
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Stormbond

        

        
        
          Xylos, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Lyra Xolani

        

        
          Published by Lyra Xolani, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      STORMBOND

    

    
      First edition. August 28, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Lyra Xolani.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8998929625

    

    
    
      Written by Lyra Xolani.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This is dedicated to all the believers.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Stormbond is an adult sci-fi romance intended for readers 18+. It contains explicit sexual content, intense emotional themes, and depictions of violence within a science-fiction setting. Reader discretion is advised.

This book celebrates enthusiastic consent, mutual respect, and intimacy as strength. All sexual encounters are consensual.

Content Warnings:
Graphic sexual intimacy (Heat Level 5, explicit and on-page)Power dynamics between alien/human partners (always consensual, never coercive)Strong language and erotic themesViolence, battle sequences, and political intrigueThemes of captivity, surveillance, and being "used" by systems (not in romantic/sexual contexts)Emotional vulnerability, trauma scars, and healing arcs
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 — Gilded Cage, Filthy Thoughts

(Bastet)
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The hum of Xylos wakes me before the lights do.

Not birds, not station chimes, not the gentle click of a circulation pump. A hum. Low and steady, threaded through the floor like a lover stretched full-length beneath me, purring. It’s everywhere—embedded in the architecture, blooming in the glass, pulsing in the air that tastes faintly of ozone and something floral I can’t name. It isn’t loud so much as intimate. The kind of sound that sits in your bones and hums back when you breathe.

Welcome to Planet Xylos. Please keep your arms and existential dread inside the vehicle.

My suite is “temporary accommodations,” which is brochure for gilded cage. The kind with a panoramic view and a basket of welcoming fruit that looks suspiciously like five different species of erotic sculpture. Bioluminescent drapery ripples when I walk past, light following me like I’m dragging a comet tail. The bed is big enough to stage a coup on, the bath knows my exact core temperature, and the closet has evaluated my “color story” and suggested ensembles that whisper words like command and yield in a voice that’s somehow both soothing and a little bossy.

“This planet is flirting with me,” I tell the ceiling. The ceiling does not deny it.

I pad barefoot to the window. Xylos unfurls like a jeweled circuit board—spires spiraling, bridges arcing, streetflows gleaming with programmed patterns. Traffic moves in braided light-streams, sky-skiffs ripple past with the lazy grace of manta rays. When the city breathes, the glow deepens. When the city laughs—yes, it laughs, you can feel it—the glow frays into fizzing stardust.

I lean my forehead to the cool pane, my breath fogging a soft oval. On Earth I would’ve worried about leaving prints. Here the glass seems pleased I exist.

And the people.

I could watch them for hours—as if I haven’t already, pressed up to this glass like a kid at the world’s sexiest aquarium. Kryll in obsidian tones so rich they drink the light and hand it back in a slow pour. Others translucent, veined with nebula threads. Some are tall and many-limbed, some compact and powerful, some adorned in bioluminescent glyphs that pulse when they laugh. None of them appear ranked by shade or hue or shape. The crowd flows like water over stones, and if there’s hierarchy here, it’s not written in the body.

On Earth we pretend the scales fell from our eyes. Here, they weren’t glued on in the first place.

My chest goes tight in a way that isn’t pain. It’s recognition. It’s the sensation of setting down a bag I didn’t realize I’d been carrying since childhood. The one that says: You will need to work twice as hard to be seen as baseline competent. The one that says: Your skin is a variable to be corrected. The ghosts of boardrooms and docking bays whisper you should be smaller, lighter, smoother. Here, the architecture itself croons, No, love. Bigger. Louder. More.

I watch a pair of Kryll glide by arm in arm—one polished blackstone, one misty pale with a scatter of gold like a galaxy frozen mid-birth—and I vow to remember their ease the next time an old Earth thought tries to tap my shoulder.

“Don’t cry,” I warn my reflection, because of course my eyes are shining. “We are not crying in the alien penthouse.”

The hum in the floor shifts, as if Xylos itself rolls to look at me. I put my palm to the glass. It vibrates faintly, and my Watcher sense—our family’s weird genetic party trick—flares in answer. Energy signatures are fingerprints to me. Engines. Circuits. People. Planets. Xylos is a whole choir, every voice singing a different vowel, all braided. Beautiful. Maddening. It’s like trying to nap on a speaker stack.

And the Barque. My ship. The Celestial Barque is currently in a Kryll drydock being “assessed,” which appears to mean a team of sentient ferns are polishing the same conduit while humming in harmony. We fried the phase coil on entry when the bio-resonance crossed the wrong threshold, and now I’m grounded while Captain Keket argues with people whose meeting cadence is geological.

Chief Engineer Bastet, I remind the glass. Not decorative hostage. But the glass does not disagree, which is annoying.

The fruit considers me. I consider it back. It wins. Fine. I eat a slice of something that tastes like pineapple flirted with pepper and had a baby with champagne. The service drone hums in politely, deposits a steaming cup that smells like citrus and fire, and hums out again before I can ask it to stop undressing me with its optics.

When the chime hits the air—with Keket’s tone, three precise notes—I’m already reaching for my comm. “Captain,” I say, smoothing my voice into capable and wry instead of feral raccoon in a jewel vault.

“Bastet.” Keket’s image resolves above the console: crisp uniform, neat braids, eyes with that fine stress-grain she’s too careful to call fear. Behind her: a wall of revolving data glyphs and the faint outline of a Kryll official trying not to loom. “Status?”

“If you count staring pointedly at the drydock security cams as progress, we are sprinting,” I say. “Otherwise, your ferns are still courting the conduit.”

One of Keket’s eyebrows considers insubordination. “Patience.”

“Captain, with respect, patience is not going to replace a fractured crystal structure.”

A longer pause than the bandwidth can account for. “The Collective is tight on timelines,” she says finally, the way you might say, the sun is warm or we breathe oxygen. “Scarabite-7 is foundational for the Phase-Channel project. They want their conduit network lit a month ago.”

“I know.” Scarabite-7: the hot glitter-rock that brought us here. “And I’d like my ship back before I forget what she smells like.”

Keket’s mouth softens. “Maintain readiness. I’m working on securing us a liaison who can actually move Kryll schedules.”

“Bless you,” I say solemnly, because I am not above worship when miracles are promised.

“And Bastet—”

“Yes, Captain?”

“Try not to let the... ground static get to you.”

I glance down at the floor as if it might show me a rude gesture in bioluminescence. “Copy that,” I say dryly.

Her image clicks away. The room is full of me again.

I stand in the stillness for a beat too long and feel the itch returning—the one that says do when the situation says wait. My eidetic memory obliges, unspooling the Barque’s drive array in crisp, exact lines—every conduit and relay, every weld I’ve made with my own hand. I walk through it in my head, follow plasma routes, run mental diagnostics, flip hypothetical breakers.

Nothing I can do with hypothetical hands fixes real ships.

“Okay,” I tell my pulse. “We need a distraction before I start polishing conduits with my tears.”

My gaze drops to the data slate on the bed. The scarab icon breathes gently. Ren—junior officer, world’s youngest gremlin—told me about the app that uses proximity resonance to connect locals and stranded crews. “Networking,” he said with big innocent eyes. “Professional connections.” His mouth twitched like a man suppressing a howl.

Stardust Nexus gleams at me. I glare back. We hold the stare so long it becomes flirting.

“Professional curiosity,” I lie aloud, because lying to objects is step one in domestication, and I will not be domesticated by a bug app. I tap.

The slate blooms into a field of soft light. The interface is not human. It breathes. It moves like liquid through narrow glass, pooling into glyphs then running away again as if shy. It asks: Origin? Occupation? Seeking? The touchpoints give off a tiny electric kiss when my fingertip completes each answer: Earth, Chief Engineer, professional connections / mild distraction / ...fine, something new.

The app exhales a sound like a chime that’s been taught manners. Analyzing...

I wander my gaze back to the window while the algorithm sniffs my soul. The Xylos day leans toward late—shadows long and violet. The city skin shivers; light glitters across the bridge that looks like a ribcage, and some spire’s face blossoms with a mural so beautiful I make a small involuntary sound that would get me teased in any crew mess. The figures are elders with faces carved from night, hair like lightning, eyes like home.

The slate purrs. Potential Connections:

I glance down. Five profiles. The app ranks them by percentage like a very polite sorting hat. The first one is pleasant, all smiling eyes and a bio full of words like hiking and fusion ceramics, which might be the Xylos version of sourdough. The second is a scientist whose profile picture appears to be a ferret with a doctorate. The third would be handsome if I were in the market for someone whose self-description includes “disruptor” twice. The fourth—

My breath stutters. The fifth steals it.

99%.

The number is obscene. It sits there like a dare.

His name is Intef. His title: Special Liaison Unit 7. His field tags flare for a second as the app interprets my attention: engineering, diplomacy, resonance theory. The photo is not technically a photo—it’s that Kryll trick where the image is a moment captured with enough dimensionality you can feel the air. A man—not Kryll; human-adjacent only in that he is made of matter—stands with a city halo behind him. He is tall in a way that stretches architecture. Skin: rich, deep black with a sheen like polished obsidian that drinks the light and returns it as heat. Hair: close-cropped, threaded with a purple that seems illegal. Eyes: nebula violet. Mouth: made for ruin. His wrists are circled by dark metal cuffs with a faint blue pulse—regulators, my brain supplies—and there’s something about the set of his shoulders that whispers leashed.

The hum through the floor sharpens.

No. Not the floor. Me.

The Watcher sense goes hot-bright and focused, like someone twisted a ring and the whole planet clicked into a narrower band. The glass under my hand vibrates in a new pattern. The overhead light dips then steadies. Across the room, the service drone pauses mid-skim and tilts a single optic as if to say, Did you feel that too?

“I—” My voice is too loud. I try again, quieter. “You have got to be kidding me.”

This is ridiculous. This is— I’m a professional with a ship to fix and a planet to endure. I am not clicking on a ninety-nine percent match like a teenager with a crush on destiny. The last time an algorithm thought it knew me better than I know myself, I ate microwave dinners for a month and dated a man who said “my brand” about his own personality. Absolutely not.

But.

The app allows a preview scroll. Just to assess cultural norms, I tell myself as I slide my thumb. Intef’s profile blooms with clean lines and minimal text. There’s no bravado, which is somehow worse. Accomplishments are bullet points like he’s embarrassed by them: grid innovations, safe-house designs, a footnote with a citation for a paper in a journal even I’ve heard of—Resonant Hum Suppression in Bio-Active Architectures. Oh.

I stare at the cuffs again, the faint blue pulse. I could spend an hour taking one apart with my teeth.

The hum finds my pulse. Or my pulse finds the hum. Either way, the feedback loop curls low and tight in my belly, and suddenly the suite is too warm, my jumpsuit is too clingy, and the window’s cool isn’t enough. I pace, because motion is a tool, because if I stand still the planet’s purr might press me flat.

“Professional curiosity,” I say again, which is the kind of lie that should come with a safety railing.

I touch the “connect” circle lightly. The interface answers with that same polite chime, and then stops just shy of confirmation as if waiting to see if I mean it. The circle pulses. My finger hovers. My body is a chorus. The practical part of my brain—sober, hardworking, the one who cataloged the Barque’s every squeak—whacks me on the back of the head with a torque wrench.

“Bastet,” I say out loud, like I’m calling myself back from a ledge. “No.”

I pull my hand away.

The circle dims. The window stays dark. The planet keeps humming, but the sharpness softens. The service drone returns to pretending it can’t see me.

“Good girl,” I say to the part of me that wants to climb a stranger like scaffolding. “Gold star for not self-immolating.”

I toss the slate onto the bed. It bounces once, traitorous insect icon flashing with wounded dignity. I go back to the window and watch the city breathe. A child with a crown of fiber-optic hair races a delivery drone. Two elders argue fondly on a bench, their antennae flaring in synchrony. A trio of off-worlders lean together over a street cart, slurping something neon from bowls. The spire-mural’s elders glow more brilliant as the sky dims. I press my palm to the glass until it throbs.

I’m going to fix my ship. I’m going to find a way to make Kryll engineers stop stroking conduits like they’re courting them unless that step is truly required (I have a form ready to submit for “romance-based maintenance, experimental”). I’m going to get us our Scarabite. And then—maybe—I’ll circle back to the ninety-nine percent question and see whether destiny tastes the way it looks: dark and sweet and threaded with danger.

A soft flicker ripples through the room, like someone smoothed a hand down the suite’s spine. The lighting adjusts by a fraction to match my respiration. I hate how obvious I am to this building. To this planet. To myself.

The comm pings from the bedside table: a tiny status ribbon from the drydock. Assessment ongoing. No new anomalies. In other words: nothing. I resist the urge to chew the comm until the casing gives, because Keket would hear it in my voice tomorrow when I try to explain why the captain’s engineer swallowed a company asset.

“Fine,” I tell the ribbon, the window, the fruit, the drone, the universe. “We wait.”

I leave my palm on the glass until my heartbeat slows. The city’s hum fades into the background like a soundtrack you forget you’re hearing. I turn away and strip out of my jumpsuit, shower in water that feels like someone choreographed a thousand tiny hands to applause, and pull on a soft tunic the closet suggests with a discrete ping. It fits like sleep.

The slate lies on the bed, coy. The scarab blinks once.

I lift it. I don’t open it.

Instead I set an alarm, then crawl into a bed that curves subtly to cradle me. The mattress warms just enough; the linens whisper. The hum tucks itself under my ribs like a secret.

In the space between waking and sleep, I let myself imagine violet eyes and a mouth that knows how to purr back. I let myself imagine metal cuffs warming under my fingers and the precise click of a release that is both mechanical and not. I let myself imagine the way the hum might narrow to a single note when two systems mesh perfectly.

“Not tonight,” I tell the ceiling, the city, the scarab, myself.

The hum approves anyway.

I sleep.
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Chapter 2 — Chrome, Cuffs, and Trouble

Intef
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Humidity hangs over Xylos like a silk robe—heavy, lush, a little indecent. It slows the city’s edges, softens the neon, makes engines sound deeper. I like it. The air sits on my tongue and tastes faintly of green apple and metal—like a clean blade dipped in fruit.

I’m in a Kryll dealership that looks more like a temple to velocity than a place to haggle. Everything gleams: floors of black glass, walls etched with kinematic glyphs that pulse in time with my heartbeat. Machines rest on raised plinths like gods awaiting incense. The one I want is all sharp planes and predatory intent, an obsidian-black cruiser with stance so low it looks ready to sprint through a wall.

I let my palm glide over the hood. The alloy shivers, skimming resonance up my arm. Under the skin, the old pressure pushes back—power building the way it always does when I’m near engines, machines, strong heat. My wrist cuffs answer with a soft blue pulse. Good boys. They absorb what they can, bleed the rest into the air. They don’t hurt, not exactly. They remind.

A Kryll salesbeing glides into my periphery, antennae making polite helixes. “Esteemed Intef,” they trill, “the Vortex model carries phase-hungry hearts. She will ask things of you.”

“I like a machine that asks,” I say. The grin comes easy; it always does. Public mask: on. “I’ll give her something worth devouring.”

They wiggle with professional delight. Paperwork starts to hum in the back of the room like a hive awakening. I take a breath, running a hand along the seam where hood meets fender. Even through the bands, my energy skates out, tasting the cruiser’s appetite, feeling the way she likes to corner, how she wants to be coaxed and then commanded. Good. I can be both.

And then the front doors slide open on a hush like wealth keeping secrets, and the world changes key.

She steps in, and my system drops a beat hard enough to turn a choir into a gasp.

Tall. Curves like promise. Jumpsuit forest-green and fitted like sin if sin had excellent tailoring. Hair—Red. Not orange. Not “a touch of copper.” Red like the heart of a nebula when a star first claws its way out, a wild storm of curls that bounce with their own agenda. Skin a warm, rain-kissed brown that makes me want to press my mouth to her shoulder just to see if the ground hum stops when I taste her name.

My cuffs flash hotter, reading the surge. The shop’s cooling field registers the spike and sighs a little colder in my direction. Smooth. Nobody notices. Except my bones.

She stops just inside the threshold, eyes scanning the showroom with a mechanic’s focus and a fighter’s posture—weight on the balls of her feet, one hand hovering close to a pocket where a spanner would be if this weren’t “temporary accommodations” season. She looks like she wants to fix something just to have an excuse to take it apart again. And the way her thighs move in that fitted green jumpsuit—long, deliberate flex, muscle speaking beneath fabric—makes my hands twitch like they want to measure torque. My cuffs pulse hot, catching the spike of want before it burns through the floor. She looks like she wants to leave. She looks like she could be convinced to stay.

Slow down, boy. Breathe.

The salesbeing that was orbiting me realigns instantly, antennae drinking in the fresh scent of curiosity. They glide toward her with a little extra bounce. “Welcome,” they sing. “You are... Bastet, yes? The new chief engineer from Earth.”

Bastet. The sound clicks into place in my mouth like a fine tool finding its thread. Bas-tet. The T is a kiss; the B is the breath before it.

She nods once, guarded. Her gaze cuts across the room, cataloguing exits, engines, me. Especially me. For half a heartbeat her eyes lock on my wrists. The bands. The way they thrum. Then her gaze flicks to my face, and my internal systems—usually tuned like a Zephyr-class yacht on a still sea—stutter like a needle scratch across the perfect slow jam.

“Orientation interviews for Stardust Nexus will be held next month,” the Kryll chirps to her. “Very efficient for meeting compatible—”

“I’m... focused on work,” she says, voice even, textured. It’s a timbre I want to hear at every register. “But thank you.”

Stardust Nexus. Of course. The app with the taste for destiny. I haven’t opened mine in a cycle. The idea of letting a machine select my softness always made me laugh. My life is already a clockwork of assignments and obligations. I prefer to choose my chaos.

Then she moves toward a display of personal atmospheric vehicles, and fate taps the cymbal again.

I lean back against the Vortex, playing casual. Sleeves tug down over the cuffs. Public mask still in place. But my ears? Tuned. My nose? Working. Her scent slices through the dealership’s sterile climate: sun-warmed skin under something almost floral and sharp, like heated citrus on cold metal. It cuts right through me, straight to the place where music begins.

She asks precise questions: performance curves, resonance dampening, safety thresholds in bio-active atmospheres. The Kryll’s antennae bob with delight, because they’re used to off-worlders wanting pretty skiffs and bragging rights. She wants the truer answers.

I don’t move closer. I don’t interrupt. I am, after all, civilized. But when she laughs once—short, involuntary, amused at a brochure phrase so clumsy it trips on its own charm—I feel it bloom across my chest like heat from an opened oven. The planet’s hum softens at the edges, narrowing around the frequency that is her. Watcher, I think, without knowing why I’m so certain. You feel the song too, don’t you?

She rounds a sleek two-seater, pausing to look through the open canopy. Her hair moves like a solar flare that has learned the art of timing. I make a small sound in the back of my throat nobody else would notice. It feels like wanting and recognition wearing the same coat.

“Esteemed Intef?” Another salesbeing has appeared with a tablet of consents. “Would you like the highway package on the Vortex? It includes—”

“All of it,” I say, not looking away from Bastet. “Every premium. Express checkout.”

A scandalized wiggle of antennae. “Exceedingly excellent choice.”

By the time the Vortex responds to my hand with a happy engine-purr and takes my voiceprint, she’s thanked the Kryll and turned toward the door. I catch her profile in a slice of glass—jaw strong, lips soft, eyes dark like space when it’s holding stars hostage. She doesn’t look around to see if anyone is following.

And I don’t follow. Not really. I slide into my new machine and take the long arc out of the dealership, merging with traffic a few lanes over. Xylos glows under me, a labyrinth of light and moving promise. She moves with purpose through the market ring, stops for a vendor selling something that steams in breathy curls, then descends into the transit belly where public skiffs hum and doors exhale.

Good. I have a name, a posture, a rhythm. Enough.

Back at my spire the elevators recognize me by scent and mood, adjusting their speed to match the way my nerves fizz. My private level opens onto clean lines and dark stone cool enough to quiet a crowd. I peel off the suit jacket, roll sleeves back to let the bands breathe, and stand a long moment before the tall window that looks out over the city I have been helping keep invisible for longer than I enjoy admitting.

“System,” I say, and my home wakes all the way up—soft lighting, a shift of air, the polite ping of an assistant that knows the difference between work and company. “Download current Terran English, idiom pack, last five years. Cross-reference with long-tail cultural packets on human courtship rituals. Highlight sophistication vectors.”

“Confirmed,” the house says in a voice carefully tuned to be less intimate than a lover’s but more so than a colleague’s. “Would you like a condensed brief or a... recreational compilation?”

“Both. And—reactivate my Stardust Nexus profile.”

A beat of silence, which is as close as the house gets to side-eye. “Profile reactivated.”

“Good. Find the sign-up for the Newcomer Orientation Interviews. Flag VIP availability.”

“Confirmed.”

I should stop. I don’t. “Open kitchen protocols; load Earth recipes—comfort and ceremonial, weighted to sensory complexity. Tell the auto-pantry to pretend it is an actual pantry and bring me ingredients I can touch.”

“That last instruction contradicts—”

“I know. Surprise me.”

I strip the cuffs off for a breath. Just one. The surge is immediate—like stepping into sun after too long in shade. The hum around my bones rises to meet me and the city purrs back through the glass. I don’t push it. Cuffs slide home again with the little hiss-kiss of magnets seating true. Controlled. Always.

I’m about to bury myself in a “flirting dynamics” brief when the official console chimes with that particular Parliamentary gravity that makes even my walls stand straighter.

I swipe the message open with a thumb and a half smile, already guessing the contents because sometimes the universe does lay out a carpet when you want one.

To: Intef, Special Liaison Unit 7

From: Xylan Interstellar Coordination Command

Subject: Priority Assignment—Off-World Engineering Consultation Required (URGENT)

Intel indicates critical damage to off-world vessel Celestial Barque (Sah Collective). Liaison support required.

You will provide all necessary assistance to Chief Engineer Bastet.

Immediate coordination authorized.

Secure housing recommended due to bio-resonant instability.

I reread the line with her name until the letters taste like dark sugar in my mouth. The cuffs hum, bright with agreement.

“House,” I say softly, and the stone listens. “Bring the west wing lab online. Shift the environmental filters to the deep-quiet sequence. Balance the light to human morning spectrum. Pull linens she won’t hate. And tell the kitchen we’re cooking for someone with standards.”

“Confirmed,” the house says, warmth deepening until it feels like approval.

I tip my head back and watch the spires across the city breathe. In the reflective glass, the man watching back wears a smile I don’t see in briefings or after-action reports. It sits easier on my face. Like truth.

Bastet. Chief Engineer. Watcher. Match or not, algorithm or not, there’s a particular pleasure in meeting someone whose first language is systems and whose favorite toy is a problem. I like problems. I like solutions more. I especially like the sound a person makes the first time their frequency lines up with mine and the standing wave builds.

Patience. Predatory patience.

I pull up the Nexus profile and stare at the blank message field a beat longer than I should. Not yet. I’m old-fashioned in very select ways. Let a door open in the real world first. Let her see me work. Let me watch her eyes when the hum goes quiet for her for the first time and stays quiet because I’m there.

Outside, traffic hymns along the rib-bridge. Far below, someone laughs in a way that makes the glass smile. The house lights dip infinitesimally, matching my breath.

“Alright then,” I tell the city, the cuffs, the car in the garage that’s eager for speed. “Line up the shot.”

Tomorrow I play polite. Tonight I let myself picture a crimson-haired engineer gliding through my halls, fingers twitching for tools, mouth twitching for trouble, the planet’s endless purr narrowing down and finally, finally sounding like silence.

I set three alarms I won’t need and go sharpen my smile.
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Chapter 3 — The Red Floor Knows Too Much

Bastet
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The hum in the grand hall is a liar.

It’s not just the usual Xylos background thrum, that low, constant vibration in my bones. This hum is layered—threads of Kryll music weaving through conversation, the faint hiss of auto-serving trays gliding past, the sigh of fabric as people shift and greet each other. But somewhere beneath all of it, I can feel him.

I’ve been on this planet long enough to know when my Watcher sense is just reacting to ambient energy and when it’s... narrowing. This is the latter. Every time Intef moves, the static field around me shifts, like he’s a walking calibration tool and my body’s the faulty sensor.

The crowd applauds again as he steps down from the platform, and I can still see the flash of teeth in my mind. Not just a smile—too deliberate for that. It’s the kind of expression that says I know exactly what I do to a room.

I back away from the mood-sensitive patch of floor, pretending to admire a bioluminescent tapestry. The thing is a living weave, pulsing with slow, hypnotic light. The colors shift when I trace a finger near it—soft emerald to deep garnet, garnet to smoky violet. It’s a distraction, but only barely.

Because I can feel him getting closer.

There’s no footstep sound—his kind move differently, almost gliding—but my Watcher sense hums in time with his approach. It’s like my body’s already aware of his nearness, little electric pulses running up my spine before I can even confirm it with my eyes.

I’m not looking for him. I’m absolutely not looking for him.

Except I am.

He’s over by the drink station now, a tall black-obsidian silhouette against the shifting glow. The light loves him—slides over his skin, catches in his short purple curls, gleams against those dark cuffs on his wrists. His head tilts slightly in my direction, and though he’s mid-conversation with some shimmering jade-skinned dignitary, I swear I feel the weight of his attention like a warm hand pressed low against my back.

The floor beneath my boots pulses once—violet this time, a deep, saturated shade that the Kryll cultural guide described as “anticipation.” I step off it fast. The last thing I need is the entire hall reading my mood like a gossip rag headline.

My comm on my wrist gives a discreet vibration—Ren, checking in. You meet anyone interesting yet? The smirk in his voice comes through the text. I ignore it, tucking the comm under the cuff of my jumpsuit.

The hall’s central AI chimes an announcement for smaller breakout “connection clusters,” and the crowd begins to shift, bodies angling toward marked alcoves. It’s the perfect moment to disappear. I start toward the far exit—quiet, purposeful, just another off-worlder avoiding small talk.
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