. "The standard Igknamai didn't trigger that response. Only the enhanced ones."

"She can distinguish them. The enhanced variants must have a different scent — the armour plating, the modified biology. Chandni's nose reads the chemical difference."

"That's an intelligence asset. If the horses can distinguish enhanced from standard, they can provide advance warning that our scouts can't match."

The observation led to a programme — Kavitha working with the scout teams to integrate horses into the patrol system, using the animals' enhanced detection as a complement to the human observation. The programme was established during my fourth month and was, I knew, one of the contributions that would outlast my departure — a lasting change to the settlement's defensive capability that had originated from a grieving horse choosing a sky-person in a paddock.

Chandni was the hardest goodbye. Harder than Trilochan's contained nod. Harder than Govind's warm embrace. Harder, even, than Saffiya's tears — because Saffiya understood departure, and Chandni did not. The horse knew that the person she had chosen was leaving, because horses read absence the way they read breath — through the body, through the chemistry of proximity, through the particular vibration that a person's presence created in the space around them. She knew. And the knowing produced the same withdrawal that Dhruv's death had produced — the lowered head, the turned body, the passive refusal to engage.

I spent my last evening in the paddock with Chandni. I stood beside her, my hand on her neck, and breathed the slow, patient breath that my mother had taught me. The horse's trembling returned — the release, the letting go. She pressed her nose against my chest one final time, and the warmth of her breath through the fabric was the warmth of every goodbye I had ever experienced and every goodbye I would ever experience again, concentrated into a single, circular point of heat against my heart.

"I'll come back," I told her. The horse didn't understand the words, but she understood the voice — the tone, the rhythm, the breath — and the understanding was enough.
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Harish's forge was the only structure in the Vanavasi settlement that existed at ground level — a deliberate exception to the canopy-dwelling principle, because the work of metalsmithing required earth and fire and the particular relationship with gravity that elevated platforms could not provide. The forge was built into the root system of the settlement's largest tree, the massive trunk forming one wall while the roots created the others, the natural architecture of the tree providing a shelter that was simultaneously underground and above-ground, the geological equivalent of the tree-huts above.

The first time I visited the forge was during my second week, when Trilochan took me to collect the treated arrowheads for the reconnaissance mission. The descent was performed on a separate rope system — not the main tree-lift but a dedicated line that dropped from the garrison platform directly to the forge's entrance, the rope worn smooth by years of use, the fibres carrying the particular smell of metal and smoke that rose from the work below.

Harish was a small man — smaller than expected for someone whose craft involved hammering metal on an anvil for hours at a stretch. His arms were disproportionately muscled, the biceps and forearms carrying the development of decades of repetitive heavy work, but the rest of his body was slight, wiry, the physique of a person who burned calories at the rate his forge burned charcoal. His face was mapped with scars — small, numerous, the accumulated evidence of a lifetime working with hot metal and sharp edges in a space where the available light was firelight and the available margin for error was slim.

"Sky-person," he said, when Trilochan introduced me. His tone was not unfriendly but not warm — the neutral assessment of a craftsman who measured people by their utility and who had not yet determined mine. "Can you work metal?"

"No."

"Can you work wood?"

"No."

"Can you work fire?"

"I can start one."

"Starting is the easy part. Working fire — controlling it, directing it, making it do what you need instead of what it wants — that's the craft. Fire wants to burn. The smith's job is to turn wanting into making." He gestured at the forge — the stone-and-clay construction that housed the charcoal bed, the bellows made from leather and wood that controlled the air supply, the anvil that was the forge's centrepiece: a block of iron-rich stone that had been shaped, over generations of use, into the particular geometry that the Vanavasi smithing tradition required. "Everything in this settlement that cuts, pierces, or holds comes from here. Every arrowhead. Every knife. Every nail in every walkway. The canopy exists because the forge exists."

The observation was not boastful — it was factual, delivered with the matter-of-fact precision of a man who understood his position in the settlement's ecosystem and who did not require external validation to confirm it. Harish was the foundation. The archers could shoot, the scouts could track, the elder could govern — but without the smith who made the arrowheads and the nails and the iron gates and the fire-tipped weapons that defended against the Igknamai, the settlement's vertical civilisation would be a collection of wooden huts without the structural integrity to survive.

I returned to the forge repeatedly during my four months. The visits were partly operational — the enhanced Igknamai required modifications to the existing weapon systems, and my biological knowledge of the creatures' physiology informed Harish's design process — but they were also personal. The forge was the only place in the settlement where the ground was not the enemy's territory but a workspace, where the earth was a resource rather than a risk, and the experience of standing on solid stone with fire beside me and metal under the hammer was, in a way I hadn't expected, grounding. The canopy was home. The forge was foundation.

Harish taught me to work the bellows — the rhythmic pumping that controlled the charcoal bed's temperature, the air supply that was the forge's breathing, the mechanical lungs that converted the smith's labour into the heat that converted ore into tools. The work was physical — the bellows required consistent force, the rhythm maintained over hours, the body serving the fire the way a musician served an instrument: through repetition, through discipline, through the willingness to subordinate personal comfort to the process's demands.

"The fire doesn't care about you," Harish said, as I pumped the bellows while he hammered a new batch of arrowheads — the modified tips designed for the enhanced Igknamai, the stone-and-iron composite that could penetrate the armoured plating when the fire-and-volume technique created the brittle window. "It doesn't care about your mood, your fatigue, your preferences. It cares about air and fuel and temperature. Give it what it needs and it gives you what you need. Neglect it and it gives you slag."

"Sounds like the forest."

"The forest and the forge are the same teacher. They both reward attention and punish negligence. The difference is timing — the forest's punishment comes from the Igknamai, which arrive on their own schedule. The forge's punishment is immediate. Touch the hot metal without preparation and you learn the lesson in the time it takes your skin to blister."

He held up his scarred hands — the evidence of lessons learned. "Every scar is a conversation with the forge. The forge said 'pay attention' and I didn't, and the forge left a reminder. After enough reminders, you pay attention permanently."

The arrowhead design evolved during my months at the forge. The original treated tips — stone ground to a point, the purple-tinted compound applied to the surface — were effective against standard Igknamai but insufficient against the enhanced variants' armoured plating. Harish and I developed a new design: a composite tip that combined the stone's sharpness with an iron core, the metal providing the mass needed to penetrate compromised armour while the stone provided the surface area for the treated compound.

The process was iterative — we produced prototypes, tested them against samples of shed armour plating collected from the enhanced Igknamai's territorial areas (the creatures shed plating segments periodically, the way snakes shed skin, and the shed pieces provided test material that could be studied without engaging live creatures), evaluated the results, and refined the design. The work was the intersection of my biological knowledge and Harish's metallurgical expertise — the particular collaboration that emerged when two different forms of understanding converged on a shared problem.

"You think like a smith," Harish told me, during the seventh iteration, when the composite tip finally achieved consistent penetration on the test plates. "You test. You evaluate. You adjust. You don't assume that the first attempt will work. Most people assume. Smiths and scientists don't."

"Scientists and smiths have the same relationship with failure. We expect it. We learn from it. We don't treat it as a verdict."

"Exactly. Failure is information. Success is also information. The forge doesn't distinguish between them — it gives you both and lets you decide which one teaches more."

The final composite arrowhead — the design that would become the settlement's standard anti-enhanced-Igknamai weapon — was produced during my third month. The production was celebrated in the forge with a quiet ritual that Harish performed: the first completed arrowhead placed on the anvil, a single strike of the hammer to test the resonance (the sound told the smith whether the metal was true — a clear, bell-like ring meant the composite was sound; a dull thud meant flaws), and then the arrowhead handed to me.

"You designed it," he said. "You should carry the first one."

"You made it."

"Making is execution. Designing is creation. Creation outranks execution in the forge's hierarchy." He placed the arrowhead in my palm — warm from the forge, the weight of it surprising for its size, the iron core dense and solid, the stone exterior sharp enough to draw blood if I closed my fingers carelessly. "This is what collaboration looks like. The sky brought the knowledge. The forge gave it form."

I carried that arrowhead — the first of the composite design — in the same pouch where I kept the smooth red-brown stone I'd collected during the reconnaissance. Two objects. One from the forest floor, one from the forge. Together, they represented the two foundations of the Vanavasi settlement: the earth that grew the trees and the fire that shaped the metal that held the trees together.

The forge's most significant contribution to the settlement's defence came during the enhanced Igknamai's territorial expansion in my third month. The creatures had established a permanent presence in the eastern forest — twelve to fifteen armoured individuals occupying a territory that overlapped with the settlement's primary foraging routes. The overlap was not coincidental — the enhanced Igknamai had, through the Hybrid's residual programming, identified the same resource-rich areas that the Vanavasins depended on, creating a competition for the forest floor that the settlement could not afford to lose.

Harish proposed a solution that was characteristically direct: forge iron caltrops — four-pointed metal devices that would be distributed across the foraging routes, their points treated with the nerve-disrupting compound. The enhanced Igknamai's armoured plating protected their bodies but not their feet — the underbelly and foot-pads remained standard hide, vulnerable to the treated compound. The caltrops would create a defensive perimeter that the creatures could not cross without absorbing the compound through their foot-pads, the ground-level equivalent of the palisade's aerial defence.

The production was massive — Harish worked twelve-hour days for two weeks, the forge burning continuously, the bellows pumped by a rotating crew of volunteers that included me, Govind, and three young apprentices who Harish was training with the same exacting standards that Saffiya applied to archery. The caltrops emerged from the forge in batches of fifty — each one hand-shaped, each point tested for sharpness, each surface treated with the compound that Devraj prepared in his healing hut using the same plant-based chemistry that the arrowheads used.

We distributed them at night — ground-level operations, the most dangerous work the settlement performed, conducted in the hours when the enhanced Igknamai were least active. The caltrops were positioned at the boundaries of the foraging territory, creating a border that was invisible from above but devastating from below. The technique worked: within a week, the enhanced Igknamai had withdrawn from the foraging routes, their territorial boundaries shifting eastward, away from the treated ground, the creatures' instinctive avoidance of pain overriding the Hybrid's residual programming.

The foraging routes were secure. The settlement's food supply was protected. And the forge — Harish's ground-level exception to the canopy rule — had once again demonstrated that the foundation of the Vanavasins' elevated civilisation was, literally and figuratively, beneath them.
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Devraj's healing hut occupied a platform on the settlement's eastern edge — elevated, windward, positioned to catch the cross-breeze that carried the forest's herbal scent through the open walls and that served, Devraj claimed, a therapeutic purpose beyond ventilation. "The forest breathes medicine," he said, during my first visit. "The air here carries compounds that reduce inflammation, lower cortisol, promote healing. The trees evolved to protect themselves from disease, and the chemical defences they produce benefit everything in proximity — including us."

The healing hut was the settlement's hospital, pharmacy, and research laboratory combined. The shelves were lined with preparations — dried herbs in woven pouches, liquid tinctures in clay vessels sealed with beeswax, poultices wrapped in broad leaves and stored in the cool shade beneath the platform's edge. Each preparation was labelled with a system of coloured threads that Devraj had developed — red for pain relief, blue for fever reduction, green for wound treatment, yellow for internal ailments — the colour coding allowing rapid identification in emergencies when reading labels was a luxury the situation didn't permit.

Devraj himself was a contradiction — gentle in manner, fierce in competence. He moved through the healing hut with the unhurried precision of someone who had treated every injury the forest could produce and who no longer felt the urgency that less experienced healers confused with effectiveness. His hands were large, his fingers thick — the hands of a farmer or a builder, not the delicate instruments that I associated with medical work — but they moved with a sensitivity that belied their appearance, the touch diagnostic and therapeutic simultaneously.

"You're a biologist," he said, when I arrived for my first appointment — a routine assessment that Meenakshi had mandated for all newcomers. "Govind told me. You study living things."

"I study them. I don't heal them."

"Studying and healing are closer than you think. Both require observation. Both require patience. Both require the willingness to admit that you don't know what you're seeing until you've seen it enough times to recognise the pattern." He examined my hands — turning them, studying the calluses from the rope work, the small cuts from the archery training, the bruise on my palm from the observation platform's railing. "Your body is adapting. The calluses are forming in the correct locations — the rope-handling pattern. The cuts are superficial and healing well. Your immune system is engaging with the local microbiology without adverse reaction. You're compatible."

"Compatible with what?"

"With the forest. Not everyone is. Some sky-people — the ones who came before you, the earlier expeditions — developed allergic reactions to the local pollens, infections from the microbial environment, immune responses that their bodies couldn't regulate. They had to leave. The forest rejected them."

"And if I'm compatible?"

"Then the forest will teach you things that your biology training didn't cover. The living pharmacy of this world is more sophisticated than anything humans have manufactured. Every plant here is a chemical factory. Every root system is a delivery mechanism. The trees communicate through fungal networks that distribute nutrients and chemical warnings — when one tree is attacked by insects, it releases compounds that travel through the network and trigger defensive responses in trees hundreds of metres away. The forest is a single organism. We live inside it."

The education began that afternoon. Devraj took me on a ground-level expedition — the two of us, escorted by a pair of scouts, descending to the forest floor to collect the plant materials that the healing hut required. The expedition was dangerous by definition — ground level was Igknamai territory — but Devraj conducted it with the calm authority of someone who had been making these collections for decades and who understood the risks with the precision that long experience produced.

"The Igknamai avoid certain plants," he explained, as we moved through the underbrush. His hands worked continuously — selecting leaves, cutting roots, peeling bark — the movements automatic, the knowledge stored in his muscles rather than his mind. "The treated compound we use on the arrowheads is derived from a root that the Igknamai instinctively avoid. They can smell it at fifty metres. The compound disrupts their neural pathways — the same disruption that makes it an effective weapon also makes it a deterrent. We carry it when we collect. The smell keeps them at a distance."

He handed me a root — thick, gnarled, the colour of dried blood. The smell was intense — sharp, astringent, carrying a chemical bite that registered in my sinuses before it reached my olfactory cortex. The smell was unpleasant in the way that effective medicine was often unpleasant: the potency announced by the discomfort.

"This is Raktamool," Devraj said. "The blood root. It's the foundation of seventy percent of our preparations. The nerve-disrupting compound. The wound treatment — different concentration, different preparation, same root. The fever reducer — extracted from the bark of the same plant, processed differently. One root, multiple applications. The forest's efficiency."

I studied the root with my biologist's eye — the cellular structure visible in the cross-section where Devraj had cut it, the concentric rings of growth, the dark centre where the active compounds were concentrated. The biology was sophisticated — a plant that had evolved to produce neurotoxins as a defence against the Igknamai, the chemical warfare of the vegetable kingdom directed against the animal kingdom, the arms race that had been running for millennia before the Vanavasins arrived and that the Vanavasins had learned to exploit.

"How did the first Vanavasins discover the root's properties?" I asked.

"The way all medicine is discovered. Observation, accident, and courage. Someone watched the Igknamai avoid a patch of these plants. Someone else touched the root and experienced numbness. Someone — probably someone very brave or very foolish — tasted it and survived to report the effects. The knowledge accumulated over generations, each generation adding to the understanding, each healer contributing observations that refined the applications. The healing hut's current pharmacopoeia is the product of two hundred years of empirical research conducted without laboratories, without instruments, without the theoretical framework that your science provides. And yet" — he held up the root — "the results are as effective as anything your manufactured pharmaceuticals can produce."

"More effective, in some cases. The nerve-disrupting compound has no analogue in our pharmacology. If we could synthesise it, it would revolutionise anaesthesia."

Devraj's expression shifted — the healer acknowledging a compliment from a scientist, the professional recognition that bridged two traditions. "Synthesise it and you'll miss the art. The root's properties change with the season, the soil, the rainfall. The preparation must adjust — more concentration in the dry season, less in the wet, different processing for different applications. The healer's skill is the adjustment. The machine's limitation is consistency."

"You're describing personalised medicine."

"I'm describing healing. Medicine that doesn't adjust to the patient isn't medicine — it's manufacturing."

Zara arrived at the healing hut during my third week — not as a patient but as a student. The doctor's transition from ship medical officer to forest healer was gradual but deliberate, driven by the same curiosity that had made her an excellent physician and the same adaptability that had allowed her to treat casualties in a cave while the Igknamai swarmed outside.

Devraj accepted her as an apprentice with the gruff acknowledgment that characterised his interactions with competent people: "You know bodies. I'll teach you plants. Between us, we'll cover everything."

The partnership was transformative. Zara brought the anatomical knowledge that Devraj's tradition lacked — the understanding of internal organs, circulatory systems, surgical techniques that the Vanavasi healers had never encountered. Devraj brought the botanical expertise that Zara's training had never included — the living pharmacy of the forest, the preparations that treated conditions Zara had previously managed with manufactured drugs, the holistic approach that treated the person rather than the symptom.

The fusion produced innovations that neither tradition could have generated alone. Zara's understanding of infection led to improved wound-treatment protocols — the traditional poultice enhanced with aseptic techniques that reduced the complication rate. Devraj's knowledge of nerve-disrupting compounds led to the development of a topical anaesthetic that Zara used during surgical procedures — a preparation that eliminated pain without the systemic effects of injectable anaesthetics.

The healing centre that Zara and Devraj built together — the expanded facility that they named after Damini, the crew member who had died during the Igknamai attack — was the physical manifestation of their collaboration. Two wings: one traditional, one modern. One using the forest's preparations, the other using the ship's medical supplies that the follow-up team had brought. The patients could choose, or the healers could recommend a combination. The centre was a bridge between two worlds, and the bridge was built by two people who had recognised that the other's knowledge was not a replacement for their own but a complement to it.

I spent many evenings in the healing centre during my liaison months — partly because the work was fascinating and partly because the atmosphere was the most peaceful in the settlement. The combination of Devraj's herbal preparations and Zara's quiet competence created an environment that was simultaneously clinical and warm, the healing space embodying the fusion of traditions that the centre represented.

On one of those evenings, Devraj asked me about human disease — the specific conditions that my biology training had covered and that his tradition had never encountered. I described cancer — the uncontrolled cell division, the metastasis, the particular cruelty of a disease that was the body turning against itself. Devraj listened with the focused intensity of a healer encountering a new enemy, his expression moving from curiosity to concern to the particular determination that I had seen in Trilochan's face when he assessed a new Igknamai threat.

"The body attacking itself," he repeated. "We have a plant for that."

"For cancer?"

"For the body's confusion. A root that reminds the cells what they are supposed to do. We use it when the body's healing goes wrong — when a wound creates growth instead of repair, when the scar tissue expands beyond the injury. The root contains compounds that... regulate. That tell the cells to stop growing when the growth is no longer needed."

"That sounds like it could be significant."

"It is significant. For the Vanavasins, it's routine medicine. For you, it may be something more." He retrieved a small clay vessel from the shelf — the colour-coded thread was white, a colour I hadn't seen before. "This is different from the others. This is research, not treatment. I've been studying this preparation for twenty years, and I haven't finished understanding it. Take it. Give it to your scientists. Let them study it with their instruments. Maybe the sky can see what the forest can't."

I took the vessel. The weight of it was insignificant — a few grams of dried preparation in a clay container. The weight of its potential was immeasurable.
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Govind kept the stories in his body. Not metaphorically — literally. The Vanavasi oral tradition was stored in muscle memory, in breath patterns, in the specific postures and gestures that accompanied each narrative, the physical vocabulary of a storytelling practice that predated written language and that regarded writing as an inferior technology for the preservation of truth.

"Words on a page are dead," Govind told me, during the first of what would become our regular evening sessions. "They don't breathe. They don't change. They say the same thing every time you read them, regardless of who's reading, regardless of the season, regardless of what's happening in the world. A story that's alive changes every time it's told — the teller adjusts to the audience, the season adjusts the emphasis, the world's condition adjusts the meaning. The same story told during a drought means something different than the same story told during plenty. Writing can't do that. The teller can."

We were on the gathering platform — the large, flat space at the settlement's centre where the community assembled for meals, ceremonies, and the nightly storytelling that was, I was learning, the primary mechanism through which the Vanavasi culture maintained its coherence. The platform was illuminated by oil lamps — the amber light creating the particular atmosphere that Govind required for his craft, the warmth and intimacy of firelight being, he insisted, an essential element of the storytelling experience.

"The lamps are not decoration," he said, noticing my gaze. "The light is part of the story. When I tell the founding narrative — the story of the first Vanavasins who climbed the trees to escape the Igknamai — the lamps are turned low. The shadows are the Igknamai. The darkness beyond the platform is the ground. The audience experiences the fear because the environment creates it. When I tell the harvest stories — the celebrations, the abundance — the lamps are bright, the food is present, the children sit in front. The environment creates the joy."

His craft was sophisticated — more sophisticated than I had expected from what I had initially dismissed (with the particular arrogance of a scientist encountering an art form) as campfire storytelling. Govind's narratives were multi-layered constructions that operated simultaneously on entertainment, educational, and spiritual levels. A single story about an Igknamai encounter would contain survival information (the creatures' behaviour patterns, the effective defensive responses), cultural values (the importance of community over individual heroism, the obligation to the collective), and spiritual teaching (the forest as a conscious entity whose will the Vanavasins interpreted through observation and ritual).

"Every story has three roots," Govind explained. "The survival root — what do you need to know to stay alive. The community root — how do we live together. The spirit root — what does the forest want from us. Remove any root and the story dies."

I asked if I could record the stories. Govind's response was immediate and definitive: "No."

"The stories are not for recording. Recording is another form of writing — it captures the surface and loses the depth. You can record my voice, but you can't record the lamps, the platform, the children's faces, the smell of the evening meal, the particular quality of the air after rainfall. You can't record the adjustments I make — the pause when I see a child's fear, the emphasis when I notice a parent's attention wandering, the improvisation that transforms a familiar story into tonight's story. Recording captures a performance. We don't perform. We breathe."

Instead, I listened. Night after night, the stories accumulated in my memory the way Govind intended them to — not as fixed texts but as living impressions, the narratives carrying the emotional weight of the context in which they were received. I heard the founding story three times during my four months, and each telling was different — the first emphasising the fear of the first climb (told during a period when the enhanced Igknamai were active, the audience's anxiety channelled into the narrative), the second emphasising the ingenuity of the first builders (told after the caltrop deployment, when the community's confidence was high), the third emphasising the gratitude of the first survivors (told during the harvest ceremony, when the food was abundant and the lamps were bright).

"You heard three different stories," Govind said, when I mentioned the variations.

"I heard three versions of the same story."

"Same story, different truths. The founding narrative contains all the truths — fear, ingenuity, gratitude, loss, determination, hope. Each telling selects the truths the audience needs. The story serves the community. Not the other way around."

The archive project was Govind's idea — though he would not have used the word "archive," which implied the fixity he rejected. During my third month, when the settlement's relationship with my presence had shifted from tolerance to acceptance, Govind proposed what he called a "memory bridge" — a collaboration between his oral tradition and my written one, designed to create a record that preserved the stories' content while acknowledging that the content was only part of the story.

"You write," he said. "I've watched you — the notes, the observations, the biological data. You write the way I tell — constantly, compulsively, the recording of experience being as natural to you as breathing. I want you to write my stories. But not the way your people write stories."

"How, then?"

"Write the bones. The structure, the characters, the events — the facts that don't change. Leave the flesh — the emphasis, the emotion, the adjustments — unwritten. Write the skeleton that any future teller can clothe with their own flesh. The bones will preserve the story's truth. The absence of flesh will preserve the story's life."

The project occupied our evenings for the remainder of my stay. Govind would tell a story — the full performance, complete with the lamp-dimming, the vocal modulation, the gestures that were themselves a language — and I would listen without writing. Then, the following morning, I would write from memory — extracting the structural elements, the narrative bones, while deliberately excluding the performative elements that Govind insisted must remain unwritten.

We produced thirty-seven entries in what Govind called the "Bone Book" — a collection that covered the full range of the Vanavasi narrative tradition: founding stories, survival stories, love stories, conflict stories, seasonal stories, stories about the Igknamai that humanised the creatures without diminishing their threat, stories about the trees that attributed consciousness to the forest without mystifying its biology.

The most significant entry was the story of the first Vanavasi elder — a woman named Vanaja, whose name meant "forest-born" and whose leadership had, according to the tradition, established the principles that still governed the settlement. Vanaja's story was the Vanavasins' equivalent of a creation myth — the narrative that explained not just how the settlement began but why it existed, the philosophical foundation that the cultural superstructure was built upon.

"Vanaja climbed the first tree on the first day of the first monsoon," Govind told me, his voice carrying the particular register that he reserved for the foundational stories — deeper, slower, the words weighted with the authority of a narrative that had been told for two centuries. "She climbed because the Igknamai were below, and the tree was above, and between the two was the choice that defines every Vanavasi who has ever lived: the ground that kills or the canopy that saves. Vanaja chose the canopy. And in choosing, she created the world we live in."

I wrote the bones: a woman, a tree, a monsoon, a choice. The flesh — the rain's sound in Govind's voice, the lamp-shadow crawling across the platform like an Igknamai emerging from the dark, the children's held breath, the elder Meenakshi's closed eyes as she relived a story she had heard a thousand times and that still, after a thousand tellings, produced the tears that rolled down her bark-coloured cheeks — the flesh remained unwritten, alive, breathing, waiting for the next telling and the next teller and the next audience whose needs would determine which truth the story revealed.

On my last night, Govind told me a story I hadn't heard before — a new story, composed for the occasion, the Vanavasi tradition's equivalent of a farewell gift. The story was about a bird — a sky-creature that descended into the forest and discovered that it could not fly among the branches the way it flew in open air. The bird learned a new kind of flight — slower, more precise, the wings adjusting to the obstacles — and in learning, the bird discovered that the forest's flight was richer than the sky's flight, because every movement required attention and every attention revealed beauty that the open sky's freedom had made invisible.

"The bird returned to the sky," Govind concluded. "And the sky was the same sky — the same sun, the same stars, the same wind. But the bird was not the same bird. The forest had taught it to see what the sky couldn't show it. And for the rest of its life, every time the bird looked down from the open air and saw the canopy below, it remembered: the best flight is the flight that requires you to look where you're going."

The audience was silent. Not the silence of conclusion but the silence of continuation — the story still unfolding in the listeners' minds, the meaning still forming, the truth still selecting itself from among the truths the narrative contained.

I didn't write the bones of that story. Some stories are meant to remain entirely alive.
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The night watch was the settlement's most solitary duty — a four-hour rotation on the observation platforms at the settlement's perimeter, the watcher's task to monitor the darkness below and to raise the alarm if movement was detected. The duty was assigned to every able-bodied adult on a rotating schedule, and Trilochan insisted that I be included in the rotation from my third week onward, the inclusion being, he said, a mark of acceptance rather than a burden.

"Watching is belonging," he told me. "The people who watch are the people who protect. If you don't watch, you're a guest. If you watch, you're a Vanavasi."

My first night watch was with Govind — the storyteller paired with me because his calm manner was considered appropriate for a newcomer's initiation into the particular loneliness of the duty. The platform was the western perimeter station — elevated, exposed, the canopy thinning at the settlement's edge to reveal a strip of open sky that was simultaneously beautiful and terrifying: beautiful because the stars were unobstructed, dense, the galaxy's arm visible as a luminous band that stretched from horizon to horizon; terrifying because the open sky meant the canopy's protection was thinner, the branches fewer, the distance between the platform and the ground more apparent.

"Don't look down for the first hour," Govind advised. "Look at the sky. Let your eyes adjust to the darkness gradually. The ground will reveal itself when you're ready."

The advice was practical — the transition from the settlement's ambient light (the oil lamps, the bioluminescent fungi that Trilochan cultivated along the walkways) to the perimeter's darkness required time, the eyes' photoreceptors shifting from cone-dominated daylight vision to rod-dominated night vision over a period of twenty to thirty minutes. During that transition, looking at the ground produced anxiety without information — the darkness was undifferentiated, the shadows meaningless, the mind filling the visual void with threats that the eyes couldn't confirm or deny.

I watched the stars. The constellations were not the constellations I knew — different sky, different star patterns, the navigational certainties of my training rendered irrelevant by the simple fact of being on a different planet. The disorientation was profound and strangely freeing: without familiar constellations, the sky was pure pattern, the stars reduced to their fundamental quality of light-points arranged in meaningless beauty, the universe's vast indifference expressed in the particular silence of a night sky viewed from a platform in a tree on a planet that most of humanity had never heard of.

"The Vanavasins have constellations," Govind said. "Different from yours. We see different pictures in the same stars."

"What do you see?"

"The Archer — there, the three bright ones in a line with the fainter one above. The Climber — that cluster near the horizon, the shape of a person ascending. The Root — the brightest star, alone, the foundation-point that all the others are measured from."

"We call that one something else."

"Every people call it something else. The star doesn't care. It shines regardless of what we name it. The naming is for us — the human need to impose meaning on meaninglessness, to find stories in randomness, to make the universe personal even when the universe is demonstrably impersonal."

"That's very philosophical for a night watch."

"Night watches are when philosophy happens. The day is for action. The night is for thought. The darkness gives permission to think the thoughts that daylight makes impossible — the large thoughts, the questions about meaning and purpose and the particular absurdity of existing on a tree-platform on an alien planet, watching stars you can't navigate by and listening for creatures you can't see."

The ground revealed itself gradually. As my night vision strengthened, the darkness below differentiated — the tree trunks became visible as darker columns against the dark background, the root systems as horizontal interruptions, the gaps between the roots as the pathways where the Igknamai moved. The forest floor at night was a landscape of shapes and shadows that the trained eye could interpret — the scouts who performed the night watch regularly could distinguish an Igknamai from a fallen branch at fifty metres in near-total darkness, the creature's movement pattern being subtly different from the wind-driven movement of natural objects.

I learned to read the shadows over the weeks. The Igknamai moved with a lateral undulation that was distinct from the vertical swaying of wind-blown debris — a side-to-side rhythm that was the creature's natural gait, the mucous-coated body sliding across the forest floor with the efficiency of a design optimised for ground-level predation. The standard Igknamai was visible as a darker-than-dark shape that moved too smoothly, too purposefully, the biological intent distinguishing it from the random motion of the natural environment.

The enhanced Igknamai were different. Their armoured plating caught the starlight — a faint, intermittent reflection that was visible only when the creatures moved, the armour segments shifting and exposing reflective surfaces for fractions of a second before the movement's continuation returned them to shadow. The effect was subtle — a glint, a flash, the barest suggestion of something metallic in an environment that contained no metal — but once I learned to recognise it, the detection was reliable.

"You see them," Trilochan said, when he checked the watch during my fourth rotation. He had been observing me from a concealed position on an adjacent platform — testing the newcomer's competence with the same discreet thoroughness he applied to everything. "The glint."

"The armour segments reflect starlight during movement transitions."

"How many?"

"Two. Standard patrol. Moving east-southeast, following the secondary root channel. They'll pass the watch station in approximately four minutes."

Trilochan was silent for a moment — the assessment being processed, the competence being evaluated. "Correct. The route, the timing, the count. You see the forest the way the forest needs to be seen — in darkness, in motion, with the eyes' periphery rather than its centre."

"My biology training. Peripheral vision uses rod photoreceptors, which are more sensitive to movement and low-light conditions than the central cone photoreceptors. Night observation is more effective when you look beside the target rather than at it."

"The scouts learn the same technique through practice. You learned it through theory. The result is the same — the Igknamai are seen. Theory and practice are different roads to the same destination."

The observation was Trilochan at his most generous — the warrior acknowledging a form of knowledge that was different from his own, the respect expressed through the recognition that multiple paths could lead to competence. I valued the moment more than the compliment — the evidence that Trilochan, the settlement's most rigorous assessor, had determined that my watching was adequate.

The most consequential night watch occurred during my third month — a rotation that fell on the darkest night of the settlement's calendar, the new-moon period when the sky's light was minimal and the forest floor was as close to total darkness as the natural world could produce. The darkness was not merely visual — it was physical, the absence of light creating a weight, a texture, the air itself seeming denser in the moonless night.

I was alone on the western platform. The solitary watch was a progression — Trilochan had cleared me for solo duty during my second month, the clearance representing a trust that I understood was not given lightly. The platform was the same one where Govind and I had watched the stars during my first rotation, but without the storyteller's companionable presence, the station's isolation was complete.

The detection came at the second hour. Not the visual detection I had trained for — the night was too dark for even peripheral vision to distinguish movement. The detection was auditory — a sound from below that was wrong, that didn't belong to the forest's nocturnal vocabulary. The standard sounds were catalogued in my memory: wind through branches, small nocturnal creatures in the underbrush, the settlement's structural creaking as the tree-huts adjusted to temperature changes. This sound was different.

It was rhythmic. Mechanical. The regular, repeating pattern of something moving with purpose through an environment that did not contain regular, repeating patterns. The forest's sounds were organic — irregular, overlapping, the product of multiple independent sources whose coincidental timing produced apparent pattern but whose fundamental nature was random. This sound was not random. It was structured. It was the sound of multiple entities moving in coordination.

I counted the rhythm. Six beats per cycle. The cycle repeating every three seconds. Six entities moving in synchronised steps — the coordinated movement of an enhanced Igknamai pack, the remnant of the Hybrid's military programming visible in the formation discipline that the creatures maintained even without their commander's direct control.

I raised the alarm — three sharp strikes on the wooden gong beside the watch platform, the signal for confirmed enhanced threat at the western perimeter. The settlement's response was immediate: the night-duty archers deploying to the palisade, the fire-arrow teams lighting their treated tips, the scouts mobilising to their assigned positions with the efficiency of a protocol that had been practised until the practice became instinct.

The pack emerged from the darkness into the fire-arrows' light — six enhanced Igknamai, armoured, coordinated, their formation breaking only when the first volley of fire-arrows struck the lead creature's plating and the heat began the brittling process that converted defence into vulnerability. The engagement lasted twelve minutes. The archers' discipline was flawless — the fire-arrow teams maintaining the thermal assault while the standard archers waited for the armour to compromise, the two-phase technique operating with the precision that Trilochan's training had instilled.

Six creatures. Six kills. No Vanavasi casualties.

Meenakshi found me on the platform after the engagement. The elder climbed the access rope with the agility of someone decades younger, her bark-coloured face illuminated by the post-engagement torchlight that the settlement had lit to confirm the perimeter was clear.

"You heard them," she said.

"The synchronised movement. Six beats, three-second cycle."

"The last watcher who detected an enhanced pack by sound alone was Dhruv." She paused. The name carried weight — Kavitha's dead scout, Chandni's dead partner, the person whose absence defined several of the settlement's ongoing griefs. "You are proving useful, sky-person."

"I'm trying."

"Stop trying. You've succeeded. The trying is over. Accept what you are — a Vanavasi who happens to have come from the sky." She turned to descend. "The next rotation, you train the younger watchers. Teach them what you taught yourself. The sound-detection technique. The peripheral vision. The biology that explains what practice already knows."

The promotion was characteristically Meenakshi — delivered without ceremony, without emotion, the recognition expressed as additional responsibility because the elder's culture did not distinguish between praise and duty. Being told to teach was the highest compliment the settlement offered, because teaching implied mastery, and mastery implied that the community's investment in the person had produced returns worth multiplying.

I taught the younger watchers. The teaching was the natural conclusion of a process that had begun when I descended to the forest floor for the first time and that had reached its culmination on a dark platform on a moonless night, where a sky-person had listened to the darkness and heard, in the structured rhythm of an approaching threat, the particular music of a forest that had accepted her as its own.
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The walkway collapse happened on a Tuesday — though the Vanavasins didn't use that word, their calendar being organised around the forest's cycles rather than arbitrary seven-day divisions. What the Vanavasins called the day was "Third Root" — the third day of the wet-season's first phase, when the rains had softened the wood and the structural engineers were performing their seasonal assessment of the settlement's infrastructure.

The collapse was not dramatic. It was not the catastrophic failure that my imagination had constructed during the early days of my residency, when every walkway creak and every platform sway had produced visions of free-fall. It was quiet — a section of the eastern connecting walkway, thirty metres above the ground, settling into a sag that deepened over three hours until the walkway's midpoint was a metre lower than its endpoints, the wood fibres separating with the patient dissolution of a material that had absorbed too much water over too many seasons.

The structural engineer was a woman named Pallavi — quiet, methodical, her assessment of the failing walkway conducted with the unhurried precision of someone who had seen structural failures before and who understood that panic accelerated collapse while patience bought time. Pallavi's tools were simple — a measuring cord, a hammer whose tap-test revealed the internal condition of wooden beams, a small knife whose blade she inserted into joints to test the depth of rot. Her diagnosis was delivered to Meenakshi with the clinical detachment of a professional reporting facts.

"The walkway is compromised. The bearing beams have absorbed moisture beyond their structural capacity. The fibres are separating. The walkway will fail completely within two days if the load is removed now, or within six hours if the load continues."

"The load" was foot traffic — the twenty to thirty people who used the eastern connecting walkway daily to move between the residential platforms and the garrison. The walkway was the settlement's primary east-west route; without it, the alternative was a circuitous path that added fifteen minutes to every transit and that passed through a section of the canopy where the branches were thinner and the Igknamai's reach was closer.

"Can it be repaired?" Meenakshi asked.

"Repaired, no. Replaced, yes. But replacement requires lowering the old walkway, cutting new beams, raising them, and securing the connections. The work takes five days. During those five days, the eastern route is closed."

"Five days without the eastern route is five days with the extended alternative. The extended alternative passes the thin-canopy section."

"Yes."

"The thin-canopy section where we lost Dhruv."

"Yes."

The silence that followed was the silence of a community acknowledging a risk — the particular quiet of people who understood that structural failure had consequences that extended beyond engineering, that a compromised walkway could compromise lives, that the connection between wood and safety was not metaphorical but literal.

I volunteered for the replacement crew. The volunteering was not heroic — it was practical. My biology training was irrelevant to walkway construction, but my physical fitness was adequate, my rope skills had been developed through three months of canopy living, and the crew needed bodies for the heavy lifting that walkway replacement required. Pallavi accepted my offer with the same clinical detachment she'd applied to the diagnosis: "You're strong enough. You'll do."

The work was extraordinary. Five days of labour that was simultaneously the most physically demanding and the most intellectually fascinating work I had experienced in the settlement. The walkway replacement was not construction in the way I understood construction — it was negotiation, the builders working with the trees rather than imposing upon them, the structural decisions determined by the trees' existing architecture rather than by an external blueprint.

"We don't build on trees," Pallavi explained, as we began the first day's work. "We build with trees. The tree is the primary structure. We are secondary — additions, modifications, enhancements. The tree was here before us. The tree will be here after us. Our job is to add without diminishing, to support without constraining, to use the tree's strength without testing the tree's limits."

The process began with selection — Pallavi examining the trees at both ends of the failed walkway, her hands moving across the bark with the diagnostic sensitivity of Devraj's healing examinations. She tapped the trunk at various heights, listening to the resonance — the sound telling her the wood's density, moisture content, structural integrity, the internal condition that the external appearance concealed.

"This tree is willing," she said, of the western anchor point. "The wood is sound, the growth is strong, the fibres are aligned. The tree will accept the walkway's weight."

"Willing?"

"The tree communicates through its structure. Sound wood that resonates clearly is a tree that can bear additional load. Dead wood that thuds is a tree that's reached its limit. We listen. The tree speaks."

The beams were cut from fallen trees — never from living ones. The Vanavasi building tradition prohibited the cutting of living trees, the prohibition based not on sentimentality but on structural logic: living trees were the settlement's foundation, and weakening the foundation to build upon it was, as Pallavi put it, "the definition of engineering stupidity." Fallen trees — those brought down by storms, by age, by the natural cycle of growth and death that maintained the forest's renewal — provided the building material. The wood was seasoned (dried under cover for months before use), shaped (adzed to the required dimensions with hand tools that Harish's forge produced), and treated (soaked in a preservative solution that Devraj prepared from bark extracts, the chemistry retarding moisture absorption and extending the wood's structural life).

I worked the rope systems — the pulleys and lines that raised the heavy beams from the ground to the canopy, the mechanical advantage of the block-and-tackle arrangements converting my limited muscle power into the force needed to lift two-hundred-kilogram timbers thirty metres into the air. The work was rhythmic — pull, hold, secure, pull, hold, secure — the body serving the process in the same way it served the bellows in Harish's forge: through repetition, through endurance, through the willingness to be a component in a system larger than itself.

On the third day, the new walkway's bearing beams were in position — two massive timbers, each twelve metres long, spanning the gap between the western and eastern anchor trees. The beams were secured using a joinery system that I recognised, with surprise, as sophisticated engineering: mortise-and-tenon joints reinforced with hardwood pegs, the connections designed to allow the slight movement that thermal expansion and wind loading required while preventing the lateral displacement that would compromise the walkway's integrity.

"This is advanced engineering," I told Pallavi.

"This is two hundred years of bridge-building in trees. Advanced is relative — to us, it's traditional. To you, it's new. The knowledge is the same; the context determines how it's perceived."

The decking went down on the fourth day — planks of seasoned wood, each one tested by Pallavi's hammer-tap before installation, each one secured with Harish's hand-forged nails. The work was precise — the planks fitted tightly, the gaps uniform, the surface smooth enough for bare feet but textured enough for grip. The handrails were installed on the fifth day — waist-height barriers that converted the walkway from a balance exercise into a corridor, the rails secured to vertical posts that Pallavi had integrated into the bearing-beam joinery.

The completed walkway was tested by Pallavi herself — the engineer walking the full span with measured steps, her hands monitoring the handrails for vibration, her feet testing the deck for flex, her ears listening for the creaks and groans that would indicate stress points requiring reinforcement. The test was methodical, thorough, the professional inspection of someone whose reputation was literally built into every walkway, every platform, every structural element that kept the settlement elevated and its people alive.

"It's sound," she announced.

The settlement used the walkway that evening. The foot traffic resumed — the twenty to thirty daily transits that constituted the settlement's circulatory system, the movement of people and supplies and the intangible but essential traffic of community that a connected settlement required. The eastern route was open. The thin-canopy alternative was no longer necessary.

Meenakshi walked the new walkway at sunset, her steps deliberate, her assessment occurring through her feet rather than her eyes — the elder's body reading the structure's quality with the same somatic intelligence that Kavitha applied to horses and Devraj applied to patients. At the walkway's midpoint, she stopped. She looked at the construction. She looked at Pallavi.

"Dhruv would have approved," she said.

The statement was simultaneously an engineering assessment, a memorial, and a blessing — the elder's economy of language compressing three functions into four words.
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The rains arrived without warning — or rather, with warnings that I had not yet learned to read. The Vanavasins knew. Trilochan had adjusted the patrol schedules two days before the first drop fell. Kavitha had moved the horses to the covered paddock on the settlement's western side, where the canopy was densest and the drainage was engineered to channel water away from the animal enclosures. Devraj had prepared his monsoon-specific remedies — treatments for the fungal infections, respiratory conditions, and waterborne illnesses that the wet season reliably produced. Even the children knew: Saffiya had switched to her rain-adapted arrows, the fletching sealed with tree resin to prevent the moisture from compromising the feathers' aerodynamic properties.

I knew nothing. The sky opened at dawn on the fourth day of my second month, and the world changed.

The rain in the Vanavasi forest was not rain as I understood rain. It was not the vertical descent of individual droplets from cloud to ground that my planetary experience had conditioned me to expect. It was a horizontal assault — the water driven by a wind that the canopy channelled into concentrated streams, the drops hitting the walkways and platforms from angles that seemed to defy gravity, the moisture penetrating every gap in the settlement's architecture with the persistent ingenuity of a force that had been breaching defences for millennia.

Within an hour, everything was wet. The walkways ran with water — sheets of it flowing across the wooden surfaces, converting the familiar pathways into slick channels where every step required the deliberate placement that the Vanavasins performed unconsciously and that I, the newcomer, performed with the concentrated attention of someone learning to walk again. The rope systems were saturated — the fibres swelling with absorbed moisture, the diameters increasing, the knots tightening beyond their designed tension. The tree-huts dripped — the thatched roofing designed to shed the majority of the rainfall but not the totality, the residual moisture finding paths through the layered construction and emerging as steady drips that converted the interior spaces into a percussion environment.

"The monsoon lasts six weeks," Saffiya informed me, with the particular satisfaction of a child presenting an adult with information the adult should have already possessed. "Six weeks. Every day. All day. Sometimes all night too."

"How do you—"

"How do we live? The same way we always live. We adjust. The walkways get anti-slip treatment — ground bark mixed with resin, applied to the walking surfaces. The rope systems get re-tensioned every morning. The drainage channels get cleared twice daily. The patrols switch to the covered routes. The archers switch to sealed arrows. The forge runs hotter because the charcoal absorbs moisture and burns less efficiently. The healing hut gets busier because people slip and fall and get infections. Everything changes. Everything adapts. That's what the monsoon is — the forest's reminder that you live here at the forest's pleasure, not your own."

The anti-slip treatment was my first monsoon task. Pallavi assigned me to the crew that applied the bark-and-resin compound to the walkway surfaces — a two-day operation that required grinding dried bark into a coarse powder, mixing it with heated resin to create a paste, and spreading the paste across every walkway, platform, and access point in the settlement. The work was tedious, physical, and essential — the untreated surfaces were genuinely dangerous, the wet wood's coefficient of friction dropping to levels that made every step a potential fall, and a fall from a walkway thirty metres above the ground was not a bruise but a death.

I spread the paste on my hands and knees, moving along the walkways with the methodical progress of someone who understood that thoroughness was the difference between safety and disaster. The paste was warm from the heated resin, the texture gritty against my palms, the smell sharp and medicinal — the bark's preservative compounds releasing their volatile chemistry as the resin activated them. Behind me, the treated surface dried to a rough finish that provided the grip the wet wood had lost — the texture of the treatment converting the walkway from a hazard back into a pathway.

The monsoon's impact on the Igknamai was dramatic. The creatures' ground-level activity decreased during the heavy rains — the water pooling on the forest floor created conditions that the Igknamai's mucous-dependent locomotion could not manage, the excess moisture diluting the mucous layer that the creatures relied on for movement. The standard Igknamai retreated to higher ground — the elevated areas where the drainage was better and the forest floor remained passable.

The enhanced Igknamai, however, responded differently. The armoured variants' plating was waterproof — the biological modification that the Hybrid had engineered providing protection against the rain that the standard creatures lacked. The enhanced Igknamai maintained their patrols during the monsoon, their movement continuing through conditions that immobilised their unmodified cousins. The result was a shift in the threat profile: during the monsoon, the standard Igknamai were less dangerous, but the enhanced variants were more visible — their continued activity making them easier to track against the background of their retreating standard-population counterparts.

"The monsoon is the enhanced variants' season," Trilochan observed, during a rain-soaked patrol briefing. "They have the forest floor to themselves. The standard population retreats. The enhanced population expands into the vacated territory. When the rains end, the standard population returns, and the territorial competition resumes. The monsoon is the enhanced variants' only advantage — and they exploit it."

The observation led to a strategic decision: intensify the anti-enhanced operations during the monsoon, when the target population was concentrated and the background threat was reduced. The caltrops that Harish had forged were redeployed to the enhanced variants' monsoon territory — the treated iron points positioned in the elevated areas where the armoured creatures concentrated during the wet season. The strategy was effective: the enhanced population's monsoon expansion was contained, their territorial gains limited by the chemical perimeter that the caltrops created.

The personal impact of the monsoon was more subtle than the tactical. The rain changed the settlement's mood — the constant moisture, the reduced visibility, the persistent sound of water striking every surface creating an environment that was simultaneously cosy and claustrophobic. The community responded by turning inward: the evening gatherings lasted longer, the stories were told more slowly, the communal meals were more elaborate — the food richer, the preparations more complex, the eating extended into conversations that stretched past the normal hour.

Govind's monsoon stories were different from his dry-season stories. The narratives were longer, more contemplative, the pacing adjusted to an audience that had nowhere to go and no reason to hurry. The founding story, told during the second week of the monsoon, was the longest version I heard — Govind expanding the narrative to include details that the shorter tellings omitted: the first Vanavasi elder Vanaja's childhood, her relationship with the trees before the Igknamai forced the ascent, the philosophical foundations of the building-with-trees principle that Pallavi still practiced.

The rain on the gathering platform's thatched roof provided a natural soundtrack — the steady percussion of water on layered leaves creating a rhythm that Govind incorporated into his storytelling, his voice rising above the rain for emphasis and dropping below it for intimacy, the natural sound becoming an instrument in the narrative's orchestra.

I sat beside Saffiya during the evening gatherings. The girl's monsoon routine was different from her dry-season routine — the archery training moved to the covered range (a section of the garrison platform that Trilochan had roofed specifically for wet-season practice), the patrols were shorter, the free time was longer. Saffiya used the free time the way she used everything — purposefully, her activities during the monsoon including the maintenance of her equipment (the arrows re-sealed, the bowstrings waxed, the quiver's leather treated with a waterproofing compound that Kavitha provided from the horse-care supplies) and the advancement of her education (the Bone Book that Govind and I had created becoming one of her reading materials, the girl's literacy being, I learned, exceptional for her age and for a culture that valued oral transmission over written record).

"You wrote the stories wrong," Saffiya told me, during the third week of the monsoon, her assessment delivered with the authority of a nine-year-old who had identified an error and who was not prepared to leave the error unaddressed.

"Wrong how?"

"The Vanaja story. You wrote that she climbed the first tree on the first day of the first monsoon. But Govind's version — the one he told last night — says she climbed the first tree on the last day of the last dry season. The monsoon started after she climbed. The climb caused the monsoon."

"The climb caused the monsoon?"

"In Govind's version, yes. Vanaja climbed so high that she disturbed the cloud-spirits, and the cloud-spirits sent the rain to wash her back down. But she held on. She held on through the entire monsoon — six weeks, alone in the tree, with the rain trying to knock her free and the Igknamai waiting below. When the monsoon ended and she was still in the tree, the cloud-spirits accepted her. They stopped trying to wash her down. The rain became a test, and Vanaja passed it."

"That's different from the version I heard."

"That's the point." Saffiya's expression was the expression of someone explaining something obvious to someone who should already understand it. "The story changes. The bones are the same — Vanaja, the tree, the monsoon, the choice. But the flesh changes. Last night's flesh was about endurance. The dry-season flesh was about courage. Same bones, different truth."

The girl had understood Govind's principle better than I had — not through theory but through intuition, the natural comprehension of a child raised in a culture where stories were alive and where the living quality of the narrative was not a metaphor but a practice.

"You're going to be a storyteller," I said.

"I'm going to be everything." The statement was not arrogant — it was aspirational, the declaration of a child who had already proven herself an archer, a student, a teacher, and a friend, and who saw no reason to limit the future to any single role. "I'm going to be a storyteller and an archer and a healer and a builder and a watcher and a horse-rider. I'm going to learn everything the settlement can teach me, and then I'm going to learn everything the sky can teach me, and then I'm going to combine them into something neither world has seen."

"I believe you."

"Good." She returned to her arrow-maintenance, the conversation concluded with the definitive brevity that characterised her communication style — the economy of words that masked the enormity of the ambition, the brevity that was itself a form of confidence: the certainty that the declaration required no elaboration because the declaration would be proven by the life that followed it.
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The discovery happened during a routine ground-level collection — one of Devraj's botanical expeditions, the weekly descent to the forest floor that supplied the healing hut with the raw materials its pharmacopoeia required. We were in the southeastern sector, a region of the forest that the patrols had recently cleared of enhanced Igknamai activity, the caltrops and the fire-arrow operations having pushed the armoured variants' territorial boundary two kilometres eastward and opened a collection zone that Devraj had not accessed in months.

The tree was different from the others. Not larger — the Vanavasi forest contained trees that dwarfed every terrestrial comparison, their trunks wider than buildings, their canopies forming individual weather systems — but different in structure. The bark was smoother than the surrounding red-wood trees, the colour lighter, the grain finer. The root system was shallower, spreading horizontally rather than driving deep, the roots creating a raised platform of interwoven woody material that elevated the tree's base half a metre above the surrounding soil.

"I haven't seen this species before," I said.

Devraj's expression changed — the healer's professional composure replaced by something older, deeper, the look of a man who was not merely interested but reverential. "Because there's only one. This is the Memory Tree. Vanaja's tree. The first tree that was climbed."

The tree was the Vanavasi creation point — the literal, physical location where the settlement's founding story had its origin. Vanaja had climbed this tree, according to the oral tradition, and from this tree the settlement had spread, the walkways extending outward like branches from a trunk, the community growing along the pathways that connected the original tree to the surrounding forest's giants.

But the Memory Tree was no longer connected to the settlement. The walkways that had once linked it to the canopy network had been severed — cut, deliberately, by a decision made generations ago when the settlement's centre of gravity had shifted northward and the southeastern sector had become too close to the Igknamai's primary territory. The tree stood alone — still living, still growing, but isolated from the community it had birthed, a founding monument without worshippers, a temple without congregation.

Devraj approached the root platform with the careful steps of a pilgrim. He removed his sandals — the first time I had seen him observe any ritual in the forest, the healer's secular pragmatism making an exception for this single location. I removed mine as well, understanding without being told that this was a place where the ground was sacred.

The root platform was hollow. The interwoven roots had created a chamber beneath the tree's base — a natural vault, the space approximately three metres in diameter and two metres high, the walls formed by living root material that had grown together over centuries to create a structure that was simultaneously organic and architectural. The entrance was concealed by a curtain of hanging root tendrils — the tree's own security system, the fibrous curtain appearing solid from the outside but parting easily when pushed.

Inside the vault, the air was different. Cooler, dryer, the root walls creating a microclimate that was insulated from the forest's humidity. The space smelled of earth and time — the particular scent of very old organic material, the chemical signature of centuries accumulated in a small, enclosed, living space.

And on the vault's floor, arranged in concentric circles that radiated from the tree's central root, were the seeds.

Thousands of them. Tens of thousands. Seeds of every size and shape — from dust-fine particles that could only be seen when the light caught them to fist-sized pods that sat in their circles with the gravity of objects that had been deliberately placed and deliberately preserved. The seeds were stored in vessels — some clay, some woven, some carved from wood — each vessel labelled with the thread-colour system that I recognised from Devraj's healing hut.

"The seed vault," Devraj said. His voice was barely audible — not from secrecy but from awe, the healer encountering an element of his own tradition that he had known about theoretically but had never witnessed. "Vanaja established it. Every generation adds to it. Every plant species the Vanavasins have encountered, every seed that can be collected, every biological resource the forest contains — preserved here, in the Memory Tree's roots, in the conditions that the tree naturally maintains."

"How many species?"

"I don't know. Nobody knows. The vault has been accumulating for two hundred years. Some of the vessels are so old that the labelling system predates the current colour code — different threads, different meanings, the knowledge of what's inside lost with the healers who stored them."

I knelt beside the nearest circle. The vessels were arranged chronologically — the outermost circle being the oldest, the innermost being the most recent. The outer vessels were deteriorating — the clay cracking, the woven containers fraying, the wood darkening with age. But the seeds inside were intact. I opened a vessel carefully — the clay lid sealed with beeswax that had hardened over decades — and found inside a collection of small, dark seeds, perfectly preserved, the embryonic potential of a plant species that might not exist anywhere else in the forest.

"The vault's conditions preserve them," I said, the biologist in me recognising what the root chamber had accomplished. "The temperature is stable — the root walls insulate against the forest's thermal variation. The humidity is low — the roots absorb excess moisture from the chamber's air. The light is absent — the seeds remain dormant. This is a natural seed bank. The tree has been acting as a preservation system for two hundred years."

"Vanaja knew. She chose this tree because it preserves. The oral tradition says she placed the first seeds in the roots during the first monsoon — the seeds of the Raktamool, the blood root, the plant that would become the foundation of the healing tradition. She knew that the forest was fragile — that species could be lost, that the Igknamai could destroy habitats, that the wet seasons could wash away entire plant populations. She built the vault to ensure that loss was never permanent."

The discovery's significance was immense. The seed vault was not merely a cultural artefact — it was a biological repository of incalculable value. If the seeds were viable (and the preservation conditions suggested that many would be), the vault contained the genetic diversity of two hundred years of forest ecology — species that might have gone extinct in the wild, varieties that had adapted to specific conditions, the biological history of a forest written in the dormant embryos of its plant life.

I spent three hours in the vault. The examination was preliminary — a catalogue of the visible vessels, a count of the circles (fourteen, representing fourteen generations of Vanavasi healers), and a careful selection of samples from the oldest and newest circles for viability testing. The samples were small — three seeds from each selected vessel, chosen with the care that the vault's sacred status demanded and that the biological significance required.

Devraj watched me work with the expression of someone who was simultaneously proud and protective — the healer allowing the scientist access to the tradition's most precious resource while monitoring the access with the vigilance of a guardian whose responsibility predated the visitor's interest.

"What will you do with the samples?" he asked.

"Test their viability. If the seeds can still germinate, the vault is not just an archive — it's a living resource. The genetic diversity stored here could be propagated, cultivated, used to restore plant populations that have declined. The Raktamool, for instance — if the wild population is under pressure from the enhanced Igknamai's territorial expansion, the vault's seeds could be used to establish new populations in protected areas."

"The forest's insurance policy."

"Exactly. Vanaja was thinking like a conservationist two hundred years before the term existed. She understood that biological diversity was the forest's strength and that preserving that diversity was the community's responsibility."

The viability tests, conducted over the following weeks using improvised germination chambers in the healing hut, produced results that exceeded my expectations. Of the forty-two seeds tested, thirty-one germinated — a seventy-four percent viability rate that was remarkable for seeds stored under natural conditions for unknown periods. The oldest viable seed — from the vault's outermost circle — produced a seedling that Devraj identified as a species he had never encountered in the living forest, a plant that had apparently gone extinct in the wild but that survived in Vanaja's vault, dormant, waiting, the patient endurance of a seed that had outlasted the species it represented.

"Two hundred years," Devraj said, looking at the seedling — a small, pale-green shoot emerging from the dark soil of the germination chamber. "Two hundred years of waiting. And now it grows again."

"Vanaja's gift."

"Vanaja's promise. She promised that the forest's losses would not be permanent. Two hundred years later, the promise is being kept."

The seedling grew. In the healing hut, under Devraj's care and Zara's scientific monitoring, the extinct species — unnamed, unclassified, a ghost returning from the vault's darkness into the forest's light — resumed the business of living that it had suspended two centuries ago. The leaves were small, triangular, with a silver underside that caught the filtered light and reflected it back with a luminosity that Devraj said he had seen described in the oldest healing texts — a "mirror plant" whose reflective leaves were used in traditional preparations for eye ailments, a species that the healers had mourned as lost and that the vault had returned.

I documented everything. The vault's location, the preservation conditions, the vessel arrangement, the viability results, the extinct species' resurrection — all of it recorded in the biological data that I would carry home, the scientific contribution that my four months in the forest had produced alongside the personal transformations that no data could capture.

The seed vault was Vanaja's most enduring creation — more enduring than the walkways, more enduring than the buildings, more enduring than the stories. The stories lived in breath and memory and the particular chemistry of the telling moment. The walkways lived in wood that rotted and was replaced. The buildings lived in the architecture of the current generation. But the seeds lived in themselves — patient, dormant, complete — waiting for the conditions that would allow them to resume the interrupted narrative of their growth.
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The children of the Vanavasi settlement trained for combat from the age of seven. This was not cruelty — it was survival, the distinction between the two being one of the first lessons the forest taught and one of the last lessons the sky-people learned. In an environment where the ground was hostile and the threats were constant, preparing children for violence was an act of love — the particular, pragmatic, unsentimental love of a community that understood mortality and that refused to send its young into the world unarmed.

Saffiya was the exception that proved the rule. At nine, she was already beyond the training programme's expectations — her archery surpassing the adult benchmarks, her tactical awareness rivalling the scouts', her physical conditioning exceeding what the programme considered adequate for her age group. But Saffiya was not the programme's standard. The programme's standard was the other children — the twelve boys and eight girls between seven and fourteen who gathered every morning on the training platform for the two-hour session that was simultaneously their education, their exercise, and their preparation for the reality that the forest floor would eventually require them to fight.

The training master was a man named Vikram — compact, scarred, his teaching method combining the patient instruction of a schoolteacher with the uncompromising standards of a drill sergeant. Vikram had been the settlement's most decorated scout before an Igknamai encounter had taken his left hand — the creature's acidic mucous dissolving the flesh before Devraj could neutralise it, the hand amputated at the wrist, the stump healed into a smooth, rounded termination that Vikram used as casually as other people used fingers: to gesture, to point, to tap the platform when a student's attention wandered.

"The stump is educational," he told me, when I asked about his teaching approach. "It tells the children what the Igknamai can do. Every time they see it, they're reminded. The reminder is more effective than any lecture."

I observed the training sessions during my first two weeks and participated in them during the remaining months. The progression was systematic — the younger children learning rope skills, balance, and basic defensive positions; the middle group advancing to archery, scouting techniques, and formation discipline; the oldest students practising live-fire exercises with treated arrows against the moving targets that Saffiya had designed.

The most striking element was not the combat training itself but the integration of combat with everything else — the training sessions including not just fighting techniques but survival skills (fire-starting, water purification, shelter construction), communication protocols (the signal system that the settlement used for alerts, the drum patterns that conveyed messages across the canopy), and emotional preparation (the guided discussions that Vikram conducted after each session, the children processing the fear and excitement that the training generated).

"Fear is fuel," Vikram told the children. "It makes you faster, stronger, more alert. The problem is not feeling fear — the problem is letting fear choose your actions instead of choosing your actions despite the fear. The Igknamai are frightening. The enhanced variants are terrifying. You will be afraid. The training teaches you to be afraid and effective simultaneously."

The emotional component was, I recognised, a form of psychological preparation that my military training had called "stress inoculation" — the controlled exposure to stressful stimuli that builds tolerance and maintains performance under pressure. Vikram's version was adapted for children — the stressors were calibrated, the exposure was graduated, the support was constant — but the principle was identical: prepare the mind for what the body will face.

Saffiya's role in the training programme was unofficial but significant. She served as the demonstration archer — the student whose performance illustrated what the training could produce, the living proof that the programme's standards were achievable. When the younger children struggled with the bow, Vikram would call Saffiya forward, and she would demonstrate the technique with the effortless precision that was, I knew, the product of thousands of hours of practice — the effort invisible, the mastery visible, the performance communicating the possibility that the practice would eventually produce.

But Saffiya's most important contribution was not her archery — it was her presence. The younger children looked at her and saw someone their own size, their own age, someone who shared their fears and their limitations and who had, despite those shared conditions, achieved something remarkable. The adults were inspirational but distant — their competence separated from the children's experience by years and size and the accumulated authority of maturity. Saffiya was close — her competence separated from theirs by nothing but work, and work was something they could choose to do.

"She makes them believe," Vikram said, watching Saffiya demonstrate the draw-hold-redirect technique that she had taught me. "The adults tell them what's possible. Saffiya shows them."

The test came during the monsoon's third week — an enhanced Igknamai that breached the eastern palisade during a night of heavy rain, the creature exploiting a gap that the water erosion had created in the root-barrier system. The breach occurred at the training platform — the ground-level section where the children practised their defensive formations, the area that was, during the daytime, the safest part of the settlement's perimeter and that was, during the nighttime monsoon, exposed by the gap that the rain had carved.

The alarm came from the night watch — three strikes for enhanced threat, the signal that activated the settlement's defensive protocol. But the enhanced Igknamai was faster than the protocol. The creature was inside the perimeter before the archers reached their stations, its armoured body moving through the rain with the waterproof efficiency that the wet season provided, the acidic trail diluted but not eliminated by the downpour.

The children were in their sleeping quarters — the residential platform adjacent to the training platform, the proximity that was designed for convenience but that the breach converted into danger. Vikram was with them — the training master sleeping in the children's quarters during the monsoon rotation, the duty that the enhanced Igknamai threat had added to his responsibilities.

Vikram's response was immediate. He moved the children to the platform's centre — away from the edges, away from the access points, the defensive position that the training had made automatic. The children assembled in the formation they had practised: the oldest at the perimeter, bows drawn, arrows nocked; the youngest at the centre, crouched, silent, the discipline of months of training visible in the controlled stillness of children who were terrified and who were doing exactly what they had been taught to do.

Saffiya was at the formation's front. Her bow was drawn — the adult-weight weapon that she had earned through demonstrated competence, the string tension that required the full strength of her nine-year-old body. Her eyes were fixed on the access ladder — the climbing point where the enhanced Igknamai would emerge if it ascended to the residential platform.

The creature appeared.

Its head came first — the armoured plating catching the lightning's intermittent illumination, the mucous-coated body glistening in the rain, the sensory apparatus rotating as it processed the platform's occupants. The Igknamai was large — an adult specimen, the armour segments fully developed, the body mass sufficient to overwhelm a single archer's stopping power.

Saffiya fired.

The arrow struck the creature's sensory cluster — the vulnerable point between the armour segments at the head's apex, the target that required precision beyond what most adult archers could achieve in daylight and that Saffiya achieved in darkness, in rain, at a range of eight metres, with the particular combination of skill and courage that the moment demanded and that the training had prepared.

The creature recoiled. The treated compound entered through the punctured sensory cluster, the nerve-disrupting chemistry beginning the cascade that would paralyse the creature's neural pathways within sixty seconds. But sixty seconds was a long time when the Igknamai was on the ladder and the children were on the platform and the creature's residual capability — the armoured limbs, the acidic mucous, the predatory programming that the Hybrid had installed — remained functional during the compound's onset.

Vikram charged.

The training master — one-handed, scarred, the particular ferocity of a person defending children — threw himself at the creature's body as it crested the ladder's top. The impact was not enough to dislodge the armoured Igknamai, but it was enough to redirect its trajectory — the creature's body shifting sideways, away from the children's formation, toward the platform's edge where the drop to the forest floor was thirty metres and where the rain had made the surface slick enough that a destabilised creature could not regain its footing.

The Igknamai went over the edge. Vikram went with it.

The fall was silent. The rain was not.

Vikram survived. The tree's lower branches caught him — the particular architecture of the Vanavasi settlement providing the incidental safety net that had saved others before him, the branches breaking his fall in stages, each impact slowing his descent until the final impact deposited him on a root platform five metres above the ground. His right leg was broken. Three ribs were cracked. His stump — the old wound — was reopened by the branch impacts, the healed tissue splitting, the pain reactivating the memory of the original injury.

The Igknamai did not survive. The treated arrow's compound completed its work during the creature's fall — the paralysis arriving at the terminal moment, the armoured body striking the forest floor with the weight and rigidity of a statue, the impact fracturing the armour segments that the arrow's chemistry had not reached.

The rescue team extracted Vikram within twenty minutes. Devraj set the leg, bound the ribs, cleaned and re-sealed the stump wound with the efficiency of a healer who had treated combat injuries under worse conditions. Zara monitored the internal damage with the portable scanner from the ship's medical kit — the fusion of traditional and technological medicine that the healing centre represented, applied in the field to the man who had fallen from a tree while pushing an armoured alien creature off a platform to protect twenty children.

Saffiya visited Vikram in the healing hut the next morning. The visit was brief — the girl stood beside the training master's bed, her expression carrying the particular composure that children deployed when they were holding themselves together with effort, the face calm but the eyes loud.

"Your arrow saved them," Vikram said. "The sensory cluster shot. In the dark, in the rain. That shot saved twenty lives."

"You saved them. You pushed it over the edge."

"I pushed it because your arrow gave me time. Without the compound's onset, the creature would have reached the formation in three seconds. With the compound, I had sixty seconds of decreasing capability. The arrow bought the time. The push used the time. Both were necessary. Neither was sufficient alone."

"Will you be able to train again?"

"The leg will heal. The ribs will heal. The stump will seal again — it always does." He looked at her with the assessment of a teacher who had watched a student perform under the conditions that training prepared for and that training could not replicate. "You performed. Under the worst conditions the forest can produce — darkness, rain, fear, a live target — you performed. The training worked. You are the proof."

Saffiya's composure held for five seconds. Then the tears came — not the quiet, disciplined tears of the farewell at the archery range but the messy, convulsive tears of a child who had killed a creature and saved twenty lives and who was processing the experience with the emotional machinery of a nine-year-old, which was simultaneously more resilient and more fragile than the adult version. I held her. The embrace lasted until the tears stopped, and the tears stopped when the body decided they had served their purpose, the emotional release completing itself with the same organic timing that governed the forest's cycles.

"You're allowed to cry," I told her. "Crying after combat is not weakness. It's processing. Your body is converting the experience from trauma into memory. The tears are the conversion mechanism."

"I know." She wiped her face with her sleeve. "Vikram taught us. 'Feel it after. Feel everything after. During, be effective. After, be human.' I was effective during. Now I'm being human."
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Ananya's maps were works of art disguised as cartography. The Jaldev diplomat — who had negotiated the peace agreement that ended the territorial war and who had remained in the settlement as the liaison between the two civilisations — spent her evenings on the observation platform with sheets of treated bark, charcoal sticks, and the particular concentration of someone who believed that understanding a landscape required drawing it.

"Maps are arguments," she told me, during the first evening I watched her work. The charcoal moved across the bark with fluid precision — the coastline emerging in bold strokes, the forest interior in layered detail, the settlement's position marked with a small circle that was simultaneously accurate and insignificant, the human presence rendered at the scale the geography demanded. "Every map argues for a particular understanding of the world. The Jaldev maps argue that the coast is central and the forest is peripheral. The Vanavasi maps argue the opposite. My maps argue that both are wrong — that the world is a system, not a hierarchy, and that the relationship between coast and forest is the map's true subject."

Ananya was the settlement's most unexpected resident. She had arrived as part of the Jaldev delegation — the diplomatic team that had come to negotiate the territorial agreement after the Hybrid's death — and she had stayed because staying was, she said, the only way to understand what the diplomacy had accomplished. "You can't negotiate for a place you've never lived in," she told me. "The agreement I brokered was based on briefings, reports, satellite imagery. The agreement I'm revising is based on mornings in the canopy, evenings with the storyteller, and the particular education that comes from living in a tree and learning that the ground is not the foundation but the threat."

Her maps reflected the revision. The early versions — the ones she had brought from the Jaldev settlement — were precise but lifeless: topographic representations that captured elevation and distance but missed the qualities that made the landscape meaningful. The trees were green circles. The Igknamai territories were shaded zones. The settlement was a dot. The maps were accurate and incomplete, the cartographic equivalent of describing a person by listing their height and weight without mentioning their face.

The revised maps — the ones she produced during her residence — were different. The trees were drawn individually, their species indicated by the bark pattern that Ananya had learned to recognise (the red-wood species rendered in cross-hatched strokes, the smooth-barked species in flowing lines, the Memory Tree drawn with a detail that exceeded its geographical significance because its cultural significance demanded the attention). The Igknamai territories were mapped not as static zones but as dynamic ranges — the creatures' seasonal movements indicated by arrows, the enhanced variants distinguished from the standard population by a marking system that Ananya had developed from my biological data. The settlement was not a dot but a diagram — the platforms, walkways, defensive positions, and community spaces rendered with the intimate knowledge of someone who had walked every pathway and climbed every rope and sat on every platform and understood that a settlement in the trees was not a point on a map but a three-dimensional organism whose vertical dimension was as important as its horizontal.

"You're mapping in three dimensions," I observed, during the third week, when Ananya's latest revision included elevation markings that converted the bark-sheet map from a flat representation into a layered one — the canopy level, the mid-level, the ground level, each rendered on a separate sheet that could be overlaid to produce a composite view.

"The Vanavasins live in three dimensions. A two-dimensional map lies about their world. It pretends that the walkway between Platform A and Platform B is a line, when it's actually a curve — the walkway drops three metres from A, levels at the midpoint, and rises four metres to B. The line is a lie. The curve is the truth. My map tells the truth."

The mapping project became a collaboration. My biological data — the Igknamai population distributions, the enhanced variants' territorial ranges, the seasonal movement patterns — provided the ecological layer that Ananya's geographic foundation required. Together, we produced a comprehensive atlas of the settlement's domain: twelve sheets of treated bark that, when assembled, created a three-dimensional model of the forest territory that was simultaneously a geographic document, an ecological survey, and a cultural record.

The atlas included layers that neither of us could have produced alone. Ananya's geographic precision — the accurate representation of distances, elevations, water features, and terrain — was enhanced by my population data, which revealed patterns that geography alone couldn't explain: the enhanced Igknamai's preference for elevated ground during the monsoon, the standard population's seasonal migration between the river systems, the breeding-cycle timing that Dr. Rajan had identified and that correlated with the rainfall patterns Ananya had mapped.

"The atlas tells a story," Ananya said, when we completed the final sheet — the overlay that combined all twelve layers into a single, comprehensive view. "The story of a forest that contains two civilisations and one predator, and the relationships between them that determine who thrives and who survives."

"Three civilisations," I corrected. "The Vanavasins, the Jaldevs, and the Igknamai. The Igknamai have territories, seasonal patterns, social structures. They're not just predators — they're a civilisation that we've been mapping as if they were weather."

The observation changed Ananya's approach. The atlas's final revision included the Igknamai not as threats but as inhabitants — their territories mapped with the same respect that the Vanavasi and Jaldev settlements received, their seasonal movements rendered with the same attention to pattern and purpose. The revision was not sentimentality — it was accuracy. The Igknamai were part of the forest's system, and a map that reduced them to shaded threat-zones was as incomplete as a map that reduced the Vanavasins to dots.

The atlas's practical applications were immediate. Trilochan used the Igknamai movement layers to optimise the patrol schedules — the routes adjusted to the creatures' predicted positions, the timing calibrated to the seasonal patterns, the enhanced-variant operations planned against the territorial data that the atlas provided. The efficiency gains were significant: patrol encounters with Igknamai decreased by forty percent, while detection rates increased by twenty-five percent — the patrols were finding the creatures more often because they knew where to look, and encountering them accidentally less often because they knew where to avoid.

Meenakshi used the cultural layer — the atlas's documentation of community spaces, gathering points, and traditional sites — for settlement planning. The elder's decisions about new construction, route modifications, and defensive investments were informed by the spatial analysis that the atlas provided, the data revealing relationships between the settlement's physical layout and its social dynamics that intuition alone had not captured.

The Jaldev delegation used the atlas for the peace agreement's territorial provisions — the boundary definitions that had been negotiated in abstract terms were now rendered in geographic precision, the disputed areas resolved by the mapping data that showed where the Igknamai's enhanced-variant territories created natural buffer zones that neither civilisation could safely occupy. The buffer zones became the agreement's foundation — territories that belonged to neither the Vanavasins nor the Jaldevs because they belonged, functionally, to the Igknamai.

"The map resolved the dispute," Ananya said, with the satisfied expression of a diplomat who had discovered that cartography was more persuasive than rhetoric. "The Vanavasins claimed the eastern forest. The Jaldevs claimed the coastal margin. Both claims overlapped at the river delta. The atlas showed that the river delta is enhanced Igknamai breeding territory during the wet season — neither civilisation can occupy it safely. The dispute dissolved. The map told the truth, and the truth was that neither party could have what they wanted."

"That's not a resolution. That's a concession to reality."

"Every good resolution is a concession to reality. The best diplomacy doesn't give people what they want — it shows them what's possible. The atlas showed both parties that the possible was different from the desired, and both parties adjusted. That's peace."

On my last week, Ananya gave me a copy of the atlas — twelve sheets of treated bark, rolled into a cylinder, tied with the coloured-thread system that had become the settlement's universal coding language. The gift was the cartographer's equivalent of the Bone Book, the composite arrowhead, and Saffiya's arrow — a piece of the settlement's knowledge preserved in a form that could travel, the physical object carrying the understanding that the four months had produced.

"Take the map home," Ananya said. "Show your people what this forest looks like when you draw it with both eyes open — the geographic eye and the ecological eye and the cultural eye. Show them that the world they're planning to study is not a wilderness. It's a home."

I carried the atlas beside the seed samples, the composite arrowhead, the Bone Book notes, and the white-thread vessel from Devraj's shelf. The collection was the physical residue of four months of living — each object representing a relationship, a discovery, a collaboration that had changed my understanding of what it meant to arrive somewhere unfamiliar and leave it as a home.
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The Festival of Roots was the Vanavasi settlement's oldest ceremony — a three-day celebration that marked the end of the monsoon season and the beginning of the dry months, the calendar's pivot point that separated the period of withdrawal from the period of expansion. The festival's timing was determined not by a fixed date but by the forest itself: the ceremony began when the last sustained rain stopped and the first clear morning revealed the canopy in its post-monsoon condition — the leaves washed, the bark darkened by absorbed moisture, the entire vertical world carrying the particular freshness that six weeks of relentless rain produced.

The preparation consumed the entire settlement. Meenakshi directed the logistics with the comprehensive authority that she applied to everything — the elder's management of a cultural celebration being indistinguishable from her management of a military operation, the planning and coordination and delegation of tasks proceeding with the efficiency that two hundred years of tradition had refined into a system that required Meenakshi's oversight but not her micromanagement.

The first day was devoted to descent — the community's annual acknowledgment of the ground that they lived above. Every adult in the settlement descended to the forest floor, the ropes and ladders carrying the population downward in a controlled migration that reversed the settlement's fundamental orientation: for one day, the canopy people became ground people, the elevated civilisation returning to the surface that their ancestors had fled.

"The descent reminds us," Meenakshi explained, when I asked about the ceremony's purpose. "It reminds us that the ground is not only danger — it is also origin. We came from the ground. The trees grew from the ground. The food we eat grows in the ground. The roots that anchor our homes penetrate the ground. The festival honours the connection that our elevation obscures — the truth that we are canopy people whose foundation is the earth."

The descent was conducted in formation — the scouts leading, the archers providing cover, the community following in the organised column that the Igknamai threat required. The ground-level assembly point was the Memory Tree — Vanaja's tree, the seed vault's guardian, the settlement's spiritual centre of gravity that the southeastern sector's Igknamai activity had made inaccessible for most of the year but that the monsoon's end and the caltrop deployment had temporarily secured.

I descended with the community. The experience was different from the ground-level operations I had conducted — the patrols, the collections, the caltrop deployments. Those were missions: purposeful, time-limited, defined by objectives. The festival descent was ceremonial: unhurried, communal, defined by presence rather than purpose. The ground beneath my bare feet (the sandals removed, as tradition required) was the same ground I had patrolled in boots, but the barefoot contact changed the relationship — the soil's texture, the roots' ridges, the leaf-litter's softness registering through the soles with an intimacy that boots had prevented.

The root platform of the Memory Tree accommodated the entire community — two hundred and forty people standing on the interwoven roots, the living wood bearing the collective weight of the population it had sustained for two centuries. Devraj led the ceremony's first phase: a thanksgiving to the roots, the healer's voice carrying across the assembly with the particular register that Govind used for the foundational stories — deeper, slower, weighted with the authority of tradition.

"The roots hold us," Devraj intoned. "When the wind bends the tree, the roots hold. When the rain saturates the wood, the roots hold. When the Igknamai circle the trunk and the night is long and the fear is loud, the roots hold. We honour the roots because the roots honour us — they do not choose to hold, they do not decide to support, they hold because holding is their nature, and their nature is our salvation."

The thanksgiving was followed by the planting — each family contributing a seed to the Memory Tree's vault, the annual addition that maintained the vault's currency and that ensured the seed collection represented the living forest's current diversity rather than a historical snapshot. The seeds were brought in small pouches, each family's contribution representing the plants they had collected, cultivated, or preserved during the year — the botanical equivalent of a tax, the community's investment in its own biological future.

Saffiya's family — her mother, Priti, and her younger brother, Kunal — contributed three seeds: a medicinal root that Priti had collected from the western forest, a grain variety that the grazing fields had produced, and a flower seed that Kunal had chosen because, he said, "flowers are important too." The three-year-old's contribution was received with the same gravity as every other contribution — Devraj accepting the seed with a nod and a blessing, the tradition's insistence on equal treatment extending to participants regardless of age.

I contributed. The decision was spontaneous — I had not planned to participate, assuming the ceremony was for Vanavasins and that my presence as an observer was the appropriate level of engagement. But Meenakshi caught my eye during the planting procession and gave the particular nod that, in her communication vocabulary, meant "proceed" — the elder's permission conveyed in a gesture that was simultaneously invitation and expectation.

My contribution was a seed I had collected during the botanical survey of the enhanced Igknamai territory — a small, hard-shelled seed from a plant that grew only in the areas where the armoured variants had established their permanent presence. The plant had intrigued me because it appeared to thrive in the enhanced Igknamai's acidic mucous trail — the only vegetation I had encountered that responded positively to the creatures' chemical secretions, the biological anomaly suggesting a symbiotic relationship between the plant and the predator that was worth preserving for future study.

Devraj received the seed with the assessment that characterised his professional interactions — the healer examining the specimen with eyes and fingers before placing it in the vault's innermost circle, the most recent additions occupying the position closest to the tree's central root.

"A sky-person's contribution to the Memory Tree," he said. "Vanaja would have approved."

The approval was Devraj's highest compliment — the healer invoking the founder's name to validate a participation that tradition had not anticipated and that the tradition's spirit, if not its letter, embraced.

The second day was devoted to feasting — the community's collective meal, prepared on the ground level using cooking methods that the canopy's fire restrictions prevented. The Vanavasi diet was constrained by the practical reality that open flames in a tree settlement were unacceptable — the cooking methods in the canopy limited to the small, contained fires of the kitchen platforms and the preparation techniques that minimised heat production. The Festival of Roots removed these constraints: the ground-level cooking fires were large, open, the flames permitted to reach heights and temperatures that the canopy never allowed.

The result was food that I had not tasted during my months in the settlement — roasted whole animals, the meat slow-cooked over pit fires that had been burning since the previous night, the heat transforming the protein with a depth and complexity that the canopy's limited cooking could not achieve. Root vegetables, buried in the coal beds and retrieved with the ceremony's particular implements — long-handled tongs that Harish had forged specifically for the festival, their design unchanged in generations. Bread, cooked on heated stones that the fire team had prepared, the dough made from the grain that the grazing fields produced and that the canopy's kitchen platforms baked in smaller, less satisfying quantities.

The feast was communal in the deepest sense — the food shared without individual portions, the community eating from common vessels, the social hierarchy that the canopy's platform-based living inevitably produced dissolved by the ground-level equality of shared food and shared fire. I ate with Saffiya on one side and Govind on the other, the storyteller narrating the feast's traditional accompaniment — the Hunger Stories, a sequence of narratives about the settlement's lean periods that served as both entertainment and reminder: the food was abundant now, but the abundance was not guaranteed, and the gratitude should match the provision.

The bread was the best thing I had eaten in months. The stone-cooking method produced a crust that was simultaneously crisp and chewy, the interior soft, the flavour carrying the particular sweetness of grain that had been grown in alien soil and baked over alien wood and that was, despite its extraterrestrial origins, indistinguishable from the bread that I had eaten on Earth — the particular comfort of a food that transcended planetary boundaries, the loaf's warmth in my hands a universal experience that needed no cultural translation.

"You're crying," Saffiya observed, with the diagnostic precision of a child who noticed everything and commented on most of it.

"The bread is very good."

"You're not crying about bread."

"I'm crying about bread and everything the bread represents — home, comfort, the particular kindness of someone feeding you food they made with their hands. I'm crying because the festival is beautiful and because I know it will end and because the ending of beautiful things is the price of experiencing them."

"That's a lot of crying for bread."

"That's a lot of bread."

The third day was devoted to the ascent — the community's return to the canopy, the festival's concluding ceremony that reversed the first day's descent and that carried, in its upward trajectory, the symbolic resolution of the three-day experience: the ground acknowledged, the roots honoured, the community fed, the connection between earth and canopy renewed for another year.

The ascent was different from the descent. Where the descent had been orderly, the ascent was joyful — the community climbing with the energy that the feast and the ceremony had generated, the children racing each other on the rope systems, the adults climbing with the particular satisfaction of people returning to their own space after a meaningful absence. The canopy received the returning community with the post-monsoon clarity that had triggered the festival — the leaves bright, the walkways drying, the platforms warming in the sun that the rain had hidden for six weeks.

The festival's final moment was Meenakshi's. The elder stood on the central platform — the gathering space where Govind told his stories and where the community assembled for every significant announcement — and delivered the traditional closing. The words were ancient — the Vanavasi equivalent of a prayer, the language older than the settlement's current dialect, the meaning communicated through rhythm and tone rather than vocabulary.

"The roots hold," she concluded, in the contemporary language that followed the ancient invocation. "The roots held this year as they held every year. The roots will hold next year as they hold this year. We are held."

The community's response was a single word — "Held" — spoken in unison, the collective voice of two hundred and forty people affirming the statement that was simultaneously their history, their present, and their faith.

I said the word with them. The speaking of it — the single syllable, the communal voice, the particular vibration of a word spoken by a community that believed it — was the moment when my belonging became complete. Not the night watch commission. Not the archery achievement. Not the healing-hut collaboration or the forge work or the seed vault contribution. The moment of belonging was the moment of shared speech — the word "Held" spoken from the canopy of a tree on a planet far from home, spoken with people who had become my people, spoken in the voice that the festival had given me: the voice of a Vanavasi who happened to have come from the sky.
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The council meeting was convened on Meenakshi's platform — the elder's private space, smaller than the gathering platform but elevated above it, the height conferring the particular authority that the Vanavasi culture assigned to vertical position. The meeting was not public. The attendees were three: Meenakshi, Trilochan, and me. The subject was the settlement's future.

"The follow-up team changes everything," Meenakshi said, without preamble. The elder's communication style did not include introductions, pleasantries, or the conversational warm-up that diplomatic protocol considered essential. "Sky-people with resources, technology, and an institutional mandate to establish a permanent presence. The question is not whether they will stay — they will stay. The question is what their staying will cost us."

Trilochan sat with the contained stillness that was his default — the warrior's body at rest, the mind in continuous operation. His assessment of the situation was, I knew, already complete; the council meeting was not for analysis but for decision. "The follow-up team's commander is competent," he said. "She understands the environment. She respects the protocols. But competence and respect are individual qualities. Institutions are not individuals. The commander will be replaced eventually. Her replacement may be less competent. Less respectful. The institution's interest in the forest is not cultural — it is extractive. Resources, biological data, strategic positioning. The institution will take what the commander chooses to offer."

"Which is why the terms must be established now," Meenakshi said. "While the commander is receptive. While the sky-people's presence is small. While the leverage is ours."

The conversation was the most direct I had witnessed in the settlement — the elder and the warrior speaking to each other with the unfiltered honesty of people who had been making decisions together for decades and who understood that the survival of their community depended on the quality of their thinking more than the politeness of their expression.

"What terms?" I asked.

Meenakshi's gaze was the assessment gaze — the elder evaluating whether the question was genuine curiosity or diplomatic evasion. Satisfied that it was the former, she answered: "Three terms. First: territorial sovereignty. The Vanavasi settlement and its surrounding forest — the territory we occupy, the territory we patrol, the territory we depend on for resources — remains under Vanavasi authority. The sky-people may visit, study, collaborate. They may not govern, administer, or claim."

"The follow-up team will accept that," I said. "Commander Deshmukh understands sovereignty. The institutional mandate is observation and diplomacy, not governance."

"The current mandate. Mandates change. The term must be permanent — embedded in an agreement that survives the current commander and the current mandate. The atlas that you and Ananya produced defines the territory. The agreement must reference the atlas. The boundaries must be precise."

"Second term," Trilochan said. "Knowledge reciprocity. The sky-people will study our forest, our plants, our creatures. The biological data, the medical compounds, the ecological systems — all of it will be documented, analysed, transmitted to institutions that are beyond our reach and beyond our control. The knowledge that leaves the forest must be balanced by knowledge that enters it. For every study published, a copy returns to the settlement. For every compound synthesised, the synthesis method is shared. For every patent filed" — the word was unfamiliar to Trilochan, and he used it with the careful pronunciation of someone who had learned it specifically for this conversation — "the benefit is shared."

"You're describing intellectual property rights," I said.

"I'm describing fairness. The forest's knowledge belongs to the forest. The people who developed the knowledge — the healers, the smiths, the scouts — deserve to benefit from its use. If the sky-people's institutions profit from what they learn here, the profit must flow back."

The third term was Meenakshi's. The elder delivered it with the particular weight that she reserved for matters of existential significance — the tone that communicated, without stating, that this term was non-negotiable.

"Third: the children. No Vanavasi child leaves the forest without the community's consent. No child is recruited, educated elsewhere, or relocated for any purpose. The sky-people's culture values individual choice. Our culture values collective responsibility. A child belongs to the community before they belong to themselves. The community decides — not the parents alone, not the child alone, not the sky-people's institutions. The community."

The term was directed at me — not accusingly but specifically, the elder's awareness that my relationship with Saffiya had created a bond that could, if unmanaged, produce exactly the kind of individual-choice situation that the term was designed to prevent. Saffiya was extraordinary. The sky-people's institutions would recognise her extraordinariness. The institutional response to extraordinariness was recruitment — the identification and extraction of talent for purposes that served the institution rather than the community that had produced the talent.

"I understand," I said. "Saffiya stays unless the community decides otherwise."

"Saffiya stays because Saffiya is a Vanavasi. The community doesn't decide to keep her — keeping her is the default. The community decides if the default is ever overridden, and the override requires consensus, not majority."

"Consensus is a high bar."

"Consensus is the appropriate bar for decisions that affect the community's future. Saffiya is the community's future. The bar should be as high as the stakes."

The agreement was drafted over the following week — a collaborative document that I wrote in the formal language that institutional diplomacy required and that Meenakshi and Trilochan revised in the direct language that the Vanavasi tradition demanded. The result was a hybrid document — part treaty, part constitution, part declaration of principles — that established the framework for the relationship between the Vanavasi settlement and the sky-people's institutional presence.

Commander Deshmukh received the document with the professional respect that characterised her approach to the mission. She read it in its entirety — the forty-seven pages that covered territorial sovereignty, knowledge reciprocity, child protection, resource access, dispute resolution, and the dozens of subsidiary provisions that the three core terms generated. Her assessment was delivered the following day, on the gathering platform, in the presence of Meenakshi, Trilochan, and the community's senior members.

"The territorial provisions are consistent with our institutional mandate. The knowledge reciprocity provisions exceed our current protocols but are achievable with institutional adjustment. The child protection provisions are" — she paused, the diplomatic precision of her language reflecting the sensitivity of the subject — "unprecedented in our institutional framework. We have never encountered a community that asserts collective authority over individual members' movement. The provision will require approval from institutional leadership."

"The provision is non-negotiable," Meenakshi said.

"I understand. I will advocate for its approval. I believe the advocacy will succeed because the alternative — a relationship with a community that does not trust us — serves no one's interests."

The agreement was signed — or rather, marked, the Vanavasi tradition using a system of carved symbols rather than written signatures. Meenakshi's mark was the root symbol — a branching pattern that represented the Memory Tree's root system. Trilochan's was the arrow — the weapon that had defended the settlement for his entire tenure as garrison commander. Mine, as the agreement's drafter and the bridge between the two parties, was a symbol I chose myself: the star — the point of light that represented the sky I had come from and the sky I would return to, connected to the forest by the thread of the agreement and the bonds that the agreement formalised.

Commander Deshmukh signed in the institutional manner — her name, her rank, her authorisation code. The contrast between the two signing methods — the Vanavasi marks' symbolic resonance and the institutional signature's bureaucratic precision — captured the agreement's essential nature: the meeting of two fundamentally different approaches to the world, formalised in a document that respected both.

The council's final session — the meeting that occurred after the agreement was signed and before the follow-up team assumed full operational responsibility — was private again. Meenakshi, Trilochan, and me. The elder's platform. The amber light of the oil lamps that Meenakshi preferred over the bioluminescent alternatives.

"You did well," Meenakshi said.

The compliment was startling — not because it was undeserved but because it was unprecedented. Meenakshi did not compliment. Meenakshi assessed, corrected, directed, and occasionally approved. Complimenting was a category of communication that the elder's vocabulary did not normally include.

"The agreement protects us," she continued. "Not perfectly — no agreement is perfect, because agreements depend on the parties' willingness to honour them, and willingness is not permanent. But the agreement creates a framework. A structure. A set of expectations that both parties can reference when the willingness wavers. That is the most that paper can do. The rest is people."

"The rest is always people," Trilochan agreed. "The palisade protects the settlement. But the palisade is maintained by people. The arrows defend the community. But the arrows are shot by people. The agreement protects the future. But the future is lived by people. Everything returns to the quality of the people involved."

"Which is why the third term matters most," Meenakshi said. "The territory can be negotiated. The knowledge can be shared. But the children — the people who will live the future that the agreement protects — they are not negotiable. They are not shareable. They are ours."

The possessive was not ownership — it was responsibility. Meenakshi's "ours" meant not "we possess them" but "we are responsible for them" — the distinction that the elder's culture drew between the two and that the sky-people's culture, with its emphasis on individual autonomy, sometimes failed to recognise.

"I'll make sure the follow-up team understands," I said.

"You will do more than that. You will return. You will bring Rudra. You will bring your sky-person knowledge and your forest-person understanding and you will continue what you started — the bridge that connects two worlds without converting either one into the other. The bridge is not the agreement. The agreement is paper. The bridge is you."

The assignment was not a request — it was a recognition. Meenakshi had identified, in her five-decade assessment of people and their qualities, that I was the particular kind of person who could serve as the connection between two fundamentally different civilisations — not because I belonged to both but because I had learned to love both, and love, in Meenakshi's pragmatic philosophy, was the only force strong enough to sustain a bridge across the distance that separated the canopy from the sky.

"I'll come back," I said. The words were the same words I had said to Saffiya, to Chandni, to every person and creature whose goodbye had been a promise rather than a conclusion. "I'll come back and I'll bring Rudra and we'll continue the bridge."

"Good." Meenakshi's response was characteristically brief — the elder's economy extending even to moments of profound significance, the single word containing the approval, the trust, the assignment, and the farewell that a longer speech would have diluted.

The oil lamps flickered. The platform swayed in the evening breeze. Below, the forest floor was dark with the particular darkness that I had learned to read — the shadows differentiated, the movements categorised, the threat assessed and managed by the night watch that I had helped to train. Above, the sky was clear — the unfamiliar constellations visible through the canopy's gaps, The Archer and The Climber and The Root arranged in the patterns that Govind had named and that I would carry in my memory alongside the constellations of my birth-sky.

Between the ground and the stars, the settlement lived. The walkways connected. The platforms held. The roots, as Devraj had intoned at the festival, held. Everything held — the physical structures, the social bonds, the agreement, the promise — because the people who maintained them were the kind of people whose holding was reliable.

I was one of those people now. The forest had decided. The elder had confirmed. The word "Held" that I had spoken at the festival was not a guest's participation but a resident's commitment — the single syllable that connected me to the canopy and the canopy to the sky and the sky to the man who was waiting on a station in orbit around a distant sun.

The bridge was built. The bridge would hold.
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The sunset on my final evening was the most beautiful I had seen from the canopy — not because the colours were exceptional or the clouds arranged themselves with unusual artistry, but because finality sharpened perception, the knowledge that this was the last time converting every visual detail from background to foreground, the brain's attention mechanisms responding to scarcity by amplifying everything.

The observation platform — Rudra's platform, the place where he had first told me that he loved me, the elevated space that had become the settlement's most significant location in my private geography — was occupied by Saffiya and me. The girl sat cross-legged, her bow beside her, her quiver on the platform's edge, her posture carrying the particular stillness that she deployed when she was processing an experience that exceeded her emotional vocabulary. She was watching the sunset with the same attention she applied to targets — the focused, evaluative gaze of someone who believed that everything she looked at deserved the full force of her observation.

"The colours are different during the dry season," she said. "The monsoon washes the atmosphere. The particles that scatter the light are gone. The sunset is cleaner. More direct. The red is redder. The orange is oranger."

"Is 'oranger' a word?"

"It is now."

The sunset descended through its spectrum — the gold phase, when the light was still strong enough to illuminate the canopy's upper surface and the leaves glowed with the reflected warmth of a star that was, relative to the planet's position, both alien and essential. The orange phase, when the light softened and the shadows lengthened and the settlement's vertical architecture became a silhouette against the deepening sky, the platforms and walkways and rope systems reduced to dark geometry against the luminous background. The red phase, when the horizon claimed the light and the canopy's upper surface cooled from gold to copper to the particular dark warmth that preceded darkness — the colour that was not red and not brown but the specific hue that existed only at the boundary between day and night, the colour that had no name because it lasted for approximately ninety seconds and was gone before language could capture it.

"That colour," Saffiya said, pointing at the horizon during the ninety-second window. "That one. The one that's not red and not brown."

"It doesn't have a name."

"Then I'm naming it. Vanaja's colour. Because it's the colour the sky makes when it touches the tree-line, and Vanaja was the person who first noticed."

"How do you know Vanaja noticed?"

"Because Vanaja noticed everything. That's why she was the first elder. Not because she was brave — everyone was brave, they had to be, the Igknamai were everywhere. Not because she was strong — strength is common. Because she noticed. She saw what other people looked past. She saw the tree's willingness to be climbed. She saw the roots' capacity to shelter. She saw the forest's offer — climb me, live in me, I will hold you — and she accepted it because she noticed it. Noticing is the rarest ability. Courage is common. Strength is common. Noticing is rare."

The analysis was Saffiya at her most characteristic — the nine-year-old philosopher whose observations routinely exceeded the complexity of adult discourse, the child whose extraordinary intelligence was expressed not through the vocabulary of precocity but through the directness of someone who thought clearly and spoke accordingly.

"You notice things," I said.

"I notice everything. That's my job. The archer notices — the wind, the distance, the target's movement, the arrow's weight, the string's tension. If you don't notice, you miss. If you notice, you hit. Archery is applied noticing."

"Life is applied noticing."

"Yes. And most people are bad at it. They look without seeing. They hear without listening. They touch without feeling. The forest teaches noticing because the forest punishes not-noticing. An Igknamai that you don't notice will kill you. A root that you don't notice will trip you. A change in the wind that you don't notice will send your arrow wide. The forest is the world's best teacher because the forest's tests are pass-or-die."

The bioluminescence arrived as the last light departed — the fungi that Trilochan cultivated along the walkways awakening with the darkness, the blue-green glow replacing the sun's warmth with the forest's cool alternative. The transition was gradual, the bioluminescence strengthening as the daylight weakened, the two light sources overlapping for a period that produced a particular visual quality — the warm residue of the sunset mixing with the cool emergence of the fungal glow, the colours combining on the platforms and walkways and rope systems to create an environment that was neither day nor night but the liminal space between them.

The oil lamps joined the bioluminescence — the amber warmth of pressed seed oil adding a third light source to the canopy's evening palette. The three-light environment — the sunset's residual warm glow, the fungi's cool luminescence, the lamps' amber intimacy — was the Vanavasi evening's signature visual quality, the particular beauty that the elevated civilisation had created by living among organisms that glowed and traditions that burned.

I catalogued the beauty with the deliberateness of someone creating a memory for future reference — the mental photograph that I would access during the transit home, during the station's fluorescent corridors, during the nights when the distance between the forest and the sky felt like more than light-years. The canopy's three-light evening. The walkways' gentle sway. The children's voices from the residential platforms — the particular sound of childhood at twilight, the playing and arguing and laughing that was universal across every culture and every planet and every species that raised its young in communities.

Saffiya's voice from beside me, identifying constellations: "The Archer — there. The Climber — that bright one near the horizon. The Root — the foundation star, the one that doesn't move."

"On my planet, we call that star something else."

"What do you call it?"

"We call it the North Star. Because it indicates north — the direction you follow to find your way."

"That's a good name too. A star that shows you the way. The Root shows us the foundation. The North Star shows you the direction. Same star, different gifts. It gives the Vanavasins stability and it gives the sky-people navigation. That's generous."

"Stars are generous."

"Stars are stars. We're the ones who make them generous by noticing what they offer."

Trilochan appeared on the platform as the last sunset colour faded — the warrior materialising from the canopy's shadow with the silent movement that I had never successfully replicated and that I suspected was less a trained skill than an inherent quality, the man's body having absorbed the forest's quietness so thoroughly that silence was his natural state.

"Tomorrow," he said.

"Tomorrow."

"The ship descends at noon. The follow-up team has prepared the landing zone. The farewell ceremony is at dawn — Govind's telling, Meenakshi's blessing, the community gathered." He paused. The pause was unusual — Trilochan's communication was normally continuous, the information delivered without gaps. The gap meant something was being processed, something that the warrior's emotional discipline was managing with the effort that its significance demanded. "I have a gift."

He extended his hand. In his palm was a small object — a stone, dark green, polished smooth, the size and shape of a large coin. The stone's surface was carved with a symbol that I recognised: the root pattern, the branching design that represented the Memory Tree's root system, the symbol that Meenakshi had used as her mark on the agreement.

"This is a patrol stone," Trilochan said. "Every scout carries one. The stone identifies the carrier as a member of the garrison — the patrol authority that permits ground-level movement without escort. The stone is given when a scout completes their training and demonstrates the competence that the garrison requires. The stone is returned when the scout retires or dies."

"You're giving me a patrol stone."

"I'm recognising what you've earned. You completed the training. You performed the watches. You detected the enhanced pack by sound on a moonless night. You rode Chandni on ground-level operations. You contributed to the defence during the monsoon breach. The garrison's standards were met. The stone is the acknowledgment."

The stone was warm from Trilochan's hand — the residual heat of a body that had carried it to the platform, the personal warmth that objects absorbed from the people who held them. The weight was disproportionate to the size — the stone dense, the material heavy, the physical properties reflecting the symbolic weight that the object carried. A patrol stone was a Vanavasi warrior's identity. The giving of one to a sky-person was, I understood, a precedent that Trilochan had established against the tradition's expectations and that the tradition would need to accommodate.

"Thank you," I said.

"Don't thank me. Earn it. Continue to earn it. The stone is not a souvenir — it is a responsibility. The carrier of the patrol stone defends the settlement. From wherever they are, in whatever capacity they can. The stone says: this person is one of us. The obligation attached to that statement does not diminish with distance."

"I understand."

"I know you do. That's why you're receiving it."

He turned and left. The departure was as silent as the arrival — the warrior absorbed into the canopy's shadow, the shadow closing behind him like water closing behind a stone, the man's passage through the environment leaving no trace because the man and the environment were the same thing.

Saffiya and I remained on the platform. The sky completed its transition — the last warm colour gone, the bioluminescence and the oil lamps providing the evening's light, the stars emerging through the canopy's gaps with the gradual revelation that the planet's rotation produced. The Archer. The Climber. The Root.

"Are you going to cry?" Saffiya asked.

"Probably."

"Me too. But not yet. Let's watch the stars first. Let's notice everything. Let's be good at the thing the forest taught us."

We watched. The stars turned slowly — the planet's rotation carrying the constellations across the sky at the pace that the universe set, unhurried, patient, the celestial machinery operating at the timescale that made human urgency seem both trivial and precious. The Archer moved westward. The Climber descended toward the horizon. The Root remained — fixed, constant, the foundation star that did not move because its purpose was to be the point from which everything else was measured.

I held Saffiya's hand. The girl's fingers were small, calloused from the bowstring, warm from the platform's residual heat. Her grip was firm — the archer's grip, the trained hand that held what it held with the conviction that holding was an act of commitment rather than convenience.

"When you come back," Saffiya said, "bring your bow."

"I will."

"And bring Rudra. I want to meet the person who makes you smile when you read his messages."

"You've met him."

"I met the captain. I want to meet the person."

"They're the same person."

"No. The captain gave orders and made decisions and was competent and brave. The person writes messages that make you cry on a platform in the dark. They're not the same. The person is better."

"I'll bring the person."

"Good. And when you bring him, tell him I said this: if he makes you sad, I will find him. And I don't miss."

The threat was delivered with the deadpan precision that characterised Saffiya's most serious communications — the nine-year-old's voice carrying the particular authority of someone who meant every word and who possessed the skill to execute the threat's implicit promise. The combination of childhood's earnestness and an archer's competence produced a warning that was simultaneously adorable and, I suspected, entirely credible.

"I'll tell him."

"Good."

The stars continued. The settlement settled — the sounds of evening diminishing into the sounds of night, the community transitioning from activity to rest, the canopy absorbing its people into the darkness that the bioluminescence and the oil lamps held at bay. The forest below was quiet — the night watch monitoring the shadows, the Igknamai following their patterns, the natural world conducting its nocturnal business with the indifference to human emotion that was the universe's most consistent quality.

My last night in the canopy ended the way all nights ended: with the darkness, and the glow, and the sound of the forest breathing around the settlement that lived within it. The breathing was deep, slow, patient — the rhythm of an organism that had been alive for millennia and that would be alive for millennia more, the temporal scale that made human presence a brief episode in a long story.

But brief episodes could be significant. Brief episodes could change the story. A woman climbing a tree during a monsoon had changed the story. A sky-person arriving in the canopy had changed the story again.

The story would continue. The forest would breathe. The roots would hold.

And the bridge — the bridge between the ground and the stars, between the canopy and the sky, between two civilisations that had found each other in the improbable intersection of a forest and a crash landing — the bridge would hold too.

Because the people who built it were the kind of people whose bridges held.
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The baby arrived three weeks before I left — Priti's second child, a boy, born on the residential platform in the early hours of a morning when the bioluminescence was at its brightest and the forest floor was silent with the particular silence that the Igknamai maintained during the deep-night hours, the creatures' circadian rhythm providing the inadvertent gift of a peaceful birth.

Devraj delivered the child with the calm authority of a healer who had attended dozens of births in the canopy and who understood that the process required his assistance but not his interference — the body's machinery operating according to its own design, the healer's role being to monitor, to intervene when necessary, and to otherwise allow the ancient biological programme to execute without the disruption that excessive medical attention could produce.

Zara assisted — the fusion of traditions visible in the birth as it was visible in everything the healing centre produced. Devraj's herbal preparation for pain management, administered as a compress applied to Priti's lower back, the warmth and the botanical chemistry working together to reduce the contractions' intensity without eliminating the awareness that Priti required to participate in the process. Zara's monitoring equipment — the portable scanner that tracked the baby's position, heart rate, and oxygen levels — providing the data layer that Devraj's traditional assessment complemented but could not replace.

The birth itself was unremarkable in the medical sense — a healthy delivery, the baby emerging with the particular urgency of a new life announcing itself, the first cry filling the platform with the sound that was, Govind later told me, the most important sound in the Vanavasi tradition: the proof that the forest had received a new member.

The naming ceremony was scheduled for the seventh day — the traditional waiting period that the Vanavasi culture observed between birth and naming, the seven days serving as both a practical measure (the infant's survival during the first week being, in a forest environment, not guaranteed) and a spiritual one (the seven days allowing the child's personality to emerge so that the name could be chosen to match the person rather than imposed in advance of the personality's revelation).

During the seven days, the community visited. The visits were structured — each family bringing a gift that was simultaneously practical and symbolic: a woven blanket from the textile workers (warmth and belonging), a small carved figure from the woodworkers (identity and craft), a pouch of dried herbs from the healers (health and continuity). The gifts accumulated beside Priti's bed — the material expression of a community welcoming its newest member with the concrete generosity that was the Vanavasi alternative to abstract blessing.

I brought an arrow. Not one of Saffiya's custom creations — a training arrow, blunt-tipped, child-sized, the kind that the youngest trainees used in their first archery sessions. The gift was practical (the boy would need one eventually) and symbolic (the arrow representing the future competence that the training programme would develop). Priti received the arrow with the particular smile of a mother who understood that her son's future included bows and arrows and the responsibilities they implied.

"He'll be an archer," she said, the prediction carrying the confidence of someone who lived in a culture where archery was not a choice but a requirement.

"He'll be whatever he chooses. But he'll be an archer first."

"In the Vanavasi settlement, everyone is an archer first. Then everything else."

The naming ceremony itself was conducted on the gathering platform — the central space that served as the settlement's public heart, the community assembled in the concentric arrangement that the tradition prescribed: the family at the centre, the elders in the first ring, the community in the outer rings, the children at the very outside where their restlessness would not disrupt the ceremony's solemnity.

Meenakshi led the ceremony. The elder stood at the platform's centre with the infant cradled in her arms — the baby's weight insignificant against the elder's strength, the contrast between the oldest and the youngest members of the community producing the particular visual poetry that the ceremony was designed to create: the continuity of generations, the past holding the future, the chain of human existence maintained through the physical transfer of a child from one pair of arms to another.

"This child is born of the canopy," Meenakshi intoned. "Born above the ground that threatens. Born among the trees that shelter. Born within the community that protects. This child is Vanavasi — a person of the forest, a person of the trees, a person whose life will be lived between the earth and the sky."

The community's response was the single word: "Vanavasi." The word spoken in unison, the collective voice that I had first heard at the Festival of Roots and that carried the same weight here — the weight of a community claiming its newest member with the possessive love that Meenakshi's culture deployed.

The naming was Priti's privilege — the mother's right to choose the name that the community would use, the choice informed by the seven days of observation that the waiting period had provided. Priti stepped forward, received the baby from Meenakshi's arms, and spoke the name with the particular clarity that the ceremony required — the name delivered in a voice that reached every ring of the assembly, every ear in the community, the name becoming public in the instant of its speaking.

"His name is Aranya."

The word meant "forest" — not the specific forest they lived in but the concept of forest, the principle of forest, the essential quality of a world defined by trees and the life they sheltered. The name was both simple and profound — the child named for the environment that would shape him, the identity forged at the intersection of person and place.

"Aranya," the community repeated. The name spoken two hundred and forty times simultaneously — the collective christening that was the Vanavasi tradition's equivalent of every naming ritual in every human culture: the moment when a person becomes a person, when the unnamed becomes the named, when the biological fact of existence is transformed into the social fact of identity.

Govind spoke after the naming — the storyteller's role in the ceremony being to provide the narrative context that connected the new name to the tradition's existing inventory. Govind told the story of the first Aranya — a historical figure from the settlement's early centuries, a scout whose knowledge of the forest floor had been so comprehensive that the community had begun using the word "aranya" to describe not just the forest but the quality of knowing it intimately. The original Aranya had been the settlement's greatest explorer — the person who had mapped the territories that Trilochan's patrols still used, the person whose observations had informed the defensive strategies that protected the community, the person whose name had become synonymous with the deep, committed, embodied knowledge of the natural world.

"The name is not a burden," Govind said, addressing the infant with the particular directness that his storytelling tradition applied to all audiences regardless of comprehension. "The name is an invitation. It invites you to know the forest the way the first Aranya knew it — with your feet, your hands, your eyes, your breath. It invites you to be the forest's student and the forest's protector and the forest's voice. The name says: this person and this place are connected. The connection is the name's meaning. The connection is the name's gift."

The ceremony concluded with the communal meal — the food prepared by the kitchen platform's staff, the dishes representing the settlement's full culinary range: the grain porridge that was the staple, the roasted root vegetables that the ground-level collections provided, the preserved fruits that the upper-canopy teams harvested, the bark tea that was served at every gathering and that had become, for me, the taste of community itself.

I ate with Saffiya, as I always did. The girl was unusually quiet — the ceremony's emotional weight affecting her in ways that her normal composure managed but did not eliminate. She ate her porridge with the mechanical efficiency of someone whose mind was elsewhere, her eyes returning periodically to the centre of the platform where Priti held Aranya and where the community's attention was focused with the particular intensity that new life generated.

"I want to hold him," Saffiya said.

"You can. After the meal."

"I know. I'm waiting. But I want to hold him now." The impatience was the impatience of a child — the nine-year-old beneath the archer, the ordinary human desire for closeness that no amount of discipline or competence could suppress. "I want to hold him and tell him about the archery range and the moving targets and the draw-hold-redirect technique. I want him to know that the forest is not just dangerous — it's beautiful. I want him to see the bioluminescence for the first time the way I saw it for the first time — with wonder, with the feeling that the world is showing you something it made just for you."

"He'll see it. He'll see all of it."

"But I want to be the one who shows him. I want to be his archery teacher. The way I was your archery teacher."

"You were the best teacher I ever had."

"I know." The statement was not arrogance — it was assessment, the honest evaluation of a nine-year-old who understood her abilities and who did not believe that acknowledging them constituted vanity. "And I'll be even better for him. Because I've had practice. You were my first student. He'll be my second. By the time he draws a bow, I'll have been teaching for years. Imagine how good I'll be."

"Terrifying."

"Exactly."

Saffiya held the baby after the meal. The image — the nine-year-old archer cradling the newborn with the particular care that children applied to things they valued and feared breaking — was the ceremony's most enduring moment: not the elder's intoning, not the communal naming, not Govind's story, but the simple, quiet image of a girl holding a baby on a platform in a tree, the bioluminescence providing the light, the community providing the witness, the forest providing the context that made the moment meaningful.

Aranya was silent in Saffiya's arms. The baby's eyes were closed — the newborn's sleep being the default state, the waking periods brief and unfocused, the consciousness still forming itself from the raw material of sensation and the slow accumulation of experience. But the silence was not passive — it was receptive, the baby's body absorbing the platform's warmth, the arms' pressure, the particular vibration of a community gathered around him, the auditory environment of voices and wind and the canopy's structural settling that would become, over the months and years ahead, the background sound of his life.

"Hello, Aranya," Saffiya said. Her voice was different — softer, lower, the archer's precision replaced by the tenderness that children reserve for things smaller than themselves. "I'm Saffiya. I'm going to teach you everything."

The promise was spoken to a sleeping baby on a platform in a tree on a planet far from Earth. The promise was the most important thing I heard during my four months in the forest. Not the agreement's provisions. Not the council's strategic decisions. Not the scientific discoveries or the cultural analyses or the biological data that I would carry home in notebooks and datafiles and the white-thread vessel from Devraj's shelf.

Saffiya's promise to a sleeping baby — "I'm going to teach you everything" — was the Vanavasi settlement's future compressed into six words: the competence, the love, the ambition, the continuity. The girl who had taught me to shoot would teach the next generation. The knowledge would transfer. The bridge would extend. The roots would hold.


  
    Chapter 36: The Farewell Dawn

    
    
  
  Ira

The farewell ceremony began before sunrise — the community assembling on the gathering platform in the pre-dawn darkness, the bioluminescence providing the light that the sun had not yet offered, the blue-green glow casting the two hundred and forty faces in the particular illumination that made every Vanavasi gathering feel like an event occurring slightly outside of normal time. The fungi's light was not warm like the oil lamps' amber or bright like the sun's white — it was cool, ethereal, the living light of organisms that converted chemical energy into photons with an efficiency that human technology had not replicated, the forest's own contribution to the ceremony's atmosphere.

I stood at the platform's centre. The position was not my choice — Meenakshi had directed me there with the matter-of-fact gesture that served as her choreographic instruction, the elder arranging the ceremony's participants with the same precision she applied to the settlement's governance. Beside me stood Govind, Trilochan, Devraj, Kavitha, Pallavi, Saffiya, and Ananya — the people who had, through the four months of my residency, become the specific individuals through whom the settlement's culture had reached me.

Govind spoke first. The storyteller had prepared a narrative for the occasion — not the farewell story he had told me privately (the bird that learned forest flight) but a different story, a public narrative designed for the community rather than the individual. The story was about a river — a river that flowed from the mountains through the forest to the sea, the water's journey carrying it through every environment the planet contained. The river was changed by each environment it passed through — the mountain's cold sharpened it, the forest's shade cooled it, the delta's breadth widened it — but the river remained the river, the essential quality of water persisting through every transformation the landscape imposed.

"The sky-person came to us like the river comes to the forest," Govind said, his voice carrying the particular register of the public narratives — the deeper, slower cadence that the large audience required. "She arrived cold from the mountains of her sky — the altitude, the distance, the particular chill of someone who had been among the stars. The forest warmed her. The canopy sheltered her. The community widened her. She leaves changed — as the river leaves the forest changed, carrying the forest's warmth and the canopy's shelter and the community's breadth with her as she continues toward the sea."

The metaphor was Govind at his most skilful — the narrative simultaneously honouring my departure and affirming the community's contribution, the story arguing that my transformation was not my achievement but the forest's, the change produced not by my effort but by the environment's effect. The argument was generous and partially true: the forest had changed me. But I had also changed the forest — the composite arrowheads, the caltrop deployment, the atlas, the seed vault contribution, the night-watch training, the agreement. The exchange was bidirectional, and Govind's one-directional metaphor was, I suspected, a deliberate artistic choice: the storyteller honouring the guest by attributing the transformation to the host.

Devraj spoke second. The healer's contribution to the ceremony was not a story but a blessing — the traditional Vanavasi farewell that the healers administered to departing community members, the words invoking the forest's protective properties and applying them to the person who was leaving the forest's physical jurisdiction. The blessing was practical in the Vanavasi tradition's characteristic way: it listed the specific protections the forest provided (shelter from weather, food from the canopy, medicine from the root, defence from the garrison) and wished them in metaphorical form upon the departing person.

"May your sky shelter you as the canopy shelters us. May your food nourish you as the forest's food nourishes us. May your medicine heal you as the roots heal us. May your defenders protect you as the garrison protects us. And may the distance between your sky and our forest be shorter than it seems — because distance is measured not in light-years but in the strength of the thread that connects two places, and our thread is strong."

The blessing's final line was an addition — not part of the traditional formula but an improvisation that Devraj had composed for the occasion. The addition acknowledged what the traditional formula could not: that I was not a standard departure, not a member moving to a different settlement or a scout retiring from active service, but something the tradition had not previously encountered — a person leaving the forest for the sky, the departure's distance exceeding the tradition's imagination, the separation requiring a reassurance that the standard blessing did not provide.

Trilochan spoke third. The warrior's contribution was the shortest — characteristically, efficiently, the garrison commander applying the same economy to ceremonial speech that he applied to tactical briefings. He stepped forward, faced me, and delivered four words:

"You were adequate."

The community laughed — the collective recognition that Trilochan's "adequate" was the highest praise his vocabulary contained, the word's meaning inverted by the context and the speaker's reputation, the four words communicating more approval than a longer speech could have achieved. I laughed too — the laughter releasing the tension that the ceremony's emotional weight had accumulated, the sound human and ordinary and essential.

"Thank you, Commander."

"You're welcome, Lieutenant."

The exchange was the military formality that our relationship had maintained beneath its personal evolution — the captain and the biologist, the warrior and the scientist, the professional identities that had been the foundation upon which the friendship had been built. The formality was not distance but respect — the acknowledgment that the professional competence had been the prerequisite for the personal connection, and that honouring the prerequisite was a way of honouring the connection.

Kavitha brought Chandni. The horse master led the silver-grey mare to the platform's edge — the rope system adapted to accommodate the animal's descent, Kavitha having arranged for Chandni's presence at the ceremony with the logistical thoroughness that characterised her management of the settlement's equine resources. Chandni stood at the platform's boundary, her head raised, her dark eyes finding me across the assembly with the particular recognition that horses demonstrated for the people they had chosen.

I went to her. The walk from the platform's centre to its edge was ten metres, and the community watched the walk with the attention that the ceremony's emotional architecture demanded — the sky-person crossing the platform to say goodbye to the horse, the movement carrying the particular weight of a farewell between two species who had found communication across the boundary of language.

Chandni lowered her head. I placed my forehead against hers — the contact warm, the horse's breath flowing across my face with the familiar rhythm that had been the background of every patrol, every morning in the paddock, every moment of the partnership that Kavitha had facilitated and that the forest had required. The horse's trembling returned — the vibration that was not fear but emotion, the physical expression of a bond being tested by separation.

"I'll come back," I whispered. The words were for Chandni and for myself and for the community that was watching and for the universe that contained all of us — the horse and the woman and the tree and the forest and the planet and the stars beyond.

Meenakshi spoke last. The elder's contribution was the ceremony's conclusion — the traditional farewell that the settlement's leader administered to departing members, the words that formally released the person from the community's active roster while maintaining their membership in the community's permanent record.

"Ira Sharma came to us from the sky. She lived with us for four months. She watched our nights. She rode our patrols. She forged our weapons. She mapped our territory. She healed with our healers. She built our walkways. She planted in our vault. She named with our community. She defended our children."

Each statement was a chapter of my residency — the litany of contributions that Meenakshi had observed and catalogued and that she now presented to the community as evidence. The evidence was not for the community's benefit — they had witnessed it — but for the tradition's benefit, the elder creating the oral record that Govind would incorporate into the settlement's narrative history and that future generations would hear when the story of the sky-people's first sustained contact was told.

"She leaves us changed. We leave her changed. The exchange is the definition of community — the mutual transformation that proximity produces, the evidence that two different worlds can meet and that the meeting can improve both."

The conclusion was Meenakshi at her most eloquent — the elder whose normal communication was compressed to the point of abstraction expanding, for this single occasion, into the fullness that the moment warranted. The expansion was itself a compliment — the elder's willingness to use more words than necessary being the ultimate evidence that the subject merited the investment.

"Go well, Ira Sharma. Go well, and come back."

"I will come back."

"We know."

The ship descended at noon. Commander Deshmukh's vessel settled in the grazing field with the precision that its first arrival had demonstrated — the controlled descent, the thrust wash bending the grain, the engines' diminishing roar as the ship's weight transferred from propulsion to the planet's surface. The field was crowded — the community had descended from the canopy to witness the departure, the ground-level assembly carrying the same ceremonial weight as the Festival of Roots' descent, the community acknowledging the ground's significance by standing on it.

Saffiya walked me to the ship. The walk from the settlement's perimeter to the grazing field was four hundred metres — a distance that I had covered dozens of times during my residency and that I now covered for the last time with the awareness that the last time transformed every familiar step into a memorial. The grass beneath my boots was the same grass I had trodden during the caltrop deployments, the same grass that the ship's thrust wash had bent during the follow-up team's arrival, the same grass that the enhanced Igknamai had crossed during their territorial incursions.

Saffiya matched my pace. Her bow was on her shoulder — the weapon that was her identity, the tool that she carried the way I carried my biology training: as the foundation upon which everything else was built. Her quiver was at her hip. Her expression was the controlled composure that she maintained for public occasions — the discipline that masked the emotion without eliminating it, the nine-year-old's version of the military bearing that Trilochan demonstrated and that Rudra would have recognised as a kindred practice.

At the ship's ramp, we stopped.

"Four hundred metres," Saffiya said. "That's the distance from the settlement to the ship. That's the distance between staying and leaving. It's not very far."

"It's the farthest distance I've ever walked."

"Then walk it quickly. Walking slowly makes it longer."

The pragmatism was Saffiya's armour — the practical advice that the girl deployed when the emotional content exceeded what her composure could process, the defence mechanism of a child who handled overwhelming feelings by converting them into actionable instructions.

I knelt. The position brought my face level with hers — the eye contact that the height difference normally prevented and that the farewell required. Saffiya's eyes were the same eyes that had evaluated me on the archery range during our first session — dark, intelligent, carrying the assessment that was her natural orientation to the world. But the assessment was different now. The first assessment had been professional: can this sky-person learn? The final assessment was personal: this sky-person is my person.

"I love you," I said. The words were the words that the four months had earned and that the departure had authorised — the declaration that the daily relationship had implied and that the farewell ceremony had made explicit. The declaration was not romantic or familial in the conventional categories — it was the specific love that existed between a teacher and a student who had become something beyond those roles, the love that the archery range and the night watches and the evening gatherings and the monsoon stories and the naming ceremony had built, layer by layer, the way the forest built its trees: patiently, organically, with the structural integrity that patient construction produced.

"I know," Saffiya said. "I love you too. Now go. Before I miss a target because my eyes are blurry."

"You never miss."

"Then go before I prove you wrong."

I stood. I turned. I walked up the ramp. The metal surface was smooth under my boots — the ship's manufactured surface replacing the wood and soil and root that my feet had known for four months, the transition from organic to industrial occurring in the three steps it took to ascend from the planet's surface to the ship's interior.

At the ramp's top, I turned back. The community was visible — two hundred and forty people standing in the grazing field, the canopy behind them, the settlement's vertical architecture visible as a pattern of platforms and walkways in the enormous trees. Saffiya was at the front — small, armed, composed, her bow on her shoulder and her quiver at her hip, the archer standing at the boundary between the forest and the sky with the particular stillness of someone who was allowing the moment to happen to her rather than trying to control it.

She raised her hand. Not a wave — a salute. The archer's salute, the bow-hand raised with the fingers extended, the gesture that the garrison used to acknowledge competence and to honour departure. The salute was followed, one by one, by every person in the assembly — two hundred and forty raised hands, two hundred and forty archer's salutes, the community's farewell expressed in the language of the skill that defined them.

I returned the salute. The gesture felt natural — the bow-hand raised, the fingers extended, the movement my body had learned during four months of daily archery practice. The salute connected me to the community across the grazing field's four hundred metres — the gesture's meaning bridging the distance that the ship was about to multiply by light-years.

The ramp closed. The ship's engines engaged. The ascent began.

Through the viewport, the community shrank — the two hundred and forty people becoming small, then smaller, the grazing field becoming a patch of gold in the forest's green, the settlement becoming invisible as the canopy's density concealed the platforms and walkways and rope systems that constituted the vertical civilisation's physical infrastructure.

The forest remained visible longer. The enormous red-wood trees, the canopy's unbroken surface, the green-and-brown mass that covered the continent's interior — the forest was visible from altitude in a way that the settlement was not, the natural world's scale dwarfing the human world's detail.

Then the planet. Then the star. Then the darkness between stars that was the universe's default condition and that the light of civilisation — canopy or sky, forest or station, organic or manufactured — was designed to hold at bay.

I held Saffiya's arrow. The red-wood shaft, the dusk-bird fletching, the "home" carving that the nine-year-old had incised with her knife. The arrow was warm from my hand. The warmth would fade, eventually, the ship's conditioned air replacing the body's residual heat. But the carving would remain — "home" — the word that meant a forest and a man and a girl and a horse and a community that had held me when I needed holding and that had released me when the release was required.

The ship carried me toward the stars. Behind me, the forest breathed. Below me, the roots held. Ahead of me, Rudra waited.

The bridge held.
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Six months after the return, the message arrived.

The communication relay — the system that Oz had designed and that the follow-up team had installed in permanent orbit — delivered the transmission with the two-week delay that was the physics of interstellar communication's non-negotiable cost. The message was from Commander Deshmukh, and it was addressed to me and Rudra jointly, the formal salutation carrying the institutional weight of a communication that had been reviewed by command before transmission.

"Lieutenant Sharma, Captain Rudra — The institutional leadership has approved the Vanavasi Agreement in its entirety. All three terms accepted: territorial sovereignty as defined by the Atlas of the Vanavasi Domain (Sharma-Ananya, Year 1), knowledge reciprocity as specified in Sections 12-27, and the child protection provisions as articulated in Section 28. The approval is unconditional. The agreement becomes binding upon receipt of this transmission. Commander Deshmukh, Vanavasi Liaison Station."

I read the message in our quarters — the space that Rudra and I shared on the station, the rooms that had been his alone before the forest and that were now ours, the walls decorated with the objects that four months of living had produced: Ananya's atlas mounted on the main wall, its twelve bark sheets arranged in the three-dimensional configuration that displayed the forest's full complexity. The composite arrowhead on the shelf beside the geological samples. The Bone Book transcripts in the desk drawer. The white-thread vessel from Devraj, unopened, waiting for the research laboratory's analysis. And Saffiya's arrow — the red-wood shaft with the dusk-bird fletching and the "home" carving — mounted above the desk, the arrow's position chosen because it was the first thing I saw every morning and the last thing I saw every night.

Rudra read the message over my shoulder. His arms were around me — the embrace that had become our default position for important news, the physical proximity that converted individual experience into shared experience. His breath was warm against my neck, the rhythm steady, the particular calm of a man who had learned patience from a mission that required it and love from a planet that demonstrated it.

"All three terms," he said.

"All three terms."

"The child protection provision. Unconditional."

"Unconditional."

The word was the agreement's most significant quality. Unconditional meant that the institutional leadership had accepted the Vanavasi community's authority over its children without reservation, without qualification, without the escape clauses and review mechanisms that institutional documents normally included. The acceptance was unprecedented — Commander Deshmukh's advocacy had succeeded beyond what the advocacy's odds had suggested — and the success meant that Saffiya and Aranya and every child born to the settlement would remain under the community's protection unless the community itself decided otherwise.

"We should go back," Rudra said.

"The agreement specifies a review period. The first review is in twelve months. We should be there for it."

"We should be there before it. The agreement is the framework. The relationship is the content. The content needs maintenance."

"Meenakshi said the same thing. She said the bridge is not the agreement. The bridge is us."

"Meenakshi is usually right."

"Meenakshi is always right. That's why she's the elder."

The plan took shape over the following weeks — the logistics of a return mission that was not a mission but a homecoming, the arrangements for a journey that the institutional framework now supported and that the personal framework had always demanded. Rudra secured the assignment — the diplomatic liaison role that the agreement's review period required and that the captain volunteered for with the particular enthusiasm of a man who had a professional reason for doing what his heart had already decided.

The departure was scheduled for the following month. The transit would take eighteen days. The arrival would coincide with the settlement's dry season — the period when the forest was most accessible, the patrols most active, the community most expansive.

I packed the things I would bring back: the research data for the follow-up team, the synthesised compounds for Devraj, the medical supplies for Zara, the illustrated star charts for Govind (the storyteller had requested pictures of the sky-people's constellations, the material for new stories that would incorporate the sky's patterns into the forest's tradition). And a bow — my own bow, maintained during the six months away with the daily practice that Saffiya had demanded and that I had honoured because the promise to practise was a promise to maintain the skill that the forest had given me and that the forest would test upon my return.

The arrow remained on the wall. Saffiya's arrow would travel with me when we departed — the "home" carving returning to the place it described, the arrow completing the journey that its maker had designed: away and back, the trajectory of an object that was released in order to return.

On the morning of our departure, I stood in the quarters and looked at the arrow. The red-wood shaft caught the station's artificial light — a poor substitute for the canopy's filtered sunlight, but the wood's grain was visible, the dusk-bird feathers' iridescence responding even to the fluorescent spectrum, the "home" carving's letters readable from across the room in the particular font of a nine-year-old's knife-work.

I lifted the arrow from its mount. The weight was familiar — the balance point between shaft and tip, the fletching's aerodynamic profile, the overall mass that my training had calibrated to my draw weight and my release timing and the particular physics of an arrow that was designed not for maximum distance but for maximum accuracy.

Rudra appeared in the doorway. He was in civilian clothes — the uniform set aside for the transit, the captain choosing to arrive at the settlement as a person rather than a rank. His expression was the expression I had seen on the observation platform at sunset — the intelligence and the vulnerability coexisting, the captain and the man sharing the same face.

"Ready?" he asked.

I looked at the arrow. I looked at the atlas on the wall. I looked at the man in the doorway who had chosen me on a wooden platform and who was choosing me again, every day, the choice renewed with the same persistence that the forest renewed its canopy — not because the renewal was required but because the renewal was the nature of the thing.

"Ready."

We walked to the ship together. The station's corridors were grey, fluorescent, the manufactured environment that would give way, in eighteen days, to the forest's organic architecture — the red-wood bark, the bioluminescent fungi, the amber oil lamps, the canopy's filtered light, the particular quality of the air that carried the forest's breath and the forest's medicine and the forest's invitation to everyone who entered it: climb me, live in me, I will hold you.

The ship's engines engaged. The station fell away. The stars appeared — the same stars that the Vanavasins saw from their platforms, the same stars that Govind had named with the names that made them personal, the same stars that Saffiya had watched with me on the last sunset, the stars that were generous because we noticed what they offered.

Somewhere ahead — eighteen days ahead, light-years ahead, a lifetime of distance that was simultaneously insignificant and infinite — the forest waited. The canopy waited. The settlement waited. Meenakshi waited, with her bark-coloured eyes and her economy of words. Trilochan waited, with his silence and his patrol stones. Govind waited, with his stories that breathed. Devraj waited, with his roots that healed. Kavitha waited, with her horses that chose. Pallavi waited, with her walkways that held. Ananya waited, with her maps that told the truth.

And Saffiya waited. On the archery range. At dawn. With her bow drawn and her eyes forward and her targets moving and her arrows flying with the precision that was simultaneously her gift and her discipline and her love.

The arrow in my hand was the thread. The thread connected two worlds. The worlds were far apart and the thread was strong and the people at both ends were the kind of people whose threads held.

The ship flew toward the forest.

The bridge held.

The roots held.

Home.
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