

  [image: Cover]




Caitlyn McLucas

Bred and Dominated by the Alien Goddess


An F/F Futanari Deity x Human Woman Alien Erotic Sci-Fi Romance





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Caitlyn McLucas


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Prologue
        
      

    
      	
        Introduction
        
      

    
      	
        DYING STARS
        
      

    
      	
        FORBIDDEN DESCENT
        
      

    
      	
        THE SUMMONING
        
      

    
      	
        THE BARGAIN
        
      

    
      	
        FIRST TOUCH
        
      

    
      	
        DISCOVERY
        
      

    
      	
        SANCTUARY
        
      

    
      	
        FRACTURED TRUST
        
      

    
      	
        THE SIEGE
        
      

    
      	
        HEALING
        
      

    
      	
        THE PROPHECY REVEALED
        
      

    
      	
        PLOTTING
        
      

    
      	
        CONFESSIONS
        
      

    
      	
        LIFE AND DEATH
        
      

    
      	
        BETRAYAL
        
      

    
      	
        THE BATTLE
        
      

    
      	
        DARKNESS FALLS
        
      

    
      	
        THE UPRISING
        
      

    
      	
        COLLAPSE
        
      

    
      	
        THE FINAL RITUAL
        
      

    
      	
        TRANSFORMATION
        
      

    
      	
        NEW DAWN
        
      

    
      	
        Epilogue
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Prologue

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




THE LAST AWAKENING




The stars were dying.

Zephyra stood at the crystalline viewport of the Temple-ship Luminae, watching her world burn below. Celestara Prime—jewel of the Andromeda arm, birthplace of her people—was fracturing. Continents shattered like dropped glass. Oceans boiled into steam that wreathed the planet in funeral shrouds. And through it all, the human mining ships continued their harvest, stripping the planetary core of its living starstone as if nothing mattered beyond their quota.

As if her people weren’t screaming.

“High Starseed.” The voice behind her was cracked, barely recognizable. Keeper Elantha, who had taught Zephyra the sacred breeding rituals when she’d first ascended to deity status three centuries ago. Now the elderly Celestari leaned heavily against the altar, her luminescent silver skin flickering like a candle in wind. Dying. They were all dying.

“Don’t speak.” Zephyra crossed to her mentor in three strides, four arms extending instinctively to support the frail body. Her own skin blazed bright with panic, sending waves of light across the sanctum’s organic walls. “Save your strength. The evacuation ships—”

“Are gone.” Elantha’s laugh was bitter. “Destroyed by human defense grids. They call us ‘resource thieves.’ Pirates stealing our own world.” Her eyes—once brilliant cobalt, now dimming to grey—fixed on Zephyra with desperate intensity. “You must survive. You are the last true Starseed, the only one with the strength to carry our bloodline forward.”

“I won’t leave you.” But even as Zephyra spoke, she felt the truth of it: staying meant extinction.

Below them, another continent cracked open. The sound reached them even through the void—a scream of tortured geology. Magma fountains painted the darkness red. The human corporation called this “optimal extraction procedures.” The Celestari called it murder.

“Listen to me.” Elantha gripped Zephyra’s wrist with surprising strength. Her skin was cooling, the bioluminescence fading to ash. “The prophecy. Do you remember?”

“‘When stars fall and hope dies, seek the warmth of human sun.’” Zephyra recited the words she’d learned as a child, before she’d understood how humanity would betray them. The irony tasted like copper on her tongue. “Meaningless poetry.”

“No.” Elantha pulled her closer, urgency overriding her failing body. “Truth. The prophecy speaks of one human. A mate. Someone whose genetic structure will complement yours, whose soul resonates at your frequency. Together, you will create the bridge—a hybrid strong enough to unite both species.”

“I would rather die than touch a human.” The words came out hard, sharp as the broken mountains below. Zephyra had seen what humans did. Watched them strip worlds, enslave populations, reduce beauty to resource margins. They were parasites dressed in flesh. The thought of one touching her, entering her, receiving her seed—

Her skin flared hot with revulsion.

“You will change your mind.” Elantha smiled, sad and knowing. “Because you will be so lonely, child. So terribly, achingly alone. Centuries in stasis, dreaming of extinct voices. And when you wake…” She coughed, and silver blood—precious, sacred—spattered her lips. “When you wake, you will be desperate for connection. Any connection. Even human.”

“No.” But Zephyra’s voice cracked.

“The stasis chamber beneath Verdara-7 is prepared. We seeded that planet generations ago, before humans knew it existed. The temple will sustain you, hide you, keep you in suspension until the right time.” Elantha’s breathing was labored now, each word a battle. “Until she comes.”

“Who?”

“Your mate. You’ll know her by how her presence makes your skin sing. By how her scent calls to every breeding instinct you possess. By how desperately you’ll want to fill her with your seed, claim her, mark her, make her yours in every way that matters.” Elantha’s eyes gleamed with sudden intensity. “And she will be human, Zephyra. The prophecy is clear.”

“I refuse—”

“You won’t.” The Keeper’s smile was gentle. “Because by then, you’ll have forgotten what it feels like to be touched. To be seen. To matter to someone.” She raised one trembling hand to Zephyra’s face, cupping her cheek. The touch was already cold. “Loneliness will make you willing to risk anything. Even your hatred.”

Below, Celestara Prime screamed again. Zephyra felt the psychic echo through their shared consciousness—billions of voices cutting off mid-word. Going silent. Gone.

Her people.

Her people.

“Go,” Elantha whispered. “Before the humans realize this ship survived. Go, and sleep, and dream of better futures. Wake when she calls you. Love her despite her species. Create something new from our ashes.”

“I can’t.” Zephyra was trembling now, all four arms wrapped around her dying mentor. “I can’t do this alone.”

“You won’t be alone. She’ll find you. She’ll need you as much as you need her.” Elantha’s breathing stuttered. Stopped. Resumed with terrible difficulty. “Promise me. Promise you’ll give her a chance. Promise you’ll try to… to love…”

The light in Elantha’s eyes flickered. Dimmed.

Went out.

Zephyra held the body as it cooled, as the bioluminescence faded completely, leaving only grey flesh in her arms. Empty. Dead. Another light extinguished by human greed.

She lowered her mentor gently to the altar—the same altar where she’d learned to use her dual biology, to channel pleasure into power, to become the divine conduit her people needed. Now it was a funeral bier.

Through the viewport, Celestara Prime’s core finally destabilized. The planet collapsed inward with impossible slowness, folding space around itself, creating a singularity where beauty had lived. The human ships scattered, escaping the gravitational death throes.

They’d gotten what they came for.

Zephyra stood alone in the dying ship, surrounded by silence where consciousness had once hummed. The psychic network of her people—millions of voices singing in harmony—was static now. White noise. Gone.

She was the last.

The last.

The ship shuddered, hull breaching. Emergency systems activated, rerouting power, buying her minutes. Enough to reach the escape pod. Enough to make it to Verdara-7. Enough to choose survival over honor.

You’ll give her a chance, Elantha had said. Love her despite her species.

“Never,” Zephyra whispered to the empty sanctum. “I will never forgive them. Never trust them. Never—”

But even as she spoke, she felt it: the terrible weight of eternity stretching before her. Centuries in stasis. Alone. No voices but memory. No touch but dreams.

How long until loneliness eroded hatred?

How long until desperation made her willing?

She’ll need you as much as you need her.

Zephyra fled the dying ship, aimed the pod toward the coordinates Elantha had given her, and tried not to think about prophecies. About human mates. About the possibility that one day, she might be desperate enough to welcome one.

To want one.

To need one.

VERDARA-7, TEMPLE OF YEARNING - THREE DAYS LATER

The temple recognized her immediately. Walls pulsed with bioluminescence, welcoming their goddess home. Vines parted to create paths. The living structure reshaped itself around her grief, offering comfort in organic architecture.

Zephyra descended into the sanctum’s heart, where the stasis chamber waited. Crystalline and beautiful, designed to preserve her for however long it took. Decades. Centuries. Forever, if the prophecy was wrong.

She paused at the threshold, looking back one last time at the living world above. Verdara-7 was gorgeous—bioluminescent jungles, twin moons, air thick with pheromone-laced spores that would make any visitor pliant and aroused. The perfect temple world. The perfect trap for whoever came seeking.

For her. For your human mate.

Zephyra’s skin flared hot with anger. No. She would survive, yes. She would wait. But she would never willingly bond with a human. Never spread her legs for one, never let one inside her body, never—

The stasis chamber hummed, reading her biology, preparing the suspension field.

She stepped inside.

Five hundred years, Zephyra thought as the field activated, as her consciousness began to dim. I can hate them for five hundred years. That won’t change.

But even as sleep took her, even as time stopped and dreams began, a small treacherous part of her whispered: What if it does?

What if loneliness was stronger than hate?

What if Elantha was right?

The chamber sealed. The temple went dark, conserving power, waiting. Above, Verdara-7’s jungle grew wild and untamed, hiding its precious cargo. And inside the crystal coffin, Zephyra dreamed.

She dreamed of her people’s songs.

She dreamed of silver blood on altar stone.

She dreamed of dying stars and empty ships and a planet collapsing into nothing.

And sometimes—though she would deny it upon waking—she dreamed of soft skin and curious eyes and a voice whispering her name like prayer. Human features. Human scent. Human touch.

In her dreams, she didn’t push it away.

In her dreams, she was too lonely to care.

Five hundred years, she slept.

Five hundred years, she waited.

Five hundred years, the hatred slowly, imperceptibly began to crack.

Until the day a desperate human scientist stumbled into her temple, seeking a miracle she didn’t believe in, carrying a need that matched Zephyra’s own—though neither of them knew it yet.

Until the day Dr. Mara Chen found the coordinates and spoke the summoning words and woke the last Starseed from her long, cold sleep.

Until everything changed.
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Character Profiles

Dr. Mara Chen (Human Protagonist)


	Age: 32, Asian-American xenobiologist

	Backstory: Lost her ability to conceive after radiation exposure during a solar flare. Carries guilt for encouraging her crew to settle this sector

	Personality: Pragmatic, scientifically-minded, sexually inexperienced, secretly yearning for intimacy and motherhood

	Arc: Surrenders control, discovers pleasure beyond duty, embraces transformation




Zephyra the Starseed (Futanari Alien Deity)


	Species: Celestari—ancient shapeshifting beings made of living starlight

	Appearance: 7-foot tall, luminescent silver skin, flowing crystalline hair, dual sex organs that glow with arousal, four arms for intimate touch

	Backstory: Last of her kind, awakens every century seeking a worthy mate to continue the sacred bloodline

	Personality: Commanding yet tender, ancient wisdom, hungry for genuine connection beyond worship

	Powers: Can read desires, induce euphoria through touch, guarantee conception through genetic compatibility bonding




World-Building Details

Planet Verdara-7


	Bioluminescent jungle world with sentient flora that responds to sexual energy

	Twin moons cause intense hormonal surges in visitors

	Ancient Celestari ruins hidden beneath canopy, pulsing with dormant fertility magic




The Temple of Yearning


	Organic architecture that grows and shifts based on supplicants’ deepest needs

	Central sanctum features a living altar that reads genetic compatibility

	Air thick with pheromone-laced spores that lower inhibitions and heighten sensation




The Ritual


	Requires offering something precious (Mara offers her scientific objectivity/control)

	Three phases: Awakening (first touch), Binding (claiming), Seeding (conception)

	Creates permanent empathic bond between deity and chosen




Scientific Element


	Celestari DNA rewrites human genetics during breeding, ensuring hybrid vigor

	Process requires multiple intimate encounters as bodies adapt

	Pregnancy occurs rapidly (weeks not months) with euphoric side effects
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Mara Chen had never believed in miracles.

Science, yes. Data, absolutely. The cold comfort of empirical evidence—that she trusted with her whole heart. But miracles? Divine intervention? The desperate prayers people whispered when medicine failed them?

No.

Which made it particularly ironic that she was currently searching for a god.

The medical bay of the Exodus colony ship hummed with the familiar sounds of failing hope: ventilators breathing for patients who couldn’t, monitors tracking vitals that grew weaker by the day, and the soft sobbing of families watching their loved ones fade. Mara moved through it all with practiced efficiency, checking charts, adjusting medications, documenting the inevitable.

Fifteen new cases this week. Fifteen more colonists whose reproductive systems had simply… stopped. Ovaries withering like drought-struck flowers. Hormones crashing. Monthly cycles ceasing mid-flow. The fertility plague was accelerating, and Mara couldn’t stop it.

Couldn’t even understand it.

“Dr. Chen?” Nurse Kai’s voice pulled her from the latest blood panel—another disaster of numbers that made no biological sense. “Patient in Bay Seven is asking for you.”

Bay Seven. Rebecca Okonkwo, twenty-eight years old, newlywed, six weeks into what should have been a healthy pregnancy. Should have been. Past tense. Because yesterday the fetal heartbeat had stopped, and this morning Rebecca had miscarried in a flood of blood and broken dreams.

The fourth miscarriage this month.

Mara forced her expression into something approximating calm and headed for Bay Seven, her lab coat swishing against her legs. She’d worn this coat for three years—since they’d left Earth orbit and discovered the Exodus was never making it to Proxima Centauri. Since they’d diverted to Verdara-7 and declared it humanity’s new home. Since everything had started falling apart.

The coat had bloodstains that wouldn’t wash out. Metaphorical and literal.

Rebecca was sitting up in bed when Mara entered, her dark skin ashen, her eyes red-rimmed and empty. Her husband Marcus stood beside her, one hand on her shoulder, looking like he’d aged a decade overnight.

“How are you feeling?” Mara asked, though she knew the answer. Medical question. Clinical distance. Don’t let them see how much this hurts you too.

“Empty.” Rebecca’s voice was flat. “I feel empty, Dr. Chen. Like something’s been scooped out of me.” She pressed both hands to her abdomen, where life had briefly taken root. “Why? Why is this happening? We did everything right. Took all the vitamins, avoided radiation exposure, followed every protocol—”

“I know.” Mara sat on the edge of the bed, abandoning clinical distance because sometimes people needed truth more than comfort. “And I don’t have an answer. Your hormone levels were perfect. The fetus was developing normally. Then it just… stopped. Like someone flipped a switch.”

“Someone?” Marcus’s voice was sharp. “You mean something. Something on this planet is killing us. Killing our children.”

“We don’t know that.” But even as Mara spoke, she knew he was right. Three years on Verdara-7, and the colony’s fertility rate had plummeted from 87% to 12%. Women in their prime couldn’t conceive. Those who did miscarried. The few pregnancies that survived to term resulted in stillbirths or infants who lived for mere hours.

Humanity’s last colony was dying in its cradle.

“Then what do you know?” Rebecca’s hands clenched on the blanket. “Tell me something, Dr. Chen. Anything. Because right now it feels like we left Earth just to go extinct somewhere prettier.”

Mara opened her mouth. Closed it. What could she say? That she’d tested everything—soil samples, air quality, water composition, radiation levels? That every result came back normal? That the planet itself seemed perfectly hospitable, yet somehow their bodies disagreed?

That she’d started having nightmares about being the last generation of humans alive?

“I’m working on it,” Mara said finally. “I promise you, I’m working on it.”

It was a lie. Or close enough. Because “working on it” implied progress, and Mara had hit every wall science could offer. The answer wasn’t in her microscope or her gene sequencer or her pharmaceutical database.

The answer, she was starting to suspect, wasn’t scientific at all.

Which brought her back to miracles.

The Captain’s office was located in the ship’s command module, overlooking Verdara-7’s bioluminescent jungle through a panoramic viewport. Beautiful and alien—exactly the kind of world they’d dreamed of finding. Purple canopy glowing with natural light. Twin moons hanging like eyes in the violet sky. Rivers of silver that weren’t quite water flowing through valleys that couldn’t quite be called familiar.

Captain Miranda Voss stood at that viewport now, hands clasped behind her back, military posture rigid despite three years of colony life softening most people’s edges.

Not Voss. She stayed sharp.

“Dr. Chen.” Voss didn’t turn around. “I assume you’re here to tell me the situation is improving.”

“I’m here to tell you we need to expand our research parameters.” Mara crossed to the desk, laying out her tablet with the latest data. “The fertility crisis isn’t biological. Or rather, it is, but there’s no physiological cause. Which means—”

“Which means you’ve failed to find an answer.” Now Voss turned, and her expression was cold. “Three years, Dr. Chen. Three years and thirty-two dead infants. How much longer before you admit you’re out of your depth?”

The words hit like a slap. Mara’s fingers curled against the tablet’s edge. “I’m not out of my depth. I’m out of terrestrial precedent. This planet is doing something to us that Earth biology can’t explain.”

“Then perhaps we’re on the wrong planet.” Voss moved to her desk, pulling up a star chart. “I’ve been in communication with the Meridian colony fleet. They’ve established a successful settlement on Kepler-442b. Eighty-three percent fertility retention. Growing population. They’ve offered to take us in.”

“Kepler-442b is sixteen light-years away.” Mara stared at her. “We don’t have enough fuel for another jump. The ship’s barely holding together as is.”

“We’d be refugees. Beggars. But we’d survive.” Voss’s jaw tightened. “Which is more than I can promise if we stay here.”

“We can survive here.” Mara heard the desperation in her own voice and hated it. “If we just—”

“Just what? Pray?” Voss’s laugh was bitter. “I’ve seen the reports, Chen. I know you’ve been researching the native ruins. The temples. Don’t think I don’t know what you’re considering.”

Heat flushed Mara’s cheeks. She’d been careful. Used personal time. Encrypted her files. But apparently not careful enough.

“The indigenous structures show evidence of advanced biological engineering,” Mara said, keeping her voice level. “If there was a civilization here before us, they might have left behind technology—”

“Or they died out for the same reason we’re dying.” Voss cut her off. “Did you consider that? Maybe Verdara-7 is a graveyard planet. Maybe whatever killed them is killing us.”

“Or maybe they transcended.” Mara pulled up her own files—archaeological surveys, linguistic analysis, patterns in the bioluminescent growths that looked almost like writing. “The ruins aren’t tombs, Captain. They’re temples. Sacred sites. And the translations I’ve managed suggest they were built for reproduction. For fertility.”

Voss was quiet for a long moment, studying the data. Then: “You think alien gods can fix our wombs.”

“I think we’re out of scientific options.” Mara met her eyes. “So yes. I’m willing to try anything else.”

“Even superstition.”

“Even that.”

Voss turned back to the viewport, watching Verdara-7’s jungle pulse with light. “You know what I see when I look at that planet, Dr. Chen? I see something beautiful that wants us dead. Something that lured us here with the promise of paradise and then started poisoning us so slowly we didn’t notice until it was too late.”

“Or something that’s testing us.” Mara moved to stand beside her. “Captain, I found coordinates. In one of the temple translations. Specific longitude and latitude for a location deep in the jungle. The text calls it the ‘Temple of Yearning.’ A place where ‘the Starseed grants the desperate their deepest need.’”

“Sounds like a fairy tale.”

“So did penicillin before we discovered it.” Mara pulled up the coordinates on her tablet. “Give me permission to investigate. One expedition. If I find nothing, I’ll support the evacuation plan. But if there’s even a chance—”

“There isn’t.” Voss’s voice was flat. “Because even if you find this temple, even if there’s something there, it won’t be technology. It’ll be ruins and empty promises. And I’ll have wasted resources on your wild goose chase while our people die.”

“They’re dying anyway.” Mara’s control cracked. “Rebecca Okonkwo lost her baby this morning. That’s thirty-three. How many more before you admit that doing nothing is also a choice?”

Voss flinched. Almost imperceptibly, but Mara saw it. The Captain wasn’t heartless—just pragmatic to the point of cruelty.

“Request denied,” Voss said finally. “You’re needed here. In medical. Doing actual medicine.”

“There is no medicine for this!” Mara slammed her tablet down. “Don’t you understand? I’ve tried everything. Every drug, every therapy, every experimental treatment in our database. Nothing works. Nothing even slows it down. So either I sit here watching people die, or I take a chance on something impossible.”

“You take chances with your own life.” Voss’s eyes were steel. “Not with colony resources. Not on my watch.”

The dismissal was clear. Mara grabbed her tablet and headed for the door, jaw clenched so tight her teeth ached. But at the threshold, she paused.

“Captain? When you look at that planet, you see something that wants us dead. But when I look at it…” She glanced back at the viewport, at the glowing jungle. “I see something that’s waiting. Like it knows we’ll come to it eventually. Like it’s been expecting us.”

“That’s not reassuring, Doctor.”

“No,” Mara agreed. “It’s not.”

Her quarters were small—six by eight meters of recycled air and artificial gravity. A bed, a desk, a tiny bathroom. Photos of Earth on one wall, though she barely remembered the planet anymore. Medical texts stacked in corners. A half-empty bottle of whiskey hidden behind the water purifier.

Mara poured herself a drink and pulled up the temple coordinates on her personal terminal.

Longitude: -87.4562

Latitude: 23.9871

Deep in the jungle. Two days’ trek from the colony perimeter. Dangerous terrain, hostile wildlife, possible environmental hazards. Everything about it screamed bad idea.

She took a long swallow of whiskey and started planning anyway.

The expedition would need supplies: food synthesizers, portable shelter, medical kit, survival gear. She could pull most of it from her personal allotment without raising flags. The rest… well, there were people on the ship who owed her favors. People whose family members she’d sat with during their final hours. People who understood desperation.

A knock at her door interrupted her inventory list.

“It’s open,” she called, expecting Kai with another medical emergency.

Instead, Security Chief Hana Kimura stepped inside, all lean muscle and sharp eyes. They’d trained together during the journey—both women who dealt in life and death, just different methodologies. Mara with her scalpels and syringes, Hana with tactical gear and calm assessment of threats.

They’d also slept together once, in the lonely early days of the voyage. Before Verdara-7. Before everything got complicated.

“I heard you and Voss had words,” Hana said, closing the door behind her.

“You heard correctly.” Mara didn’t look up from her planning. “She denied my expedition request.”

“Because it’s insane.” Hana moved closer, reading over Mara’s shoulder. “Temple of Yearning? Mara, that’s a two-day hike through uncharted jungle to chase mythology.”

“It’s all I have left.” Mara’s hands stilled on the keyboard. “Hana, I held a dead infant today. Three hours old. Perfect in every way except that her heart stopped beating. And I don’t know why. I don’t know how to fix it. So yes, I’m going to chase mythology. Because science has officially failed me.”

Silence. Then Hana’s hand came to rest on Mara’s shoulder, warm and steady.

“If you’re going,” Hana said quietly, “you’re not going alone.”

Mara turned to look at her. “Voss will have your head if she finds out you helped me.”

“Then we don’t let her find out.” Hana’s smile was grim. “Besides, someone needs to keep you alive out there. Your jungle survival skills are shit.”

Despite everything, Mara felt a smile tug at her lips. “They’re not that bad.”

“You got lost in the biodome last month.”

“That was one time.”

“It’s a contained environment with marked paths.”

“Okay, fine.” Mara laughed, and it felt good. When was the last time she’d laughed? “My jungle survival skills are shit. Happy?”

“Relieved.” Hana squeezed her shoulder once, then moved to examine the supply list. “We’ll need weapons. The fauna reports from survey teams mention some aggressive species. Probably territorial predators.”

“I’m a doctor, not a soldier.”

“Lucky you have me, then.” Hana was already pulling up weapon specs. “We leave in three days. That gives us time to prep and requisition equipment without raising suspicion. Tell medical you’re taking personal leave. Stress-related exhaustion. After Rebecca’s case, no one will question it.”

“Three days.” Mara looked back at the coordinates, at the mysterious location that might hold answers or might hold nothing at all. “And if we find nothing?”

“Then we come back and I help you pack for Kepler-442b.” Hana met her eyes. “But if we find something…”

“Then everything changes.”

The words hung between them, heavy with possibility. Outside the viewport, Verdara-7 glowed in the darkness, its jungle pulsing like a heartbeat. Waiting. Watching.

Calling.

Mara finished her whiskey and returned to her planning. Three days. Then she’d venture into that alien wilderness and find her miracle.

Or die trying.

Because sometimes desperation was stronger than fear.

Sometimes it was stronger than sense.

And sometimes—just sometimes—miracles were simply science that hadn’t been explained yet.
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The jungle wanted to eat them alive.

That was Mara’s first thought as she and Hana descended from the colony perimeter into the thick undergrowth of Verdara-7’s wilderness. Every plant seemed designed to grab, slice, or poison. Vines with thorns that wept corrosive sap. Flowers that released clouds of hallucinogenic pollen when disturbed. Trees whose bark pulsed with bioluminescence that tracked their movement like predatory eyes.

Beautiful and lethal.

Just like everything else on this planet.

“Stay close,” Hana murmured, her rifle tracking across the canopy. “Movement at two o’clock. Something big.”

Mara froze, her hand going to the plasma cutter at her hip—a medical tool repurposed as a weapon. Through the purple-tinted leaves, she caught a glimpse of something massive: scales like polished obsidian, multiple legs, a tail that could probably crush a human ribcage without effort.

Then it was gone, melting into the jungle with impossible silence.

“Noted,” Mara breathed. “Let’s keep moving.”

They’d been hiking for six hours, following the coordinates on Mara’s handheld GPS. Six hours of sweat and alertness and the creeping sensation that the jungle was watching them. Which it probably was. The flora here had some kind of interconnected nervous system—early surveys had detected electrical signals passing between trees, like neurons firing in a giant organic brain.

The planet was alive. Aware. And maybe, just maybe, intelligent in ways humans couldn’t comprehend.

Mara tried not to think about what that might mean.

“How much farther?” Hana asked, scanning their surroundings with professional paranoia.

“According to the GPS, we’re about halfway. Should reach the temple coordinates by tonight if we maintain this pace.” Mara pushed through a curtain of luminescent moss, grimacing as it left glowing residue on her skin. The stuff was mildly toxic—not enough to kill, but enough to make her fingers tingle unpleasantly. “Assuming nothing tries to kill us first.”

“Optimistic.”

“I’m a scientist. Optimism is how we cope with terrible odds.”

Hana snorted. “Pretty sure that’s called denial.”

“Semantics.”

They pushed deeper into the jungle, and gradually the terrain changed. The ground sloped upward, rocky outcroppings breaking through the purple undergrowth. Ancient stone—not natural geology but carved, weathered by centuries. Ruins.

Mara’s pulse quickened. “We’re close. These structures match the architectural style from the colony surveys.”

“Any idea what they were used for?” Hana ran her hand along one of the stone pillars. The surface was covered in symbols that glowed faintly, responding to touch.

“Best guess? Religious sites. The inscriptions reference ‘gifts from the stars’ and ‘divine union.’ Very fertility-cult vibes.” Mara pulled out her scanner, documenting the symbols. “The civilization that built these was obsessed with reproduction. Every temple, every shrine—all of it connects back to creation myths and breeding rituals.”

“Breeding rituals.” Hana raised an eyebrow. “Please tell me we’re not about to stumble into an alien orgy.”

“The civilization died out centuries ago, so probably not.” Mara smiled
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