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The Last Breath




The light was dying.

Seiva pressed her palm against the medical pod’s transparent surface, watching Kirrana’s bioluminescence flicker like a candle in wind. Violet. Silver. Violet again. The colors that once danced across Kirrana’s skin in joy now stuttered in pain, fading with each labored breath.

“Don’t.” Kirrana’s voice crackled through the pod’s comm system. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?” Seiva’s own skin betrayed her, shifting to deep indigo—the color of grief she couldn’t hide. The Luminari were not made for lies. Every emotion painted itself across their bodies, honest and raw.

“Like I’m already gone.”

But she was. They both knew it.

Seiva’s hand trembled against the pod. Inside, Kirrana struggled to breathe the filtered air that should have sustained her. The atmospheric processors hummed their futile song, scrubbing the toxins from Lumir’s air, trying to make it safe. Trying and failing.

“The Council approved the deep-space missions,” Seiva said, forcing her voice steady. “We’re expanding the search radius. There are dozens of inhabited systems we haven’t explored yet.”

“Seiva.” Kirrana’s light pulsed amber—affection mixed with sorrow. “We’ve been searching for two hundred years.”

“Then we’ll search for two hundred more.”

“There’s no time.” A cough wracked Kirrana’s body. Even through the pod’s barriers, Seiva heard her lover’s lungs struggle. “Our filters are failing faster than we can build new ones. The young ones are already showing symptoms.”

Seiva’s jaw clenched. She thought of the children in the southern settlements, their lights dimming before they’d even learned to control their bioluminescence. Born into a world that was killing them. Born into air that had turned poison.

“I won’t lose you,” Seiva whispered.

“You won’t.” Kirrana’s hand found the interior of the pod, matching Seiva’s on the other side of the barrier. “Because I’ll be everywhere. In every breath you take. In every life you save.”

“Don’t say that.” The words came out harsh, commander-hard. Seiva had led military campaigns across three star systems. She’d made impossible choices and lived with the consequences. But this? Watching the woman she loved suffocate slowly while she stood helpless? This was beyond her training. Beyond her strength.

“Someone has to.” Kirrana’s light dimmed further. “Someone has to say the things we’re all afraid to speak. We’re dying, Seiva. All of us. And if we don’t find a compatible species soon—”

“We will.”

“And if they won’t come willingly?”

The question hung between them like a blade. Seiva had wondered the same thing during countless sleepless nights. The Luminari were a peaceful people. They believed in consent, in choice, in autonomy. But what did those beliefs mean when extinction loomed?

“We’ll make them understand,” Seiva said. “We’ll explain—”

“They’ll be terrified.” Kirrana’s voice grew weaker. “We’ll be the monsters in their nightmares. The ones who steal people from their worlds.”

“Then what would you have me do?” Seiva’s skin flashed crimson—anger born of helplessness. “Stand by and watch everyone I love die? Watch our entire civilization collapse? There are children, Kirrana. Infants who will never see their tenth year if we don’t act.”

“I know.” Tears slid down Kirrana’s face, glowing faintly in the pod’s dim light. “I know, my love. And that’s why you’ll do what needs to be done. That’s why you’ll cross lines I never could.”

“Don’t ask me to become a monster.”

“I’m asking you to become a savior.” Kirrana pressed both hands against the pod now, her light flickering faster. “Even if it costs you everything. Even if you hate yourself for it. Even if history remembers you as the one who stole hope from other worlds to save ours.”

The medical monitors began their urgent chorus. Kirrana’s respiration was failing. The atmospheric poisoning had progressed too far. Even the filtered air couldn’t sustain her anymore.

“No.” Seiva slammed her fist against the pod. “No, not yet. We have time. The doctors said—”

“The doctors were kind.” Kirrana smiled, and even now, even dying, she was beautiful. “But we both know the truth. This is it, Seiva. This is goodbye.”

“I can’t.” The admission tore from Seiva’s throat. “I don’t know how to do this without you.”

“You do.” Kirrana’s hand slipped down the pod’s interior, her strength fading. “You’re the strongest person I know. You’ll find them. The compatible species. You’ll bring them home. You’ll save us.”

“At what cost?”

“Any cost.” Kirrana’s light stuttered again, the intervals between pulses growing longer. “That’s what love is, isn’t it? The willingness to sacrifice everything for those who come after. To bear the weight so they don’t have to.”

The monitors screamed now. Medical staff rushed into the room, but Seiva barely registered their presence. Her entire universe had narrowed to the woman in the pod, the woman whose light was dimming like a star collapsing in on itself.

“I love you,” Seiva said. “I love you, and I don’t know how to let you go.”

“Then don’t.” Kirrana’s voice was barely a whisper through the comm. “Carry me forward. Every life you save is me, living through you. Every breath someone else takes because of what you do—that’s us, breathing together.”

“Kirrana—”

“Promise me.” The light pulsed one final time, brilliant and clear. “Promise me you’ll do whatever it takes. No matter how dark the path. No matter how heavy the burden. Promise me you’ll save them.”

Seiva’s skin blazed white—determination and grief and love all tangled together in a light so bright it hurt to witness. “I promise.”

“Then I can rest.”

The light went out.

Kirrana’s body went still, and the medical monitors flatlined in perfect, terrible harmony. The staff moved around the pod, their own lights flickering with professional sorrow, but they didn’t try to revive her. They knew, as Seiva knew, that there was nothing left to save.

Seiva stood frozen, her hand still pressed against the pod’s surface. The warmth was already fading. Soon it would be cold. Soon they would take Kirrana’s body away and Seiva would be left with nothing but memories and a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep.

But she would try.

By all the stars in the sky, she would try.

“Commander?” A young officer approached cautiously, her light a respectful gray. “The Council is waiting. They’ve received reports of a new species in the outer sectors. Mammals. Oxygen-breathers with compatible lung structure.”

Seiva didn’t turn. Couldn’t turn. “What are they called?”

“Humans, Commander. They call themselves humans.”

Something shifted in Seiva’s chest. Not hope—hope was too fragile a thing to carry right now. But purpose, perhaps. Direction. A path forward through the darkness.

“Prepare my ship,” Seiva said, her voice commander-steady once more. “I’ll brief the crew myself.”

“Yes, Commander. And… I’m sorry for your loss.”

Seiva finally turned from the pod, her skin settling into the deep violet of grief worn like armor. She would carry this pain. She would let it fuel her. And she would do what Kirrana had asked, what her people needed, what her very survival demanded.

She would find these humans. She would study them. And if they were compatible—when they were compatible—she would bring them home. By choice or by force, by persuasion or by abduction, she would save her people.

Even if it damned her in the process.

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” Seiva said, walking past the officer toward the door. “We all die someday. The only question is whether we make it matter.”

Behind her, they began the process of removing Kirrana’s body from the pod. Seiva didn’t stay to watch. She’d already said goodbye. Now came the harder part.

Now came the living.

The corridor stretched before her, cold and sterile under the facility’s artificial lights. Her reflection gleamed in the polished walls—a Luminari commander in full military dress, skin still flickering with suppressed grief. She looked strong. Capable. Unbroken.

It was the most dangerous lie her body had ever told.

But lies were what the moment required. Lies and determination and the willingness to cross every line she’d once considered sacred. Kirrana had been right about that. Seiva would become the monster if that’s what salvation demanded.

She reached her quarters and accessed the terminal, pulling up the preliminary reports on human physiology. Bipedal. Warm-blooded. Remarkably adaptable respiratory systems. Early assessments suggested high compatibility with Luminari atmospheric needs.

They could be the answer. These humans, living on their small blue world, completely unaware that they held the key to another species’ survival.

Seiva’s skin pulsed white again—determination crystallizing into purpose.

She would find one. Study her. Test the compatibility herself if necessary. And if the bonding worked, if a human could truly share breath with a Luminari, then she would bring more. As many as it took. As many as survival demanded.

The ethics of it would haunt her. The guilt would be crushing. But Kirrana’s last light would not fade in vain.

Seiva began drafting the mission parameters, her hands steady despite the grief still thrumming through her. Somewhere in human space, completely unaware, a woman was living her life. Conducting her research. Breathing her oxygen-rich air without a second thought.

That woman would change everything.

Seiva would make sure of it.
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Character Profiles




Dr. Maya Chen (Human, 32) - A half-Chinese, half-Black xenobiologist who has spent her career studying extremophile organisms, Maya is practical, curious, and deeply lonely after losing her wife to a colony accident three years prior. She carries guilt for surviving and has thrown herself into work as penance. Her unique mitochondrial mutation allows her to process atmospheric compounds others cannot—making her the first human who can truly breathe alongside the Luminari.

Commander Seiva (Luminari, 287 Earth years) - Tall and angular with skin that shifts between deep violet and silver depending on her emotions, Seiva is burdened by duty to her dying people. She’s spent centuries as a military commander, making impossible choices, and has locked away her capacity for tenderness. Seiva questions the morality of abduction but believes the survival of her species justifies the means—until Maya challenges everything she thought she knew about strength, sacrifice, and what it means to truly live rather than merely survive.

World-Building Details

The Luminari are an ancient species whose bodies naturally produce bioluminescent light tied to their emotional states—making deception nearly impossible. Their home planet, Lumir, underwent catastrophic atmospheric change when their sun shifted spectrums, rendering their own air lethal to them. They now live in sealed cities using filtration technology that’s failing. Their culture values emotional transparency, communal decision-making, and sacred bonding rituals where partners literally share breath.

Symbiotic Bonding occurs when compatible species exchange atmospheric bacteria through sustained close contact, allowing both to breathe each other’s air—a process that’s intimate, irreversible, and creates a permanent biological link. The Luminari have searched dozens of species, but humans are the first with compatible lung structure.








  
  
  Stolen Sky

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  






The stars were wrong.

Maya Chen’s eyes snapped open, her brain registering the impossibility before conscious thought caught up. She knew Earth’s night sky like other people knew their childhood homes—intimately, instinctively. Years of deep-space research missions had carved those constellations into her memory.

These weren’t them.

She bolted upright, and immediately regretted it. Pain lanced through her skull, sharp and disorienting. Her hand flew to her temple, feeling for injury, but found only smooth skin. No blood. No wound. Just the aftermath of something that felt like the galaxy’s worst hangover.

“What the hell?” Her voice came out rough, unused.

The room—if it could be called that—was unlike anything in the Frontier Station’s design. Curved walls glowed with a soft, pulsing light that seemed organic rather than technological. The floor beneath her was warm, almost body-temperature, and gave slightly under her weight like it was breathing.

Maya’s training kicked in through the panic. Assess. Analyze. Act.

She was lying on something between a bed and a medical examination table. Her research uniform was intact—dark blue jumpsuit, station patches still visible, boots still laced. No obvious signs of physical trauma. That was something. But her equipment belt was gone. No comm device. No sample containers. No emergency beacon.

The last thing she remembered was the asteroid field near Kepler-442b. She’d been collecting extremophile samples from the ice formations, cataloging potential organisms that could survive in sub-zero vacuum conditions. Routine work. She’d done it a hundred times before.

Then the light. Blinding. All-consuming. And then nothing.

“Okay, Chen. Think.” She swung her legs off the table, testing her stability. Dizzy but functional. “You were abducted. Classic scenario. Don’t panic. There’s always a logical explanation.”

Except logic didn’t account for the fear crawling up her spine. Logic didn’t explain the walls that seemed to pulse in rhythm with her heartbeat. Logic didn’t cover alien abduction because that wasn’t supposed to be real.

Maya moved toward what she hoped was a door—a seam in the curved wall that looked slightly different from the rest. She pressed her palm against it.

Nothing happened.

She tried pushing. Pulling. Running her fingers along the edges looking for a control panel or release mechanism. The surface remained smooth and unyielding.

“Great. Locked in a glowing egg. This is fine. Everything is fine.”

The walls pulsed brighter, and Maya had the unsettling feeling they were responding to her agitation. She forced herself to breathe slowly, deliberately. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The techniques her therapist had taught her after Lena died.

Don’t think about Lena. Not now. Focus on survival.

The air tasted different. Not bad, exactly. Just… other. Slightly sweeter than station-recycled oxygen. Thicker somehow, like it carried more weight. Her lungs adjusted without difficulty, which was bizarre in itself. Alien atmosphere should have required acclimatization. Should have triggered respiratory distress.

Unless whoever took her had already adjusted the environment to human parameters.

Which meant they knew about humans. Had studied them. Had planned this.

Maya’s hands curled into fists. “Hello?” She raised her voice, addressing the empty room. “I don’t know if you can hear me, but I’m a citizen of the Terran Federation. I’m a scientist conducting authorized research. Taking me is a violation of interspecies treaty protocols.”

Assuming there were interspecies treaties. Assuming whoever had taken her gave a damn about human law.

Silence answered her.

Maya circled the room, examining every surface, looking for weaknesses or hidden technology. The space was maybe four meters in diameter, perfectly circular. No windows. No visible vents or air circulation systems, yet the air remained fresh. The light source was the walls themselves, which made no sense from an engineering standpoint but apparently worked just fine.

She was completing her third circuit when the seam she’d identified earlier dilated open like a biological iris.

A figure stood in the opening.

Maya’s breath caught.

The woman—and it was clearly a woman, despite the alien features—was tall. Easily six and a half feet. Her skin was the most striking thing: a deep violet that shifted to silver at the edges, like oil on water, the colors moving across her body in slow waves. She wore something between armor and a uniform, dark material that caught the light in strange ways. Her face was angular, almost severe, with high cheekbones and eyes that glowed faintly amber.

Those eyes fixed on Maya with an intensity that made her want to step back. She held her ground.

“Who are you?” Maya demanded, pleased that her voice didn’t shake. “Where am I? What do you want?”

The woman’s skin rippled, colors shifting through the violet spectrum. She said something in a language that sounded like music and mathematics had a baby—melodic but structured, with tones that resonated in Maya’s chest.

“I don’t understand you.” Maya kept her stance wide, balanced. Ready to fight or run if necessary. “Do you speak English? Any Earth languages?”

The woman tilted her head, studying Maya like she was one of those extremophile samples. Clinical. Detached. Then she reached for a device at her belt—a small disc that attached to the side of her neck. When she spoke again, the words came out in accented but comprehensible English.

“Dr. Maya Chen. Xenobiologist. Thirty-two Earth years. Assigned to Frontier Station Kepler-442. Last living relative: none. Next of kin: none.”

Ice flooded Maya’s veins. “How do you know that?”

“We’ve been studying your species for some time.” The woman stepped into the room, and the door irised shut behind her. “You were selected based on specific criteria.”

“Selected.” Maya’s laugh came out bitter. “That’s a nice word for kidnapped.”

“Semantics.” The woman’s skin shifted to a cooler blue. “Your cooperation will make this process easier for both of us.”

“Process? What process? You can’t just take people—”

“I can. I have. You’re the forty-third human I’ve collected.”

The casual way she said it—collected, like Maya was a specimen in a jar—made rage override fear. “Where are the others? What did you do to them?”

“They’re alive. Undergoing compatibility testing.” The woman moved closer, and Maya noticed the fluid grace of her movement. Predatory. “Most have been returned to their worlds with no memory of the experience. Three have chosen to stay.”

“Chosen.” Maya spat the word. “How much choice did they really have?”

“More than you might think.” The woman stopped just beyond Maya’s reach. “My name is Commander Seiva. I lead the Luminari deep-space exploration fleet. And you, Dr. Chen, may be the answer to my people’s survival.”

“I don’t care about your people’s survival. I care about getting home.”

Seiva’s skin flashed crimson—a brief, vivid burst that faded back to violet. Anger? Frustration? Maya had no context for reading alien emotions, but that reaction felt visceral.

“You’ll care,” Seiva said quietly, “when you understand what’s at stake.”

“Try me.”

Seiva regarded her for a long moment. Then she gestured to the wall, which suddenly displayed images—beautiful, terrible images. Cities of light beneath alien skies. Beings that looked like Seiva, their skin glowing with those same shifting colors. Then hospitals. Dying children. Adults in medical pods, their lights flickering and fading like the prologue to extinction.

“My world is dying,” Seiva said. “Our atmosphere has become toxic to us. We can no longer breathe our own air without filtration, and our technology is failing faster than we can repair it. We’ve searched for compatible species across dozens of systems. Your kind—humans—may be the only ones who can save us.”

Maya stared at the images, her scientific mind automatically analyzing what she saw even as her emotional self recoiled. “How? How could humans possibly help you?”

“Symbiotic bonding.” Seiva’s hand moved across a control surface Maya hadn’t noticed, and the images shifted to show something that looked like cellular structures merging. “Under specific conditions, compatible species can exchange atmospheric bacteria. It allows both to breathe each other’s air. To share breath.”

“That’s…” Maya’s mind raced through the biological implications. “That’s not possible. The evolutionary divergence alone would make bacterial transfer—”

“It works.” Seiva cut her off. “I’ve tested it with other species. None were fully compatible. But humans…” She turned back to Maya, and something in those amber eyes made Maya’s pulse quicken. “Your respiratory system is remarkably adaptable. Your lung capacity, your cellular structure—you’re the closest match we’ve found.”

“So you kidnapped me to be your lab rat.”

“I took you because your genetic markers indicated you might be uniquely compatible.” Seiva’s skin shifted again, that blue-violet that seemed to be her baseline. “Your mitochondrial DNA shows mutations that suggest environmental adaptability beyond normal human parameters.”

Maya’s blood went cold. The mutations. The doctors had found them after the accident that killed Lena. Something about Maya’s cellular structure that had let her survive the exposure that had killed everyone else. She’d never fully understood the technical details—had never wanted to. It was a reminder of the worst day of her life.

“How do you know about that?” Her voice came out barely above a whisper.

“We’ve been monitoring you for six months,” Seiva said. “Waiting for the right opportunity.”

Six months. Half a year of her life under alien surveillance and she’d never known. The violation of it made Maya’s skin crawl.

“I won’t help you.” She lifted her chin, meeting Seiva’s gaze directly. “I don’t care if your entire planet is suffocating. You don’t get to steal people and experiment on them. That’s not how ethical science works.”

“Ethics.” Seiva’s laugh was sharp, humorless. “What ethics are there in extinction? In watching children die because the air itself has become poison? Your species hasn’t faced the end of everything yet. Pray you never do. Because when you’re staring into that abyss, ethics become a luxury you can’t afford.”

“There’s always a choice.”

“Is there?” Seiva moved closer, and Maya forced herself not to retreat. “Tell me, Dr. Chen. If there was a cure for the thing that killed your wife—if stealing one person could save everyone you loved—would you really choose ethics over survival?”

The mention of Lena hit like a physical blow. “Don’t.” Maya’s voice shook with barely controlled fury. “Don’t you dare use her against me.”

“I’m not using anything. I’m asking you to understand.” Seiva’s skin shifted to something softer, almost apologetic. “I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to force you. But I will do what needs to be done to save my people. Just as you would do the same for yours.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I know you’ve spent three years in deep space, as far from Earth as you could get. I know you volunteer for the most dangerous assignments. I know you’re running from something you can’t escape.” Seiva’s voice dropped lower. “We’re not so different, you and I. We’ve both lost people we loved. We both carry guilt we can’t shed. The only difference is I still have the chance to prevent more loss. And you’re going to help me do it.”

Maya wanted to argue. Wanted to throw Seiva’s words back in her face. But the terrible truth was, she understood. If their positions were reversed—if Earth was dying and stealing one alien could save billions—would she do it?

She didn’t want to answer that question.

“How long?” Maya asked instead. “How long do you plan to keep me here?”

“Until we determine compatibility. Could be days. Could be weeks.”

“And if I’m not compatible?”

“Then you’ll be returned home with no memory of this. We have the technology to selectively erase the experience.”

“How merciful.” The sarcasm dripped from Maya’s words.

“It’s kinder than the alternative.” Seiva turned toward the door. “You’ll be provided with food, water, and entertainment access to keep you occupied. The testing begins tomorrow. I suggest you rest.”

“Wait.” Maya hated herself for asking, but needed to know. “The three who stayed. The humans who chose to help you. Were they compatible?”

Seiva paused in the doorway, her back to Maya. When she spoke, her voice carried an emotion Maya couldn’t identify. “One was. She bonded with a Luminari scientist. They’re… together now. Happy, as far as I can tell.”

“And the others?”

“Partial compatibility. Enough to help, but not enough for full bonding.” Seiva glanced back over her shoulder. “You, Dr. Chen, show markers that suggest you could be fully compatible. Which means you could save not just one Luminari, but potentially become the template for saving all of us.”

“No pressure, then.”

Something that might have been respect flickered across Seiva’s face. “You have courage. That’s good. You’ll need it.”

Then she was gone, the door irising shut and leaving Maya alone in her glowing prison.

Maya stood frozen for a long moment, her mind spinning through everything she’d learned. Dying aliens. Symbiotic bonding. Her own genetic mutations making her valuable in ways she’d never imagined. And Commander Seiva—intense, determined, carrying the weight of an entire species on those broad shoulders.

Maya should be terrified. Should be planning escape. Should be focused entirely on getting back to the life she’d built in the wake of losing Lena.

Instead, she found herself thinking about the images Seiva had shown her. The dying children. The failing cities. An entire civilization slowly suffocating.

“Damn it.” Maya sank back onto the table-bed, dropping her head into her hands. “Damn it, Lena. What would you do?”

But Lena wasn’t here to answer. Lena was three years dead, buried in Earth soil, beyond the reach of alien abductions and impossible choices.

Maya was alone.

Again.

The walls pulsed their gentle rhythm, and somewhere in the distance, she thought she heard music—those same mathematical tones Seiva’s language had carried. The ship’s heartbeat, maybe. Or her own fear given form.

Sleep would be impossible. But she laid back anyway, staring at the curved ceiling that glowed like bioluminescence in deep-sea organisms. Beautiful and strange and utterly alien.

Just like the woman who’d taken her.

Just like the choice she might have to make.

Maya closed her eyes and tried not to think about either.
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Maya didn’t sleep.

She drifted in and out of something like consciousness, her mind too wired to fully shut down. Every time she started to relax, her brain would jolt awake with new questions, new fears, new impossible scenarios.

When the door finally irised open again, she was sitting on the edge of the table-bed, trying to inventory everything she knew about extremophile bacteria and cross-species contamination. Not that her knowledge of Earth organisms would help with alien biology, but it gave her something to focus on besides the panic.

A different Luminari entered this time—shorter than Seiva, skin a gentle yellow-green that reminded Maya of spring leaves. She carried a tray of what Maya assumed was food, though nothing on it looked familiar.

“Good morning, Dr. Chen.” The translator device on her neck converted the musical language to English. “I’m Yaris. I’ll be assisting with your care during your stay.”

“Stay.” Maya’s laugh was hollow. “That’s one word for imprisonment.”

Yaris’s skin flickered briefly darker—embarrassment, maybe?—but she set the tray down on a surface that extruded from the wall like the room was growing furniture on command.

“I understand this is difficult,” Yaris said softly. “But Commander Seiva isn’t cruel. She’s desperate. There’s a difference.”

“Tell that to the forty-two other humans she kidnapped.”

“Collected. And most of them are fine. Several actually thanked us for the experience once they understood what we were trying to do.”

Maya stood, moving to examine the food. Strange fruits that glowed faintly. Something that looked like bread but had a purple tint. A liquid in a clear container that sparkled.

“Is any of this going to poison me?”

“It’s been adapted for human consumption.” Yaris gestured to the items. “The fruit is high in vitamins similar to your Earth citrus. The bread is grain-based, comparable to your wheat. The drink is water with trace minerals.”

Maya picked up the fruit cautiously. It was warm to the touch, the glow coming from inside like it had swallowed a star. “Bioluminescence?”

“Everything on Lumir produces light.” Pride colored Yaris’s voice. “It’s part of our evolution. Our original atmosphere was thick with particulates that blocked much of our sun’s rays. We adapted to generate our own illumination.”

Despite everything, Maya’s scientific curiosity sparked. “Chemiluminescence? Like fireflies?”

“More complex, but yes, similar principle.” Yaris’s skin brightened to a pleased yellow. “You’re the first human who’s asked about the biology rather than just demanding to go home.”

“I still demand to go home,” Maya said, but she bit into the fruit. Sweet. Tangy. Not bad, actually. “But I’m also a scientist. It’s an occupational hazard to be curious even when I should probably just be scared.”

“Fear and curiosity aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“No. They’re really not.” Maya took another bite, her stomach reminding her that she hadn’t eaten in… how long? “How long was I unconscious?”

“Approximately eighteen Earth hours. The translation field required calibration to your neural patterns. It’s a delicate process.”

“Translation field?” Maya touched the back of her head, feeling for devices. “There’s nothing—”

“It’s non-invasive. Nano-scale transceivers in your auditory system. They’ll dissolve naturally within a few weeks of leaving the ship.” Yaris tilted her head. “You really weren’t informed of any of this?”

“Seiva wasn’t big on details. More the strong, silent, commander type.”

Yaris’s skin rippled with what looked like amusement. “That’s accurate. She’s… intense.”

“That’s one word for it.”

They fell into an awkward silence. Maya continued eating, evaluating Yaris carefully. The younger Luminari seemed genuinely kind—or at least, as kind as one of your kidnappers could be. Her colors stayed in the warm spectrum, suggesting emotions that matched her gentle tone.

“What happens now?” Maya asked. “Seiva mentioned testing.”

“Basic compatibility assessments first. Respiratory function in our atmosphere. Cellular response to our air composition. Blood work to analyze your bacterial colonies.” Yaris’s colors sobered to a more serious green. “None of it’s painful. Mostly just breathing exercises while we monitor your system.”

“And if I’m compatible?”

“Then we move to phase two. Controlled exposure to Luminari atmospheric bacteria to see if your system accepts or rejects them.”

Maya set down the fruit. “That sounds significantly more invasive than breathing exercises.”

“It is.” Yaris met her eyes directly. “But I promise
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