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About this book




When light-sensitive xenobiologist Bria Marras arrives on the tropical waterworld of Lumei-4 due to a spectacular administrative error, she expects a week of awkward apologies and paperwork. 


 What she gets instead is:


	a sacred Solstice signal she misfires directly at the heir of the reef-settlement,


	a translator device that can’t decide whether it’s describing a mating ritual or a minor security threat,


	hostile corporate officials trying to reclassify an impending ecological disaster as “legacy infrastructure irregularities,” 


	and a living reef whose ancestral memory is collapsing from within.





Drawn into the crisis against her will, Bria discovers that her neurodivergent pattern-recognition—once dismissed by her superiors—is the only thing capable of interpreting the reef’s failing harmonics.
 Side-by-side with Ka’tharel, the settlement’s unexpectedly gentle (and unexpectedly bonded) prince, Bria must navigate prophecy, politics, and catastrophic lightstorms to stop the collapse.

But saving Lumei-4 will require a choice that no scientist ever trains for:
 to merge with the reef’s living memory—and let it transform her.

Perfect for fans of romantic space opera, alien/human connection arcs, corporate satire, and soft sci-fi intimacy, Solstice on Lumei-4 is a lush, hopeful, biopunk tale of survival, resonance, and choosing the bonds that choose you back.
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1

Misassigned





Assignment Error: Re-Routing… 

The notification pinged at 14:37 station-standard, which meant it arrived during the exact seventeen-minute window when Bria had finally achieved something resembling focus.

She flinched. Her visor auto-dimmed in response, filtering the sudden flare of the message alert down to something almost tolerable, but the damage was done. The analysis she'd been running—a harmless little gene-sequence comparison between two strains of extremophile bacteria—dissolved from her attention like sugar in water.

Pings, Bria thought with the kind of weary resignation that came from years of being interrupted by systems that thought urgency meant volume, should be illegal.

Her workspace didn't ping often. She'd made sure of that. The entire lab cubicle—her lab cubicle, her perfectly calibrated eight-by-ten slice of controlled environment—had been modified within an inch of its regulatory life. Lights: filtered to amber-warm and kept at twenty percent. Sound: baffled. Surfaces: matte. The air itself hummed at a frequency she'd learned to tune out, a soft white-noise generator that kept the worst of the station's environmental chaos at bay.

It was, in short, the opposite of the rest of the research complex, which flickered and buzzed and glared like a sentient migraine.

Bria had spent three months fighting Facilities to get the lighting adjustments approved. She was not interested in losing focus now.

She tapped the notification banner with two fingers, intending to dismiss it.

It expanded.

GALAXIS PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT
 FIELD DEPLOYMENT CONFIRMED: LUME-4
 DEPLOY DATE: 36 HOURS FROM TIMESTAMP
 ASSIGNED ROLE: LUMINOUS SPECTRUM FIELD SPECIALIST
 REPORT TO BAY 7 FOR BRIEFING AND EQUIPMENT ISSUE

Bria read it twice.

Then a third time, in case the words had rearranged themselves into something that made sense.

They had not.

"No," she said aloud, to no one, because her lab was blessedly empty and she was allowed to argue with the universe in peace. "Absolutely not."

She pulled up her assignment file. It took longer than it should have—GalaxIS had updated its interface again, which meant half the menus had migrated to new locations and the search function now required three extra confirmations before it would do anything. By the time she found her personnel record, her jaw was tight and her fingers were drumming a frustrated rhythm against the edge of her desk.

Current Assignment: Xenobiology Research Lead, Station 47-Ceti, Microbial Extremophile Study.

Field Deployment Status: Not Applicable.

Clearance Level: Lab-Restricted.

She scrolled down.

Pending Assignments: None.

"Right," Bria muttered. "So this is a glitch."

It had to be a glitch. She didn't do field deployments. She did controlled environments, sterile plating, data analysis, and very occasionally presentation slide decks that other people gave because she had a tendency to skip the pleasantries and open with "here's what the bacteria are doing and why you should care." Field deployments required things like adaptability, interpersonal tolerance, and an ability to function in uncontrolled environments.

Bria was very clever at many things.

Those were not among them.

She tried to dismiss the notification.

It refreshed.

REMINDER: FIELD DEPLOYMENT CONFIRMED.
 FAILURE TO REPORT WILL RESULT IN COMPLIANCE REVIEW.

Her visor flickered. She winced and adjusted the filter, then sent a message to her supervisor with the kind of clinical brevity that meant she was either extremely calm or about to become extremely not-calm.

TO: Janiver Rivven
 RE: Assignment error
 This is wrong. Please fix.

The reply came in less than a minute, which told Bria everything she needed to know about how Jani's day was going.

FROM: Janiver Rivven
 RE: RE: Assignment error
 I KNOW. On my way.

Jani arrived four minutes later, slightly out of breath and carrying a tablet that looked like it had been thrown at least once. She was a compact woman in her mid-forties with the kind of haircut that said I have stopped caring about aesthetics and started caring about efficiency, and an expression that suggested she'd been fighting the same losing battle with GalaxIS for the better part of a decade.

"This is a mistake," Jani said, before Bria could even open her mouth. "Obviously. You're not cleared for field work. You don't even like leaving this lab."

"I don't," Bria confirmed. "I also don't specialise in luminous spectrums, whatever those are."

"Right. Exactly." Jani dropped into the spare chair—Bria kept one for mandatory meetings, though she'd removed the cushion to discourage people from staying too long—and started swiping through screens on her tablet. "Let me just pull up the assignment record and we'll get this sorted."

She tapped.

Frowned.

Tapped again.

"Okay," she said slowly. "So. The system has you flagged as a Luminous Spectrum Field Specialist."

"I'm a xenobiologist."

"I know that. You know that. But GalaxIS…" Jani trailed off, scrolling faster now. "Oh. Oh no."

"What?"

"Your medical file." Jani turned the tablet around.

Bria leaned in.

MEDICAL ACCOMMODATIONS:
 Dr. Brialen Marras — LIGHT-SENSITIVE. REQUIRES FILTERED ENVIRONMENTS. ADAPTIVE VISOR REQUIRED FOR STANDARD LIGHTING CONDITIONS.

And below that, in what Bria could only assume was the result of some catastrophic auto-tagging algorithm:

SPECIALIST CERTIFICATIONS (AUTO-ASSIGNED):
 Luminous Spectrum Analysis (Environmental)
 Photosensitive Organism Research
 Field-Capable: Light-Variable Environments

Bria stared at the screen.

Jani stared at Bria.

"It thinks," Bria said slowly, "that because I'm light-sensitive, I'm qualified to study light-emitting organisms."

"It thinks," Jani corrected grimly, "that you're a specialist."

They sat in silence for a moment, united in their horror.

"This," Bria said, "is the stupidest thing the system has ever done to me."

"It's up there," Jani agreed. She pulled the tablet back and started typing furiously. "Okay. I'm going to override this. We'll file a correction, flag it as a clerical error, and—"

The screen blinked red.

ASSIGNMENT OVERRIDE DENIED.
 REASON: Mission Priority: Urgent Environmental Triage. Reassignment requires Form 88-GR and Department Head approval.

"Form 88-GR," Jani said flatly. "Of course."

"What's Form 88-GR?"

"I have no idea. I don't think anyone does." Jani closed her eyes briefly, the universal expression of someone who had just realized they were about to spend the next six hours navigating a bureaucratic labyrinth. "Let me contact the help desk."

The help desk did not help.

Bria listened to Jani's side of the conversation with a growing sense of fatalistic dread.

"Yes, I understand the mission is flagged as urgent, but—"

"No, she's not a field specialist, the system auto-tagged her incorrectly based on—"

"I'm looking at her file right now, it clearly states—"

"Form 88-GR. Right. And where do I—"

"What do you mean the request portal is down for maintenance?"

"No, I can't wait until after the solstice holiday, the deployment window is thirty-six hours—"

There was a pause.

Jani's expression went from frustrated to incredulous to something that looked almost like grief.

"You're disconnecting me?"

She stared at the tablet.

"They disconnected me."

"Ticket overload?" Bria guessed.

"Ticket overload." Jani set the tablet down with the careful precision of someone who very much wanted to throw it but had already done that once today. "Okay. New plan. I'll escalate this to my department head, and—"

"They're off-station for the solstice summit," Bria said. She'd seen the memo. She made a point of reading memos specifically so she would know when people were going to be unavailable and unable to schedule unnecessary meetings. "Won't be back for another week."

Jani looked at her.

Bria looked back.

"I have to go to Lume-4," Bria said.

"You can't go to Lume-4."

"The system thinks I can."

"The system is wrong."

"The system," Bria said with the kind of calm that came from years of radical acceptance in the face of institutional absurdity, "does not care."

Jani kept trying. Bria had to give her that.

Over the next two hours, she watched her supervisor file override requests, send escalation messages, and attempt to manually unlock the reassignment queue, all while muttering a steady stream of creative profanity that Bria was fairly certain violated at least three workplace conduct policies.

None of it worked.

The problem, as Jani finally explained in a tone of barely-suppressed despair, was that the mission had been flagged as urgent environmental triage, which meant it fell under a special priority classification that prevented reassignment without taking down half the personnel management system.

And no one wanted to take down half the personnel management system three days before the solstice holiday.

"So," Bria said. "I'm going."

"Technically," Jani said, "you could refuse. It would trigger a compliance review, which would probably take six months, during which time you'd be on administrative leave without pay, and at the end of it they'd likely rule in favour of the original assignment because the system flagged it as urgent and—"

"I'm going," Bria repeated.

Jani slumped in her chair. "I'm sorry."

"It's not your fault."

"It's somebody's fault."

"It's the algorithm's fault," Bria said. "Which means it's nobody's fault, which means it's everybody's fault, which means there's no point in assigning blame because the system will just auto-generate an apology template and close the ticket."

Jani gave her a look that was equal parts sympathy and exhausted solidarity. "You're taking this better than I would."

Bria wasn't sure that was true. She was taking it the way she took most things: by categorising it, filing it under problems I cannot solve, and moving directly to logistics I can control. It wasn't acceptance, exactly. It was more like… tactical surrender.

"What's Lume-4 like?" she asked.

Jani hesitated.

"It's a reef-world," she said finally. "Bioluminescent oceans. Mostly shallow water ecosystems. The mission brief says they need someone to assess environmental contamination patterns in the coastal zones."

"Bioluminescent," Bria repeated.

"They barely glow that much," Jani said quickly. "And you'll have adaptive gear. A good visor. Probably some kind of—"

"Jani."

"I know."

"A glowing ocean."

"I know."

"For a light-sensitive introvert."

"I know, Bria, I know, and I'm going to file a formal complaint about this, I promise, but right now—"

The door chimed.

They both turned.

A delivery drone hovered in the corridor, its chassis stamped with the GalaxIS logistics insignia and a truly offensive shade of hazard orange.

"Dr. Brialen Marras?" it chirped. "Field deployment kit for Lume-4. Please confirm receipt."

Bria looked at Jani.

Jani looked at the drone.

"You can refuse delivery," she said weakly.

Bria stood up, walked to the door, and tapped the confirmation panel.

The drone deposited a large orange crate on the floor, beeped cheerfully, and flew away.

Bria stared at the crate.

Jani stood up and came to stand beside her.

"On the bright side—" Jani began.

"No," Bria said. "Absolutely not."

"I wasn't going to—"

"You were going to make a joke about light."

"I wasn't," Jani lied.

Bria knelt down and opened the crate.

Inside, nestled in foam padding, was:

One Sunlight-Adaptive Field Visor (Mark VI), which looked like it had been designed by someone who thought "subtle" was a suggestion rather than a goal.

One all-terrain bodysuit in a colour the label cheerfully described as "high-visibility cyan."

One waterproof field kit containing things Bria did not recognise and did not want to recognise.

One holographic projection disk.

She tapped the disk.

A cheerful figure flickered into existence above the crate: a cartoonish human in a lab coat, grinning with the kind of enthusiasm that suggested they had never experienced a single moment of genuine hardship.

"Welcome, Luminous Specialist!" the hologram chirped. "Congratulations on your assignment to Lume-4, one of the most beautiful bioluminescent ecosystems in the known galaxy! Please review the enclosed safety materials and report to Bay 7 for your pre-deployment briefing. We're so excited to have you on the team!"

The hologram winked out.

Bria sat back on her heels.

Jani made a noise that might have been a laugh or might have been a sob.

"I'll file the complaint tonight," she said finally.

"Thank you," Bria said.

"For all the good it'll do."

"I know."

Jani left a few minutes later, still apologising, still promising to escalate, still muttering about forms and overrides and systemic failures.

Bria sat alone in her dim, quiet lab, the hazard-orange crate glowing faintly in the amber light, and picked up the field visor.

It was heavier than it looked.

She turned it over in her hands, studying the adaptive filters, the neural-link interface, the cheerful little label that read: Rated for continuous exposure to bioluminescent wavelengths.

Lume-4.

A glowing ocean planet.

For a light-sensitive introvert who had spent three months fighting Facilities just to get her lab lights dimmed.

"Sure," Bria said softly, to the empty room. "Fine. Perfect."

She set the visor down, closed the crate, and pulled up the mission brief on her workstation.

If the universe was trying to tell her something, it could have used less neon.

But she was going anyway.

Because the system said so.

And the system, as always, did not care.
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The Solstice Signal





The transport shuttle had three settings: too bright, aggressively bright, and why is there a sun inside this cabin.

Bria spent the six-hour descent cycle with her visor cranked to maximum filter, eyes half-closed, trying very hard not to think about the fact that she was hurtling toward a planet that glowed.

The other passengers—a mineral survey team heading to the northern continent—seemed unbothered by the light. They laughed, traded jokes, played cards on their datapads. One of them had briefly tried to make conversation with Bria, asking cheerful questions about her specialty, and she'd responded with the kind of monosyllabic precision that usually discouraged further interaction.

It had worked.

She'd spent the rest of the journey reviewing the mission brief, which was less a brief and more a vaguely threatening list of things she was apparently supposed to already know.

Environmental Triage Assignment: Coastal Zone 7-Eta
 Objective: Assess bioluminescent microbial bloom patterns for contamination markers.
 Duration: 14 days (station-standard).
 Note: Liaison with local Lumei settlements required. Cultural protocols attached.

She'd opened the cultural protocols file.

It had been three hundred pages long.

She'd closed it.

Now, as the shuttle began its final approach, the viewport shutters retracted automatically, and Bria got her first real look at Lume-4.

"Oh," she said softly. "No."

It glowed.

Not metaphorically. Not in the poetic sense of "bathed in golden light" or "shimmering with beauty."

It radiated, the way a piece of radioactive glass might glow, or a deep-sea anglerfish, or a nightmare.

The ocean below was a shifting tapestry of cyan and violet light, traced with trails of white-gold bioluminescence that moved like veins through water. The coastal reefs pulsed in slow, tidal rhythms, and even from orbit she could see the light breathing—expanding, contracting, washing across the surface in waves.

Her visor adjusted.

Flickered.

Adjusted again.

The brightness dimmed to something almost tolerable, but the movement remained—patterns layering over patterns, light rippling in ways that made her brain try to track every shift, every pulse, every trailing streamer of luminescence.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" the passenger beside her said.

Bria made a noncommittal noise that could have meant yes or I am experiencing a medical event and closed her eyes.

The shuttle descended.

The landing platform was worse.

Humidity hit her the moment the airlock opened—thick, salt-heavy air that clung to her skin and made her uniform feel immediately wrong. The temperature was warm bordering on botanical greenhouse, and the light—

Bria stepped onto the platform and her visor flickered again, struggling to compensate.

Everything glowed.

The water lapping at the platform's edge shone cyan-teal, traced with drifting motes of gold. The walkway itself was lined with some kind of bioluminescent moss that pulsed faintly underfoot. Even the air seemed to shimmer, thick with moisture and light-scattering particles that made the whole world feel like she was looking at it through frosted glass.

She took a breath.

It tasted like salt and ozone and something faintly sweet, like overripe fruit left in the sun.

"Dr. Marras?"

Bria turned.

A human woman in a sweat-stained field uniform was jogging toward her, datapad in hand, expression harried in a way that suggested she'd been harried for at least the past six hours and possibly her entire adult life.

"Dr. Marras?" the woman repeated, slightly out of breath. "Dr. Brialen Marras? Luminous spectrum specialist?"

"Xenobiologist," Bria said reflexively. "There's been a—"

"Right, yes, great, thank you for coming on such short notice." The woman stuck out a hand. "I'm Coordinator Pascale Tennison, I'll be your liaison officer for the assignment. We're so glad you're here, the bloom patterns have been absolutely chaotic this cycle and we really need someone with your expertise to—"

"I don't have expertise in this," Bria said.

Pascale blinked. "Sorry?"

"I'm a xenobiologist. I study extremophile bacteria. I was assigned here by mistake."

Pascale stared at her.

Behind them, the shuttle's engines powered down with a descending whine.

"You're… not the luminous field specialist?"

"No."

"But the file said—"

"The file is wrong."

"Oh." Pascale looked down at her datapad. Looked back up at Bria. Looked at the datapad again. "Oh, that's… that's really unfortunate."

"Yes," Bria agreed.

"Because the Lumei delegation is already here."

Bria's visor flickered.

She reached up to adjust it, frowning. "What delegation?"

"The cultural exchange. It's part of the coastal survey protocol—any human fieldwork in Zone 7-Eta requires formal acknowledgment from the local Lumei Council, and they sent a delegation to meet you, and we've been preparing for three days, and—" Pascale was scrolling frantically now, her voice climbing half an octave. "—and you're saying you're not actually qualified for this?"

"Correct."

"But you brought your calibrator, right?"

Bria stared at her. "My what?"

"Your spectral calibrator. For the bloom analysis. You brought it, right?"

"No," Bria said slowly. "Because I didn't know I was coming until thirty-six hours ago, and I don't own a spectral calibrator, and I have no idea what that is."

Pascale's expression cycled through several emotions in rapid succession: confusion, disbelief, dawning horror, and finally a kind of exhausted resignation that Bria recognised from every interaction she'd ever had with institutional bureaucracy.

"Okay," Pascale said. "Okay. This is fine. We'll figure this out. Let's just—let's get you through the arrival protocols first, and then we can—"

She gestured toward the far end of the platform, where a cluster of structures rose from the reef-edge like barnacles clinging to a dock.

Bria followed.

Her visor flickered again.

She was beginning to hate it.

The human research station was a series of modular units connected by covered walkways, all of it built on raised platforms above the water. It looked temporary in the way that temporary structures looked when they'd been temporary for five years and counting. Bria caught glimpses of lab spaces through open doorways—people in field suits, monitoring equipment, the familiar hum of environmental controls—and felt a brief, sharp pang of longing for her own dim, quiet workspace.

This place was loud.

Not in volume, but in activity. Everything moved. Light rippled across the water. Equipment hummed. People passed in clusters, calling to each other, their voices overlapping. Even the walkway seemed to pulse faintly underfoot.

Bria's brain tried to track it all and immediately gave up.

She focused on following Pascale, who was still talking.

"—assessment protocols are pretty straightforward, you'll just need to take water samples from the bloom zones and run them through the portable spectrometer, which I'll show you how to use, and then file a report with the cultural liaison office, which is technically me, though I'm also handling logistics and equipment maintenance this cycle because we're understaffed—"

"Where are the Lumei?" Bria asked.

Pascale stopped walking.

Turned.

Pointed toward the water's edge.

"There," she said quietly.

Bria looked.

And saw them for the first time.

They stood at the edge of the reef, just beyond the platform's shadow, where the water deepened into something that looked less like ocean and more like liquid light.

There were five of them.

Maybe six—it was hard to tell, because they moved with the kind of fluid grace that made it difficult to track where one figure ended and another began. Tall, sleek, humanoid but not, their forms limned in faint bioluminescent patterns that traced along their skin like veins of starlight.

They didn't glow the way the water glowed, all chaotic pulses and drifting motes.

They glowed with intent.

Patterns rippled across their skin in slow, deliberate waves—cyan fading to silver, violet threading through midnight blue. The light moved with them, responded to them, as if their bodies were instruments and the glow was the music.

Bria's visor tried to adjust.

Flickered.

She winced and reached up to tap the side of the frame, trying to stabilise the filter.

The Lumei turned toward her as one.

Their eyes caught the light—large, reflective, adapted for depths and darkness. Irises shimmered like oil on water. Pupils dilated, focusing.

They were looking at her.

Bria froze.

"It's okay," Pascale whispered beside her. "They're just observing. It's normal. Don't make direct eye contact, it's considered—"

Bria's visor flickered again.

Harder this time.

The filter stuttered, flared, dimmed too far, then overcorrected, and for a fraction of a second the world was too bright, too sharp, too much—

She flinched, tilting her head down and raising one hand instinctively to shield her eyes.

The visor pulsed.

Just once.

A brief, rhythmic flicker of light projected from the adaptive lens.

The Lumei's glow surged.

All of them, simultaneously—patterns brightening, intensifying, spreading in concentric waves that rippled outward across their skin like water disturbed by a stone.

"Oh no," Pascale breathed.

Bria lowered her hand slowly. "What just happened?"

"Your visor—" Pascale was staring at the Lumei, her face pale. "It sent a signal. A pulse-pattern."

"I didn't—"

"I know. But they think you did."

The Lumei were moving now, not toward the platform but into formation—graceful, deliberate, their glowing patterns shifting into something synchronised, something structured.

Something ceremonial.

"What did it say?" Bria asked, her voice very calm in the way it got when she was absolutely not calm at all.

Pascale swallowed. "Kin-light welcome. It's a formal greeting. A gesture of… acceptance. Acknowledgment."

"I didn't mean to—"

"I know."

"Can I undo it?"

"No."

One of the Lumei stepped forward.

Taller than the others, broader across the shoulders, with light-patterns that moved in slow, symmetrical pulses along the lines of his ribs and forearms. His skin was a deep grey-blue, like storm clouds over deep water, and the glow beneath it was steady, controlled—silver threading through cyan in patterns that looked less like random bioluminescence and more like writing.

His eyes met hers.

Held.

Bria's throat went dry.

He was beautiful in the way distant lightning was beautiful—arresting, undeniable, and absolutely not something she wanted to be standing this close to.

He moved with the kind of grace that suggested ritual, or dance, or both. His hands—long-fingered, slightly webbed—rose in a slow, deliberate gesture that Bria's brain tried and failed to parse.

And then he spoke.

Not in words.

In light.

His glow flared, shifted—cyan blooming bright along his collarbones, silver racing down his arms in branching trails that looked almost like veins, almost like lightning, almost like language.

The other Lumei responded in kind, their patterns echoing his, layering over each other in a cascade of bioluminescent harmonics that made Bria's visor flicker again, struggling to filter the sudden surge of brightness.

She felt it as much as saw it—a subsonic hum that resonated in her chest, low and thrumming, like standing too close to a piece of heavy machinery.

"What's he saying?" Bria whispered.

"I don't know," Pascale admitted. "I'm not fluent in light-language. But I think—I think he's welcoming you. Formally."

"Oh no."

"Yeah."

The Lumei—the tall one, the one who was clearly in charge—stepped closer.

His glow dimmed slightly, which Pascale had once mentioned was a gesture of deference, or courtesy, or possibly an apology for existing too brightly in someone's presence.

He inclined his head.

Bria, because she had no idea what else to do, inclined hers back.

His light pulsed once, soft and steady, and she felt the hum again—quieter this time, more like a question than a statement.

"He's waiting for you to respond," Pascale murmured.

"How?"

"I don't know, Bria, I handle logistics—"

The Lumei's expression didn't change—it was hard to read expressions on a face that was mostly elegance and reflective eyes—but his glow shifted slightly, and Bria got the distinct impression that he was… confused.

Or concerned.

Or possibly wondering why the human he'd just formally welcomed was standing there like a decorative rock.

"I'm very sorry," Bria said aloud, to him, knowing he almost certainly couldn't understand her words but hoping tone might translate. "I didn't mean to do that. The visor malfunctioned. This is a misunderstanding."

He tilted his head, watching her.

His glow pulsed again—slower, softer, almost gentle.

And then he gestured toward the reef.

Toward the settlement beyond, where more structures rose from the water—elegant, organic shapes that looked grown rather than built, all of them glowing faintly in the late-cycle light.

An invitation.

"Oh no," Bria said again.

"They want you to come with them," Pascale said unnecessarily.

"I gathered that."

"You can't refuse. Not after sending the kin-light signal."

"I didn't send it, the visor sent it—"

"They don't know that."

Bria looked at Pascale.

Pascale looked back, her expression somewhere between apologetic and deeply, deeply tired.

"How bad is this?" Bria asked.

"I'm not sure. But—" Pascale hesitated. "The Lumei take light-language very seriously. It's not just communication, it's identity. Misinterpreting someone's glow is… it's a significant cultural issue."

"And I just accidentally told them I accept their formal welcome."

"Yes."

"With a malfunctioning visor."

"Yes."

"To a planet I don't want to be on."

"Technically, yes."

Bria closed her eyes briefly.

Opened them.

The tall Lumei was still waiting, patient and luminous, his glow a steady, expectant pulse.

Behind him, the others had shifted into a loose formation—still synchronised, still glowing in harmony, still clearly preparing for something.

A ceremony, Bria realized with mounting dread.

They thought she was here on purpose.

They thought she'd accepted their welcome.

They thought she understood.

"I don't suppose," she said quietly, "there's a form I can fill out to explain this?"

Pascale made a noise that might have been a laugh or might have been a whimper.

"Come on," she said. "I'll walk you to the edge. Try not to make eye contact. And for the love of everything, turn off your visor."

Bria reached up and switched the adaptive filter to manual override.

The world became too bright.

She squinted, gritted her teeth, and followed the glowing figures toward the reef.

The Lumei settlement began where the human platform ended—a transition marked by a gap in the walkway and a shift in the light.

Bria stepped carefully onto a path that looked less like construction and more like calcified reef, its surface smooth and faintly warm underfoot. The glow here was different—brighter, yes, but also more varied. Colours shifted with every step: cyan bleeding into violet, gold threading through teal, patterns that moved like water but held the structure of something deliberate.

The tall Lumei walked ahead of her, his movements fluid and unhurried.

The others flanked him in a loose formation, their glows pulsing in rhythms that felt coordinated, intentional—like a conversation she couldn't hear.

Bria tried not to stare.

Failed.

They were mesmerising in the way bioluminescent jellyfish were mesmerising: beautiful, alien, and entirely beyond her capacity to understand.

Ahead, the settlement rose from the reef—structures that looked like they'd been coaxed into existence rather than built. Spirals of pale coral, arching lattices of calcified membrane, chambers that shone from within with soft, steady light. Everything curved. Nothing had corners.

It was like walking into a dream, or a particularly ambitious art installation, or possibly a dream about a particularly ambitious art installation.

The Lumei ahead of her stopped at the entrance to what looked like a central courtyard—a wide, circular space open to the sky, its floor a mosaic of bioluminescent tiles that pulsed in slow, tidal patterns.

He turned.

His glow flared once, then dimmed.

A signal, Bria thought. Or a greeting. Or possibly an apology for bringing a confused human into sacred space.

The other Lumei moved into position around the courtyard's edge, their patterns shifting into something synchronised, something that hummed.

And then, very slowly, they all turned their glow toward her.

It felt like being looked at by five small suns.

Bria stood very still.

Her brain—helpful as always—supplied a single, very calm thought:

I have absolutely no idea what I just agreed to.

The tall Lumei stepped closer.

His eyes caught the light, reflective and impossibly deep.

He raised one hand, fingers spread, and his glow pulsed once—soft, steady, expectant.

Waiting.

Bria looked at him.

Looked at the others.

Looked back toward the human platform, where she could just barely see Pascale watching from the edge, her expression unreadable in the distance.

No help there.

She was on her own.

With a malfunctioning visor, a bureaucratic disaster, and a formal alien ceremony she had accidentally triggered.

"Sure," Bria muttered under her breath. "This is fine."

The Lumei's glow brightened.

And the ceremony began.









