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Glossary

Albedo - capital city of planet Luxterra (formerly Earth), located in Sector One

Basin - rough, dilapidated area of Sector one; home to both Lux and humans rejected or hiding from mainstream society

Belts (Upper/Lower) - areas above and below central Luxterra (Nucleus); less populated; sandwiched between Sectors and Frontiers

Collis - wealthy area reserved for elite Lux and wealthy humans; normally located on a raised portion of land

Com - small, stationary, triangular-shaped communication device

Data pool/Data chip/Pool - small electronic chip that receives and sends data; can be used for everything from communication and money to mapping and security codes; will display information interactively through holograms when needed; portable

Elite Lux - small group of upper-class alien Lux; they are either born elite or not; they run the world through multiple Sector Councils and one Global Council; believed to have heightened abilities versus an average Lux

Employment Manager - work for and follow orders from the 

Employment Agency; normally alien Lux who oversee groups of humans assigned to specific jobs

Facilitator - Councilmember's personal assistant

Frontiers (Northern/Southern) - areas surrounding and including the North and South Poles; used only for research, mining, and relocation or exile of unsavory Lux and humans 

Global Council - council of thirty-one elite Lux who control all twelve sectors of Luxterra

Global Councilmember - member of the Global Council

Hoover Car - vehicle that uses electromagnets along with aluminum road to levitate and propel

Light gun - hand gun that shoots hot rays of light capable of burning through skin and muscle

Luminos Eidos (LE) - alien Lux's home planet

Lux - alien race that took over planet Earth while saving it from human abuses almost one hundred years ago

Lux Military - alien Lux law enforcement

Luxterra - name given to Earth when alien Lux took over

Military Station (MS) - base for alien Lux military officers

Nova Collis - wealthy area reserved for elite Lux in the city of Prismatica

Nucleus - refers to the sectors spanning the center portion of the globe

Primal Light Service - a human's first job after apprenticeship

Prismatica - neighboring city to Albedo (the world's capital)

Rutilans - middle-class town situated at the bottom of the Supernal Collis

Screen - electronic hand-held screen used mostly for communication and entertainment; display can be projected on a wall

Sector - geographic breakup of predominantly the center of the globe; Luxterra is broken up into twelve individual sectors; most populated portions; referred to as the Nucleus

Sector One - main sector where the capital city Albedo is located

Secular Council - council in charge of a particular sector, each of the twelve consists of 131 local Lux; in charge of enforcing the sector's laws

Supernal Collis - wealthy area reserved for elite Lux and wealthy humans in Sector One; where the most powerful elite Lux reside

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


The less you speak the better

The orange of the late afternoon sun makes the sky look as if it’s in flames as I trail behind my employment manager, Ms. Wane, up the steep, winding street to my new assignment on the Supernal Collis. I gawk at the grotesque display of opulence and wealth along the hill where Sector One’s richest citizens reside. Once known as Earth, Luxterra now belongs to the alien Lux, and here, their estates sprawl with lush, manicured lawns. Even the sidewalks are smoother than those in the Rutilans, the neighborhood I’m leaving behind at the base of the hill. 

Bioluminescent trees line the street, their vibrant blooms accounting for the sweeter-smelling air. It should anger me—the sheer extravagance, the stark contrast to the world below. But I can’t help but be impressed by the beauty the elite Lux and their wealthiest human counterparts surround themselves with. Few humans can afford to live side-by-side with the powerful Lux. I’ve never even met one. 

For millennia, this planet belonged to humanity. But nearly a century ago, the Lux arrived—unexpected and misunderstood. A colossal misstep led to our subjugation.

Ms. Wane stays at least two steps ahead of me, no matter how fast I try to keep up. Her pumps hit the pavement in a steady rhythm—click clomp, click clomp. I count the beats to keep my anxiety at bay. Click, one. Clomp, two. Click, three. Clomp, four. The increasing speed is either because she’s in a hurry or doesn’t want to be seen walking beside me. 

I’d taken care to fix my long black hair in a tight knot, hoping to look presentable, but there’s no disguising what I am—a human in beat-up leather boots, with cracks and tiny tears covering them like an unorganized map to nowhere. I could’ve worn my old work sneakers, but those have seen better days, too.

“Do you have your data pool?” Manager Wane asks with a quick, subtle tilt of her neck.

Her ashy blue skin is dull, even under the brilliant sun. Translucent hair, swept into a loose bun, reflects the sky’s pale blues and the greens of the vegetation. A single spot at the crown of her head glows where the sun strikes it. She doesn’t wait for my answer before glancing ahead again.

I plunge my hand into the pocket of my knee-length black cotton skirt—a hand-me-down from my best and only friend, Dawn, who happens to be Lux. My fingers close around the data chip, or pool, as the Lux call it. 

This tiny chip is my lifeline for the duration of my service to the newly appointed Global Councilman, Cast Roman. More than just a communication tool, it holds everything from holographic security codes for his gates and doors to an account for purchasing anything he needs—groceries, flower bulbs, whatever. If only it could tell me what awaits inside the home of such a powerful Lux. The elites are said to be different than those I’m used to, and I’ve never had the fortune—or rather misfortune—of being in the presence of a Council member. The only thing keeping my nerves in check is knowing I won’t be the only human in his house. 

The chip also gives me access to my wages. Domestic help isn’t paid much, but the little we do earn keeps us from being classified as outright slave labor. The Lux refuse to associate themselves with anything considered a stain on human history—slavery included. No matter how meager the wages, every human worker, regardless of the job, receives compensation. The amount they pay us doesn’t vary much between occupations but has a direct relationship with who you work for. My salary will triple now that I serve a Global Councilman.

“I have it, Ms. Wane.”

“Good,” is all she says, curt and dismissive.

If a Lux managing workers for the Global Council is this blatantly rude, how will this Councilman treat me? 

I barely interacted with my previous employment manager. Until two days ago, there was no reason to—then I was informed of my reassignment to the nearest Collis, the exclusive territory of the wealthy and influential. I grew up in the shadow of the Supernal Collis, but until today, I’ve never walked its pristine, well-manicured streets. I’m painfully underdressed, and Ms. Wane’s behavior does nothing to steady my nerves. I’m leaving a comfortable assignment in a middle-class neighborhood—and the only home I’ve ever known—to work for the closest thing Luxterra has to royalty: a Global Councilmember.

I’m not the only one on edge. Ms. Wane subtly emanates a grayish-blue light from her neck and fingers, the faint glow flickering erratically. The Lux have human-like bodies with one key difference—they’re bioluminescent, but only on their necks, hands, and groins. I’ve never seen that last one myself, but Dawn swears it’s true. Much of what I know about the Lux comes from her, my one window into the alien world. Right now, Ms. Wane’s shifting glow advertises her nerves. The pale, smoky patches pulsing beneath her ears and across four of her six fingers are unmistakable to anyone paying attention.

The sun clings to the fiery horizon, casting a warm glow over the top of the Collis. Even the sunlight seems richer on the wealthy hill. 

Without a word, Ms. Wane stops at a security gate—an imposing wall of dark metal, smooth and impenetrable. There’s no intercom, no guards, not even a keypad. She halts a few feet from the center of the gate.

“Try to open it on your own,” she instructs.

I fumble with the data chip in my skirt pocket, oafish fingers under the weight of her gaze. Lux pupils swell when they focus, and I can feel hers boring into me impatiently. Before I can free the chip from its case, Ms. Wane takes a deliberate step forward. A beam of white light emits from the center of the gate, scanning her face in a slow vertical pass.

From the structure, a sultry, feminine voice purrs, “Manager Wane, welcome.”

A curious choice for a security system. 

Ms. Wane impatiently taps her black shoe on the pavement. “I understand things are different from what you are used to, but you will need to adapt, Miss Burnes. This is a Collis, and Councilman Roman has little patience for incompetence.” She folds her arms, and stares accusingly.

I haven’t even made it inside yet, and I already feel like I’m failing. 

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry, my old pool was much simpler.” My eyes instinctively drop to my feet—only to be reminded of my battered boots. 

It’d be easier if all I had to do was stand and let a scanner recognize me, the way it did for Ms. Wane. But I say nothing. I’d give anything to wipe the smug look off her face. It’s the same look I’ve gotten from most Lux my entire life, and no matter how often I see it, it never stops bothering me. 

I also hate how comfortable I’ve become with keeping quiet. When I was a kid, I would mentally recite a robust list of insults, curse words, and even fantasies of a rare disease wiping out the Lux. Eventually, the hate became too exhausting. Now, I silence my feisty inner voice—most of the time.

Instead of a face scan, I’ll need to use my pool to display a security code for the gate. Like most things on Luxterra, this system wasn’t designed to help humans. It was engineered by and for the Lux. This is their world. People like me just live in it.
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The smoothly paved driveway stretches long and straight, flanked by sprawling gardens on either side. Bioluminescent plants glow among the colorful blooms, while towering apple trees stand majestically at their centers like blossoming centaurs. Border stones, the color of the moon, glint under the sun, and diamond-shaped solar lanterns sleep in anticipation of the night. The driveway curves into a semi-circle before the mansion, where four imposing columns—plucked straight from ancient Greece, back when this planet was still called Earth—frame the entrance. The home is massive. Intimidating. A castle compared to the modest Lux home I’m used to maintaining. I clasp my hands behind my back and stare at the cracks in my boots while Ms. Wane rings the doorbell.

A tall male Lux answers, his mirrored eyes unreadable, cerulean skin smooth and poised. Lux complexions vary in shade, but all fall within the blue spectrum. Coupled with their iridescent skin patches, some are interesting to look at—others, beautiful. But the one in front of us? Exquisite.

He invites us inside. I don’t realize I’ve been holding my breath, staring, until I step through the doorway. When I let myself breathe again, I’m met with a scent I can’t quite place—lavender laced with musky vanilla. It’s intoxicating, strangely familiar. I can’t tell if it’s the house or the male alien.

“I am Lumen, Councilman Roman’s Facilitator,” he says, his voice a low, soothing rumble that warms my entire being. 

He speaks with polite confidence but gives nothing else away. His mirrored eyes hold two vertically stacked pupils within each white iris—an arrangement I recognize. My teacher at the Lux school, Ms. Sheen, often wore her eyes the same way. Among the Lux, it’s a well-known look: all business.

Facilitator is a formal term for a Councilmember’s assistant. They’re essentially their right-hand person, ensuring they accomplish whatever they need. I’ve never met a Facilitator since I’ve never had the privilege of meeting a Councilmember. But what stuns me more is Lumen himself. He is the most striking Lux I have ever seen. His features are perfectly proportioned, even if his face holds no expression. An invisible shroud of quiet authority surrounds his posture. Just under seven feet tall—typical for a male Lux—but everything else about him is extraordinary. 

His skin is the shade of a cloudless summer sky, the kind that makes me think of childhood. Of twirling with my arms outstretched, head tilted to the heavens—spinning until the world blurred with dizziness, then collapsing into the soft grass. That’s what gazing upon him does to me. 

What should be the whites of his eyes reflect like tiny mirrors, a common Lux trait, though intensity varies. Ms. Wane’s, by comparison, have only a dull sheen. Lux can shift their pupils according to mood, need, or light intake. Beings of light—that’s what they are.

“I have domestic helper Ancora Leen Burnes—” Ms. Wane begins, launching into a formal introduction, but the male Lux—Lumen, the Facilitator—lifts a six-fingered hand, politely signaling her to stop. 

Despite my usual deference to the Lux, I can’t help but smile slightly at the interruption. Lumen’s eyes catch the miniature smirk on my lips, and for the briefest moment, they twinkle back at me. It’s less than a second—a microscopic blip in time—but it’s enough to make me wonder if working here, for this Lux and the Councilman, might not be as unbearable as I feared. Though it could be my imagination, Lumen’s demeanor feels welcoming. I catch myself taking an unexpected deep breath as the painful tension in my neck and shoulders melts away. I’m still nervous, but no longer feel as if my heart will pound its way out of my chest. Much of what I’ve heard about the elite sounds like myth—things like telepathy and the ability to project emotions onto unsuspecting humans. But did this Lux purposefully put me at ease? 

“Manager Wane, the Councilman insists on meeting all of the help personally,” Lumen says, his voice carrying an unmistakable authority. 

The way he speaks at her rather than to her reminds me of Ms. Sheen, my Lux teacher—always maintaining control, always reminding her students of their place, expecting absolute obedience. It’s fun to watch it happen to a Lux, especially one directly involved in managing me.

I watch Ms. Wane shut her mouth and lower her eyes in respect. Instinctively, I copy her, setting my gaze on the black marble floor. The break from Lumen’s intense stare is a relief—but a fleeting one.

“Eyes forward, Miss Burnes. It is time to meet the Councilman.” 

Lumen’s voice is like ice, but when his eyes finally meet mine again, warmth contradicts the sharpness of his words. The disparity tightens every nerve in my body—terrifying and intriguing all at once. 

He can speak as harshly as he wants; I don’t care. I just don’t want him to ever stop looking at me like that. His stare is gentle yet evocative, captivating in a way I’ve never experienced. To receive such heat from a Lux I’ve only just met is unsettling. And while it feels good, I remain wary. The stories Dawn told me about elite Lux pacifying marauding humans with little effort in the early days of the transition from Earth to Luxterra—when human dominance shifted to Lux oversight—stand center in my mind.

The only Lux man I’ve interacted with before was my school’s headmaster. And he certainly didn’t look—or speak—like Lumen.
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Ms. Wane and I follow Lumen out of the foyer, down a seemingly endless hallway of gleaming oak floors. Doors line the left side, each one a masterpiece of geometric carvings, intricate Lux designs, and ornate brass handles. This is by far the most beautiful house I’ve ever set foot in. 

I force myself to focus. I’m nervous—too nervous—and I don’t want to appear skittish or frightened when I meet Councilman Cast Roman. 

At the end of the hall, we reach a solid gold door. The engraved design strikes me as familiar. I’ve seen this layout in one of Dawn’s books—it’s Lux. 

A planet sits at the center, encircled by moons in various stages of waxing and waning. It’s Luminos Eidos, the Lux home world. A red star and six sister planets orbit it, appearing to its inhabitants much the way our moon does here. And now, that celestial image stares back at me, shimmering in gold.

We wait as Lumen raps on the gorgeous door once then slowly opens it. Before I step inside the large room, which houses a long mahogany desk, I can see this is the Councilman’s office. A low, guttural voice rumbles through the room, vibrating inside my chest. The booming voice of an angry male Lux fills my ears. Increasing anxiety threatens to paralyze me. Lux and human voices are never so distinct from each other than when a Lux is angry, particularly, a male Lux. Their vocalizations simultaneously hold a bass and a subtle ringing when they are unhappy. It’s something like a melody of a sonorous bellow and a bird’s song. I have only heard the sound in real life twice up until now, and both instances came from my headmaster. Cold, clammy fear grips me as I listen to the Councilman erupting. There are no words in my vocabulary to accurately describe this terrifyingly beautiful sound. Sneaking a glance at Councilman Roman, I’m shocked to see the voice is coming from another stunningly handsome Lux.

I follow Lumen and Ms. Wane into the room. My panicked heart and cold, sweaty palms are symptoms of my apprehension—such is the effect of an angry Lux and the accompanying boom of their voice when irate. This is different from the assemblies of disappointment I experienced at school. Those involved one male Lux and two hundred children. The head of the school was a tall, gaunt alien who was soft-spoken most of the time. However, once in a while, the reports of young humans misbehaving would spike, and my entire class would assemble only to be lectured on the importance of respecting our superiors, meaning the Lux.

No, this is different. The headmaster’s lectures on obedience were a far cry from what I’m hearing now. Back then, it was rows of anxious schoolchildren crammed into an auditorium, hearing how we had fallen short of Lux expectations—our individual faults irrelevant to the greater purpose of Luxterra’s success.

“You are undergoing important training to one day be strong cogs in the meticulously turning wheel that is Luxterra. No matter the job you are willed to go into, you are all equal. You are all expected to forget your personal desires and contribute to our planet’s success.” The headmaster’s words still echo in my head, years later—the collective good above all.

But here I see another handsome alien, who can only be Councilman Cast Roman, and a woman about my age smirking as she sits across from him at his desk. At first, I assume she’s on the unfortunate end of his ire, but I quickly realize he’s yelling into the air. His com must be on, and whoever’s on the other end is the real target of his unhappiness. 

Even with a scowl, he’s somehow even more striking than his Facilitator, Lumen. Cast Roman’s skin is the color of the ocean—deep blue swirled with icy undertones. He is alarmingly handsome with a strong, square jaw, a dimpled chin, thick, perfectly shaped eyebrows and pronounced cheekbones. 

I can’t shake the feeling that something’s off. I’ve never been one to fawn over Lux—or anyone, for that matter—but in the span of five minutes, I’ve encountered two aliens who arouse something unfamiliar in me. It’s not just an attraction. Stranger. My fingertips tingle, my thoughts fuzzy. 

I fear the rumors are true. The ones about the elite. Can they really influence your emotions without you knowing? Could they be controlling this... whatever this is? Logic says it’s likely the adrenaline. Or fear. But dread burrows inside. What if none of this is mine? What if they’re already in my head?

Breathe.

Councilman Cast Roman stands at his desk, his voice raised in a controlled fashion. A situation like this instinctively sends my eyes to the ground. Avoiding eye contact when a Lux is angry is a tried-and-true method to avoid one’s anger from landing on myself. But now, I cannot look away. The tiny clear hairs that make up his thick eyebrows are furrowed, and I notice a small, star-shaped scar below his left eye. I can’t stop staring even as I notice Ms. Wane’s gaze hitting the floor. A foreign inner force refuses to let me submit; I am awestruck by his beauty and allow myself to gawk.

His eyes house pupils that are mere slits, like a reptile, which according to Dawn, means either a need to filter light intake, or intense displeasure. I’m instantly entranced—but terrified. Electricity splashes through my body. He is the scariest thing I’ve been in the presence of, but all I want to do is watch Cast Roman and listen to his aggressive speech. The iridescent strips of skin down the Councilman’s fingers, along with the circular patches below his ears pulse with a subdued red, another indication of the Lux Councilman’s anger. The softer tone of the colored light tells me that he may be irritated, but not enraged with whomever he’s speaking to through his com. 

“Just fix it,” the Councilman says, the click we all hear indicates the com call is over.

Councilman Roman turns his attention to me. I wince with a twisted thrill as the thin slits that were his pupils now grow into large black circles alongside his shimmering sclera. Gone are the reptilian eyes and in their place are two black as coal pupils that glisten next to what should be the shiny whites of his eyes, on this Lux they look more like glass. I feel them taking me in.
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“Miss Burnes, welcome to my home,” he tells me in a friendly voice, as if he hadn’t just admonished whoever was on the other end of his call. The red lights cease emanating from his fingers and neck, again as if they had never been there to begin with. “This is Bernadette Rubrum,” the Councilman nods toward the woman who had remained remarkably calm while he reamed someone out.

“Call me Bernie,” the woman says, smiling slyly as if she knows a wonderful secret. 

Still seated, she reaches out her hand for me to shake, and I accept it. The shift in the overall energy in the room makes me consider the possibility that I misread what I perceived as an irate Global Councilman. Maybe this is all typical occurrence in the home of a powerful elite, a group I know nothing about. This woman, Bernie, like the Councilman, bears no trace of uneasiness in her demeanor. To the contrary, she appears content, happy even to meet someone new.

I smile back at Bernie, but without the clever mystery on my lips. She’s a striking redhead, her hair streaked with purple and neon pink stripes, pale freckles dotting her kind-looking face like misaligned constellations. Piercings with small purplish-red stones adorn her nose and left eyebrow. On the surface, we look close in age, but something about her face and the way she looks at me gives me the feeling she might be older or maybe she’s just seen and heard a hell of a lot more than me. I am like a tiny brown sparrow flying alongside a larger, more colorful tropical bird. I have lived my life flitting around a small backyard, while she has likely been exploring countless rainforests teeming with vibrant life.

Ms. Wane acknowledges Bernie with a short greeting, of course the Lux female likely manages us both. I recently turned twenty-four, but am new to being a part of the domestic employment group in which workers are deployed to where we’re needed or wanted most by the Lux. I hate that I had to leave my home in the Rutilans, but the house I’ve spent my life working in no longer has an alien to cook and clean for. According to my previous employment manager, young and healthy domestic workers are in high demand among the Lux elite. I was given little time to pack my things and say goodbye to my home. Now I’m here, in a mansion on the Collis. 

I turn back to Councilman Cast Roman, struggling to resist the urge to give him my undivided attention. His voice is like that of a siren’s. I know it means my likely demise, but the sound of devastation is too sweet on my ears for me to care. Even as Ms. Wane restarts her prepared speech, my mind wanders. I wrestle to escape the fantasy of what it would feel like for this male Lux to kiss or perhaps even to touch me.

“I have domestic helper Ancora Leen Burnes reporting for work in your private estate. This will be her first assignment outside of her Primal Light Service. Miss Burnes took over domestic duties in the home of support staff member, Solara Glancing, at age sixteen. She is twenty-four years old, in good health, with an above average rating.”

“Always a pleasure to see you Manager Wane,” Cast Roman interjects, turning to me. “Sixteen and working in a bureaucrat’s home—how was that for you, Miss Burnes?”

This gorgeous male alien is talking to me, though it’s hard to focus. I’m realizing I should have left a trail of breadcrumbs before choosing to get lost in his eyes. The large circular pupils staring back at me are the closest a Lux can get to looking human. Like many aliens, Ms. Glancing often wore her eyes like this, but on her, they had always looked like a soulless cartoon character. The exaggeratedly large, round pupils were far too big to match a regular person’s. But of course, Cast Roman is no regular Lux. Putting his striking features aside, he’s a member of the Global Council and an elite. He’s undoubtedly one of the most powerful Lux on the planet.

I stop myself from mentally drifting, not wanting him to think I have trouble answering a simple question. “I grew up in the Glancing house sir, with my mother and father until my dad was arrested by the Lux when I was fourteen. Unfortunately, my mom passed away two years later. Ms. Glancing was kind enough to allow me to stay and take over her responsibilities. I spent my life apprenticing under my mom in that house, so the transition was relatively easy.”

Truthfully, there was nothing easy about it. Losing my mother started a daily battle within my inner dialogue—should I vacuum the carpet, or set the drapes on fire? Was it time to clean the oven, or put my head inside of it? My mom and I were always close. When my father vanished, that shared grief forged an unbreakable bond between us. Losing her broke something inside me.

I realize immediately that I’ve said far too much. The way Councilman Roman looks at me feels like he’s performing a mental autopsy—my guts are on display, and it’s my fault.

Cast Roman raises a pale brow at me, and Ms. Wane’s face hardens. She’s pissed that I mentioned the Lux taking my dad, but there’s no way I’m going to turn and look at her. I’m also painfully aware of Bernie watching me make a fool of myself in front of my employment manager, a Global Councilman, and his Facilitator. There isn’t a rock in the world big enough for me to crawl under and hide my shame. 
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“You may leave us, Miss Rubrum,” Councilman Roman says, his tone surprisingly calming. “I will send Miss Burnes to you when we have finished. Please show her around and to her bedroom.” 

Cast Roman’s voice somehow sobers and grounds me, even though he’s the culprit for mixing up my head. Not the good kind of mix involving fruit and rum—but the shitty kind that makes you feel schizophrenic. 

Even the robotic way the Lux speak sounds better coming from the Councilman’s mouth. 

Bernie’s nod of acknowledgment lasts less than a heartbeat, a hint of amusement on her lips. Then she spins on her heels and saunters out of the large golden door. I have no real reason to wish she’d stayed, but I do. The room feels different without her. I hadn’t noticed how much her presence soothed me until it was gone.

“I believe Miss Burnes may require some time to adjust to working for a Global Councilman, she is accustomed to a more familiar environment. I apologize in advance for the time it may take for her to get her bearings. Believe me, the privilege of being here will not be lost on her.” Ms. Wane’s voice is apologetic to Cast Roman, while simultaneously sending me a message of disapproval. I’m always amazed at the multi-faceted traits of Lux communication, surely there are several other social cues in that one statement that I, as a human being, am unable to grasp.

“You may leave us as well.” The Councilman dismisses my employment manager.

I watch Cast Roman frown at Ms. Wane. I don’t know why it sparks elation inside me, but I find myself strangely pleased by his nuanced displeasure. The Lux usually operate in seamless agreement when it comes to people like me, as if they belong to some exclusive club. Despite humans outnumbering them five to one, the Lux took over Earth with little resistance—their superior intelligence, technology, and, most of all, their unwavering unity proving an unbeatable combination. Seeing a powerful Lux express discontent with one of their own is like watching a dog walk on two legs. Only better—like if the bipedal dog were balancing books on its head or carrying a tray of margaritas.

Lumen, silent throughout the exchange, rises from his seat and escorts Ms. Wane out of the office, leaving me alone with Cast Roman. My heart flutters like a trapped hummingbird, threatening and frantic. Normally, I’d seek comfort in memories of my mother and the things we might say to each other. But I could never admit to her what’s going through my mind about the Councilman. With the exception of Ms. Glancing and her daughter Dawn, my mom always urged caution when dealing with the common Lux. If she were here, she’d surely warn me against any attraction to an elite—and shut down any thoughts of flirtation entirely.
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I feel the Councilman’s stare. Now that we’re alone, I can’t bring myself to meet it. Instead, my eyes dart around the large office. The room feels cinematic, almost unreal. His massive desk sits perpendicular to a wall of windows overlooking the backside of the sprawling property. Beyond the glass, a sea of luxurious grass, bushes, and trees stretches out like a painting of tranquility. Unlike the front gardens, which glow with bioluminescent plants, the greenery here is purely terrestrial—Luxterra’s alone, with no transplants from Luminos Eidos, the Lux homeworld. 

The rich, late-day sunshine pours into the room like liquid gold. I wonder how the Councilman gets any work done with such an astonishing view. Peeling my eyes from the windows, I take in the bookshelves behind his desk, stretching floor-to ceiling, every spot filled with foreign titles. On the opposite side of the office, two matching amber couches face each other. 

I am in love with this room. It makes it easy to forget the human-like qualities of the Lux. Despite their dominance over us, there’s something familiar about them, as if they could be distant cousins. Their bodies resemble ours, they laugh and get angry like we do, and they read books, watch television and form friendships and rivalries. They even hate and love like regular people. Yet marriage is not a part of Lux relationships—a striking difference. 

Cast Roman’s prismatic Lux hair, which has no natural color, appears orangish-brown with golden tips, the rich wood and sunlight in the room give to its hue. I feel a pinch of pleasure in my lower half and my cheeks flush with heat—an abnormal response for me. In my twenty-four years, I have never been physically attracted to a Lux. 

Councilman Roman settles his tall, broad frame into his desk chair and gestures toward the empty seat across from him. I approach slowly, lowering myself into it. My hands tremble faintly, so I grip the armrests to hide it. I am more nervous than I can ever remember being—except of course, for the night the Lux came for my father. 
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Discomfort always summons the memory, like a demon hungry for my rational side, a cynical force sent to devour the part of me that knows how to survive—how to put my head down and keep moving forward.

The officers arrived in their dark green uniforms at Ms. Glancing’s home, where both my parents worked and where the three of us lived in the lower portion of the house. I was upstairs with Dawn, Ms. Glancing’s only child, when the muffled shouting sent me rushing to see what was happening. Watching it unfold hadn’t seemed real, as if it were happening to a stranger, not my father. The need to run to him was overpowered by a paralyzing disbelief at the scene unfolding in front of my naive eyes. 

I hate remembering that frozen feeling. My legs refused to move, unable to lift a leg, my feet stayed rooted to the floor. The sight of my dad being led out in handcuffs by the Lux Military while I stood helpless at the bottom of the steps, overwhelmed with shock and confusion, lives in my mind as if it happened yesterday. Even now, ten years later, the memory of his face—regret smeared across it—has seared itself onto my brain. 

It was the last time I saw him.
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“Tell me about yourself, Miss Burnes,” the Councilman says in a monotone that doesn’t match his dynamic expression. 

Instead of letting my attention wander over his handsome face—the subtle lift of one side of his mouth, the small tilt of his chin, the glint at the upper edge of his pupils—I push away the pitiful reflection of my past and wonder if this is a job interview.

The Lux have an organization that assigns positions to employable humans like me, but a powerful Lux Councilman could easily send me back and request someone else.

“The main points, sir, are that I was born and raised at the bottom of this hill, in the Rutilans neighborhood. I attended one of the lower schools to learn the basics, and at thirteen, I began an apprenticeship under my mother, who was a domestic helper for a bureaucrat. Not long after, the Lux came for my father. I haven’t seen him since. After my mother passed, Ms. Glancing requested to keep me, and the Employment Agency agreed to let me stay.” 

There it is—I brought it up again. But Ms. Wane is no longer here to show her disfavor, and my dad’s disappearance has become a profound part of who I am. It’s as if I need this Lux, the highest of all authority figures, to understand that his military stole one of my parents. I’m convinced losing one parent is what killed the other. 

I move my hands to my lap, my fingers twisting and fidgeting without my consent, like a nervous tick. 

The Councilman’s stern expression shifts as he nods. “Go on.”

I open my mouth, but don’t speak. Instead, I stare back at him, probably looking lost or confused. I search for the right words but fail pathetically. 

No one ever tells me to talk about myself. 

I don’t know how.

Cast Roman leans forward, elbows on the desk. “What happened to your mom?”

I’m surprised by his prying inquisition, but this question I can answer without hesitation. “The truth is, she never recovered from losing my dad. She was all I had left, but she passed away from a sudden, unexpected illness. That was almost eight years ago. I stepped into her position, taking over her duties in Ms. Glancing’s household.” 

I bite my tongue, bewildered at how easily intimate details of my life spill out. An abridged version would have been preferable, but whatever keeps everything straight in my brain feels unstable now—possibly radioactive. Normally, I’d begin my breathing exercises to slow my heart rate, but that feels impossible in front of a Global Councilmember, especially a nosy one. 

Worry creeps back in. Cast Roman is an elite Lux. What if he can sense my feelings—my thoughts? What if he’s questioning me just to magnify my discomfort? 

Unfortunately, Dawn’s knowledge of the elite was just as limited as mine, made up of stories and rumors rather than firsthand truths. If the Lux surpass humans, the elite Lux surpass even their own kind.

Councilman Roman looks at me as if I’ve just broken his heart. I watch, transfixed, as his pupils morph into downward-facing crescents. It’s captivating—I almost forget why I’m here. But then, just as quickly, his potent gaze returns, his pupils shifting back into large, black spheres. His mouth is drawn into a frown, a trace of empathy lingering. 

It’s enough to make me feel embarrassed—smaller than I thought possible. My introduction has evoked sympathy from this powerful Lux. None of this is okay. 

I don’t know if my honesty—my willingness to be so open—is because I sense warmth beneath Cast Roman’s cold, somber presence or if I’ve somehow been tricked into baring what I’ve spent years learning to hide. 

This is not what I envisioned for my first day.

“I am so sorry, Miss Burnes. That must have been difficult,” he says, devoid of emotion, and I’m relieved. I don’t want his pity. Besides, something about his formal mannerisms is sexy as hell. 

I can pretend I didn’t see the fleeting sadness on his face. The blurred empathy was like a stray summer breeze—by the time I realized it had come, it was already gone.

I mimic the Councilman, lifting my chin. I push my shoulders back, cross my legs, and frame my knees with interlaced fingers. 

“Please, call me Ancora.” Being addressed as Miss Burnes reminds me of Manager Wane and my old schoolteacher, Ms. Sheen—the only two people who ever called me that. It makes me feel twice my age.

Cast Roman smiles and raises his hands. “So sorry,” he says, pausing as his smile turns into something more rueful. “Ancora.”

Ugh, the way he says my name—I’ve never heard a more delicious sound. I cross my legs and squeeze my thighs together. The sensation leaves me willing to do almost anything. What’s happening? This isn’t me. I don’t swoon over guys, especially Lux ones. 

To make things worse, Ms. Glancing and Manager Wane both warned me about Councilman Cast Roman, claiming he’s mean and difficult to work for. But after only a few minutes in his presence, I don’t see it. Even the sharp tone he used while reprimanding someone on the com when I entered didn’t seem that bad. So, what am I truly in for?

Losing the ability to judge whether my responses are truly my own is chilling, and his ability to shift moods and expressions in an instant only makes it worse. My radar says to keep my distance from this alien.
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The two of us sit in awkward silence as he studies me. His eyes meet mine briefly before drifting across my face and down my neck. His gaze lingers on my chest for more than a few seconds, and I tilt my head back, fixing my eyes on the ceiling as I feel his attention shift to my legs. His audacity should repulse me, yet I wonder—should I be flattered? No man, human or Lux, has ever been so blatant about checking me out. My first time receiving such attention, and it’s from a Global Councilman.

He finally meets my eyes again, I do my best to leer back, but it’s futile. His pupils appear to shimmy—subtle and creepy. I fidget, uncrossing and recrossing my legs, shifting in my seat.

“I apologize if I am making you uncomfortable.” He sounds almost surprised by my uneasiness. “But you are a breathtaking creature.” 

Heat rushes through me, like lava flowing beneath my skin. My first impulse is to look away, the intensity of his stare too much to hold. “Thank you,” I murmur, directing my words at the wall behind him—then I woman up and meet his gaze. “I think.”

“Trust me, it is a compliment,” he says smoothly. “I just mean—you are beautiful.”

I’m mystified by this male Lux. I don’t know what to say or how to act. Lux rarely pay attention to me—aside from the guests at Ms. Glancing’s house, who only noticed me when they wanted something to eat or drink. But this Lux? He isn’t just looking at me with interest; he’s a Global Councilmember—the ultimate authority on Luxterra—and he’s blatantly flirting with me.

I can barely wrap my mind around it. I’m sitting in front of one of the most powerful beings on the planet, listening to him compliment me on my appearance. Everything about this meeting feels strange. His gaze is persistent, almost magnetic, and yet I can’t hold it for long, no matter how much he seems to will me to meet his eyes. Instead, I smooth my skirt, pretend to inspect my boots, and fuss with the sides of my hair—all under the weight of his watchful stare. The little hummingbird inside my chest has transformed into a hive of bees. The buzzing fills every inch of me, tickling my ribs, threatening to take over. If this is what attraction feels like, I’m not sure I like it.

I’m curious if all Lux elites are this attractive. Neither of them seem real. Lumen’s skin is so flawless and radiant, I catch myself wondering what he might look like without clothes. And Councilman Roman? My thoughts betray me further, lingering on the shape of his sculpted lips and what they might feel like pressed against mine. Of all the things I’ve heard about the Lux elite, none of them mentioned how gorgeous—and yet utterly unbearable—they are to be around. Part of me wants to stare at this Councilman all day. The other part wants to run screaming from his office.

I’ve never dated anyone—human or Lux. A few guys in the neighborhood have asked me out, but I never saw them as anything more than friends. Over time, I earned a reputation in the Rutilans for being picky. The truth is, I’ve never had a real boyfriend—or girlfriend. I’ve never met anyone I could imagine allowing to touch me. 

Until today. 

Walking through Councilman Roman’s front door and meeting Lumen shattered my uncertainty. Before today, I wasn’t entirely convinced that I was attracted to men. But that uncertainty has evaporated in the last twenty minutes. Why my libido has chosen now—under alien influence—to wake up is a mystery both disgusting and decadent. Or at least, I hope it’s a mystery.

The Councilman finally speaks. “The house is large, but I have no doubt you’ll manage just fine.”

The sound of his voice breaks the oppressive quiet, and for a moment, I feel relief—until his next words leave me reeling. 

“Tell me what you know about the human rebellion, Miss Burnes,” Councilman Cast Roman says, his deep voice steady but probing. He shifts his tall, striking frame slightly, his gaze piercing. “I mean, Ancora.”

I inhale sharply, unsure of how to respond. Like most people in my social strata, I’ve heard murmurs of groups forming to challenge the inequalities we face every day. These rumblings have been present for as long as I can remember. Some talk of violence, though most cling to the belief that peaceful demonstrations will achieve more. Still, it’s all just that—whispers and rumors, fragments of unrest demanding equality. Nothing concrete has ever reached my ears. 

I know the first humans to live under Lux rule tried to fight back. The aliens were too well-equipped, quashing every uprising before it could gain momentum—and they did it with little to no violence. Entire cities were temporarily paralyzed at times. The first thing they did was take our weapons. 

At school, Ms. Sheen spoke of those early rebels as bumbling and blood thirsty. “Even children carried bullet guns in some places.” 

“Humans have spoken of fairness and equal opportunity longer than I’ve been alive, Councilman. But I know of no specific rebellion,” I say honestly. 

As the words leave my mouth, my gaze instinctively drops to my lap—an unspoken apology for whatever my species is plotting. I feel his eyes on me, the prickling burn of his stare raising the hair on my arms. The weight of it forces my head back up despite the discomfort curling in my chest. It’s becoming increasingly difficult to believe this elite Lux isn’t wielding some invisible power over me. 

“I need you to always look at me when you speak,” he says, his tone purposeful, carrying a faint echo of the commanding bellow I’d heard when I first entered his office. “When Lux tell the truth, I can hear it in their voices. When humans do, I need to see it in the eyes.” 

“I really don’t know about any rebellion,” I repeat, careful this time to keep my gaze locked on his. Meeting the eyes of someone as powerful as the Councilman feels unnatural—almost defiant. The urge to look down lingers, but I resist it. Learning to face him every time I answer will take practice. 

He leans forward, expectant, as if waiting for me to say more. But I have nothing to add. If people in my walk of life organized a rebellion, I’m certainly not the kind of person they would invite to join. 

“Our neighbors in Prismatica have had some trouble. Nothing too drastic. But there’s a rumor about rebel recruitment, here in the capital,” he explains, staring out the wall of windows.

I wrestle with my self-worth—relieved that I know nothing of a revolution, yet unsettled by the thought that my peers may have banded together in dissent without me hearing a word. Between what I was taught in lower school and my mom’s outlook on a human’s place in Lux society, it seems I’ve been prepared all my life to fade into the background. I suppose my mother would be proud of that.

“I didn’t know,” I answer, keeping my eyes on him, even as he stares out at his back lawn.

“Not to worry, Miss Burnes, I believe you,” he reassures me as he faces me. “I mean, Ancora,” his hands go up as he corrects himself and smiles. “But working here can oftentimes be more than mopping floors and dusting shelves—if you want it to be. I like to think of my staff as extensions of my eyes and ears,” he leans back in his chair, studying me.

I am transported back to school days, with Ms. Sheen scrutinizing every aspect of myself and my unfortunate classmates. Our work had to be as neat and tidy as our appearance. Failure—or even reluctance—to comply didn’t bring the threat of corporal punishment, but something far worse to a child: the label of being less than or different. 

Cast Roman’s incisive stare, though undeniably alluring, stirs a complex mix of emotions—the youthful defiance I once held toward the Lux, tangled with the ingrained instinct to conform.

He must sense my uneasiness because his warm smile spreads wider across his handsome face. 

“For the record, I sympathize with the rebels, Miss Burnes—I mean, Ancora.” His voice is gentle, almost coaxing. “I know plenty of Lux who want the same thing the radicals do—for humans to be treated as equals.”

I don’t respond, but my expression must speak for me because Cast Roman nods as if confirming an unspoken truth. 

“Stange, but true,” he adds. “Have you never met a Lux who’s fallen in love with a human? Or bonded in friendship? Maybe even formed an amicable business relationship?”

My naiveté struggles with what the Councilman is suggesting, but as I turn each scenario over in my mind, I realize that—whether I noticed or not—these connections have likely formed more often than I assumed. 

I have no choice but to think of Dawn. She’s Lux. She’s my best friend. Yet, I can’t recall a single moment when she ever expressed a desire for us to be equals. 

The thought stings, as one of the imaginary bees inside me pierces my chest. 

Dawn and I were raised in the same household, yet under vastly different circumstances. She shared so much with me over the years, but never once did she wish aloud for us to stand on the same ground.

My parents were classified as domestic helpers, which meant I was sent to a small school run by the Lux. There, I learned the basics—reading, writing, math—and the core elements of Luxterra’s recent history, but little else. 

The official version of events claims the alien Lux arrived on Earth as part of a campaign to spread their species across the universe. They came in peace, eager to share the planet and teach humans how to thrive without destroying their home. But they were met with suspicion and fear. The most powerful nations banded together, choosing to shoot first and ask questions later, igniting a military conflict. Humans named it The Light versus Life War, though the Lux dismissed the term as inaccurate. 

The war was short; the Lux easily disarmed humanity of its most devastating weapons. From that point on, Earth—renamed Luxterra—belonged to them. Even with their blue skin, they resembled humans eerily closely. That was ninety-seven years ago.

“You said that you sympathize with the rebels. Is that because there’s a human you hold in high regard?” The question slips out before I can stop myself. I know I’m out of line, but I can’t help it. He looks and sounds so sincere in his commiseration that I’m convinced he must be one of the Lux who’ve formed a profound connection with a human—just as he spoke of earlier.

“Perhaps that is a story for another day,” he replies

“I’m sorry. That’s none of my business,” I say quickly, regret coloring my words.

I watch him, struck by how effortlessly he changes. Like the face-changing magicians of the East, the transition is seamless. His understanding demeanor morphs into one of quiet disapproval. 

“I am unfamiliar with the curriculum taught at your school,” he begins in a controlled tone, “so I do not know if you learned how the Lux rescued this planet’s climate—but we did. It took enormous effort and even more money. We installed proper sun filters in orbit, restored vital ecosystems, and revived species on the brink of extinction.” 

His face hardens slightly. “Admittedly, I cannot say with certainty what the human rebels’ ambitions are, but I remain wary. History has shown that your kind does not always work toward the greater good or consider the larger picture.” 

His gaze drifts past me, fixing on empty air as though searching for answers to the mysteries of human behavior.

I could argue with him, but he stands firmly on the winning side of his argument. Even I, a poorly educated domestic worker, understand my ancestor’s reckless disregard for the planet’s cries for help.

I watch as the Councilman’s pale irises expand and contract before settling into a calmer state. “My personal beliefs are irrelevant. I am a Global Council member now and cannot afford to be seen as a rebel sympathizer. No matter how much I care for my staff, condoning activities that deviate from Lux law would border on treason. I trust you can appreciate that.”

If more Global Council members like Cast Roman spoke openly about their feelings toward humanity, it might lead to real change. But as striking as he is, he seems to behave like just another Lux in the end.

I push my wandering thoughts aside and reply, “Yes, I understand.”

“Good. I know humans tend to stick together, but I am asking you, as a favor, to come to me with anything unlawful.”

“Of course, Councilman,” I say, the lie slipping out easily.

Where I come from, humans who betray their own are the lowest form of life. Even the worst of us are held in higher regard than the kindest, most altruistic Lux. To us, they are nothing more than self-righteous, invading thieves.
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Chapter Two
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Those extraterrestrials will eat almost anything

I was given a spacious, clean room with my own bathroom, a small desk, scalloped lavender curtains, and a full-size bed. The sheets are crisp and new—nothing like the well-worn ones at Ms. Glancing’s. My belongings haven’t arrived, but Bernie gave me a brand-new screen. Despite borrowing Dawn’s when she let me, I’ve never owned one myself. 

Curling up in bed in a borrowed nightshirt, I fall asleep to the latest installation of SpaceSun, a raunchy Lux romance movie series. 

I wake drenched in sweat, trembling from the aftershocks of a whole-body orgasm. My first real sex dream. 

Flashes of blue skin, tangled limbs, heated whispers—I grasp at the fading remnants, but they slip from my mind like dissipating mist. Cast. Lumen. The two of them, their bodies against mine, surrounding me, consuming me. The details dissolve too quickly to hang onto, but the sensation lingers, raw and searing. 

A phantom pressure brushes my lips—a soft, lingering kiss. My hand flies to my mouth, but the feeling disappears the moment I touch it. 

I stare into the early morning darkness, pulse nervous and unsteady, a new kind of unease settling beneath my skin.
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The Councilman’s house boasts two dining rooms—one intimate, the other so vast half of Ms. Glancing’s home could fit inside. On my first day, Bernie and I tackle the larger one, scrubbing every surface. 

“Windows, Ancora. Top priority,” Bernie says, nodding toward the towering panes. “This place takes work, but these? They get cleaned inside and out three times a week. We handle the inside; a crew does the outside. The Councilman’s obsessed with natural light. Only exception is the downstairs office—I do those when he and Lumen are out.”

“Got it. The Lux I worked for before were the same way,” I say, thinking of Ms. Glancing and Dawn. They could never get enough sunlight.

“Yeah, they’re like the opposite of vampires,” Bernie jokes. “Instead of burning them, the sun gives ‘em superpowers.”

I feel slightly less self-conscious in a dark grey uniform and new white sneakers. My work clothes have always been armor, a protective shield that keeps me unnoticed by most Lux. Clean, pressed, and practical—I feel almost camouflaged. 

But they don’t erase the lingering heat of my dream. Just recalling it arouses something in my lower half. The memory of Cast Roman’s scrutiny in his office doesn’t help. His overt interest in my appearance felt too deliberate, too brazen. Both he and Lumen are elite Lux—the ruling class I’ve resented all my life. A tiny fraction of Luxterra’s population that dictates everything for everyone, human and Lux alike. 

Having sexual feelings for them makes me hate myself. 

“So, are you coming up from a Secular Council member’s home?” Bernie asks, rummaging through a cart of cleaning supplies. The question snaps me back to reality.

The Lux government is straightforward—no kings, presidents, or supreme rulers, like humans once had. Instead, they divided the planet into twelve Sectors, two Belts, and two Frontiers, each overseen by Secular Councils. These councils create and enforce laws, oversee local authorities, and control Military Stations (MS) that maintain order. 

Each Secular Council has 131 Lux members, but the true power lies with the Global Council—just thirty-one Lux who reside in Albedo, the capital of Luxterra in Sector One. They hold ultimate authority, able to override any Secular Council decision or appointment. 

A good domestic helper typically works for a Secular Council member before earning a position in a Global Council household. Bernie’s assumption makes sense—it’s just not true for me.

“No, this is my first assignment since my Primal Light Service,” I say, realizing how odd that sounds. It’s just a term for your first job after an apprenticeship, but hearing it aloud makes it feel more significant.

Bernie doesn’t hide her surprise. “But you’re twenty-four, same as me.”

“I am.”

Most domestic workers cycle through multiple assignments by our age, often not securing a permanent placement until their thirties. The Lux claim it’s about finding the right fit for both the workers and employers, but rumors suggest the wealthy and powerful prefer younger, stronger, and more attractive humans. I have no way of knowing if that’s true.

Bernie shakes her head in confusion as she sprays blue glass cleaner over a massive
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