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Chapter One

I've been dreaming about Thalassia for three years, and now that I'm staring at it through the transport shuttle's viewport, all I can think is that I'm going to throw up.

Not because it isn't beautiful. It is, impossibly so. All blue-green ocean, not a single scrap of land breaking the surface, sunlight filtering through the atmosphere in shades of turquoise and aquamarine until the whole planet shimmers like something out of a fever dream. It's the most gorgeous thing I've ever seen, and I've spent the last forty minutes dry-heaving into a paper bag because apparently my body has decided that the appropriate response to achieving my life's ambition is violent nausea.

I press my hand against the cold glass and try to breathe. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. The way Dr. Patel taught me back on Earth, in the sessions I told everyone were "yoga classes" because admitting your xenolinguist has anxiety attacks before every field assignment doesn't exactly inspire confidence.

"Dr. Cooper, Ambassador Vix needs to speak with you before we land."

I wipe my mouth, stuff the bag into a disposal chute, and make my way to the small conference room where the Centaurian ambassador waits. Vix has four ridges on her forehead and kind eyes. Right now, those kind eyes look worried, which does nothing for my stomach.

"Shannon." She gestures for me to sit. "I need to be honest with you about what you're agreeing to."

My stomach, already in open rebellion, drops another six inches. "What do you mean?"

"The Thalassian negotiation protocols are... intimate." She watches me carefully. "The king conducts all treaty discussions in their sacred ceremonial pools."

"I know. I've read everything about—"

"You'll be in the water with King Kael'thar. Touching him." Vix holds my gaze. "The Thalassians communicate through bioelectric pulses and shared sensation."

Heat creeps up my neck. "How close are we talking?"

"Very close." She leans forward. "Skin to skin."

"How long do the sessions last?"

"Hours. It will be very invasive."

My heart pounds so hard I can feel it in my temples. Vix watches me, and I can tell she's already mentally drafting the message to Earth explaining why their cultural liaison backed out at the last second.

"I won't judge you if this is too much," she says. "But I need to know now."

I think about the thousands of patients back on Earth who need Thalassian bioluminescent compounds. About the three years I spent hunched over my desk at 2 AM, teaching myself to parse Thalassian sonar-glyph recordings while my colleagues published papers on "accessible" species, the ones that looked more human, that didn't make people uncomfortable. About the six previous negotiators who failed because they couldn't hide their revulsion at being touched by something with tentacles.

And underneath all of that, underneath the duty and the professional justification, there's something else. A hum of anticipation that has nothing to do with diplomacy. I've spent three years falling in love with this culture from a distance, and now I'm being told I'll experience it myself.

"I can handle it," I say.

The words come out steadier than I feel. Which is good, because inside I'm a mess of terror and excitement and the lingering urge to throw up.

 I close my eyes and remind myself that I wanted this. That I fought for this. That I wrote a two-hundred-page proposal arguing that I was the right person for this mission.

The shuttle lurches as we begin our descent into the ocean. I move to the viewport and press my hand against the glass, watching as water closes over us. It's clearer than I expected. Sunlight filters down in shifting rays, illuminating schools of fish that scatter as we pass. The colors are extraordinary, blues and greens I don't have names for, shading into depths I can't see the bottom of.

We descend for what feels like forever. The light fades from turquoise to deep blue to something close to black. The pressure readout on the shuttle's display climbs steadily. Miles down now. My ears pop, and I swallow hard against the sensation.

Then, suddenly, everything changes.

The shuttle passes through something. I feel it before I see it, a tingle across my skin like walking through a static charge. The pressure gauge drops dramatically, stabilizes. And ahead, where there should be only darkness, there is light.

Not sunlight. Bioluminescence.

The pilot announces something, but I don't hear it. I'm pressed against the glass, my breath fogging the viewport, staring at a city that shouldn't exist.

It sprawls across the ocean floor in a vast network of structures that look grown rather than built, because they were, I know from my research. Towers spiral upward, their surfaces alive with glowing organisms that pulse in slow waves of blue and green and purple. Gardens of luminescent coral stretch between buildings. And everywhere, Thalassians move through the water, their tentacles propelling them with a grace that makes human swimming look like flailing.

The palace dominates the center of the city. It rises from the ocean floor like a coral cathedral, all sweeping curves and delicate spires, every surface glowing with patterns that shift and change. Three thousand years of careful cultivation have made it into something that looks like it was dreamed into existence.

I've studied images of this place. Grainy recordings from satellites and drones. But those were like looking at a photograph of the sun compared to standing in its light. Nothing prepared me for the reality of Thalassia.

My nausea is completely gone.

The shuttle docks at a platform near the top of the palace. I step out on legs that tremble, from the descent, from the injection, from the sheer overwhelming reality of being here. The air is humid and warm, heavy with salt and minerals. Breathable, but thick, like the atmosphere has weight.

A Thalassian attendant leads me through corridors of mother-of-pearl. They move on land differently than in water, not walking, but flowing, their tentacles rippling beneath them in a smooth glide. I try not to stare and fail completely. Three years of study and I've never seen a Thalassian move in person. It's mesmerizing.

The walls respond to my touch when I reach out to steady myself. Bioluminescent veins brighten under my fingers, then fade, like the palace is acknowledging my presence. I pull my hand back, then touch the wall again. Brighter. Fade. It's the most incredible thing I've ever felt, and I'm grinning like an idiot by the time the attendant stops at an archway carved with spiraling patterns.

They gesture ahead and leave.

I stand at the entrance to the ceremonial chamber, alone, and my grin fades.

This is it.
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Chapter Two

The ceremonial chamber is vast.

A hundred feet across, at least, with walls curving upward to a domed ceiling covered in patterns that look almost like star charts, constellations I don't recognize, mapped by a species that has never seen the sky. The floor is polished dark stone, mirror-smooth, reflecting the soft glow from above.

And in the center: the pool.

Circular, maybe fifty feet across, carved from the same dark stone. The edge slopes down into water that glows with thousands of bioluminescent organisms drifting through it, creating a living constellation that shifts from blue to green to purple in slow, hypnotic waves. The light they cast on the walls looks like its breathing. The sound of water lapping against stone echoes off the high ceiling, rhythmic and ancient.

I wear a skintight suit that I've been told will dissolve the moment I enter the water. My heart hammers against my ribs, and I realize my hands are clenched into fists at my sides. I force them open.

The pool looks deep. I can't see the bottom through all those drifting organisms. It's beautiful and terrifying and inviting, and I am standing here in my dissolvable suit trying to remember whether my anxiety medication interacts with alien respiratory injections, a question I absolutely should have asked earlier and didn't.

"You may enter when you are ready."

The voice in my head makes me yelp. Actually yelp, like a startled dog. So much for dignified first impressions. I knew the Thalassians were telepathic, I literally wrote a paper on their communication methods, but knowing it intellectually and having a deep male voice materialize inside your skull are very different experiences.

I look across the pool to where the voice came from.

He rises from the water near the center, and my brain short-circuits.

He's massive. That's the first thing. His shoulders span what seems like half the pool's width, tapering to a narrower waist. His skin is the color of deep ocean, blue-gray with currents of silver running through it, and it isn't still. Patterns of bioluminescence ripple across his body in waves, pulsing gently, like watching a heartbeat made visible. The patterns are intricate, almost geometric, running down his arms and across his chest, shifting from blue to green to purple as I watch.

His face has no mouth. No nose. No features I can map to anything human. And his eyes, dozens of them, scattered across his face and down his neck. Each one glows a brilliant, deep blue, like sapphires lit from within. They're different sizes. Some are as large as my fist. Others are tiny, clustered near what would be a jawline on a human face. They blink independently, one here, another there, creating a shifting pattern of light and shadow.

The tentacles that flow from the back of his head move slowly in the water. At least a dozen, dark blue and sleek, each as thick as my wrist. They drift around him in the water, and the tips glow with soft light. Below the surface, I can see the shadow of thicker tentacles. 

I should be terrified. Seven previous negotiators were. They wrote reports describing the Thalassian king as "unsettling," "monstrous," "deeply disturbing to observe." One of them actually used the word "nightmarish."

They were wrong. He's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

"Dr. Cooper." His mental voice is cool. Formal. There's a distance in it, deliberate and practiced. "You are not what I expected."

I find my voice, though it comes out rougher than I'd like. "What did you expect?"

"Someone older. More... armored." A long pause. "The others who came wore their disgust like shields. It radiated from them the moment they saw me. You do not seem disgusted."

"I'm not."

Several eyes narrow. I can't read his expression, he doesn't have expressions in any way I understand, but I can feel the skepticism radiating off him even without the telepathic bond.

"The last human who stood where you stand vomited when I surfaced," he says flatly. "The one before that refused to enter the water at all. The one before that entered, but their hands shook so badly I could feel the vibrations from across the pool. Three minutes of contact was all they could endure before they scrambled out, hyperventilating." More eyes focus on me. "Tell me, Dr. Cooper. How long will you last?"

The challenge in his voice is unmistakable. He's trying to scare me off. Testing me the way you'd test a bridge before trusting it with your weight.

"I guess we'll find out," I say.

I step into the pool before I can lose my nerve.

The water is warm, body temperature, almost, and the suit begins dissolving immediately. It feels like warm silk sliding off my skin, molecule by molecule, tickling as it comes apart. Within seconds, I'm naked, and the water is touching every inch of me. It's different from Earth water. Thicker. Silkier. The bioluminescent organisms brush against me as I wade deeper, leaving trails of light in my wake like I'm walking through liquid starlight.

I should feel exposed. I am exposed, naked in front of an alien king I’ve just met, standing in a pool that glows, in a palace at the bottom of an ocean on a planet that isn't mine. But the water feels like it's welcoming me. Like it's been waiting for me. And under the fear, there's something else, a rightness that settles into my bones and won't be argued with.

The king hasn't moved. He watches me from the center of the pool, all those eyes tracking my descent into the water. I wade deeper, the bottom slopes gradually, the stone smooth and warm beneath my feet, until the water reaches my shoulders. Then I stop and face him across several feet of glowing water.

"Well?" I say. "I'm in. No vomiting. No hyperventilating."

"Yet."

Despite everything, I almost laugh. "You really know how to make a girl feel welcome."

Something shifts in his posture. Not a softening, exactly, but an adjustment. Like I've done something he didn't expect.

"Give me your hand," he says.

I hold out my hand. It shakes, because I'm not superhuman and this is terrifying, but I hold it out anyway.

One of the tentacles framing his face unwraps itself and reaches for me. It moves with slow, deliberate grace, like a dancer extending an arm. The tip brushes my palm first, just a whisper of contact, cool and impossibly smooth. Then it wraps around my wrist, gentle but firm. The texture is like silk stretched over steel, yielding on the surface but with immense strength beneath.

The world cracks open.

His emotions hit me like a wall of water. Not pain, nothing so simple. It's more like someone has ripped a hole in reality and poured another person's inner life directly into my skull. I feel suspicion first, sharp and barbed and old, decades of it, centuries, calcified into instinct. Distrust so deep it's become part of him, woven into the architecture of his mind like load-bearing walls.

And beneath that: loneliness. A loneliness so vast and heavy it makes my knees buckle. It's not the loneliness of an empty apartment or a missed phone call. It's the loneliness of someone who has been entirely, fundamentally alone for longer than I've been alive. Longer than my parents have been alive. Longer than some countries have existed.

I gasp. My vision blurs. The tentacle around my wrist loosens.

"Too much?" His mental voice is sharp now, watchful.

"No." I have to force the word out through the torrent of sensation. "It's just—I can feel what you feel."

"Yes. This is how the protocol works. I can sense your emotional truth through touch." His tentacle tightens again slightly. "And you can sense mine. It is meant to ensure honest negotiation. Lies are impossible in the sacred pools."

Through the bond, I feel him reading me. Sifting through my surface emotions with clinical precision, my nervousness, my excitement, my disorientation. But I also feel him brace himself, steeling against what he expects to find: revulsion, hidden beneath a polite surface. Greed, carefully disguised as goodwill. The same things he's found in every human who came before me.

He searches. And I feel the exact moment he doesn't find it.

Something in him stutters. A crack in that fortress of distrust, tiny but real. Surprise leaks through, not warm surprise, not pleased surprise, but the cold surprise of someone whose worldview has been contradicted by evidence.

"You are afraid," he says slowly. "But not of me."

"I'm afraid of failing." The truth pours out easily. There's no mechanism for lying when your emotional states are literally merging. "These negotiations matter. My people need your help. And I don't—" My voice catches. "I don't want to be the seventh person who let them down."

"And that is genuinely all?" He presses deeper, and I feel his attention intensifying, a focused scrutiny that's almost uncomfortable. "No hidden directives? No orders to charm me, to say whatever I wish to hear?"

"My directive was to be honest. That's it." I look up at him, at the constellation of glowing eyes. "I was told you'd know if I lied."

"I would." A pause. Through our bond, I feel him turning over what he's found, examining it like someone inspecting a gem for hidden flaws. "The others—all six of them—they carried greed in their bones. They didn't know it was visible to me. They thought their smiles were convincing."

"I'm not a very good liar," I admit. "Ask anyone who knows me."

"No. You are not." Another tentacle brushes my shoulder, I flinch, and his surprise registers through the bond, followed by something I can't identify. Curiosity, maybe. But darker. More guarded. "You flinch, but you don't retreat. Why?"

"Because flinching is a reflex. Staying is a choice."

Multiple eyes study me. Through our connection, I feel him weighing that answer, testing it against his centuries of experience with humans. I also feel, beneath his suspicion, a fragile thread of something warmer. Interest. Not trust, nowhere close to trust. But the possibility of trust, held at arm's length, examined warily.

"Why did the others fail?" he asks. "What do they lack that you possess?"

I think about this. Really think, because he'll feel a glib answer for what it is.

"They saw you as a problem to solve. A resource to access." I choose my words carefully, not to deceive, but to be precise. "I see you as people. A culture I've spent three years trying to understand because it fascinates me. Not because of what I can take from you, but because you're worth understanding on your own terms."

The patterns on his skin shift. Colors ripple through them in a sequence I haven't seen before, fast, uncontrolled. He pulls back slightly, the tentacle on my shoulder withdrawing.

"You have studied us," he says. Not a question.

"For three years. Your language, your customs, your history—or what little of it we have access to." I push a wet strand of hair out of my face. "Though I'll be the first to admit that most of what I learned was from external observations. Satellite imagery, sonar recordings, intercepted transmissions. This is my first time actually on Thalassia, and I've already realized that at least forty percent of my doctoral thesis was probably wrong."

That surprises him. I feel it through the bond, a little spark of unexpected amusement. "Forty percent?"

"Maybe fifty. I had a whole chapter on Thalassian architecture being primarily utilitarian, and then I got here and saw your palace, and—" I gesture vaguely at the chamber around us. "This isn't utilitarian. This is art."

He says nothing for a long moment. Through our connection, I feel him processing, recalibrating. The suspicion is still there, I don't think anything could dislodge it quickly, but it's sharing space with something new.

"The session must end," he says finally, and there's something careful in his mental voice, like he's choosing his words as deliberately as I was. "We will continue tomorrow."

He releases my wrist. The loss of connection is physically jarring, like being yanked out of a warm room into freezing air. His emotions vanish, his presence disappears from my mind, and I'm suddenly alone in my own head. It's so quiet it's disorienting. I sway in the water, blinking.

Kael'thar moves toward the center of the pool, toward the depths. Before he descends, he pauses and turns back. Multiple eyes glow up at me through the drifting organisms.

"Dr. Cooper."

"Shannon," I correct, without thinking.

A beat of silence. "Shannon. You surprised me today. I do not enjoy surprises." Another pause. "But this one I will consider."

Then he's gone, vanishing into the depths, and I'm standing alone in a glowing pool at the bottom of an alien ocean, naked and shaking and completely, irrevocably hooked.
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Chapter Three

I don't sleep that night. Not even close.

The quarters they've given me are beautiful, carved from the same pearlescent material as the rest of the palace, with bioluminescent patterns in the walls that pulse in slow, soothing rhythms. The bed is soft, the blankets warm, and the room is the perfect temperature. Every physical condition for sleep has been met, and I am wide awake at 3 AM Earth time, staring at the ceiling and replaying every second of the session in my head.

Not the nakedness, or the water, or even the overwhelming flood of his emotions, though all of those are playing on repeat too. What I keep coming back to is the loneliness.

I've studied loneliness. Wrote a minor paper on the psychological effects of extended deep-space isolation, back when I was still figuring out my specialty. I know what loneliness looks like in brain scans and hormone panels and behavioral assessments.

But I've never felt it from the inside of someone else's mind. The weight of it. How it changes the shape of everything it touches, the way water reshapes stone over centuries. Kael'thar's loneliness isn't a mood. It's a landscape. And he's been living in it for five hundred years.

I roll over and punch my pillow into a better shape. It doesn't help.

The thing that's keeping me awake, really keeping me awake, beneath the academic fascination and the lingering sensory echoes, is that when our minds touched, the loneliness went both ways. He felt mine too. Not the same shape as his, not the same scale, but there. The quiet isolation of being the person in the room who cares about the thing nobody else finds interesting. The specific loneliness of spending three years in love with a world you've never visited, surrounded by colleagues who think you're wasting your career on monsters.

He felt that. He didn't comment on it, but I felt his recognition. Like hearing your own language spoken by a stranger in a foreign country.

I give up on sleep around 4 AM and sit at the small desk in my quarters, pulling up my notes. I always work when I can't sleep. It's either that or spiral, and at least working produces something useful.

I start writing down everything I observed in the pool. The temperature of the water. The way his bioluminescent patterns changed color when he was surprised. The texture of his skin, cool, smooth, with a faint electrical charge I could feel even before the telepathic connection opened. The way his eyes blinked in cascading sequences that might correspond to emotional states, I need more data points to be sure, but I think the cascade starts from the left when he's curious and from the right when he's skeptical.

I fill six pages of notes. Then I lean back and stare at what I've written and realize that buried among the scientific observations are sentences like "extraordinary" and "I didn't want to stop touching him" and "when the connection broke I felt like I'd been amputated."

I delete those parts. Then I write them again in a separate file I title "PRIVATE - DO NOT INCLUDE IN REPORTS."

By the time the Thalassian equivalent of morning arrives, a gradual brightening of the bioluminescent veins in the walls, I'm dressed and pacing. I've had two cups of the vaguely coffee-like substance the palace provides (it's terrible, but it's caffeinated, and I will take any port in a storm) and I've rehearsed seventeen different opening statements for today's session and rejected all of them.

I'm halfway through the eighteenth when there's a chime at my door.

A Thalassian stands in the corridor. Smaller than Kael'thar, maybe six feet, with pale blue skin and patterns that pulse in soft greens and yellows. They wear a translation device: a small metal collar around their neck that hums faintly.

"Dr. Cooper. I am Vess. The king's advisor." Their head tilts, several eyes studying me. "He asked me to show you the city today."

My heart does something complicated at the mention of Kael'thar. "He did?"

"He thought you might wish to understand our people better before the next session." Vess pauses. "He also said you would likely be awake early. He was correct."

"I don't sleep well in new places," I say, which is true as far as it goes.

Vess leads me to a transport pod, sleek and transparent, like a submarine crossed with a glass elevator. We glide through the city, and I press my face against the wall like a kid at an aquarium, which is probably exactly how I look and I don't care.

Up close, the city is staggering. Buildings spiral upward, organic and flowing, their surfaces alive with patterns that respond to our presence. Gardens fill every open space, not just coral, but plants I've never seen in any database, all of them luminous. Thalassians move through the water around us, glancing at the pod with open curiosity.

"They have not seen a human before," Vess explains. "Not in person. The traders who came before stayed in their ships. Negotiated through screens." Their patterns darken. "They did not wish to see us as people."

"That's—" I stop myself. I was going to say "their loss," which is true but also glib. "That makes me angry," I say instead. "You deserve better than that."

Vess looks at me with multiple eyes. "The king said you would say something like that."

"He's been talking about me?"

"He has been... processing." A diplomatic pause. "You unsettled him. He did not expect to find sincerity."

We pass through a marketplace: floating platforms covered in goods, Thalassians bargaining with rippling tentacles and flashing bioluminescent signals that I recognize as their economic exchange system. I've seen recordings of this, analyzed the patterns, written papers on the underlying logic. Seeing it in person makes me want to cry. It's so much more complex and beautiful than I ever understood from the outside.

"Vess," I say. "The traders who came before—what exactly did they do?"

Their patterns go very still. "You do not know?"

"I know they failed to negotiate a treaty. But the reports from their side are... vague."

"Because they are ashamed." Vess turns to face me fully. "The last group did not merely fail at diplomacy, Shannon. When the king refused their terms, they sent harvesting machines into our coral gardens. Autonomous drones designed to strip bioluminescent organisms from living structures. They did not ask. They simply took."

My stomach drops. "How much damage—"

"Three gardens destroyed. Seventeen acres of living coral killed. Organisms that had grown for centuries, that were part of our city's ecosystem, ripped away in hours." Vess's voice through the translator is flat, but their bioluminescent patterns are pulsing a dark, angry red I haven't seen before. "It took us twelve years to repair the damage. Some species we lost entirely."

I feel sick. Actually, physically sick. "Vess, I am so sorry. I didn't—the reports said negotiations broke down. That's all they said."

"That is when the king sealed the borders. When he decided humans could not be trusted. When he stopped..." Vess trails off. "When he stopped believing that connection with outsiders was possible."

I think about the loneliness I felt in him. How deep it went. How old it was. And now I understand that it wasn't just the loneliness of a king isolated by duty. It was the loneliness of someone who tried to trust and was answered with violence.

"Five hundred years of rule," I say quietly. "And the only humans he's met have tried to steal from him."

"Yes." Vess studies me. "Until you."

The pod begins ascending back toward the palace. Through the transparent walls, I can see the gardens, some of them newer than others, the younger coral structures a slightly different shade. The scars of what was taken. Twelve years of regrowth, and you can still see the damage if you know where to look.

"Why did he agree to see me?" I ask. "After all of that?"

"Because you asked to learn our culture. Not to take our resources." Vess tilts their head. "And because your research reached him. One of our scouts intercepted your published papers—the one arguing that Thalassian bioluminescent patterns constitute a form of written language. You were the first human to propose that. The first to look at us and see intelligence rather than a resource to be mined."

Something warm and tight fills my chest. I blink hard and look away, out at the city.

"He is afraid of you, Shannon," Vess says quietly.

I turn back. "Of me?"

"Of what you represent. The possibility of trusting again." Several eyes hold mine. "Do not make him regret it."

The weight of that settles on me like a physical thing. I nod, not trusting my voice, and we ride the rest of the way to the palace in silence.
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Chapter Four

The second session begins differently.

I enter the chamber and strip at the pool's edge, folding my clothes neatly this time, a small assertion of control in a situation where I have very little. The water welcomes me like a warm embrace, those glowing organisms parting and swirling around my body.

Kael'thar surfaces from the deep center of the pool, and I notice something I missed yesterday: he enters from below. There must be a passage at the bottom connecting to the open ocean. This chamber, this pool, it's not just a meeting room. It's a threshold between his world and the dry corridors I inhabit. Every session, he comes to me from the deep. Every session, I come to him from the air.

We meet in the middle. There's something poetic about that, if I were the kind of person who noticed poetry in diplomatic protocols. Which, apparently, I am.

"Shannon." His mental voice is less guarded today. Not warm, I wouldn't call it warm, but less like a fortified wall.

"Kael'thar." I wade toward him, stopping at a respectful distance. "Vess showed me the city today. It's extraordinary."

"Vess tells me you pressed your face against the transport pod like a juvenile at first sight of the reef." Multiple eyes blink in that cascade pattern. Left to right. Curiosity. "That is not typical diplomatic behavior."

I feel my face heat. "Vess is a tattletale."

"Vess is my most trusted advisor. And they are rarely impressed by outsiders." A pause. "They were impressed by you."

I file that away to feel pleased about later. Right now, I need to focus. "Should we begin? The actual negotiations, I mean. I know the protocol requires the bond, but I also have terms I need to discuss. Earth's proposed trade agreement."

"You wish to talk business." I can't tell if he's amused or disappointed.

"I wish to do both. Isn't that the point? The bond ensures honesty during negotiation. So let's negotiate." I hold out my hand.

He considers me for a long moment. Then a tentacle wraps around my wrist, and the world splits open again.

His emotions pour in, but today I'm more prepared. I brace against the wave of loneliness, the barbed wire of distrust, and find my footing faster. I can feel his surprise at that, at my adaptation. And underneath his defenses, that same thread of interest, warmer today, tinged with something I don't have time to examine.

"Earth is offering medical technology," I begin, grounding myself in the concrete. "Specifically, advances in deep-tissue regeneration and nano-surgical techniques. In exchange, we're requesting a sustainable harvest of bioluminescent compounds—specifically the enzymes produced by your Class Seven organisms."

Through the bond, I feel his attention sharpen. Not just listening, evaluating. Testing my words against my emotions to verify I mean what I say.

"Sustainable," he repeats. "Define this."

"Renewable extraction methods. Small quantities, harvested from cultivated stocks—not wild gardens. We would grow our own supply using starter cultures you provide, supplemented by periodic shipments. No harvesting from existing ecosystems. Nothing that touches your living coral." I hold his gaze. All of his gazes. "I know what happened with the harvesters. Vess told me. And I need you to know that what they did was criminal. It should never have happened, and I am sorry that it did."

The bond between us trembles. His emotions shift, old pain, old rage, resurfacing like something heavy rolling over in deep water. For a moment the loneliness and distrust intensify so sharply that my vision blurs and I have to lock my knees to stay upright.

"You apologize," he says, and his mental voice is hard. "On behalf of the species that destroyed three of our gardens."

"I apologize because it was wrong. Whether or not I was personally responsible." Through the bond, I let him feel the truth of that, my anger at what was done, my shame for my species, my absolute conviction that it must never happen again. "I can't undo it. But I can make sure the new agreement has protections. Binding ones."

"Protections." His tentacle tightens on my wrist. "And who enforces these protections when you are gone?"

"I'm proposing a permanent liaison position. Someone stationed here, on Thalassia, to oversee the agreement and advocate for your interests." I take a breath. "Me, specifically. If you'll have me."

The bond goes very quiet. His emotions contract, pulling inward, and for a moment I can't read him at all. He's shielding; I didn't know he could do that within the bond, but apparently centuries of practice give you certain skills.

"You would live here," he says carefully. "On my world. In my palace."

"If the terms are agreeable, yes." My heart is hammering, and I know he can feel it. "I'm the most qualified person for the role. I've spent three years studying your culture, your language—"

"You have spent three years studying recordings and fragments." His voice cuts sharper than I expect. "You do not know us, Shannon. You know an approximation. A theory."

It stings, because he's right. Through the bond, he feels that sting, and I feel his immediate... not regret, exactly. Something more complicated. Like he didn't mean to wound me but isn't sorry for speaking the truth.

"You're right," I say. "That's exactly why I need to be here. To learn the reality, not just the theory."

He says nothing. Through the bond, I feel him turning this over, examining it from every angle. The distrust is still there, but it's competing with something else now, a reluctant recognition that I might mean what I say.

"The medical technology," he says finally. "Tell me more about the deep-tissue regeneration."

We spend the next two hours negotiating. Real negotiation, specific terms, quantities, timelines, enforcement mechanisms. He's brilliant. Sharp and precise, with a strategic mind that's been honed by five centuries of governance. He finds every weakness in my proposals and presses on them, not cruelly but relentlessly. I have to defend every point, justify every number, and the bond makes it impossible to bluff or exaggerate.

It's the most exhilarating intellectual experience of my life.

At one point we disagree sharply about extraction timelines, I'm pushing for quarterly shipments, he wants biannual at most, and our emotions clash through the bond. His protectiveness for his ecosystems collides with my urgency about patients on Earth who are dying without these compounds, and for a disorienting moment I can feel both perspectives simultaneously, each one valid and real and important.

"There are children," I say, my voice breaking slightly. "On Earth. With a degenerative neural condition. Your Class Seven enzymes are the only known treatment. Every six months we delay, some of them—" I stop. Through the bond, he can feel exactly what I'm not saying. The faces in the case files I've read. The parents' letters I carry on my datapad like talismans.

His patterns shift. The anger and protectiveness don't disappear, but something else rises alongside them, compassion, ancient and deep, tinged with the particular pain of someone who understands what it means to be responsible for vulnerable lives.

"Quarterly," he says quietly. "With strict monitoring and immediate cessation if any environmental impact is detected."

"Agreed. Thank you, Kael'thar."

"Do not thank me. Prove that your gratitude is worth something."

There's no cruelty in it. Through the bond, I feel the exhaustion beneath his words, the weariness of a leader who has been promised things before and watched those promises dissolve. He wants to believe me. The wanting is right there, pressing against the walls he's built. But wanting and trusting are different things.

The session ends with more settled than I dared to hope. As he releases my wrist and the connection fades, I feel that jarring emptiness again, the sudden silence of being alone in my own mind. But today it's accompanied by something new.

Through the fading echo of our bond, just before it cuts out completely, I catch a flash of emotion he didn't mean to share. Warm. Fragile. Almost frightened.

Hope.

He disappears into the depths before I can respond, and I stand alone in the glowing water with my hand still extended, reaching for where he was.
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Chapter Five

Something shifts after the second session.

Not dramatically. Kael'thar doesn't suddenly become warm and open. He's spent five hundred years building walls, and two sessions in a pool aren't going to bring them down. But there are cracks now. Small ones. The kind you'd miss if you weren't paying attention.

He sends Vess to me again the next morning, but this time with an invitation: would I like to visit the coral nurseries? Not the public gardens but the nurseries, where new species are cultivated, where the damaged ecosystems are being rebuilt. It's an offer of trust so precise and deliberate that I know he chose it carefully. He's showing me the wound and watching to see how I respond.

The nurseries are devastating and beautiful. Rows of young coral structures, carefully tended by Thalassian gardeners whose tentacles move with the delicacy of surgeons. Some sections are lush and thriving. Others are sparse, bare stone where organisms should be growing, the empty spaces marking what was lost.

I don't try to hide my reaction. I stand in the transport pod and cry, silently, looking at the scars, and I let the tears come because this is what happened and it deserves to be felt.

Vess watches me cry and says nothing. When I'm done, they say, very quietly, "The king asked me to report your reaction."

"Tell him," I say, wiping my face with the back of my hand. "Tell him all of it."

The third session is where everything changes.

I enter the pool and wade to the center. Kael'thar surfaces, and today he doesn't stop at a distance. He comes close, closer than before, close enough that I can see the fine structure of his skin, the way his bioluminescent patterns form spiraling designs that look almost like text, like his body is writing messages I can't quite read.

"Vess told me you wept in the nurseries," he says.

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because it was heartbreaking. Because something beautiful was destroyed for no good reason. Because—" I stop. Take a breath. "Because I kept thinking about what it must have felt like for you. Watching it happen. Knowing it was your decision to trust that made it possible."

His patterns pulse, and for a moment I feel something radiate from him even without physical contact, a wave of emotion so strong it crosses the water between us. Pain. Old, familiar, worn smooth by time but never healed.

"Give me your hands," he says. Plural.

I hold out both hands.

Multiple tentacles wrap around my wrists, my forearms, sliding up to my elbows. More contact than before. The bond opens wide, and this time I'm not just feeling his surface emotions, I'm deeper, in the currents underneath, where the big things live.

His grief for the destroyed gardens. His rage at the humans who did it, cold rage, the kind that freezes rather than burns, compacted by centuries into something diamond-hard. His fierce, consuming love for his people, for the city, for every living thing under his protection. The weight of responsibility that never lifts, not even in sleep.

And threaded through it all, growing stronger every moment our skin touches: his awareness of me. My warmth against his coolness. My smallness against his size. The flutter of my pulse under his tentacles, faster than a Thalassian heartbeat, fragile and fierce at the same time.

Through the bond, I feel him notice the way my breath catches when his tentacle slides above my elbow. The way heat rises to my skin where he touches me. He catalogues these responses with the same focused attention he brought to our negotiations, analytical, precise, but underneath the analysis, something else is stirring. Something he's trying very hard not to acknowledge.

"Your biology is remarkable," he says, and his mental voice has a quality I haven't heard before. Softer. Almost reverent. "You generate your own heat. We draw warmth from the water, but you burn from within."

"Is that strange to you?"

"Everything about you is strange to me." A tentacle traces up my arm to my shoulder, and I shiver. Through the bond, I feel his fascination spike, at the shiver, at the goosebumps that rise on my skin, at the involuntary response of my body to his touch. "You react to the smallest contact. Your skin changes. Your temperature shifts."

"That's—" I swallow. "That's because your touch feels good. My body responds to things that feel good."

A stillness in the bond. He's processing that. Turning it over. And I feel the moment he connects my physiological responses to their meaning, that my body isn't just reacting to stimuli. It's reacting to him specifically. To his touch. To his closeness.

"Shannon." His mental voice is very careful now. "What I feel from you is not merely diplomatic interest."

My face burns. Through the bond, there is no point pretending. He can feel everything, the attraction I've been trying to file under "professional admiration," the way my heart races when he's close, the heat that pools low in my belly when his tentacles move on my skin.

"No," I admit. "It's not."

"This complicates things."

"I know."

"I cannot—" He starts, and I feel something through the bond I haven't felt from him before: conflict. Two powerful impulses pulling in opposite directions. The pull toward me, toward connection, toward the warmth he's been denied for centuries, warring with the fortress of distrust he's spent those same centuries building. "This is how they would do it, if they were clever enough. Send someone I want. Someone who makes me forget why the walls exist."

The words are a punch to the stomach. Not because they're cruel, through the bond, I can feel they're not meant cruelly, but because they're honest. He's afraid that wanting me is a vulnerability. That my attraction to him is a weapon, even if I don't know I'm wielding it.

"I'm not a weapon," I say. My voice shakes. "I'm not a strategy. I'm a person who happens to find you extraordinary and is terrified of how much that feeling has grown in three days."

"I know." His grip on my arms tightens. "I can feel your truth, Shannon. That is the problem. If you were lying, I could dismiss you. But you are not lying, and I—" He breaks off. Through the bond, I feel him struggle with something immense, something that has been locked down for centuries. "I have not wanted anything for myself in a very long time. Wanting makes you vulnerable. Vulnerable kings get their people killed."

"Wanting also makes life worth living."

"A very human perspective."

"Maybe that's what you need. A human perspective."

Silence. Through the bond, the conflict rages. I hold still in his grip, barely breathing, feeling the war inside him like it is my own. And maybe it is, partly; my fear mixed with his, my uncertainty tangled up in a bond that doesn't distinguish between us.

Then, slowly, one of the tentacles around my arm slides upward. Past my shoulder. Along my collarbone. Up my neck, so lightly I barely feel it, just a whisper of cool smoothness against my overheated skin. It traces along my jaw and rests against my cheek.

Through the bond, his emotions shift. The conflict doesn't resolve, it's still there, still churning, but something else rises above it. Tenderness. Tentative and raw, like something that hasn't been exposed to air in centuries and is blinking in the light.

"I am going to do something I have not done since before the harvesters came," he says. "I am going to trust you. Not completely. Not yet. But enough."

"Enough is a start."

"If you betray this trust—"

"I won't."

"You cannot promise that."

"No. But I can promise to try. And you can feel whether I mean it."

Through the bond, he checks. Searches me, deep and thorough, looking for the hairline fractures of deceit.

He finds nothing but stubborn, terrified, genuine devotion.

"Enough," he says quietly. "For now, enough."

His tentacle on my cheek traces downward, along my throat. I tilt my head back, pulse hammering. Through the bond, I feel his fascination at the gesture, the exposed throat, the vulnerability of it. In his species, exposing the underside is an act of absolute trust. He didn't expect me to do it. He didn't expect it to make him feel what it makes him feel.

"The next session is the overnight," he says, his mental voice rougher than before. "The final bonding. I need to tell you what it involves."

"I know the basics. We stay in the pool through the night. The bond deepens to its fullest extent." I pause. "The treaty is sealed through... complete physical connection."

"It is more than physical." His tentacles tighten around me. "When we bond fully, our minds will merge. Not surface emotions—everything. Memories. Dreams. The deepest parts of who we are. You will see all of me, Shannon. And I will see all of you. Nothing hidden. Nothing held back."

The magnitude of that settles over me like a wave. Everything. My embarrassing memories, my secret fears, my most private thoughts. The time I cried in a bathroom stall after my thesis defense because a committee member called my work "fanciful." The recurring dream where I'm drowning and can't find the surface. The diary entry from when I was fifteen where I wrote that I didn't think anyone would ever really understand me.

He would see all of it.

"And physically?" I ask, because I need to understand the complete picture before I agree.

"The bonding requires full physical intimacy. My mating tentacle—" He pauses, and I feel a flash of something unexpected through the bond. Self-consciousness. He's self-conscious. "It is different from the others. Larger. The connection it creates is the deepest a Thalassian can experience. Pleasure and emotion merge completely. You will feel what I feel, and I will feel what you feel, and there will be no separation between us."

"And after? What does it mean?"

"It is permanent, Shannon." His eyes glow brighter. All of them, simultaneously. "If we bond, we are mated for life. There is no reversal. You would be tied to me—and I to you—for as long as we both live."

For as long as we both live. He's five hundred and forty-three years old. I'm thirty-two. The asymmetry of that alone is staggering.

"How long do Thalassians live?" I ask.

"A very long time," he says, and through the bond, I feel the ache in those words. The unspoken weight of watching everything and everyone around you change while you remain. "Long enough that this decision should not be made lightly."

"I won't make it lightly." I reach up and touch his tentacle, the one on my cheek, with my own hand. The bond deepens at the additional point of contact, and he makes a sound I can't hear but feel: a low vibration that resonates through the water and into my bones. "I need time. Not much—a day. To think. To be sure."

"Yes." His relief is palpable. "Yes, take time. I would rather wait a lifetime for a certain answer than rush into a regretted one."

He releases me slowly, every tentacle withdrawing with reluctance I can feel through the fading bond. The last to go is the one on my cheek, lingering for a moment longer than the others. Then the connection breaks, and I'm alone.

I climb out of the pool on trembling legs and stand there, water streaming off my body, staring at the glowing water.

Tomorrow I will decide. And the decision will be irreversible.

No pressure.
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Chapter Six

I stare at the blank screen, cursor blinking.

Status Report - Day 4 From: Dr. Shannon Cooper, Cultural Liaison To: Ambassador Vix, Earth Diplomatic Corps Subject:

I delete it. Start again. Delete it again.

What am I supposed to write? Negotiations proceeding well, treaty nearly complete, also I've agreed to potentially bond for life with the alien king in what amounts to a telepathic marriage ceremony?

I push back from the desk and pace to the window. The city lights pulse below, beautiful and alien and increasingly familiar. I've been here four days and I can already recognize the rhythm of the city's bioluminescence, faster during what I think of as daytime, slower and deeper at night. It's like a heartbeat. The whole city breathing together.

My datapad buzzes. A message from Emma.

"Hey nerd! How's the fish planet? Did you meet the king yet? Is he as scary as the reports say? Mom says to eat something. Love you."

I stare at the message until the screen blurs.

I call her. The connection takes a minute to establish, we're at the bottom of an alien ocean, after all, but then her face appears, pixelated but real. Brown hair in a messy bun. Our mom's nose. Flour on her cheek because she's always baking.

"Shan!" She grins. "Oh my god, you look tired. Are you sleeping? You're not sleeping, are you."

"Em, I need to talk to you about something."

Her grin fades. She reads me too well; she's been doing it since we were kids. "What's wrong?"

I tell her. Not everything, not the nakedness or the intimate details, but the important parts. The bond. The negotiation protocol. The fact that the final session involves a permanent telepathic connection. The fact that I'm considering it.

She's quiet for a long time when I finish.

"So you'd be staying there," she says finally. "On the water planet."

"Not forever. I'd be the permanent liaison. I could visit. You could visit me." I'm speaking too fast, the way I do when I'm anxious. "It's not like the old days, Em. We have ships, we have communication relays. I could call you every week just like now."

"But you'd live there."

"Yes."

Another long silence. Emma's face does something complicated. She's trying not to cry, which makes me try not to cry, and we're both terrible at it.

"Do you love him?" she asks.

The question catches me off guard, even though it shouldn't. "It's been four days, Em."

"That's not what I asked."

I close my eyes. Think about the weight of his loneliness in my mind. The way he held himself back, waiting for me to be ready. The flash of hope I caught through the bond, fragile and terrified and real.

"Yes," I whisper. "I think I do."

"Then you're an idiot." She wipes her eyes. "But you're my idiot, and I love you, and if this is what you want, then you better make sure I get a guest room in that palace."

I laugh, the sound hitching and wet. "I love you."

"Love you too. Now eat something. Mom's orders."

After we hang up, I sit with the feeling for a while. The ache of distance, already real even though I haven't made the decision yet. But also: Emma's blessing. Given freely, despite the tears. Because she knows me. Knows that I've spent my whole life searching for something I couldn't name, and maybe, maybe, I've found it.

I call my mom next. She cries, then asks practical questions about healthcare and nutrition and whether the palace has adequate temperature regulation, and by the end of the call I'm smiling despite everything, because my mother's response to "I might bond with an alien king" is to worry about whether I'm eating enough vegetables.

I go back to the status report.

Negotiations are proceeding successfully. King Kael'thar has agreed in principle to provide bioluminescent compounds in exchange for Earth medical technology and ongoing cultural exchange. Strict environmental protections have been negotiated, including on-site monitoring and immediate cessation protocols.

The final bonding session will occur tomorrow night, which will seal the treaty.

I would like to formally request assignment as permanent Earth liaison to Thalassia. My continued presence here is stipulated in the treaty terms, and I believe my expertise and existing relationship with the Thalassian government make me uniquely qualified for this role.

Will send full report after final session.

- Dr. Shannon Cooper

I hit send. Stare at the screen. My heart pounds.

Then I get up, shower, and stand in front of the mirror. My reflection looks nervous. Excited. Terrified. Determined.

"You can do this," I tell her. "You can have both worlds. You just have to be brave enough to try."

She doesn't look convinced. But she nods.

Good enough.
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Chapter Seven

The ceremonial chamber is different at night.

The bioluminescent organisms in the pool pulse slower, their colors deeper, purple fading to indigo, indigo to a blue so dark it's nearly black. The light they cast seems to breathe, expanding and contracting like the chamber itself is alive and dreaming. The water laps against the stone edges in a rhythm that sounds, impossibly, like a heartbeat.

Kael'thar waits in the center of the pool. He's still, which I haven't seen before. Usually his tentacles are in constant subtle motion. But tonight he's motionless, all those eyes fixed on the archway where I stand.

I start to undress, but my hands are shaking so badly I can barely manage the buttons. I stop. Take a breath.

"Shannon." His voice in my mind is gentle. "You are afraid."

"Terrified," I correct. "But I need to say something before we start."

"Speak."

I sit on the edge of the pool, feet in the water, shirt half-unbuttoned. Dignity is past saving at this point. "If we do this—if we bond—I need you to understand something. I'm not giving up Earth. I'm not cutting off my family or abandoning my career. I'm choosing to build a life here with you, but that life includes the things I already love. My mom. My sister. My work. They're part of me, and if you take me, you take all of me. Complicated parts included."

He moves closer, tentacles rippling. "You think I would ask you to amputate yourself? To cut away the pieces that don't fit my world?"

"The previous humans who came here—they wanted to take from you and give nothing. I don't want to make the opposite mistake. I don't want to give everything and keep nothing."

Through the water, I feel something radiate from him, not telepathy, exactly, but a vibration in the water that resonates against my skin. Emotional resonance, I realize. Even without the bond, he's projecting.

"Shannon." He stops at the edge, close enough to touch. All those eyes, glowing. "When I said you would be mine, I did not mean I would own you. I meant I would choose you. Every day. Over solitude, over safety, over the walls I have spent centuries building." A tentacle extends toward me, hovering inches from my face. "I choose you as you are. Not a version I have edited for my convenience."

"And the visits? The communication with Earth? My family?"

"I have guest quarters enough for an army. Your mother and sister are welcome whenever they wish." A pause. I would swear there's humor in his mental voice. "Though I may need preparation before meeting your mother. She sounds formidable."

I laugh, and it breaks something loose in my chest, a knot I didn't know I was carrying. "She is. She's going to want to know if the palace has adequate temperature regulation."

"It has survived three thousand years. I believe it can withstand a concerned mother."

I'm laughing and crying at the same time, and it's ridiculous, and he's watching me with all those eyes, and through the water's resonance I can feel his warmth, his relief, his tentative joy at seeing me laugh.

"Okay," I say, wiping my eyes. "Okay. I'm ready."

I finish undressing and slip into the pool. The water enfolds me, warm and silky and alive with those drifting organisms that leave trails of light wherever they touch my skin. I wade to him, and for a moment we just exist in the same space, close but not touching.

"I'm going to kiss you," I announce, because it feels like the kind of thing you should announce before you press your lips against the smooth, mouthless face of an alien king.

Through the water, his surprise. "I don't have—"

"I know." I reach up, standing on my toes in the water, and press my lips against the smooth skin where a mouth would be on a human face. It's cool and impossibly soft, and his bioluminescent patterns flare so bright the whole pool blazes with light.

Through the sudden, overwhelming rush of contact-telepathy, my lips on his skin creating a connection as intimate as any tentacle, I feel him shatter.

Not break. Shatter. The walls, the fortress, the centuries of carefully maintained distance. They don't crumble slowly. They explode. And underneath them is everything he's been hiding: the longing so fierce it has its own gravity. The tenderness he's been rationing like a finite resource. The desire, not just physical, though physical is part of it, but the desire to be known. Fully, completely, without reservation. The way I know the people I love on Earth. The way no one has known him in five hundred years.

His tentacles wrap around me, all of them, everywhere, pulling me tight against his body. I gasp at the sudden full-body contact, his cool skin against my warm skin, the bond between us flung open so wide there's no boundary at all. I feel his heartbeat. He feels mine. They synchronize.

"Shannon," he says, and my name in his mind sounds like a prayer.

I pull back just far enough to look at him. All those eyes, every single one, focused on me. Burning blue. Not blinking.

"Show me everything," I whisper. "I want to see all of you."

"And I want to see all of you. No barriers. No walls." His tentacles tighten. "This is the bonding, Shannon. Once we begin, there is no stopping. No reversing. Are you certain?"

"I just kissed your face and called my mother. I'm certain."

His amusement pulses through the bond, warm, startled, delighted. And then he stops holding back.

The bond deepens in a rush that makes every previous session feel like wading in the shallows. I don't just feel his emotions anymore, I see his memories. The first time he saw the ocean surface as a juvenile, light filtering down in shifting rays. The coronation, his mother's tentacles placing the bioluminescent crown on him, her pride and sorrow mixing as she prepared to pass on. The day the harvesters came, the rage, the grief, the terrible sound of living coral dying. The centuries of solitude after, each year adding another layer to the walls.

And then: me. Arriving in the shuttle, pressing my face against the viewport. Stepping into the pool with shaking legs and steady eyes. Calling him beautiful and meaning it so deeply that the truth of it burned through every defense he had.

I'm crying. I can't help it. His life pours through me like water, and I pour through him, my childhood, my sister, the late nights studying his world, the first time I heard a Thalassian sonar recording and felt something in my chest crack open like a seed.

He sees the bathroom stall after my thesis defense. My hands shaking, mascara running, the committee member's voice echoing: fanciful. He feels the hurt of it, and then he feels the stubborn fury that followed, the fury that made me go home and write another fifty pages, better pages, proving them wrong. He wraps that memory in something that feels like pride, and I sob.

"You are remarkable," he says, and it isn't flattery. Through the bond, I can feel that he means it the way you mean scientific observations, as a statement of measured fact.

"You're not so bad yourself," I manage, and his amusement ripples through me like sunlight through water.

His tentacles explore me with new intent now. Not the clinical curiosity of the early sessions but something deeper, worshipful, almost. He traces my collarbones, my ribs, the curve of my waist, learning me through touch while the bond teaches him the rest. Through our connection, I feel his wonder at my softness, my warmth, the way my skin responds to him with goosebumps and shivers and flushes of heat.

I touch him back. Run my hands along the smooth planes of his chest, feeling the firm, cool texture of his skin, the subtle thrum of electricity beneath. His patterns flare under my palms, bright, responsive, and through the bond, I feel what my touch does to him. The novelty of warmth against his skin. The pleasure, different from anything in his experience, of being touched with desire instead of deference.

No one has touched him with desire in centuries. The realization hits me through the bond, and it aches.

"I'm here," I say. "I'm here, and I'm not leaving."

His tentacles slide lower, moving with more purpose. They trace my breasts, circling, teasing, and I arch into the sensation. It's different from hands, more encompassing, more precise, the flexible tips able to find and focus on sensitive spots with an accuracy that makes me gasp. Through the bond, he feels exactly what I feel, calibrates in real time, adjusting pressure and pace with an attentiveness that borders on devotion.

My hands explore him too, the junction where his torso meets the mass of tentacles, the surprisingly sensitive ridges along his sides, the places where his bioluminescent patterns pulse brightest. When I find a spot that makes his patterns flare and his tentacles tighten involuntarily, I press harder, and his response floods through me: pleasure, sharp and unfamiliar and wanted.

"I did not know," he says, his mental voice rough, "that being touched could feel like this."

"Neither did I." And I mean it. The bond transforms every sensation into something doubled, something shared. His pleasure becomes mine, mine becomes his, until touching him is indistinguishable from being touched.

A tentacle slides between my thighs, and I spread wider, inviting. The tip traces through my folds, gentle, exploring, learning me with the same precision he brings to everything. Through the bond, I feel his fascination at my body's response, at the evidence of my arousal.

"You are so warm here," he murmurs, the tentacle circling my entrance. "So responsive."

"More," I manage. "Please."

The tentacle presses inside, slowly, and I moan at the sensation. It's unlike anything I've ever felt, flexible and alive, rippling inside me, stroking along my inner walls with movements that have no human equivalent. Through the bond, he feels the pleasure from inside my body, and his own desire spikes so hard it feeds back into mine until I'm shaking.

Another tentacle finds my clit, circling with steady, focused pressure, and I cry out. My fingers dig into his shoulders. Through the bond, he feels exactly what I need, the rhythm, the pressure, the pace, and gives it to me with devastating precision.

"Like this?" he asks.

"Yes, god, exactly like—"

He experiments. Varies the tempo, the angle, learning every response, filing away every gasp and moan. When he hits a rhythm that makes me buck against him, he holds it, and I feel his satisfaction through the bond, the deep, proprietary pleasure of knowing he's the one making me feel this way.

I come with a sound that echoes off the domed ceiling. The orgasm crashes through me in waves, and through the bond, he feels every tremor, every aftershock, every moment of it. His own pleasure spikes in response, not physical release, not yet, but an emotional climax of sorts, a fierce joy at being the cause of my pleasure.

"Beautiful," he says, and I feel the word in my bones.

But we're not done. The bonding requires more. And through the bond, I can feel what he's been holding in reserve. The mating tentacle, the deepest form of physical connection his species knows. He's been waiting. Making sure I was ready. Making sure I was certain.

"I'm ready," I tell him, before he can ask.

"You are sure?"

"Kael'thar." I press my forehead against his chest, feeling his heartbeat against my skin. "I am sure. I have been sure since I called you beautiful and you didn't know what to do with it."

His emotions surge through the bond. Love. Raw and enormous and terrifying in its depth. Then I feel him shift, something emerging from the mass of tentacles below his waist. The mating tentacle is different from the others: thicker, ridged, pulsing with bioluminescence that matches his heartbeat. Through the bond, I feel his vulnerability at revealing it. This most intimate part of himself, offered only to a bonded mate.

I reach down and touch it. His patterns blaze so bright the whole pool turns white for an instant, and through the bond, I feel his shock. No one has ever touched it before. He expected me to wait, to let him take the lead. Instead, I wrap my hand around him and feel the texture: warm for the first time, warmer than the rest of him, smooth with raised ridges that pulse beneath my palm.

"Shannon—" His mental voice breaks.

"Show me," I whisper. "Show me what forever feels like."

He positions himself at my entrance, the thick tip pressing gently. Through the bond, I feel his care, his restraint, his determination to make this good for me. He pushes in slowly, and the stretch is intense. More than the tentacles before, filling me completely. The ridges drag against my inner walls, each one sending a bright shock of sensation through my body and his simultaneously.

When he's fully inside me, we both go still.

The bond explodes.

Every wall, every barrier, every carefully maintained boundary between his mind and mine collapses, and we fall into each other completely. I am him and he is me and we are something new, something that has never existed before. A bridge between two worlds, held together by choice and trust and the terrifying, exhilarating reality of love.

He moves, and I move with him, and the pleasure is so far beyond anything I have a framework for that language fails entirely. It's not just physical, though the physical is overwhelming. The thrust of him inside me, the tentacles holding me, the ridges stroking every nerve ending. It's the totality of connection. His five hundred years of loneliness ending inside my body. My thirty-two years of searching, finally finding.

Through the bond, I feel his love, and it's nothing like human love. Not less, but differently shaped. Vast and patient and ancient, the love of someone who has waited centuries without knowing what he was waiting for. And he feels mine: urgent and fierce and young, the love of someone who recognized home in an alien face and refused to look away.

I come again, and this time he comes with me. The shared climax is a supernova. Pleasure so intense it transcends sensation and becomes something closer to revelation. I scream, and he makes that deep vibration that resonates through the water and through my bones, and for a suspended, eternal moment, we are one consciousness experiencing one impossible joy.

The waves recede slowly. We hold each other in the glowing water, trembling, breathing. His mating tentacle pulses inside me, and through the bond, a hum of connection that I know will never fully fade, I feel his wonder. His gratitude. His fierce, quiet happiness.

"Mine," he says, and the word has no possessiveness in it. Just certainty. Just recognition.

"Mine," I answer, and mean it the same way.

We stay like that for a long time. The pool glows around us, organisms drifting like stars. Through the bond, I feel his heartbeat slow to match mine. Or mine to match his. I can't tell anymore. It doesn't matter.

"The treaty is sealed," he says eventually. "You are Earth's liaison to Thalassia. And my bonded mate."

"My mother is going to have so many questions."

His laughter ripples through me. Warm, surprised, delighted. The first time he has truly laughed in, according to the bond's deep memory, four hundred and twelve years. I file that fact away and treasure it.

"I look forward to answering them," he says. "Though I confess, the concept of 'adequate temperature regulation' eludes me."

"Don't worry. I'll translate."

His tentacles tighten around me, and I settle against his chest, listening to the heartbeat that now echoes in my own pulse. Through the bond, I feel the future stretching out before us. Not a clear picture, but a feeling. Complex and challenging and beautiful and worth it.

Visits to Earth, my family gathered around me asking impossible questions. Emma in the guest quarters, eyes wide, pressing her face against the windows like I did on the first day. My mom, meeting Kael'thar, probably asking him if he eats enough. Learning and teaching and building something new between two worlds that never expected to understand each other.

Not easy. Not simple. But ours.

Outside the pool, through the chamber's windows, the city lights pulse in their ancient rhythm. My city now. My home. Not instead of Earth, alongside it. Both, not either.

"What are you thinking?" Kael'thar asks.

Through the bond, he already knows. But he wants to hear me say it. So I do.

"I'm thinking that I spent three years dreaming about Thalassia, and the reality is better than the dream." I tilt my head back to look at him, at all those glowing eyes, watching me with a love so deep it has its own gravity. "And I'm thinking that we have all night, and you mentioned something about not holding back."

His patterns flare bright. His tentacles begin to move. And through the bond, I feel his smile, not on his face, because he doesn't have one, but in his mind, where I can feel it as clearly as sunlight.

"As you wish," he says. "My mate. My love. My Shannon."

And the night stretches ahead of us, full of light.


Thank you for reading! If you would like to own the entire Taken by the Stars Collection it is available here. To stay up to date on new releases and important announcements, join my mailing list. :)  While we do our best to catch every typo, if you see one we missed, please let me know and I'll get right on it. :) You can contact me at mail@adrianblue.com or at my Facebook page. 
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