
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


She was never meant to live. He was stolen from Earth as a child.


When the Vaeloran invaded Earth, they abducted thousands of boys between six and twenty years old, but no girls.

Except one baby girl.

Hidden from their grasp by a renegade alien commander, Seryn grows up in isolation on Vaelora Prime. Seventeen years later, she meets Kyle, a young man stolen from Earth as a child. Together, they must navigate a deadly alien world, where danger lurks in every shadow, and the spark between them could be as deadly as it is irresistible.

Seryn’s existence defies the rules. Her love defies the stars. And her fight for freedom will change everything.
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Prologue One: How it started

––––––––
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THE SKY BLED GOLD AT noon. Not the warm gold of a setting sun, but something colder, sharper, a metallic sheen that spread across the horizon like liquid being poured over glass. People stopped in the streets of Seattle, their phones raised to capture the phenomenon, their fascinated murmurs turning to screams as the first Harvest ship parted the clouds, its vast form blotting out the sun in a long, wing-like shadow that stretched across the skyline.

The vessel hung impossibly, defying gravity with silent grace. Its surface rippled like mercury, catching and distorting reflections of the burning city below. More ships emerged through the golden haze, their elongated forms resembling massive bird wings that were frozen mid-stroke. They descended in perfect formation, hovering over neighborhoods, business districts, parks, schools, and anywhere humans were gathered.

No one understood what they were seeing, not at first. The ships made no sound beyond a low, almost subsonic hum that vibrated in a person’s chest rather than their ears, a sound felt more than heard, like the distant approach of thunder beneath the skin.

The first golden beam lanced down from the underbelly of the ship above Pike Place Market. It didn’t burn or destroy. It simply hovered, sending down a perfect cylinder of light that touched the ground, moving with surgical precision. A boy of perhaps twelve stood transfixed, his mother’s hand slipping from his as the light enveloped him. He rose, his arms spread, his mouth open in what might have been wonder or terror. And then he was gone, swallowed upward into the ship.

His mother’s screams broke the collective trance. Chaos erupted as more beams stabbed Earthward, each seeking and finding targets with unerring accuracy.

In a suburban cul-de-sac ten miles away, the Jenkins family had been barbecuing when the golden twilight fell. Michael Jenkins watched the strange light play across his son’s face, casting him in metallic relief.

“Daddy?” six-year-old Kyle said, pointing upward. “What’s that big plane in the sky?”

Michael Jenkins never had time to answer. The beam found his son with terrible precision, lifting the boy from beside the smoking grill. Michael lunged forward, his fingers brushing against his son’s ankle before the child was yanked upward, his hamburger falling forgotten to the grass.

“Kyle!” Michael’s wife, Lisa, screamed, collapsing to her knees as their son vanished into the belly of the ship. Her fingers dug into the exact spot where he’d stood seconds before, as if she might find some trace of him in the flattened grass.

Similar scenes played out across the city, the country, the world. In a downtown elementary school, golden light punched through the gymnasium roof, extracting all the boys from a basketball game while leaving their female classmates untouched. The coach threw himself into one beam, trying to follow his students, but the light rejected him, and he fell back to the polished floor, howling in rage and grief.

At Seattle Children’s Hospital, parents clutched at empty beds as their sons, even those too ill to stand, were plucked away. IV lines fell limp, monitors flatlined, and mothers collapsed across suddenly vacant sheets still warm from their children’s bodies.

The air grew thick with a metallic tang, coating tongues and burning in lungs. It carried the scent of ozone, of electrical storms, of something alien and wrong. The taste of it made people gag, even as they ran through streets increasingly crowded with the abandoned cars of those who had stopped to watch the spectacle and lost their sons in the process.

Sarah Martinez had been driving her eight-year-old twin boys home from soccer practice when the ships appeared. She swerved to avoid another driver who’d stopped dead in the middle of the freeway, her minivan scraping against the concrete divider before coming to rest. Her sons, Kevin and Daniel, pressed their faces to the windows, watching the ships with identical expressions of awe.

“Get down!” she screamed, lunging across the center console. Too late. Twin beams pierced the roof of the vehicle, the metal parting like water to admit the alien light. She grabbed at them, her fingers passing through the golden beams without resistance as her boys were extracted through the new holes in her car. The harvesting was methodical, precise. The beams swept through buildings floor by floor, penetrating walls and windows with equal ease. They passed over adult men and all females without pause, but any male between approximately six and twenty years old was immediately captured and drawn upward.

In Volunteer Park, a father tried to outrun the light, his seven-year-old son clutched to his chest. The beam followed them with almost lazy movement, keeping pace until the man tripped on an exposed root. The boy tumbled from his arms, and the light claimed him instantly. The father was left clutching air, his son’s Yankees cap the only thing remaining in his trembling hands.

People tried to hide their sons in basements, in closets, in any dark corner they could find. But the beams found them all, passing through concrete and steel as if they were mist. Some parents wrapped their boys in aluminum foil, in lead aprons stolen from dentist offices, in any material they thought might block the extraction. Nothing worked. The beams claimed them all.

As the afternoon stretched on, fires broke out across the city, some from neglected stoves, others from cars crashed in panic, still more from electrical systems overwhelmed by the alien presence. The golden twilight took on a hellish cast, filtered through smoke and desperation.

The shadows cast by the golden light stretched long and distorted, creating nightmarish shapes that danced across burning streets. People huddled in doorways, in alleys, anywhere they might escape both the flames and the Harvest. Mothers or fathers clutched daughters close while parents stared hollow-eyed at the sky, their sons already gone.

The military sent their fighters but didn’t dare attack. The alien ships carried precious cargo...thousands of Earth’s children.

By sunset, though the strange golden light made it difficult to tell when the true sunset actually occurred, the ships had apparently taken what they wanted. An entire generation of boys and young men vanished in an afternoon. The vessels began to rise, withdrawing their beams like anglers reeling in lines. They ascended with the same terrible, silent grace with which they’d arrived, leaving behind a changed world.

In their wake, they left the taste of metal on the wind, the smell of ozone, and the sound of a planet in mourning. Seattle burned beneath them, one city among hundreds suffering the same fate. And high above, hidden by the gathering darkness, more ships waited.

The Harvest had only just begun.

Prologue Two: The exception

––––––––
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THE RIFT APPEARED WITHOUT sound, a vertical slice in the fabric of reality that widened like an iris, the edges shimmering with suppressed energy. Commander Veyraun Xiir stepped through first, her seven-foot frame unfolding into Earth’s atmosphere with fluid grace. The strange gravity felt light against her form, almost buoyant. She inhaled, tasting the primitive air, oxygen-heavy, nitrogen-rich, fouled with carbon compounds, and felt her body adjusting, filtering, adapting. Behind her, five members of her retrieval unit emerged from the portal, their elongated shadows stretching across the burning asphalt like liquid darkness.

Veyraun’s skin caught the firelight, transforming from pale gold to molten copper where the flames reflected against her. Beneath the surface, networks of light pulsed slowly through her veins, following the rhythm of her triple-chambered heart. Her hair, not hair as humans understood it, but thousands of fine, crystalline filaments, rippled with each movement, catching and refracting the chaotic light around her. She knew that the effect was hypnotic, a living prism that scattered colors in impossible patterns.

As she turned to face the burning city, she caught her reflection in a window and noticed her own pupilless eyes scanning the terrain. Concentric rings of violet and silver pulsed within those eyes, expanding and contracting as she processed the visual information. Her three elongated fingers flexed within their protective sheaths, the retractable talons still contained. No need for weapons here. This was a Harvest, not a hunt. There were no signs of life in the immediate vicinity.

“Disperse and locate,” she said, her voice resonating in a register that made nearby windows vibrate. The words themselves were alien, but the harmonics beneath them carried meaning more precise than mere language. Her retrieval team understood the subtle variations in tone that communicated exact coordinates, priority levels, and temporal constraints.

The team spread out in perfect formation, their movements so synchronized they might have been parts of a single organism. Each Vaeloran stood over two meters tall, willowy yet powerful, their bodies designed for a higher gravity than Earth’s. They seemed to glide rather than walk.

A human woman cowered in a doorway as one of Veyraun’s team passed. The woman clutched a young girl to her chest, her eyes wild with terror. The Vaeloran didn’t even turn her head. Females were irrelevant to the Harvest. Only the males of viable age carried what they sought...genetic material that could be synthesized, modified, and incorporated into their own declining population. The rest were simply obstacles to navigate around.

Veyraun moved through the burning street, the flames parting around her as if reluctant to touch her alien skin. She stepped over an overturned car without breaking stride, her movements fluid and economical. A police officer, one of the few humans still attempting to maintain order, raised his weapon toward her. The primitive projectile weapon discharged with a sharp report that hurt her sensitive auditory organs.

The bullet never reached her. It slowed and stopped a foot from her chest, suspended in the localized field her body automatically generated. She regarded it with mild curiosity, then allowed it to drop harmlessly to the ground. The officer fired again. And again. Each bullet joined the first at her feet.

“Your resistance is inefficient,” she said, though she knew he couldn’t understand her words. The harmonics beneath her speech might communicate her dismissal, however. She flicked three fingers in a precise gesture.

From behind the officer, another Vaeloran appeared and touched the man’s neck with a single elongated finger. The human collapsed, unconscious but unharmed.

They had no orders to exterminate, only to Harvest.

Unnecessary casualties were inefficient.

Throughout the city, similar scenes played out. The Vaelorans moved with balletic grace through the human chaos, their movements a stark contrast to the panicked fleeing of the population. Where humans scrambled and stumbled, the Vaelorans flowed like quicksilver, each movement serving a purpose, each step taking them exactly where they intended to go.

Veyraun accessed the Harvest analytics through the neural interface embedded in her cortical ridge. Eighty-seven percent completion. Acceptable progress. The viable specimens were being properly categorized and stored in stasis for the return journey. She felt a momentary satisfaction at the operation’s efficiency.

A group of humans had barricaded themselves inside a concrete structure, a primitive defensive position that would do nothing to impede the Harvest. She signaled to two of her team with a subtle alteration in her breathing pattern. They understood immediately, approaching the building from opposite sides.

The humans inside had weapons, primitive chemical-propelled projectiles, and crude bladed implements. They had also gathered fifteen viable male specimens inside, attempting to shield them from detection. Futile. The Vaeloran scanners had already identified each subject’s genetic signature, cataloging them for retrieval.

Veyraun observed as her team members each placed a palm against the concrete walls of the building. The material began to lose cohesion, molecules destabilizing in a controlled pattern. Within moments, they had created perfect circular openings in the structure, large enough for them to step through.

The screams from inside registered as unpleasant acoustic disturbances to Veyraun’s sensitive hearing. She adjusted her auditory processing, filtering out the higher frequencies of human distress. More efficient.

Through the neural link, she monitored her team’s progress. Golden beams lanced through the new openings, targeting each viable specimen with precision. Adult humans attempted to interfere, placing themselves between the beams and the young males. The beams passed through them, neither harming nor acknowledging their presence. The specimens rose into the air, drawn upward by forces the primitive beings could not comprehend.

A human female clutched at one of the rising boys, her fingers tangled in his clothing. She was lifted several meters off the ground before losing her grip, falling heavily back to the floor. Veyraun noted the behavior with clinical detachment. The attachment these beings showed to their offspring was inefficient, but potentially useful data for the xenobiology division.

As the last of the specimens was extracted, Veyraun turned her attention to the next quadrant. The city burned around her team, structures collapsing, vehicles abandoned, the primitive infrastructures failing under minimal stress. How had such fragile, disorganized beings spread so successfully across their planet? The question only held academic interest. Their biological material was the sole value they offered.

“Commander,” one of her team communicated through the neural link, “anomalous readings in sector seven.”

Veyraun acknowledged the information and adjusted her course. She moved through the chaos with perfect grace, her steps leaving no impression on the ash-covered ground. Around her, humans frozen in shock watched her pass, their expressions registering emotions her species had evolved beyond generations ago.

The sky above had deepened to a darker gold as the Harvest ships continued their extraction sequences. Soon they would return to Vaelora Prime with their cargo, thousands of male specimens whose genetic material would be harvested, analyzed, and incorporated into the next generation of Vaelorans. The creatures themselves were merely vessels, their consciousness an irrelevant byproduct of their primitive evolution.

Veyraun felt no malice toward them, no pleasure in their distress. This was simply a necessity, executed with the precision and efficiency that defined her species. Their perfection required sacrifice. That the sacrifice came from another species was merely logical.

She continued forward, her crystalline hair catching the light of the fires, her movements a dance of terrible beauty amid the human apocalypse.

Commander Veyraun Xiir had just completed her assessment of the seventh quadrant when her scanner emitted an unusual tone, three ascending notes in a harmonic sequence that indicated a priority alert. The device’s surface rippled with information, symbols flowing like liquid metal before coalescing into a message that flared red against her vision. 

Genetic Priority Asset, Class X. 

She paused, her body perfectly still save for the subtle shift of light beneath her skin. Class X designations came directly from the Genetic Council itself, superseding all standard Harvest protocols.

“Team Leader Veyraun responding to Priority Asset alert,” she transmitted through the neural link. “Continuing independently.”

Her team acknowledged the order without question, continuing their methodical sweep through the burning city. Veyraun consulted her scanner, which projected a path through the chaos...a line of pulsing blue light visible only to her enhanced senses. She followed it with precise steps, her movements quickening almost imperceptibly. Class X alerts were exceedingly rare, particularly on primitive worlds like this one.

The path led her away from the main harvesting zones, toward a residential area where many of the structures had already collapsed. The scanner’s guidance intensified as she approached a three-story building that had partially folded in on itself, its eastern wall entirely gone. Twisted metal and shattered concrete created a precarious landscape of rubble, still settling in small avalanches of dust and debris.

Veyraun’s scanner pulsed more urgently, the tone shifting to a single sustained note that vibrated in her inner ear. The signal originated from within the collapsed structure. She moved forward, her body automatically adjusting to the unstable terrain, each step finding perfect balance regardless of the shifting rubble beneath her feet.

The building had been some form of human dwelling, multiple units stacked vertically, now torn open like a dissected specimen. Personal belongings were strewn amid the destruction, fabric coverings, primitive information devices, and decorative objects whose purpose she could only speculate on. Veyraun navigated through the chaos, following the increasingly urgent signal.

She paused at what had once been a doorway, now just an opening in a partially standing wall. Beyond it, a small space remained intact, a pocket of order in the destruction. And there, sitting amid the dust and debris on what appeared to be a floor covering of some kind, was a human infant.

Veyraun tilted her head, the crystalline filaments of her hair shifting with the movement. This was unexpected. The Harvest protocols specifically targeted males between six and twenty Earth-years. This specimen was female and far younger, perhaps nine or ten months in the primitive human developmental cycle.

The infant didn’t cry or show distress as Veyraun approached. Instead, she sat with unusual stillness, watching the alien with enormous blue eyes that reflected the golden light filtering through the broken ceiling. Her skin was pale, almost translucent, her head topped with fine white curls that seemed to capture and hold the alien light, glowing faintly as if illuminated from within.

Most unusual was the child’s demeanor. Human infants typically responded to a Vaeloran’s presence with fear or distress. This one just watched, her gaze following Veyraun’s movements with an awareness that seemed impossible for her developmental stage.

Veyraun knelt beside the infant, her scanner automatically initiating a full biometric analysis. Data flowed across her vision, overlaying her view of the child with streams of genetic information and physiological metrics. The results were unprecedented.

Subject: Human infant, 9.2 months.

Genetic anomaly detected in chromosomal structure.

Neural development exceeds parameters by 372%.

Telepathic potential: Class III...unawakened.

Viability assessment: 0% under Synthesis Protocol.

Note: Females will not survive Vaelora Prime without modification.

Veyraun’s inner eyelids flickered, the Vaeloran equivalent of surprise. Why did they want a female infant? The infant’s genetic structure contained markers her species had been searching for across twelve star systems. Yet the assessment was clear...like all infant human females previously taken to Vaelora Prime, this one would probably not survive the transition either, just like the others. The atmosphere, gravity, and ambient radiation would destroy her cellular structure within days.

The child reached out one small hand toward Veyraun, the fingers splayed as if trying to touch the light pulsing beneath the commander’s skin. The gesture triggered a memory file in Veyraun’s neural archive, the last human female infant brought to Vaelora Prime for the hybrid program. Subject thirty-seven. She had survived eleven days, her body gradually failing as the experimental modifications proved insufficient. The recordings of her final hours had been studied extensively by the xenobiology division.

Veyraun’s breathing pattern altered slightly, the only external sign of her internal processing. She knew the protocols. This infant would be transported to the capital ships, then to the Spire City Engineering Laboratories on Vaelora Prime. The Genetic Council would attempt to modify her structure to create a viable hybrid. The child would not survive the process. None had.

Synthesis subject located, she should report. Awaiting extraction team.

The words formed in her mind, but she didn’t transmit them. A hesitation, significant for a Vaeloran commander, disrupted her response cycle. Something about the infant’s unwavering gaze created an unusual response in Veyraun’s neural pathways.

The child made a small sound, not distress, but something like inquiry. She patted the ground beside her, a gesture that seemed to invite the alien to sit. Impossible that a human at this developmental stage could understand the concept of communication with another species. Yet the evidence suggested otherwise. Or...perhaps it was merely involuntary movement...

Veyraun’s skin shifted from copper to a deeper gold, the light beneath its surface moving in unusual patterns. Her scanner continued to display the data overlay, the red warning about the child’s viability pulsing in rhythm with her triple heartbeat.

Could it be? Was it possible?

Outside the sheltered pocket of the collapsed building, the Harvest continued. The low hum of extraction beams resonated through the ground. The distant screams of human despair carried on the wind. The methodical efficiency of her species’ work continued unabated while Veyraun remained motionless, caught in an unprecedented moment of something unusual for a Vaeloran...hesitation.

She extended one three-fingered hand toward the infant, her movements slower than her usual efficiency. The child showed no fear, watching the alien appendage approach with her unsettlingly aware blue eyes. When Veyraun’s finger, its protective sheath retracted to reveal the sensitive skin beneath, touched the infant’s cheek, a neural response cascaded through her system.

Information.

Emotion.

Potential.

Recognition.

The contact transmitted data her scanner had missed, depths of consciousness hidden beneath the physical form. This was not merely an interesting genetic anomaly.

Veyraun’s breathing changed again, a subtle alteration. The lights beneath her skin pulsed faster as she processed this new information. She could not let them have the infant. They would dissect her bit by bit, test, analyze, experiment...until there was nothing left.

The scanner at her wrist continued to flash its warning. The child would not survive Vaelora Prime without modification. And the modifications would kill her, as they had killed all the other female infants.

But...leaving her here meant she would also perish. Veyraun glanced around, held her scanner up, and spun slowly. No signs of life. Where were the infant’s parents? Buried under the rubble?

In the distance, an extraction ship’s engines shifted tone, indicating the completion of its Harvest quota. Soon, all teams would be recalled to the capital ships. The harvesting on Earth was nearly complete.

Veyraun remained kneeling beside the human infant, her perfect stillness betrayed only by the increasingly agitated patterns of light moving beneath her skin.

Veyraun’s decision crystallized in an instant, like the formation of a perfect lattice structure. One moment she was analyzing possibilities, the next she had committed to a course of action that would irrevocably alter her existence. She looked once more at the infant, this strange, aware creature with genetic patterns her people had sought across galaxies, and she made her choice. With a deliberate gesture, she pressed her three middle fingers against the locator beacon embedded in her wrist. The device pulsed once in protest, then dimmed as she overrode its failsafe and powered it down completely.

The neural connection to the retrieval network was severed immediately. The constant background hum of data, Harvest statistics, team positions, and extraction schedules fell silent in her mind. For the first time in her seventy-three cycles of service as both scientist and Commander, Veyraun existed in isolation, cut off from the collective consciousness of her unit. The sensation was both disorienting and strangely liberating, like stepping from a crowded room into sudden silence.

Her scanner’s display flickered as the red alert faded. Without the connection to the central command systems, the device could no longer transmit its findings about the genetic anomaly sitting before her. The child would disappear from the Vaeloran records, an asset logged but never retrieved.

“Insufficient,” Veyraun murmured in her native tongue. They would notice the commander’s absence soon enough. She had minutes at most before a search protocol was initiated.

She straightened to her full height and reached for the clasps that secured her armor cloak. The garment responded to her touch, the metallic fabric rippling with awareness as she released it from her shoulders. Unlike the crude materials the humans fashioned into clothing, Vaeloran armor was semi-sentient—a living alloy cultivated in the synthesis chambers of the Spire Cities. The cloak had been bonded to her since her induction into the Commander ranks, its consciousness attuned to her biological signatures.

As it separated from her body, the cloak shimmered with uncertainty, its surface fluctuating between solid and liquid states. Microscopic filaments throughout the material sought the familiar connection to her skin. Veyraun stroked a finger along its edge, a gesture that communicated reassurance to the simple consciousness within the fabric.

“New purpose,” she told it, her voice containing harmonics that the living metal could interpret. The cloak stilled, accepting her directive.

She knelt beside the infant, who had not cried or shown distress throughout this unusual encounter. The unnervingly intelligent blue eyes followed Veyraun’s movements.

“You understand more than you should,” Veyraun said softly, the sounds of her native language filling the small space with resonant tones. “Perhaps that is why you are valuable.”

With uncharacteristic gentleness, she wrapped the living cloak around the child. The fabric adjusted automatically, contracting to fit the small form while maintaining optimal temperature and pressure. The child didn’t struggle or protest as the strange material enveloped her. Instead, she reached out to touch the shimmering surface with evident curiosity, her tiny fingers tracing patterns in the living metal.

The cloak would protect the infant during transit, regulating her temperature, filtering the air she breathed, and providing a measure of shielding against the radiation of interspace travel. It wasn’t a permanent solution, but it would buy time. Time to reach the Outlands, time to find a way to help the child survive Vaelora Prime’s hostile environment without the lethal modifications the Council would attempt.

Veyraun lifted the wrapped infant, cradling her with an awkwardness that betrayed her unfamiliarity with such a task. The child was surprisingly light, even accounting for Earth’s lesser gravity. Fragile. Ephemeral. Yet it contained genetic sequences that her people had sought for generations.

A vague memory surfaced of when she was a scientist in the genetic engineering division, of a young woman harvested from Earth. They had experimented on her, altered her biological system while still on the capital ship, but the woman hadn’t been viable. They had wiped the woman’s memory and returned her to Earth...

“You will be Seryn,” she whispered in the melodic Vaeloran tongue, the name forming spontaneously in her mind. In the ancient dialect of her people, before the Unification, the word seryn had meant both light and defiance, the first light of dawn defying the darkness. The light they will never extinguish.

The infant, Seryn, tilted her head at the sound of her new name, as if recognizing its significance. A small hand emerged from the folds of the living cloak to touch Veyraun’s face, her fingers brushing against the alien skin with its networks of flowing light.

The sounds of the Harvest were changing. The extraction beams were powering down as the ships completed their quotas. Soon, all retrieval teams would be recalled to the capital ships for departure. Veyraun had perhaps moments before her absence was noted.

She had spent her existence in service to the perfection of her species. Every action had been calculated for maximum efficiency, every decision made in accordance with the protocols established by the Council. The being she held now represented the antithesis of that ordered existence...an impulsive choice, an inefficient action, a defiance of every principle she had upheld.

Yet as she looked down at the infant, with her strange white curls and knowing eyes, Veyraun felt a certainty that transcended logic.

This was necessary.

This was right.

She shifted the child to one arm and raised her free hand, her fingers moving in precise patterns that activated the portal generator embedded in her palm. She tapped in the required coordinates. Unlike the large transport portals used by the harvesting ships for the extraction teams, this emergency device created a single-use rift...small, unstable, but sufficient for one transit.

The air before her shimmered, molecules separating as reality itself was folded back. The portal opened slowly, the edges fluctuating as the generator struggled to maintain stability. Through the opening, a different landscape appeared, not the gleaming perfection of the Vaeloran capital ships or the Spire Cities on Vaelora Prime, but the wild, unregulated terrain of the Outlands of Vaelora Prime.

The Outlands existed beyond the Council’s direct control, inhabited by those who had rejected the rigid perfection of mainstream Vaeloran society, scientists pursuing unauthorized research, philosophers questioning the species’ direction, rebels and outcasts who had found the courage to exist outside the collective. There, perhaps, she could find allies willing to help a commander who had abandoned her duty for the sake of a human child.

Veyraun hesitated at the threshold, aware of what she was leaving behind. Seventy-three cycles of service. Her position in the hierarchy. The ordered existence that had defined her. Once she stepped through, there would be no return. She would be declared defective, her name stripped from the ancestral records, her very existence redefined as an aberration to be corrected.

The infant in her arms stirred, making a small sound that might have been encouragement. Veyraun looked down at the child, at Seryn, and felt the strange sensation of certainty deepen within her.

“Let us go, little one,” she said. “We have much to discover.”

With a single fluid step, Commander Veyraun Xiir passed through the shimmering rift, the human child held close against her chest. The portal collapsed behind them with a flash of light, leaving only settling dust and debris in the ruined building.

In that simple movement, she broke every law her people held sacred—the prohibition against unauthorized genetic research, the laws against harboring unauthorized specimens, the sacred duty to support the collective above individual choice. Most forbidden of all was her defiance of the most fundamental taboo, taking a female human who could possibly live, now protected by a Vaeloran commander who had chosen compassion over duty.

The Harvest ships would depart Earth’s atmosphere within the hour, thousands of young human males suspended in stasis within their holds. But one prize they sought had slipped beyond their reach, a special female child with white curls and knowing eyes, carried away by one of their commanders.

Chapter One

––––––––
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SEVENTEEN YEARS LATER...

Seryn woke to the familiar hum of the salvaged heating panels, their purple light bleeding through her closed eyelids. The dreams clung to her consciousness like morning mist, faces that resembled her own, structures of strange material rising toward a blue sky, the sensation of water falling from above rather than collected in basins. She lay still, trying to capture the fragments before they dissolved, but they slipped away as they always did, leaving only an ache of something missing, something lost.

Her fingers found the wall beside her sleeping platform, tracing the ancient glyphs etched into the blue-black stone. She knew their shapes by heart, curving lines and angular symbols whose meanings Veyraun refused to explain. “History that does not concern us,” she always said, though Seryn had caught her guardian studying the markings when she thought Seryn slept. The stone felt cool beneath her fingertips, a stark contrast to the warm air generated by the heating panels with their subtle, ever-present hum.

She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the dim light filtering through the narrow slit in the rock wall, a deliberate gap in the stone that served as both ventilation and a meager window to the outside world. Dust motes danced in the pale gold beam, catching in swirling patterns as she sat up and disturbed the air.

Seryn pushed back the thermal covering, another salvaged piece of Vaeloran technology, and swung her legs over the edge of the platform. Her white curls tumbled around her face, over her shoulders, and down her back to her waist. The curls were unruly, defiant of the neat order that characterized Vaeloran’s appearance, and Seryn often wondered if they embarrassed her guardian. It didn’t really matter. No one ever came to their dwelling, and Seryn wasn’t allowed outside the perimeter. All because, according to Veyraun, Seryn was the only one...she was the last human female...

“Strange dreams,” she murmured to herself, her voice sounding too human, too soft in the stone alcove. The dreams had been coming more frequently lately...glimpses of a world with only one sun, where the people looked like her instead of like Veyraun.

The dreams came from deep within her, her silent wish not to be the only one. To belong to a world where she wouldn’t be an anomaly.

She reached for the simple garment draped over a protruding crystal formation beside her sleeping platform. The fabric, a synthetic blend that Veyraun acquired from infrequent, tense trading excursions to the outer settlements, shifted colors slightly as it settled against her skin, adjusting to her body temperature. Unlike Vaeloran clothing that flowed like liquid metal, this was merely an imitation, lacking the semi-sentience of true Vaeloran garments.

Seryn rose and crossed the small alcove to the water basin carved into the stone. The basin collected condensation from the surrounding rock, the natural minerals of Vaelora Prime reacting with the atmosphere to produce water pure enough to drink. She cupped her hands and brought the cool liquid to her face, the sensation banishing the last cobwebs of sleep and dream-fragments.

“Seventeen cycles,” she whispered to her reflection in the still water. “Seventeen cycles since Veyraun brought me here.” Not that she remembered the journey...she had been an infant, but Veyraun marked the date each year with a small additional ration of sweetroot, a rare treat in their isolated existence.

The reflection that stared back at her was a constant reminder of her difference. Where Vaeloran skin shifted with subtle iridescence and internal light, hers remained stubbornly opaque. Where their eyes held concentric rings of color that pulsed with emotion, hers were brilliant blue, startlingly so, but static, with large, round, black dots in the center. Where they stood two to three meters tall with willowy grace, she had reached her full height at one meter and sixty-five centimeters, her frame more solid, more rounded, more obviously bound by gravity. Her body had hair in various places that Veyraun’s did not, and she had fleshy protrusions on her chest, whereas Veyraun’s chest was flat.

She moved through the narrow passageway that connected her sleeping alcove to the main chamber of their dwelling. The passage had been carved by hand, by Veyraun, when Seryn had grown too old to share her guardian’s sleeping space. The tool marks still showed in places, a testament to the lengths her guardian had gone to in adapting their home for a human child.

The main chamber opened before her, its ceiling rising to a natural dome in the rock, dotted with crystal formations that caught and refracted the morning light. Their dwelling had once been some kind of sacred space. It was something Seryn suspected, though Veyraun had never confirmed it. The remnants of ancient glyphs lined the walls here, many deliberately obscured by the addition of shelving units and storage compartments fashioned from salvaged materials.

Seryn moved to the food preparation area, a flat section of stone equipped with modified Vaeloran technology that could preserve and sometimes transform the native flora into substances Seryn could digest. Her system had been carefully adapted over the years through medicines Veyraun synthesized, allowing her to process some Vaelarian nutrients, though never as efficiently as a true Vaeloran.

She selected preserved fruits from a cooling unit, their colors ranging from deep indigo to a luminescent amber that seemed to pulse with residual life. The textures were unusual, some firm and crystalline, others yielding with a strange elasticity.

As she arranged breakfast on a flat serving stone, more fragments of her dream surfaced. A vast expanse of blue that wasn’t sky but moved and shifted. Structures made of materials that didn’t pulse or respond to touch. Voices speaking words she almost understood, that somehow seemed familiar, but she couldn’t quite grasp.

The dreams had always been with her, but lately they carried a new urgency, as if trying to communicate something vital. Veyraun dismissed them as neural echoes, remnants of racial memory encoded in her DNA, but Seryn suspected they were more. They felt like memories, though she had no conscious recollection of the world they depicted.

“Earth,” she said softly, testing the word. Veyraun rarely spoke of the human home world. When she did, it was with clinical detachment, as if describing a laboratory specimen rather than the planet that had produced Seryn’s kind. All Seryn knew was that Vaeloran ships had come, had taken human males for their genetic material, and that she, a female, should never have survived the journey to Vaelora Prime.

Yet here she was, seventeen cycles later, eating alien fruit in a stone dwelling carved into the side of a cliff in the Outlands, raised by a Vaeloran commander who had abandoned everything to protect her. Seryn chewed thoughtfully, the sweet-tart juice of the amber fruit leaving a metallic aftertaste that she had long ago learned to ignore.

The dreams weren’t just dreams. They were calling to her. And despite Veyraun’s careful protection, despite the isolation of their existence, Seryn couldn’t shake the premonition that something was coming, something that would shatter the fragile life they had built in this hidden corner.

The sound of stone brushing against stone announced Veyraun’s approach before she appeared in the chamber’s main entrance. Seryn straightened instinctively, a reaction bred from years of conditioning, not fear, but respect, perhaps even reverence. Veyraun had to duck slightly to clear the archway, her frame too tall for the ancient doorway, her movements liquid despite the confined space.

“Morning meal prepared,” Seryn said, the familiar greeting part of their daily ritual.

Veyraun inclined her head in acknowledgment, the motion causing ripples of light to cascade beneath her hairless skin. In the morning light filtering through the crystal formations overhead, her complexion shifted with pale golden undertones that pulsed in rhythm with her triple heartbeat, visible just beneath the surface of her neck where the skin was thinnest.

“Acceptable,” Veyraun replied, her voice low and melodic, carrying harmonics that human vocal cords could never produce. Even this single word contained layers of meaning that Seryn had learned to interpret over the years, a slight uptick in the third harmonic indicating mild pleasure, a downward shift in the base tone suggesting preoccupation.

Veyraun moved to the environmental controls that were salvaged components from a Vaeloran scout vessel, repurposed, and integrated into the ancient stone dwelling. Her long, elegant fingers were tipped with fine chitin-like points that clicked softly against the metal surface as she adjusted the heating panel’s settings with precise, economical movements. The chitinous extensions weren’t claws, Veyraun had once explained, but protective sheaths for the hypersensitive nerve endings beneath. The distinction meant little to Seryn. They could still draw blood with casual ease.

“The thermal gradient will drop by seven points today,” Veyraun said, her fingers dancing across the control surface. “The second sun approaches apex.”

Seryn nodded, having already felt the subtle shift in the air that preceded the secondary sun’s fullest expression. Her human senses, while dull by Vaeloran standards, had been honed by years in this environment, learning to read its rhythms and warnings.

Veyraun took her place in the food preparation area, her towering form making the space suddenly seem smaller. She selected several crystal-fruits from a separate container, varieties that contained compounds toxic to humans but essential to Vaeloran metabolism. The way she arranged them on her serving stone mirrored Seryn’s exactly, a small detail that spoke to years of cohabitation, of unconscious mirroring.

“Your rest was disturbed,” Veyraun stated rather than asked, her silver eyes fixing on Seryn. The concentric rings within those eyes shifted slightly, the innermost ring contracting as she focused. Nothing escaped her notice.

“The dreams again,” Seryn admitted, knowing concealment was futile. “Nothing significant.”

Veyraun’s head tilted slightly, her eyes portraying skepticism. The rings in her eyes pulsed once, then settled.

“Neural echoes frequently intensify during development stages,” she said, carefully selecting her words. “The phenomenon is documented.”

They ate in near silence after that, the only sounds the occasional crystalline chime of their utensils against the serving stones. Veyraun consumed her meal with efficient movements, her posture perfect even in the mundane activity. Seryn had spent years trying to emulate that posture, that economy of motion, always falling short of the Vaeloran standard of grace.

Throughout the meal, Seryn noticed how Veyraun positioned herself, angled to maintain clear sightlines to both the main entrance and the narrow window slits, her body subtly placed between Seryn and any potential point of ingress. It was so habitual that Seryn doubted Veyraun was even conscious of doing it anymore, this perpetual protective stance.

“You will practice respiration techniques today,” Veyraun said as they finished eating. It wasn’t a question. “Your adaptation to the second sun’s radiation peaks requires continued physiological conditioning.”

“Yes,” Seryn agreed, suppressing a sigh. The breathing exercises were necessary. They helped her human lungs process the increasingly metallic air during the secondary sun’s apex, but they were grueling, leaving her lightheaded and nauseated for hours afterward.

A distant sound must have caught Veyraun’s attention, something beyond the range of Seryn’s hearing. Her guardian went completely still, a predator assessing a potential threat. Seryn watched, fascinated as always, as Veyraun’s skin briefly flashed with gold streaks, a Vaeloran response to heightened alertness, the subcutaneous light patterns shifting to enhance sensory processing.

The moment passed. Whatever Veyraun had detected apparently posed no immediate danger. The gold streaks faded, returning to the normal opalescent sheen with its undercurrent of gold light.

“Gravitational disruption in the eastern canyon,” Veyraun explained, noticing Seryn’s questioning look. “Rock slides. Natural occurrence.”

Seryn nodded, though she suspected there was more to it than that. Veyraun often simplified explanations, treating Seryn’s human mind as inherently limited, a tendency that had grown more frustrating as Seryn matured.

Veyraun rose from her place, gathering the serving stones. Before taking them to the cleansing basin, she moved to the dwelling’s main viewing aperture, a carefully engineered gap in the stone wall that offered a panoramic view of the canyon below while remaining nearly invisible from the outside. She scanned the horizon, her eyes shifting through the spectrum ranges beyond human capability.

Only after completing this security check did she allow herself to turn back to domestic tasks. Only after confirming their continued safety did her posture relax by the smallest increment.

“The trading vessel will arrive in three days,” Veyraun said as she cleansed the serving stones with sonic vibrations, another piece of salvaged technology. “Your educational materials require updating.”

Seryn’s heart quickened. The trading vessel’s arrival meant new data crystals, new information about the worlds beyond their isolated dwelling. Veyraun carefully curated what Seryn was allowed to learn, but any new knowledge was precious.

“Will you speak with the trader this time?” Veyraun asked, the question unusually direct.

Seryn hesitated. Previous encounters with the trader, an outcast Vaeloran scientist who supplied them with necessities in exchange for Veyraun’s expertise on certain classified matters, had been brief, supervised affairs. Veyraun’s protective instincts always intensified around others, even those she marginally trusted.

“I would like that,” Seryn said carefully.

Veyraun’s eyes pulsed once, the concentric rings shifting through patterns too subtle for Seryn to fully interpret. Agreement? Concern? After seventeen cycles, there were still aspects of Vaeloran expression that remained opaque to her.

“Acceptable,” Veyraun finally said. “Limited interaction. Supervised.”

It was a concession, small but significant. Seryn inclined her head in the Vaeloran gesture of gratitude, suppressing the very human smile that threatened to emerge. Veyraun found human facial expressions discomforting, their excessive mobility suggesting a lack of control.

As they completed their morning routine, moving around each other with the unconscious choreography of long cohabitation, Seryn couldn’t help but notice how Veyraun continued to position herself, guardian, protector, a barrier between Seryn and the world outside.

After helping Veyraun clear away the morning meal, Seryn moved toward the viewing ledge, her favorite place in their dwelling. The ledge jutted out from the main chamber. It was a natural stone balcony reinforced with salvaged metal struts that Veyraun had installed when Seryn was still small enough to slip through the gaps in the rock. She stepped onto the smooth stone, feeling the subtle temperature drop as she moved away from the heating panels’ influence and closer to the outside world.

The vista that opened before her never failed to steal her breath, no matter how familiar it had become over seventeen cycles. A vast canyon of jagged, glassy cliffs stretched into the distance, the blue-black stone catching and fracturing light from the twin suns. The primary sun, pale gold and dominant, had fully risen, while the smaller rose-colored companion was just cresting the eastern ridge, casting dual shadows that danced and merged across the landscape in hypnotic patterns.

Sapphire mist clung to the lower reaches of the canyon, swirling in currents that revealed glimpses of the crystalline formations below. The mist wasn’t water vapor as it would be on Earth, another fact Seryn knew without having experienced it, but rather microscopic mineral particles suspended in the air, their blue luminescence a natural warning of their toxicity to unprotected lungs. Veyraun had modified their dwelling’s ventilation system to filter these particles, another adaptation necessary for Seryn’s survival.

Silverleaf trees bent on slender trunks in the morning breeze, clinging to seemingly impossible perches on the canyon walls. Their metallic foliage, not truly silver but a pale platinum compound that absorbed solar radiation, caught the dual sunlight in rippling waves that sent flashes of brilliance across the canyon. The motion was almost tidal, each gust of wind creating synchronized movement across thousands of trees, creating a silent ocean of light.

Seryn breathed deeply, taking in the familiar metallic tang of Vaeloran air. Her lungs had adapted over the years, aided by Veyraun’s medical interventions, but she still detected notes that her guardian insisted weren’t there, phantom scents from a world her body remembered, but her mind had never known.

A distant cry echoed across the canyon, high and melodic, with a metallic reverberance that identified it as a spine-glider, one of the winged predators that rode the thermal currents. Seryn tracked its sound without needing to see the creature, her ears plotting its course as it dove toward the canyon floor in pursuit of crystal-skimmers feeding on the mineral deposits there. According to Veyraun, the cycle of predator and prey on Vaelora Prime followed different rules than Earth’s ecosystems, but the fundamental patterns remained recognizable even to her human understanding.

Closer, barely audible even in the morning stillness, came the rhythmic clicking of a rock-borer, a small, armored creature that fed on the crystalline formations, slowly reshaping the canyon walls over centuries. Veyraun had once brought a dead specimen home for Seryn to examine, explaining how its silicon-based biology represented an evolutionary path impossible on Earth.

Earth.

The word triggered something, a flash of images not from her surroundings but from somewhere deeper, somewhere hidden.

Waves crashing against a shoreline, but the water was blue, not the mercury-silver of Vaelora’s Mirror Lakes. Massive structures of strange material, rectangular and unyielding, rising toward a single-sun sky. Faces, human faces, with expressions of terror as they looked upward at something beyond her vision...

Seryn gasped, her hand flying to her temple as the fragment of the dream reasserted itself with unexpected force. Her fingers trembled against her skin, a cold sweat breaking out despite the warmth of the dual suns on her face. The distant look that came over her eyes was like a veil dropping between her and reality, the canyon before her momentarily replaced by the alien-yet-familiar coastlines and foreign structures.

“The neural echo is intensifying,” Veyraun’s voice came from behind her, closer than expected. Seryn hadn’t heard her approach, a testament to both Veyraun’s natural grace and the depth of Seryn’s momentary dissociation.

A long-fingered hand settled on Seryn’s shoulder, the weight both comforting and anchoring. Veyraun’s touch was careful, calibrated to her greater strength and the delicacy of Seryn’s human bone structure. The chitinous tips of her fingers were retracted, allowing the sensitive pads beneath to make contact, a gesture of trust and intimacy rarely extended to anyone but Seryn.

“The dreams?” Veyraun asked, concern evident in the subtle harmonic shifts of her voice.

Seryn nodded, not trusting her voice immediately. The images were fading already, retreating back into whatever recess of her mind stored these fragments of a world she’d never known. But the feeling lingered, a hollow ache, a sense of something important just beyond her grasp.

“I saw water,” she finally said. “Not like our water. Blue, vast. And structures made of...” She searched for the word. “I’m not sure what to call it. Gray and angular.”

Veyraun’s hand tightened infinitesimally on her shoulder. “Neural echoes,” she repeated, but something in her harmonic undertone suggested uncertainty. “Your human physiology processes genetic memory differently than Vaeloran consciousness.”

It was the explanation Veyraun always offered, yet it never quite satisfied Seryn. If these were merely genetic memories, why did they feel so immediate? Why did they come with emotions attached—fear, loss, confusion—rather than as mere sensory impressions?

“They feel real,” Seryn said quietly. “As real as this.” She gestured toward the canyon, the dual suns, the landscape that was the only home she knew.

Veyraun was silent for a moment, her silver eyes with their concentric rings focused on the horizon rather than on Seryn. This was her way when uncomfortable topics arose...to physically distance herself.

“Reality is subjective,” she finally said. “What matters is survival. Your adaptation. Your safety.”

The conversation was closing, as it always did when Seryn pushed too far about Earth, about humans, about her origins. Veyraun had created boundaries around certain subjects that remained impenetrable despite their years together. Seryn had learned to recognize the subtle shifts in her guardian’s harmonics that signaled these boundaries were being approached.

“Yes,” Seryn agreed simply, letting the matter drop.

Veyraun’s hand remained on her shoulder a moment longer, then withdrew. “I must calibrate the defense perimeter before the second sun reaches apex. The radiation will interfere with the sensors.”

With that, she turned and moved back into the dwelling, her footsteps soundless despite her size. Seryn remained on the viewing ledge, gazing out at the alien landscape while her hand unconsciously rose to touch her face, the rounded curve of her ear where Veyraun’s were elegantly pointed, the soft skin that remained stubbornly opaque where Veyraun’s shimmered with internal light, the lips that could smile in ways her guardian found disconcerting.

Human features.

Alien world.

The contrast between her and her protector was never more stark than in moments like these, when the dreams pulled at her consciousness and reminded her that somewhere, on a distant planet she couldn’t remember, there were others like her. Others who might understand these dreams. Others who might have answers to questions Veyraun couldn’t, or wouldn’t, address.

The dual suns continued their arc across the lavender-gold sky, casting those ever-shifting double shadows across the canyon below. Seryn stood between worlds, the only human on a planet not meant for her kind, raised by a being who had sacrificed everything to keep her safe, haunted by dreams of a home she’d never know.

Chapter Two

––––––––

[image: ]


SERYN’S FINGERS FOUND the narrow ledge in the blue-black stone, testing its stability before transferring her weight. The crystalline surface glittered under the pale gold light of the primary sun, tiny facets catching and holding the glow like captured stars. She pulled herself higher, her muscles straining with familiar pleasure as she ascended the canyon wall. Each handhold and foothold was a discovery, a secret written in the rock that only she could read. Today, she would go beyond her usual collection point, beyond the boundaries Veyraun had silently established through years of cautious routine, toward the shimmering mineral fall that had been calling to her for weeks.
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