
        
            
                
            
        

    What Lies Beneath Us
S. L. Tempest
FlamingoWings Publishing
 
 





Copyright © 2024 FlamingoWings Publishing
All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.





Contents
 
Title Page
Copyright
Chapter 1 
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19 
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
About The Author




Chapter 1 
In Plain Sight






The city was alive beneath the neon lights. Even at night, the streets were packed, a blur of movement and color in the shadow of towering buildings that reached toward the sky like jagged teeth. Hovercrafts buzzed above, their lights flashing against the dark, glassy surfaces of the skyscrapers, while holographic billboards flickered overhead, projecting their messages to a distracted crowd.
Seleste moved through the crowd with practiced ease, her steps quick and precise, never lingering long enough to be noticed. She wore a dark suit—tailored to perfection, the fabric stretching effortlessly with her movements. A few small devices were concealed in the seams, tools for the task at hand, though no one looking at her would ever guess it. The trick was to remain unremarkable, just another face in the sea of people flowing through the streets.
She reached up to adjust her glasses, but her fingers brushed against the smooth surface of her contacts instead. They itched again, that same persistent irritation she had learned to ignore. It wasn’t the contacts themselves, though—it was what they represented. Her disguise. The lie she had perfected over the years. But tonight, she had more important things to focus on.
Ahead of her, the sleek silhouette of a high-rise building loomed in the distance, its dark, reflective surface catching the light from the buzzing patrol ships hovering far above. The building was one of the tallest in the city, home to some of the most powerful figures in the enemy faction. And tonight, it was the site of a meeting that had to be monitored—quietly, without anyone knowing she had ever been there.
The mission was simple: slip in, gather intel on the enemy leaders meeting in secret, and extract the data without drawing attention. Seleste had done this a hundred times before. It was routine by now, and the detachment that came with it had become second nature. Still, the itch behind her eyes reminded her of the constant need to maintain her facade. She straightened her jacket, blending further into the stream of people.
She slipped into a side alley, a narrow gap between the gleaming towers where the noise of the streets faded into a hollow, distant hum. Her fingers grazed the device hidden beneath her sleeve, and with a subtle flick of her wrist, she deactivated the security cameras in the building’s lower levels. The soft click of the device’s activation was barely audible, but Seleste felt the rush of calm that came with knowing she had disabled one of the many barriers between her and her objective.
The door to the building opened smoothly at her touch, and she entered without a sound, slipping past the main lobby and heading straight for the service elevators. Inside, the sleek, metallic walls reflected her shadowy figure, her eyes gleaming faintly in the dim light. The elevator ascended swiftly, floor numbers flashing in soft blue as the city disappeared beneath her.
Her pulse remained steady. The constant weight of living in disguise had become routine, a heavy blanket she had grown accustomed to. But every now and then, especially on nights like this, the isolation crept in—the nagging reminder that she was always one misstep away from revealing too much. Pretenders weren’t safe here. Not ever.
But this time, the stakes were higher than usual. This meeting wasn’t just any ordinary gathering—it involved high-level figures in the enemy faction discussing a covert operation that could threaten the stability of her own people. If she succeeded, the information she gathered tonight could change the course of an ongoing power struggle. One mistake, however, and it could mean more than just her life. It could cost them the war.
The elevator chimed softly as it reached the top floor. Seleste stepped out into the narrow, dimly lit hallway, the air thick with silence. Ahead, muffled voices echoed from a conference room, their low tones barely discernible through the thick walls. She moved with quiet precision, her steps silent on the marble floor.
From her jacket, she pulled a small, flat disc, the surface matte and smooth. She pressed it against the doorframe, feeling the slight hum as it synced with the building’s surveillance system. Her fingers danced across the controls embedded in her suit’s sleeve, activating the device that would begin recording and transmitting the conversation taking place inside.
As the device did its work, Seleste’s eyes flicked to the small window near the end of the hall. Outside, the city stretched out in all directions, a sprawling labyrinth of lights and shadows. For a brief moment, she allowed herself to observe it, her gaze catching on the faint outline of a ship hovering far above, its lights flashing intermittently as it drifted through the night sky.
There was always someone watching.
Her hand brushed against her face again, and this time the discomfort behind her eyes flared, a sharp reminder of the layers she had to maintain. The contacts—uncomfortable, necessary—itched again, and for a split second, she longed to remove them. But the risk was too great. Her lenses weren’t just to help her blend in—they were a key part of her disguise. Without them, her human eyes would give her away in an instant. Pretenders didn’t survive long when they were exposed.
She couldn't afford to slip. Exposure would mean death—not just for her, but for the network of agents she represented. This mission was a delicate one, her role crucial to keeping her faction’s enemies from gaining the upper hand.
Yet, despite the danger, her heartbeat remained steady. This was her life—a series of missions, of tasks completed with cold precision. The detachment was what kept her alive. There was no room for error, but there was also no room for connection. Every movement, every thought, was calculated. She had learned to exist in this state of constant vigilance, of constant deceit. It had become second nature.
When the final device was in place, Seleste slipped back toward the elevator, the mission complete. Her eyes caught the reflection of the city lights as she moved. She allowed herself one brief moment of pause, staring out across the skyline. In the distance, the ships hovered, watching. Always watching.
There was no escape from this world of deception—not for her, not for anyone.
With a soft exhale, she straightened her suit, adjusted her hair, and disappeared back into the shadows.
This life of deception was the only one Seleste had ever known, the one she had been raised to live. And she excelled at it—better than most, in fact. She had been trained to be perfect, to blend in so completely that no one would ever think to question her. Not her well-rehearsed mannerisms, sharp and precise. Not her cold, calculating demeanor. Not the flicker of green in her eyes that reflected the light just right. She had become so good at pretending that sometimes she almost believed it herself.
But not tonight. Tonight, the illusion felt heavier than usual, the weight of it pressing against her skin, suffocating.
Who was she underneath it all? The thought slipped in before she could stop it, a question she had tried to bury deep inside herself. She couldn’t afford to think like that. Not now. Not ever. But the question lingered in her mind, refusing to be pushed away.
The voices from the conference room faded into the background as her eyes fell on the window at the end of the hall, the city stretched out below her like a maze of lights and movement. For a brief moment, she saw herself reflected in the glass—her slim figure, her slick-backed hair, her cold eyes. A perfect spy. A perfect lie.
And yet, a strange hollowness settled in Seleste's chest. She didn’t understand it—not really—but it was there, an almost physical sensation that tugged at the edges of her mind. She forced her focus back on the task at hand, but her thoughts kept slipping, drifting away from the cold efficiency she was trained to maintain.
Her gaze flicked toward the narrow window at the end of the hall. Outside, the city moved in constant rhythm. Lights flashed against the glass buildings, and figures hurried through the streets below, their lives unfolding with a kind of ease that felt foreign to her. Couples passed by, hand in hand, their bodies close, moving as if in sync. Friends sat at outdoor cafés, their laughter rising in the night air. Seleste observed them distantly, her mind unable to latch onto the scene with any real understanding.
There was a warmth between these people—a connection she couldn’t place. Something she had never experienced. Or maybe, something she had forgotten. She wasn’t sure.
Seleste turned her back to the window, her hands steady as they adjusted the slim device embedded in her sleeve. She checked it again, out of habit, though she already knew the surveillance was working perfectly. It always did. She was always precise, always careful. Her work was flawless. There was no room for mistakes. No room for distractions.
But the feeling lingered. She glanced again, almost unconsciously, toward the window, at the lights flickering in the distance, at the people who seemed to live in a different world from hers. They didn’t know what it was like to be so isolated, so distant from everything. She watched them for another moment, trying to understand why they seemed to move with such ease, with such purpose.
Why did they look so... content?
The thought slipped through her mind, and she pushed it away, feeling her chest tighten. This wasn’t the time for such things. She couldn’t afford to think like that. Couldn’t afford to let her focus drift. Yet, the image of those mundane, fleeting moments of closeness clung to the edges of Seleste's mind, even as she tried to brush them aside.
She didn’t need that kind of connection. She never had. Her life wasn’t built for it, and there was no point in wanting what she couldn’t have. Besides, she didn’t even know what it was she was missing.
The elevator chimed softly as it arrived, the sound pulling her out of her thoughts. Seleste stepped forward, her movements calm and fluid, as always. The doors slid open, and she entered, feeling the familiar hum of the elevator as it carried her down to the street level.
For a brief moment, as the floor numbers descended in soft blue light, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirrored walls. The reflection stared back at her—sharp, composed, unreadable. Her eyes flicked over her own image without pausing, but there was something about it that unsettled her.
Something she couldn’t quite place.
It wasn’t her reflection itself, not exactly. She looked the way she always did. Everything was in place. Perfect. Controlled. Yet, staring back at herself, she felt a strange sense of distance, as if the person in the reflection was someone else entirely. Someone she couldn’t recognize.
Seleste blinked and looked away, straightening her jacket as the elevator continued its descent. The feeling passed as quickly as it had come, leaving only the cold hum of the machinery and the faint glow of the floor numbers to fill the silence.
When the elevator doors opened, the noise of the city flooded in, a sharp contrast to the quiet inside the building. Seleste stepped into the street, her eyes scanning the crowd as she moved back into the flow of people. The streets were still busy, even at this hour, with groups of friends clustered together, their voices carrying over the hum of traffic.
She moved among them easily, unnoticed, just another face in the crowd. But as she walked, that same hollow feeling gnawed at her again. She glanced to her left and saw a couple standing close, their hands brushing, their quiet conversation lost in the noise of the city. Their presence stirred something in her, something unfamiliar and unsettling.
Why did it matter?
Seleste didn’t understand why she even noticed them. They were strangers, irrelevant to her mission, irrelevant to her life. And yet, something about the way they moved together, so naturally, made her pause. She wasn’t sure why it bothered her, but it did.
She turned away from the couples, their quiet conversations too soft to hear, but their closeness too obvious to ignore. For just a moment, she imagined what it might feel like to walk among them—hand in hand with someone who knew her. Truly knew her.
No. She didn’t need anyone. She never had. Her life was efficient and controlled, exactly the way it needed to be. She was fine the way she was.
But watching those couples walk by, their lingering touches and whispered words stirred something inside her. Something long buried beneath the weight of duty and deception. It gnawed at her, quiet but persistent, until she wasn’t sure if she had ever felt anything else. The sensation clung to her like a dull ache she couldn’t quite name, even as she pushed it aside and refocused on the world around her.
Seleste's eyes swept over the bustling streets as she moved, her focus half on her surroundings, half on the mission's end. The architecture around her was a mixture of contemporary and classical designs—tall spires of glass and metal, interspersed with the strange, organic curves of structures the enemies had introduced. Public screens flickered with sleek, minimalist propaganda, urging loyalty to the ruling elite and reminding everyone of the natural order.
She took it all in with practiced indifference, reminding herself—again—of how fortunate she was to be born into a pretender family. When the strain of the mission weighed too heavily on her, this was the thought she returned to. After all, humans without the legacy or knowledge she carried had no chance at a fulfilling life. They lived in the shadows of the ruling class, subservient, and always under threat.
In the distance, she saw the faint outline of enemy markets—stalls filled with strange wares, small glowing orbs, metallic shards, and wafting smoke. The enemy was always different, always "other," but to Seleste, they were just another part of the world she had learned to navigate. Their skin—a faint bluish tint, their eyes glowing faintly in the dark—was one of the few distinctions that set them apart from humans.
She had memorized the tells long ago—the subtle signs of who was enemy, who was elite, and who wasn’t. It was important to recognize those signs. She had been taught to see them as a reminder: she wasn’t like them. And yet, she understood all too well the importance of maintaining her own perfect facade. Better to be a pretender, than to be nothing.
The propaganda overhead blared again. Images of cruel leaders flashed across the screen, accompanied by slogans extolling their virtues, the strength of their rule, the importance of their control. Seleste knew the message wasn’t for her—it was for everyone else. For the masses who needed to be reminded of who held the power.
Her role was different. She wasn’t one of the elite's leaders, not yet, though she played her part in ensuring their control remained unchallenged. She was a tool—a skilled one, but a tool nonetheless. The weight of that truth pressed against her, another part of the world she had long since accepted. Her mission was clear. Complete the task. Keep the system running smoothly. Do not let the cracks show.
Seleste reached the street level, her steps still silent as she moved toward the extraction point. The crowds thinned as she walked, the night growing quieter, the lights of the buildings reflecting faintly off the damp pavement. She could feel the steady hum of the surveillance devices she had planted earlier, their presence lingering in her awareness like a distant pulse. Everything was in place. The mission was nearly over.
But then, her contacts began to itch again. The irritation flared suddenly, sharp and insistent like tiny daggers in her irises, making her blink and tear more than she should have. Seleste cursed under her breath, her mind racing as she scanned her surroundings for a place to stop.
Spotting a public restroom, she slipped inside, her movements quick and purposeful. She entered the single stall at the far end, locking the door behind her before pulling the small vial of eye drops from her pocket.
Standing in front of the mirror, Seleste finally let herself glance at her reflection. Her eyes—those piercing, serpentine eyes—gazed back at her, sharp and unblinking. But something was wrong. The irritation had worsened, the lenses slipping slightly out of place. She could see it now, just beneath the surface—the faint, familiar warmth of her true eyes threatening to show through.
Her pulse quickened. Carefully, she removed the contact, hands trembling. The moment the lens came away, anxiety surged through her veins. The eyes staring back at her were no longer reptilian, no longer the mark of an elite.
Brown. Human. Vulnerable.
She froze, staring at the reflection that felt too real, too exposed. If anyone saw—if they even suspected—she’d be as good as dead. Every mistake left a crack. And cracks could shatter everything.
She quickly dropped the solution into her eyes, blinking rapidly before reinserting the contacts. The anxiety tightened in her chest as memories of her childhood training flooded back—her parents drilling into her the importance of never slipping, of never showing her true self. Pretenders were to remain hidden. Always. Exposure meant death. She had seen what happened to those who weren’t careful.
Her hands shook as she straightened herself, pulling the contact back into place. No mistakes. Not now. Not ever.
Seleste took a deep breath, forcing the fear down, locking it away. Her face hardened, the mask settling back into place.
When she left the restroom, her expression was calm, her heart still racing beneath the surface. Her footsteps quickened as she made her way down a narrow alley, scanning for her handler. He was already waiting, his back turned, the faint glow of a tablet in his hands.
"You're late," he said without looking up, his tone clipped.
"I had a problem," Seleste replied, keeping her voice neutral. "It’s resolved."
The handler finally glanced at her, his eyes cold, expression unreadable. There was no warmth in his gaze, no sign that he cared about anything beyond the mission’s success. "Let’s hope it doesn’t happen again," he said, sliding the tablet into his coat. "You know the consequences."
Seleste nodded once, the weight of his words hanging between them. It wasn’t a threat, not exactly, but it didn’t need to be. They both understood what was at stake.
"Everything’s in place," she said. "The data has been collected."
The handler gave a curt nod. "Good. I’ll send the report. You’ll receive your next instructions shortly."
Without another word, he turned and disappeared into the shadows, leaving Seleste standing alone in the alley. The moment felt familiar—routine. The mission was complete, but there was no satisfaction in it. Just the emptiness that always followed.
She walked toward the blacked-out hovercar waiting for her at the end of the alley. The door opened with a quiet click, and she slid into the seat, her eyes catching her reflection again in the rearview mirror. Her icy facade stared back at her—perfect, controlled.
But the feeling of distance remained.
The hovercar hummed softly as it pulled away from the alley, merging into the traffic. The city lights blurred outside the windows, and Seleste let her thoughts drift. Another mission was done. Another day of pretending.
Her tablet buzzed softly in the seat beside her. She picked it up, glancing at the encrypted message displayed on the screen.
New assignment. Surveillance. Key figure in the enemy faction. Report to HQ at 0600.
Seleste swiped the message away, her eyes narrowing as the name flashed across the screen—the same one she’d encountered, again and again, in every failed mission, every operation gone awry. They had never met face-to-face, but this figure had been a thorn in her side for years, their strategies always perfectly countering her own. Seleste had crossed paths with their work enough times to feel the weight of their presence, though it wasn’t fear that gripped her now—it was something else. Something she didn’t have a name for yet.
This assignment was different. This time, she would be watching them closely.
And this time, it would change everything.




Chapter 2
Meeting Zara






The hall was a masterpiece of opulence and authority. Black marble floors gleamed under the warm, artificial lighting, reflecting the towering windows that looked out over the sprawling city. Hovercrafts floated silently by, casting fleeting shadows across the sleek surfaces of the reptilian-designed architecture. The space was a display of power—cold, precise, and entirely in control.
Seleste moved through the crowd of elites with practiced indifference, her tailored suit blending seamlessly with the high-ranking members of her faction. Each step she took was calculated, her movements sharp and unremarkable. Tonight’s event was as much about appearances as it was about diplomacy—a game of chess between the reptilian elite and their enemies. A few of the faction leaders exchanged pleasantries, their cold eyes flicking over Seleste as she passed, but no one lingered long enough to ask questions. She preferred it that way.
Her true mission, however, lay elsewhere.
As she made her way toward the far end of the hall, Seleste’s focus shifted to the real reason she was there: Zara, a key figure from the enemy faction. She had only heard of Zara through reports and mission debriefings. Every time a crucial reptilian operation failed or an objective fell through at the last moment, Zara’s name was always attached to the setback. Though they had never met face-to-face, Seleste had felt Zara’s influence pulling strings in the shadows, always a step ahead.
And now, she was here. In this room. It was a rare diplomatic event—one where both factions met to discuss politics and power, to maintain the fragile balance between them.
Seleste scanned the room, eyes narrowing as they passed over clusters of the enemy faction members. They stood in stark contrast to the reptilian elites—taller, with a faint blue hue to their skin and glowing eyes that flickered like distant stars. Their movements were fluid, almost graceful, as they conversed with their elite counterparts. For all their elegance, there was an undeniable strength in their presence, a quiet confidence that unsettled the elites.
The reptilian elite always called them "enemies"—a term that felt simple, convenient. But standing here, watching their strange forms up close, Seleste knew the word was a deliberate mask. These were not mere enemies. They were different. They were aliens. And they didn’t belong here.
They carried themselves differently—while the elites were stiff and formal, the aliens exuded a kind of natural control, their bodies radiating an energy that made even the most composed elites pause. Seleste had heard the rumors, of course. The enemies had their own methods, their own power. But witnessing it in person was different.
Her eyes finally landed on Zara.
Standing near one of the towering windows, Zara seemed to command attention without effort. Her silvery-blue skin caught the light, casting an ethereal glow across her features. She was tall, even among the other enemies, her posture both regal and relaxed. Everything about her radiated authority, from the subtle, knowing smile on her lips to the way her sharp eyes seemed to take in everything happening in the room at once.
Seleste felt a twinge of recognition, as if she had seen Zara’s presence in action before—through her many defeats, the constant setbacks Zara had orchestrated without ever showing her face. Now that face was right in front of her, and it was even more unsettling than she had imagined.
For a moment, Seleste froze, unsure of how to proceed. She had been briefed on the enemy faction, of course, and on Zara’s role within it, but nothing could have prepared her for the reality of seeing Zara in person. There was an undeniable presence to her—a force that pulled at Seleste’s focus, making it difficult to look away.
It wasn’t fear. No, that wasn’t what gripped her. It was something else. Something she couldn’t quite name.
Seleste adjusted the cuff of her jacket, regaining her composure. She couldn’t afford to let her thoughts slip. This was a mission, like any other. Her handler had been clear—she was to observe Zara, to gather information about her movements, her conversations, her objectives. And she would do just that, regardless of whatever strange pull Zara seemed to have.
As Seleste continued her surveillance, she caught fragments of conversation from the elites around her—polite exchanges about trade routes and alliances, the occasional veiled threat disguised as diplomatic discourse. But it was the subtle undercurrent of tension between the elites and the enemies that held her attention. Despite the formality of the event, it was clear that no one trusted anyone here.
The enemy faction members spoke with a kind of ease that made the reptilian elites uncomfortable. Their fluid, graceful movements were a stark contrast to the rigid postures of the reptilians, whose superiority was so ingrained that they could not fathom seeing the enemies as anything other than enemies. But they did not act like enemies. They acted like equals—or worse, like they knew something the elites didn’t.
Seleste’s gaze drifted back to Zara, watching as she engaged in conversation with a high-ranking reptilian diplomat. Their exchange was calm on the surface, but Seleste could sense the tension between them, a subtle push and pull of power. Zara’s expression was unreadable, her smile never faltering, but there was something in her eyes—something sharp and calculating. It was clear she was playing a game, and Seleste had no doubt that Zara was winning.
Suddenly, Zara’s eyes flicked across the room—directly toward Seleste. Their gazes locked for a brief moment, and Seleste felt a jolt of surprise. She hadn’t expected Zara to notice her, not so soon, not in this crowded room filled with far more important players.
For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.
Without breaking eye contact, Zara smiled—a small, knowing smile that sent a chill down Seleste’s spine. It wasn’t a smile of recognition, but it was something close. Zara held her gaze just long enough to make Seleste feel exposed, as if Zara could see right through her, past the layers of her disguise, past the carefully constructed facade she had built as part of the reptilian faction.
Then, Zara turned away, continuing her conversation as if nothing had happened.
Seleste exhaled slowly, willing her heart to steady its rapid rhythm. She clenched her fists at her sides, forcing her breathing to even out. She couldn’t let Zara get under her skin. This was just a game—a calculated dance of power and manipulation. And Seleste had no intention of losing.
She took a position near a tall pillar, eyes tracking Zara’s every move with careful discretion. The steady hum of the diplomatic event swirled around her—reptilian elites exchanging empty pleasantries, the clink of glasses mingling with the low murmur of conversation. It was all so routine, so predictable. But none of it mattered. Her focus remained fixed on Zara, watching the enemy leader's every interaction from a safe distance.
Then, without warning, Zara was suddenly there.
Seleste stiffened, instinctively masking her surprise. She hadn’t noticed Zara approach—hadn’t seen the space between them close until it was too late. One moment, she was watching Zara from afar, and the next, Zara was standing right in front of her, smiling in that knowing, disarming way.
"Good evening," Zara said, her voice smooth and warm, the words laced with layers of meaning. There was something almost playful in her tone, as if she were enjoying some inside joke that Seleste wasn’t privy to.
Seleste straightened her posture, forcing herself to remain composed. "Good evening," she replied, her voice controlled. She felt a flutter of unease in her chest—Zara had caught her completely off guard, a rare and uncomfortable experience.
“I didn’t expect to see someone standing alone in a room full of dignitaries,” Zara continued, her eyes gleaming with quiet amusement. “Isn’t this the kind of event where people are supposed to be mingling?”
Seleste fought to keep her expression neutral. Zara’s words sounded innocuous, but the way she said them made Seleste feel like she was being scrutinized. Tested.
“I prefer to observe,” Seleste answered, keeping her tone steady.
Zara’s voice was low, warm, almost teasing as she said, “You learn more by watching, don’t you?” Her eyes flickered over Seleste, lingering just a moment too long. The proximity—Zara standing just a breath away—made Seleste’s skin prickle with awareness. There was something about the way Zara moved, the way she effortlessly commanded the space, that left Seleste feeling off balance.
“Yes,” Seleste replied, her voice steady, though she felt anything but.
Zara’s smile deepened, and she leaned in just slightly, her voice softening. “Good. Maybe next time, you’ll let me watch you.”
The suggestion hung in the air between them, laced with something more than simple curiosity. Seleste felt her chest tighten, her control slipping. Zara wasn’t just toying with her—there was something sharper in her gaze, something that left Seleste feeling exposed, vulnerable. As if Zara could see past the facade Seleste had perfected, past the mask she wore among the reptilian elite.
But Seleste wasn’t one to be easily thrown off. She raised an eyebrow, forcing a cool smile. “That depends on whether you can keep up.”
Zara’s eyes flashed with amusement, but beneath that playful surface, Seleste saw something sharper. A quiet edge. Zara tilted her head, her smile never faltering as her voice dropped lower, more deliberate. “I suppose that depends... on what exactly you’re hoping to find by watching me so closely.”
The shift in Zara’s tone sent a tremor through Seleste, a quiet implication that she wasn’t just playing along. Seleste’s heart raced, a mix of fear and fascination. She had spent her life hiding her true nature, blending in among the reptilian elite without ever letting her guard down. But with Zara standing so close, her presence overwhelming, the cracks in Seleste’s disguise felt dangerously close to the surface.
As if sensing her discomfort, Zara’s smile shifted ever so slightly. “It’s funny, isn’t it,” she said, her tone soft but sharp, “how your kind always seems to observe us like we’re something to be studied. Aliens, even.”
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat, her heart skipping a beat. Zara’s gaze held hers with a knowing glint, the word "alien" hanging in the air between them like a knife’s edge.
She had to pull herself together. “I’m Elara Ven,” Seleste offered, slipping easily into the false name she’d given a hundred times before. Her voice remained calm, even as her pulse raced in her chest. Zara’s eyes flickered for a moment, but she gave no indication that the name meant anything to her.
“Elara,” Zara repeated, her tone light but tinged with something deeper. “A lovely name.” She paused for a moment, her gaze never wavering from Seleste’s face. “I’m Zara. But I imagine you already know that.”
The words sent a chill through Seleste. Of course, she knew who Zara was—her mission was to surveil her. But the way Zara said it, with that knowing glint in her eye, made it feel like she knew far more than she should. Like she was aware that Seleste wasn’t just another elite, that she was something else entirely.
"Yes," Seleste replied carefully. "You’re hard to miss."
Zara chuckled softly, and the sound sent a shiver down Seleste’s spine. There was a confidence in Zara’s laugh, a sense of control that unsettled her. It was like Zara was playing a game, one that Seleste hadn’t realized she’d already been drawn into.
“You know,” Zara said, taking a step closer, “it’s fascinating how people can wear so many masks, isn’t it? How they can hide their true selves behind a carefully crafted exterior.” Her eyes glimmered with something sharp, almost predatory. “And yet... it’s always the eyes that give them away.”
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat. For a moment, she wasn’t sure if Zara was talking about her—or if she was just imagining the intensity in her gaze. But the way Zara’s eyes locked onto hers, as if searching for something beneath the surface, made Seleste’s skin prickle with a deep, unsettling recognition.
She fought to keep her expression neutral, but her mind was racing. Did Zara know? Was she hinting at Seleste’s secret, or was it just a coincidence? Every instinct screamed at her to retreat, to find a way out of the conversation before she slipped up. But she couldn’t show weakness. Not now.
“Some masks are necessary,” Seleste replied, her voice steady despite the tension coiling in her chest. “For survival.”
Zara’s smile widened ever so slightly, and for a brief moment, Seleste thought she saw something flicker in those bright eyes—something like understanding. “Yes,” Zara murmured, “I suppose they are.”
The space between them felt charged, electric. Seleste couldn’t deny the strange pull she felt toward Zara, an inexplicable magnetism that left her both intrigued and unnerved. Zara was poised, confident, and disarmingly charming in a way that made Seleste’s carefully constructed control falter. And there was something almost... flirtatious in the way she spoke, her words laced with a subtle allure that Seleste found herself drawn to against her better judgment.
She needed to pull away. She couldn’t let Zara get too close, not when she was already feeling so off balance. But just as she was about to step back, Zara tilted her head slightly, her gaze softening.
“Well, Elara,” Zara said smoothly, “I do hope we meet again. I have a feeling there’s much more to you than meets the eye.”
Seleste opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out. Zara’s gaze lingered for a moment longer before she turned and disappeared into the crowd, leaving Seleste standing there, her mind swirling with confusion and something else—something she didn’t want to admit to herself.
For a few moments, Seleste stayed rooted in place, the sounds of the event fading into the background as she tried to process what had just happened. Zara had disarmed her in a way no one ever had before. The sense of control that Seleste had worked so hard to maintain was slipping through her fingers, and it left her feeling vulnerable in a way that terrified her.
She stepped back, retreating into the shadows of the event, her heart still racing. She wasn’t used to being on the defensive, wasn’t used to feeling this exposed. Zara had gotten under her skin, and Seleste hated it. Hated the way she felt drawn to someone she should be wary of. Hated the way Zara’s words seemed to see right through her.
As she stood in the dim light, watching the rest of the elites continue their evening, Seleste couldn’t shake the strange connection she felt toward Zara. It could be a trap—a manipulation—but there was something more there. Something that felt dangerously familiar, like a truth she had buried deep inside herself, now clawing its way to the surface.
Her control was starting to slip, and she didn’t like it.
Not one bit.
∆∆∆
 
As the event began to wind down, the air in the hall grew less formal, the tension between factions loosening as dignitaries quietly murmured their goodbyes and filtered out into the night. Seleste remained by the pillar, her eyes drifting back to Zara whenever she thought it safe to do so.
Zara moved through the room with an effortless grace, her silvery-blue skin catching the low light in a way that made her seem almost otherworldly. Seleste couldn’t help but notice how her every movement drew attention—how her long, slender fingers trailed over the edge of a glass, how her smile seemed to hold secrets just beneath the surface. A strange warmth bloomed in Seleste’s chest, one she hadn’t felt in years. She tried to shake it off, remind herself why she was here. Zara was the enemy. And yet, she found herself watching the subtle way Zara’s lips curved, the glint in her eyes when they met for just a fraction of a second.
But Zara stood apart.
Seleste watched as Zara moved toward the large exit, her steps purposeful yet unhurried. Every eye in the room was on her, but it was Zara’s final glance—one that should have been inconsequential—that made Seleste’s breath catch in her throat.
As Zara reached the doorway, she paused and turned, her gaze locking with Seleste’s across the room. The crowd around them blurred into the background, and for a moment, it felt like time slowed. Zara's expression was unreadable, but there was something in the way she held Seleste’s gaze—a look that was both knowing and challenging. As if to say, I see you.
Seleste stiffened, her heart pounding against her ribcage. Zara's eyes lingered on her for just a heartbeat longer before she turned, her exit as striking as her presence had been.
And then she was gone.
But even after Zara had disappeared through the towering doors, Seleste felt her gaze like a weight on her chest, lingering in the air between them. She tried to shake the feeling, reminding herself of Zara’s status as the enemy. The alien. Yet, that single glance had left her more unsettled than she cared to admit. There was something deeper at play here, something that went beyond the cold, calculated game of politics and power.
Seleste stayed until the event officially concluded, but her mind was no longer on the murmured farewells or the closing formalities. Zara’s presence haunted her thoughts. She replayed their brief exchange over and over, dissecting every word, every look. Had Zara seen through her facade? Was there some hidden game being played? Or worse—was this just the first of many encounters?
She exited the event hall quietly, blending into the flow of elites making their way to private transports or sleek hovercrafts waiting to whisk them back to their quarters. The night air was cooler outside, the distant hum of the city providing a welcome contrast to the stifling tension of the evening.
Just as she reached the edge of the street, her tablet buzzed softly. An encrypted message.
Her handler.
Status update?
Seleste hesitated, her fingers hovering over the screen. Her mind was still spinning, clouded by Zara’s words, by that glance that lingered far too long. She couldn’t let this distraction affect her mission, no matter how much it gnawed at her. Zara was the enemy. She needed to stay focused.
Everything went as planned, she typed quickly, her response crisp and controlled, though deep down she knew that nothing about tonight had gone according to plan.
The message sent, and Seleste tucked the tablet back into her pocket. The mission had just become far more complex than she had anticipated. There was no denying that. But one thing was clear: she needed to get the upper hand, and fast. Whatever game Zara was playing, Seleste would uncover it. She had to. For the sake of the mission. For the sake of her faction.
And yet, as she walked away, her resolve firm, a quiet, nagging thought tugged at the edges of her mind.
What if this isn’t just about the mission?
She couldn’t afford to let emotions cloud her judgment. Not now. Not ever. Zara was the enemy—nothing more, nothing less. But even as she repeated the thought to herself, part of her couldn’t help but wonder: what if there’s more to this than just politics?
The thought lingered, unsettling and uninvited, as Seleste disappeared into the night.




Chapter 3
Watching Zara






Seleste stared down at the encrypted message on her tablet, her jaw clenched as she absorbed the details. It was straightforward—gather intel on Zara, track her movements, and report back any signs of a potential threat to the reptilian faction. The mission was clear, but the weight of the assignment pressed harder on her shoulders than usual.
After all, this wasn’t the first time Zara had crossed her path.
Seleste couldn’t count the number of operations that had been thwarted by the alien leader. Time and again, Zara had been there—unseen but always present—pulling strings in the shadows. Each time Seleste got close to completing a critical mission, it was Zara’s tactics that unraveled everything, leaving Seleste to face the consequences of failure.
She could still recall the sting of those defeats. The missed opportunities. The humiliating debriefs where she was forced to explain how the enemy had managed to outmaneuver her.
Zara had been a thorn in her side for as long as she could remember.
And now, here Seleste was—tasked with watching Zara’s every move. It felt almost too fitting, like a cruel joke handed down by her superiors. But this was no coincidence. The reptilian leadership had singled Zara out as a high-priority target, and Seleste had been chosen to keep tabs on her.
Seleste clenched her jaw, forcing down the familiar bitterness that surged at the thought of Zara. It wasn’t personal, she reminded herself. Zara wasn’t her enemy—she was the enemy of the reptilian elite, of their interests, their way of life. The missions Zara had ruined weren’t Seleste’s to avenge—they were just a part of the larger game.
But still, there was something about Zara’s constant presence, her quiet victories, that had always gotten under Seleste’s skin. Watching her from afar, never knowing exactly how Zara managed to stay a step ahead, had left Seleste with a deep sense of frustration.
She had pictured Zara so many times before—an untouchable figure lurking behind every failed mission. She had imagined her as a cold, calculating strategist, someone who reveled in watching her enemies fail.
And yet, now that she was here, observing Zara in person, those feelings began to shift.
Seleste had expected to feel the same bitterness when she finally set eyes on the alien leader. She had expected her usual sense of resentment to bubble up, her determination to outplay Zara renewed. But instead, something strange happened.
As she watched Zara move through the courtyard, her silvery-blue skin glowing faintly under the lights, Seleste found herself... less angry. The sharp edge of her resentment dulled, replaced by a quiet, nagging curiosity.
Zara wasn’t at all what Seleste had imagined her to be. She wasn’t the faceless antagonist Seleste had built up in her mind. She was real. And her presence, her confidence, disarmed Seleste in ways she hadn’t anticipated.
There was something about Zara’s grace, the way she commanded attention without effort, that made her harder to hate. Seleste had expected to see the embodiment of everything she had fought against—the alien leader who had ruined so many of her missions—but instead, she saw a figure who was undeniably... compelling.
It unsettled her.
Why did Zara’s presence feel so different now that she was seeing her up close? Why wasn’t the anger rising like it used to?
Seleste shook her head, trying to push the thoughts away. Focus on the mission. This wasn’t the time for distractions. She had a job to do, and she wasn’t about to let some strange fascination with Zara get in the way.
Sliding into her position, Seleste activated her surveillance tools, small, unassuming devices that allowed her to monitor both movement and conversation without drawing attention. She steadied her breathing, her eyes scanning the area for any sign of Zara.
The consulate was bustling with activity. Members of Zara’s faction moved with a grace and ease that made Seleste’s skin prickle. Even from this distance, the aliens stood out against the backdrop of their strange technology. Their glowing eyes and sleek, silvery skin reflected the shimmering lights of their surroundings. They were as much a part of the place as the building itself, fully integrated with their environment.
Seleste had infiltrated alien spaces before, but this place was different—deeper within their territory, steeped in their culture. It was a fortress of knowledge, one that housed not just their leaders but also their secrets.
And Zara was somewhere in the middle of it all.
Her fingers hovered over her wrist device, ready to capture the moment. Focus on the mission. But no matter how hard she tried, her mind kept drifting back to Zara—the way she had effortlessly drawn attention at the event, the brief but unforgettable conversation they’d shared.
Seleste’s thoughts twisted, her past frustrations clashing with this new, unsettling fascination. Had she been wrong about Zara all along?
As her eyes swept the courtyard, her pulse began to settle into a familiar rhythm, her focus narrowing to the task at hand. She had done this a thousand times before. She could do it again.
And yet, the memory of Zara’s piercing gaze—the way her words had felt like a test—lingered, pulling Seleste’s mind away from her training, her duty.
Zara wasn’t just another target. There was something more here—something Seleste couldn’t quite explain. And the more she watched Zara, the more that strange pull tightened, making it harder to remember why she had hated her so much in the first place.
Forcing the thought aside, Seleste pressed forward, her focus sharpening once again. This is just a mission, she told herself, though a part of her knew it was already becoming much more complex than she had anticipated.
Seleste’s gaze remained locked on Zara as she moved through the consulate, navigating conversations with effortless poise. From her vantage point, Seleste could see how Zara interacted with others—how people gravitated toward her, almost unconsciously, like moths to a flame. It was the kind of charisma that couldn’t be taught. It was innate, a quiet but undeniable pull.
Zara moved from group to group, her silvery-blue skin catching the light in soft glimmers, her voice low and smooth, the kind that made people lean in just to hear a little better. There was a magnetism to her, a confidence that wasn’t overbearing but still managed to dominate every space she entered. Even the key figures in her faction seemed to defer to her without question, their body language shifting subtly whenever she spoke.
Seleste watched closely as Zara laughed softly at something one of her compatriots said, her eyes gleaming with that same sharp intelligence that had unnerved Seleste back at the diplomatic event. There was a warmth to her laugh, but beneath it, Seleste sensed something else—something deliberate, as though every gesture, every smile, was part of a carefully curated performance.
It was impossible not to be drawn in by it. The more Seleste observed Zara, the harder it became to maintain her usual emotional distance. She had expected Zara to be cold, calculating—like the antagonist she had imagined during all those missions Zara had quietly foiled. But seeing Zara now, surrounded by her peers, exuding such effortless charm, made it hard to reconcile that image with the reality in front of her.
As much as Seleste wanted to deny it, she couldn’t stop herself from being... captivated.
Every smile, every flicker of laughter from Zara only deepened the strange pull Seleste felt. She found herself waiting for the next moment Zara would speak, listening for the nuances in her voice, watching the way others reacted to her with a mix of awe and deference.
Seleste had always prided herself on her ability to remain detached, to see her targets as nothing more than objectives. But Zara wasn’t just a target. She was a puzzle—a mystery wrapped in elegance and wit. And the more Seleste watched, the more she found herself wanting to understand who Zara really was beneath the surface.
That was when Seleste caught a glimpse of something unexpected.
The consulate had quieted slightly as the evening wore on, and Zara, perhaps sensing the lull, slipped away from the crowd, moving toward one of the large windows that overlooked the alien cityscape. Seleste’s eyes followed her, curious. Zara stood there, alone, her back to the room, her tall figure framed by the shimmering lights outside.
For the first time since the mission began, Zara wasn’t in the spotlight. She wasn’t commanding the room or holding court among her peers. She was simply... standing there, gazing out the window, her hands resting lightly on the ledge. And for a moment, Seleste saw something different in her.
There was a stillness to Zara that Seleste hadn’t expected. A quietness that seemed at odds with the confident, charismatic leader she had been watching all evening. Zara’s posture, though still elegant, seemed to relax just slightly, as if she had allowed herself a brief moment of vulnerability. The glint in her eyes—usually so sharp and focused—softened as she gazed out at the alien city, lost in thought.
Seleste’s heart skipped a beat.
For all the times she had pictured Zara as her enemy, as the brilliant strategist who constantly outplayed her, Seleste had never imagined her like this—alone, contemplative, perhaps even... wistful. It was a glimpse behind the mask, a side of Zara that no one else seemed to notice.
The realization unsettled her.
Up until now, Zara had been a concept, a symbol of everything Seleste fought against. But seeing her like this, in this unguarded moment, chipped away at that simplistic image. Zara wasn’t just an enemy, not really. She was more than that. More complex. More human, in a way.
And that made everything so much more dangerous.
Seleste shifted in her hidden perch, her pulse quickening. She had to remind herself why she was here—this was an espionage mission, not a personal investigation into who Zara was. But it was becoming increasingly difficult to separate the two.
What was Zara thinking about? What could have made someone so composed and confident pause like this, lost in thought?
Seleste shook her head, trying to push the questions away. She had no business wondering about Zara’s inner world. It didn’t matter. Zara was still the enemy.
And yet... that brief moment of vulnerability had lodged itself in Seleste’s mind, refusing to be ignored.
As Zara eventually turned away from the window and rejoined the others, the spell of the moment broke, and Seleste found herself feeling conflicted in ways she hadn’t anticipated. The attraction she had felt back at the diplomatic event was intensifying, but it wasn’t just physical. There was something deeper—something that tugged at her curiosity and made her question everything she thought she knew about her mission.
Zara wasn’t supposed to be this complicated. She was supposed to be just another target, another obstacle standing in the way of the reptilian faction’s goals. But the more Seleste watched her, the more she wondered if she had been wrong all along.
And that was a dangerous thought.
With a sigh, Seleste leaned back slightly, her eyes never leaving Zara. Focus on the mission, she told herself again, though the words felt hollow now.
Because deep down, Seleste knew that this was no longer just about the mission.
It was about Zara.
∆∆∆
 
Zara moved through her day with an ease that made it hard for Seleste to keep her distance—physically or mentally. Every interaction Zara had seemed deliberate, calculated. She met with important figures within her faction, exchanged encrypted messages on a sleek device that Seleste couldn’t hack from her current position, and made several discreet calls that were out of earshot but clearly important.
From her hidden perch, Seleste was documenting everything. Her tablet logged Zara’s every move, her keen eyes scanning for any clue that might reveal Zara’s next move. Yet despite her meticulous attention, Seleste couldn’t shake a growing unease that gnawed at her insides. It wasn’t the usual tension of a high-stakes mission. No, this was something different.
It was the distinct and unnerving sensation that Zara knew she was being watched.
Seleste shifted in her hiding spot, her mind racing as she reviewed the events of the day. Zara’s movements seemed just a little too smooth, her actions a little too... aware. There were moments when Zara would pause in the middle of a conversation, her body tensing ever so slightly, her eyes flicking just for a moment toward the shadows—toward where Seleste was hiding.
Each time it happened, Seleste’s heart would jolt in her chest, her body going rigid. Was it just coincidence? Or had Zara spotted her?
Seleste had been trained to remain undetectable, to blend into her surroundings without leaving a trace. But the way Zara occasionally glanced in her direction made her doubt herself. Was Zara simply on high alert, given her high-profile position within the alien faction? Or was she playing a far more dangerous game, aware of Seleste’s presence and toying with her?
There it was again. That small, almost imperceptible flicker of Zara’s eyes in her direction, just before she turned to make another discreet call. The casual way Zara resumed her conversation afterward, as if nothing had happened, only heightened Seleste’s paranoia.
It’s nothing. Focus. Seleste told herself, but the knot in her stomach tightened.
Her gaze never wavered from Zara, but now, instead of feeling like she was in control of the situation, Seleste felt as though the roles had reversed. Was Zara leading her in circles, knowing full well that she was under surveillance? The possibility gnawed at Seleste’s confidence. She hated to admit it, but the tension was starting to affect her judgment. Her usual sharp focus felt dulled, muddied by uncertainty.
The worst part was the creeping suspicion that Zara was playing with her, deliberately feeding her small clues to see how she’d react. It was a cat-and-mouse game, but Seleste couldn’t be sure if she was the predator or the prey.
Her mind reeled with questions: Had Zara spotted her, or was this just her own paranoia? And if Zara had noticed her, why hadn’t she acted? The uncertainty left Seleste on edge, her pulse quickening with every subtle glance Zara cast her way.
Am I imagining it? Or is she... playing with me?
The thought sent a chill down Seleste’s spine. She had never doubted her skills as a spy before, but now... now she wasn’t so sure. The tension in the air felt like a taut wire, stretched thin and ready to snap at any moment.
Yet, through it all, Zara remained perfectly composed, her every move deliberate and graceful, as if she knew she was in control of the situation.
But it wasn’t just the threat of being discovered that unsettled Seleste. The truth—one she was reluctant to face—was far more troubling. Zara’s presence, the effortless way she moved, the quiet confidence in every word she spoke, was becoming a distraction.
At first, it had been easy to dismiss the strange pull she felt toward Zara as part of the mission. After all, Zara was the enemy, and enemies could be fascinating to study. But this was different. This wasn’t just about what Zara was doing—it was about who she was.
Seleste found herself thinking back to the diplomatic event, to the way Zara had smiled at her. That knowing smile that had sent a shiver down her spine. The way Zara’s voice had softened, almost teasing, as if they were sharing a secret no one else in the room could understand.
It wasn’t supposed to matter. Zara was an obstacle, a target. But as the hours ticked by and Seleste continued her surveillance, her mind kept drifting back to those fleeting moments. Zara’s charm, her wit, her ability to command a room—it was all too easy to get caught up in. And Seleste was struggling to maintain the detachment she prided herself on.
Every time she forced herself to focus on the mission, her thoughts would slip back to Zara—the way her eyes sparkled with intelligence, the way her voice carried an almost musical quality when she spoke. The attraction that had been a quiet whisper at the diplomatic event had now become a roar, drowning out the logical part of Seleste’s brain that screamed for her to stay focused.
But it was impossible to ignore the way Zara seemed to draw her in, as though there were some invisible force at play, pulling Seleste closer and closer to the edge of reason. She tried to tell herself it was just part of the game, that Zara’s allure was simply another weapon in her arsenal. But deep down, Seleste knew it was more than that.
The internal struggle was exhausting. Every time she felt herself slipping, she mentally scolded herself, trying to shake off the attraction that clouded her judgment. She reminded herself of her duty, of the reptilian faction’s goals, of the stakes if she failed.
And yet, no matter how hard she tried, the pull remained.
There was something about Zara—something that went beyond her role as the enemy. Something that made Seleste want to understand her, to know what lay beneath the layers of power and control.
It was a dangerous thought. One that Seleste couldn’t afford to entertain. But the more she watched Zara, the harder it became to deny.
She needed to stay focused. She couldn’t let her emotions get in the way of the mission. Not now. Not ever. Zara was the enemy, and Seleste had a job to do.
But even as she repeated the mantra in her mind, the truth was undeniable: the lines between duty and desire were blurring, and Seleste wasn’t sure she could keep them straight much longer.
Zara excused herself from a conversation, her departure sudden but graceful, leaving the group of dignitaries she had been charming behind. Seleste tensed, watching as Zara moved with purpose, her direction unmistakable. Zara was walking toward her.
Panic flared in Seleste’s chest, her heartbeat pounding in her ears as Zara’s footsteps drew closer to her hiding place. She hadn’t been careless, had she? Her mind raced through every detail of her surveillance. There was no way Zara could know she was there. But doubt crept in.
Zara slowed, stopping just short of where Seleste was concealed in the shadows. The moment seemed to stretch into an eternity, the air thick with tension. Zara’s gaze fixed on the darkness, her eyes glinting with an almost playful intensity.
"Some secrets are worth keeping," Zara said softly, her voice carrying an unsettling calm. "Don’t you think?"
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat. Her body went rigid, every instinct telling her to stay still, stay hidden. Did Zara know she was there? Or was this another one of her games, a taunting display of power to see if Seleste would break?
Seleste couldn’t move, couldn’t even breathe as she waited, paralyzed by the ambiguity of the moment. Then, just as gracefully as she had approached, Zara turned and walked away, leaving Seleste alone with her thoughts—and a racing heart.
Seleste remained frozen in place for several long moments after Zara’s departure, her pulse still hammering in her chest. She tried to steady her breathing, forcing herself to regain composure, but the reality of what had just happened lingered in the back of her mind. Zara had come dangerously close to discovering her, or at least it felt that way.
But it wasn’t just the proximity that had shaken her. It was Zara herself. There was something about the way Zara spoke, the way she moved, that unsettled Seleste in ways she hadn’t anticipated.
For the first time in her career, Seleste was conflicted. She was supposed to be observing Zara, gathering intel, and yet, her emotions were tangled in a way they had never been before. Duty demanded distance, but something about Zara’s cryptic words and disarming presence gnawed at her resolve.
She took a deep breath and reminded herself of the stakes. Zara was the enemy. Allowing herself to be distracted—even by an attraction she couldn’t quite explain—would jeopardize everything. Her faction couldn’t afford failure, and neither could she.
Seleste pushed aside the unsettling feelings, forcing herself to focus on the mission. She needed to report back, to remain sharp and vigilant. Her attraction to Zara was a liability. One she couldn’t afford. But deep down, she knew the truth—it had already begun to interfere.




Chapter 4
Building Connection






Seleste sat in her hovercar, her fingers gripping the steering wheel as she stared out at the familiar outline of the skating rink. The soft glow of the rink's exterior lights bled into the dark parking lot, casting long shadows that danced across the vehicle’s windshield. Her jaw was tight, a knot of emotion building in her chest as she struggled to steady her breathing.
She had been assigned countless missions over the years—missions that took her to some of the most dangerous and remote locations in the galaxy. But this one felt different. The fact that it was here, of all places, made it almost unbearable. It was as though her past and her present had collided in the most uncomfortable way possible.
The rink used to be a sanctuary for her. A place where, as a child, she could escape the rigid expectations of her life. She would come here early in the mornings when no one else was around, lacing up her skates in the freezing air before gliding across the ice in perfect solitude. It was the only place she ever felt truly herself, free from the heavy burden of her reptilian facade.
But that was years ago. Now, the rink had become something else entirely—another tool in the diplomatic arsenal. It had been co-opted into neutral territory, a place where elites and dignitaries from both factions could meet under the guise of leisure while conducting negotiations and forging alliances. What had once been her escape was now just another stage in the ongoing war, tainted by politics and conflict.
Seleste glanced at the sleek, high-tech communication console on her dashboard. She had already spoken with several high-ranking reptilian elites earlier, their disembodied voices echoing in her mind.
“Remember, Zara is playing a longer game than we initially thought,” one of them had said, the tone cold and devoid of emotion. “Her movements here could destabilize everything. We need you to stay vigilant.”
Another voice—gravelly, impatient—had added, “This isn’t just about watching her anymore. It’s about understanding her plans. Don’t let your guard down. She’s dangerous.”
They had stressed the importance of the mission, reminding her of her responsibility to the faction, to the elites she served. There had even been talk of promotion, subtle hints dropped about the future, about what could be hers if she succeeded.
And yet, here she was, parked in the lot of a place that used to feel like home, the weight of the mission pressing down on her. She felt hollow, disconnected from everything that had once grounded her.
With a long sigh, she leaned back in the driver’s seat, her eyes flickering between the shimmering lights of the rink and the quiet, still cityscape beyond. Everything felt different now. Cold. Distant. Like she didn’t belong here anymore.
Her handler’s voice echoed in her head. “Stay sharp. Zara is no ordinary opponent.”
Seleste clenched her fists in her lap, forcing herself to push the memories away, to focus. She couldn’t let herself get lost in the past, not when the present demanded her full attention. She was here for a reason. The mission came first.
But deep down, the conflict was already brewing. How could she observe Zara in this place—her place—and not let her emotions get in the way?
She glanced up at the rink again, her chest tightening as she spotted the figures moving gracefully across the ice. Even from here, she could sense Zara’s presence, her tall, elegant figure cutting effortlessly through the crowd of diplomats and elites.
Zara was gliding across the ice with that same calm, controlled grace that had always unnerved Seleste. The ice seemed to respond to her movements, parting beneath her skates like it was welcoming her. As if she belonged there.
Seleste’s jaw clenched.
She couldn’t let this place—this mission—get to her. No matter what memories it stirred, no matter what emotions it dredged up, she had a job to do.
Taking a deep breath, she opened the door of the hovercar and stepped out into the cool evening air, her boots crunching softly against the gravel of the lot. She kept her head down as she approached the entrance to the rink, her mind a tangled mess of duty and nostalgia, of resentment and something else—something she didn’t want to acknowledge.
Inside, the rink glowed with its usual opulence, the ice reflecting the soft, ambient lights that hung from the high ceiling. Diplomats skated in casual loops around the arena, their movements deliberate but graceful, their laughter echoing in the vaulted space. It was surreal—watching these figures of power glide so effortlessly in a place that once symbolized freedom for her.
And there, at the center of it all, was Zara.
Zara moved like she belonged on the ice. Her silvery-blue skin gleamed under the lights, her posture regal yet relaxed. She wasn’t just skating; she was commanding the space around her, as though the ice existed for her and her alone. Seleste felt that familiar pull—the strange magnetism that Zara seemed to carry with her wherever she went.
The knot in Seleste’s stomach tightened.
As if sensing her presence, Zara turned her head slightly, her eyes catching Seleste’s from across the rink. For a moment, everything seemed to still—the crowd, the chatter, the faint scraping of skates on ice. It all faded into the background, leaving only the two of them, connected by an unspoken tension.
Zara’s lips curved into a knowing smile.
She began skating toward Seleste, her movements smooth and effortless, like she was gliding on air. With every step closer, Seleste’s pulse quickened, her heart pounding against her ribcage. She couldn’t let Zara get too close—not physically, not emotionally. But she was already too late.
Zara stopped in front of her, close enough that Seleste could see the faint shimmer of her skin, the way her eyes gleamed with that same, unreadable intensity.
“Here again, I see,” Zara said, her voice carrying that familiar note of playful challenge. “Or have you finally come to enjoy the ice?”
Seleste kept her face neutral, forcing down the surge of emotion. “Just here to observe.”
Zara’s smile widened ever so slightly, a flicker of amusement crossing her features. “Is that all?”
Before Seleste could respond, Zara extended a hand toward her, palm up. “Come,” she said softly. “Join me. Unless you’d rather stay in the shadows, watching from a distance.”
It felt like a test—another one of Zara’s games. But the part that unsettled Seleste the most wasn’t Zara’s challenge. It was the strange temptation that came with it.
For a brief moment, Seleste hesitated, her mind racing with thoughts of duty, of loyalty to her mission, of the consequences of letting her guard down.
But despite the warnings echoing in her mind, despite everything she had told herself, she found her hand moving on its own.
Seleste’s fingers tightened slightly around Zara’s hand as she was led onto the ice. The cool surface beneath her skates felt foreign now, the sense of freedom she used to associate with the rink replaced with a heavy tension that wrapped around her like a vice. Her breath hitched as she realized just how exposed she felt—both physically and emotionally—gliding alongside Zara.
Zara moved effortlessly, each glide smooth and unhurried, her eyes occasionally flicking toward Seleste with that familiar, unreadable intensity. For a few moments, neither of them spoke, the silence filled only by the soft scrape of their skates against the ice and the distant murmur of diplomats and elites mingling on the sidelines.
It was Zara who broke the silence first, her voice carrying a casual, almost playful note. “You seem more at ease here than I expected.”
Seleste forced a neutral smile, her guard already rising at the subtle probe. “I’ve been here before,” she replied, keeping her tone light. “Long ago, before this place became… what it is now.”
“Ah,” Zara said with a knowing smile, “so it holds memories for you.”
There was a pause, and though Zara didn’t press further, Seleste could feel her gaze, like she was peeling back layers that Seleste had long kept hidden. The thought made her uneasy, but she refused to let it show.
“What about you?” Seleste asked, shifting the conversation away from herself. “You seem comfortable in any environment.”
Zara chuckled softly, a sound that sent a shiver through Seleste despite herself. “Adaptability is a skill I’ve had to learn. But you’re right. Places like this… they don’t hold much for me.” Her eyes flicked to the rink’s edge, where diplomats stood in clusters, their conversations muted by distance. “I prefer the unpredictability of open space. This,” she gestured around, “feels too confined.”
Seleste didn’t reply immediately, her mind catching on the word unpredictability. There was something about the way Zara spoke—like every word had a double meaning, a subtle hint hidden beneath the surface. It was disarming, but not in a way Seleste could afford to indulge. She forced herself to remain sharp, to stay focused on why she was here.
Still, Zara’s presence had a way of seeping through her defenses, making it harder to keep her walls intact. The way she glided effortlessly beside her, the way she always seemed to be one step ahead—it gnawed at Seleste, leaving her both unnerved and strangely intrigued.
After a few more graceful laps around the ice, Zara shifted closer, her voice low and thoughtful. “Tell me, Elara,” she began, using the alias Seleste had given, “do you believe in the things you fight for?”
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat. Zara was watching her closely now, and the question hung in the air like a challenge. “What do you mean?” she replied cautiously, trying to mask her discomfort.
Zara tilted her head slightly, her eyes gleaming with that same, unreadable intensity. “I mean, do you truly believe in your cause? In the mission you’ve devoted yourself to?”
It was a loaded question, and they both knew it. Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest as she weighed her response. She had been trained to trust her loyalty to the reptilian faction, to understand her role and execute her duties without hesitation. But as Zara’s eyes bore into her, she felt something shift.
For a brief moment, Seleste hesitated, her carefully constructed mask slipping. “I believe in loyalty,” she said finally, her voice quieter than she intended. “And I believe in doing what’s necessary.”
Zara’s smile was small but knowing. “Loyalty,” she echoed softly, “that’s a curious thing, isn’t it?”
Seleste felt a flicker of vulnerability beneath Zara’s words, as though the comment had more weight than she was letting on. Before Seleste could respond, Zara continued, her tone growing more contemplative.
“You see, I’ve found that loyalty can be a double-edged sword. It binds you to a cause, yes, but it can also blind you. Make you forget who you are beneath all the layers of obligation.” Zara’s eyes held a quiet intensity now, and there was a hint of something personal in her voice. “Have you ever felt that? Like you’ve lost yourself in the things you’ve had to do?”
The question landed like a blow, cutting through Seleste’s defenses. She hadn’t expected Zara to be so direct, nor had she expected the raw truth of the statement to hit her as hard as it did. For a moment, she wanted to deny it, to brush off the question with a rehearsed answer about duty and loyalty.
But something stopped her.
It was the look in Zara’s eyes—the brief flicker of vulnerability that caught her off guard. Despite everything, despite the tension and the fact that Zara was still her enemy, there was something about this moment that felt genuine. And that unsettled Seleste more than anything.
She hesitated, the words catching in her throat before slipping out. “Sometimes.”
It wasn’t what she had intended to say, but the moment the word left her lips, she knew it was the truth.
Zara’s expression softened, and for the first time, there was no trace of amusement or challenge in her gaze. Just understanding.
“I thought so,” Zara murmured, her voice quiet, almost gentle.
Seleste felt her pulse quicken, her mind racing to catch up with the strange turn the conversation had taken. How had she let herself slip like this? How had Zara managed to break through her defenses so easily?
She needed to regain control, to steer the conversation back to safer ground. But as they continued skating, side by side, she found it increasingly difficult to distance herself from the growing connection between them.
Zara’s presence was magnetic, and the longer they talked, the more Seleste felt herself being drawn in, pulled toward something she couldn’t quite name.
The rink—the place where Seleste had once found refuge—was now the stage for something she hadn’t anticipated. Beneath the surface of their banter, an invisible thread connected them, pulling tighter with every shared glance, every word spoken between the lines. But that thread, as tangible as it felt, was tangled in deception.
Seleste’s mind whirled. This moment felt more intimate than any she had shared with anyone in recent years. And yet, it was all built on a lie. She wasn’t Elara Ven. She wasn’t really a diplomat. She was a spy, working on behalf of the reptilian elite, her entire role predicated on subterfuge. But the deeper truth? Seleste wasn’t even truly reptilian—she was a human pretender, part of a long lineage embedded within the reptilian hierarchy to carry out covert missions. Her whole life was a lie, one layer buried under another.
The irony wasn’t lost on her. Here she was, feeling a flicker of guilt for deceiving Zara, while her entire existence was based on deception. Every word out of her mouth was a carefully calculated untruth. So why, now, did this particular lie feel different? Why did it matter?
Seleste cast a quick glance at Zara, who skated effortlessly beside her, seemingly lost in thought. Zara had let down her own guard in a way that surprised Seleste, sharing personal reflections and moments of vulnerability. It had disarmed her, made her feel as though they were sharing something real, something beyond the usual dance of power and manipulation.
And that was the problem.
Seleste had spent years perfecting the art of emotional distance, keeping herself carefully detached from the people she worked with, the missions she undertook. But Zara... Zara was different. She had a way of seeing past the mask Seleste wore, of pulling at the threads of her identity until it felt like the entire fabric might unravel.
The conversation they were having—about loyalty, about identity—was touching on nerves Seleste hadn’t allowed herself to feel in a long time. Pretending to be someone else had become second nature to her. But now, skating beside Zara, she couldn’t help but feel the weight of that deception pressing down on her.
For the first time, she felt guilty.
“How long have you been working for the diplomatic arm of the elite?” Zara’s voice broke the silence, her tone casual, as though she were asking an old friend about their job. The question seemed innocent enough, but there was a glint in Zara’s eyes that made Seleste pause. There was something unspoken beneath the words, a hint that Zara knew more than she was letting on.
Seleste hesitated for a fraction of a second before answering, her practiced composure slipping back into place. “Long enough to know how things work,” she said smoothly, though the words felt hollow on her tongue. She wasn’t truly a diplomat—she was a spy embedded within the reptilian elite, gathering intelligence under the guise of diplomacy. Part of her wondered if Zara had already figured that out.
Zara tilted her head slightly, her gaze lingering on Seleste’s face as if she were studying her, looking for something beyond the surface. “You don’t strike me as someone who’s just following orders,” Zara remarked, her tone light but tinged with curiosity.
Seleste’s heart skipped a beat. Was Zara probing deeper, trying to unearth something? Or was she merely making conversation?
“I do what’s necessary,” Seleste replied, keeping her voice steady. “We all have roles to play.”
Zara’s lips curled into a small, enigmatic smile. “Yes, we do.” There was a pause, and then, in a quieter tone, she added, “But some of us are better at pretending than others.”
Seleste’s breath caught.
The word pretending hit her like a punch to the gut, and for a split second, she wondered if Zara had somehow figured it out—if Zara knew the truth about her, about who she really was beneath the mask of Elara Ven. Her mind raced, grappling with the possibility that Zara wasn’t just toying with her but was, in fact, fully aware of the deception.
She forced herself to remain calm, to not let the panic show on her face. “Everyone’s pretending, in one way or another,” she said carefully, hoping her voice didn’t betray the turmoil swirling inside her.
Zara’s smile widened just a fraction, a knowing gleam in her eye. “That’s true,” she agreed. “But some pretenders are more convincing than others.”
The tension between them was palpable, a charged undercurrent that made Seleste’s heart race. Zara’s words felt like more than just playful banter—they felt like a test, a subtle challenge that Seleste wasn’t sure how to respond to.
The irony of it all weighed heavily on her. Here she was, a spy trained to live in the shadows, lying to everyone around her—including Zara—and yet she felt a pang of guilt for deceiving someone who might very well be playing the same game.
But that wasn’t what disturbed her the most.
What unsettled her was the part of her that wanted to believe Zara, that wanted to let her guard down just for a moment. Zara’s vulnerability, her subtle hints of something deeper, made Seleste want to connect with her on a level she had never allowed herself to reach before.
And that was dangerous.
“I suppose it’s part of the job,” Seleste said, her voice softer now, as though the weight of the conversation had seeped into her words. “Pretending.”
Zara’s eyes flickered, and for a brief moment, Seleste thought she saw something—recognition, perhaps. Understanding. Or maybe it was just another layer of the game Zara was playing, another move in the dance of deception.
“Maybe,” Zara murmured, her voice just as soft. “But pretending can only get you so far, don’t you think?”
Seleste’s pulse quickened. There it was again—another subtle hint, another layer of meaning hidden beneath the surface of Zara’s words. Did Zara know? Or was she simply toying with her, testing her limits, seeing how far she could push before Seleste broke?
She didn’t know. And that uncertainty gnawed at her, making it harder to think, harder to focus on the mission that was supposed to be her priority.
Zara slowed her skating, gliding effortlessly to the edge of the rink, her gaze still locked on Seleste. “We all have our secrets, Elara,” she said softly, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Some of us just hide them better than others.”
Seleste remained still, her mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. She wasn’t sure how to respond, wasn’t sure if she even should. The words felt too heavy, too charged with meaning, and part of her wanted to escape the weight of them, to retreat into the safety of her carefully constructed lies.
But another part of her—the part that was drawn to Zara, that wanted to believe in the connection they were building—wanted to stay. Wanted to keep skating, keep talking, keep feeling whatever it was she was feeling.
Zara watched her for a moment longer, then offered a small, almost wistful smile. “I think we’ve done enough pretending for one evening,” she said, her tone lightening as if to diffuse the tension.
Seleste blinked, the sudden shift leaving her momentarily disoriented. “Yeah,” she murmured, still trying to regain her composure. “I guess so.”
Zara gave her one last lingering look, a look that seemed to hold both understanding and something else—something deeper—before she turned and glided gracefully across the ice toward the exit.
But as Zara left the rink, leaving Seleste alone in the vast, gleaming space, the weight of the conversation lingered in the air, heavy and unresolved.
Seleste stood there, her heart pounding in her chest, her thoughts swirling. Zara’s words, her cryptic hints, and that knowing look she had given—it all pressed down on Seleste, leaving her grappling with the uncomfortable realization that Zara saw through her in ways no one else had.
And for the first time, Seleste felt the cracks in her facade widen, the carefully constructed walls around her identity beginning to crumble.




Chapter 5
Investigating Zara






The days blurred together as Seleste’s surveillance of Zara continued. Each morning brought a new location, a new angle, a new chance to observe the alien leader in her element. But as time passed, Seleste found herself more conflicted with each passing glance.
From a distance, Zara appeared flawless—a poised and commanding figure in a world where control was currency. But up close, when Seleste caught those fleeting moments that Zara let her guard down, things didn’t always add up. There were inconsistencies, subtle things that gnawed at the edges of Seleste’s mind. Zara moved through the alien ranks with ease, yet occasionally her decisions seemed... misaligned. She sometimes acted in ways that didn’t make sense for someone in her position.
One afternoon, Seleste watched from a discreet corner of a marketplace as Zara conversed with an alien merchant. They spoke in low tones, but the interaction lacked the usual command Zara carried in public. There was something almost hesitant in her body language, a shift in her tone that made Seleste lean forward. It was the first sign that maybe, just maybe, Zara wasn’t as infallible as she seemed.
Over the next few days, Seleste saw more of these small moments—Zara pausing before responding to a question, hesitating in a way that felt... uncharacteristic. It wasn’t enough to draw conclusions, but it was enough to deepen Seleste’s suspicion. The mission had been clear: observe Zara, gather intel. But the more Seleste saw, the more confused she became.
The tension within her wasn’t just about the mission anymore. It was the feelings she refused to acknowledge. The more she watched Zara, the more difficult it became to separate her personal emotions from the job. Every interaction, every fleeting glance, every moment they were near each other chipped away at Seleste’s carefully constructed walls.
∆∆∆
 
It was supposed to be another routine observation—follow Zara, document her movements, report back. That was the plan. But as Seleste trailed Zara through the sprawling city, she noticed something different about the way Zara moved. There was no entourage this time, no official diplomatic business. Zara was alone.
Seleste followed her, keeping her distance as they moved toward the outskirts of the city. Eventually, Zara arrived at a secluded overlook perched above an irradiated lake—a haunting, shimmering expanse of water that stretched out beneath the dull sky. The lake had been abandoned for years, a casualty of a long-forgotten war, its toxic glow a permanent reminder of the world’s fragile peace.
Seleste had been here before, but never like this.
She hesitated, wondering if Zara had come here for a reason. It didn’t feel like a mission. And yet, as she watched from the shadows, she realized Zara was sitting at one of the small outdoor café tables near the overlook, ordering a cup of coffee as if this were just another day.
Seleste swallowed hard, unsure of what to do. She could turn back, maintain her distance, keep her role intact. But something tugged at her, an invisible thread pulling her forward. Before she knew it, her feet were moving, her body taking her toward Zara.
Zara looked up as she approached, a knowing smile already curling on her lips. “Well, well,” she said softly, her voice carrying over the eerie stillness of the lake. “It seems we meet again, Elara.”
Seleste felt her pulse quicken. “I didn’t expect to see you here,” she said, keeping her tone neutral. She knew she should have an excuse ready, something to justify her presence. But her mind was drawing a blank.
Zara gestured to the empty chair across from her. “Care to join me?”
Seleste hesitated for just a moment before sitting down. This wasn’t part of the mission, but refusing would only raise more suspicion. At least, that’s what she told herself.
As they sat together, the conversation between them was light but tinged with the ever-present tension. Zara’s eyes sparkled with amusement as she teased Seleste, “You seem to be everywhere I am, Elara. Is it coincidence, or are you following me?”
Seleste’s face flushed, a rare slip in her composure. “Just a coincidence,” she lied, though even she didn’t believe the words.
Zara laughed softly, a sound that sent a shiver through Seleste. “Of course,” she said, her tone playful yet knowing.
For a few minutes, they sipped their coffee in companionable silence, the eerie glow of the irradiated lake casting a strange light over everything. Despite the tension, there was something undeniably peaceful about the moment. It felt... intimate. Like they were the only two people in the world, sharing a brief respite from the chaos that surrounded them.
Then, Zara spoke again, her voice quieter, more thoughtful. “Do you ever wonder what it’s all for?” she asked, her gaze drifting out toward the lake. “The negotiations, the missions, the endless power struggles. Sometimes it feels like we’re all just pretending, playing roles in a game that has no real end.”
Seleste blinked, caught off guard by the sudden shift in tone. Zara rarely showed vulnerability—at least, not in the way she was doing now. There was something raw in her words, something that resonated with Seleste more than she wanted to admit.
“I guess we all have our parts to play,” Seleste replied, her voice softer than she intended.
Zara’s eyes flicked back to her, and for a moment, Seleste felt the weight of her gaze, like Zara was peeling back the layers of her facade. “Yes,” Zara said slowly, “but some of us are better at pretending than others.”
The words hung in the air between them, charged with unspoken meaning. Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest as she tried to decipher what Zara was really saying. Did she know? Was this another one of Zara’s games, or was there something more?
Before Seleste could respond, Zara smiled again, that enigmatic smile that always left Seleste feeling off balance. “Well,” she said lightly, standing up and brushing a few crumbs off her coat, “thank you for the company, Elara. I’ll see you around.”
And just like that, Zara was gone, leaving Seleste alone with her thoughts, her half-empty coffee cup, and the unsettling realization that she was no closer to understanding Zara—or her own feelings about her.
∆∆∆
 
The nights in this part of the city were always quieter than Seleste preferred. The streets near Zara’s residence were far removed from the bustling diplomatic centers, tucked away in a serene, affluent neighborhood lined with sleek, high-tech mansions. Each one was more fortress than home, outfitted with layers of security and surveillance. And Zara’s, of course, was no exception.
From her concealed vantage point across the street, Seleste could just make out the outlines of the sprawling estate. The house itself was a work of art—angular and modern, with floor-to-ceiling windows that offered panoramic views of the city below. A seamless blend of alien and human architecture, it reflected Zara’s dual identity as a leader of both worlds.
Seleste adjusted the small, high-powered binoculars she had been using, zooming in on the entrance to the estate. Her mission today wasn’t glamorous—just another surveillance job. Watching. Waiting. It should have felt routine, the same as it had been on countless other missions. But this time, it was different.
This time, it was Zara.
There was something about staking out Zara’s home that felt deeply uncomfortable to Seleste. It wasn’t just the invasive nature of the task, although that played a part. It was the fact that Zara lived in this world—a world that, for all its luxury, Seleste had never been a part of. Zara’s life was entirely different from hers, yet here she was, lurking in the shadows, watching from a distance like some kind of outsider.
The thought gnawed at her as the hours passed. The mansion was well-guarded, its perimeters patrolled by drones and automated systems that made it impossible for Seleste to get any closer without risking detection. All she could do was observe from afar, hoping for a glimpse into Zara’s life beyond the public eye.
And then, something caught her attention.
Movement.
Seleste zoomed in with the binoculars, her heart quickening as she watched Zara emerge onto one of the balconies overlooking the city. She was dressed casually, her silvery-blue skin glowing faintly in the dim light. For a moment, Zara stood there alone, gazing out at the horizon, seemingly lost in thought. Seleste felt a strange pang in her chest, watching her like this—unguarded, vulnerable in a way she rarely appeared.
But Zara wasn’t alone for long.
A few moments later, the sliding doors behind her opened, and two figures stepped out to join her—one male, one female. They were laughing, carrying drinks, their body language relaxed and familiar. Seleste’s heart sank as she watched them exchange pleasantries with Zara, their conversations easy and flowing. They were clearly friends, maybe colleagues, enjoying an evening together in the privacy of Zara’s luxurious home.
A surge of jealousy hit Seleste, sudden and irrational, catching her off guard. She gritted her teeth, gripping the binoculars tighter than necessary as she continued to watch. She knew it was ridiculous—Zara had a life, of course she did. A personal life that had nothing to do with Seleste, nothing to do with their brief encounters or the strange connection they had formed.
But still... why did it bother her so much to see Zara like this? Laughing with others, enjoying herself, as though Seleste didn’t exist? She was supposed to be observing, but all she could think about was the ease with which Zara seemed to connect with these people, while Seleste remained in the shadows—always watching, never a part of anything real.
The laughter carried across the balcony, and for a split second, Seleste wondered what it would be like to be there, to join them, to be part of Zara’s world. She hated herself for the thought, for letting her emotions get the better of her. But the jealousy continued to simmer beneath the surface, gnawing at her resolve.
She’s your mission, Seleste reminded herself harshly. She’s not your friend.
She forced herself to focus on the task at hand, but her mind kept drifting back to the image of Zara with her friends—laughing, carefree. Zara had always seemed so enigmatic, so untouchable. But now, seeing her in this context, in her private life, it only deepened the confusing feelings Seleste had been grappling with.
And then, just as quickly as the jealousy had come, guilt followed.
Why did she care so much? This wasn’t about her. Zara was living her life, completely unaware that Seleste was watching from the shadows. The mission was what mattered, not whatever emotions Seleste couldn’t seem to shake. She was supposed to be the professional, the spy. She shouldn’t be letting this get to her.
But it was. It was getting to her in ways she hadn’t expected.
Seleste leaned back against the cold metal of the hovercar, letting out a frustrated sigh. She wasn’t supposed to feel like this—conflicted, jealous, entangled. And yet, the more time she spent watching Zara, the more those emotions seemed to tangle with her sense of duty, blurring the lines she had worked so hard to maintain.
She stared at the mansion, her thoughts swirling. Maybe it was time to pull back, to refocus. To remember that this was a mission, not a personal entanglement.
But as she watched Zara and her friends disappear back inside the house, Seleste felt a knot tightening in her chest. Something was changing. Not just within her, but within the way she viewed the mission. Zara wasn’t just a target anymore—not in the way she was supposed to be. The lines were becoming blurred, and it unsettled her more than she wanted to admit.
She couldn’t afford to be distracted, couldn’t let her emotions cloud her judgment. And yet, no matter how much she told herself that, a part of her couldn’t help but feel... drawn in. She clenched her fists, forcing herself to push the feelings aside.
For now, she would keep watching. She had a job to do, and that came first. Whatever was stirring within her would have to wait.
For now.
∆∆∆
 
Seleste sat in the cold, sterile room of the communications hub, her handler’s disembodied voice crackling through her high-tech earpiece. The conversation had started as routine—an update on her surveillance of Zara, a reminder of the stakes at play—but then her handler’s tone shifted, becoming more casual, almost... amused.
“There’s been a change in the roster for an upcoming strategic event,” the voice said, now laced with a careful edge. “You’re going to be stepping in for the diplomatic baseball game.”
Seleste frowned. “The... baseball game?” she repeated, her words dripping with a strange kind of irony. She had heard of the event, of course—a ridiculous annual spectacle where elite figures from opposing factions donned faux camaraderie and played out their so-called ‘unity’ for the public. The whole thing was a farce.
“Yes, that one,” her handler replied, completely ignoring her incredulity. “Originally, you weren’t on the list, but the diplomat who was supposed to play has fallen ill. The elites feel this could be a great opportunity for you.”
“An opportunity,” Seleste echoed, the word feeling bitter on her tongue. “You know I’m not a diplomat.”
Her handler’s voice took on a more persuasive tone. “You are adaptable, Seleste. It’s more than just a game—it’s a symbol. And symbols, well... they’re sometimes more important than the actual negotiations. These events can make or break alliances, even if they seem trivial.”
Seleste sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. She had heard this kind of rhetoric before. Appearances were everything in this world. Even a ridiculous game could turn into a battlefield for power, trust, and politics.
“And,” her handler added, almost as an afterthought, “Zara will be attending. These games are where informal alliances are made, where leaders show their faces without the usual masks. Watch her closely.”
At that, Seleste’s heart skipped a beat. Zara—of course she would be there. The mention of her rival immediately turned what had seemed like a ridiculous spectacle into something far more significant.
This wasn’t just about playing a game. It was about observing Zara in a new light, one that might provide insights that standard surveillance wouldn’t reveal.
“We need you on that field,” her handler continued. “You’re not just representing the elites. You’re representing control in an otherwise chaotic, political landscape. And this... it could be the perfect opportunity to get close to her.”
Seleste swallowed hard. She could already picture it: Zara, effortlessly charming, gliding through the event with that infuriatingly magnetic energy. Watching Zara play the game—metaphorically and literally—wouldn’t just be another mission. It would be another chance for Seleste to get a glimpse of the cracks in Zara’s façade.
“This isn’t about winning or losing,” the handler pressed. “It’s about playing the game, about maintaining the illusion that we’re all playing along with the same rules.”
“Sure,” Seleste replied, the irony thickening in her voice, “just what I wanted. A baseball game.”
Her handler’s response was dry but firm. “You know as well as anyone, Seleste. Diplomacy is as much a performance as anything else. And if you play this right... you might learn more about Zara than you could in any covert operation.”
Seleste remained silent for a moment, letting the weight of her handler’s words settle over her. The game wasn’t just about diplomacy—it was about maintaining the façade, about living the lie she had spent her life perfecting. It was just another stage, another mask to wear in a world built on appearances and deceptions.
But the thought of Zara being there, unguarded and in a new context, sent an uneasy thrill through her.
“Fine,” she finally muttered. “I’ll do it.”
“Good,” her handler replied. “It’s a great opportunity for you. Don’t waste it.”
The connection cut off, leaving Seleste alone with her thoughts. The absurdity of the game gnawed at her, but there was no denying the importance it now carried. The entire situation was steeped in irony—pretending to play a sport meant to symbolize unity while all the players secretly schemed and maneuvered behind the scenes.
A diplomatic baseball game.
How fitting. Her life, her mission, even her interactions with Zara—everything was a game. A performance. A constant balance between deception and reality.
And now, she’d be forced to play it in the most literal sense.
With Zara watching her. And Seleste watching Zara.
The game was no longer just a silly tradition. It was a stage for something far more dangerous.
∆∆∆
 
Seleste crouched low behind the sleek architecture of the alien consulate, her surveillance equipment quietly whirring as it processed and amplified the conversations inside. From her vantage point, she could just make out Zara’s figure through the thin, transparent walls—poised, as always, and radiating that same unsettling calm.
Zara was meeting with a high-ranking alien leader, someone Seleste had observed from a distance before but hadn’t fully tracked. Their conversation had been nothing out of the ordinary so far—standard diplomatic pleasantries and vague mentions of faction goals. Seleste had almost begun to tune it out when she heard Zara’s tone shift.
Her voice dropped lower, more intimate, and Seleste leaned forward, carefully adjusting her equipment to catch the words.
“I’ve already spoken to the council. Everything is proceeding as planned,” Zara said smoothly.
Seleste’s ears perked up. That wasn’t right. Her surveillance from earlier in the week had revealed something entirely different. Zara hadn’t spoken to the council—not officially, at least. There had been no reports, no formal exchanges, nothing to indicate she was coordinating on any high-level missions with them.
Seleste’s heart began to race. She watched as Zara’s expression remained neutral, unflinching, as if the lie was nothing more than a routine part of the conversation. The alien leader across from her nodded in understanding, seeming to take Zara’s words at face value. But the unease in Seleste’s gut deepened.
Why would Zara lie about something like this?
It wasn’t a small white lie, nor was it an omission that could easily be overlooked. Zara was deliberately misleading her own people—people who seemed to trust her implicitly.
Seleste’s mind raced as she tried to make sense of what she was hearing. Zara’s entire role as an alien leader had always been straightforward—or so Seleste had believed. Zara was supposed to be a key player in the conflict, someone entrenched in the alien faction’s goals and strategies. Yet here she was, engaging in behavior that directly contradicted everything Seleste had come to understand about her.
What if Zara’s true mission wasn’t what it seemed? What if her objectives weren’t aligned with those of the alien faction at all?
The idea gnawed at Seleste, creating cracks in the narrative she had built in her mind. Up until now, she had been so focused on her own tangled feelings, the growing attraction and the emotional conflict that came with it, that she hadn’t stopped to consider the possibility that Zara wasn’t just hiding secrets from her—but from everyone.
Seleste’s grip on her surveillance device tightened. This changed everything. It wasn’t just her emotions that were complicating things—it was Zara herself. Zara’s calm, enigmatic demeanor had always been difficult to read, but this... this was something else. There was more to Zara’s story, more to her role in this conflict, and Seleste could feel the threads beginning to unravel.
For a moment, she considered confronting Zara. She imagined skating up to her, catching her off-guard, and forcing the truth out of her in some bold, unplanned move. But as quickly as the thought came, she dismissed it. She couldn’t afford to act on impulse, especially not now. Not when Zara was proving to be even more complex and dangerous than she had initially thought.
Instead, Seleste leaned back into the shadows, her mind a swirl of doubt and confusion. The connection she had felt with Zara—the strange bond that had been forming between them—was now tangled in suspicion. Zara wasn’t just a charismatic leader or a dangerous adversary. She was something else entirely. Something Seleste couldn’t yet define.
And that terrified her.
As Zara finished her conversation, giving the alien leader one final nod before gracefully exiting the room, Seleste’s pulse quickened. Her thoughts churned in a storm of questions she couldn’t answer.
Why had Zara lied? Was she working for her own agenda, separate from the alien faction? Or was there something deeper at play, something far beyond what Seleste could currently grasp?
Whatever it was, one thing had become abundantly clear: Seleste could no longer view Zara through the lens of her initial mission. This wasn’t just about gathering intelligence or tracking Zara’s movements. There was something more, something darker lurking beneath the surface of Zara’s actions.
As Seleste gathered her equipment and prepared to leave, her mind whirled with possibilities. The mission had become far more complicated than she’d ever anticipated.
She powered down her surveillance tools, her hand hovering over her wrist console, ready to record the report. It would be easy. One simple note. “Zara is deceiving her own people.” The words were already forming in her mind.
But then, something stopped her.
She hesitated, her finger hovering just above the interface.
What if she was wrong?
No. She wasn’t wrong. She had heard Zara lie—had seen the calm way she had misled that alien leader. It was a fact. The logical part of her brain screamed at her to make note of it, to pass it along to her handler. After all, this was what she was here for. To gather intelligence. To root out threats.
But the emotional part of her—the part that had been growing stronger ever since her connection with Zara deepened—held her back. Reporting Zara’s lie would escalate things. It would put Zara under even more scrutiny, and it could lead to consequences she wasn’t ready to face. Was she willing to risk that?
She clenched her jaw, her pulse quickening. What was she doing? This was her mission. Her loyalty was to the reptilian elite, not to Zara. And yet...
The memory of Zara’s knowing smile, the moments of vulnerability they had shared—however brief—flooded back to her. Seleste felt an unexpected pang of guilt. Zara had been a puzzle, yes, but she had also been honest, in a way, about the complex layers they both carried. Was it possible that this lie was part of something larger? Something Seleste didn’t yet understand?
Her mind raced with conflicting thoughts, each one tugging her in a different direction. The spy in her knew she should report the deception immediately. But the part of her that was undeniably drawn to Zara hesitated, unsure of what to do next.
For the first time since the mission began, Seleste found herself questioning not just Zara, but herself.
She turned off the surveillance console, her hand still trembling slightly as she leaned back in her seat. She couldn’t bring herself to make the report. Not yet.
As the consulate grew quieter and Zara’s figure disappeared into the distance, Seleste remained in the shadows, her mind a storm of confusion.
And for the first time in her career, she didn’t know what her next move should be.
Seleste remained in the shadows, the darkness of the consulate enveloping her as the faint hum of distant conversations faded into the background. Her surveillance tools had been packed away, but her thoughts still raced, refusing to settle. The revelation she’d just witnessed—Zara’s lie—gnawed at her, casting everything she knew into doubt.
Zara lied to her own people.
The words echoed in her mind, each repetition building the walls of a prison she hadn’t seen coming. What did it mean? Was Zara playing a long game, manipulating everyone—including Seleste? Or was there something deeper, something more complicated than simple deception?
Seleste’s chest tightened. She had always been able to compartmentalize her emotions when it came to her missions. Her job was clear: gather intel, report anomalies, ensure the security of the reptilian elite. But now... now it wasn’t so simple. Now there was Zara—an enigma, a woman who had slipped through the cracks of Seleste’s rigid structure of loyalty and duty.
The feeling that had settled in her gut wasn’t just suspicion. It was something far more dangerous.
She ran a hand through her hair, frustrated with herself. How had she let things get so tangled? She should’ve been able to separate her personal feelings from her mission, to keep a clean line between her work as a spy and whatever strange pull Zara had on her.
But she couldn’t.
The memories of their conversations—their skating, Zara’s cryptic remarks about loyalty and pretending—played over and over in her mind, teasing her with the possibility that maybe, just maybe, Zara wasn’t as straightforward as she appeared. Every smile, every fleeting glance, every shared word—it all blurred the lines between reality and the mask they both wore.
And now, after witnessing Zara’s secretiveness firsthand, Seleste was more confused than ever.
She let out a slow breath, her hand clenching into a fist. Her heart was pulling her one way, but her training pulled her another. How could she still feel this draw toward Zara, even after what she’d uncovered? It didn’t make sense. None of it made sense.
Zara is the enemy.
It was a thought that should’ve been clear-cut, as easy to grasp as the weapons Seleste carried. But it wasn’t anymore. She couldn’t just categorize Zara as an enemy, not after everything they had shared, even if those moments had been fleeting and wrapped in the delicate fabric of diplomacy. The tension between them had become something... more. Something she wasn’t sure how to handle.
A low hum filled the air, drawing her attention. Her wrist console vibrated softly, a message from her handler flashing on the screen.
Status update?
Seleste stared at the words, her heart pounding in her chest. She should tell them about the lie. She should report Zara’s odd behavior, her secrecy. But something stopped her. Something deep and gnawing, telling her that if she gave Zara up now, she might never uncover the full truth.
Or worse—she might destroy whatever fragile connection they had built.
She closed her eyes, frustration bubbling beneath her skin. This wasn’t who she was supposed to be. She was a spy—detached, calculating, always focused on the mission. But Zara had broken through that. She had forced Seleste to see her as something more than a target, more than an adversary.
The thought of confronting Zara twisted in her gut. Could she look Zara in the eye and ask her about the inconsistencies? Could she accuse her of lying, of betraying her people? And if Zara denied it, if she turned that calm, knowing smile on her and spun another layer of deception, would Seleste even believe her?
Her chest tightened. She wasn’t sure. And that terrified her.
Zara was becoming too much—too present, too real. The more Seleste watched her, the more she found herself... caring. Caring about someone she was supposed to keep at arm’s length. Caring about someone who might be manipulating her.
Her heart raced as her mind spiraled into uncertainty. Could Zara feel the same pull? Or was Seleste just another pawn in Zara’s intricate game?
She glanced at the message on her console again, her finger hovering over the reply button. She could lie. She could tell her handler that everything was proceeding as expected, that there was nothing unusual to report. But that wasn’t true. Zara’s lie was real—there was no escaping that.
And yet, the thought of recording it, of officially documenting it, sent a surge of dread through her.
She let out a shaky breath, her thoughts swirling with doubt.
She’s my enemy. Seleste repeated the mantra in her head, but the words felt hollow now, as if they no longer held the weight they once did. The emotional conflict inside her had become a storm, tearing at the foundation of her loyalty. She had never struggled with focus like this before. But then again, she had never encountered someone like Zara.
Every interaction with Zara felt like a push and pull—like they were circling each other, testing the boundaries of their roles, their connection, their trust. It was intoxicating, disorienting. And it was making Seleste lose sight of everything else.
She paced in the shadows, her mind spinning with questions. What was Zara’s endgame? Why was she lying to her own people? And why did it matter so much to Seleste?
The mission. It was always supposed to be about the mission. But now, it wasn’t just duty that held her here. It was Zara.
And she didn’t know how to feel about that.
Her hand hovered over the console again, but this time she hesitated longer. She couldn’t make the report. Not yet. She needed more information. She needed to understand Zara. Truly understand her.
She turned away from the console, the message still unsent.
But as she did, her heart clenched with the realization that she was no longer just watching Zara as a spy.
She was watching her as something more.
And that, more than anything, made her question where her loyalty truly lay.




Chapter 6
Mutual Pining






Seleste stood near the entrance of the grand hall, the weight of her diplomatic title draped around her like an ill-fitting cloak. The event was in full swing—voices mingled with the soft clinking of glasses, and the air buzzed with the murmur of polite conversations. She moved through the motions of her assignment as a "diplomat" for the reptilian elite, her carefully curated persona flawless. But beneath the calm, composed exterior, her mind was anything but.
Her eyes flickered toward the far side of the room, where Zara was engaged in what appeared to be an effortless conversation with a group of alien dignitaries. Zara stood out even among the most high-ranking officials, her presence commanding attention. The faint, bluish hue of her skin caught the ambient light, making her almost ethereal as she spoke, her gestures fluid and calm. From an outside perspective, Zara looked every bit the diplomat she claimed to be, her performance immaculate.
But Seleste had spent enough time watching her—too much time, if she was honest—to recognize the subtleties beneath the act.
She knew what Zara was, or at least thought she did. Diplomat, alien leader, the face of a powerful faction, yes—but there was more. There had to be. Seleste could feel it in the small details that most would miss: the quick glance over a shoulder before Zara responded to a question, the way her fingers brushed the arm of an alien minister in what seemed like a casual gesture but felt too deliberate. Zara’s presence was controlled, measured, almost as if every movement had been rehearsed.
Much like Seleste’s own performance.
Seleste felt a pang of discomfort in her chest. They were both playing roles—Zara in her position of authority, and Seleste in her charade as a diplomat. But what weighed on Seleste wasn’t just her own deception; it was the gnawing suspicion that Zara was playing the same game. The more Seleste watched her, the more she noticed the cracks in Zara’s façade. They were small, but they were there—just enough to make her question what Zara’s true motives were. And yet, for all her suspicions, Seleste found herself drawn to Zara, the tension between them growing with every shared glance.
She adjusted her posture, shifting slightly as one of the reptilian officials approached her, offering a nod of acknowledgment. She returned the gesture automatically, her mind already slipping back to Zara.
Zara, who had turned her head just enough to meet Seleste’s gaze from across the room. The contact was brief—no more than a few seconds—but it was enough to send a jolt of awareness through Seleste’s veins. That look. It wasn’t the first time Zara had done that—caught her in the middle of a crowded room, their eyes locking for just a heartbeat longer than necessary, filled with meaning that neither could express.
A flicker of a smile tugged at Zara’s lips before she turned her attention back to the dignitaries at her side. Seleste’s heart skipped a beat, though she immediately chastised herself for the reaction. She couldn’t let herself get distracted—not here, not now. Not when she had her own mission to focus on.
And yet, the distraction persisted. The way Zara moved through the gathering, her graceful interactions with everyone she encountered, left Seleste with an uncomfortable knot of suspicion. Was Zara’s diplomatic role as much of a front as Seleste’s own? Was she also hiding her true intentions behind a mask of polished professionalism?
A hand gently touched Seleste’s arm, pulling her from her thoughts. One of the reptilian dignitaries, a figure she had seen many times at these events, offered her a glass of something sparkling. She accepted it with a practiced smile, allowing herself to fall back into the rhythm of small talk, careful to maintain the illusion of a loyal diplomat.
But her mind kept drifting back to Zara.
Every glance Zara cast her way, every touch of her hand against someone else’s arm, every subtle movement made Seleste question what was real and what was an act. It was like watching her own reflection—another person living behind a carefully crafted façade, playing a role for a higher purpose.
The thought unsettled her more than she wanted to admit.
Zara moved through the crowd again, weaving between guests with an easy charm that made it impossible for Seleste to look away. Her eyes flicked toward Seleste once more, lingering just long enough to send another shiver down Seleste’s spine.
What was Zara hiding?
And more importantly, why did Seleste care so much?
The tension that buzzed between them wasn’t just the tension of spies playing their roles. It was something deeper, something that had been growing since the moment they first crossed paths. And now, standing in the middle of a room filled with political players, the weight of it pressed heavily against Seleste’s chest, leaving her more conflicted than ever.
Her thoughts spiraled as she sipped from the glass in her hand, her gaze once again following Zara’s movements.
Seleste wasn’t sure what was more dangerous—the fact that Zara might be hiding something, or the fact that Seleste was growing increasingly more fascinated with her despite everything.
As the weight of the gathering became too much, Seleste slipped outside onto the balcony, the cool night air hitting her skin like a balm. She pulled a cigarette from her pocket, lighting it with practiced ease. Smoking was a habit she had picked up during her training, a quiet rebellion against the constraints of her double life. Out here, in the quiet, it gave her a moment to breathe.
The first drag filled her lungs, and she exhaled slowly, watching the thin plume of smoke dissipate into the night. The view from the balcony was beautiful, the city lights stretching out into the distance, but it did little to calm the storm inside her.
Footsteps behind her broke the silence. She didn’t need to turn around to know who it was.
“Didn’t take you for a smoker,” Zara’s voice was soft, almost teasing, as she approached. Seleste glanced over her shoulder and saw Zara standing in the doorway, her expression unreadable but her eyes alight with curiosity. Without waiting for an invitation, Zara stepped closer, closing the distance between them.
“Just a habit,” Seleste replied, her voice calm but her pulse quickening as Zara joined her on the balcony. The tension between them had become palpable, a constant undercurrent in their interactions.
Zara tilted her head, her silvery-blue skin glowing softly in the moonlight. “Mind if I join you?”
Without waiting for an answer, Zara reached out and took the cigarette from Seleste’s hand, bringing it to her lips. Seleste’s breath caught as she watched, the sight of Zara’s fingers brushing the filter sending a jolt through her. Zara inhaled deeply, then exhaled a slow stream of smoke, her eyes never leaving Seleste’s.
“Didn’t think this was your style,” Seleste said, her voice a little rougher than she intended.
Zara smiled, her gaze flicking between Seleste and the city beyond. “You’d be surprised what I can handle.”
They stood there in silence for a moment, the cigarette passing between them like an unspoken agreement, a shared rebellion in the midst of the rigid formality of their lives. The intimacy of it wasn’t lost on Seleste. With each drag of smoke, the tension between them thickened, becoming something almost tangible.
“Strange, isn’t it?” Zara said after a beat, her voice low. She leaned against the balcony railing, her shoulder brushing Seleste’s lightly. “We’re supposed to be these perfect diplomats, yet here we are, sneaking away like teenagers.”
Seleste smirked, the comment loosening the knot in her chest, if only slightly. “Diplomats? Is that what we’re calling ourselves now?”
Zara chuckled softly, the sound sending a shiver down Seleste’s spine. “Isn’t that what we are, Elara?” She handed the cigarette back to Seleste, their fingers grazing for a brief moment. The touch was electric, the brief contact making Seleste’s heart race.
Seleste took a long drag, her mind swirling. Zara’s words were playful, but there was something deeper there—something that felt almost like a challenge. “You seem more comfortable with this role than I am.”
Zara turned to face her, the distance between them shrinking with each passing second. “Comfortable? I think we both know better than that.”
Seleste’s breath hitched. Zara’s face was inches from hers now, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from her skin. The cigarette dangled between Seleste’s fingers, forgotten. For a split second, she thought Zara might close the distance between them, that the tension building in the air might snap.
But instead, Zara leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You’ve been watching me, haven’t you?”
Seleste felt her pulse quicken. “It’s my job.”
Zara’s lips curled into a small, knowing smile. “Is it?”
The question hung in the air, thick with implication. Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest. She was caught between the undeniable pull she felt toward Zara and the sharp reminder that Zara was her target, her enemy. This wasn’t supposed to be personal.
But it was. It had become personal the moment Zara had stepped into her life.
Seleste swallowed, her gaze locked on Zara’s. “What are you hiding?”
Zara leaned back slightly, her smile never faltering. “Maybe I should be asking you the same question, Elara.” Her eyes flicked down to Seleste’s lips for the briefest of moments before she stepped away, putting some much-needed distance between them. She tapped the cigarette from Seleste’s hand, crushing the last embers beneath her heel.
Zara hesitated, her movements slow, deliberate. The charged silence between them hung thick in the air, and for a moment, Seleste felt trapped in the weight of everything unsaid. The cigarette smoke still lingered, curling lazily into the night sky.
Zara leaned back against the railing, crossing her arms, her gaze softening as it flickered toward Seleste. “You know,” she began, her voice quieter now, “it’s strange. This life we lead. All the things we can’t say, can’t do, because of our roles. Sometimes, I wonder what would happen if we stopped pretending.”
Seleste’s heart stuttered in her chest. It wasn’t just the words—though they were enough to send her mind spiraling—it was the way Zara said them, like she was peeling back a layer of herself, just for a moment. There was a rawness there, a vulnerability that made Seleste question if she was the only one feeling this pull.
Zara’s eyes lingered on Seleste’s, the air between them thickening with an unspoken tension. “But we don’t always get what we want, do we?” she added softly, the phrase hanging heavy between them.
Seleste’s throat tightened. The words felt heavier than they should have, laden with a meaning they both understood but couldn’t acknowledge. They both wanted something—something more than just this dance around each other—but neither of them could take that step. Not now. Maybe not ever.
Zara’s lips curved into a small, enigmatic smile, one that made Seleste’s heart pound harder in her chest. She stepped closer, just enough that Seleste could feel the warmth radiating from her, their proximity almost suffocating.
“Some things are worth the risk, though,” Zara murmured, her voice barely more than a whisper. Her gaze flicked to Seleste’s lips for the briefest of moments before she turned to leave, the movement smooth, deliberate.
But this time, Zara’s departure was different. She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes catching Seleste’s one last time, and in that look, Seleste saw it—everything Zara hadn’t said. It wasn’t just a game. Zara felt it too, this pull between them, this connection neither of them could fully understand.
As Zara disappeared into the crowd of diplomats and dignitaries, Seleste remained frozen, her pulse pounding in her ears. The weight of the moment pressed down on her chest, leaving her breathless. Some things are worth the risk.
But could this be one of them?
∆∆∆
 
Later that evening, after the smoke and tension had settled, Seleste found herself moving through the main hall, trying to refocus her mind on her role as a diplomat. The event had reached its peak, the hum of conversation and clinking glasses filling the air. Yet, despite the crowd, her attention kept drifting back to Zara.
Zara, as always, moved effortlessly through the room, her every step calculated, her every word smooth. She charmed those around her, drawing the attention of diplomats and dignitaries alike with a calm confidence that seemed to come naturally to her. But every so often, Seleste caught Zara’s gaze flicking toward her—just for a second, barely enough to notice, but enough to make her heart race.
The tension between them, though unspoken, simmered beneath the surface, impossible to ignore. Seleste could feel it in every stolen glance, in the way Zara seemed to position herself just close enough to brush against her arm or meet her gaze across the room. It was like they were dancing around each other, waiting for the other to make the first move, neither willing to admit what they both knew was there.
Eventually, Zara made her way closer, her movements casual, as though she wasn’t purposely closing the distance between them. But Seleste knew better. She could feel it—the magnetic pull, the tension that had been growing between them all night.
Zara brushed past her, her fingers grazing Seleste’s arm as she did, sending a jolt of electricity through her. It was barely a touch, but it was enough to set her nerves on fire.
“You’re unusually quiet tonight,” Zara said softly, her voice low enough that only Seleste could hear. Her breath was warm against Seleste’s ear, and for a moment, she swore the room seemed to still around them.
Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest. She turned slightly, meeting Zara’s gaze, and found herself caught in the intensity of it. There was something in Zara’s eyes, something raw, vulnerable, that hadn’t been there before. It was subtle, barely noticeable, but it was enough to make Seleste’s resolve weaken.
“I’m just... keeping my distance,” Seleste replied, though the words felt hollow. How could she keep her distance when every part of her was drawn to Zara, pulled in by the tension that only seemed to grow stronger the closer they were?
Zara’s lips curved into a small smile, one that held both amusement and something deeper. “Distance is overrated,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.
Seleste swallowed hard, her mind racing with conflicting thoughts. She wanted to close the distance between them, to give in to whatever was building between them. But she couldn’t. Not with everything she was hiding. Not with the mission hanging over her head like a storm cloud.
And yet, as Zara stepped even closer, their bodies almost touching, Seleste wondered if Zara was feeling the same pull—if she, too, was trapped in the space between duty and desire.
They stood there for a moment, the tension between them palpable, the air thick with everything they couldn’t say. Seleste’s pulse raced, her thoughts spiraling. She couldn’t give in. She couldn’t.
But Zara’s presence made it so damn hard to resist.
Just as the moment seemed to teeter on the edge of something more, Zara pulled back slightly, her expression softening. She gave Seleste one last, lingering look—a look that said more than words ever could—before she turned and slipped back into the crowd, disappearing as easily as she had come.
Seleste stood frozen in place, her heart still pounding, her thoughts a tangled mess. She knew she couldn’t act on what was happening between them. The stakes were too high, the risks too great.
But the truth was undeniable: the distance between them, no matter how hard she tried to maintain it, was shrinking. And she wasn’t sure how much longer she could hold herself back.
∆∆∆
 
The formal event had begun winding down, the once-bustling hall now thinning as dignitaries and diplomats made their exits. Soft music still played in the background, mingling with the low hum of conversation, but Seleste’s focus was elsewhere. She stood near the back of the room, watching Zara from a distance, her heart a confusing mix of emotions.
Zara moved effortlessly, as she always did—her every word and gesture smooth, practiced, perfect. She had been charming the crowd all night, slipping from one conversation to another with ease. And yet, every so often, Seleste felt Zara’s gaze land on her, a fleeting glance that sent a jolt of awareness through her. It wasn’t obvious, but it was enough to remind Seleste of the connection they had been dancing around all evening.
But that was all it ever was—glances, brief moments, the kind of tension that simmered beneath the surface but never boiled over.
Seleste’s chest tightened. The chemistry between them was undeniable, but acting on it? Impossible. The stakes were too high, and the risks too great. Zara didn’t know who she really was, and Seleste couldn’t afford to let her guard down—not when her entire mission depended on maintaining her cover.
And yet...
As the night drew to a close, Seleste found herself standing near the exit, ready to make her escape before the feelings she had worked so hard to suppress could overwhelm her. But just as she turned to leave, she felt a presence behind her.
Zara.
Seleste’s heart skipped a beat as she turned, her breath catching in her throat at the sight of Zara standing just a few feet away, her lips curved into that familiar cryptic smile.
“Well, Elara,” Zara said softly, her voice carrying just enough teasing warmth to send a shiver through Seleste, “you seem to be in a hurry. Leaving so soon?”
Seleste’s pulse quickened. She opened her mouth to respond, but the words seemed to stick in her throat. What could she say? That being near Zara made it impossible to think straight? That she was afraid of where this connection between them might lead?
“I... have other duties to attend to,” she managed, though her voice sounded weaker than she intended.
Zara’s smile widened just a fraction, her eyes glinting with something unreadable. “Of course. Duty above all, right?”
The words hung between them, loaded with meaning that neither of them could acknowledge.
For a brief, heart-stopping moment, Seleste thought Zara might step closer, that the tension between them might finally give way to something more. But then, just as quickly as the moment had arrived, it passed. Zara gave her one last lingering look, the smile still playing at her lips, before turning away and disappearing into the crowd.
Seleste stood frozen, her heart racing, the weight of everything unsaid pressing down on her chest. She wanted to call out to Zara, to say something—anything—to break through the walls they had both built. But the words wouldn’t come.
Instead, she watched as Zara walked away, the distance between them growing with every step, leaving Seleste feeling more conflicted than ever.
∆∆∆
 
A little while after the event had ended, Seleste found herself lingering in the quieter part of the building, a dimly lit corridor that led to the back exit. She had needed a moment to compose herself after Zara’s cryptic parting smile, but before she could slip away unnoticed, she heard footsteps approaching.
Turning, Seleste’s stomach flipped as Zara appeared around the corner, her usual composed expression softened by a hint of amusement.
“Leaving again without saying goodbye?” Zara teased, arching an eyebrow as she came to a stop beside Seleste. “We really must stop meeting like this.”
Seleste forced a weak smile, her heart still rattling from their earlier interaction. “Just trying to avoid... lingering too long.”
Zara leaned casually against the wall, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “And what’s next on the agenda for the esteemed diplomat, Elara Ven? Surely someone of your status has important duties to attend to.”
Seleste’s pulse quickened, but this time for a different reason. She had been dreading this question, and now it had arrived—delivered in Zara’s silky, teasing tone, no less. Seleste shifted awkwardly, a flush creeping up her neck.
“I, uh... well,” she stammered, trying to find a way to downplay the situation. “I’ve been roped into... participating in the upcoming baseball game.”
Zara blinked, and for a split second, Seleste thought she might burst out laughing. But instead, Zara’s lips curved into a grin, her amusement clear. “The... dystopian baseball game?” she asked, her tone light but undeniably teasing.
Seleste groaned inwardly, feeling her face heat up even more. “Yes,” she muttered, suddenly finding it difficult to meet Zara’s gaze. “It’s... ridiculous, I know. But apparently, it’s an honor or something.”
Zara chuckled softly, and though there was a playful edge to her voice, Seleste could see that Zara wasn’t mocking her—at least, not cruelly. In fact, there was something almost... endearing about the way Zara reacted, like she found the whole situation amusing rather than embarrassing.
“I wouldn’t say it’s ridiculous,” Zara said, her smile widening. “These games have their... symbolic importance. Besides, it could be fun. A chance to show off some hidden athletic talents, perhaps?”
Seleste snorted, the sound escaping her before she could stop it. “Right,” she said dryly, “because that’s exactly what I need—more attention on me in a public, highly political spectacle.”
Zara laughed again, the sound rich and warm, and Seleste found herself relaxing slightly despite her embarrassment. There was something about Zara’s presence that made even the most awkward moments feel lighter, easier to navigate.
“Well, I’d say you’re in for quite the experience,” Zara said, her tone teasing but kind. “But don’t worry—I’m sure you’ll do just fine. And if not, well... I’ll be watching from the sidelines, enjoying the show.”
Seleste rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at her lips. “Thanks. That’s... comforting.”
Zara’s gaze lingered on Seleste for a moment, her expression softening slightly. “In all seriousness,” she said quietly, “I know these things can seem trivial, but there’s always more to them than meets the eye. Just remember—sometimes, it’s not about winning or losing. It’s about the game itself.”
Seleste frowned slightly at the cryptic remark, her curiosity piqued. “You sound like you’ve had your fair share of political performances,” she said, eyeing Zara carefully.
Zara’s smile returned, though this time it was more reserved, her gaze flicking away for just a moment. “Something like that,” she replied, her tone distant but not unkind.
Seleste sensed there was more to the story, but before she could press further, Zara straightened up, her teasing smile back in place.
“Good luck, Elara,” Zara said, her voice light again. “I’m sure you’ll make quite the impression.”
With that, Zara gave her one last lingering look, the air between them once again charged with something unspoken, before turning and walking away.
Seleste stood there for a moment, still reeling from the conversation. The embarrassment over the baseball game had faded somewhat, replaced by the strange sense that, once again, Zara had managed to get under her skin without even trying.
She exhaled slowly, her mind spinning with everything that had been said—and everything that hadn’t.




Chapter 7
The Diplomatic Game






The sun was relentless, its harsh light glaring off the field as Seleste tried to focus on the next pitch. Her bat felt too heavy in her hands, the unfamiliar weight reminding her with every second just how out of place she was. She could feel the sweat gathering at her temples, her skin prickling under the absurd diplomatic uniform she’d been forced to wear. The whole event felt surreal—more like a performance than an actual game.
Seleste swung, missing the ball by a wide margin.
A few dignitaries clapped politely, more out of obligation than actual interest. The crowd wasn’t here for the game; they were here for the negotiations, the hushed conversations happening between plays, the subtle power exchanges woven into every glance and handshake. Seleste knew that. And yet, each time she stepped up to bat, it felt as if all the eyes in the stands were on her.
She glanced toward the stands, her heart skipping when her gaze landed on Zara once again. There she was, seated among the alien dignitaries, her large, elegant umbrella shading her from the sun. The umbrella was a striking sight—more ornate than those of the others around her, with intricate designs and a deep metallic sheen that shimmered in the light. It was impossible not to notice. Even as the rest of the audience looked indifferent, engaged in their whispered diplomacy, Zara’s gaze remained fixed on Seleste, watching every move.
A jolt of awareness shot through Seleste, her hands tightening around the bat. She tried to focus, tried to shake off the distraction, but the weight of Zara’s presence was impossible to ignore. Zara looked composed, regal even, despite the casual setting. Her silvery-blue skin glowed faintly in the sunlight, and her calm, almost amused expression made Seleste feel even more exposed.
Seleste gritted her teeth as the next pitch came her way. This time, she swung too early, barely making contact with the ball, sending it dribbling down the line for an easy out.
Another polite smattering of applause from the dignitaries. She could hear the quiet murmurs, the conversations that were supposed to be more important than the game itself. Still, Seleste’s chest tightened with frustration. She wasn’t supposed to stand out here. The game was meant to be boring, a backdrop for the political posturing happening off the field. But every time she swung and missed, she felt more like a spectacle than a participant.
Zara hadn’t looked away.
Seleste’s pulse quickened, the weight of the unspoken connection between them pressing down harder with every passing moment. She was supposed to be focusing on the mission, keeping up appearances as a diplomat—but the intensity of Zara’s gaze, the way she seemed to be watching Seleste so closely, made it impossible to concentrate.
Another pitch. Another miss.
Seleste cursed under her breath, stepping back and gripping the bat tighter. She could hear snippets of conversation in the stands, dignitaries laughing softly, discussing matters far more important than this absurd game. A few even mentioned how dull the game was supposed to be—that it wasn’t about skill, it was about maintaining decorum, keeping the focus on negotiations, not on the sport itself.
This isn’t about the game. Just blend in. Don’t make a scene.
Seleste exhaled slowly, trying to calm her nerves. She couldn’t let herself get worked up. She needed to keep a low profile, get through this without drawing any more attention to herself.
But then she looked at Zara again—at the calm, unwavering gaze, the slight curve of her lips that seemed to suggest she knew something Seleste didn’t. It sent a jolt through her, frustration and something else—something deeper, more confusing—coiling in her chest.
Another pitch.
Seleste swung harder this time, desperate to hit the ball. The crack of the bat echoed across the field, but the ball popped straight up into the air, an easy catch for the outfield. More polite applause, and Seleste felt her cheeks burn with embarrassment.
She wasn’t an athlete. She wasn’t supposed to be here.
Zara’s gaze hadn’t wavered.
Seleste clenched her fists, the bat feeling too heavy in her hands. The absurdity of the situation was almost too much. She was a spy pretending to be a diplomat, and now she was pretending to be an athlete in a game that wasn’t even supposed to matter. And yet, here she was, under the relentless gaze of someone who seemed to see right through her.
The next pitch was thrown. Seleste’s muscles tensed, her frustration bubbling up as she swung the bat again—this time with more force than she had intended.
There was a loud, resounding crack.
Time seemed to slow as the ball shot into the air, soaring over the outfield and beyond. The crowd gasped in unison, conversations abruptly stopping as the ball continued its flight.
Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest as she stood there, frozen, watching the ball sail over the wall.
A home run.
The polite applause turned into murmurs of confusion, then louder discussions, then full-on conversations. The dignitaries in the stands leaned into each other, whispering furiously as they exchanged glances. The game was supposed to be dull, uneventful. But this? This was the opposite of what anyone had expected.
Seleste stood there, her breath caught in her throat as she realized what she had done.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Zara lower her ornate umbrella, her expression unreadable but her gaze still fixed on Seleste. The connection between them was palpable, electric. And as the chaos erupted around them, Seleste couldn’t tear her eyes away from Zara’s calm, steady gaze.
The home run wasn’t supposed to happen. It wasn’t part of the plan.
But neither was Zara.
∆∆∆
 
Seleste’s heart raced as she hurried down the quiet, dimly lit corridor, the sounds of the diplomatic chaos from the game still echoing faintly in the distance. She could feel the weight of her mistake pressing down on her like a suffocating blanket—the fallout from her home run had thrown the entire event into disarray, and the diplomatic mess that followed had spiraled out of control. Factions were at each other's throats, and she had been the catalyst.
She needed a moment—just one moment away from the overwhelming pressure, from the feeling that she had ruined everything.
Her breath was shallow as she leaned against the cool stone wall, trying to steady herself. Her mind raced, her body still vibrating with the adrenaline of the game, the roar of the crowd, and the way it had all gone so wrong. The guilt gnawed at her, but beneath it all was something else—a different kind of tension she couldn’t quite shake. It buzzed beneath her skin, simmering just out of reach.
She wasn’t just thinking about the home run. She wasn’t just thinking about the diplomatic mess. She was thinking about Zara.
Before she could make sense of it all, she heard soft footsteps approaching, slow and deliberate. Seleste’s pulse quickened. She didn’t have to look up to know who it was. She could feel Zara’s presence before she even appeared, her calm energy filling the space like a force of nature.
Zara stepped into view, her tall, graceful figure moving through the shadows like a predator in the night. Her eyes, sharp and intense, locked onto Seleste’s, and for a moment, the world seemed to stop. The sounds from the stadium faded, and all that remained was the electric charge between them.
“Escaping the chaos, I see,” Zara’s voice was soft, a low murmur that sent a shiver down Seleste’s spine. There was no judgment in her tone—only curiosity, and something else that made Seleste’s heart pound in her chest.
Zara stepped closer, her movements slow, deliberate. Seleste could barely breathe as Zara’s gaze swept over her, taking in every inch of her like she was memorizing her. There was a weight in Zara’s eyes, something deep and unspoken that made Seleste’s skin tingle. The air between them felt thick, almost suffocating, as if the entire world had narrowed to this one moment, this one shared breath.
“I... I didn’t mean for any of this to happen,” Seleste stammered, her voice trembling as she tried to explain, but the words felt weak, useless. Her throat tightened as she met Zara’s gaze, searching for any sign of reproach. She expected anger, disappointment—anything but the strange, unreadable look Zara was giving her now.
Zara’s lips curved into a small, knowing smile, her eyes never leaving Seleste’s. “I know,” she said softly, her voice a whisper that seemed to echo in the narrow hallway. “You didn’t plan it. But chaos has a way of finding you, doesn’t it?”
The teasing lilt in her voice was enough to make Seleste’s stomach twist with both embarrassment and something far more dangerous—desire. Zara stepped closer again, her body just inches away now, close enough that Seleste could feel the heat radiating off her skin, could smell the faint scent of her perfume.
“You always seem to be at the center of everything,” Zara continued, her voice a low hum that vibrated through Seleste’s chest. She was so close now, their proximity charged with unspoken tension, the kind that felt like it could snap at any moment.
Seleste swallowed hard, her throat dry, her heart pounding in her ears. Her mind screamed at her to step back, to put distance between them, to stop whatever was about to happen before it went too far. But her body betrayed her, her feet rooted to the spot, her pulse quickening as Zara leaned in just a little closer.
Zara’s breath was warm against her cheek, her voice barely more than a whisper now. “You know, it’s funny,” she murmured, her lips dangerously close to Seleste’s ear, “we play these roles, pretend to be who we’re not. But sometimes... I wonder what would happen if we stopped pretending.”
Seleste’s heart slammed against her ribs, her entire body reacting to the closeness, to the intoxicating warmth of Zara’s skin against hers. Her breathing became shallow, each inhale laced with the unbearable tension of the moment, the weight of everything unsaid crashing down between them.
Zara’s hand brushed against Seleste’s arm, the touch light, almost imperceptible, but it sent a jolt of electricity through her. The contact lingered, burning into her skin like fire, and for a fleeting second, Seleste thought she might lose control completely.
“Zara, I...” Seleste’s voice cracked, barely audible as she tried to form words, tried to make sense of the swirling emotions inside her. But the words died on her lips as Zara’s gaze flicked down to her mouth, lingering there for just a second too long.
The tension snapped.
In an instant, Seleste closed the gap between them, her hands finding their way to Zara’s waist as her lips crashed against hers. The kiss was sudden, frantic, like a dam breaking after holding back too much for too long. Every ounce of the tension that had been building between them poured into that single, desperate kiss—raw, intense, filled with a need that neither of them could deny any longer.
Zara responded just as fiercely, her breath hot and ragged against Seleste’s mouth as she her hands tangling in Seleste’s hair, pulling her closer, deepening the kiss with a hunger that matched Seleste’s own. The world seemed to fall away around them, the only thing that mattered was this—their lips, their breath, the way their bodies fit together as if they had been made for this moment.
It was reckless, dangerous, and completely forbidden.
But it was everything.
Time seemed to stretch and contract all at once. Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest, her mind spinning with the weight of what they were doing, but she couldn’t stop. She didn’t want to. Every touch was a release of the tension that had been building for so long, the tension that had threatened to consume her. The kiss was frantic, their need crashing together in a mess of heat and desire, as if both of them knew this was the only chance they’d get.
And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it was over.
They pulled apart, both breathing heavily, their foreheads resting against each other as they struggled to regain control. Seleste’s chest heaved with the force of her emotions, her mind reeling from the intensity of what had just happened.
Zara’s eyes were dark, filled with something Seleste couldn’t quite name—something that terrified her and thrilled her all at once. She could feel the same tension still buzzing between them, the pull that had brought them together not yet dissipated.
But they couldn’t stay like this. Not here. Not now.
Zara was the first to break the silence, her voice hoarse, breathless. “We need to get back... before they notice.”
Seleste nodded, unable to speak, her body still trembling from the kiss, her mind struggling to process everything that had just happened. She watched as Zara straightened her coat, the cool composure slipping back into place like a mask.
But the crack in Zara’s armor had been revealed, and Seleste couldn’t ignore it.
With one last, lingering glance, Zara turned and disappeared down the hallway, leaving Seleste standing alone in the aftermath of the kiss. The warmth of Zara’s lips still lingered on hers, the memory of her touch seared into her skin.
Seleste exhaled shakily, pressing a hand to her lips, her heart still pounding. The kiss had changed everything. The tension that had always been there between them had finally exploded, and now, there was no going back.
But as much as she craved more, she knew the danger that came with it. They were both hiding too much, both tangled in webs of deception that could unravel at any moment.
Seleste’s pulse quickened as she turned back toward the chaos of the stadium, knowing that whatever happened next, the game between them had only just begun.
Her mind raced with the lingering heat of the kiss. Her lips still tingled from where they had touched Zara’s, but now the memory brought a sharp sting of regret. She had kissed Zara first. She had been the one to close the gap, to let her guard down, to give in to the pull she had been resisting for so long.
And now, every step away from that moment felt heavier, burdened by the weight of her own self-doubt. What had she been thinking? She was a spy—her mission was to keep her distance, to stay focused. But she hadn’t. She had let her emotions take over, and now... now everything felt like it was unraveling.
The taste of Zara still lingered on her tongue, sweet and sharp, but now it felt tainted by the realization that she might have made a terrible mistake. She couldn’t trust Zara. She shouldn’t trust Zara. And yet, in that moment, in the heat of everything they’d been through, she had wanted to trust her. She had wanted that connection.
But why?
Her mind churned with questions, with the gnawing sense that her own heart was betraying her. She had kissed Zara, and for what? What had she hoped to gain? A fleeting moment of clarity? A sense of belonging? Or had she just been swept up in the impossible tension that had been building between them for so long?
She shook her head, trying to push the thoughts away, but the weight of her actions pressed down on her like a lead weight. She couldn’t afford to be distracted. Not now. Not when everything was hanging by a thread.
And then she saw it.
Zara, still seated among the dignitaries, her face a mask of calm as the factions argued around her. But it wasn’t Zara’s serenity that caught Seleste’s attention—it was the subtle movement beneath the surface. Zara’s hand, hidden beneath the folds of her robe, passed something to one of the alien ministers beside her. It was quick, so quick that most would have missed it. But Seleste didn’t.
The exchange was quiet, barely noticeable, but the minister’s expression shifted just enough for Seleste to see the tension there. He nodded at Zara, his eyes darkening as he slipped whatever it was she had given him into his sleeve.
Seleste’s blood ran cold. Whatever Zara had just done, it wasn’t the action of a diplomat maintaining peace. It was something else—something far more dangerous.
What are you doing, Zara?
The question blared in her mind, loud and urgent, drowning out the remaining whispers of self-doubt. Zara’s actions hadn’t just unsettled Seleste—they had all but confirmed her deepest fears. This wasn’t just about diplomacy. Zara wasn’t just a player in a political game—she was something more. Something darker.
The taste of Zara’s kiss was still on her lips, but now it was bitter, tainted by the realization that she had let herself be pulled into something far more treacherous than she had anticipated. She had kissed Zara because she had wanted to believe that there was something real between them. But what if Zara had been using her all along? What if that connection had been part of Zara’s plan, a way to manipulate her into lowering her defenses?
Seleste’s chest tightened as the weight of her decision crushed down on her. She had kissed the enemy. And not just any enemy—Zara, the one person she couldn’t afford to get close to. And now, in the aftermath of that kiss, Zara had revealed something far more sinister.
Her mind spun as she tried to make sense of what she had seen. The factions around them were still arguing, oblivious to what had just transpired between Zara and the minister. But Seleste couldn’t shake the feeling that she had just witnessed the beginning of something far worse.
As Zara’s gaze flicked back toward her, their eyes locked for a moment, and Seleste’s heart stuttered in her chest. There was something in Zara’s expression—something knowing, something calculating. The serene mask Zara wore seemed even more impenetrable now, as if she knew exactly what she had done and wasn’t the least bit sorry.
Zara’s lips curled into a small, enigmatic smile—so similar to the one she had given Seleste after the kiss. But this time, it felt colder. More dangerous.
The storm of emotions inside Seleste intensified. She couldn’t stop thinking about the feel of Zara’s lips against hers, the way their bodies had fit together so perfectly, even for just that brief moment. But now... now it felt wrong. Now, she couldn’t tell if Zara had been playing her the whole time.
Was the kiss real? Or had it been another move in Zara’s game?
The confusion tore at her, and for the first time, Seleste found herself doubting everything. She had been so sure—so certain that the kiss had meant something. But now, after seeing what Zara had done, after witnessing that quiet, clandestine exchange, she wasn’t sure of anything anymore.
Her pulse quickened as she turned away from Zara, forcing herself to focus on the chaos around her. The arguments between the factions were growing louder, and Seleste knew she had to get back to her role, to maintain her cover. But as she walked, Zara’s taste still lingered on her lips, and the weight of her own self-doubt pressed down on her like a vice.
Something was wrong. Very wrong.
And for the first time since this mission had begun, Seleste wasn’t sure if she was going to make it through without losing herself completely.
Zara had become a part of her now, in ways that were more dangerous than she could have ever anticipated. And the worst part? Seleste wasn’t sure she could stop herself from wanting more.




Chapter 8
Mysterious Circumstances






The news hit like a shockwave, rattling Seleste’s already frayed nerves.
She stood in the hallway of the consulate, surrounded by diplomats who murmured in hushed tones, their faces painted with concern as the projection screen displayed the image of the alien minister. His stern face had always seemed like an immovable force in the political landscape. Now, that face was plastered across the screen with a bold, chilling headline beneath it: DEAD UNDER MYSTERIOUS CIRCUMSTANCES.
Seleste barely heard the words of the news anchor, her pulse roaring in her ears. The official report claimed it was an accident—something to do with his security systems malfunctioning. But the explanation felt distant, insubstantial, next to the sharp memory stabbing at her mind. Zara. The game. That subtle, seemingly innocuous handoff.
Her gut twisted as the image replayed again and again in her mind, like a bad reel on repeat. The way Zara had passed that object to the minister—so quick, so discreet, that at the time it had seemed like nothing. But now it loomed large, impossibly significant in the wake of his sudden death.
Seleste’s heart pounded, her stomach coiling into tight, painful knots. Had Zara known? Had she orchestrated this? She couldn’t shake the image of Zara’s calm, composed face, her effortless diplomacy, the way she had navigated that baseball game as though it was a mere dance in a long string of performances. And yet, beneath that perfect exterior, something had felt off—subtly, maddeningly off.
The thought of Zara lying, manipulating her, clawed at Seleste’s insides like glass. It shouldn’t have surprised her; after all, this was the nature of espionage. Deception. Misdirection. But this felt different. The idea of Zara playing her felt... personal. Too personal. The memory of their kiss flashed through her mind, electric and raw, making her heart lurch painfully.
She clenched her fists, trying to push the image away, but the more she fought it, the more it consumed her. The warmth of Zara’s breath still lingered on her lips, the taste of her, the feel of her body so close that Seleste had lost all sense of reason in that moment. It was more than just desire—it was something deeper, something that scared her in ways she couldn’t fully grasp.
Now, the weight of that kiss felt unbearable. It clouded her mind, muddled her instincts. Had Zara kissed her to distract her? Was she being played, used as a pawn in some grander scheme? The question swirled in her mind, poisonous and relentless, but no matter how much she tried to rationalize it, her body betrayed her. Her attraction to Zara was an overwhelming force, a pull that felt almost beyond her control.
Seleste swallowed hard, her throat dry, her pulse racing. She needed clarity—needed to think. But how could she, when the woman who had tangled her emotions so thoroughly was now tangled in this mess of lies and death?
She’s dangerous. The voice in the back of her mind was sharp, insistent. Zara was more than just a diplomat. More than just a leader. She was playing a game, one that Seleste had only just begun to understand. And yet... That kiss. The memory of it tore at her, a raw wound that refused to heal. How could something that felt so real, so visceral, be a lie?
Her wrist console chimed softly, snapping her out of her spiraling thoughts. A message from her handler: Suspicion surrounding the minister’s death is growing. Investigate further, but stay under the radar.
Investigate. Of course. That was her mission. That was what she was trained for. But the weight of the word felt crushing now. How could she investigate Zara when she could barely think straight around her?
Her mind spun with confusion, the push and pull of her emotions tearing her apart. She wanted to believe Zara wasn’t involved, that their connection—whatever it was—was real. But every instinct, every piece of training screamed at her to look deeper, to trust no one. Especially not someone like Zara.
She’s using you. The thought slammed into her, cold and hard. The minister’s death couldn’t be a coincidence. Not after what she had seen. Not after that secretive exchange. And yet, every fiber of her being rebelled against the idea that Zara had simply been using her from the start.
Seleste’s chest tightened, her breaths coming faster as she struggled to contain the flood of emotions rushing through her. She could feel her control slipping, her logic unraveling. The lines between her mission and her feelings for Zara had become so blurred, so twisted, that she could no longer tell where one ended and the other began.
Her hands trembled as she forced herself to focus, but the questions kept spiraling. What had Zara given the minister? Was it a weapon? A trigger for his death? Was she working with someone else? Or worse—was Zara part of a conspiracy far bigger than anything Seleste had imagined?
And what if... what if the kiss had been a lie too?
Seleste’s heart clenched painfully at the thought. She wanted to confront Zara, to demand answers, to see if the truth would reveal itself in her eyes. But part of her was terrified of what she might find. Terrified that the feelings she had started to harbor—these dangerous, all-consuming feelings—were nothing more than a carefully crafted trap.
Her thoughts twisted into knots as she stared at the projection screen, the image of the dead minister flickering like a distant nightmare. Chaos was already brewing among the factions. Diplomats were whispering, alliances were fraying, and accusations were flying through the air like shrapnel. The situation was spiraling out of control, and if Seleste didn’t act soon, it could turn into something far worse.
And yet... she couldn’t shake the thought of Zara. The warmth of her lips, the taste of her still lingering on her tongue, clouding her mind and making every decision feel impossibly hard. She felt as though she were teetering on the edge of something dangerous, something she couldn’t fully control. And Zara—whether she was friend or foe—was pulling her closer to the precipice.
Seleste inhaled shakily, trying to steel herself. She needed to focus. She needed to remember the mission. But as she turned away from the screen, her mind was still consumed by the same nagging, dangerous question:
What was Zara really hiding—and how far was she willing to go to find out?
∆∆∆
 
Seleste’s mind buzzed with the weight of her suspicions, the memory of the minister’s death still fresh, haunting her every thought. It felt like a shadow, looming over her, casting doubt on everything she thought she knew. And Zara... Zara was at the center of it all.
She couldn’t ignore it any longer. The subtle handoff at the baseball game, the minister’s sudden, suspicious death—it all pointed to Zara, even if she desperately wanted to believe otherwise. The kiss that had once ignited her with a raw, undeniable attraction now felt tainted, every moment between them colored with a dark, bitter sense of betrayal.
She was using me. The thought gnawed at her, insidious and unrelenting. Had every look, every brush of Zara’s hand, every playful smile been part of some twisted game? It made her stomach churn, made her question her own instincts. She had been so drawn to Zara, so hopelessly captivated. And now, all of that felt like a cruel trick—a distraction from the real game Zara had been playing all along.
But she wasn’t helpless. She still had her training. She still had her mission. And she wasn’t going to be blindsided again.
Determined to uncover the truth, Seleste threw herself into her investigation. Every spare moment, every breath she could afford, was spent tracking down information on Zara. It wasn’t easy. Zara had been careful—painstakingly so. Her background was spotless, her diplomatic record flawless. But Seleste wasn’t looking for the obvious. She knew how to dig deeper, how to find the cracks beneath the surface. And cracks, no matter how small, were there.
She started with Zara’s known connections. Ministers, dignitaries, anyone who had been in her orbit over the last few years. A pattern began to emerge, subtle but undeniable. Zara’s circle was small, but the people within it had a history—diplomats who had mysteriously retired early, others who had quietly been reassigned. No scandals, no publicized issues. But too many whispers, too many disappearances.
Too many dead ends.
Seleste’s pulse quickened as the pieces started to fall into place. Whatever Zara was involved in, it was bigger than just the diplomatic game they had been playing. The smooth-talking, enigmatic woman she had kissed wasn’t just a diplomat. Zara was something far more dangerous.
Late one night, Seleste found herself in her cramped apartment, the glow of her datapad casting long shadows across the room. Her eyes ached from hours of scouring through encrypted communications, piecing together the fragments of Zara’s life. She pulled up the surveillance footage from the baseball game for what felt like the hundredth time, zeroing in on the moment Zara had passed the object to the minister.
So quick. So subtle. The entire motion took less than two seconds. And yet, it had been enough to set off a chain of events that left a powerful alien dead and the diplomatic world teetering on the edge of chaos.
Her fingers tightened around the edge of the datapad as she replayed the moment in slow motion, her mind racing. She couldn’t help but feel the weight of Zara’s smile in her memory, the way she had looked at her, like she knew something Seleste didn’t. The way her lips had tasted, like warmth and danger wrapped together in a way that still sent a jolt of heat through Seleste’s body.
But now, that heat was laced with doubt. Zara’s kiss wasn’t the safe, electric rush it had once felt like—it was poison. And it was clouding her judgment.
Even now, as she dug deeper into Zara’s life, Seleste couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. Her breath, her closeness. The pull between them that had felt so real, so visceral. But was it real? Or had Zara been playing her from the very start? Had she been nothing more than a pawn in Zara’s grand scheme?
She wanted to believe that there was something genuine between them, something more than just a game. But how could she, when every new piece of evidence pointed to Zara’s deception?
Her heart twisted painfully in her chest. She had kissed her. She had kissed her. And now she didn’t even know if any of it had meant anything at all.
Seleste clenched her fists, trying to steady her racing thoughts. This wasn’t the time for weakness. She had to stay sharp. She had to remember why she was here—why she had been assigned to Zara in the first place. Her mission was to uncover the truth, to protect the reptilian elite from threats like this. And yet, the closer she got to the truth, the more dangerous it felt.
Her mind replayed the moments with Zara—the way she moved, the way she spoke, her cryptic words that always seemed to carry a hidden meaning. Everything about her was carefully calculated, yet so effortlessly alluring. And that was what terrified Seleste the most. Zara was dangerous, but not in the way Seleste had first imagined. She was dangerous because Seleste wanted to trust her. She wanted to believe that the connection they had wasn’t a lie. But wanting wasn’t enough.
Her datapad buzzed softly, pulling her from her thoughts. A message. Another update from her handler: Continue surveillance. Tensions rising. Eyes on Zara.
Eyes on Zara. Always on Zara. Seleste swallowed hard, the weight of the words pressing down on her like a vice.
She had to finish this. She had to figure out what Zara was hiding—before it destroyed them both.
But as she stared down at the datapad, her vision swimming with exhaustion, the thought that haunted her the most wasn’t about Zara’s deception.
It was the taste of Zara’s lips, still lingering, still pulling her back, even as the ground crumbled beneath her feet.
∆∆∆
 
The city lights blurred beneath Seleste as her hovercar shot through the sky, the engines humming a low, steady rhythm. She was going well over the speed limit, the sleek vehicle slicing through the air like a knife. It was reckless, but right now, she didn’t care. The wind whipped around her, drowning out everything but the pounding of her heart. Her mind was too full—too chaotic.
Her comm device buzzed softly, interrupting the silence. She glanced at the flashing icon on her dashboard, her handler’s name glowing in stark letters. She hesitated before answering, her fingers hovering over the controls.
“Report,” her handler’s voice came through the speakers, cold and professional, as always. “What’s your status on Zara?”
Seleste’s grip on the wheel tightened. She had been holding off on giving her handler too many details. After all, what could she say? That she had kissed Zara, that every interaction was layered with tension and something deeper? That she was questioning everything?
“I’m... still gathering information,” she replied, her voice measured. “There’s been a complication.”
“Complication?” her handler pressed, suspicion lacing their words. “Elaborate.”
Seleste’s pulse quickened. She could feel the weight of the conversation pressing down on her, the truth clawing at her insides. The minister’s death. The kiss. The doubts swirling in her mind, clouding her every thought. What could she tell them? That she was spiraling into confusion, caught between her duty and her attraction to Zara? That she wasn’t sure if she could trust her own instincts anymore?
Her contacts were bugging her again, the sharp flicker of static flashing across her vision, momentarily distorting the skyline. She blinked rapidly, cursing under her breath. It was a reminder of how embedded she was in the mission—how deep her ties to the reptilian elite ran. She couldn’t afford to screw this up. And yet, the more she dug into Zara’s life, the more tangled she became in her own emotions.
“I’m close to something,” Seleste said, the words escaping her before she could fully think them through. “There’s a... lead I’m following.”
There was a long pause on the other end. Her handler’s voice crackled back after a moment, colder than before. “Be sure you’re not distracted. Keep your focus. Eyes on Zara, Seleste. Don’t lose sight of the mission.”
Eyes on Zara. Always on Zara. The tension tightened around her like a noose, squeezing the air from her lungs.
“I understand,” she replied flatly, ending the transmission before her handler could press her further. She couldn’t deal with them right now. Not with everything swirling in her head.
The hovercar veered sharply as she swung it toward her apartment, her mind racing even faster than the vehicle beneath her. She needed to focus. To clear her thoughts. But every time she closed her eyes, all she could see was Zara. All she could feel was the heat of her breath, the taste of her lips still lingering on her own. That kiss... it was supposed to mean nothing. It was a mistake. A moment of weakness.
But it didn’t feel like nothing. It felt like everything.
Seleste slammed the controls, the hovercar jerking to a halt just above her building. The city stretched out beneath her, cold and indifferent, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was closing in. She wasn’t sure who she was anymore. The lines between the mission, her emotions, and Zara had blurred beyond recognition.
She was spiraling, and she knew it.
But she wasn’t helpless. She still had her training. She still had her mission. And she wasn’t going to be blindsided again.
Determined to uncover the truth, Seleste threw herself into her investigation. Every spare moment, every breath she could afford, was spent tracking down information on Zara. It wasn’t easy. Zara had been careful—painstakingly so. Her background was spotless, her diplomatic record flawless. But Seleste wasn’t looking for the obvious. She knew how to dig deeper, how to find the cracks beneath the surface. And cracks, no matter how small, were there.
She started with Zara’s known connections. Ministers, dignitaries, anyone who had been in her orbit over the last few years. A pattern began to emerge, subtle but undeniable. Zara’s circle was small, but the people within it had a history—diplomats who had mysteriously retired early, others who had quietly been reassigned. No scandals, no publicized issues. But too many whispers, too many disappearances.
Too many dead ends.
Seleste’s pulse quickened as the pieces started to fall into place. Whatever Zara was involved in, it was bigger than just the diplomatic game they had been playing. The smooth-talking, enigmatic woman she had kissed wasn’t just a diplomat. Zara was something far more dangerous.
Late one night, Seleste found herself in her cramped apartment, the glow of her datapad casting long shadows across the room. Her eyes ached from hours of scouring through encrypted communications, piecing together the fragments of Zara’s life. She pulled up the surveillance footage from the baseball game for what felt like the hundredth time, zeroing in on the moment Zara had passed the object to the minister.
So quick. So subtle. The entire motion took less than two seconds. And yet, it had been enough to set off a chain of events that left a powerful alien dead and the diplomatic world teetering on the edge of chaos.
Her fingers tightened around the edge of the datapad as she replayed the moment in slow motion, her mind racing. She couldn’t help but feel the weight of Zara’s smile in her memory, the way she had looked at her, like she knew something Seleste didn’t. The way her lips had tasted, like warmth and danger wrapped together in a way that still sent a jolt of heat through Seleste’s body.
But now, that heat was laced with doubt. Zara’s kiss wasn’t the safe, electric rush it had once felt like—it was poison. And it was clouding her judgment.
Even now, as she dug deeper into Zara’s life, Seleste couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. Her breath, her closeness. The pull between them that had felt so real, so visceral. But was it real? Or had Zara been playing her from the very start? Had she been nothing more than a pawn in Zara’s grand scheme?
She wanted to believe that there was something genuine between them, something more than just this game. But how could she, when every new piece of evidence pointed to Zara’s deception?
Her heart twisted painfully in her chest. She had kissed her. She had kissed her. And now she didn’t even know if any of it had meant anything at all.
Seleste clenched her fists, trying to steady her racing thoughts. This wasn’t the time for weakness. She had to stay sharp. She had to remember why she was here—why she had been assigned to Zara in the first place. Her mission was to uncover the truth, to protect the reptilian elite from threats like this. And yet, the closer she got to the truth, the more dangerous it felt.
Her mind replayed the moments with Zara—the way she moved, the way she spoke, her cryptic words that always seemed to carry a hidden meaning. Everything about her was carefully calculated, yet so effortlessly alluring. And that was what terrified Seleste the most. Zara was dangerous, but not in the way Seleste had first imagined. She was dangerous because Seleste wanted to trust her. She wanted to believe that the connection they had wasn’t a lie. But wanting wasn’t enough.
Her datapad buzzed softly, pulling her from her thoughts. A message. Another update from her handler: Continue surveillance. Tensions rising. Eyes on Zara.
Eyes on Zara. Always on Zara. Seleste swallowed hard, the weight of the words pressing down on her like a vice.
She had to finish this. She had to figure out what Zara was hiding—before it destroyed them both.
But as she stared down at the datapad, her vision swimming with exhaustion, the thought that haunted her the most wasn’t about Zara’s deception.
It was the taste of Zara’s lips, still lingering, still pulling her back, even as the ground crumbled beneath her feet.
∆∆∆
 
The lights of the city gleamed below as Seleste prowled through the encrypted files on her datapad. She had pulled every string she could, leveraging contacts she’d never wanted to use, digging deeper into Zara’s background. What had once seemed like a flawless diplomatic career was beginning to fray at the edges. Zara’s connections, her movements, even the people who spoke to her—all of it felt rehearsed, calculated. Too perfect.
Seleste swiped through document after document, feeling a gnawing sense of unease that never left her. Her surveillance of Zara had intensified over the past few days. She tracked her meetings, shadowed her steps. There was always that lingering memory, though—the kiss, the way Zara’s smile had seemed to melt through Seleste’s defenses.
It was maddening.
Zara’s cryptic behavior now felt laced with a dark undercurrent. Was it all an act? Had the attraction between them been real, or was Zara just keeping Seleste off-balance, drawing her into something far more sinister?
The more Seleste uncovered, the more her doubts deepened. She couldn’t trust Zara. Not after the minister’s death. Not after everything she’d seen.
Yet... despite it all, the memory of Zara’s breath on her skin, the taste of her lips, refused to fade. It clung to Seleste like a ghost, tainting every thought. Was Zara manipulating her, using her emotions as a weapon? Or had there been something genuine between them, something real?
Seleste rubbed a hand over her face, trying to clear her head. She couldn’t afford to be distracted. She couldn’t afford to let her feelings cloud her judgment. But every time she tried to push the memory away, it crawled back in, wrapping itself around her thoughts.
Then, the door slid open. She hadn’t even heard the soft hum of Zara’s approach until she stepped inside the dimly lit corridor, her presence unmistakable.
“Seleste,” Zara’s voice was soft, but it carried that teasing warmth that always made Seleste’s heart skip a beat.
Seleste looked up sharply, her body tensing. The sight of Zara standing there, bathed in the soft glow of the corridor lights, made her pulse race. Zara’s lips curved into a faint smile as she stepped closer, the atmosphere between them thick with unspoken tension.
“I was hoping I might find you here,” Zara said, her tone light, almost playful. “We haven’t had a chance to... talk since the game.”
Talk. Seleste’s stomach twisted. She knew exactly what Zara was referring to. The kiss. The fallout. And everything since then.
Zara took another step closer, her eyes glinting with that familiar spark. “You’ve been distant,” she said, her voice dipping lower, almost conspiratorial. “I thought maybe we could... catch up.”
It was there—the subtle flirtation in Zara’s voice, the undercurrent that had always been present between them. But now, after everything, Seleste couldn’t stand it. The weight of what she knew—the minister’s death, the handoff, the lies—made the moment unbearable.
Without thinking, Seleste shut it down.
“I’m busy,” she said, her voice cold, cutting through the air like a blade. She didn’t even look up from her datapad, the wall going up between them faster than she could stop it.
Zara froze, the smile faltering for just a moment. Seleste saw the hurt flicker across her face, there and gone in an instant, but it was enough to make Seleste’s stomach churn. Zara quickly composed herself, but the atmosphere had shifted. The warmth between them turned brittle, fragile.
“Of course,” Zara murmured, her voice tight, almost too calm. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
She turned and left without another word, leaving Seleste alone in the cold, sterile light.
The moment the door slid shut behind Zara, a wave of regret slammed into Seleste. She closed her eyes, her datapad forgotten in her lap, the weight of what she’d just done sinking into her chest. She hadn’t meant to shut Zara out so harshly, hadn’t meant to let her fear and suspicions control her.
But what else could she do? She couldn’t afford to fall for Zara’s charms again, not when the stakes were this high. Not when Zara might be manipulating her.
Still, the image of Zara’s hurt expression lingered in her mind, twisting the knife deeper.
She deserved it, Seleste told herself, but even she didn’t believe it.
∆∆∆
 
Seleste couldn’t shake the feeling that Zara had been directly involved in the minister’s death. Her mind churned with possibilities as she sat in front of her console, fingers flying over the controls, pulling up every bit of information she could find. The usual channels were quiet—official reports listed the minister’s death as an “accidental overdose,” a carefully curated story designed to quell public outcry. But Seleste knew better.
The minister hadn’t just been a passive player in the diplomatic theater. Her initial search had turned up rumors, whispers of covert operations linked to his name—nothing concrete, but enough to pique her curiosity. Smuggling, espionage, secret deals—the kind of under-the-table work that could get someone killed.
So that’s what you were hiding, Seleste thought grimly as she accessed a more secure database, using an old access code she had picked up during her training. It took some time, but eventually, she found what she was looking for.
The minister had been involved in a covert smuggling operation, though the specifics remained vague. He had ties to both human and alien factions—something that had been kept out of the public eye for obvious reasons. The documents hinted at illegal trades between the factions, deals that could undermine the fragile peace between them. It wasn’t the kind of thing that would be made public; it wasn’t the kind of thing that could be exposed without massive fallout.
But what caught Seleste’s attention most was a name that appeared in several of the files: Zara’s.
At first, the connection seemed tenuous, no more than a few references buried deep in the minister’s communications logs. But as she dug deeper, more connections surfaced. Zara had met with the minister several times in the weeks leading up to his death, under the guise of diplomatic discussions. However, these meetings weren’t officially recorded—at least, not in the usual logs. They had been hidden away, the details scrubbed clean.
Why were you meeting with him so often? Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest as she opened the most recent file.
A surveillance clip.
Seleste leaned closer to the screen, her pulse racing as the grainy footage played. It was low-quality, captured by a hidden camera, but the figures were unmistakable. Zara and the minister, standing in what appeared to be a dimly lit hallway, far from the official meetings.
Zara’s face was calm, composed, as always, but there was something different in the way she moved—more deliberate, more careful. Seleste’s breath hitched as she watched the minister lean closer, whispering something to Zara before slipping her a small, metallic object.
It was the same object Seleste had seen during the baseball game—the same object that had passed between Zara and the minister before his sudden, mysterious death.
Seleste paused the footage, her mind reeling. The object was too small to identify clearly, but whatever it was, it had been important enough to pass in secret, away from prying eyes. The implications were staggering.
Had Zara orchestrated the minister’s death? Had that object been the key to whatever had caused his sudden collapse?
She’s involved, Seleste thought, her stomach twisting with dread. But why? What was her angle?
Her mind raced with questions. Zara had always seemed too poised, too perfect. The more Seleste uncovered, the more she realized that the woman she thought she was starting to know—starting to feel for—wasn’t who she seemed.
The realization hit hard. Zara wasn’t just a diplomat playing the political game. She was part of something larger, something far more dangerous than Seleste had anticipated.
And yet... despite everything, the memory of Zara’s touch, her lips on Seleste’s, still lingered. It was impossible to ignore, twisting her gut with guilt and confusion. How could she reconcile the growing feelings she had for Zara with the knowledge that Zara might be involved in a conspiracy that reached far beyond her?
The tension between Seleste’s duty and her emotions was becoming unbearable. She wanted to confront Zara, to demand answers, but she knew she couldn’t act too quickly. Not without more evidence. Not without knowing the full extent of what she was dealing with.
She’s hiding something, Seleste thought, her fists clenching. And I’m going to find out what it is, no matter what it costs.
But deep down, she wasn’t sure what terrified her more—uncovering Zara’s true intentions, or realizing that she might not be able to let go of the woman behind the mask.
∆∆∆
 
The ballroom was alive with movement, every flicker of light from the chandeliers reflecting off the swirling, polished marble floor in sync with the ebb and flow of conversation. The scent of rare perfumes mingled with the faint notes of the orchestra playing a sultry waltz, their music a constant heartbeat in the room—steady, unrelenting. The sound vibrated through Seleste's body, a rhythmic pulse she couldn’t shake, no matter how much she tried to focus on the mission at hand.
Eyes flitted from face to face, but she could only truly see one. Zara.
Standing near the center of the grand room, Zara shone like a beacon amid the glittering diplomats and dignitaries, her silver-blue skin shimmering under the golden lights, the delicate folds of her gown catching every flicker of brightness. She held a glass of something sparkling, leaning into the conversation with a group of ministers who hung on her every word, mesmerized by her presence.
But Seleste wasn't fooled. Not anymore.
A wave of heat rolled through her chest, her skin prickling as she replayed the events of the past few days in her mind—Zara’s cryptic smiles, the feel of her lips, the object passed to the alien minister before his sudden death. The kiss that now felt like a weapon, designed to unnerve her, to disarm her. Or... was that her own imagination clouding things?
Her fingers tightened at her sides, her heart quickening with the orchestral rhythm. She had to act. She had to get to the truth.
She started toward Zara, her heels clicking softly against the marble floor, blending with the murmurs and laughter that filled the room. The scent of the champagne mixed with the heady smell of cologne and sweet floral perfumes as she pushed past the crowd. Her body felt tight, coiled with tension, every step sending a fresh jolt of adrenaline through her veins. Each step made her more determined, more ready to finally confront the truth lurking behind Zara’s perfect facade.
Zara spotted her before Seleste reached her. Their eyes locked across the ballroom, and in that instant, everything else fell away. Seleste’s breath hitched as Zara’s lips curled into a slow, knowing smile—a smile that made Seleste’s chest tighten and her stomach twist in ways she couldn’t control.
But there was no turning back now.
As the crowd parted, Zara tilted her head slightly, her eyes gleaming. “Seleste,” she said, her voice smooth and low, the sound slipping beneath the surface of the music like silk. “I was wondering when you'd find me.”
Seleste’s heart raced, the tension crackling between them like static in the air. She forced a smile, though the emotions swirling inside her were anything but calm. “You know I couldn’t stay away,” she replied, her voice steady, but she could hear the tremor underneath it.
Zara’s smile deepened. She extended her hand, the gesture casual, but charged with meaning. “Shall we dance?”
The orchestra swelled, the waltz picking up pace, and without a word, Seleste placed her hand in Zara’s. The warmth of Zara’s touch was immediate, sending a pulse of heat through her body as Zara guided her onto the dance floor. The air felt thick, electric, as they slipped into the steps of the dance—bodies moving in perfect synchronization, each step a question unanswered.
The ballroom seemed to fade around them, the music growing louder, more intense. The orchestra's melody swept over them like a wave, crashing and retreating in slow, deliberate intervals, the rhythm setting the pace of their dance. Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest, the thrum of it echoing in time with the music. Zara’s hand rested lightly on her waist, their bodies impossibly close, yet separated by the thick tension of unspoken truths.
Zara’s voice, low and intimate, broke through the din of the crowd. “You’ve been distant,” she murmured, her lips brushing dangerously close to Seleste’s ear as they spun in perfect time with the music. “I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.”
Seleste’s pulse quickened, her mind swirling with conflicting thoughts. Was this part of the game? Was Zara toying with her, knowing full well that Seleste couldn’t resist this magnetic pull between them? The thought sent a jolt of both fear and desire through her, her grip tightening on Zara’s hand.
“I’ve had... things on my mind,” Seleste replied, her words deliberate, as she forced herself to hold Zara’s gaze. “Like the minister’s death. A strange accident, don’t you think?”
Zara’s expression didn’t falter, her steps never missed a beat, but Seleste felt the slightest shift in her posture—a tension in her body, barely perceptible, but there. Zara’s hand pressed a fraction harder against Seleste’s waist.
“All accidents are strange,” Zara said, her voice smooth, but Seleste could hear the faint edge beneath it. “Especially in a world like ours.”
The music intensified, the swell of violins wrapping around them like a tightening noose. Seleste’s heart hammered in her chest, her mind racing. She needed to push further, needed to crack through Zara’s carefully constructed mask. But the heat of Zara’s body against hers, the feel of her breath on her skin—it made it so hard to think clearly, to focus.
Zara spun her effortlessly, the room spinning with them. Seleste’s head swam, her thoughts tangled in the pull of desire and suspicion. She needed to push harder.
“Did you know him well?” Seleste asked, her voice low, her lips brushing against Zara’s ear as they moved in perfect synchronization across the floor. The words were heavy, almost accusatory, but she couldn’t afford to be subtle anymore.
Zara’s eyes flickered, just for a second, but Seleste caught it. “Not as well as I know you,” Zara murmured, her voice a seductive whisper that sent a chill down Seleste’s spine. Zara’s hand slid a fraction lower on Seleste’s waist, pulling her closer, and for a moment, the world tilted as if they were the only two people in the room.
Seleste’s mind raced, the kiss they had shared flashing before her eyes—the way Zara’s lips had tasted, the way her breath had mingled with hers. But now, that kiss felt tainted, darkened by suspicion. Zara was hiding something. She knew it. And yet... Seleste found herself leaning into her touch, her body betraying her mind.
The music shifted again, the waltz melting into something slower, deeper. Seleste’s pulse quickened as Zara guided her into the slow dance, their bodies pressed even closer together, their movements fluid, intimate. The room around them blurred into a hazy glow of soft lights and murmured voices, but all Seleste could feel was Zara—the warmth of her body, the press of her hand on her back, the scent of her skin.
This wasn’t just a dance. It was a game—one of power, of control, of hidden truths. And Seleste was losing.
“Are you hiding something from me?” Seleste whispered, the words slipping from her lips before she could stop them. Her voice was barely audible, but Zara heard her. Seleste could feel it in the way Zara’s grip on her tightened, in the way her body tensed ever so slightly.
Zara didn’t answer right away. Instead, she held Seleste’s gaze, her dark eyes searching, probing, her lips curving into a slow, enigmatic smile. “We all have our secrets, Seleste,” she said softly, her voice like velvet, each word dripping with layers of meaning. “Don’t you?”
The words sent a shiver down Seleste’s spine. Her chest tightened, her heart pounding so hard it drowned out the music. She could feel the pull of Zara’s lips, the weight of the kiss they weren’t sharing but could at any moment. Her mind screamed at her to focus, to press Zara harder, to get the answers she needed. But her body betrayed her, swaying with Zara’s, lost in the rhythm of the slow dance, of their shared breath.
“I think you know more than you’re letting on,” Seleste said, her voice sharper now, though it wavered with the emotions she couldn’t contain.
Zara’s smile deepened, but there was something darker behind it now, something that made Seleste’s skin prickle with both desire and unease. “Maybe,” Zara replied, her voice low, intimate. “But maybe you do too.”
The words hung between them, thick with tension, with unspoken truths. Seleste’s breath hitched, her chest tightening with a wave of confusion. She had come here to confront Zara, to expose her, to dig into her lies. But now, standing there in Zara’s arms, she felt like she was the one being exposed, her own secrets laid bare under Zara’s gaze.
The music swelled, the final notes of the waltz ringing out as Zara slowly, reluctantly, released her hold on Seleste. Their bodies parted, but the tension between them lingered, thick and suffocating. Zara’s eyes lingered on Seleste, her gaze unreadable, her smile still in place—but now, it felt like a mask.
Seleste’s heart raced, her mind spinning. She had failed. She hadn’t gotten any answers—only more questions, more doubts. And worse, she had let herself be swept away by Zara’s touch, by her voice, by the pull between them that she couldn’t deny.
As Zara stepped away, her fingers brushing Seleste’s one last time, Seleste felt a deep, gnawing sense of guilt settle in her chest. She had let herself get too close. She had let herself forget the mission.
Zara gave her one last lingering look before slipping into the crowd, her silhouette disappearing into the sea of diplomats and dignitaries.
Seleste stood there, breathless and aching, her mind tangled in a web of conflicting emotions. She had come here for the truth. But now, she wasn’t sure what that truth even was.
All she knew was that Zara was hiding something. And despite everything, despite all the lies and deception, Seleste wasn’t sure if she wanted to uncover it—or if she was too afraid of what she might find.
Seleste slipped away from the throng of bodies in the ballroom, her heart pounding as the sound of the music faded behind her. The rhythmic hum of conversation, the clinking of glasses, and the echo of laughter all melted away as she pushed open a small, unmarked door at the far end of the hall. Her hand trembled slightly as she closed it behind her, the soft click of the latch sealing her away from the noise and the confusion outside.
The room she entered was small—barely more than a closet, really—cramped with low ceilings and a single, dim light casting long shadows across the floor. It was nothing like the opulent surroundings of the ball. There were no grand chandeliers here, no swirling gowns or glittering smiles. It was cold, silent, and dark.
Seleste pressed her back against the door, her chest heaving as she tried to calm her racing heart. She closed her eyes, taking in a slow, shuddering breath, trying to steady the storm of emotions that churned inside her. Her mind was still reeling from the dance, from Zara’s touch, from the dangerous game they had just played.
Her body still hummed with the memory of it—the press of Zara’s hand against her waist, the warmth of her breath on her neck, the electric connection that had seemed to spark between them with every step. Seleste’s lips tingled, still remembering the sensation of Zara’s skin so close to hers, the ghost of their kiss lingering like a forgotten whisper.
But beneath that heat, something darker lurked. A sharp, gnawing sense of unease that twisted deep in her gut.
Zara was lying to her. That much, Seleste was certain of now.
Her eyes flicked around the room, her pulse racing faster with every moment of stillness. She had replayed the exchange between Zara and the alien minister in her mind a thousand times—Zara’s hand, quick and subtle, passing something so small, so innocuous, yet so pivotal. The minister’s sudden, unexplained death. The secrecy. The lies.
Seleste had pushed Zara tonight, needling at her with quiet accusations hidden beneath the guise of flirtation. She had wanted answers. She had wanted to break through the polished mask Zara wore so effortlessly, to see what lay beneath. But instead, she had been pulled deeper into Zara’s world—into the dangerous, seductive pull of their connection.
She opened her eyes, her vision blurry as she stared at the narrow room around her. The air was thick and stale, pressing down on her as if it, too, carried the weight of her dilemma. She could still feel Zara’s presence clinging to her skin, the intensity of her gaze, the way her enigmatic smile had lingered just a second too long. The dance had left her reeling, her mind tangled in a web of desire and suspicion.
She kissed you back.
The thought sent a fresh surge of confusion through her. Zara had responded to her kiss with equal passion, hadn’t she? Or had it all been part of some calculated game, a distraction to keep Seleste off-balance, to pull her away from the truth?
Her chest tightened, her breath catching in her throat. She had let herself get too close. She had let herself feel something for Zara, and now... now she didn’t know if she could trust her own instincts anymore.
She kissed you back.
But was that kiss real? Or was it just another move in a larger, more dangerous game? Every look, every touch, every word between them was now colored with doubt. What if everything Zara had done—the flirtation, the connection, the intimacy—was all part of a plan? A plan to manipulate her, to make her vulnerable, to keep her distracted while Zara moved forward with whatever dark agenda she was hiding.
Seleste’s hands curled into fists at her sides. She couldn’t allow herself to fall into that trap. Not again. The minister’s death was no accident. She knew that now, deep in her gut. And Zara was involved—somehow, some way, she was at the center of it all.
But the thought of confronting her, of unraveling the lies, sent a sharp pang of something close to fear through Seleste. Because the more she dug, the more dangerous this game became. Zara wasn’t just any diplomat—she was powerful, elusive, and possibly far more dangerous than Seleste had ever realized.
And then there was the other side of it—the side that made Seleste’s stomach twist in knots, the side that made her heart ache in a way she hadn’t expected. Because despite everything, despite the lies, the deception, the danger... Seleste still felt something for Zara. Something strong. Something that scared her more than any of the secrets Zara might be hiding.
She kissed you back.
The thought kept repeating in her mind, like a broken record, over and over again. That kiss—passionate, intense, real—had felt like more than just a ploy. It had felt like something genuine, something raw. But now, sitting in this small, suffocating room, Seleste wasn’t sure what to believe anymore.
Was Zara manipulating her, using their connection to throw her off the trail? Or was there something real between them, something that went beyond the web of espionage and lies they were tangled in?
Her chest ached with the weight of it all—the conflicting emotions, the uncertainty, the danger. She didn’t know what was real anymore. She didn’t know if she could trust herself to make the right call.
And yet... there was something else. A sense of impending doom creeping in, a feeling that the closer she got to the truth, the more perilous the situation became. Zara wasn’t just a diplomat with a hidden agenda—she was something more, something darker. And the more Seleste uncovered, the more she realized that she was teetering on the edge of something far more dangerous than she had anticipated.
Zara’s words from earlier echoed in her mind: “We all have secrets, Seleste. Don’t you?”
Yes, Seleste had secrets. They both did. But now, those secrets were turning deadly. And if she wasn’t careful, she might become the next target in Zara’s game.
She stood up abruptly, her mind swirling with possibilities, her heart pounding in her chest. There was no turning back now. She was in too deep. The only way forward was to uncover the truth, no matter the cost.
But as she reached for the door, a heavy weight settled in her gut.
The truth could destroy them both.




Chapter 9
The Galactic Summit






Seleste’s head still buzzed with the events from the diplomatic ball. The confrontation with Zara, the tender dance, the way she had almost lost herself in that moment—her heart was tangled in a web of emotions she couldn’t untangle. She had barely slept since, her mind spinning with every question, every cryptic word that had passed between them. Was Zara manipulating her? Or was there something real, something she was too afraid to admit?
She was pacing in her sparse, cold-blooded living room when her wrist console buzzed. A message—urgent.
A direct communication from Scales.
Her stomach dropped. Scales was a senior figure in the reptilian elite, a cold, calculating leader who rarely contacted operatives directly. Whatever this was, it couldn’t be good.
Seleste inhaled sharply and pressed the button to accept the call. The holographic projection flickered to life, casting the familiar silhouette of Scales, his emerald-scaled face rigid and unreadable. His voice crackled through the communicator, low and commanding as ever.
"Seleste," he said, the greeting clipped, like they had no time for pleasantries. "We have a situation, and it requires your immediate attention."
Her pulse quickened, but she nodded, keeping her expression neutral. "Of course, sir. What’s the assignment?"
Scales’ dark eyes flickered for a moment, and then the image shifted to display a galactic map, highlighting a swirling nebula far from Earth. "The Galactic Peace Summit. With the death of Minister Vargu, Earth is in a precarious position, and tensions are high. The factions are suspicious, looking for cracks in our alliances. We can’t afford to be seen as weak or disorganized."
Seleste swallowed hard, her fingers gripping the edge of the console. She already knew where this was going, but hearing it from Scales sent a chill down her spine.
"To ease the tensions surrounding Vargu’s death," Scales continued, "Earth is sending you and Zara as our representatives to the summit. Officially, you’re both diplomats filling in for Vargu. Unofficially..." His eyes gleamed with something colder, more dangerous. "You’ll be there to gather intelligence on Zara. This is an opportunity we can’t waste."
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat. Of course. She was being sent to the most politically charged event in the galaxy—with Zara. Trapped together under the guise of cooperation while she tried to uncover Zara’s secrets. It was like being dropped into a pressure cooker.
"You know what’s at stake," Scales pressed, his voice a steady hiss. "Not only for the reptilian elite but for Earth’s position in this entire quadrant. This summit is about more than peace—it’s about control. Keep a close watch on Zara. Report everything. We need leverage, and she’s hiding something. Get close if you have to."
Seleste’s skin prickled. She was already too close. The memory of Zara’s lips brushing her ear during the ball made her pulse quicken. How could she get even closer without completely losing herself?
"I understand," Seleste managed, her voice steadier than she felt.
Scales gave a short, satisfied nod. "Good. The summit begins in two days. Prepare yourself, Seleste. And don’t forget—this isn’t just about the mission. It’s about Earth’s future. We can’t afford failure."
The transmission ended abruptly, leaving Seleste staring at the empty projection, her heart pounding in her chest.
∆∆∆
 
The docking bay doors slid open with a soft hiss, and Seleste stepped onto the shimmering platform that connected the shuttle to the hotel. She had to squint against the brilliant light of the glowing purple nebula that loomed beyond the station, casting its radiant, swirling hues over everything in sight. The hotel itself was nothing short of a floating monument to excess—sleek and futuristic, with gleaming silver arches that seemed to stretch endlessly into space. Transparent floors gave a perfect view of the stars beneath, as if the entire structure was built on nothing but air and light.
Her heart raced, a mixture of awe and dread battling inside her chest. Every step on the glass walkway felt precarious, like the ground might disappear beneath her. She had to remind herself to focus. She was here for a mission, after all. Not to be dazzled by the galactic elite’s indulgences.
"Extravagant, isn't it?" Zara’s voice purred from behind her, and Seleste turned to see her gliding across the platform with effortless grace, her silvery-blue skin almost luminous against the backdrop of space. Zara barely seemed to notice the grandeur around her, as if she’d been to places like this a thousand times before.
Seleste clenched her jaw, the memory of their last dance still burning at the back of her mind. She couldn’t afford to let herself be distracted, no matter how alluring Zara’s presence was. Her mission was more important.
As they walked toward the entrance hall, the scale of the hotel became even more surreal. Towering crystalline spires shot up from the center of the lobby, each one refracting the light from the nebula in dazzling displays that painted the entire room in shades of violet, azure, and indigo. Floating holographic art drifted lazily in the air, shifting and reshaping like liquid glass, depicting scenes from alien landscapes and abstract forms that shimmered and dissolved before Seleste could fully comprehend them.
This was where peace talks between galaxies were meant to take place?
Seleste felt a pang of unease settle in her stomach. The absurdity of it all—the over-the-top luxury, the sheer spectacle—felt like a distraction. Like it was all meant to divert attention from the fact that nothing real was happening here. Just a lot of talking, and a lot of posturing.
"Quite the show, isn’t it?" Zara commented lightly, her eyes sparkling with amusement as she surveyed the scene. She glanced at Seleste with a teasing smile, as if daring her to react.
But Seleste kept her expression neutral, refusing to let Zara’s charm get under her skin. "It’s a little much," she muttered.
Zara laughed softly, the sound so melodic it almost made Seleste’s heart skip. "Oh, darling," Zara whispered, stepping closer as they passed through the grand hall. "You haven’t seen anything yet."
As if on cue, a group of floating jellyfish-like creatures drifted past them, their translucent bodies pulsating with a soft, ethereal glow. Their tendrils swayed gracefully in the air as they moved, leaving faint trails of light in their wake. Other beings, too, filled the space—massive crystalline forms that towered over everything, shifting blobs of color that undulated and changed shape as they hovered through the air, and creatures made entirely of light, their forms flickering and sparkling with every step they took.
And yet, none of them looked even remotely humanoid.
Seleste’s brow furrowed. Her eyes darted from one alien form to the next, trying to process the stark contrast between Zara’s familiar, almost human-like appearance and the utterly alien beings around them. The difference was jarring. Here, surrounded by beings of pure light and liquid shapes, Zara stood out even more starkly than usual.
She was... too human. Or at least too close to it. It made no sense.
As if sensing Seleste’s confusion, Zara glanced at her, a sly smile tugging at the corner of her lips. "Something on your mind?"
Seleste stiffened, her pulse quickening. "No," she lied, forcing her expression back into neutrality. But the unease gnawed at her. She had noticed it before, of course—Zara’s uncanny resemblance to humans. But now, seeing her among these beings, it felt even more... wrong.
Before Seleste could dwell on it further, they were approached by two blob-like creatures, their forms quivering and gurgling as they floated closer. They were translucent, almost gelatinous, their bodies pulsating with a strange, organic rhythm. One of them made a sound like a wet squelch, its garbled voice translating through the hotel’s communication system.
"Ah, fellow Earth aliens!" it greeted cheerily, the words bubbling from its gelatinous form.
Seleste blinked, taken aback. "Earth... aliens?" she repeated, the words feeling absurd as they left her mouth.
"Yes, Earth aliens!" the other blob chimed in, wobbling excitedly. "We’ve heard all about your planet! Quite the mess, I hear."
Zara stifled a laugh beside her, and Seleste shot her a glare before turning back to the blobs. "I’m not an Earth alien. I’m reptilian. Zara’s the alien."
The blobs quivered in unison, their forms rippling with what Seleste could only assume was laughter. "Oh, reptilian! Of course, of course," one of them gurgled, its gelatinous body expanding and contracting with each word. "But what’s the difference, really? I’m from Blobulon, and this is my associate from Globdaria. We’re all something, aren’t we?"
Seleste opened her mouth to respond, but the absurdity of the situation left her speechless. Blobulon? Globdaria? Was this a joke?
The two blobs wobbled in what might have been a nod of respect, their squelchy voices echoing as they drifted off, leaving Seleste standing there, dumbfounded. She glanced at Zara, who was watching the blobs disappear with an amused smile.
"Don’t take it too personally," Zara said, her voice laced with amusement. "The blobs don’t care much for distinctions. To them, anything with limbs is probably an Earth alien."
Seleste let out a frustrated breath, her mind still spinning from the encounter. She couldn’t shake the growing sense of unease that had taken root in her chest. The blobs’ casual dismissal of her reptilian identity was strange enough, but what bothered her more was the way Zara seemed so... comfortable here.
Too comfortable.
Zara, with her silvery-blue skin, her elegant features, her humanoid form—she looked out of place in this menagerie of alien life. And yet, somehow, she blended in perfectly. As if she belonged here more than Seleste ever could.
Seleste’s gaze lingered on Zara’s profile, the unease gnawing at her insides. The mission had just gotten a lot more complicated. This wasn’t just a diplomatic summit—it was a stage. And Zara was playing a role that Seleste was only beginning to understand.
But what was she hiding?
The shimmering lights of the nebula reflected off Zara’s skin, casting an almost ethereal glow over her as they walked deeper into the hotel. Seleste’s mind raced. The other aliens, the blobs’ bizarre conversation, Zara’s effortless charm... it all felt like a puzzle she couldn’t quite piece together.
∆∆∆
 
The summit had been going about as smoothly as Seleste had expected—which was to say, it had descended into chaos within the first few hours. Diplomats and representatives from countless factions were still arguing in circles when a rogue faction of alien creatures had, quite literally, crashed into the floating hotel. The resulting diplomatic disaster was spectacular: security alarms blaring, neon lights flashing, and countless gelatinous beings screaming in garbled tones.
Now, the summit was in temporary lockdown, and Seleste found herself navigating the chaotic aftermath.
"Perfect," she muttered under her breath, trying to keep her cool as delegates and dignitaries were being shuffled into private suites to wait out the security breach. The air was thick with confusion, half-formed apologies, and the hum of the hotel’s anti-intruder defenses. Amidst the frenzy, Seleste’s handler had sent her a curt message: Stay close to Zara. Monitor all movements.
She ground her teeth. Staying close to Zara was hardly the problem.
An official approached, flanked by two floating jellyfish-like beings who seemed to be offering their own version of moral support. “Ah, Ambassador Ven,” the official said, his voice robotic as he pulled up the screen on his wrist. “Due to the... ahem, unfortunate rooming shortage caused by the lockdown, we’re placing all delegates in shared suites to foster diplomatic trust.”
Seleste’s stomach dropped. She shot Zara a quick glance, already dreading what was coming next.
“We’ve paired you and Ambassador Zara in the Amour Suite, Level 9.” The official didn’t so much as blink, his tone flat and professional, as though this were a perfectly logical solution to the chaos unfolding around them. He gestured to one of the shimmering glass elevators at the far side of the room. “Please follow me.”
Seleste’s pulse quickened. Amour Suite? she thought, her brain already racing with every bad romantic trope she could think of. Zara, meanwhile, was already smirking, that infuriating gleam in her eye as she followed the official.
Seleste forced her legs to move, biting back the instinctual retort bubbling in her throat. This was ridiculous. But with the summit in disarray, her primary mission—keeping tabs on Zara—took precedence. She had no choice but to play along.
The elevator ride felt like it took forever, even though it lasted only seconds. As the doors slid open, revealing their new accommodations, Seleste immediately felt her stomach twist with both disbelief and embarrassment.
The Amour Suite was, without question, the most outrageously romantic place she had ever set foot in. Every detail seemed engineered for one purpose: to make the occupants lose all sense of professionalism and succumb to the absurdity of their surroundings.
A massive, heart-shaped bed sat in the center of the room, covered in plush, faux-fur blankets that shimmered under the soft glow of gravity-defying chandeliers. Holographic rose petals fell gently from the ceiling, vanishing just before they touched the floor, while a swirling hot tub bubbled quietly in the middle of the room, casting faint pink steam into the air. The walls were lined with shimmering gold trim, and the soft hum of romantic music played faintly in the background.
It was so over-the-top that Seleste had to suppress a groan.
“Oh, this is... rich,” Zara murmured, her voice heavy with amusement as she strolled deeper into the suite. “I can see why they call it the Amour Suite.”
Seleste stood frozen in the doorway, trying to keep her composure as she took in the absurdity of the room. "Of course they do," she muttered. The holographic rose petals were already beginning to grate on her nerves.
Zara turned back to her, eyebrow raised. "Come now, Seleste, don’t look so horrified. We’re just fostering... diplomatic trust," she said, echoing the official’s earlier words with a teasing smile. "Surely, we’re above letting a little atmosphere get to us?"
Seleste rolled her eyes, her discomfort only growing as she stepped fully into the suite. “It’s not the atmosphere that’s bothering me,” she shot back, trying to focus on the mission. But it was hard to ignore Zara’s proximity, the teasing glint in her eye, or the undeniable tension that seemed to fill the air between them.
Zara just chuckled and dropped her bag near the bed, casually inspecting the room as if they weren’t trapped in a scene straight out of a ridiculous romance holo-novel. “Well,” she said lightly, walking past the bed and over to the hot tub, trailing her fingers through the rising steam, “it seems we’re going to be here for a while. Might as well get comfortable.”
Seleste forced herself to look away from the heart-shaped bed and towards the window, where the purple nebula outside swirled in lazy spirals. Her mind raced with conflicting thoughts—her mission, the minister’s death, the intense confrontation at the ballroom, and now this. Every logical part of her screamed to focus on the investigation. And yet, Zara’s presence, her flirty demeanor, was making it increasingly difficult to think straight.
This entire situation felt like a trap. A test.
Seleste's handler's voice echoed in her mind, reminding her that she was here to observe and gather intelligence. But the idea of spending the night in a room like this, with Zara, was already fraying her resolve.
And Zara wasn’t making it any easier.
"Fostering diplomatic trust, huh?" Seleste muttered under her breath, shaking her head as she headed towards the small sitting area by the window, trying to put some space between herself and the absurdly romantic bed. But no matter where she went in the room, it felt like Zara’s presence followed her—constant, intoxicating, impossible to ignore.
Zara shot her a sideways glance, a knowing smile playing at her lips as she sat on the edge of the bed, her silvery-blue skin glowing faintly in the soft light. "I’m sure we’ll manage just fine," she said, her voice dripping with innuendo.
Seleste clenched her fists, silently cursing the absurdity of the situation. She was here to uncover secrets, not to get caught up in the seductive pull of Zara’s charm. But as the holographic rose petals drifted lazily through the air and the gravity-defying chandeliers swayed above them, Seleste realized with a sinking feeling that resisting Zara was going to be far harder than she had anticipated.
“You look uncomfortable,” Zara said, her voice soft, teasing. “Is it the bed? Or me?”
Seleste shot her a sharp glance. “Neither. I just don’t do well with…” she trailed off, gesturing vaguely to the room, “all this.”
Zara chuckled, her silvery-blue skin catching the soft glow of the chandeliers. “You’ll get used to it. It's only a couple of nights.” The way she said it made it sound as if it was some simple, harmless thing, but the undercurrent of tension beneath her words was unmistakable. Every time Zara spoke, every glance she cast, Seleste felt the tension twist tighter, like a cord around her chest.
It took all of Seleste’s self-control to slip into the other side of the bed, keeping as much distance as possible between them, though the vastness of the bed still felt too small. She settled herself on her back, staring up at the ceiling, where the petals continued their gentle fall.
In the silence that followed, Seleste’s mind raced. The room was ridiculous enough to distract anyone, but the proximity of Zara—her warmth, her scent, the quiet rhythm of her breathing—was impossible to ignore. Seleste lay rigid, feeling every nerve in her body on high alert, the memory of the kiss still fresh in her mind, mingling with the doubts, the suspicions, the growing fear that Zara was hiding something more sinister than she could yet comprehend.
And yet, beneath the weight of those thoughts, there was still that pull. The inexplicable draw to Zara, the way her presence seemed to blur the lines between mission and emotion, enemy and… something more.
The bed dipped slightly as Zara shifted closer. Seleste’s breath hitched, her body tense as she felt the faint brush of Zara’s hand against her arm—a touch so light, it could have been accidental, but it sent a wave of heat coursing through her. Her mind screamed at her to pull away, to reassert the distance, to remember who Zara was and what she represented. But her body remained frozen, caught in the conflicting currents of desire and doubt.
“You’re quiet tonight,” Zara murmured, her voice low, and far too close for comfort.
Seleste swallowed hard, her heart pounding in her chest. “Just thinking,” she replied, her voice tight.
Zara’s breath was warm against her ear, and Seleste could feel the heat of her presence seeping through the thin space between them. “About your mission?” Zara asked, her tone soft but probing.
Seleste hesitated. She knew Zara was fishing, testing her, but there was something else in her voice—something that sounded almost… genuine. She closed her eyes, trying to push the conflicting emotions aside, but the proximity made it impossible to think clearly.
“Among other things,” Seleste finally said, her voice barely above a whisper.
A silence fell between them again, thicker this time, charged with unspoken tension. Seleste could feel Zara’s eyes on her, could sense the weight of the moment pressing down on them both. And for a brief second, she wondered what would happen if she just turned, just gave in to that pull, just—
But then Zara shifted away, her body moving back slightly, giving Seleste the space to breathe again.
“Get some rest, Elara,” Zara whispered, her voice gentle, yet filled with an undercurrent of something deeper. “We’ll need it for tomorrow.”
Seleste’s eyes remained fixed on the ceiling, her mind swirling in a storm of emotions she couldn’t control. She lay still, trying to calm her racing heart, trying to forget the way Zara’s presence had made her feel—vulnerable, exposed, conflicted.
Eventually, Zara’s breathing evened out, signaling that she had fallen asleep. But for Seleste, sleep was elusive. She remained there in the dark, her thoughts a tangled mess of desire, suspicion, and the growing fear that whatever was happening between them was spiraling out of her control.
The night stretched on, and Seleste couldn’t help but wonder how much longer she could keep pretending that her mission hadn’t already been compromised—by Zara, by her emotions, by the impossible tension that had taken root between them.
And with that thought, she stared into the darkness, knowing that the next day would bring no relief—only more questions, more complications, and more of Zara.
∆∆∆
 
The day had dragged on with the kind of tedium that only diplomatic summits could deliver. From sunrise—or whatever passed for that in the glow of space—Seleste and Zara had been shuffled from one sterile conference room to another, forced to sit through hours of banal speeches by galactic leaders droning on about peace initiatives and political alliances. The endless presentations were punctuated by long-winded proposals for intergalactic cooperation, with visuals so outdated that even the holographic charts seemed bored. At one point, the delegates of some distant star system spent nearly two hours arguing about the color of an energy shield—an issue so trivial that Seleste wanted to scream.
Seleste, who had always prided herself on her focus, felt her thoughts drifting again and again. Not toward the mission, not toward the political machinations surrounding her, but to Zara. Every time Zara’s voice cut through the monotony, smooth and confident, Seleste felt her pulse quicken. The curve of Zara’s lips when she smiled at some diplomat, the subtle flick of her wrist as she gestured, the way her blue skin shimmered slightly in the odd light of the space hotel—all of it seemed to pull Seleste in, bit by bit, no matter how hard she tried to resist.
The situation didn’t improve when they were called upon to deliver a joint speech. Standing beside Zara, under the watchful eyes of the galactic leaders, Seleste had to fight to maintain her composure. The speech itself was an empty formality, filled with platitudes about Earth’s commitment to peace and progress. Zara, of course, handled it effortlessly. Her words flowed with a practiced ease, her presence magnetic, and she smiled warmly at the assembled diplomats, making it seem like she actually cared about the vapid lines they were reciting.
But all Seleste could think about was the warmth of Zara standing beside her, the way Zara’s shoulder occasionally brushed hers, sending tiny sparks through her skin. She hated how aware she was of Zara’s every movement. It was distracting—infuriating, even. And yet, there was something undeniably intoxicating about it. About her.
It didn’t help that Zara seemed to know exactly what she was doing. Every time their eyes met, Zara’s gaze lingered just a second longer than necessary, her lips curling into a playful smile as if she could sense Seleste’s inner turmoil. It was maddening, but Seleste couldn’t tear herself away.
By the time the speech was over, Seleste felt like she’d run a marathon just to keep her thoughts in check. She was thankful when the diplomatic gala finally began—a chance to escape the tedious formality of the day and, perhaps, get some distance from Zara.
But the gala, held in one of the space hotel's massive observation rooms, did little to calm her nerves. The room itself was breathtaking, with transparent walls that offered a full view of the glowing purple nebula outside. The stars seemed impossibly close, like Seleste could reach out and touch them. The soft, swirling light from the nebula bathed everything in an otherworldly glow, making even the most mundane diplomatic exchange seem surreal.
Seleste sipped a glass of something fizzy and alien as she stood near the edge of the crowd, trying to focus on anything other than the constant pull she felt toward Zara. She could see Zara mingling effortlessly with the other diplomats, her blue skin catching the light just so, her silvery hair flowing like liquid metal as she moved. Even in a room full of exotic, powerful beings, Zara stood out like a beacon, commanding attention without even trying.
And then there were her eyes—those deep, dark eyes that seemed to see right through Seleste whenever they locked gazes. Every time it happened, Seleste felt a jolt of electricity run through her, as if Zara were somehow reaching inside her, teasing out every thought she was trying to suppress. It was unbearable.
And yet, she craved it.
Her mind wandered back to the kiss they had shared. It hadn’t been part of the mission, it hadn’t been logical, and it certainly hadn’t been safe. But it had been real. The feel of Zara’s lips against hers still lingered in her memory, a constant, nagging reminder of the connection between them—a connection Seleste had tried, and failed, to ignore.
Seleste was pulled from her thoughts by the familiar sound of squelching voices. The floating blobs from the day before had reappeared, bobbing through the crowd with their garbled, bubbly language, their amorphous shapes shifting in the low gravity. One of them spotted Zara and Seleste and floated their way, waving a blobby appendage with enthusiasm.
“Hey, Earth aliens!” the blob gurgled, its voice dripping with cheer as it approached. “Careful, gravity’s tricky in here—don’t float away!”
Seleste forced a polite smile, though the term “Earth aliens” made her stomach churn. She tried to correct the blob, once again. “Actually, I’m reptilian, and Zara is—”
“Eh, you all look the same to us,” the blob cut her off with a bubbly laugh, sending ripples through its gelatinous form. “I mean, Zara’s blue, but close enough!”
Seleste felt her brow furrow as she glanced at Zara, waiting for her usual playful retort. But instead, Zara’s expression changed—just for a second, but long enough for Seleste to notice. Zara’s smile faltered ever so slightly, her posture stiffening as if she’d been caught off-guard. Her easygoing demeanor, so carefully maintained, cracked.
Zara quickly recovered, flashing the blob her signature smirk and laughing it off. But Seleste saw the moment for what it was—something had gotten under Zara’s skin.
The blob floated away, oblivious to the tension it had created, but Seleste couldn’t shake the feeling that something important had just happened. Zara’s reaction to the blob’s comment was subtle, but in the context of everything else—her mysterious past, her charm, the layers of secrecy surrounding her—it stood out like a beacon.
Was Zara hiding something bigger than her role as a diplomat? Was there something about her that even Seleste, with all her training and surveillance, hadn’t yet uncovered?
As the stars twinkled just beyond the glass walls of the space hotel, Seleste felt herself growing more suspicious, more conflicted. She couldn’t deny the attraction that pulsed between them, but now, more than ever, she knew that Zara wasn’t just a potential lover—she was a potential threat.
∆∆∆
 
The suite felt impossibly quiet, the luxurious space filled only with the faint hum of the hotel’s environmental systems and the soft glow of the nebula outside. Seleste sat on the plush edge of the ridiculously oversized bed, trying to calm her mind after the bizarre events of the day. The blob-aliens, the non-stop flirtation from Zara, the endless speeches—everything had left her on edge, her thoughts a tangled mess of suspicion and attraction.
She glanced over at Zara, who had been pacing the suite for the last several minutes, occasionally pausing to adjust something on her wrist console. At first, Seleste had brushed it off as Zara being restless, but then she noticed it: a faint flicker on Zara’s arm, a strange shimmer just beneath her skin. It was subtle—so much so that if Seleste hadn’t been watching so closely, she might’ve missed it entirely.
Zara stilled suddenly, her back to Seleste, her hand clenching over her arm as if to hide something. But the flickering grew worse. What had once appeared to be the smooth, shimmering blue skin of an alien diplomat was now glitching, revealing flashes of something else—something far more human.
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat. Her mind raced. What am I seeing?
“Is... everything okay?” Seleste asked, her voice laced with cautious curiosity.
Zara froze. The flickering on her skin intensified, moving up from her arm to her shoulder, then along the side of her neck. The patches of blue faded in and out, revealing swaths of pale, human-like flesh beneath.
“Damn it,” Zara muttered under her breath, her voice sharp with frustration.
Seleste stood, slowly stepping closer, her gaze locked on Zara’s skin. It flickered again, the blue shimmering away and revealing what looked like an ordinary human arm. A small device embedded just beneath Zara’s skin, something Seleste had always assumed was a mole or some small mark, was now exposed—a metallic-looking node, tiny but unmistakably technological.
“Zara...” Seleste whispered, her heart pounding. She’s not just an alien. She’s something else entirely.
Zara turned to face her, eyes wide, her usual composed demeanor fraying at the edges. “It’s... just a malfunction. Solar flare interference,” Zara said, her voice hurried, almost defensive. She rubbed at the flickering patch of skin as if she could force it back to its normal state. “It happens sometimes this close to the nebula. It’s nothing serious.”
The explanation was rushed, too smooth, like something Zara had practiced. Seleste’s gaze flicked between the glitching skin and Zara’s anxious expression. She could feel the tension rising in her chest—this was Zara’s first true slip, her first real moment of vulnerability. It felt like watching something fragile crack open, exposing the raw truth beneath the surface.
But despite the suspicion gnawing at her, something else stirred inside Seleste. Zara looked... almost human now. More vulnerable than Seleste had ever seen her. The urgency in Zara’s movements, the slight panic in her eyes, all of it drew Seleste closer in a way that had nothing to do with the mission. The lines between her duty and her emotions blurred even further.
“Here, let me help,” Seleste said softly, stepping even closer. She reached out instinctively, her fingers brushing against Zara’s arm, just below the flickering patches. The touch was intimate, far more than it should’ve been given the circumstances, but Seleste couldn’t seem to stop herself.
Zara flinched slightly at the contact but didn’t pull away. Instead, she looked up at Seleste, her eyes searching, as if trying to gauge whether Seleste was seeing through her lie—or choosing to ignore it.
For a long moment, they stood there, the tension between them thick, electric. Seleste’s mind screamed at her to question everything, to press Zara for the truth. But her heart... her heart was caught in the warmth of Zara’s skin beneath her fingertips, the way Zara’s breath hitched ever so slightly at the touch. She didn’t know if it was the proximity, the vulnerability, or the damn nebula casting its ethereal glow, but in that moment, her suspicions faltered. She wanted to believe Zara’s hastily woven lie. She needed to.
“It’s really nothing,” Zara repeated, her voice quieter now, almost pleading. “I just need a minute to reset it.”
Seleste swallowed, her hand still lingering on Zara’s arm. She could feel the tech buzzing faintly beneath Zara’s skin, the strange blend of organic and artificial textures blurring together under her touch. It was a reminder that Zara was more than what she seemed, more than the alien diplomat she pretended to be.
But instead of confronting her, instead of pushing for the truth, Seleste found herself nodding, offering Zara a small, hesitant smile. “Alright,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Just... take your time.”
Zara blinked, clearly taken aback by the softness in Seleste’s tone. For a moment, their eyes locked, and Seleste could feel the weight of everything unsaid between them—the lies, the tension, the strange, undeniable connection that neither of them could explain. It was like standing on the edge of a precipice, knowing that one wrong move could send everything tumbling into chaos, but being unable to step back.
Zara broke the gaze first, turning her attention back to the flickering patches of her skin, her fingers moving quickly over the small device embedded in her arm. She was trying to fix it, to regain control, but Seleste could see the cracks—both in Zara’s disguise and in the carefully maintained persona she’d worn since the moment they met.
For a brief second, Zara’s skin flickered again, revealing more of the human-like flesh beneath. The blue shimmered in and out, like a veil slipping. But Seleste didn’t pull away. She couldn’t.
As Zara worked to reset the tech, the vulnerability of the moment washed over Seleste like a tidal wave. The kiss they’d shared, the flirtation, the lies—it all tangled together, a confusing mix of emotions that left her feeling both lost and found at the same time.
Zara’s hand brushed against hers as she adjusted the device, the contact sending a jolt through Seleste. And in that moment, she knew—no matter what Zara was hiding, no matter the lies or the secrets—she wasn’t ready to let go. Not yet.
∆∆∆
 
The dim glow of the nebula filtered through the suite’s large windows, casting an otherworldly purple light across the room. Seleste had retreated to one side of the enormous, heart-shaped bed, her mind still spinning from the earlier incident with Zara’s skin. She had tried to focus on anything else—on the mission, on the minister’s death, on the Galactic Peace Summit—but every time she closed her eyes, all she could see was Zara’s skin flickering, revealing flashes of something human beneath the blue.
The plush bed beneath her was absurdly comfortable, but there was no relaxing in a room like this. Faux fur blankets, swirling holographic rose petals falling from the ceiling, and the swirling nebula hot tub in the middle of the suite—it all felt like a a cruel yet cheesy twist of fate. But the real tension came from Zara, lying just inches away, the weight of their proximity pressing down on Seleste harder than anything else.
Zara hadn’t said much after resetting her disguise, other than a brief, soft-spoken comment about needing to rest. But the air between them was thick with everything unsaid, the tension from the ballroom, the dance, the near-kiss, and Zara’s lies clinging to every breath.
Seleste let out a slow, shaky exhale, trying to force her mind to focus on the mission. She couldn’t afford to get distracted again, not when so much was at stake. But how could she not, when Zara was lying so close, her presence impossible to ignore?
She shifted under the covers, careful to keep her distance, but the bed seemed to have other plans.
With a soft click, the bed’s advanced features activated, making the mattress adjust its gravity mode. Seleste blinked as the feeling of weightlessness crept over her body. The bed’s romantic mood settings triggered without warning, filling the room with a soft, shimmering starlight and the faint sound of soothing nebula waves.
“Are you kidding me?” Seleste muttered under her breath, glancing at Zara, who had propped herself up on one elbow, amusement dancing in her eyes.
“Seems like the bed has a mind of its own,” Zara said, her voice low and teasing. The sound of her voice—soft but suggestive—made Seleste’s pulse quicken. Even in the absurdity of the situation, Zara still managed to keep her cool, a slight smirk playing on her lips.
Seleste rolled her eyes, trying to appear unfazed. “It’s ridiculous.”
Zara’s smile widened, her eyes glinting in the nebula light. “Maybe. But it could be worse. We could be sharing a cramped shuttle instead.”
Seleste let out a short, humorless laugh, though her heart raced. She knew Zara was flirting again, that usual, infuriating charm sneaking its way back into the conversation. But Seleste couldn’t let herself be swept up in it. Not again. She had to focus—on the mission, on the lies, on everything that Zara might be hiding.
The soft sounds of the nebula waves filled the silence between them, making the room feel smaller, more intimate. Seleste closed her eyes, trying to ignore the fact that every part of her was hyper-aware of Zara’s presence beside her. Her skin prickled with tension, her mind racing with conflicting thoughts. I shouldn’t be here. This is wrong.
And yet, the bed’s gentle weightlessness made it harder to stay grounded—literally and figuratively.
Then, without warning, the bed’s anti-gravity mode malfunctioned, the entire mattress giving a sudden lurch as the settings recalibrated. Seleste felt herself floating upward, her body pulled into the air alongside Zara’s, who yelped in surprise as they were both lifted from the bed. For a moment, they drifted awkwardly in the zero-gravity, bodies suspended in mid-air.
Zara chuckled, the sound rich and warm, despite the chaos. “Well, this is new.”
Before Seleste could respond, the bed jerked again, sending them both tumbling into each other. Their bodies collided, limbs tangling awkwardly as the weightlessness gave way to gravity just enough to press them together.
Seleste’s breath hitched, her heart pounding in her chest as Zara’s warmth seeped into her. They were close—too close—and every inch of Seleste’s body screamed at her to move, to pull away, to regain some semblance of control. But she couldn’t. The moment stretched, charged with heat, as if the entire room was conspiring to bring them together.
Zara’s breath brushed against her neck, sending a shiver down Seleste’s spine. She swallowed hard, her pulse racing, the tension between them suffocating. She could feel Zara’s heartbeat, could feel the way their bodies fit together in the most inconvenient, exhilarating way.
For a split second, Seleste thought Zara might lean in—might close the remaining distance between them and finally act on the tension that had been building for so long. But instead, Zara let out a soft, breathless laugh, her voice filled with amusement despite the situation.
“Well,” Zara said, her voice low, almost a purr, “I suppose we should be grateful the bed’s not floating us out into space.”
Seleste exhaled, trying to regain her composure. Focus, Seleste. Focus. But it was impossible, not with Zara this close, not with the weight of everything unspoken between them.
“Maybe we should just turn it off,” Seleste muttered, her voice strained.
Zara grinned, her eyes gleaming in the dim light. “And miss out on all the fun?”
The playfulness in her voice sent another wave of heat through Seleste, but she forced herself to stay grounded. She was here to investigate, to figure out what Zara was hiding, not to get swept up in the absurdity of the situation—or her own feelings.
But as they drifted back down onto the bed, the weight of their proximity still lingering in the air, Seleste couldn’t shake the feeling that no matter how hard she tried, she was already too far gone. The kiss, the touch of Zara’s hand on her arm, the constant pull—it was all too much, too overwhelming. Every moment spent with Zara chipped away at her defenses, leaving her exposed, vulnerable, dangerously close to something she couldn’t control.
Zara, ever attuned to the slightest shift in the room, must have sensed it. She rose from the bed, her movements fluid and deliberate, and wandered toward the center of the suite. The nebula outside cast an ethereal glow across her skin, the colors swirling in the backdrop like a living painting. Zara paused at the edge of the hot tub, her gaze flickering toward Seleste with something that was neither a question nor a command—just an invitation.
“Well,” Zara said, her voice softer than usual, “I think after today, we deserve a break.” She gestured toward the hot tub, her expression half-joking, half-serious. “Care to join me?”
Seleste hesitated, glancing between the absurdly luxurious hot tub and Zara’s figure silhouetted against the galaxy beyond. The idea of slipping into the warm water, after the chaos of the day, was tempting—but the intimacy of the situation made her pulse quicken with apprehension. She knew that being in such close quarters with Zara would only stir the confusing emotions she’d been trying to keep at bay.
Still, the weariness of the day settled into her bones, and Seleste gave in with a nod, her muscles aching for the release the bubbling water promised.
“I guess we’ve earned it,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady as she approached the edge of the hot tub. She slid into the water, the warmth enveloping her instantly, loosening the tension in her body but doing nothing to ease the tension between her and Zara.
Zara followed, settling across from Seleste, her shoulders sinking beneath the bubbling surface. The water churned between them, reflecting the shimmering hues of the nebula outside, casting an otherworldly glow on their skin. For a moment, they both stayed silent, the sound of the water and the distant hum of the nebula filling the air. Seleste’s mind raced, caught between the absurdity of the situation and the reality of the emotional storm brewing inside her.
Zara, usually so confident, seemed strangely quiet, her gaze occasionally flicking toward the nebula before settling back on Seleste. Her usual flirtatious demeanor was subdued, and the brief glitch in her disguise weighed heavily on Seleste’s thoughts. For the first time since they’d met, Zara seemed... human. Not just because of the flashes of skin beneath the blue, but because of the way she seemed genuinely rattled.
Seleste decided to press. “You were... off today,” she said cautiously, her eyes studying Zara’s expression for any reaction. “Something on your mind?”
Zara stiffened slightly, though her lips curved into a faint, knowing smile. “We all have our off days, don’t we?” Her voice was light, but there was a tension beneath it, a strain that Seleste couldn’t ignore. “I’ll admit, I didn’t expect today to be quite so... eventful.”
“Eventful is one word for it,” Seleste replied, her voice carefully measured. She leaned back against the edge of the tub, letting the warm water swirl around her, but her mind was far from relaxed. “Your... disguise. It almost gave you away.” The words were casual, but the intent behind them was anything but.
Zara’s eyes flickered, the smirk on her lips faltering for just a second before she quickly recovered. “Solar flares,” she said smoothly, brushing a hand over her arm as if to dismiss the incident. “Nebula interference. It happens.”
It was a plausible explanation, but Seleste wasn’t convinced. Not after everything she’d seen. Not after the minister’s death, and the strange, cryptic behavior Zara had been exhibiting for weeks.
“Is that all it was?” Seleste’s voice was soft, but the question hung between them like a sharp blade, cutting through the bubbling water. She studied Zara’s face, watching for any sign of deception, any crack in the carefully constructed mask Zara wore.
Zara’s gaze darkened, her eyes locking onto Seleste’s. For a moment, Seleste thought she saw something—something raw, something vulnerable. But then, just as quickly as it had appeared, it was gone. Zara leaned in slightly, her voice dropping to a low murmur. “You’re suspicious of me, aren’t you?”
The question sent a jolt through Seleste, but she refused to let it show. She kept her expression neutral, her pulse quickening as Zara moved closer, the heat of the water mixing with the heat of their proximity. “Can you blame me?” Seleste countered, her voice steady but her heart racing. “There’s a lot you haven’t told me.”
Zara chuckled softly, but the sound was laced with something darker, something more guarded. “And you’ve told me everything, Elara?”
Seleste tensed, the name hanging between them like a taunt. Zara knew she was playing a dangerous game, but so was Seleste. They both were. And yet, despite the tension, the suspicion, the lies—they were here, together, sitting in a hot tub under the glow of a distant nebula, their bodies just inches apart.
For a moment, the tension between them shifted, softened. The heat of the water, the glow of the stars outside, the way Zara’s eyes lingered on hers—it was intoxicating. Seleste felt herself leaning in, the absurdity of the situation fading as the pull between them grew stronger.
Her mind screamed at her to stop, to pull away, to keep her distance—but her body betrayed her. She leaned closer, her breath catching in her throat as Zara’s gaze softened, her lips parting ever so slightly.
And then, just as their lips were about to meet, Zara pulled back.
The moment shattered like glass, and Seleste’s heart lurched painfully in her chest. She blinked, trying to process what had just happened, the sudden coldness between them making the warmth of the water feel almost oppressive.
Zara’s eyes flickered with something Seleste couldn’t quite place—regret, maybe, or fear. “We can’t,” Zara whispered, her voice barely audible over the bubbling water. “Not like this.”
The words cut deeper than Seleste expected, and for a moment, she felt her resolve crumble. She had been so close to giving in, to letting herself fall into the pull between them—but now, everything felt more complicated, more dangerous.
Seleste swallowed hard, pulling herself back from the edge. “Right,” she muttered, her voice thick with unspoken emotion. “Not like this.”
They sat in silence for a few more minutes, the tension between them now thick with unspoken words, unfulfilled desires, and mounting suspicions. Seleste’s mind raced, torn between the undeniable attraction she felt for Zara and the dangerous game of espionage they were both entangled in.
When they finally climbed out of the hot tub, the water dripping off their bodies like the weight of the day’s events, Seleste knew one thing for certain: Zara was hiding something. And whatever it was, it was going to tear them both apart.
The moment was thick with tension, the air between Seleste and Zara crackling like a live wire. Zara’s earlier retreat, her whispered “not like this,” had left Seleste’s heart tangled in knots. The hot tub’s warm water lapped gently against her skin, but it did nothing, to soothe the storm inside her. She couldn’t stop staring at Zara—at the way her blue skin flickered in the nebula’s glow, at the vulnerability in her eyes that hadn’t been there before.
Something shifted in Seleste, and without thinking, she leaned forward, her voice low, desperate. “Zara, I don’t care about what I saw earlier. I don’t care what you’re hiding," she whispered, her hand reaching out to gently brush Zara’s arm. “I just want—”
But before she could finish, Zara’s eyes flashed with something unreadable. For a moment, it looked like Zara was about to say something—something real, something revealing. Her lips parted, and Seleste’s heart raced as if they were on the brink of something they could never take back.
Zara’s hand twitched, almost like she was going to touch Seleste, to close the distance between them, to finally let down the walls that had been so carefully constructed. Seleste could feel the weight of everything they hadn’t said pressing against them. It was now or never.
Then, abruptly, Seleste’s wrist comm flashed red, and a sharp beep cut through the charged silence. The sound shattered the moment, yanking both of them back to reality with a violent pull.
Seleste glanced down, her pulse racing for an entirely different reason now. The flashing red icon on her wrist comm wasn’t just any notification—it was an emergency mission update.
Her heart sank. “There’s an emergency,” she muttered, the intensity of the moment dissolving as she quickly scanned the alert. “The summit... it’s under threat.”
Zara, who had been on the verge of... something, immediately shifted into action mode. Her flirtatious demeanor vanished, replaced by a cold, calculated presence that threw Seleste off guard.
Seleste quickly scanned the details. “Unidentified threats targeting the galactic diplomats. I'm being called to secure them.”
The hot tub, the romantic suite, the swirling emotions—all of it seemed to fall away in an instant. They were no longer Seleste and Zara, two people teetering on the edge of something they couldn’t name. Now they were a diplomat and a spy, slipping seamlessly back into the roles they were trained for.
“We need to move,” Zara said, already pulling herself out of the hot tub, her eyes sharp and focused. The brief vulnerability, the flicker of humanity Seleste had seen in her earlier, was gone. Zara was back in control, her usual mask firmly in place.
Seleste followed suit, the weight of her earlier words now hanging unspoken in the air. Whatever they had almost shared, whatever had been building between them, it would have to wait. There was no time to process her feelings, no time to ask Zara the questions that were burning in her mind.
As they rushed to grab their gear, Seleste couldn’t help but glance at Zara, her mind racing with a thousand conflicting thoughts. Zara had almost let her in—almost. And now, they were back to playing the roles they’d been assigned, as if the last few moments had never happened at all.
Zara caught her eye, a brief flicker of something softer passing between them before it vanished. “Let’s go,” she said, her voice steady but laced with an urgency that mirrored the situation. There was no room for hesitation now.
They moved swiftly out of the suite, leaving the ridiculous romantic setting behind, the gravity of their mission pulling them back into the cold reality of their lives. But even as they slipped into action, the tension between them remained, unresolved and electric.
Seleste’s heart raced for reasons that had nothing to do with the mission at hand. She could still feel Zara’s presence next to her, could still remember the almost-kiss, the way Zara had looked at her like she wanted to say more but couldn’t.
As they hurried down the hotel's meandering hallways, Seleste’s mind was a whirlwind of emotion. She was caught between her growing feelings for Zara, the shocking revelation about Zara’s disguise, and the increasingly dangerous mission they were now tasked with. The stakes were higher than ever, and yet the most dangerous thing of all might be what she was feeling.
They were both hiding something. And now, more than ever, Seleste wasn’t sure she could trust anyone—including herself.




Chapter 10
Seleste’s Growing Doubts






The space hotel was a maze of chaos. Alarms blared, lights flickered erratically, and the sleek, luxurious corridors were now filled with the panicked movements of diplomats and alien dignitaries, their forms silhouetted against the glow of the nebula outside the windows. Seleste’s pulse raced in time with the flashing emergency lights as they sprinted down the halls, her mind still tangled in the tension with Zara.
“Where are they?” Seleste asked, her voice raised to be heard over the alarm.
“Third floor,” Zara replied, scanning the wrist comm on her arm. “Most of the dignitaries are still in the gala room. We’ll have to escort them to the emergency pods.”
They turned a sharp corner, narrowly avoiding a floating crystalline diplomat who wobbled precariously, as though unsure whether to flee or remain in place.
“I’ve got the northern end of the hotel covered,” Seleste said, activating her comm to signal her reptilian superiors. She glanced at Zara as they jogged through the chaotic hallway, unable to stop herself from watching Zara’s every move. The way her jaw tensed, the quick calculations in her eyes—Zara was always several steps ahead, and Seleste had to wonder what secrets she was keeping locked away now.
Zara caught her staring, a small, knowing smirk tugging at her lips despite the urgency of the situation. “Focus, Elara,” she teased, though her tone carried a note of seriousness. “We’ve got diplomats to save.”
Seleste’s chest tightened. Even now, in the middle of a crisis, Zara had that effect on her. It was maddening.
Suddenly, the walls around them groaned as the power surged, and the lights flickered once more before stabilizing. They reached the third floor, and the panic was palpable. Aliens of all shapes and sizes crowded the hall, some floating, others stumbling, all trying to make sense of the chaos. Seleste spotted a group of reptilian officials huddled together, their cold eyes darting nervously around the room.
A new sound—an eerie, high-pitched hum—cut through the din, growing louder with every second. Seleste’s eyes snapped to the ceiling vents, where the noise seemed to originate. And then she saw them. Swirling like glittering clouds of dust, a swarm of space locusts poured through the vents, their shimmering, razor-edged bodies cutting through the air with terrifying precision.
The first locust struck a wall panel, slicing clean through it and causing a small explosion of sparks. The diplomats around Seleste screamed in terror as the locusts began to multiply, zipping through the air in an organized, deadly swarm.
“We’ve got trouble!” Seleste shouted, her voice sharp as she activated her wrist comm. “It’s the space locusts—they’re feeding on the hotel’s power grid!”
The locusts descended on the room, their glittering wings blurring as they cut through cables, smashed into light fixtures, and sent chunks of tech flying. The gravity systems flickered, leaving some aliens floating helplessly as they flailed in mid-air, while others were slammed into walls as gravity fluctuated uncontrollably.
Seleste activated her blaster, shooting at the locusts, but it barely slowed them down. The energy weapons only seemed to agitate them, and the swarm moved with even greater ferocity, turning the luxurious hall into a war zone of shredded circuits and burning metal.
“Zara, get them out of here!” Seleste called, pushing toward the nearest console to trigger the emergency evacuation protocol.
Zara, already in action mode, nodded and turned to the diplomats. “Everyone, stay calm!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the chaos. “Head to the escape pods, now!”
The diplomats, though panicked, began moving toward the exits as Seleste and Zara continued to hold off the locusts. But the swarm was relentless, its shimmering wings tearing through the air, leaving destruction in its wake. Seleste’s blaster overheated, and she had to switch to physical combat, swatting the locusts away as they attempted to divebomb her.
“They’re targeting the hotel’s energy systems,” Seleste growled through gritted teeth, trying to keep her focus as more of the lights flickered and dimmed.
“We need to disable them before they take down the entire grid,” Zara shouted back, already scanning the hotel’s emergency power systems on her wrist comm.
Just as the last diplomats made it to the escape pods, the locusts swarmed the northern section of the hotel, and the lights in that area went dark. The swarm’s hum grew louder, more menacing, as it zeroed in on the main power conduits.
Seleste shot one more burst of energy toward the swarm, hoping to slow them down. “We’re running out of time. If they take out the primary generator—”
“We lose everything,” Zara finished, her tone grim. Her eyes flicked up toward Seleste, a brief flash of concern in her gaze. But there was no time to dwell on it. Zara’s mask of control snapped back into place as she turned to the console. “We’ll need to reroute the power systems manually. There’s a backup control room two floors down.”
Seleste nodded, glancing at the massive, glittering swarm above them. The locusts were moving with terrifying precision, systematically dismantling every piece of tech they encountered. And there were too many of them to fight off.
“We’ll have to move fast,” Seleste said, pulling Zara toward the exit. “You reroute the power—I'll hold them off.”
Zara hesitated for a moment, her gaze flickering between Seleste and the locusts. For a brief second, it seemed like she might protest, insist that they stick together. But then her eyes hardened, and she nodded. “Don’t get yourself killed, Elara.”
With that, they split up, Zara heading for the lower level to secure the power systems while Seleste turned back toward the swarm, her heart pounding in her chest. Every instinct in her body told her to run, to flee from the deadly creatures tearing through the hotel.
But she couldn’t. Not now. Not when the entire summit—and possibly the galaxy—was at risk.
As Seleste sprinted back into the chaos, blasting locusts out of the air, her mind raced with conflicting thoughts. Zara. The mission. The growing feelings she couldn’t ignore. And the cold, hard truth that she wasn’t sure who to trust anymore—not even herself.
The locusts were closing in fast, and she was running out of time. As diplomats and alien dignitaries scrambled for safety, Seleste and Zara moved with precision, navigating the crumbling corridors.
“Get them to the secure zone on the lower levels,” Zara instructed one of the panicked security guards, her voice sharp and commanding. She was in full control now, her diplomatic mask forgotten. Seleste couldn’t help but notice how easily Zara took charge of the situation—too easily. There was no hesitation, no uncertainty in her movements or words. She wasn’t acting like a mere diplomat. She was leading.
Seleste glanced over as Zara barked more orders, organizing the evacuation of some crystalline beings whose glittering forms were starting to dim from the power drain. Even the floating blob creatures, who hovered helplessly in midair as the gravity systems faltered, followed her instructions without question.
Admiration bloomed in Seleste’s chest despite herself, but with it came a gnawing sense of suspicion. Zara’s composure in the face of disaster, her ability to command attention and control the situation—none of it fit with the story Zara had sold her. There was something more to this woman, something she was hiding, and every second they worked together made it harder for Seleste to ignore the gaps in Zara’s story.
But now wasn’t the time for doubt.
“We’ve got to get these dignitaries to the escape pods before the locusts hit this section,” Seleste said, trying to push her suspicions aside. She forced herself to focus on the mission, not the woman commanding the chaos with such unflinching confidence.
Zara glanced at her, and for a moment, Seleste swore she saw something—something in Zara’s eyes that made her heart skip a beat. Not fear, not panic, but something... knowing.
“I’ll handle the security override on the next wing,” Zara replied, her voice calm but laced with an intensity that sent a shiver down Seleste’s spine. “You deal with the locusts. Keep them off our backs.”
Seleste nodded, gripping her blaster tightly. As they worked, every move they made only heightened her emotional conflict. The more she watched Zara, the more she admired her—but every flicker of admiration was shadowed by a deeper, darker doubt.
They were in this together. But were they really on the same side?
The two of them raced down a dimly lit corridor, their footsteps muffled by the lush, carpeted floors that still somehow seemed opulent, even in the middle of a crisis.
Behind them, the walls groaned, a low rumbling signifying that another system was failing. The locusts were eating through the hotel's energy grid faster than anyone anticipated. Every step they took, every second they delayed, put more lives at risk.
As they rounded another corner, a burst of sparks erupted from a nearby panel, sending a cascade of debris into their path. Seleste dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the explosion, her heart hammering in her chest. Zara wasn’t far behind, her quick reflexes saving her from the blast.
They huddled in the shadows of a crumbling alcove, both breathing hard from the exertion. Seleste’s pulse raced for reasons beyond the danger surrounding them. The close proximity, the life-or-death stakes—it was all making the space between them feel unbearably charged.
“Are you alright?” Zara asked, her voice quieter now, the mask of control slipping just slightly. Her eyes scanned Seleste’s face with something that looked like concern.
“I’m fine,” Seleste replied, though the breathlessness in her voice betrayed her. She wasn’t fine—not even close. Between the crumbling hotel, the deadly locusts, and the unrelenting tension between them, she felt like she was unraveling from the inside out.
But it wasn’t just the chaos around them. It was Zara. The way her presence lingered in the air, the way her voice seemed to cut through the noise, grounding Seleste even when everything else was falling apart.
“Zara...” Seleste began, her words faltering as she struggled to find the right thing to say. She needed to push, to ask the questions that had been gnawing at her mind. But the way Zara was looking at her—so calm, so steady—made it hard to think straight.
“I know you’re hiding something,” she said, her voice barely more than a whisper, the words slipping out before she could stop them.
Zara’s eyes darkened, a flicker of something unreadable passing through them. “We’re both hiding things, aren’t we?” Zara replied, her voice soft but laced with an edge that sent a jolt through Seleste. “You’re not exactly who you pretend to be either, Elara.”
The use of her cover name sent a chill down Seleste’s spine. How much did Zara know? And how long had she known it?
But before she could press further, the lights above them flickered again, the sound of the locusts tearing through the hotel's infrastructure growing louder. They had no time to stand here, talking in riddles.
“We need to move,” Zara said, pulling herself to her feet, but her gaze lingered on Seleste for just a second longer. Something passed between them in that moment—a silent understanding that no matter what they were hiding from each other, they were in this together.
For now.
But Seleste’s doubts gnawed at her. As they resumed their mission, moving quickly through the chaos to rescue the last of the trapped dignitaries, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the walls between them were crumbling. And the closer they got to the truth, the more dangerous it would be—for both of them.
The swarm was relentless. The space locusts moved in shimmering waves, their bodies reflecting the dim, flickering lights of the space hotel. What should have been a minor annoyance—tiny, glittering insectoids—was now a rolling nightmare of sharp, slicing appendages and a sickening, high-pitched drone that echoed through the corridors. The walls around them sparked and fizzled, the energy conduits being torn apart by the creatures, leaving the air thick with a strange, metallic smell that clung to Seleste’s senses.
They had run out of options. The exit was sealed, the hotel’s security systems shutting down, and the swarm was closing in. Seleste could feel her pulse quickening, her breath coming in shallow gasps as the gravity of the situation pressed down on her. Beside her, Zara’s expression remained composed, but there was a tension in her body that Seleste hadn’t seen before—a crack in her usually flawless façade.
The locusts swirled in the air like a nightmare in slow motion, their metallic bodies catching the light as they cut through wires and sent showers of sparks raining down around them. The absurdity of the scene wasn’t lost on Seleste—a horde of glittering, razor-edged insects ripping apart a luxury hotel in space—but there was no denying the danger. She could hear the panicked cries of the alien dignitaries down the corridor, but their voices felt distant, muted by the blood rushing in her ears.
“Zara, we need to—” Seleste’s voice caught in her throat as a sudden surge of energy from the locust swarm sent the lights flickering, plunging them into near-darkness.
Her heart pounded. She had always been good under pressure—cool, controlled—but this was different. The locusts weren’t just devouring the hotel’s energy; they were tearing through her own resolve, inch by inch, as the walls of reality and the absurd bled together in her mind. The whole situation felt surreal, almost dreamlike, as though she were trapped in a fevered hallucination of space chaos and emotional turmoil. Her mind spun—part of her wanted to laugh at the insanity of it all, while the other was consumed by a growing sense of dread.
Suddenly, the locusts turned, surging toward them in a deadly wave of metal and light. Seleste’s body tensed, every muscle locking as she braced for the impact. But Zara moved before she could react.
Without a word, Zara reached into her sleeve and pulled out a small device—something sleek, silver, and pulsing with energy. Seleste barely had time to register what it was before Zara activated it, sending out a ripple of energy that seemed to disrupt the locusts' swarm pattern. The creatures shuddered, their bodies twitching as they veered off course, momentarily disoriented by the pulse.
It wasn’t just the fact that Zara had a piece of technology powerful enough to momentarily halt the swarm that shocked Seleste—it was how effortlessly Zara had wielded it. This wasn’t a diplomatic tool. It was something else, something far more advanced than any alien diplomat should have access to.
“What the hell was that?” Seleste gasped, her voice trembling as the realization slammed into her like a tidal wave. The swarm was still circling, but the brief respite gave them a chance to escape. Zara turned to her, her face impassive, though her eyes flickered with something Seleste couldn’t quite place.
“A precaution,” Zara said smoothly, but there was a tension in her voice that hadn’t been there before. “We need to keep moving.”
“No,” Seleste said, her breath catching. “What was that? How did you—” Her words faltered as she tried to wrap her mind around the implications. This wasn’t a precaution. This was something far more dangerous. Zara had just used a piece of technology so advanced, so specifically targeted, that it couldn’t be coincidence.
Zara’s gaze met hers, and for a moment, everything else—the locusts, the failing systems, the chaos—seemed to melt away. There was a flicker of something in Zara’s eyes, a momentary crack in her calm exterior, and Seleste’s heart raced with a mix of fear and longing.
“You’re not who you say you are,” Seleste whispered, her voice shaking as the full weight of her suspicions pressed down on her. The heat of Zara’s body, the memory of their almost-kiss, the absurdity of the locusts—all of it twisted together in a dizzying swirl of emotions that made it impossible for Seleste to think clearly.
Zara stepped closer, her expression unreadable. “We all have our secrets, Seleste,” she said, her voice soft but charged with meaning. The sound of her name on Zara’s lips sent a jolt through her, the tension between them almost unbearable. For a moment, Seleste thought Zara might reach out, might close the distance between them again, but then the swarm surged, the locusts resuming their attack.
There was no time to process, no time to confront Zara—not now. They had to move.
But as they dashed down the corridor, narrowly avoiding the glittering cloud of razor-edged insects, Seleste couldn’t shake the feeling that everything had just shifted. Zara had saved her life, yes, but in doing so, she had revealed something far more dangerous than any swarm of locusts.
Zara wasn’t just a diplomat. She wasn’t just an alien leader.
And now, more than ever, Seleste wasn’t sure she could trust her own heart.
They burst into the next room, the swarm close behind, and Seleste felt her breath catch in her throat as the walls flickered again, the luxury hotel crumbling around them. But it wasn’t the threat of the locusts that terrified her the most—it was the look in Zara’s eyes, the unspoken truth between them that loomed larger with every passing second.
Because Zara had secrets.
And now, Seleste wasn’t sure if her mission was to protect her or destroy her.
∆∆∆
 
As the last of the glittering locusts dissipated, absorbed by the hotel's emergency systems, the high-pitched whine of failing tech subsided. The once-opulent hallway, now dimly lit and eerily quiet, felt like the aftermath of a storm. The walls still flickered occasionally, sputtering with sparks, but the worst of the chaos had passed. They had survived the swarm.
But Seleste didn’t feel relieved. Her heart was still pounding, her chest tight, but not because of the danger they’d just escaped. It was because of Zara. Because of what she’d seen. Because of the way Zara had saved her, the way her hands had moved with practiced ease, the small device flickering with power as it pulsed against the alien horde.
They stood side by side in the hushed silence, the faint glow of emergency lights casting elongated shadows over their figures. Seleste stole a glance at Zara. Her blue skin, which had flickered between human and alien earlier, now seemed stable again, as if the momentary malfunction had never happened. But the real malfunction wasn’t with the tech. It was in Seleste’s mind, her feelings.
Zara looked calm, as always, her mask of composure fully restored. But there was something different, something heavier lingering between them, like the air had thickened with all the words they weren’t saying.
Seleste’s mind spun, the revelation from moments earlier clawing at her. Zara had secrets. She had known it, suspected it, but now, after everything, the truth had become unavoidable. Zara wasn’t who she appeared to be. Her tech, her ability to manipulate the situation so effortlessly—none of it lined up with the image of a simple alien diplomat.
And yet, Zara had saved her. In that brief, charged moment when the locusts had closed in, Zara had chosen her.
Seleste’s heart raced, not just from the adrenaline of their escape, but from the overwhelming tide of emotions crashing inside her. She should be reporting this. She should be documenting every detail, preparing to send it back to her superiors. But instead, all she could think about was Zara. Zara’s bravery, her strength, the way her presence had become an anchor in the chaos. The kiss they had almost shared flickered in her mind, and she hated that she was this torn.
“Thank you,” Seleste said, her voice quieter than she intended, but heavy with unspoken layers. Zara turned to look at her, her eyes unreadable.
“For what?” Zara asked, her tone deceptively light. She knew exactly what Seleste was thanking her for, but the way she said it felt like a deflection, an attempt to steer the conversation away from the truth that now hung between them.
Seleste shook her head, suddenly unsure. For saving her life? For the tension they were still dancing around? For making her feel something she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in years? The words felt caught in her throat, tangled in the growing mess of emotion and suspicion. “For everything,” she finally managed.
Zara’s lips curled into a small smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Just doing my job,” she said smoothly. Too smoothly.
The air between them crackled with the unresolved tension. Seleste’s gaze flicked down to the device Zara had used, now concealed once more, its gleaming surface hidden away like a secret that had momentarily slipped free. The device wasn’t meant for someone like Zara. It wasn’t meant for anyone who claimed to be merely a diplomat.
Zara was lying. That much was clear. But the greater truth was that Seleste wasn’t ready to confront it, not now, not yet.
“You’re good at your job,” Seleste said, her voice edged with something softer. There was an accusation buried in the compliment, but there was also a truth she couldn’t ignore—Zara was more than capable. She was formidable, confident, and, despite everything, Seleste couldn’t deny how drawn she was to her.
Zara’s eyes flickered, her calm demeanor cracking for just a moment. There was something raw behind that composed mask, something that made Seleste’s heart squeeze tighter in her chest. It was a flicker of vulnerability, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared.
“We both are,” Zara replied, the words charged with meaning.
For a heartbeat, Seleste thought about pushing harder, about demanding answers, about confronting Zara right there in the wrecked hallway. But when Zara stepped closer, just enough for the space between them to feel electric, the heat of her proximity burned through Seleste’s doubts. The rational part of her screamed that this was wrong, that she was getting too close, that she should be focusing on the mission.
But all she could focus on was Zara.
Zara’s presence was intoxicating, pulling her into a dangerous dance of attraction and deception. And for the first time in her life, Seleste wasn’t sure if she was strong enough to resist it.
She was breaking her own rules, every single one of them, and she knew it. The conflict gnawed at her, but as Zara’s eyes met hers—steady, intense, and laced with an unspoken challenge—Seleste felt her defenses crumble further.
“You’re hiding something,” Seleste said softly, the accusation almost swallowed by the quiet. Her pulse raced as she watched Zara’s face for a reaction.
Zara’s smile faltered just slightly, a crack in the carefully constructed mask. But she didn’t flinch. “Aren’t we all?”
The words hung between them, heavier than the air they were breathing. Seleste wanted to ask more, to push Zara until the truth spilled out. But when Zara reached out, brushing a strand of hair from Seleste’s face with a tenderness that made her heart stutter, all of her resolve shattered.
“We can’t,” Zara whispered, her voice softer than before, her hand lingering near Seleste’s cheek. “Not like this.”
The moment was unbearable, charged with everything they had left unsaid. Seleste’s breath caught, and for a second, it felt like they were standing on the edge of something irreversible. But then Zara pulled away, stepping back, the distance between them stretching like an invisible chasm.
The connection broke, and Seleste felt the cold rush in, a painful ache in her chest where warmth had been just moments ago.
The silence between them was unbearable now. Seleste’s heart ached with the weight of her feelings, her doubts, her mission. Zara was right—they couldn’t do this. Not like this.
But Seleste wasn’t sure she could stop herself from falling any further.
Before she could say anything more, her wrist comm flashed again, and the hotel’s systems let out a groaning hum, signaling that the emergency protocols were ending. It was over—for now.
The lights flickered back to life, and the dull hum of the hotel’s tech systems slowly returned. Zara’s eyes lingered on Seleste for a moment longer before she turned away, her usual calm composure slipping back into place like a well-worn mask.
“Let’s get back,” Zara said, her voice all business again, leaving no room for emotion. The moment had passed. They had survived the swarm, but Seleste wasn’t sure if they could survive what was growing between them.
As they walked back toward the hotel’s main corridors, the emotional fallout clung to Seleste like a second skin. She could still feel the heat of Zara’s touch, the memory of her words hanging in the air like a dangerous promise.
And as they moved forward, side by side, Seleste’s doubts loomed larger than ever. Zara wasn’t who she appeared to be, but neither was she. And the deeper they went, the more Seleste realized that her mission wasn’t just to uncover the truth—it was to protect herself from the undeniable pull of the woman at her side.




Chapter 11
The Big Reveal






The interstellar transport vessel hummed quietly as it sped through the vastness of space, the stars outside the window stretching into thin streaks of light. Inside, though, the air was thick, weighted down by the silence between Seleste and Zara. The plush seats, the luxurious atmosphere—none of it could ease the tension that had been building between them since they left the Galactic Summit.
Seleste sat by the window, her gaze fixed outward, trying to calm the whirlwind in her mind. Her heart pounded, each beat drumming louder than the faint hum of the vehicle. She knew the truth now. Zara wasn’t an alien. And neither was she. They had been circling each other, dancing around secrets, both playing a dangerous game of deception. But it wasn’t just the lies that gnawed at her. It was the feelings she couldn’t ignore any longer, feelings that left her chest tight and her thoughts scattered.
Her hand tightened into a fist on her lap. How do I even begin? The question churned in her mind, but the words refused to form. She could sense Zara’s presence beside her—could feel the weight of her gaze even though she hadn’t looked directly at her since they boarded the transport.
Across from her, Zara sat perfectly composed, her expression unreadable. On the surface, she seemed as calm as ever, the same confident figure who had taken control during the chaos of the summit. But Seleste could feel something else beneath the surface—an energy that buzzed in the air between them, pressing down on her with every passing second of silence. Zara’s eyes flicked toward her, soft yet guarded, watching her with an intensity that made Seleste’s pulse quicken.
The quiet between them stretched, delicate and fragile, like a thread on the verge of snapping. Seleste’s breath hitched as she fought to keep herself steady. She wanted to speak, to shatter the silence with all the questions swirling in her mind, but her emotions were tangled in knots.
How could she feel this way for someone who had been deceiving her? Someone who wasn’t even who she claimed to be? And yet, every glance, every word exchanged between them before now had left Seleste more confused than ever, her heart pulling her in a direction she didn’t know if she could follow.
She shifted in her seat, her fingers tapping nervously against her leg. Her throat felt tight, and she swallowed hard, trying to steady herself. The truth was hanging between them, a ticking bomb waiting to explode—and Seleste wasn’t sure if she was ready for the fallout.
Zara finally broke the silence, her voice soft but tinged with a quiet intensity. “You’re awfully quiet, Elara.”
Seleste flinched slightly at the use of her fake name, the alias she had used for months now. The name she had so carefully crafted, hiding her true identity as a spy for the reptilians. But it felt hollow now. Zara knew. And Seleste knew the truth about her, too.
Seleste’s eyes flickered toward Zara, her breath catching as their gazes met. Zara’s eyes were deep pools of mystery, filled with something Seleste couldn’t quite read. It made her chest ache.
“I’m just... thinking,” Seleste finally said, her voice sounding distant even to her own ears.
Zara tilted her head, her expression softening slightly, though her guard remained firmly in place. “About what?”
Seleste’s throat tightened again. Where do I even start? She looked away, her gaze dropping to the floor. “About everything,” she admitted quietly, feeling the weight of the truth pressing down on her chest.
The silence stretched between them like a taut wire, ready to snap. Seleste's chest tightened, the weight of everything they hadn't said pressing down on her, suffocating her. Her fingers curled into fists, her heart racing as her thoughts tangled into a mess of confusion and emotion. She couldn’t take it anymore. The pretense, the secrets, the lies—none of it mattered compared to what she was feeling, and the strain of keeping it all inside was becoming unbearable.
Her breath hitched, and before she could stop herself, the words came tumbling out.
“Zara,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion, “I... I can’t keep pretending.”
The sound of her voice, raw and vulnerable, cut through the air like a blade. Zara’s eyes flickered, just for a moment—a brief crack in her composure before the practiced mask slipped back into place. She tilted her head slightly, her expression cool and controlled, though there was something unreadable in her eyes. “Pretending about what?”
Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest, her pulse roaring in her ears. This was it. The moment she had been dreading, the moment where everything would come crashing down. But she couldn’t stop now. The truth was clawing at her, demanding to be let out.
“About everything,” Seleste said, her voice trembling. She could feel the emotions welling up inside her, threatening to spill over. “You’re not who you say you are. And neither am I. We’ve both been lying to each other.”
Zara didn’t move, didn’t say anything, but the tension between them thickened, the air heavy with the weight of what Seleste had just said. For a moment, Seleste thought Zara might deny it, might continue the charade they had both been so carefully maintaining. But there was something in Zara’s eyes—a flicker of understanding, of acknowledgment, though it was buried beneath layers of practiced control.
Seleste took a shaky breath, her hands trembling as she continued. “But I can’t do it anymore—I don’t want to keep pretending... about you, about us.”
The words hung between them, fragile and raw. Seleste’s chest ached, her heart pounding painfully as she waited for Zara to respond. She had laid herself bare, exposed her emotions in a way that felt terrifyingly vulnerable. But she couldn’t go back now. The truth was out there, and she could only hope that Zara felt even a fraction of what she did.
For the first time since they had boarded the transport, Zara’s mask faltered. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes softened, and Seleste saw something there that she hadn’t been able to name before—something real, something honest. Something that made her heart stutter in her chest.
“I don’t want to pretend anymore,” Seleste whispered, her voice barely audible now. “Not with you.”
Seleste's breath caught in her throat as Zara’s eyes, usually so guarded, softened, and the air between them shifted. It was as if the wall that had always stood between them was crumbling, brick by brick, and for the first time, Zara looked... vulnerable. The cool, confident facade she wore like armor seemed to slip away, revealing the cracks beneath, the uncertainty that had always been there, lurking just beneath the surface.
“You’re right,” Zara said, her voice quieter than Seleste had ever heard it. “I’m not an alien. I’ve been lying, too.” Her gaze dropped, as if the weight of her own words was too much to bear. “I didn’t know how to tell you... or if I could. But I’m human, Seleste."
Seleste’s heart skipped a beat. Even though part of her had suspected it for a while now, hearing Zara admit it out loud felt like a tidal wave crashing over her. Her mind swirled with emotions—relief, confusion, disbelief. She had spent so long doubting, questioning, fearing the truth, and now here it was, laid bare in front of her.
“You’re really... human?” Seleste’s voice was barely a whisper, the words feeling surreal, heavy, hanging between them like a fragile thread.
Zara looked up at her, her expression raw and unguarded in a way that Seleste had never seen before. She nodded, the vulnerability in her eyes almost painful to witness. “I’ve been living this lie for so long,” Zara admitted, her voice trembling slightly, as if the weight of her secret was finally breaking her. “Posing as one of them, trying to fit in, always hiding. But you...”
Zara hesitated, and in that brief moment, Seleste’s heart raced, the air thick with the tension of what Zara was about to say.
“You made it harder to keep up the act,” Zara finished, her voice breaking, barely more than a whisper. “Every time I was around you... I couldn’t lie the way I used to. I didn’t want to.”
The confession hit Seleste like a shockwave. The walls she had built around her heart trembled, the lines she had drawn between them blurring into nothingness. Zara’s words were filled with a truth that Seleste could feel down to her bones—a truth that had always been there, just beneath the surface, waiting to be acknowledged.
For the first time, Seleste wasn’t looking at Zara the spy, Zara the diplomat, or even Zara the alien. She was looking at Zara, the human, the woman who had been living the same tangled web of lies that she had. And it broke something inside her, something that had been holding her back from feeling everything she’d been trying so hard to ignore.
“I had no idea,” Seleste murmured, her voice shaking as her emotions crashed into her, unstoppable now. “I didn’t want to believe it. But now...”
Her words trailed off as her heart pounded, the overwhelming weight of what Zara had just admitted sinking in. All of the tension, the deception, the unsaid words between them—everything was beginning to unravel, and Seleste wasn’t sure if she could hold it together much longer.
“I’ve been pretending, too,” Seleste’s voice cracked, and the confession came tumbling out, unrestrained. “The reptilians... they think I’m one of them.” Her breath hitched as she glanced at Zara, the floodgates wide open now. “But I’m human. All this time, I’ve been hiding, just like you.”
Zara’s eyes widened, a mix of shock and relief flooding her expression. But Seleste couldn’t stop. The weight of her own lies crushed her, spilling out into the space between them like an open wound. “I didn’t want to keep lying, not to you.” Her voice trembled, thick with the emotion she’d been holding back for far too long. “I wanted to tell you. I wanted to be... real with you.”
The air around them felt suffocating, thick with the raw intensity of everything they’d kept hidden. The truth hung between them like a tether, pulling them closer and closer, even as their worlds felt like they were crumbling around them.
Zara’s breath shook as she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper. “I wanted to tell you, too. Every single day, I thought about it, but... I didn’t know how. I’ve never—" She broke off, swallowing hard. "I’ve never trusted anyone like this before.” Her gaze softened, and she leaned forward, her eyes searching Seleste’s face with a mix of longing and fear. “And then there was you, and it scared me, Seleste. You scare me.”
The words struck Seleste like lightning. Zara, the one who had always seemed so composed, so in control, was just as afraid—just as lost—in this mess of emotions as she was. And in that moment, everything between them changed.
Seleste reached for Zara’s hand, her touch tentative, trembling. Their fingers brushed, and the connection felt electric. The truth was finally out, bare and raw, but it wasn’t enough. There was still more. So much more.
The emotions between them surged, crashing like waves in a storm. They had spent so long hiding behind masks, pretending to be something they weren’t. But now—now, the truth was undeniable. They were both human. Both liars. Both so completely, terrifyingly vulnerable in each other’s presence.
Zara squeezed Seleste’s hand, her grip firm despite the shaking in her voice. “I didn’t know how to stop pretending. But with you... I don’t want to pretend anymore.”
And in that moment, Seleste’s heart broke open completely. Her throat tightened as she looked at Zara, the confession hovering on her lips like a dangerous secret.
“You scare me, too.” Seleste’s voice was barely above a whisper, trembling with the force of what she was about to say. “Not because of who you are... but because of how much I want this. How much I want you.”
The admission hit her like a punch, each word more terrifying than the last. Her pulse quickened, fear and desire swirling together in a tangled mess. She couldn’t take her eyes off Zara now, couldn’t stop the flood of emotions that had been threatening to drown her since the moment they met.
Zara’s composure, which had already cracked, shattered completely. Her breath hitched, her lips parting as she stared at Seleste, the same vulnerability reflected in her eyes. “I want you too, Seleste,” she admitted, her voice breaking. “But I didn’t think it could ever work. We’ve been lying to each other from the start.”
The words hung between them, heavy and painful. They had both been pretending, hiding behind layers of deception. And yet, here they were, stripped bare, nothing left to hide behind.
Tears stung Seleste’s eyes, her voice trembling as she reached out, taking Zara’s hand in hers. “I don’t care anymore,” she whispered fiercely. “I don’t care about the lies, or the diplomatic missions, or any of it. I just want you. The real you.”
The tension between them reached a breaking point, the air thick with everything they hadn’t said, everything they hadn’t allowed themselves to feel. Zara’s hand was warm in Seleste’s, their fingers entwining as if holding on for dear life. The closeness, the electricity between them—it was almost too much.
The confession sat heavy in the space between them, thickening the air, making it hard to breathe. Seleste could feel the weight of Zara’s gaze on her, the heat of it, and for a moment, everything else—the lies, the missions, the deception—melted away. All that mattered was Zara. All that mattered was the truth they had just unearthed, raw and aching in the dim glow of the transport’s cabin.
Seleste’s pulse raced, her thoughts a jumbled mess, but she couldn’t deny it any longer. She wanted Zara—had wanted her from the very beginning, even when she’d been too scared to admit it. And now, with all the lies between them crumbling, she couldn’t hold back.
Without thinking, Seleste leaned in, her breath catching as she closed the distance between them. It was slow at first—tentative. But then the dam broke. In a heartbeat, they both surged forward, their lips meeting in a kiss that was anything but gentle.
It was fierce, desperate—a release of all the emotions they had been too afraid to show. Their mouths moved together with a frantic intensity, as if they were trying to make up for all the time they had spent pretending, all the time they had wasted holding back. Seleste’s hands tangled in Zara’s hair, pulling her closer, and Zara responded in kind, her grip on Seleste’s waist tightening as if she couldn’t bear to let go.
The kiss was a deluge of everything they had kept buried—fear, longing, desire. It was messy and urgent, their lips moving with a raw, unfiltered need. Zara’s breath was hot against her mouth, her heartbeat wild beneath Seleste’s fingertips. There was no room for hesitation now, no room for doubt. This moment was real—finally, undeniably real.
Seleste’s head spun as she kissed Zara, her heart pounding so hard it hurt. She had never felt anything like this before—this intensity, this heat. It was overwhelming, suffocating, but she didn’t want it to stop. For the first time, she let herself feel everything. And it terrified her.
But she couldn’t pull away. She didn’t want to.
As they kissed, everything else fell away. The missions, the lies, the tangled mess of who they were and who they had pretended to be—it all faded into the background, leaving only the raw, electric connection between them. The kiss deepened, their bodies pressed together, every touch sending sparks through Seleste’s veins. It was too much, and yet, not enough. She needed more—more of Zara, more of this moment.
When they finally pulled apart, gasping for air, their foreheads pressed together, Seleste could feel the rapid rise and fall of Zara’s chest, the intensity still crackling between them like a live wire. Her heart was still racing, her lips swollen and tingling from the kiss, and all she could do was stare at Zara, her thoughts spinning.
“I...” Zara’s voice was barely audible, her breath coming in short, shaky bursts. “I’ve never...”
“Me neither,” Seleste whispered, her voice thick with emotion. “But I know one thing.” She smiled softly, her fingers tracing the edge of Zara’s jaw. “I don’t want to keep pretending.”
And in that moment, as they sat there, breathless and trembling in each other’s arms, Seleste knew that this was the beginning of something real—something that neither of them could ever turn away from again.
Zara's lips were soft and warm against Seleste's, her hands tangled in Seleste's hair. Their bodies were pressed together, the heat of their shared breath mingling in the small cabin. They'd spent months pretending, lying to each other and to themselves. But now, there was nothing between them but the truth and the intensity of their emotions.
The cabin was dimly lit, but Seleste could see the vulnerability in Zara's eyes, the longing that had always been there. It made her heart ache.
Their bodies moved together in a gentle, slow rhythm, their movements tender as they explored each other. Seleste felt Zara's hands glide under her shirt, the heat of her palms on her bare skin making her shudder with desire. Zara's touch was everywhere—on her chest, on her hips, on her thighs.
Their lips met again, the kiss deep and hungry, their bodies moving together in a steady rhythm. Zara's hands were hot against her skin, her touch sending sparks through Seleste's veins. She wanted to give herself over completely, to lose herself in the heat of their bodies and the intensity of their kisses.
She let out a soft sigh as Zara's hands roamed lower, teasing her thighs, her fingers brushing against her center. The contact sent a shudder through her, and her hips rolled against Zara's hand. It was as if a dam had broken, and they were both unleashing all of their emotions—their longing, their fear, their desire.
Their clothes came off piece by piece, leaving a trail of discarded items on the floor. Zara's hands roamed her body, exploring every curve and inch of skin. Seleste couldn't get enough of her touch, her fingers trailing along Zara's collarbone, down her sides, down her thighs.
Their kisses became frantic, desperate. Zara's breath came in short, quick bursts, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her gaze was intense, her expression raw and unguarded, and it made Seleste's heart ache. She'd spent so long pretending to be someone she wasn't, hiding her emotions behind walls of deception. But now, the facade was gone, and the real feelings were flooding in.
"I want you," Seleste breathed, her voice trembling. "I want this. I want you."
Zara's expression softened slightly, and for the first time since they'd kissed, there was something unbearably tender in her gaze. "I've always wanted this," she whispered.
"Me too." Seleste's hands tangled in Zara's hair, pulling her closer, their lips meeting in a deep, slow kiss. "I need this—I need you."
They made love slowly, exploring each other's bodies with a raw, unfiltered intensity. Every touch, every gasp and moan, every whisper of pleasure left them both trembling. Seleste felt like she was in a dream, like this couldn't be real. But Zara's touch was so real, the warmth of her body, the intensity in her gaze. They were both giving themselves over to the moment, letting the truth pour out like a flood, leaving nothing between them.
It was slow and tender, their movements tender and intimate. They both knew this was different from anything either of them had experienced, the heat of their bodies aflame, the intensity in their gaze unbearable. There was no holding back, no pretending, just a deep, aching desire that left Seleste trembling and breathless.
As they neared the edge, their movements became more frantic, more desperate. Their bodies moved together, their movements urgent and wild. Zara's hands slid between them, and Seleste's body arched into her touch, her body quivering as she felt her release building.
"Zara... oh, god."
Her voice trembled as she climaxed, her body trembling with the intensity of it. Zara's eyes were bright and intense, watching her with a gaze that made Seleste's pulse quicken. Her own orgasm followed moments later, her body tensing as her hands tightened their hold on Seleste. They both shuddered together, the intensity of the moment overwhelming.
They collapsed together, breathless and trembling, their bodies tangled together in a mess of emotions. They stayed like that for a while, their bodies pressed close, their breathing shallow and quick. The air between them was raw and unbearably tender, and Seleste couldn't help but feel like she was finally, truly home.
They stayed close, their foreheads still lightly touching as the world outside the cabin seemed to disappear. Their breaths were uneven, chests rising and falling as they processed what had just happened. The tension that had been so unbearable moments ago now felt lighter, like the release of a storm. A silence hung between them, but this time, it wasn’t fraught with secrets or lies—it was peaceful, almost serene.
Seleste felt a warmth spreading through her, something she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in what seemed like forever. It wasn’t just relief; it was something deeper, something that had broken free from all the walls they’d both built.
Zara was the first to break the silence, her voice soft, almost disbelieving. She let out a quiet laugh, the sound filled with both relief and irony. “I guess we’re both terrible at this whole ‘undercover’ thing, huh?”
Seleste blinked, then a slow grin spread across her face as she chuckled along with her. “Yeah, no kidding. Especially since neither of us are even real diplomats.”
Zara’s eyebrow arched in playful surprise, amusement lighting her eyes. “Oh? So, I wasn’t the only one pretending to be a diplomat?”
Seleste smirked, her heart lifting with the lightness of the moment. “Nope. I’ve been spying on you the whole time. Funny, isn’t it?”
Zara laughed again, this time louder, the sound filling the small cabin. It was a laugh that carried the weight of irony, but also relief—a shared absurdity in the midst of everything they’d been through. “Well, turns out I’ve been spying on you too. Guess we both suck at diplomacy.”
Seleste shook her head, her grin widening. “Yeah, we’re terrible diplomats. But at least we’re honest with each other now.”
Zara’s laughter quieted, and for a moment, they simply stared at one another, the weight of their admissions hanging in the air like a soft, delicate thread. The room felt warmer, more intimate, as though the act of confessing everything had finally freed them from the roles they had been forced to play.
But the reality of their situation was still lingering in the background, creeping back in. Zara’s smile faded slightly, her eyes growing more serious as she leaned back, though her hand remained firmly in Seleste’s grasp.
“But what happens now?” Zara asked softly, her voice no longer playful. “We can’t just walk away from our missions. There are still things I can’t tell you. Things I’m not sure I ever can.”
Seleste’s heart tightened at Zara’s words, the gravity of their situation settling over her like a heavy weight. She knew Zara was right. They had been living lives built on lies and deception, and even though they had broken through that with each other, the world outside still demanded their loyalty, their secrecy.
But as she looked at Zara—this woman who had been a mystery and was now something far more—Seleste felt something stronger rise within her. It was a resolve, a determination that no matter what the future held, they had to face it together.
“I know,” Seleste said quietly, her voice steady despite the storm of emotions brewing inside her. “But we’ll figure it out. We have to. No more lies, Zara. We face this together.”
Zara’s gaze softened, and she squeezed Seleste’s hand, a silent agreement passing between them. The path ahead was uncertain, filled with dangers they couldn’t yet see. But for the first time, they weren’t facing it alone.
The stars outside blurred into long streaks of light, the vastness of space stretching endlessly beyond the window. But in the small, dimly lit transport cabin, Seleste and Zara sat together, their hands intertwined, hearts no longer weighed down by the secrets they had once carried alone.
The future was still full of unknowns, but for now, they had each other. And that was enough.




Chapter 12
Emotional Fallout






The moment Zara’s hand slipped from hers, it was like Seleste felt the world tilt. There had been no grand goodbye, no lingering kiss to seal the truth they’d just shared. Instead, the silence between them had stretched on, taut and thick, as they both turned away to resume their separate roles—spies once again, tangled in webs of deception.
Now, in the aftermath, Seleste couldn’t shake the weight pressing down on her chest. The transport vessel had long since landed, and Zara had disappeared into the labyrinth of diplomatic corridors. They hadn’t said much, both still reeling from the emotional deluge that had washed over them on the journey back from the Galactic Summit.
Seleste found herself standing alone in her quarters, staring at her reflection in the mirror, her mind a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions she couldn’t seem to unravel. The room around her felt hollow, the walls echoing with the unspoken questions that loomed between them. Can I trust her? Can she trust me? It seemed impossible to grasp the answers now, not with the fresh realization that they had been lying to each other from the start.
Her breath hitched as she recalled the touch of Zara’s hand, the raw emotion in her eyes. For a fleeting moment, they had been more than spies, more than pretenders. They had been real. Seleste felt a tightness in her chest, a mixture of longing and fear gnawing at her insides. Zara had made her feel something that had been buried for so long, something she wasn’t even sure she could handle. But the truth, the depth of that connection, was laced with an undeniable danger.
Their confessions had felt like a release, a truth laid bare between them. But now, with Zara gone and the cold reality of her mission settling in, Seleste couldn’t stop the flood of doubt. Could their connection survive in this world of half-truths and hidden agendas? Could they survive?
They hadn’t talked about what came next—how could they, with everything at stake? Zara’s presence lingered in the room like a shadow, and Seleste’s heart clenched as she replayed their last moments together. She hadn’t wanted to let go, hadn’t wanted the warmth of Zara’s hand to slip from hers. But it had. And now all that was left was the uncertainty, gnawing at her mind like a festering wound.
The weight of what they were—spies, pretenders—felt suffocating now, more than ever. Could she really trust Zara, after everything? Could Zara trust her? The lines between them were so blurred, so tangled, that Seleste couldn’t tell where her mission ended and her emotions began.
She closed her eyes, leaning back against the cold surface of the wall, her mind spinning. There was no room for weakness here. No room for doubt. But as she stood there, trying to steady her breathing, she couldn’t help but wonder if she had already lost herself in Zara—lost herself in the one person she wasn’t sure she could ever truly understand.
Seleste moved through the motions of her espionage duties like a ghost. The diplomatic corridors, the meetings with other operatives, the hushed conversations about security and strategy—they all blurred together, overshadowed by a singular, burning thought: Zara.
The memory of Zara’s arms around her, the brief yet undeniable warmth of their connection, haunted her every step. She could still feel the ghost of that moment in the transport vessel, the way their confessions had broken through the walls they’d built, leaving them exposed. Vulnerable. But now, the warmth of that intimacy was tainted by a cold, gnawing fear—what if Zara had been manipulating her all along?
As much as she wanted to believe the tenderness between them was real, Seleste couldn’t shake the doubt. Every time she closed her eyes, she could see Zara’s face, could feel the weight of her touch. But the questions that lingered in the background were impossible to ignore. What if Zara was using me? What if everything was a lie?
The minister’s death played on a loop in her mind, interwoven with the memory of the strange exchange Zara had with him at the diplomatic baseball game. The odd object Zara had passed to him—it was so subtle, but now it loomed large in Seleste’s memory. Was that the key? Was that when everything started to spiral?
She had seen the minister’s lifeless body after the mysterious accident, the cold efficiency with which the situation had been swept under the rug. But now that she knew more—now that she knew Zara was pretending, just like her—it all felt connected. The flashes of intimacy between them, the confessions they’d shared... what if it was all part of Zara’s plan? What if she had been pulling Seleste closer just to keep her off-balance, to keep her distracted from the truth?
The fear gnawed at her, coiling around her heart until she could barely breathe. Did Zara kill the minister? The thought made her stomach churn. She didn’t want to believe it, but the evidence was there, hiding in the shadows of their interactions. And worse, she couldn’t stop herself from wondering if Zara had played her, manipulating her emotions as part of some grander scheme.
But amidst the doubt, there was a flicker of something else. Something even more unsettling. Kinship.
Seleste had spent her entire life as a pretender, hiding her humanity to survive in a world that demanded loyalty to the reptilians. Very few people—only her closest family—knew her true identity. Pretending to be something she wasn’t had been a necessity. And now, knowing that Zara had been doing the same, Seleste felt a strange sense of connection. They were both hiding, both pretending, both living lives wrapped in deception. But that kinship brought with it a growing fear. If Zara had been pretending all along, what else was she hiding?
The sound of her comm buzzing pulled her from her spiraling thoughts. It was Scales.
“Excellent work at the Galactic Peace Summit,” Scales’ voice hissed through the speaker, a rare note of satisfaction in his tone. “We’ve received positive feedback from several factions. I think it’s time we expand your responsibilities, Seleste. There are more diplomatic events coming up, and your presence will be essential.”
Seleste’s heart sank. She wasn’t ready for this. Not now. Not with Zara’s shadow still looming over her mind. But she couldn’t refuse Scales—not without raising suspicion. Her cover as a reptilian diplomat was still crucial to her mission, even if the weight of that lie felt heavier than ever.
“Of course, Scales,” she replied, her voice tight. “I’ll handle whatever you need.”
As she ended the call, Seleste’s mind churned. She should be focused on her mission, on her growing responsibilities within the reptilian faction. But all she could think about was Zara. The memory of Zara’s breath against her skin, the intensity of their kiss, the way she had looked at her with those eyes—so full of secrets, so full of lies.
And yet, underneath it all, there was a flicker of something real. Something she couldn’t ignore.
But could she trust it? Could she trust Zara? Or was she just another pawn in a game she didn’t even realize she was playing?
∆∆∆
 
Seleste leaned against the cold surface of a console, her fingers idly tapping on the holographic display in front of her. Her handler had assigned her a mundane task—sifting through encrypted communications from lower-ranking reptilian diplomats, looking for discrepancies in their reports. It was a tedious job, one that didn’t require much mental energy, and one that would usually capture her full attention as part of her espionage routine. But today, her mind was elsewhere.
The baseball game replayed over and over in her head, like a glitch she couldn’t shake. The minister’s face, the strange object Zara passed him in that fleeting moment, the quick, almost imperceptible glance they had exchanged. It all felt like a puzzle she was only now starting to put together. The way Zara had moved, how smoothly she’d slipped the object into the minister’s hand—at the time, Seleste had barely noticed. But now, every second of that encounter seemed weighted with deeper meaning.
The sharp click of her fingers against the console’s buttons filled the silence around her as she sifted through another batch of reports. Someone in the reptilian hierarchy was skimming funds—again—and she was supposed to trace the chain. But the task felt inconsequential, like background noise to the real storm brewing in her mind.
Her stomach twisted as she considered the possibility. Did Zara kill him? It was easier to imagine now, easier to see how Zara’s confidence, her precision, could be used as a weapon. Seleste’s heart beat faster at the thought, not from fear, but from something worse: doubt. A shadow crept into her mind, one that made her question everything she knew about Zara. What if the woman she had kissed, the woman she had confided in, had orchestrated the minister’s death to protect a deeper, darker secret?
Seleste’s fingers hovered over the console, her breath shallow. She’d been trained to spot deception, to read between the lines. Yet when it came to Zara, all those skills felt useless. The lines between espionage and intimacy blurred, the truth dissolving into shades of grey.
She could still see it—Zara’s calm, unflinching demeanor as the object slipped from her hand to the minister’s. What had she been thinking? Had it been cold calculation or something else? Seleste didn’t know, and that terrified her.
Her gaze drifted away from the holographic display, the glowing reports fading into the background as her thoughts spiraled. Zara’s confession replayed in her mind like a whisper she couldn’t escape. I’m human, just like you.
Zara had told her how it all began—how she had started pretending to be an alien as a teenager, running away from home to escape a life that felt too small for her ambitions. The image of Zara as a young girl, using stolen tech and sheer will to become someone else, someone who could blend into the alien hierarchy, stirred something deep inside Seleste. She could relate. They were both pretenders, hiding in plain sight, living lives built on deception.
For Seleste, posing as a reptilian had meant learning the intricacies of their culture, adopting their mannerisms, mimicking their cold detachment. She had blended into the reptilian ranks so seamlessly that sometimes she even forgot she was human. It was a survival mechanism, a necessity in a world where being human meant weakness.
But for Zara, the stakes had been even higher. She hadn’t just adapted to a new culture—she had crafted an entirely new identity from scratch. It took a level of cunning and resilience that Seleste couldn’t help but admire. But the deeper she thought about it, the more it unnerved her.
Zara’s story was filled with holes, cracks where the light of truth hadn’t fully broken through. Had Zara told her everything? Seleste’s mind raced as she sifted through the details of their conversation. Zara had explained how she used a combination of alien tech and careful manipulation to keep up her ruse for years. But was there more?
There had to be.
A pit formed in Seleste’s stomach as her paranoia deepened. What if Zara had been withholding something even bigger? What if the minister’s death had been a necessary move to protect her own identity as a spy, just as Seleste had feared? Or worse—what if Zara had killed the minister for a reason Seleste couldn’t even begin to fathom?
Her comm buzzed again, a reminder of the work she was supposed to be doing. But she couldn’t focus on it. Not now.
The weight of Zara’s confession and the fear that still lingered in its wake pressed down on Seleste’s chest. She had opened herself up to Zara, peeled back layers she had never shared with anyone else. But now, with every passing moment, the doubt grew stronger. Had she been played? Had Zara’s vulnerability been just another layer of deception?
Her eyes flicked back to the reports in front of her, but all she saw was Zara. The way her voice had trembled when she said, “I didn’t know how to tell you. I’ve been hiding for so long.”
Was that real? Was any of it real?
The cold, rational part of Seleste’s mind screamed at her to pull back, to distance herself, to protect her heart and her mission. But the part of her that had shared a kiss with Zara, that had felt something real in that moment, resisted.
Her heart and her training were at war, and she didn’t know which side would win.
∆∆∆
 
The diplomatic hall shimmered in glowing, ethereal colors, casting strange shadows on the hovering table where a group of diplomats gathered around an absurd game. The floating orbs of light bobbed lazily in the air, like distant stars out of place, and the neon-lit “cups”—swirling vortexes of liquid—pulsed with energy. The atmosphere was a surreal blend of diplomacy and debauchery, with strange liquids being poured and consumed, and laughter echoing as if it were coming from some distant dream.
Seleste’s head swam slightly from the glowing drink she had downed earlier. The warmth of the liquid, though foreign, spread through her chest in a way that felt almost too comforting. But her real intoxication wasn’t from the drink—it was from Zara.
Across the room, Zara stood amidst the crowd of alien diplomats, her presence effortlessly commanding, her smile as smooth and perfect as ever. Even with the glowing, swirling lights dancing across her skin, she was impossibly beautiful. Every time their eyes met, Seleste’s heart skipped a beat, her mind spinning in a way that had nothing to do with the alcohol.
The absurdity of the event—the glowing drinks, the floating orbs, the bizarre mix of diplomacy and playfulness—only heightened the tension that had been simmering between them since they’d parted ways earlier. Zara was blending in, playing the part of a poised diplomat, but Seleste couldn’t stop watching her. Every gesture, every laugh, every glance—it all felt like part of a deeper game, one Seleste wasn’t sure she fully understood.
Her fingers tightened around her drink, the neon liquid swirling as she downed the rest of it in a single gulp. The warmth spread through her, but it was Zara’s gaze, lingering on her from across the room, that made her feel lightheaded.
Seleste tried to focus on the ridiculous game, watching as diplomats took aim at the floating orbs with small energy pulses, sending them spinning into the glowing cups. The room erupted in cheers when one diplomat hit the mark, the lights flickering brightly for a moment. But Seleste’s thoughts were elsewhere. She couldn’t stop thinking about Zara—about their confessions, their kiss, the intensity that had been brewing between them since the beginning.
And then, before she could stop herself, she was moving—her steps carrying her toward Zara as if drawn by some invisible force. Her heart raced, but it wasn’t from the alcohol. It was from the way Zara’s eyes locked on hers the moment she approached, the unspoken connection between them crackling in the air.
Zara’s smile faltered for just a second as Seleste stopped in front of her, but she quickly regained her composure, her expression softening into something warmer. “Enjoying the party?” Zara asked, her voice low, almost teasing.
Seleste couldn’t help but smile, though it was tinged with a nervous edge. “Enjoying the distraction, maybe,” she replied, her voice softer now. Her gaze flicked to Zara’s lips for a split second before returning to her eyes. The tension between them was suffocating, thick with everything unsaid.
“Distraction?” Zara tilted her head slightly, a hint of curiosity slipping through her composed exterior. “From what?”
Seleste took a step closer, her pulse pounding in her ears. She could smell Zara’s faint, floral scent, feel the heat radiating off her skin. Gods, she’s intoxicating. The thought slipped through her mind before she could stop it, and she swallowed hard, fighting to keep her voice steady.
“From you,” Seleste admitted, the words slipping out before she could hold them back. Her heart raced as she saw Zara’s eyes widen slightly, the briefest flicker of surprise crossing her face. But Zara didn’t pull away. Instead, she held Seleste’s gaze, her expression softening in a way that made Seleste’s chest tighten.
“You’re drunk,” Zara said, her voice gentle but teasing, a small, playful smile tugging at her lips.
Seleste shook her head, the alcohol buzzing in her veins but her mind sharp. “I’m not drunk,” she whispered, stepping even closer. Her breath hitched as the space between them seemed to shrink to nothing, her fingers aching to reach out and touch Zara. “I just... I can’t stop thinking about you.”
For a moment, Zara’s composure slipped. Her smile faded, replaced by something raw, something vulnerable. Her breath caught, and Seleste could feel the tension between them shift—no longer just the weight of their secrets, but the weight of their emotions, their desire. Zara’s eyes searched Seleste’s face, as if looking for something—answers, reassurance, maybe even the same kind of longing Seleste was feeling.
“I—” Zara began, her voice faltering for the first time. She looked away, biting her lip, her gaze dropping to the floor as if she couldn’t hold Seleste’s stare any longer.
Seleste’s heart clenched. “Tell me the truth,” she whispered, her voice trembling with a mixture of fear and need. “I need to know, Zara. Did you...”
Zara’s breath hitched again, her eyes meeting Seleste’s with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine. “Seleste, I—” Zara’s voice was soft, trembling just enough to betray the emotion beneath it. She took a step closer, her hand brushing against Seleste’s arm, the touch sending sparks of electricity through her body. “You scare me.”
The admission hung in the air, raw and exposed. Zara’s fingers curled slightly against Seleste’s skin, as if she were anchoring herself, holding on to something real in the midst of all the chaos.
“You scare me, too,” Seleste whispered, her heart pounding in her chest. She could feel Zara’s breath on her skin, feel the warmth of her body pressed so close to hers, and for a moment, everything else faded away—the party, the game, the laughter. All that existed was Zara. “But not because of what you’ve done. Because of what I feel for you.”
Zara’s breath hitched, and she leaned in, her forehead brushing against Seleste’s, their lips just inches apart. “I didn’t kill him,” Zara whispered, her voice thick with emotion, her eyes searching Seleste’s for any hint of doubt.
And in that moment, Seleste believed her.
Then, doubt crept back in. Seleste swallowed hard. Does she know what I’m thinking? Does she think I’m the one who killed him?
Her breath caught as Zara leaned closer, her voice barely a whisper. “Seleste,” Zara murmured, her eyes locking onto hers, “we need to talk. Somewhere private.”
Seleste’s heart skipped a beat, her pulse racing. The weight of Zara’s words, the intensity in her gaze—it was enough to set her on edge. What is she going to say? The questions churned in her mind, but she nodded, her voice caught in her throat. The moment of truth was coming, and with it, the confrontation she had both feared and craved.




Chapter 13
The Intimacy of Uncertainty






The air in the room was thick with tension as Seleste and Zara stepped into the secluded bedroom, leaving behind the chaos of the diplomatic compound. The dim lighting cast soft shadows over the room's plush furniture, and the oversized bed dominated the space, making it feel strangely intimate despite the turmoil churning in both their minds. Seleste’s heart pounded, her thoughts a whirlwind, but she knew they needed this—privacy. A moment to breathe, to plan. A space where they could speak freely, no matter how strained their trust had become.
They sat on the edge of the bed, close but not touching. The distance between them felt like a chasm, filled with unspoken words, secrets, and the lingering emotions from their earlier confessions. Seleste’s hand hovered near Zara’s, the temptation to reach out almost unbearable, but she hesitated. She didn’t know if they were strong enough to cross that boundary again, not after everything that had passed between them.
Zara was the first to break the silence, her voice low and controlled, but with an edge of tension that betrayed the emotions simmering beneath her calm exterior. “We need to work together, but we need to be clear on the rules.”
Seleste nodded, her throat tight as she processed Zara’s words. The minister’s death lingered at the back of her mind, unspoken but heavy. It was too raw, too close, and she didn’t trust herself to bring it up. Not yet. Their survival, their mission—it depended on moving forward, on piecing together the tangled web of secrets threatening to engulf them. Zara’s eyes flickered toward her, a silent question lingering there, but neither of them said it aloud.
They agreed to share intel, though both of them knew there were layers they weren’t willing to peel back yet. Trust was an unspoken element, fragile and implied rather than guaranteed. The weight of deception hung between them, and yet, there was a strange understanding, a necessity that forced them to rely on each other in ways they never anticipated.
As their conversation continued, Zara’s rigid posture softened. She leaned back slightly, her guarded facade cracking ever so slightly. The tension that had built in her shoulders eased, and Seleste, feeling her own exhaustion, followed suit. She shifted closer, her knee brushing against Zara’s. It was a small, barely noticeable movement, but it made her heart race all the same. The closeness felt too natural, too familiar, and yet laced with the same uncertainty that had followed them since the beginning.
They lay side by side, still cautious, still unsure, but the proximity brought a quiet comfort. Zara’s warmth radiated beside her, and Seleste let herself breathe, if only for a moment. In the stillness, she felt the emotional weight begin to ease, even if the trust hadn’t fully formed. Neither of them moved to pull away. The physical nearness felt like the only real connection they had in a world built on deception.
In the quiet of the room, they began to piece together what they had noticed within their respective factions. Seleste’s voice was barely above a whisper as she spoke, recounting the strange movements she had observed—diplomats disappearing into back rooms, secret meetings held in hushed tones, deals made away from prying eyes. Zara nodded as she listened, her own experiences echoing Seleste’s suspicions. Alien diplomats, too, had been moving in ways that felt unnatural, making alliances that should have been impossible.
As their voices filled the room, a pattern began to emerge. The lines between their factions blurred, and the realization dawned: they were both caught in the middle of something far larger than either of them had realized. A conspiracy, not just between the reptilians and the aliens, but something that threatened humanity itself.
Despite the sense of camaraderie that began to build between them, the suspicion regarding the minister’s death continued to gnaw at Seleste. She could feel it, lurking in the shadows of their conversation, a silent accusation that neither of them dared voice. Every now and then, she would glance at Zara, wondering if Zara knew more than she was letting on. And when their eyes met, Seleste had the uncomfortable feeling that Zara might be thinking the same of her. Their emotional bond, once a source of comfort, now felt sharper, more dangerous.
And yet, for all the suspicion, there were small moments of connection. A fleeting brush of fingers, a shared glance. As they spoke, there was an undeniable sense of understanding—two people who had been pretending for so long, finally finding someone who understood the burden of living a lie. But trust, true trust, was still out of reach.
As the conversation drew to a close, Seleste’s hand brushed against Zara’s once more, but this time she didn’t pull away. Zara’s fingers curled slightly, just enough to acknowledge the touch. For a few brief seconds, they lay there, side by side, their hands barely touching, the warmth between them offering a fleeting reprieve from the storm raging outside.
Neither of them said it, but the fear of betrayal still hovered, silent and oppressive. No matter how much they wanted to trust each other, the stakes were too high, the deceptions too deep.
The silence lingered between them, charged with both tension and trust. They both knew they needed each other now, not just for the mission but for survival. They agreed to begin their investigation together, to stake out the high-level diplomats who were pulling the strings behind the scenes. But as they rose from the bed and prepared to leave the room, the same question hung heavy in the air between them.
Can I really trust her?
∆∆∆
 
The night air was thick with tension as Zara and Seleste moved through the shadowed corridors of the diplomatic compound. Outside, the lights of the city flickered in the distance, casting a pale glow over the high-profile gathering of alien and reptilian diplomats convening in a private hall. The stakes had never felt higher, and despite the undercurrent of uncertainty between them, Seleste and Zara slipped into their roles with practiced ease, like two pieces of a complex puzzle finally coming together.
Seleste adjusted her reptilian disguise—green, slitted eyes shimmering under the dim light, her posture rigid, calculated. Blending in was second nature to her now, her human identity buried beneath layers of mimicry and deception. Across from her, Zara moved with the same fluidity, though her methods were more subtle, more high-tech. As they approached the gathering, Zara activated a sleek, advanced device hidden in the cuff of her sleeve, designed to intercept encrypted conversations from a distance. The gleam of professionalism in her eyes mirrored Seleste’s determination. This was their world—a world of shadows and lies.
The hall was packed with diplomats, their voices low but charged with intensity as they engaged in whispered conversations. Seleste scanned the room, her reptilian persona allowing her to blend in effortlessly among the delegates, each one more suspicious than the last. Every movement was precise, her every glance calculated. Meanwhile, Zara moved silently beside her, her tech picking up hushed exchanges, decrypting them in real-time through her wrist device.
There was a rhythm to their work, an unspoken synergy that had formed between them despite their history of distrust. With just a glance, Seleste would signal Zara, and Zara would adjust her positioning to gather more intel. They were working as one—two halves of a whole, moving in sync, their espionage skills on full display.
In the midst of their covert operation, Zara’s voice broke the silence between them, quiet but meaningful. “You ever get tired of it?” she asked, her eyes scanning the room while her fingers deftly adjusted her tech. “Pretending all the time?”
Seleste hesitated, the weight of the question settling deep inside her. “Yeah,” she admitted softly, her voice barely audible over the murmurs of the diplomats. “It gets exhausting. Being someone you’re not... you start to forget who you really are.”
Zara’s gaze flicked toward her, and for a moment, there was a raw vulnerability in her eyes. “I’ve been pretending for so long, I don’t know what’s real anymore.” The confession was quiet, almost fragile, and it struck something deep in Seleste’s chest.
They weren’t just spies anymore—weren’t just playing their roles in a larger game. They were two people who had spent their lives hiding, trapped in identities they didn’t fully belong to. And in that moment, despite the danger swirling around them, they understood each other in a way no one else could.
As they pressed deeper into the operation, moving closer to the core of the gathering, the atmosphere shifted. The tension in the room thickened, and Seleste’s instincts flared. Something was off. She could feel the weight of a diplomat’s gaze lingering on her, the prickling sensation of being watched.
Her heart pounded as she made brief eye contact with one of the reptilian delegates. His eyes narrowed, recognition flashing across his face. He knows. Seleste’s pulse quickened, panic seeping into her chest. If he exposed her now, it was all over—their entire mission would be compromised.
With a smooth, calculated movement, Zara stepped forward, casually brushing past a nearby table and sending a glass toppling to the floor. The shattering sound echoed through the room, drawing the attention of the delegates in an instant. Conversations halted, heads turned. The diplomat’s suspicious gaze snapped away from Seleste, his focus shifting to the unexpected commotion.
Zara flashed an apologetic smile, her movements so graceful it almost seemed rehearsed. “Clumsy of me,” she murmured, bending to pick up the broken glass with practiced ease, her demeanor calm, composed, utterly disarming.
The tension in the room dissipated as diplomats resumed their hushed conversations, and the moment passed without further scrutiny. But Seleste could feel her pulse racing, the adrenaline coursing through her veins as she cast a glance at Zara. The distraction had been flawless—too flawless.
They slipped away from the main hall, ducking into a shadowed alcove to catch their breath. The pounding of Seleste’s heart echoed in her ears, and the reality of how close they’d come to being exposed hit her with full force.
“You didn’t have to do that,” Seleste whispered, her voice shaky with residual fear, but also something else—something that sounded like gratitude.
Zara’s lips curled into a small smile, though there was a seriousness in her eyes that made Seleste’s breath catch. “I wasn’t about to let us get caught,” she said softly, her gaze lingering on Seleste longer than it should have. “We’re in this together now.”
They stood close, the adrenaline still buzzing between them, their breaths shallow in the dim light. The intensity of the moment—the shared danger, the shared secrets—created a charge in the air. Seleste’s eyes met Zara’s, and for a second, it was just them. No lies, no disguises, just two people caught in something bigger than either of them.
“We almost didn’t make it,” Seleste murmured, the weight of their mission suddenly feeling heavier than before. Her voice was softer now, laced with emotion she hadn’t meant to reveal.
Zara’s hand brushed against hers, a brief, fleeting touch that sent a spark through her. “But we did,” Zara whispered back, her voice steady, comforting. “We’re not done yet.”
The moment stretched between them, thick with unspoken words. They both knew that this was more than just a mission now. It was personal—deeper than either of them had anticipated. The stakes were higher, not just for humanity, but for them.
As they prepared to continue their stakeout, Seleste caught Zara’s eye. There was a shared understanding in that glance—a realization that they were in this together, no matter what.
The air between them was electric, their hearts still pounding from the close call. Seleste and Zara huddled in the shadows, their breathing shallow, the tension thick as they gathered themselves after nearly being exposed.
Zara’s fingers danced across the small handheld device she had brought—one she had carefully concealed to avoid detection. The screen flickered in the dim light of the diplomatic compound’s service corridor, casting a faint glow across her face.
“I’m in,” Zara whispered, her voice tight with focus as the encrypted messages scrolled across the display.
Seleste leaned in closer, their shoulders brushing as they both studied the screen. The proximity between them felt intimate, but neither of them could focus on that now—not with the weight of what they were uncovering.
“Can you decode it?” Seleste’s voice was barely a murmur, her eyes scanning the jumbled symbols flashing on the device.
Zara nodded, her fingers moving deftly across the screen. “Give me a moment.”
As they waited, the sounds of distant conversation and footsteps echoed faintly from the main hall. The diplomats were still gathered, discussing their hidden agendas in hushed tones. The stakes felt impossibly high, and Seleste’s heart thudded with a mixture of anticipation and dread. She didn’t know what they were about to uncover, but every instinct told her it was something big.
“Got it,” Zara said, her voice cutting through the quiet. The screen shifted, revealing decrypted text—words that, as they read them, made Seleste’s blood run cold.
The messages were more than just diplomatic chatter. They were communications between key reptilian and alien leaders, discussing covert plans that involved orchestrating conflicts, manipulating factions, and pushing humanity into a vulnerable position.
“They’re working together,” Zara whispered, her eyes narrowing as she read the words aloud. “The reptilian and alien leaders… they’re not enemies. They’ve been playing both sides.”
Seleste’s stomach churned as the full scope of the conspiracy began to unfold in her mind. “They’re faking a war?” Her voice wavered, disbelief lacing her tone. “Using human factions as pawns?”
Zara’s fingers tightened around the device. “It looks that way. They’re creating tension, manufacturing crises... to keep us divided, distracted. And to keep humanity weak.”
The implications were staggering. Seleste’s thoughts spiraled, her pulse quickening as she pieced together what this meant. Her mission—everything she had been told about the reptilian factions, about her role in safeguarding their interests—had been built on lies. The tension she had been sent to manage, the conflicts she had been trained to resolve, all part of a manufactured scheme to pit factions against one another while the real power brokers pulled the strings behind the scenes.
Seleste’s breath hitched, and she leaned back against the wall, her mind reeling. “How long has this been going on? Have we always been pawns in this?”
Zara’s expression was unreadable, her eyes scanning the messages as if searching for more clues. “It’s not clear how deep it goes,” she said softly. “But this is... bigger than we thought.”
Seleste couldn’t shake the feeling of betrayal gnawing at her chest. Everything she had believed, everything she had fought for—it was all being torn apart by this revelation. Her entire mission, her entire purpose, now felt like a facade. And yet, as her thoughts raced, something darker crept into her mind—a fear that this was only the beginning.
“What else aren’t they telling us?” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “If they’re faking a war, manipulating both factions... what else are they hiding?”
Zara’s gaze flickered toward her, something guarded in her expression. “We’re going to find out.”
For a moment, they stood in silence, the weight of the conspiracy pressing down on them like a vice. The trust between them had grown tenuous, but now, in the face of this revelation, they were bound together by the sheer gravity of what they had uncovered.
“We need to keep digging,” Seleste said, her voice steadier now, her resolve hardening. “We need to expose this.”
Zara nodded, slipping the device into her jacket. “Agreed. But we’ll have to be careful. If they know we’ve found this…”
“They’ll come after us,” Seleste finished, the truth sinking in. They were in deeper than ever now. No turning back.
But as they prepared to leave the shadows and continue their investigation, Seleste couldn’t help but wonder—what if this was only the surface? What if the deeper they went, the more dangerous the truth would become?
They reached the secured door of the central archives. Zara knelt beside the control panel, her device interfacing with the lock mechanism. "Keep watch," she murmured.
Seleste positioned herself to monitor the corridor, her senses on high alert. The minutes stretched taut until a soft click signaled Zara's success.
"We're in," Zara whispered, pushing the door open.
Inside, rows of servers blinked softly in the darkness. They slipped between them, stopping at a terminal. Zara connected her device, fingers dancing over the holographic keyboard.
"Accessing the mainframe now. Downloading files related to diplomatic communications, joint operations, anything that looks suspicious," she said.
Seleste watched the progress bar inch forward. "How long?"
"Two minutes. Maybe less."
Footsteps echoed faintly from the corridor. Seleste tensed. "We have company."
Zara's eyes flicked up. "Stall them."
Without hesitation, Seleste moved toward the entrance, adjusting her disguise. A guard appeared, his reptilian features scrutinizing her.
"What's your clearance level?" he demanded.
She projected confidence. "Level Five. I'm here on the minister's orders to conduct a security sweep."
He hesitated. "I wasn't informed."
She narrowed her eyes. "Are you questioning a direct order from the minister?"
The guard shifted uncomfortably. "No, of course not. Proceed."
He turned and walked away. Seleste exhaled slowly, her heart pounding as she returned to Zara.
"That was close," Zara murmured. "Download complete. Let's go."
They retraced their steps, careful to avoid patrols. Back in the safety of their room, they began to sift through the trove of data.
As they read, the full extent of the conspiracy unfolded before them—documents detailing not just political manipulation but dark experiments merging human and alien biology to create hybrid operatives.
"This is beyond espionage," Seleste whispered, horror creeping into her voice. "They're planning to reshape entire societies."
Zara's face was drawn. "The minister must have discovered this. That's why he was eliminated."
A heavy silence settled between them. Seleste felt a surge of determination. "We have to expose this."
Zara nodded. "But we need to be smart. They'll come after us if they suspect we know."
Their eyes met, a mutual understanding passing between them. Despite everything, they were in this together.
Just then, a faint beeping alerted them to a breach. Zara's device flashed a warning. "They've traced the data access. They're coming."
The door burst open, and a familiar figure stepped inside—Ambassador Thalen—a diplomat they both recognized. He held a weapon trained on them, his expression cold.
"Did you really think you could outsmart us?" he sneered.
Seleste and Zara exchanged a glance. Cornered but unbroken, they stood side by side, ready to face whatever came next.




Chapter 14
The First Attack






Thalen sneered, his voice dripping with condescension. He took a step closer, the muzzle of the gun unwavering. "You’ve been dancing around, playing spies, and for what? Did you actually believe you’d get anywhere with this?"
Seleste's heart pounded in her chest, her mind racing. Thalen had been one of the most trusted diplomats, a key figure in the alliance, and now he was here, standing in front of them, holding a gun. The reality of how deep the conspiracy ran hit her like a punch to the gut. He knew. He had known all along.
Zara’s gaze flicked to Seleste, just the briefest glance, but in that moment, they both understood. They were cornered, but they weren’t out of options—not yet.
"You’ve always underestimated us, Thalen," Zara said, her voice cold but steady. She reached subtly into her sleeve, her fingers grazing the alien-tech device hidden there. The device was small, barely the size of a credit chip, but powerful. It was her last-ditch contingency, one she hoped she wouldn’t have to use—but now, there was no choice.
Thalen scoffed, stepping forward again, his finger tightening on the trigger. "You’re nothing but pawns. And now, you’ll both die before you get a chance to ruin anything more."
In a flash, Zara pressed the device, sending a pulse of energy through the air. The lights in the room flickered wildly, and with a sharp hiss, Thalen’s gun sparked and fizzled. He looked down at it in surprise, confusion twisting his features.
"Now!" Zara shouted.
In the split second of distraction, Seleste and Zara moved as one. Seleste lunged toward Thalen, knocking the disabled gun out of his hand, while Zara swept low, tripping him up with a swift kick to his legs. Thalen hit the floor with a thud, cursing as he scrambled to regain his footing.
"We need to go!" Seleste yelled, adrenaline surging through her veins. She didn’t wait to see if Zara was following—she knew she would be.
Blaster fire erupted behind them as Thalen regained his senses and reached for a backup weapon. They tore down the corridors, their footsteps echoing off the cold, metallic walls. The narrow hallways of the diplomatic compound twisted and turned, and they navigated them with the grace and speed of trained spies, exchanging quick glances and hand signals to communicate.
Zara was quick on her feet, her eyes scanning for exits, while Seleste covered her back, occasionally firing return shots at the guards that had now joined the chase. The sound of their pursuers grew louder, closer, but they couldn’t stop—not yet.
Another sharp turn, and they found themselves in a wider corridor, the entrance to the diplomatic wing just ahead. The doors slid open with a mechanical hiss as they burst through, the blaster fire barely missing them. For a split second, it felt like they might make it.
"Come on!" Zara urged, her breath ragged.
Seleste’s heart pounded as they sprinted down the hall, the sound of their pursuers growing faint. Thalen’s furious shouts echoed in the distance, but for now, they had bought themselves a few precious moments of freedom. They exchanged a quick glance, the unspoken understanding between them stronger than ever.
They were in this together now, no matter how dangerous the game had become.
The moment they burst through the doors of the diplomatic compound, the world outside erupted into chaos. The neon-lit cityscape beyond the compound’s walls had once been a symbol of uneasy peace between the reptilian and alien factions, but now it was a battlefield—a war zone teeming with drones, soldiers, and flashing energy pulses.
Seleste barely had time to process what was happening before the first blast hit. An explosion rocked the ground behind them, sending debris flying in all directions. She ducked instinctively, pulling Zara down with her as a barrage of neon-blue energy beams whizzed overhead. Drones—sleek, metallic, and armed with pulse cannons—swarmed through the air, their red targeting lasers sweeping the streets like an ominous storm.
“We’ve got to move!” Zara shouted over the deafening noise. Her voice was sharp, her eyes scanning the street for any sign of cover. The alien-tech device she had used to disrupt Thalen’s gun now lay discarded, spent from the effort.
They scrambled to their feet, darting between the ruins of what had once been pristine diplomatic buildings. The street ahead was chaos—hoverbikes zipped past in a blur of flashing lights, and massive transport ships loomed overhead, their cargo bays spilling out troops. Reptilian guards and alien enforcers, both sides indistinguishable under the haze of neon and smoke, surged forward in coordinated waves, their weapons trained on Seleste and Zara.
Seleste's heart raced as she dodged an energy pulse that sent a nearby hovercar crashing into the side of a building. The vehicle exploded on impact, sending a shower of sparks and debris raining down on them. They ducked, using the wreckage as temporary cover.
A drone buzzed overhead, its glowing eyes locked onto them. “Stay low!” Seleste hissed, yanking Zara behind a broken wall just as a pulse of energy lit up the air, missing them by mere inches. The drone whirred in frustration, its bright lights flickering before it zipped away, hunting for another angle.
The streets around them were bathed in neon light, the glowing advertisements and towering holograms flickering in and out of view as the power grid struggled to keep up with the unfolding chaos. Flying cars zoomed overhead, their sleek forms leaving streaks of light in the sky, and above it all, transport ships loomed like metallic giants, dispatching more soldiers into the fray. Every corner they turned revealed more enemies, more destruction, and fewer options for escape.
“This is insane,” Seleste muttered under her breath as they sprinted through the wreckage of a once-grand plaza. “We’re running out of options!”
Zara glanced back at the encroaching forces, her face set with determination. “We need a vehicle—now.”
Just ahead, parked haphazardly in the middle of the street, was their salvation: a sleek hover vehicle, its neon-lit chassis still powered on, as though abandoned in the chaos. Without hesitation, they bolted toward it, dodging a volley of blaster fire that ricocheted off the ground around them.
Zara vaulted into the driver’s seat, her hands flying across the controls as Seleste dove into the passenger side. The vehicle hummed to life, its engines emitting a low, electric whine. The dashboard lit up with holographic displays as Zara gripped the controls, her eyes narrowed in concentration.
“Hold on,” Zara warned, and before Seleste could even think to respond, the hovercar shot forward, leaving a trail of neon light in its wake.
The streets blurred into a kaleidoscope of color as they tore through the city, weaving through impossible traffic with reckless speed. Hoverbikes zipped past them, their riders firing shots in their direction as they tried to close the gap. The sound of pursuing drones buzzed through the air, their targeting lasers dancing over the car’s surface.
“Left! Take the left!” Seleste shouted, spotting a narrow alleyway just ahead.
Zara veered hard, sending the hovercar skidding around the corner with a high-pitched whine. The drones overshot the turn, their momentum carrying them too far ahead, giving them a momentary reprieve. But the reprieve was short-lived—more transport ships were descending, filling the air with the sound of engines and weapons charging.
Hoverbikes whipped past, the neon streaks of their lights illuminating the smog-filled air. The city was alive with chaos—giant, flickering holograms loomed overhead, advertising distant worlds while soldiers poured out of hovering transports, their weapons glowing ominously in the dark. The scene was pure pandemonium, like a dystopian nightmare made real.
“I don’t think we can shake them!” Seleste shouted, her voice barely audible over the roar of the chase. She could feel the adrenaline thrumming through her veins, making her pulse race with both fear and exhilaration. The air between them buzzed with energy, their survival instincts in overdrive.
But amidst the chaos, there was something else—something that hummed just beneath the surface. Every glance exchanged between them, every close call that brought their bodies near each other, was charged with a different kind of tension. Their breaths came faster, not just from the exertion but from the heat that had been building between them, unspoken and undeniable.
Zara’s fingers tightened on the controls, her jaw set with concentration, but there was a glimmer in her eye—something wild and fierce. She glanced sideways at Seleste, her lips curling into a half-smile, despite the danger.
“You still having fun?” Zara asked, her voice strained but teasing.
Seleste couldn’t help the grin that tugged at her lips, the rush of adrenaline making everything feel sharper, more vivid. “This is your idea of fun?”
Zara laughed, a sound that somehow cut through the chaos, brief but genuine. “It’s growing on you, isn’t it?”
Before Seleste could answer, a sharp whine filled the air. A drone had locked onto them again, its targeting system whirring as it honed in on the hovercar’s rear thrusters.
“Brace yourself!” Zara shouted, slamming the controls forward.
The vehicle lurched, diving into a sharp descent just as the drone fired a pulse of energy. The shot skimmed the back of the car, sending a shower of sparks cascading over them, but they were already speeding away, the drone left behind in their wake.
Seleste’s breath hitched as they leveled out, the tension between them palpable in the confined space of the vehicle. For a fleeting moment, she caught Zara’s eye, and the intensity of the chase—the danger, the excitement—seemed to blur with something deeper. The heat between them simmered, unspoken but tangible, igniting something that neither of them had time to fully acknowledge.
“Keep your head in the game,” Zara said, though her voice held a teasing edge, as if she felt it too.
“Right,” Seleste replied, her voice thick with a mix of adrenaline and something more.
But the moment was shattered as another blast rocked the vehicle. The pursuit wasn’t over—not by a long shot.
The hovercar careened into a narrow alleyway, the sharp turn sending sparks flying as they scraped past the edge of a crumbling building. Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest as they finally came to a screeching halt, the vehicle’s engines whining in protest before falling silent. The alley was dark, the neon lights of the city barely reaching the shadows where they had hidden themselves, and for a moment, the world seemed to stop.
Breathless, Seleste collapsed against the cold, metallic wall, her chest heaving with exertion. Zara was right there beside her, equally winded, her body pressed against the wall just inches away from Seleste’s. The narrow space of the alley forced them close—too close. The adrenaline from the chase still thrummed in the air, the narrow escape from death leaving them both shaking, but there was something else, something thick and unspoken between them.
Their breaths mingled in the confined space, the tension crackling like electricity. Seleste could feel Zara’s heat, the nearness of her body making her pulse race faster than any explosion or blaster fire could. The darkness of the alley wrapped around them, creating an intimate cocoon where the only sound was their ragged breathing, the pounding of their hearts, and the distant hum of drones searching the city.
For a few seconds, neither of them moved, neither of them spoke. They were both too caught up in the rush of survival, too aware of the intensity of the moment. Their bodies were pressed together, shoulder to shoulder, Zara’s arm brushing against Seleste’s in a way that sent a jolt of awareness through her. She swallowed hard, trying to steady herself, but it was impossible. The tension between them was suffocating, inescapable.
Zara turned her head, her eyes meeting Seleste’s in the dim light. There was something wild in her gaze—an edge of danger, yes, but also something deeper, something that made Seleste’s breath catch in her throat. The intensity of the chase, the thrill of their narrow escape, it all coalesced into this single moment, where everything felt heightened, sharper, more alive.
“You okay?” Zara asked, her voice low, almost a whisper.
Seleste nodded, though her throat felt tight. “Yeah,” she managed, though her voice came out a little shakier than she intended. The truth was, she wasn’t sure if the pounding of her heart was from the danger or from the way Zara was looking at her now, with something that felt like heat simmering just beneath the surface.
They stayed like that, locked in each other’s gaze, neither one daring to move. The proximity of their bodies, the way their breaths seemed to sync up, it was all too much and not enough at the same time. Seleste could feel the tension building, the awareness of Zara’s presence consuming her thoughts. Every breath, every heartbeat seemed to echo between them, louder than the chaos outside.
Zara shifted slightly, her arm brushing against Seleste’s, and the touch sent a shiver down Seleste’s spine. The alley was dark and cramped, but in that moment, it felt like the only thing that existed was the space between them—charged and dangerous, filled with an undeniable attraction that neither of them could ignore anymore.
For a brief, electrifying second, it felt like something might happen—like the weight of everything unsaid between them was about to break through the surface. Their faces were close, too close, and Seleste could feel Zara’s breath on her skin, warm and fast. The adrenaline coursing through her veins made her hyper-aware of every sensation—the closeness, the heat, the way Zara’s lips hovered just inches away.
But before either of them could act, the faint whir of drones echoed from above, the reminder of the danger snapping them back to reality.
Seleste tore her gaze away, her breath hitching as she pressed a hand against the wall to steady herself. “We need to move,” she said, though her voice was hoarse, the tension still thick between them.
Zara blinked, the moment slipping away as she nodded, though her hand lingered near Seleste’s for just a beat too long before she pushed herself off the wall.
“Yeah,” Zara agreed, her voice rough. “Let’s go.”
The heat of the moment hadn’t fully passed, but they didn’t have time to dwell on it. Not now. Not with everything at stake. But as they moved forward, slipping back into the shadows of the city, the memory of that charged moment hung between them like a live wire, ready to spark again at any moment.
Seleste fumbled with her communicator. Her heart was still racing from their escape, but her mind was already spinning with the next move. She needed Scales—needed backup, extraction, something to help them out of this impossible situation. With trembling fingers, she initiated a secure line to her handler, praying he would understand the gravity of what they’d uncovered.
The comm buzzed faintly in her ear before connecting. Scales’ familiar, cold voice cut through the static. “Seleste, report.”
“Scales, it’s bad. We’ve uncovered a massive conspiracy. Reptilian and alien diplomats are colluding—there’s evidence of experiments, and they’re manipulating humanity into a false war.” Seleste spoke quickly, keeping her voice low as she peeked out from the shadows, making sure no one was on their trail. “We need extraction, now.”
There was a long pause on the other end, far too long for Seleste’s comfort. Her pulse quickened, a knot forming in her stomach.
“Seleste,” Scales finally replied, his voice colder than usual, “you’ve done good work, but you’re overreacting. We need that data. Bring it in quietly. Do not escalate the situation any further.”
Her heart sank. “What? Scales, they know we’re onto them. They’ve already launched an attack—we’re being hunted as we speak. You don’t understand the scale of this.”
“I understand perfectly,” Scales cut her off, his tone sharp. “You’re compromising the mission. Your job is to retrieve the data, not cause a diplomatic incident. Return with the information. Now.”
A cold chill ran down Seleste’s spine. He wasn’t going to help. Scales was more concerned about saving face than saving her life. She clenched her teeth, frustration boiling over. “If I try to bring this in now, I’m as good as dead.”
“Then don’t get caught,” Scales replied icily. “You’re a professional, Seleste. Act like one.”
The line clicked dead, leaving her standing there, communicator in hand, the weight of abandonment settling in her chest. For all her service, all her loyalty, Scales had just thrown her to the wolves. Her hand trembled as she shoved the device back into her pocket, her mind reeling. She was on her own.
“Any luck?” Zara’s voice pulled her from the haze of anger and disbelief. Seleste looked up to see Zara standing a few feet away, her face set in a grim expression as she glanced at her own communicator. There was something distant in her eyes, something that mirrored the frustration and fear that Seleste felt in her gut.
“Scales isn’t sending help,” Seleste muttered, her voice thick with bitterness. “He wants me to ‘act professional’ and bring the data in like none of this is happening.”
Zara gave a bitter laugh, but there was no humor in it. “Yeah, well, my superiors are no better.” She held up her own comm device, the screen displaying nothing but a blank signal. “Radio silence. I’ve tried twice, and all I get is cryptic responses—nothing useful. They don’t care. We’re on our own.”
The words hung heavy in the air, the reality of their situation sinking in with a brutal clarity. Both of their worlds had abandoned them. The factions they had loyally served for years—pretending, lying, sacrificing—were now leaving them to fend for themselves.
Seleste swallowed hard, anger and betrayal swirling in her chest. She had always known the risks, known that being a spy meant walking a fine line, but she had never expected to be discarded so easily. And Zara… she could see the same betrayal in Zara’s eyes, the same realization that they were liabilities now, no longer worth saving.
“We can’t count on anyone but each other now,” Seleste said quietly, her voice laced with determination.
Zara nodded, her expression hardening with resolve. “Looks like it.”
They stood there for a moment, the sounds of the city echoing around them, the neon lights flickering in the distance. The danger was closing in, but so was their partnership. Whatever came next, they would face it together. Alone, but together.
The neon lights of the upper city faded as Seleste and Zara plunged deeper into the labyrinth of lower levels, slipping through a narrow alleyway and disappearing into the shadows. The sounds of their pursuers echoed faintly behind them—drones humming, distant shouts growing fainter with every step they took—but for the first time in what felt like hours, they were momentarily out of sight.
They came to a stop in a dark, grimy passageway, the stench of damp metal and oil filling the air. This part of the city was a stark contrast to the sleek, futuristic skyline above—down here, the streets were lined with crumbling buildings, flickering holographic signs, and the rusted remains of long-abandoned tech. It felt like another world entirely. No one asked questions here. But danger lurked in every shadow.
Panting, Seleste pressed her back against a cold, graffiti-covered wall, trying to catch her breath. Sweat slicked her forehead, her muscles ached, but they had made it. At least for now.
Zara leaned against the opposite wall, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she inhaled the stale air. Her normally composed expression was gone, replaced by a raw exhaustion that mirrored Seleste’s own. For a moment, the only sound between them was the heavy breathing of two people who had just barely escaped death.
Seleste wiped a hand across her forehead, smearing grime and sweat as she fought to regain her composure. “I think we lost them,” she muttered, her voice rough from the adrenaline coursing through her veins.
Zara nodded, though her eyes remained alert, scanning the shadows like she expected their enemies to materialize at any moment. “For now.”
They stood there in silence, the weight of the day pressing down on them. The chaos of the attack, the betrayal of their handlers, the revelation of a conspiracy far larger than either of them could have anticipated—it all felt too much, too fast. But despite it all, they had survived.
Seleste glanced at Zara, catching the faint glimmer of neon light reflecting off her skin. The danger had brought them closer than she ever would have imagined. They weren’t just allies anymore, not after everything they’d been through. The bond between them, forged through shared danger and growing trust, felt stronger with every passing moment.
Her chest tightened as she took in the sight of Zara, the woman who had once been a stranger, an enemy, now standing by her side. They had relied on each other in ways she hadn’t expected—trusted each other with their lives. And it hit her, in that brief, quiet moment, just how much she cared. How much she needed Zara.
Zara’s gaze flicked toward her, their eyes meeting in the dim light. For a second, the world around them seemed to fade, the danger, the mission, all of it receding into the background. There was something unspoken between them, something fragile and vulnerable in the way Zara’s breath caught, the way Seleste’s pulse quickened.
Neither of them said anything, but the look in their eyes spoke volumes. The fear, the exhaustion, the relief—it was all there, intertwined with something deeper. Something that had been simmering beneath the surface for too long.
Zara took a step closer, the distance between them shrinking, her hand brushing ever so slightly against Seleste’s arm. The contact was brief, barely a whisper of touch, but it sent a jolt through Seleste’s body, her heart pounding louder than it had during the chase.
“You’re okay?” Zara’s voice was quiet, softer than usual, her guarded exterior slipping for just a moment.
Seleste nodded, unable to tear her gaze away. “I am now.”
They stood there, the tension between them palpable, their bodies so close that Seleste could feel the warmth radiating from Zara’s skin. She wanted to say something, to break the silence, but the words wouldn’t come. Her mind was too clouded, too overwhelmed by everything they’d been through. And by the undeniable pull she felt toward Zara.
But before either of them could act on the moment, a sound from deeper in the alley shattered the stillness. Footsteps. Heavy, deliberate.
Both of them snapped to attention, their guards instantly back up. The reprieve was over.
Seleste’s heart raced as she motioned for Zara to follow, slipping into the shadows once more. Whatever brief connection they had shared, whatever feelings had stirred between them, would have to wait.
They were still in survival mode.
The alleyway had gone quiet again, the distant hum of the city above barely reaching them. For a fleeting moment, it felt as though Seleste and Zara had managed to steal a small reprieve from the chaos that had been chasing them. They were tucked away in the shadows, hidden from the eyes of their pursuers—at least for now.
Seleste wiped the sweat from her brow, her eyes scanning the darkness around them. They couldn’t stay here for long. The danger was still out there, lurking, hunting them. “We need to figure out our next move,” she said, her voice low and urgent.
Zara nodded, though her gaze remained fixed on the narrow opening of the alley, the flickering light from the upper city casting eerie shadows over the grimy walls. “They won’t stop coming,” she murmured, her tone serious. “Not until we’re dead, or worse.”
Seleste didn’t need Zara to elaborate on what “worse” could mean. They had both seen what their factions were capable of—how deep the conspiracy ran. The revelations they had uncovered had painted a target on both their backs. But before they could begin to plan their next steps, before they could even think about what came next, the unmistakable sound of footsteps echoed through the alley.
Both of them froze.
The shadows at the mouth of the alley shifted, and from the darkness, a figure emerged—a tall, imposing figure cloaked in black, their face hidden beneath the low hood of their tactical armor. The air around them seemed to hum with menace, a cold, calculated energy radiating from the enforcer as they approached with measured, deliberate steps.
Zara’s eyes narrowed, recognition flickering across her face. “It’s them,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the pounding of Seleste’s heart.
Seleste’s blood ran cold. She didn’t need to ask who they were. This wasn’t just a random operative sent to track them down. This was one of the high-ranking enforcers—an elite agent who specialized in taking out threats like them. And from the way the figure moved, with lethal precision and a quiet confidence, it was clear they weren’t here to negotiate.
The enforcer’s voice cut through the tension like a blade, cold and precise. “You thought you could run?”
Seleste and Zara exchanged a brief glance, the unspoken understanding between them stronger than ever. There was no running. Not this time. They had to fight.
But before either of them could react, the enforcer’s hand shot out, sending a pulse of energy surging through the narrow alley. Seleste barely had time to throw herself out of the way, the blast missing her by inches as it slammed into the wall behind them, sending debris flying in every direction.
“We need to move—now!” Zara shouted, her voice sharp with urgency as she grabbed Seleste’s arm, pulling her back into the deeper shadows of the alley.
They sprinted, their boots slamming against the slick pavement as the enforcer’s cold, methodical steps followed. The alley twisted and turned, but the enforcer stayed close, never rushing, always closing in, relentless in their pursuit.
Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest as she tried to think of a way out, but every corner they turned, every path they took, the enforcer seemed to anticipate their moves. The chase was a game to them, a methodical breakdown of their resistance.
They had nearly reached the far end of the alley, where a narrow door leading to an underground service tunnel offered the faint hope of escape. But as Seleste and Zara reached for it, a sharp whirring sound filled the air—a small, circular drone flying in from the shadows, its lasers locking onto them with deadly precision.
Zara’s breath hitched as she yanked Seleste down just in time, the laser beam slicing through the air above their heads, grazing the wall behind them. “Go!” Zara barked, shoving Seleste toward the door.
With shaking hands, Seleste managed to push the heavy door open, and they stumbled inside the dimly lit tunnel. The cold air of the underground space hit them like a wave, but before they could catch their breath, the door slammed shut behind them.
The enforcer’s figure appeared in the small, grimy window of the door, their eyes glowing faintly beneath the hood, their weapon still humming with energy. They raised their hand, preparing for another strike.
The last thing Seleste saw before she pulled Zara deeper into the tunnel was the enforcer’s cold, unwavering gaze—and the promise of death in their eyes.




Chapter 15
The Blue Haze






The metallic echoes of their footsteps bounced off the narrow walls as Seleste and Zara darted through the darkened streets of the lower city, the enforcer’s relentless pursuit still fresh in their minds. They’d barely escaped, slipping through the labyrinth of alleys and service tunnels that crisscrossed beneath the city. Now, panting and bruised, they found themselves in the underbelly of the metropolis, a place where the rules didn’t apply and safety was as elusive as the shadows that clung to every corner.
Above them, the glow of neon signs flickered like dying stars, illuminating the grimy streets with an otherworldly hue. But down here, in the depths of the lower levels, the true city revealed itself—a place where the desperate and the dangerous lived side by side. Seleste’s heart pounded as they pressed on, the distant sounds of drones still echoing behind them.
They needed to disappear, fast.
Zara was a step ahead, her mind already calculating their next move. “We need to find shelter,” she murmured, her eyes scanning the dark, crumbling buildings around them. “Somewhere they won’t think to look.”
Seleste nodded, wiping the sweat from her brow. “I know a place.”
They turned a corner, slipping into a dimly lit alley that reeked of oil and decay. Ahead of them, nestled between two dilapidated structures, was their destination—an unmarked door that seemed unassuming at first glance. But Seleste knew better. Behind this door was something far more than just another rundown building. It was a sanctuary for those who knew how to ask.
The door blended into the grimy facade, with only a faint neon glow above it signaling its presence. The Blue Haze was a name whispered among the underworld, a high-end jazz bar and nightclub, known only to those who lived on the fringes of society. It was also a safehouse, a haven for those who needed to disappear without a trace.
Zara shot her a questioning glance. “Are you sure about this?”
Seleste flashed a tight smile. “Trust me. No one will be looking for us here.”
They approached the door, and with a swift motion, Seleste tapped a sequence into the small control panel, barely visible in the dim light. A soft beep echoed, and the door slid open with a low hiss, revealing a set of grand stairs illuminated by flickering neon lights. The sound of smooth jazz drifted up from below, blending with the electric hum of the city outside.
“This way,” Seleste said, her voice barely above a whisper as they descended the staircase, leaving the chaos of the streets behind them.
The streets of the lower levels were a stark contrast to the sleek, neon-lit cityscape above. Down here, everything was darker, grimier, and filled with a sense of danger that lingered in every shadow. Broken signs flickered in the distance, the metallic stench of oil and decaying infrastructure permeated the air. Seleste and Zara moved with purpose, their steps echoing through the narrow, dingy alleyway as they made their way deeper into the underbelly of the city.
Ahead of them, nestled between two crumbling buildings, was their destination—a place few knew existed, and even fewer were ever allowed to enter. A high-end underground jazz bar, hidden from the authorities and those who sought order, it was a haven for criminals, smugglers, and anyone else who needed to disappear for a while. Its name whispered through the darker corners of the city like a ghost—The Blue Haze.
The entrance was unassuming, just a small door at the end of the alley, barely visible beneath a flickering neon sign that simply read "Bar." A soft hum of jazz music leaked through the cracks in the door, barely audible over the buzz of the lower levels. Above the door, a grand staircase descended into the alley, bathed in dim, flickering neon lights that cast long, shifting shadows on the grimy pavement below.
“Here we go,” Seleste muttered under her breath, her eyes scanning the area for any signs of danger. It was quiet, but she knew better than to let her guard down in a place like this.
Zara was already at work, her fingers flying across the small handheld device she kept hidden in her sleeve. With a few quick taps, she activated her tech, a subtle shimmer passing over her features as it adjusted her appearance. Her face softened, her bone structure shifting ever so slightly. To anyone else, she would appear completely different—just another face in the crowd.
Seleste took a deep breath, her mind shifting gears as she prepared to step into her role. Neurodust dealers, she reminded herself, running through the cover story they’d concocted on the way. Neurodust was a highly coveted drug in the underworld, known for enhancing cognitive abilities and granting users brief moments of heightened perception. Dealers of such a substance were treated with both fear and respect in places like this, and that was exactly the reputation they needed.
With her appearance now altered, Zara slipped the device back into her sleeve and gave Seleste a nod. “Ready?”
“Always,” Seleste replied, her voice low and steady.
They approached the door together, their steps purposeful and confident. Seleste’s hand reached for the small control panel by the door, her fingers tapping out a coded sequence she had memorized during one of their many spy briefings. The door beeped, then slid open with a soft hiss, revealing the grand staircase beyond.
They descended, the neon lights casting eerie, elongated shadows as they made their way deeper into The Blue Haze. The air grew warmer, the sound of smooth jazz growing louder with every step. As they reached the bottom, the space opened up before them—a lavish, sprawling underground nightclub, filled with patrons dressed in expensive, sharp attire, lounging in plush, velvety booths.
The bar itself was bathed in hues of deep blues and purples, the lights casting a dreamy glow over the sleek metallic surfaces. Holographic dancers moved gracefully in the corners, their forms flickering in and out of focus, while neon drinks glowed in the hands of well-dressed criminals, smugglers, and black market dealers. It was a place where secrets were traded like currency and no one asked questions. As long as you had the right connections.
Seleste glanced at Zara, and they exchanged a quick, meaningful look. This was a dangerous game they were playing, but they had no other choice. Their lives—and possibly the fate of their mission—depended on convincing everyone here that they belonged.
Stepping into the crowd, Seleste’s posture shifted, her entire demeanor changing as she embodied the role of a hardened, high-profile dealer. Her movements became more confident, more assured, as if she had spent years in this life of crime. Zara followed suit, her usual calm, composed presence now carrying an edge of danger, the kind of aura that came with being a powerful player in the underworld.
A well-dressed bouncer, his muscular frame towering over the bar’s entrance, eyed them as they approached. His sharp gaze flickered with suspicion, but Seleste was ready. She met his gaze with a steely confidence, her expression unreadable.
“We’re here on business,” she said coolly, her voice carrying the perfect mix of authority and nonchalance. “We don’t need to be on your list—you know what we’re dealing in.”
The bouncer’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t press further. He had seen all kinds come through these doors, and he wasn’t about to challenge someone who looked like they belonged. After a brief moment, he stepped aside, letting them pass.
Once inside, Seleste let out a slow breath, her pulse still racing from the close call. Zara moved beside her, her eyes scanning the room as she subtly adjusted her disguise one last time.
“We need a room,” Zara murmured, her voice low as they made their way toward the bar’s more secluded sections, where private booths and rooms were offered to those who required more discretion.
Seleste nodded, her mind already working out the next steps. They had made it in, but the real challenge had only just begun. They would need to secure a suite, blend into the scene, and stay one step ahead of anyone who might be watching. But for now, they had found a momentary safe haven in this underworld of jazz, neon, and secrets.
For a brief moment, as the smooth jazz played softly around them, Seleste allowed herself to relax—just for a second. Then, she reminded herself: the game was far from over.
As they stepped into The Blue Haze, the shift from the grimy streets outside to the luxurious, hidden world within was immediate and striking. The bar was an oasis of sleek elegance amidst the chaos of the lower city—a place where the shadows seemed to hum with possibility, but in a setting of refined indulgence.
Soft, ambient jazz floated through the air, wrapping the space in a warm, sultry atmosphere. The lighting was dim, casting everything in hues of gold and purple, with neon accents reflecting off polished glass surfaces. Patrons, a mix of the city's most dangerous and well-connected, lounged in plush velvet booths, discussing illicit deals and making whispered plans. Their well-tailored suits and extravagant dresses contrasted sharply with the dinginess of the world above.
Seleste and Zara moved through the bar with the practiced ease of spies used to blending in, their eyes scanning the room. Impeccably dressed servers weaved between the tables, carrying glowing, neon-infused drinks on sleek trays. In the center of the room, holographic dancers swayed to the beat of the music, their movements as graceful as they were ethereal, further adding to the surreal luxury of the space.
Zara leaned closer to Seleste as they made their way to the bar, her voice barely above a murmur. “This place is a bit...fancier than I expected,” she said, her eyes glittering with amusement as they passed a booth of reptilian dignitaries draped in opulent silks. “I didn’t think our line of work would lead us somewhere with holographic dancers and glowing cocktails.”
Seleste, keeping her demeanor composed, didn’t break stride. “It’s the perfect cover,” she replied coolly. “Nobody here asks questions, and even fewer want to know the answers.”
Zara’s gaze flicked to Seleste, a hint of a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “You in command like this… it’s kind of hot,” she teased, her voice low, just for Seleste’s ears.
Seleste shot her a sidelong glance, her expression carefully neutral, though a flicker of something more passed through her eyes. “Focus,” she muttered, though her voice softened as if betraying the effect Zara’s words had on her.
They approached the bar, where a holographic menu floated above the countertop, displaying an array of exotic drinks. Seleste nodded to the bartender, maintaining her air of authority. Zara, still smirking, leaned casually against the counter next to her, letting her fingers graze the surface just close enough to brush Seleste’s hand.
“You pull off this whole ‘underworld boss’ thing really well,” Zara said softly, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “Almost makes me want to take orders from you.”
Seleste didn’t look at her directly, but the slight upward twitch of her lips betrayed her amusement. “Try to keep up,” she replied dryly, ordering two drinks with a quick flick of her hand across the holographic interface.
As they waited for the drinks, the murmur of voices and the smooth jazz around them filled the air. Despite the luxurious surroundings, Seleste’s mind remained focused, already planning their next move. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by Zara’s teasing, no matter how much the proximity—and the tension—between them seemed to crackle with something unspoken.
Their drinks arrived, the liquid inside glowing faintly in the low light. Seleste took hers without hesitation, offering a brief nod of thanks to the server. Zara, still watching her closely, picked up her glass and leaned in just a little closer.
“You know,” Zara began, her voice dropping to a playful whisper, “I’m starting to think you enjoy this whole undercover role a bit too much.”
Seleste turned her head slightly, her eyes locking with Zara’s. “You’re just realizing that now?” she replied, her tone steady but her gaze sharp, as though daring Zara to push further.
Zara grinned, clearly enjoying the game. “It’s just... refreshing,” she continued, letting the words linger. “Seeing you in control, giving orders. It’s... alluring.”
Before Seleste could respond, they were interrupted by the bartender. “Your suite is ready,” he said, his tone as polished and professional as the rest of the establishment.
Seleste took a breath, the moment between them dissipating but leaving a charge in the air. “Good,” she said, straightening up. “Lead the way.”
The bartender guided them through the bar and toward a hidden lift in the back, designed to whisk VIPs and those needing discretion up to the exclusive hotel suites. The lift’s smooth motion carried them upwards, and in moments, they were deposited in a hallway that seemed even more lavish than the bar below.
The doors to their suite slid open silently, revealing an impossibly luxurious room that seemed like something out of a high-end sci-fi dream. Walls shimmered with a soft, metallic glow, and a massive window looked out over the city, offering a stunning view of the neon-drenched skyline. A large, circular bed dominated the center of the room, surrounded by advanced tech—hidden compartments, touch-activated panels, and a security system that rivaled military-grade facilities.
As the door closed behind them, Zara chuckled softly, clearly impressed. “Not bad for two people on the run.”
Seleste shrugged, though she couldn’t help but be impressed herself. “Like I said, perfect cover.”
But Zara wasn’t done with her teasing. She stepped closer, her eyes scanning the room before settling back on Seleste. “And now... we get to pretend we’re high-profile drug dealers lying low,” she said, her voice light but her gaze serious. “Think you can keep up the act?”
Seleste turned to face her, the faintest hint of a smile on her lips. “You’re the one who said I pull it off well.”
Zara’s eyes flickered with something deeper, her playful demeanor faltering for just a moment as the weight of everything they’d been through settled between them. The tension, the shared danger—it was all still there, but so was the undeniable pull between them.
“You sure you’re ready for this?” Zara asked, her voice softer now, the teasing tone gone.
Seleste met her gaze, the weight of the question hanging in the air. She wasn’t just asking about their mission.
For a moment, the only sound in the room was the distant hum of the city below and the smooth, jazzy melody still playing faintly in the background. The danger outside the walls, the conspiracy they’d uncovered—it all seemed distant now, as they stood there, two spies bound together by circumstance, but connected by something far more personal.
“I think I’m ready for anything,” Seleste replied, her voice steady.
Zara smiled, and in the dim light of their high-tech safehouse, it was clear that whatever came next, they would face it together.
The door to their suite slid shut with a soft hiss, sealing off the world outside. Seleste let out a slow breath, her muscles finally relaxing as the safety of their new surroundings settled in. The smooth jazz from the bar below still floated gently through the walls, the mellow notes soothing the tension that had gripped her body for hours. It was the first real moment of peace they’d had since the chase began.
Zara stood near the edge of the room, her eyes scanning the lavish space, but Seleste could tell she wasn’t focused on anything. The adrenaline of the chase had worn off, leaving behind an exhaustion that neither of them had time to acknowledge until now.
Seleste moved toward the large window that overlooked the neon-soaked streets below, her reflection cast in the glass like a ghost. She could see Zara's reflection next to hers, both of them standing in silence, absorbing the weight of what had just transpired.
"You okay?" Zara’s voice was quieter than usual, lacking its usual teasing edge.
Seleste nodded, though the truth was more complicated. "We made it. That's what matters."
Zara approached, her presence calm but heavy with unspoken emotion. "Barely."
Seleste felt Zara’s hand brush against hers, a fleeting touch that made her stomach twist—not from fear, but from something more personal, more intimate. She turned to face her, seeing the same vulnerability mirrored in Zara’s eyes.
"It's been a long day," Seleste murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. The room felt too quiet, too still, compared to the chaos they had just left behind.
Zara gave a soft laugh, though it didn’t reach her eyes. "You can say that again."
They stood there for a moment longer, the distance between them shrinking as the weight of the day's events finally pressed down. They had survived another attack, evaded the enforcer, and made it to safety—for now. But there was no telling what the future held, and for the first time, Seleste wasn’t sure if she had the strength to keep going without breaking.
She sank into one of the plush chairs by the window, the soft fabric molding to her tired body. Zara followed, sitting across from her on the low sofa, her eyes never leaving Seleste’s face. There was a tension in the air, but it wasn’t the kind they were used to. It was more personal, more fragile.
"I didn't think we'd make it out of there," Zara admitted, her voice soft and raw. "I don’t think I’ve ever been this close to..." She trailed off, her usual bravado gone, leaving only the truth behind.
Seleste met her gaze, feeling the walls they had both built around themselves beginning to crumble. "Neither did I."
They sat in silence for a while, the jazz music the only sound between them. It felt like a lull in the storm, a brief moment where the world had stopped spinning long enough for them to catch their breath.
It was impossible to deny the pull between them any longer.
Seleste was the first to move, her body betraying her, the need building inside her too strong to ignore. She rose from her chair and crossed the distance between them, her movements fluid and confident. Zara watched her, her eyes glimmering with a mix of desire and caution.
As Seleste approached, Zara stood, the tension between them growing thick with anticipation. They stood inches apart, the heat of their bodies mingling in the cool air of the room. Zara was taller, her body lean and strong, and Seleste couldn’t help but notice the curve of her hips, the way her muscles shifted beneath her clothes.
Seleste met Zara's gaze, her voice low and husky. "You think you can handle me, hotshot?"
Zara grinned, a spark of challenge flashing in her eyes. "I think I can keep up."
That was all the invitation Seleste needed. She closed the distance between them, her hands moving to cup Zara's face as she kissed her. It was fierce, hungry, a release of the pent-up desire they had both been holding back.
Zara's hands gripped Seleste's hips, pulling her closer, and Seleste could feel the urgency in her touch, the need burning between them. Their bodies pressed together, the heat rising as they let themselves give in to the passion they had both been denying.
They were two women on the run, bound together by a dangerous mission and the undeniable attraction between them. There was no denying it any longer, and in that moment, nothing else mattered.
The kiss deepened, their bodies melting into each other as they surrendered to the desire. It was a moment of reckless abandon, of finally letting go, and neither of them was willing to hold back.
Zara's fingers slipped beneath the hem of Seleste's shirt, grazing the bare skin of her waist. Her touch was electric, sending sparks of pleasure through Seleste's body. Zara's mouth was on hers, her tongue teasing and demanding, and Seleste lost herself in the moment, the need and the lust and the adrenaline all coalescing into something irresistible.
Seleste pulled away, her breath ragged, her heart racing. She met Zara's gaze, and what she saw there sent a thrill through her body. Desire. Need. Trust.
"I think we're done running for now," Seleste breathed, her voice a low purr.
Zara smiled, the teasing glint returning to her eyes. "Good."
In a flash, Zara's hands were on her, and the fire between them ignited again. They were past the point of restraint, and nothing was going to stop them now.
The tension between them had been building for too long, and as they let their guards down, their inhibitions faded away, leaving only the raw, unfiltered desire for each other.
Zara's fingers traced the contours of Seleste's body, exploring every curve and valley, setting her nerves alight. Seleste's hands tugged at the hem of Zara's shirt, pulling it over her head and tossing it aside, her palms skimming the bare skin of Zara's waist.
Their lips crashed together again, the hunger between them growing stronger by the second. Zara's hands moved to the clasp of Seleste's bra, and a moment later, it joined her shirt on the floor.
"God, you're gorgeous," Zara murmured, her voice husky with desire.
Seleste smiled, reveling in the attention. "So are you," she whispered, her hands exploring the hard planes of Zara's stomach, the toned muscles flexing under her touch.
They were two powerful women, bound by a dangerous mission and the passion between them. They had both spent their lives being tough and strong, but in that moment, they let go, giving in to the primal need to be touched, to be desired.
The jazz music was still playing, the smooth melody adding to the surreal atmosphere. Seleste's hands explored Zara's body, her touch becoming more urgent, more desperate.
Zara's hands moved lower, cupping Seleste's ass, pulling her close, and she could feel the heat between her legs, the throbbing need. Seleste gasped as Zara's fingers found the zipper of her pants, and a moment later, they were pooling on the floor, her underwear joining them a second later.
"Now it's your turn," Seleste breathed, her voice barely above a whisper.
With a smirk, Zara unzipped her own pants, shimmying out of them and kicking them aside. She stood there, her lean body silhouetted in the neon glow from the city outside, and Seleste took a moment to appreciate the view.
"What are you waiting for?" Zara teased, her voice low and inviting.
Seleste didn't need any more encouragement. She stepped forward, her hands reaching out to caress Zara's skin, her fingertips tracing the curve of her hips. Zara's breathing quickened as Seleste's touch grew more intimate, exploring the soft, wet heat between her thighs.
Zara groaned, her hips rolling in rhythm with Seleste's hand. The sight was intoxicating, and Seleste couldn't resist the urge to taste her, to feel the wetness on her lips.
She leaned forward, her tongue finding the sweet, sensitive flesh, and Zara's head fell back as she moaned, her fingers tangling in Seleste's hair. Seleste worked her magic, her tongue dancing along Zara's clit, coaxing wave after wave of pleasure from her body.
It was a release, a chance to let go of the tension that had been building between them, and they were both ready to let go.
"Fuck," Zara moaned, her body writhing with pleasure, the ecstasy written on her face. "Don't stop."
Seleste didn't, her mouth and hands working in tandem to drive Zara wild, and she could feel her climax approaching, her body trembling with anticipation.
The air was thick with lust and desire, and they both knew they were past the point of no return. They had denied themselves for too long, and now, the dam was about to break.
Zara's grip on Seleste's hair tightened, and she could feel her muscles tensing, the pleasure building to a crescendo.
"I'm gonna—"
Before she could finish the sentence, her body convulsed, her climax crashing over her in waves. She cried out, her voice hoarse with pleasure, her body shuddering with the intensity of her release.
Seleste kept going, her tongue and fingers guiding Zara through her orgasm, until finally, her muscles relaxed, her body sinking into the sofa.
"Wow," Zara breathed, her eyes half-closed.
Seleste smiled, satisfied. She leaned back, savoring the moment, and watched as Zara came down from her high.
"I could get used to this," Zara murmured, her voice low and husky.
"Me too," Seleste replied, her hand sliding over Zara's thigh, her fingertips grazing the soft skin.
They sat there for a moment, the tension between them replaced with something deeper, more intimate.
Eventually, Zara leaned back, her head resting against the soft cushions, her eyes half-closed as if she were trying to let go of the weight pressing down on her shoulders. "It’s strange, isn’t it?" she said, her voice a little softer now. "Trusting someone like this? When we’ve both spent our whole lives lying to everyone, including ourselves."
Seleste nodded slowly, her fingers tracing idle patterns in the disheveled sheets. "Yeah. It is."
Zara’s eyes opened, locking onto hers. "But I trust you, Seleste. More than I’ve trusted anyone in a long time."
The admission hung in the air, heavy and real. Seleste felt her heart clench, a warmth spreading through her chest despite everything they had gone through. She wasn’t used to trusting anyone, either. Not fully. But with Zara... it was different. It had been different from the start.
"I trust you too," Seleste said quietly, the words feeling both foreign and natural.
Zara smiled, a small, genuine smile that softened the sharp edges of her face. "Good. Because from here on out, it’s just us."
The reality of that truth settled between them. The betrayals of their respective factions, the dangerous conspiracy they had uncovered—it all led them to this moment. They were alone now, but they had each other. And that was enough.
As the night wore on, they talked—about their fears, their doubts, and the lives they had been forced to live as spies. They shared stories they had never told anyone else, revealing pieces of themselves they had kept hidden for so long. The more they talked, the closer they became, the walls they had once kept firmly in place falling away, leaving nothing but trust and vulnerability between them.
When the conversation finally dwindled, they sat together in the quiet, the weight of everything they had shared settling in. And as the soft hum of the city filled the room, they both realized that no matter what happened next, they wouldn’t be facing it alone.
Their bond, forged in danger and solidified in trust, was unbreakable now.
And for the first time in a long time, Seleste felt something she hadn’t allowed herself to feel in years.
Hope.
∆∆∆
 
The soft hum of the city and the smooth jazz filtering through the walls had lulled them into a false sense of security. After hours of evasion, danger, and emotional tension, the suite had become a momentary sanctuary. But even as the calm settled over them, the reality of their situation was never far from Seleste’s mind.
“We can’t stay here,” Zara said, her voice cutting through the quiet. She had moved to the edge of the bed, pulling up a small holoscreen that projected from her wrist. Her eyes flicked through the data with sharp precision, scanning over information she had pulled from the hotel’s communication logs. “This place might be safe for now, but it won’t last. Sooner or later, someone will figure out where we’ve gone.”
Seleste nodded, her brow furrowed in concentration as she glanced at the glowing data on Zara’s wrist. "I know," she murmured. "But we can’t run forever. We need a plan, something solid."
Zara’s fingers danced over the holoscreen, pausing on a particular line of text that caught her attention. “There’s something here. In the logs.” She tilted the screen so Seleste could see it. “It’s encrypted, but I recognize some of the coding patterns. High-level communications. It could be linked to the conspiracy.”
Seleste leaned in, her eyes narrowing as she studied the data. “Can you decode it?”
“I think so,” Zara replied, her voice laced with determination. “It’s going to take some time, but if this lead pans out, it might take us closer to whoever’s pulling the strings.”
The tension between them shifted as they began to form a plan. This safehouse, luxurious as it was, could only offer temporary protection. They needed to stay ahead of their enemies, and this lead from the communication logs might be the key.
“We’ll leave in the morning,” Seleste decided, her tone firm. “If you can decode the message by then, we’ll follow it to wherever it leads.”
Zara glanced at her, a faint smirk playing at the corners of her lips. “Taking charge again?”
Seleste rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at her lips. “Someone has to.”
The atmosphere lightened for a brief moment, but it was fleeting. Both of them knew the danger hadn’t passed—it was only waiting. Lingering. Zara’s fingers resumed their rapid movements over the holoscreen, working to break through the encryption, while Seleste began mentally preparing for their next move.
Suddenly, a soft chime echoed through the room—a noise that didn’t belong. Both of them froze, their senses immediately on high alert. The gentle hum of the security system had shifted, now emitting a faint red light that flickered ominously across the walls. An alert.
Zara’s head snapped up, her eyes sharp. “That’s not good.”
Seleste’s hand instinctively moved toward the concealed weapon at her side. “What is it?”
Zara tapped a few commands into her wrist device, her expression darkening as a new readout appeared on the screen. “The suite’s security system just detected an unauthorized breach. Someone—or something—knows we’re here.”
Seleste’s pulse quickened, her eyes darting toward the door as a shadow passed outside the small window. The soft murmur of the jazz music now felt eerie, a backdrop to the creeping danger that had found them once again.
“They’re here,” Seleste whispered, her voice tense as she stood, her weapon now in hand.
Zara quickly closed her holoscreen, rising to join Seleste as they moved toward the door, the tension thick between them. They had only moments to react, to escape—or to fight.
The intruder was already close, too close.




Chapter 16
The Pursuit






The soft glow of neon lights filtered through the curtains, the smooth sound of jazz still humming in the background, when the high-pitched whine of an alarm pierced the calm. Seleste and Zara's heads snapped toward the door of the suite, both of them instantly on alert. In a flash, Zara was up, reaching for the concealed tech hidden within her sleeve. Seleste moved to the door, her heart pounding in her chest.
“Something’s wrong,” Zara whispered, her voice tight.
The door burst open with a loud crash. A shadowy figure moved swiftly through the doorway, a gleaming weapon raised. The bounty hunter—dressed in sleek, armored gear, the kind that absorbed light and seemed to blend into the shadows—was a looming, dangerous presence. His movements were calculated, predatory.
“Get down!” Zara shouted as the intruder fired off a shot. Seleste dove behind a nearby couch, her heart racing. The walls hissed with the heat of the laser blast as it struck, narrowly missing her.
They had seconds, maybe less, to react.
Seleste reached into her jacket, grabbing a small EMP grenade she had stashed for emergencies. She made eye contact with Zara, and they exchanged a wordless plan. With a quick nod, Zara rolled to the side, distracting the intruder with a flash of blinding light from her wrist device. The bounty hunter flinched, giving Seleste just enough time to throw the EMP grenade.
It hit the ground and exploded in a burst of static energy. The lights flickered, and the bounty hunter’s weapon short-circuited with a loud crackle. Sparks flew from his suit as he stumbled, momentarily disoriented.
“Now!” Seleste called, leaping to her feet. She charged toward the bounty hunter, while Zara moved swiftly, using her tech to disable the hunter's combat visor. The bounty hunter reacted, swinging his arm in an arc to strike at Seleste, but she ducked just in time, delivering a sharp blow to his midsection. He staggered backward, cursing under his breath.
The fight was fast, brutal. Seleste and Zara moved in perfect sync, their training and instincts taking over. Seleste landed a punch that sent the bounty hunter’s weapon skidding across the floor. Zara darted forward, her fingers flying across her wrist device, activating a small hacking tool. Within seconds, the bounty hunter’s armor locked up, immobilizing him.
The hunter hit the ground hard, struggling against the now-defunct suit. “You… think you can run forever?” he growled through clenched teeth, glaring up at them.
“We don’t have time for this,” Zara muttered, kicking his weapon far out of reach. She glanced at Seleste, her expression serious. “We need to go. Now.”
Without another word, they grabbed what little gear they could and sprinted out of the suite.
As they emerged into the main area of the Blue Haze, chaos had already begun to unfold. Their skirmish had triggered a chain reaction. The safehouse, known for sheltering criminals and smugglers, was now erupting into a full-blown firefight. The patrons—dangerous figures in their own right—had caught wind of something, and the tension that had been simmering beneath the surface finally exploded.
Covert drug deals spilled into the open. Enforcers, realizing their operations had been compromised, drew weapons, and the once-smooth ambiance of the nightclub was shattered by the sound of blaster fire. Tables overturned, patrons ducked for cover, and servers scrambled to avoid the crossfire. The smooth jazz that had once set the mood now seemed to mock the chaos, its notes clashing with the violence erupting around them.
“We’re out of time,” Seleste hissed as they ducked behind a pillar to avoid a stray energy pulse.
Zara’s eyes darted around the room, looking for an exit. “There!” she pointed to a side entrance, half-obscured by a neon sign flickering wildly in the mayhem.
They moved fast, weaving through the crowd, dodging gunfire and explosions as the nightclub descended into total anarchy. Two guards spotted them and gave chase, but a stray blaster shot from a smuggler cut them off. Zara and Seleste used the chaos to their advantage, slipping through the warring factions and past distracted enforcers.
They pushed through the side door and into a narrow alley, the sound of the firefight fading behind them as they ran into the night. The fresh air hit them like a shock, but the danger was far from over. Both of them knew they were still being hunted, and the factions would stop at nothing to track them down.
As they ran through the neon-lit streets of the lower city, Seleste couldn’t shake the feeling that the chase was only just beginning.
The neon glow of the city flickered ominously as Seleste and Zara darted through the narrow alleyways, their hearts pounding in unison with the thrum of distant hovercraft engines. The quiet of the lower levels was gone, replaced by the unsettling hum of the reptilian and alien factions mobilizing in full force. The Blue Haze was a warzone now, but the chaos behind them had only delayed the inevitable—the factions had their sights set on them.
Hovercrafts buzzed through the skies above, their searchlights cutting through the dim streets below. The once-shrouded city was now alive with activity—operatives in sleek, tactical armor moved swiftly through the shadows, scanning for any trace of Seleste and Zara.
“They’re close,” Zara whispered, her voice tight as they ducked into the shadow of a dilapidated building. She glanced up, her eyes catching the flash of reptilian armor down a side street. “We have to keep moving.”
Seleste nodded, her mind racing as she assessed their options. The alleyways twisted and turned, a maze of grime and neon signs, but their enemies were closing in fast. They didn’t have the luxury of time to plan. Every second counted.
Hovercrafts roared overhead, their spotlights sweeping the streets, and Seleste pulled Zara back just in time as one of the beams cut across the alley they had been heading toward. The streets around them were now crawling with operatives—both reptilian and alien factions working together in a way Seleste had never seen before. It was clear they were being hunted from all angles, the factions determined to silence them before they could expose the truth.
“We can’t stay out in the open like this,” Seleste hissed, her eyes scanning for any place to hide. “They’ve got the whole area locked down.”
Zara's fingers tapped furiously against a small device on her wrist. “Give me a second,” she muttered, her brow furrowing in concentration. “I can hack into the surveillance systems—disable their comms and buy us some time.”
Seleste kept watch, her heart racing as the footsteps of their pursuers grew closer. “Hurry.”
With a final tap, Zara’s device buzzed softly, and the nearby surveillance cameras blinked off. The comm chatter from the operatives crackled with confusion as their systems briefly scrambled.
“Let’s go,” Zara urged, grabbing Seleste’s hand. They sprinted across the street, ducking into another narrow passageway just as a squad of alien enforcers rounded the corner, their weapons drawn and eyes scanning the area. The duo moved silently, their years of training keeping them in sync as they dodged the searchlights and evaded the roving patrols.
The tension mounted with every step, their nerves frayed as the sound of boots on the ground and the whir of drones echoed in the distance. The underbelly of the city was a labyrinth, but even here, they were not safe. The factions had eyes everywhere.
As they turned a corner, a group of reptilian operatives blocked their path, their cold, glowing eyes locking onto them in an instant.
“Down!” Seleste shouted, yanking Zara with her as they dropped behind a row of rusted dumpsters. Blaster fire erupted above them, energy pulses scorching the walls where they had just stood.
“Go, go, go!” Zara urged, and they scrambled to their feet, dodging the barrage of shots as they bolted through the next alley. The operatives were on their heels now, shouting commands into their comms, their footsteps thunderous against the concrete.
Seleste glanced over her shoulder, her pulse spiking as she saw the reptilian soldiers closing in. Her mind raced. They needed a distraction—something to throw their pursuers off their trail.
“There!” Zara pointed to a stack of old tech crates piled high against a building. Without missing a beat, she pulled out a small explosive charge from her belt, throwing it with precision at the base of the stack.
The crates exploded in a shower of sparks and debris, collapsing into the alley and blocking the path behind them. The pursuing soldiers were forced to halt, scrambling to find another way through the wreckage.
“That won’t hold them for long,” Seleste warned, her voice breathless.
“It’ll give us a head start,” Zara replied, her tone firm.
They weaved through the alleys, staying low, blending into the shadows where they could. The sound of hovercrafts and foot soldiers was relentless, but they pushed on, determined to stay one step ahead. Every glance exchanged between them was filled with the weight of their situation—this was life or death, and they had no room for mistakes.
As they reached the edge of the district, the streets opened up into a wider, more crowded area—market stalls and neon-lit storefronts bustling with people who had no idea what was unfolding around them.
Seleste and Zara slowed their pace, slipping into the throng of people, their postures relaxing just enough to blend in. The cover of the crowd was their best chance now. They exchanged a quick glance, the unspoken understanding between them clear—they were still in danger, but for the moment, they had disappeared from sight.
But how long could they stay hidden?
The sound of mechanical legs clattering on metal filled the air as Zara and Seleste sprinted through the narrow, dimly lit streets. The chase had already been relentless, but the reptilian forces had just escalated things in the most terrifying way possible.
A new threat was hunting them now—massive robot spiders, each one the size of a small car, sleek and futuristic with metallic legs that clung to the walls and ceilings. Their wraparound visors glowed menacingly, scanning the streets with cold, calculated precision. As the spiders moved, their laser-sighted visors swept the area in a deadly arc, leaving behind scorched patterns where the beams had missed their targets.
“Tell me this isn’t happening,” Seleste muttered breathlessly, her eyes wide as one of the creatures scuttled along the ceiling above them, its legs making an eerie, rhythmic tapping noise as it moved.
“They really brought out the big guns,” Zara said, her voice tight as they ducked behind an old, rusted shipping container. “We need to keep moving—those things are designed for pursuit.”
The ground shook slightly as one of the spiders landed near their hiding spot, its legs unfolding with a smooth, mechanical hiss. The wraparound visor rotated, scanning the area with lethal precision. The air around them hummed with the high-pitched whir of its targeting systems locking on.
Seleste's heart pounded in her chest, her breath catching as the laser beam swept dangerously close to where they were hiding. She grabbed Zara’s arm, pulling her down lower as the spider scuttled past, its visor sweeping the area for any sign of them.
The creature was terrifying in its cold efficiency—more than just a machine, it was a predator. Its movements were swift and calculated, and even in the darkness, the glow of its visor seemed to light up everything around it. It climbed walls with ease, scuttling across ceilings, and moved with a grace that made it hard to anticipate its next move.
“We can’t outrun them,” Seleste whispered, her pulse racing as the sound of more mechanical legs echoed in the distance. “There’s too many.”
Zara nodded grimly, her mind already working on a plan. “Then we don’t outrun them. We outsmart them.”
The next few moments were a blur of adrenaline-fueled action. Zara quickly pulled out an explosive charge, one of the last in their arsenal, and planted it on a nearby structure—an old industrial tower that loomed over the street. As the spiders moved closer, their lasers sweeping the alley, Zara detonated the charge.
The explosion rocked the street, sending chunks of debris crashing down on the approaching spiders. One of the massive creatures was caught directly beneath the falling rubble, its metallic legs crushed under the weight of the debris. Sparks flew as it struggled, its visor flickering as it attempted to recalibrate. For a brief moment, the duo had some breathing room.
“Nice shot,” Seleste said, but her relief was short-lived. The sound of more legs clicking against the metal ground signaled that the spiders weren’t done. They were relentless, and the crushed spider was already trying to repair itself.
“We need to find cover—something more permanent,” Zara said, her voice tense. “These things aren’t going to stop.”
They sprinted through the narrow streets, ducking into an abandoned industrial complex. The building was dark and crumbling, its interior a maze of rusted pipes, broken machinery, and crumbling walls. It wasn’t ideal, but it was the only shelter they had. The heavy footfalls of the spiders followed them in, their glowing visors illuminating the shadows as they moved closer, their lasers firing wildly at the walls.
Seleste scanned the area, her mind racing. “We could set traps,” she said, already thinking ahead. “Use the environment against them.”
Zara nodded, already moving to rig the explosives she had left. The two of them worked quickly, setting up makeshift traps using old industrial equipment and what little they had left in their supply of gadgets. They lured the spiders deeper into the complex, dodging laser fire and outmaneuvering the relentless machines as best they could.
At one point, Seleste found herself face-to-face with one of the spiders, its visor glowing red as it locked onto her. She dove behind a piece of machinery, just as its laser beam sliced through the air where she had been standing. The heat from the shot singed the edges of her coat, but she didn’t stop to think—she grabbed a nearby pipe and jammed it into one of the spider’s legs, causing the machine to stumble. It wasn’t much, but it bought her a few precious seconds to retreat.
Zara detonated another explosive, sending one of the spiders crashing into a heap of tangled metal. But even as it fell, more of them scuttled into the complex, their legs clicking with terrifying efficiency.
“They just keep coming!” Seleste yelled, her voice echoing in the cavernous space.
Zara gritted her teeth. “We need to find a way out—now.”
In a desperate move, they hijacked an old transport vehicle they found in the complex, its rusted frame barely holding together. The engine sputtered to life just as the spiders closed in on them, their visors glowing ominously as they prepared to fire again.
“Hold on!” Zara shouted, slamming her foot on the pedal.
The vehicle shot forward, crashing through the weakened walls of the complex. Behind them, the spiders scrambled after them, their lasers firing wildly as they gave chase through the ruins. One of the shots hit the back of the vehicle, sending a shower of sparks into the air, but they kept going, pushing the transport to its limits as they raced to escape.
The city pulsed with a strange, electric energy, the kind that made Seleste’s skin prickle and her heart race in anticipation. The sound of mechanical legs skittering across the city’s infrastructure haunted her, even though the machines had been left behind. Zara was beside her, panting and focused, but there was something deeper—a quiet, burning determination that Seleste couldn’t tear her eyes away from.
Zara had always been a mystery wrapped in confidence, and now, more than ever, Seleste felt that pull. The chaos of the chase had only sharpened her awareness of Zara’s presence—the way she moved, the quick flashes of ingenuity, the sharp, intelligent gleam in her eyes even in the heat of danger. Every time Zara took the lead, Seleste found herself drawn to her, not just because of the danger surrounding them, but because of the quiet strength Zara exuded. It made Seleste feel like there was nothing they couldn’t survive—together.
They had reached the power grid, a labyrinth of towering pylons and crackling energy fields. The air around them buzzed with static, each pulse of electricity making Seleste’s hair stand on end. The entire structure felt alive, as if it was breathing in tandem with the city itself. Above them, the sky was a storm of neon lights and shadow, the oppressive weight of the city’s upper levels bearing down on them.
"We don’t have much time," Zara muttered, her voice barely audible over the hum of electricity. Her fingers moved deftly over the control panel she had hacked, inputting commands with practiced ease. She was so close that Seleste could feel the warmth of her breath, see the faint sheen of sweat on her brow from the tension. Zara’s proximity made Seleste hyper-aware of every sensation—the heat between them, the faint, electric tingle of their shared danger.
"Are you sure this will work?" Seleste asked, trying to keep her voice steady, though her heart pounded hard in her chest. The EMP blast Zara was preparing could disable their pursuers, but if it backfired, it would fry them, too. It was reckless. It was dangerous. And yet, watching Zara’s steady hands and focused expression, Seleste felt a flicker of something close to trust—and maybe more.
Zara shot her a glance, her lips curving into a tight, almost teasing smile despite the situation. "You’ll just have to trust me."
Seleste swallowed hard, her pulse quickening. Trust wasn’t something she gave easily—not in her line of work, and certainly not to someone she had once considered an enemy. But Zara... there was something about her that made Seleste’s usual walls crumble, if only for a moment.
The EMP blast triggered with a violent crackle, sending a wave of energy surging through the power grid. The entire city block seemed to tremble as the electrical currents surged and snapped, the hum turning into a deafening roar. The lights flickered, and for a moment, everything was plunged into eerie darkness.
Then, the silence. Complete and heavy, save for the distant hum of the city recovering. The spiders had been disabled, their legs frozen mid-pursuit, and the distant shouts of their pursuers faded into the night. They had done it—they had shaken them off, at least for now.
Seleste leaned against the nearest pylon, her breath finally slowing. The rush of adrenaline ebbed, leaving behind the raw tension in her muscles and the weight of exhaustion settling in. She glanced over at Zara, who was already pulling out the small device she had used to hack the Blue Haze’s communication logs. Zara’s face was illuminated by the faint glow of the screen, her brow furrowed in concentration.
"You got something?" Seleste asked, her voice softer now, the adrenaline making her feel lightheaded.
Zara nodded, her eyes flicking up to meet Seleste’s. "Yeah. It’s not good."
There was a brief moment of calm between them, the electric tension that had marked their escape now replaced by something quieter, something deeper. Zara’s fingers brushed Seleste’s arm as she handed over the device, their touch sending a shiver down Seleste’s spine. She caught her breath, the intensity of Zara’s gaze almost overwhelming.
"The logs point to a facility deep in the city’s lower levels," Zara said, her voice low and serious. "It’s hidden, heavily guarded. Whatever’s going on, that’s where we’ll find answers."
Seleste stared at the screen, the words blurring slightly as she tried to focus. The facility—it was at the heart of the conspiracy, the epicenter of everything they had been running from. But it was also a death trap, crawling with operatives and tech far more dangerous than what they had already faced.
For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The city hummed around them, the quiet before the next inevitable storm.
Zara’s presence was grounding, but also electric, the air between them charged with the unspoken connection they had forged through fire and danger. Seleste felt it in every glance, every touch. It was more than just survival—it was a kind of bond she hadn’t let herself feel in a long time. A connection that made her feel exposed, vulnerable, but also... alive.
Before she could dwell too long on the thought, Zara’s hand brushed her arm again, this time more deliberate. "We’ll make it," she said, her voice full of conviction. "Together."
Seleste nodded, her throat tight with unspoken words. Together. It felt like a promise—one she didn’t want to break.




Chapter 17
The Plan






The room was dimly lit, a temporary refuge from the chaos they had barely escaped. Seleste could still feel the adrenaline thrumming in her veins, though it was starting to ebb, leaving behind exhaustion and the weight of everything they had uncovered. They had slipped into one of the countless hidden safehouses scattered across the city—an old hideaway Zara had known of, tucked between the endless layers of the city’s underworld.
Seleste paced the length of the room, her mind spinning with thoughts of everything they had learned. The reptilian and alien factions had been manipulating events from behind the scenes, crafting a web of deceit so complex that even she, trained in subterfuge, had struggled to make sense of it at first. And now, with the experiments and hints of a deeper conspiracy involving humanity’s future, the stakes felt more personal than ever.
Across from her, Zara sat cross-legged on the edge of a battered sofa, her focus fixed on the data pad she held in her hands. The soft glow from the screen illuminated her face, casting shadows under her eyes. She hadn’t spoken much since they arrived, though Seleste had noticed Zara’s subtle frown deepen as she scrolled through the information they had retrieved from the Blue Haze.
"We’ve uncovered enough to bring down both factions," Seleste murmured, almost to herself, stopping in front of the small window to peer through the blinds. The city lights flickered outside, and the distant hum of the neon-lit streets reached them, but it felt far away—separated from the grim reality they were facing.
Zara didn’t respond immediately, and when Seleste glanced over her shoulder, she saw Zara’s brow furrowed, her concentration intense.
"What is it?" Seleste asked, crossing the room to sit beside her. She could feel the tension radiating off Zara, the weight of something they hadn’t yet uncovered pressing down on them both.
Zara looked up, meeting her gaze with a mixture of frustration and curiosity. "It’s this anomaly… the one the Blue Haze logs pointed us toward."
"Did you find something?" Seleste leaned in closer, her pulse quickening again at the thought of what they might discover next.
Zara nodded, though her expression remained grim. "I think so. It’s in the lower levels of the city, deep underground—far below where most of the faction activities take place. But it’s not just the location that’s strange. There’s a massive power surge coming from that area. Something unnatural."
"Unnatural?" Seleste’s brow furrowed. "Like a weapon?"
"Maybe. Or maybe something else. Whatever it is, both the reptilian and alien factions have been guarding it closely." Zara’s fingers flew across the data pad, bringing up a map of the city’s labyrinthine structure. She highlighted a sector, and Seleste recognized the dense grid of tunnels and industrial complexes below the surface.
"That’s where it is." Zara pointed to the glowing spot on the map. "It’s been heavily fortified. No one’s getting in or out without either faction knowing about it."
Seleste’s mind worked quickly, piecing together their options. "So, we need to find a way to get to it without alerting the factions. If this anomaly is the key to the conspiracy, then that’s where we’ll find the answers. But how do we get past their security?"
Zara tilted her head slightly, a glint of determination sparking in her eyes. "We pit them against each other."
Seleste leaned back, considering Zara’s words. The factions were already on edge, hunting them down, and poised to strike at any sign of weakness. If they could somehow manipulate key figures into turning on one another, the chaos could give them the window they needed to infiltrate the lower levels.
"We leak just enough information," Zara continued, "to get them paranoid. They’re already after us—if we can make them believe the other side is after whatever is down there too, they’ll be so busy defending their turf they won’t notice us slipping through the cracks."
Seleste nodded, the plan taking shape in her mind. It was risky—extremely so—but it was their best shot. "It’ll take careful timing. If we push too hard, they’ll figure out what we’re doing."
"That’s where our skills come in," Zara replied, a small smirk playing at the corner of her lips. "We’re spies. Manipulating people is what we do."
Seleste couldn’t help but smile back, though the weight of their task hung heavy between them. They were playing a dangerous game, and one misstep could cost them everything. But in that moment, with Zara’s confidence matching her own, Seleste felt the familiar rush of adrenaline she had grown used to in her line of work. It was what they were trained for.
"We’ll need to choose the right targets," Seleste said, standing up and pacing again, her mind buzzing with the details. "Start small—rumors of movement between factions, maybe make it seem like one of the sides is planning to take control of the anomaly."
"Exactly," Zara agreed, pulling up more files and beginning to sift through key figures in the factions, their alliances, and their weak points. "It won’t take much to tip them over the edge. They’re already on the brink of war."
Seleste stopped pacing and turned to look at Zara, who was deep in thought as she worked. Despite everything—the danger, the constant threat of being hunted down—there was something strangely comforting in knowing they were in this together. She found herself drawn to Zara more than she’d ever anticipated. The woman who had once been an enigma, a potential enemy, had now become her closest ally, the one person she could trust in a world full of lies.
There was something unsettlingly familiar about the way they worked together—an understanding that went deeper than words. It was a connection Seleste hadn’t allowed herself to feel in years, and now, with Zara by her side, that connection felt almost too close for comfort.
Zara’s eyes lifted from the data pad, meeting Seleste’s with an intensity that sent a flicker of warmth through her. The smirk that Zara had worn softened into something more vulnerable, more open, and Seleste could feel the air between them shift.
"We can do this," Seleste said, her voice quieter than before, but steady. There was more weight to the words now. It wasn’t just about the mission anymore—something else had woven itself between them, something neither of them could deny.
Zara stood up, her gaze never leaving Seleste’s, and in the sudden stillness of the room, the sounds of the city outside seemed distant, muted. They were alone, truly alone for the first time in what felt like forever. The rush of danger had brought them closer, but now there was a different kind of intensity—something unspoken, but impossible to ignore.
Zara took a step closer, her breath shallow, her eyes flicking to Seleste’s lips for just a brief second before meeting her gaze again. The charged silence between them was thick, the tension palpable. Seleste’s heart quickened, not from fear this time, but from the growing awareness of how close Zara was, of the way her presence seemed to draw Seleste in.
The words that Seleste had been about to speak dissolved on her tongue as Zara moved even closer, so close that the warmth of her breath brushed against Seleste’s skin. The air between them seemed to crackle with electricity, and Seleste felt herself leaning in, caught between the gravity of the moment and the undeniable pull of Zara’s gaze.
For a moment, neither of them moved, the world outside forgotten. It was just them—no factions, no mission, no danger—just the magnetic force that had been building between them from the start, now impossible to resist.
Zara was the first to break the silence, her voice barely above a whisper. "You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen."
Seleste drew in a shaky breath, the words piercing the stillness between them. She could feel Zara's fingertips brushing against her arm, sending shivers down her spine.
"You have no idea what you do to me." Zara's lips hovered inches from Seleste's, her eyes half-closed, her gaze unfocused.
"Show me."
The words came out without thinking, and Seleste's heart leapt at the way they sounded—desperate, wanting. Zara's eyes snapped open, and a grin spread across her face, her expression shifting from desire to hunger.
In an instant, Zara was on top of her, pushing her back onto the bed and straddling her hips. Seleste let out a gasp, the sudden contact sending shockwaves through her body. She could feel her pulse racing, her breath coming in quick, shallow gasps.
"Fuck," she whispered, arching her back as Zara's hands found their way under her shirt, tracing the curve of her breasts.
"Yes, that's exactly what I plan on doing," Zara purred, her fingers digging into the soft skin beneath.
The world spun as Seleste felt herself being flipped over, pinned to the bed, her clothes being torn off her body. Every inch of her was on fire, every nerve ending electric with anticipation.
"God, you're so fucking hot," Zara growled, her mouth finding the sensitive spot just below Seleste's ear. "I've been thinking about this since the first day I met you."
"Me too," Seleste gasped, her hips bucking as Zara's hand moved between her legs, stroking her, teasing her.
"Good. Because I'm going to make you scream my name so loud the whole city will hear it."
Seleste could only moan as Zara's fingers slid inside her, filling her, stroking her until her entire body was shaking.
"Please," she whispered, her eyes rolling back as Zara's tongue circled her clit. "Fuck, please."
Zara chuckled, the vibration sending a shudder through Seleste's body. "Oh, don't worry, I will. But first, you're going to cum for me. And when you do, I want you to scream so loud they'll think someone's being murdered."
With that, Zara's tongue plunged deeper, her fingers curling, stroking that perfect spot, and Seleste felt her entire world shatter. Pleasure tore through her, ripping a scream from her throat that she was sure would echo through the streets outside. She writhed beneath Zara, her body convulsing, her orgasm ripping through her in waves.
When her breathing finally slowed and she could focus again, she found herself face to face with Zara, who had rolled off her and was lying beside her, a smug smile plastered on her face.
Seleste let out a breathy laugh, feeling herself flush. "When you said you were going to make me scream, I thought you meant a little less... loudly."
"Who says I'm done?" Zara grinned, turning onto her side. Her fingers traced the curve of Seleste's waist, sending a shiver down her spine. "I've only just begun to have my way with you, darling.
Seleste could only grin and shake her head, her breath still coming in short gasps. "Then by all means, take your time. I'd hate to disappoint you."
Zara laughed, the sound music to Seleste's ears. "I don't think there's anything you could do to disappoint me."
Seleste felt Zara's fingers slide into her, moving slowly, building up a gentle rhythm. The room was dark, but her eyes had adjusted enough that she could see the way the moonlight illuminated Zara's skin—the curve of her jaw, the dip in her neck, the subtle rise and fall of her chest as her breath quickened.
Seleste could feel the stirrings of another orgasm rising inside her, her body coming alive again. She reached up, stroking the line of Zara's jaw, drawing her close.
"I want to taste you," Seleste whispered, her voice already ragged. "Please, let me taste you."
Zara's breath hitched, her lips parting, her eyes fluttering closed. "Fuck, yes," she breathed, her fingers curling.
Seleste moaned as Zara's hand slipped out from between her legs, the emptiness momentarily shocking. But she didn't have long to wait. She felt Zara straddling her face, and she shifted to pull her closer, tasting the heat of her, reveling in her scent.
Zara's hands moved to grip the headboard, her hips rocking. "Yes," she gasped, "Fuck, yes."
Seleste's tongue curled inside her, stroking her, making her moan. She could feel Zara trembling, her pleasure building, until suddenly, with a loud groan, she came, her entire body tensing as she rode out her orgasm.
Seleste lay back, letting out a sigh as she felt Zara's weight settle beside her.
"How was that?" she murmured, turning to face her.
"Absolutely fucking perfect," Zara replied, her voice soft and breathless. "You have no idea how much I've been thinking about that."
Seleste laughed, pulling her closer. "Well, I'll just have to make sure we have time for a second round."
"That's an excellent idea. Now, if you don't mind, I could use a moment of rest." Zara's eyes fluttered closed, and she nestled closer, the warmth of her skin pressing against Seleste.
The quiet between them lingered for a few precious moments longer, the tension that had built up between them finally spent. Seleste exhaled slowly, her body still humming from the closeness, from the way Zara’s presence had grounded her in a way she hadn’t expected. They had released the weight that had been pressing on them, if only briefly, but now, reality was creeping back in—their mission, the danger, the conspiracy that still loomed over them.
Zara, too, seemed reluctant to pull away completely. She sat up, her gaze flicking over the room as if reacquainting herself with the task at hand. "We still have work to do," she said softly, though her voice held a hint of warmth, a connection that hadn’t been there before.
Seleste nodded, gathering herself, feeling the energy shift again as they both returned to the gravity of their mission. The brief reprieve had given them a moment of clarity, but now they needed to focus, to act. They couldn’t afford to waste any more time. The stakes were too high, and their enemies were too close.
“We need allies,” Seleste said, her tone more determined now, as the reality of their situation settled back in. “We can’t do this alone, not with both factions closing in. But we might be able to turn some of them against each other.”
Zara’s eyes brightened, her sharp mind already catching on to the plan. “You’re thinking of contacting people on the inside—disillusioned operatives, people with their own interests. People we can manipulate.”
“Exactly,” Seleste replied. “There are always cracks in every system. There are power-hungry individuals, opportunists, and those who have grown tired of being used by their leaders. If we can exploit that—if we can create enough doubt and unease—we might be able to cause a fracture within the factions.”
Zara stood, stretching slightly before she moved to a nearby console, her fingers gliding over the holographic interface. “I know a few people,” she said, a faint smirk touching her lips. “People who owe me favors. And people who can be... persuaded, given the right leverage.”
Seleste crossed the room, watching as Zara pulled up encrypted communication channels. “This is risky,” she warned, though her tone carried a sense of excitement. “We’re going to have to be careful. We’ll be walking a very thin line.”
Zara nodded, her focus on the task at hand. “I’ve walked that line before.” She glanced at Seleste, a flicker of determination in her eyes. “We’ll craft a series of messages. Carefully leaked communications that play off the tensions between key players. If we do it right, we’ll have them at each other’s throats before they realize what’s happening.”
Seleste’s mind raced, already thinking through the details. “We need to reach the right people—those who are ambitious enough to want to topple their leaders, but smart enough to understand the value of working with us. We can’t afford to tip our hand too early.”
Zara’s fingers flew over the console, crafting the first of many coded messages. “Leave that to me,” she said with a small smile. “I’ve spent years navigating these factions. I know exactly which strings to pull.”
As they worked together, the atmosphere shifted once more—this time not with the heat of unspoken emotions, but with the cold, sharp focus of their shared goal. They were spies again, weaving a web of deception, crafting a plan that could either bring down the factions or destroy them entirely.
They would send the right messages to the right people, letting the power-hungry and the disillusioned tear each other apart. All they needed was to push the first domino.
“I’ll reach out to a few contacts I’ve kept quiet,” Zara said, her voice calm but dangerous. “They’re volatile, but that’s what makes them perfect for this. We don’t need loyalty. We need chaos.”
Seleste nodded in agreement, her mind already spinning with the possibilities. “We’ll give them enough information to stoke their paranoia. If we play this right, we’ll set off a chain reaction. And once they’re too busy fighting among themselves, we’ll slip through and get to that anomaly.”
A small smile tugged at Zara’s lips. “It’s a dangerous game, Seleste.”
“I wouldn’t play it any other way,” Seleste replied, her tone matching Zara’s. They both knew the risks. But for the first time, the odds felt like they were shifting in their favor.
As Zara sent the first round of encrypted messages, setting their plan into motion, Seleste glanced at her partner, feeling that familiar pull once again—the sense of connection, of shared purpose. And though the path ahead was treacherous, she knew they were in this together, bound by more than just the mission.
And with every message sent, every move calculated, the game was getting more dangerous. The factions were about to turn on each other.
The atmosphere in the room was thick with anticipation as Seleste and Zara finalized the last stages of their plan. The encrypted communications they had sent out were already working, driving a wedge between the factions. Reports of paranoia and infighting had begun trickling in. The reptilian and alien alliances were starting to fracture, and their strategy was taking root.
Seleste could feel the momentum building. As she adjusted the final coordinates for their next move, her confidence grew. They were so close to uncovering the anomaly hidden in the city’s lower levels, and the chaos they’d sown would buy them the time they needed. They had set things in motion that couldn’t be undone, and the path ahead seemed clearer than ever.
Zara paced behind her, sharp eyes scanning the room, checking for any loose ends. Her movements were controlled, focused, but Seleste could feel the tension simmering just beneath the surface. They were both riding the high of the mission’s success so far, but the stakes had never been higher, and both of them knew it. There was no room for mistakes now.
As they prepared for the next phase, Seleste’s communicator beeped unexpectedly. She frowned and pulled it out, her pulse quickening as she saw the message flash across the screen.
“I know what you’re planning. It won’t work.”
The message was short, cryptic, but the weight of it sent a chill down her spine. Someone had been watching them—closely enough to know the intricacies of their plan. Seleste’s instincts flared with alarm as she read the words again, trying to decipher who could have sent it.
“Zara,” Seleste called out, her voice tight with unease. “We’ve got a problem.”
But as she turned to share the message, her breath caught in her throat. Zara wasn’t there.
The chair where Zara had been sitting was empty, the console abandoned. The room was silent except for the faint hum of their equipment. Panic surged through Seleste’s chest as she scanned the room, her mind racing.
“Zara?” she called out again, her voice louder this time, edged with worry. But there was no response. No sign of her.
Seleste’s communicator beeped again, and with trembling hands, she glanced at the screen. The new message was chilling:
“We have her. If you want to see her again, stop what you’re doing.”
Her heart pounded in her ears as the words sunk in. Zara had been taken—snatched away in the middle of their preparations, and Seleste hadn’t even noticed until it was too late. Her mind spun with possibilities. Who could have taken her? How had they known? Was it the factions? A new player? The paranoia she had unleashed now threatened to swallow her whole.
The silence in the room pressed down on her, suffocating. She felt her control slipping, her confidence unraveling with every passing second. This wasn’t part of the plan. None of this was supposed to happen.
She stared at the message, her fingers tightening around the communicator. Every instinct in her screamed to act, to save Zara, to fix the situation before it spiraled further out of control. But the clock was ticking. Their mission was still in play, and the anomaly remained their only chance to expose the truth.
If she abandoned the mission now, everything they had worked for would be lost. But if she didn’t, Zara could be gone forever.
Her mind raced with the impossible choice in front of her: to continue the mission, risking Zara’s life, or to stop everything and save the woman she had come to care for more than she wanted to admit.
Seleste stood frozen in place, torn between duty and loyalty, love and responsibility. Her heart hammered in her chest, and the weight of the decision loomed over her like a shadow.




Chapter 18
Experiencing Loss






The world around Seleste seemed to shatter into fragments of silence. One moment, Zara had been beside her, their plans unfolding seamlessly; the next, an empty space where Zara should have stood. Seleste's vision narrowed, the edges of the room blurring as if she were looking through a tunnel. Her heart hammered against her ribcage, each beat echoing like a distant drum in her ears. She struggled to draw in a full breath, her lungs constricting as panic gripped her.
The dimly lit safehouse, which had moments ago been a haven, now felt oppressively small. Walls that once provided shelter pressed in on her, the shadows in the corners stretching and twisting ominously. The air was thick, suffocating, carrying a chill that raised goosebumps on her skin. Seleste's gaze darted frantically around the room, searching for any sign of Zara—a dropped item, a disturbed piece of furniture, anything to suggest where she had gone.
Her communicator trembled in her hand, the cold metal slick with the sweat of her palms. She glanced down at the screen, re-reading the cryptic message that had shattered their sense of security: “We have her. If you want to see her again, stop what you’re doing.” The words blurred as tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, a mix of fear and anger welling up inside her. She blinked them away, forcing herself to focus.
"Zara?" Her voice was barely more than a whisper, swallowed by the oppressive quiet. She called out again, louder this time, her tone edged with desperation. "Zara!" Only silence answered her, deepening the void that was rapidly filling with dread.
A cold knot formed in her stomach, twisting tighter with each passing second. How could this have happened? They had been so careful, always one step ahead. Seleste prided herself on her vigilance, her ability to anticipate threats before they materialized. Yet, in the span of a heartbeat, Zara had been taken right from under her nose.
She clenched her jaw, a mix of guilt and frustration bubbling to the surface. "I should have seen this coming," she muttered, her fingers curling into a fist so tight her nails bit into her palm. The sharp pain grounded her for a moment, cutting through the haze of panic. Memories of Zara flashed through her mind—the determined set of her jaw when she cracked a particularly tough code, the glimmer in her eyes when she teased Seleste about taking things too seriously, the warmth of her smile during their rare moments of levity.
The thought of something happening to Zara was unbearable. The fear threatened to consume her, but beneath it was something stronger—a fierce resolve fueled by emotions she could no longer ignore. Seleste had faced countless dangers in her life, navigated treacherous situations where the odds were stacked against her, but this was different. This was personal.
Her breathing quickened, each inhale sharp and shallow. She pressed a hand to her chest, willing herself to steady, but her heart continued its relentless pace. The room tilted slightly, and she closed her eyes, focusing on the sensations—the cool surface of the floor beneath her feet, the muted hum of the city outside, the lingering scent of Zara's subtle perfume in the air.
"Get it together," she whispered harshly to herself. Panic would not help Zara. She needed to think clearly, to harness the sharp intellect that had kept her alive all these years. But the usual clarity she relied upon was clouded, tangled up in the myriad of feelings Zara had awakened within her. Feelings she had pushed aside for the sake of the mission, for the sake of self-preservation.
She opened her eyes, a steely determination hardening her gaze. Whoever had taken Zara had made a grave mistake. Seleste would stop at nothing to get her back.
But as she moved toward the console to begin her search, doubt crept in. "How did I miss this?" she questioned aloud. Replaying the moments before Zara's disappearance, she searched for any sign, any anomaly that could have hinted at the impending threat. Had there been a sound she dismissed? A subtle cue she overlooked because she was too engrossed in their plans—or too distracted by Zara herself?
The realization hit her like a blow. Her growing closeness to Zara, the blurred lines between their professional partnership and personal connection, had left her vulnerable. She had allowed herself to become distracted, and now Zara was paying the price.
"Focus," she commanded, shaking her head as if to dislodge the spiraling thoughts. There would be time for self-recrimination later. Right now, every second counted. She activated the console, the screen casting a pale glow over her strained features. Data scrolled rapidly as she accessed surveillance feeds, communication logs, anything that might offer a clue.
But beneath the calculated movements, fear gnawed at her. The possibility of losing Zara was a weight pressing down on her chest, heavier than any burden she had carried before. She had faced down enemies, infiltrated hostile territories, but nothing compared to the terror of this moment.
"I can't lose you," she whispered, the admission slipping out unbidden. The truth of it settled over her—a realization that Zara meant more to her than she had ever allowed herself to acknowledge. The walls she had carefully constructed around her heart were crumbling, leaving her exposed and raw.
As the console continued its relentless search, Seleste vowed that she would find Zara, no matter the cost. She pushed aside the fear, the guilt, channeling all her emotions into a singular purpose. The mission had become more than uncovering a conspiracy or pitting factions against each other. It was about saving the one person who had breached her defenses, who had shown her that there was more to life than survival and duty.
The room no longer felt suffocating. Instead, it became the center of her resolve. Seleste's breath steadied, her mind sharpening with each passing moment. The pulse in her ears faded, replaced by the rhythmic tapping of her fingers on the keyboard.
"Hold on, Zara," she murmured, her eyes fixed on the screen. "I'm coming for you."
Seleste’s heart pounded relentlessly in her chest as she dove into action. The shock of Zara’s disappearance threatened to overwhelm her, but she couldn’t afford to freeze up. Not now. Not when Zara needed her. Her usual cool, calculated exterior began to crack under the weight of fear, her breath coming in shallow bursts as her fingers flew over the control panels.
The small, sterile room around her felt claustrophobic—the low hum of the safehouse’s security systems and the flickering neon light outside only intensified the suffocating tension. Seleste opened her communicator, pulling up security logs, communication feeds, anything that might give her a clue as to where Zara had been taken. Her hands shook as she worked, her usual precision replaced by desperation. Every keystroke felt agonizingly slow, every pause in the loading of data a moment wasted.
She scrolled through fragmented footage, sifting through digital fragments and half-deleted files. Surveillance feeds blurred together, moments of Zara’s presence now just ghostly echoes on the screen. A grainy image of the last seconds before Zara vanished flickered before her—a shadow moving across the corner of the frame, Zara’s figure, and then... nothing. It was as if she had been erased.
Fear clawed at her chest, but Seleste forced it down, her mind shifting into survival mode. She couldn’t let herself unravel.
“Think,” she whispered to herself, voice hoarse. She ran a hand through her hair, biting her lip hard enough to draw blood. Her logical mind, the spy that had seen her through countless missions, fought to take control. This wasn’t random. They had planned this. Someone had been watching them, waiting for the right moment. But who?
Her thoughts raced, pulling together every fragment of information they had gathered—faction leaders, corrupt operatives, anyone who might want to disrupt their mission or get revenge. Someone had access to the safehouse, someone who knew their movements intimately.
With trembling fingers, she hacked into faction databases, trying to find any trace of suspicious activity. She could feel time slipping away with every failed attempt. Her throat tightened as her mind raced ahead—how long did she have before Zara was gone for good?
The room’s dim glow seemed to close in around her, the light from her screens casting harsh shadows across her face as she tore through encrypted logs. Each second felt like an hour, each failed search a twist of panic tightening in her chest. Zara’s face flashed in her mind—her fierce determination, her wry smile. The memory of their closeness, of the moments they had shared, now felt like a sharp knife in her heart.
Her hands fumbled over the keyboard, and she cursed under her breath. *Focus. You can’t lose her. Not like this.*
Finally, her spy instincts kicked in fully. She took a deep breath, slowing her frantic pace. *What would Zara do?* She asked herself. *Where would they take someone they feared?* She dug deeper, tracing communication patterns and signals, looking for anything that might lead her to the anomaly they had uncovered—the key to the conspiracy.
The answer had to be here, buried in the data. But with every passing moment, Seleste felt Zara slipping further away.
Seleste’s hands hovered over the keyboard, the soft glow of the screen illuminating her face, but the data blurred before her eyes. The cold precision of her spy instincts began to falter as a new kind of fear crept in—the fear of loss. What if Zara was gone? What if she couldn’t find her in time?
Her breath hitched, the icy grip of panic tightening around her chest. She’d been trained for this, for loss and sacrifice. She had faced death more times than she could count. But this wasn’t just another mission—Zara wasn’t just another colleague. The thought of losing her sent a chill through her, one she couldn’t shake.
What if she’s already dead? The thought struck her like a blade, slicing through her fragile focus.
She sat back, her pulse racing as memories of Zara flickered through her mind. The quiet moments they had shared, the unspoken understanding between them, the way Zara had looked at her—challenging, warm, fierce. It hadn’t been long since they’d been thrown into this chaos together, but those moments felt like they had carved themselves deep into Seleste’s heart.
Seleste’s fingers pressed against her temple as she recalled Zara’s steady presence beside her during the most dangerous missions. The way they had trusted each other without hesitation. The quiet nights when they’d whispered about their doubts, their fears, and their secrets. She remembered the way Zara had softened around her, the vulnerability she had shown when no one else was watching.
And now she was gone.
Her eyes stung as she fought back the swell of emotion rising in her throat. Seleste had never let herself get this close to anyone. She had built walls—strong, unbreakable walls to keep others out, to protect herself from this very pain. But Zara had slipped through those walls, her sharp wit, her defiance, her loyalty cutting through Seleste’s defenses in ways she hadn’t anticipated.
The weight of Zara’s absence pressed down on her, a crushing force that made it hard to think, to breathe. She felt herself spiraling, her thoughts careening from one terrifying possibility to the next. What if I never see her again? What if I fail her?
Her heart thudded painfully in her chest as the realization sank in. Zara wasn’t just her partner in this mission. She wasn’t just someone Seleste relied on for strategy and support. She was more than that—far more than that.
Seleste closed her eyes, letting the memories wash over her. The moments of trust, the stolen glances, the tension that had simmered between them, unresolved but undeniable. The way Zara had made her feel seen, understood, like she wasn’t alone in this world of lies and deception. She had opened herself up to Zara in ways she hadn’t allowed herself to with anyone else. And now, the fear of losing her was unbearable.
Doubt gnawed at her insides. How could I let this happen?Her mind raced with questions. Should she have been more vigilant? Could she have prevented this if she hadn’t been so caught up in her emotions? The vulnerability she had tried so hard to suppress now consumed her, shaking her to her core.
The mission wasn’t just hanging in the balance. Her heart was, too.
Her throat tightened, her breath shallow as she leaned forward again, forcing herself to keep searching. The pain of Zara’s absence fueled her, pushing her through the fear, the doubt. She had to find her. She couldn’t fail her—not like this.
Zara needed her. And, Seleste realized with a pang, she needed Zara just as much.
Seleste’s fingers moved across the console, faster and more erratic with each passing second. She scoured through encrypted databases, sliced into faction communications, and trawled through surveillance feeds, her heart racing as she clung to the hope of finding even the faintest trace of Zara. But every search came up empty. Every line of code that should have pointed her to something—anything—was just another dead end.
Her breath hitched as she paused, staring at the flashing cursor on the screen. She’d been at this for hours, her body tense and coiled like a spring about to snap. There had been potential leads—bits of data, encrypted messages, coordinates—but they all led nowhere. One by one, each thread unraveled, slipping through her fingers like sand.
Her chest tightened. She couldn’t lose Zara. Not like this.
With a trembling hand, she activated her communicator, contacting people she’d sworn she’d never reach out to again. Old informants, spies from the black market, dangerous figures who thrived on secrets and lies. Their faces flickered on the screen—grinning, shrouded in shadow, voices slick with condescension—but none of them offered her anything substantial. No location, no movement, no hint of where Zara had been taken.
Every lead came up cold.
Frustration gnawed at her insides, boiling beneath her skin until it threatened to explode. She slammed her hand down on the console, a loud crack echoing in the otherwise silent room. Her reflection glared back at her from the darkened screen, eyes wild and filled with desperation.
Another dead end. Another failure.
Her heart pounded in her ears, drowning out the soft hum of the electronics around her. Time was slipping away. With every minute that passed, Zara was further from her grasp—further from safety. Seleste felt the weight of it pressing down on her, choking her, suffocating her.
She squeezed her eyes shut, her mind racing as fear clung to her like a vice. Where are you? Why can’t I find you?
Her body was shaking now—whether from exhaustion or fear, she wasn’t sure. She hadn’t slept in what felt like days, her muscles heavy and aching, her mind clouded with fatigue. But she couldn’t stop. Not yet. Not when Zara was still out there.
Her vision blurred as she forced herself to keep searching. More databases, more backchannels, more encrypted feeds—anything to keep moving, to keep the hope alive that Zara was within reach.
But each search came back with the same answer: nothing.
Seleste's hands trembled, hovering over the keyboard as she tried to steady her breath, her thoughts. But it was useless. The fear—the fear that she had lost Zara for good—wrapped around her heart and squeezed until it was almost unbearable.
She ran a hand through her hair, her fingers tangling in the strands, her body tense and rigid. She could feel the tears burning behind her eyes, threatening to spill over, but she swallowed them down. She didn’t have time for weakness, not now. Not when Zara needed her.
But the weight of it all—the dead ends, the false leads, the fear gnawing at her—it was dragging her down, pulling her into a spiral she couldn’t escape. Her body ached, her mind screamed for rest, but she refused to stop.
Not until Zara was back.
Not until she was safe.
But as the hours stretched on, and every lead turned to dust, Seleste felt the fragile threads of control slipping through her fingers.
The screen cracked under the force of Seleste’s fist, the bright lines of fractured glass distorting the data that had once flickered across the console. Her knuckles throbbed from the impact, a sharp pain shooting up her arm, but it was nothing compared to the storm raging inside her. She barely registered the damage—barely registered anything beyond the suffocating despair that had settled in her chest like a lead weight.
The safehouse was silent, save for the faint hum of malfunctioning electronics. But inside her mind, there was chaos—deafening, overwhelming chaos. She stared at the broken screen, her reflection fragmented, the cracks warping her image into something she barely recognized. The perfect, controlled mask she’d worn for so long was gone, shattered just like the glass in front of her.
Her breath came in ragged gasps, her pulse thundering in her ears, each beat echoing like the ticking of a countdown. Zara was gone. Taken. And she hadn’t been able to stop it. The thought gnawed at her, relentless, pulling her deeper into a spiral she couldn’t escape.
For so long, Seleste had been the one in control, the one who always had the answers, who could bend any situation to her will. But now, she felt helpless—more helpless than she had ever been in her life. And it was unbearable.
She ran a trembling hand through her hair, her fingers tangling in the damp strands as she struggled to keep herself grounded. But the harder she tried to hold it together, the more it unraveled. Every moment Zara remained missing was another moment of failure—a failure that cut deeper than any mission she’d ever undertaken. This wasn’t about duty or strategy anymore. It was personal.
She slammed her other fist against the console, the sharp crack of impact echoing through the small room. Her vision blurred, a haze creeping in at the edges of her sight as anger and fear twisted inside her, an ugly, suffocating knot of emotions she could no longer keep at bay. Her chest tightened, the walls of the room seeming to close in, each breath becoming harder, more strained.
For a moment, it felt like the world around her began to tilt, the dim lights flickering, shifting in and out of focus. The silence stretched, oppressive and thick, and in its place, a cacophony of Zara’s voice echoed in her mind. What if she’s gone forever?
Seleste’s head spun, the air thick and heavy, almost impossible to breathe. The ground beneath her seemed to shift, her mind unmoored. She felt as if she were falling—tumbling into a void of her own making. The panic wrapped itself around her throat, squeezing tight, and for the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to feel it—to truly feel the terror that came with the thought of losing Zara.
The room bent and stretched, the lights warping into streaks of brightness, casting harsh shadows that twisted across the walls. Her pulse pounded faster, like the ticking of a bomb, each beat a countdown to something inevitable, something she didn’t want to face.
Zara’s face flashed in her mind—a ghost, a fleeting memory of the warmth in her eyes, the curve of her smile, the way her hand had lingered against Seleste’s just a little longer than necessary in that quiet, stolen moment back at the Blue Haze. Seleste felt a sharp pang in her chest, the ache of absence, of words left unsaid. And it hit her with the force of a tidal wave.
She gasped, stumbling back from the console, her legs buckling beneath her as she sank to the floor, her back pressed against the cold, unforgiving wall.
You can’t lose her.
The thought tore through her like a knife, jagged and painful. She pressed her palms against her face, trying to push it away, but it was too late. The walls she had built so carefully, the armor she had worn for so long, were crumbling. She couldn’t hide from it anymore. She couldn’t pretend that this was just another mission, that Zara was just another ally.
This was something deeper—something she hadn’t allowed herself to acknowledge until now.
She can’t be gone.
Her mind raced, spiraling through fragments of conversations, stolen glances, the brush of Zara’s skin against hers, the quiet moments that had built something so fragile and precious between them. A bond she hadn’t known how to name. But now, with Zara gone, the truth was undeniable.
“I can’t lose you,” she whispered, her voice cracking under the weight of the admission. It felt raw, exposed, like something had been torn open inside her, leaving her vulnerable in a way she had never allowed herself to be.
The words hung in the air, soft and broken, but they were real. For the first time in what felt like forever, Seleste wasn’t hiding—wasn’t running from what she felt. She wasn’t the perfect spy, the cold, calculated agent who could always find a way out. She was just Seleste, a woman terrified of losing the one person who had slipped past her defenses and made her feel something real.
“I can’t lose you,” she repeated, her voice barely a whisper now, the tears she had been holding back threatening to spill over.
The room around her seemed to spin again, but this time it wasn’t from fear or panic. It was the weight of emotion—the raw, unfiltered truth that she had been too afraid to face. Zara meant more to her than she had ever allowed herself to admit. And now, with her gone, it felt like the ground had been ripped out from beneath her.
The ache in her chest deepened, spreading through her like wildfire. This wasn’t about the mission anymore. It was about Zara. About the way her presence had come to mean so much more than Seleste had ever intended. About the way she had let herself care, even when she hadn’t realized it.
And now, she was terrified of what that meant.
Because if she couldn’t find Zara—if she lost her now—Seleste wasn’t sure she’d ever be whole again.
Seleste slumped against the cold wall of the safehouse, the weight of Zara’s disappearance bearing down on her with crushing force. The room felt impossibly small, suffocating, as if the air itself had been sucked away the moment Zara had vanished. Her mind raced with frantic thoughts, each more terrifying than the last. Where was she? Who had taken her? And what were they going to do?
The silence was oppressive. It wasn’t the comfortable silence she’d sometimes shared with Zara—the kind that came with knowing they were working together, side by side. No, this silence was heavy, filled with uncertainty and dread. Seleste’s breath came in shallow gasps as she fumbled through the safehouse’s tech, her fingers trembling as she sifted through fragmented data logs and encrypted communications. Every lead she chased turned cold, every attempt to trace Zara’s location crumbled before her eyes.
And then—something. A flicker on the console screen. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, hidden within the noise of the other messages and security logs. Seleste's pulse quickened as she zoomed in, her eyes narrowing at the encrypted symbols that began to materialize. It was a jumbled mess at first—nonsensical characters, a meaningless code—but there was something about it, a strange sense of familiarity.
Her heart thudded in her chest as she examined the encryption more closely, her mind churning to make sense of it. There was a pattern to the code, something oddly specific in the arrangement of symbols. And then it hit her, like a lightning strike.
"Hard to miss."
The words echoed in her mind, a memory from their first meeting, when she had surveilled Zara with the false name of Elara Ven. That exchange, brief and tense, came flooding back. Zara had been suspicious of her from the start, keenly aware of Seleste’s watchful presence. “Yes,” Seleste had said carefully, hiding behind her false persona. “You’re hard to miss.”
Her breath caught in her throat. This encryption—it wasn’t just random. It was from Zara. A message, disguised within the layers of data, designed for her to find. Zara had used their shared moment, their banter from that very first encounter, as the key.
Seleste’s fingers flew over the console, decrypting the rest of the message. As the lines of code unraveled, they revealed a location—a hidden part of the city, buried deep in the lower levels. It wasn’t much, just a breadcrumb, but it was enough to spark hope. Zara had left her this trail, hidden in the only way Seleste would recognize.
The realization crashed into her with overwhelming force. Zara was out there, somewhere, fighting to survive, and she had reached out in the only way she could. Seleste’s vision blurred with tears, but she swiped them away quickly. Now wasn’t the time for tears.
Her fingers shook as she processed the final lines of the message, her heart pounding with a mixture of relief and fear. She had something—a lead, however small—and that was all she needed. Zara had trusted her to find it, to follow the trail.
"Zara," she whispered, her voice barely audible in the stillness of the room. The enormity of what she was feeling surged through her—fear, guilt, and a deep, undeniable need to save the woman she had come to care about so much.
"I can’t lose you."




Chapter 19 
Rescuing Zara






The low hum of the city’s power grid vibrated beneath Seleste’s feet as she crouched on the edge of a towering industrial structure. The lower levels of the city sprawled beneath her, a twisted maze of rusted metal, flickering lights, and choking smog. It was a far cry from the sleek, neon-lit skyline above. Down here, everything felt darker, more dangerous—a forgotten world where the shadows moved with intent and nothing was what it seemed.
Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest, but her breathing remained steady. Her enhanced latex suit clung to her like a second skin, sensors built into the material feeding her real-time data on her surroundings—heartbeat spikes, motion alerts, laser grids. Her reflexes were sharpened by the tech humming softly around her body, every muscle primed for action. The suit’s grip enhanced her movement, allowing her to scale walls, leap across rooftops, and dodge laser systems with inhuman agility.
In her hand, she gripped a high-tech grappling hook, its matte black finish gleaming faintly in the dim, industrial light. Seleste adjusted her position, scanning the streets below through her visor. Alien and reptilian sentries patrolled the narrow streets, their movements rigid, mechanical. Hover drones buzzed above, sweeping the area with red lasers that crisscrossed in the air like a deadly net.
This place is a fortress, she thought, her muscles tense as she observed the rhythm of the patrols. It didn’t matter. She’d come too far to turn back now.
She activated the grappling hook, firing it with a silent hiss. The hook shot forward, attaching itself to the next building with a satisfying click. Seleste leapt into the air, her body weightless for a split second before the hook caught her and sent her soaring over the rooftops. Below her, the sentries moved obliviously, their cold eyes scanning the streets but missing the shadow that darted silently above them.
Her landing was swift and quiet. She disengaged the grappling hook and immediately flattened herself against the wall, the cold metal of the building seeping through her suit. A red laser beam cut through the air inches from her face, the drone that emitted it hovering silently just ahead.
Seleste narrowed her eyes, her fingers brushing the control panel embedded into her sleeve. She activated the cloaking feature of her suit, the tech wrapping her in a near-invisible shimmer, blending her seamlessly into the metal surroundings. The drone passed by, none the wiser.
Don’t get cocky, she reminded herself. This was just the beginning. The real challenge lay ahead.
She continued forward, her movements calculated and swift. The lower levels were a labyrinth of tight corridors and industrial pipes, each turn offering a new challenge—a laser grid to avoid, a surveillance camera to disable, a sentry patrol to bypass. The tension in the air was palpable, the oppressive weight of the city’s underbelly pressing down on her. The closer she got to the heart of this industrial nightmare, the thicker the smog became, making her breathing feel heavier.
Seleste darted across an open expanse, the sound of her rapid footsteps swallowed by the distant rumble of machinery. Up ahead, a massive conveyor belt stretched into the darkness, its gears grinding in an endless rhythm. She scaled the side of a building, using her suit’s enhanced grip to climb the slick metal walls with ease. Below her, reptilian soldiers marched in formation, their weapons gleaming under the faint light of flickering neon signs.
Her heart raced as she leapt from the top of the building, somersaulting through the air and landing silently behind a cluster of pipes. Another drone buzzed overhead, its red scanner sweeping through the darkness. Seleste ducked just in time, feeling the warmth of the beam as it passed over her. She clenched her fists, willing her body to stay still.
Moments later, the drone whirred off, leaving her in the oppressive silence of the lower levels once more.
So far, so good.
She could see the facility now—looming in the distance like a dark, mechanical monster. Towering smokestacks belched out clouds of toxic fumes, and the walls of the structure were lined with security drones and armed sentries. There was no mistaking it. Zara was in there.
But so were a thousand dangers, each one more lethal than the last.
Shrouded in darkness, the alien-run processing plant sprawled across the landscape like a mechanical beast, its towering smokestacks belching toxic fumes into the sky. Glowing vats of strange, viscous liquid bubbled along the edges of the plant, casting an eerie light on the massive conveyor belts that carried unidentifiable cargo deep into the facility’s labyrinthine interior. The air hummed with the low, relentless drone of grinding machinery, punctuated only by the occasional screech of metal scraping against metal.
Seleste stood frozen at the outskirts of the facility, her stomach twisting at the sight before her. She had seen the horrors of war, espionage, and betrayal during her career, but nothing like this. Nothing that sent a cold, sick feeling creeping up her spine.
Her suit’s sensors buzzed softly in her ear, feeding her information on the patrols and the machinery, but it barely registered. The grotesque reality of the place hit her like a freight train, her pulse quickening as she took in the true nature of what she was witnessing.
The plant wasn’t just industrial; it was a butcher’s factory. Conveyor belts wound through the sprawling complex, carrying human captives in cold, metallic restraints toward giant, glowing vats of greenish liquid. The occasional whimper or scream echoed through the air, muffled by the constant grind of machinery. Massive, articulated arms hovered over the belts, extracting pieces, fluids, or worse from the unconscious bodies moving toward their fate.
What is this place? Seleste thought, bile rising in her throat.
Her heart pounded with both fear and fury. Her gloved fingers curled into fists as she forced herself to take a step forward. Zara was somewhere inside this hell, and she wasn’t about to let this nightmarish place consume her.
She moved with purpose, her body pressing against the cold, grimy metal of the building as she slipped deeper into the facility. The dim, flickering lights overhead illuminated the bare minimum of the plant’s inner workings, casting long shadows across the walls. Conveyor belts rattled endlessly, transporting human captives through various stages of processing—some strapped to slabs, others floating limply inside strange glass chambers filled with green liquid, their bodies eerily still as if they had been sedated or worse.
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat as she passed one of the chambers, her eyes locking on the face of a man trapped inside. His expression was frozen in terror, his wide eyes staring through the glass, empty of hope. He couldn’t see her, but the sight of his helplessness reflected everything she feared for Zara.
Her pulse raced, a crushing sense of dread settling over her as she forced herself to look away. She couldn’t afford to dwell on the horror surrounding her. She had to focus. Zara needed her.
The machinery clanked and whirred, filling the air with the metallic stench of oil and burnt flesh. Steam hissed from pipes overhead, creating a suffocating cloud that thickened the already oppressive atmosphere. Seleste’s eyes darted from one grotesque piece of machinery to the next, each one a twisted, inhuman contraption that seemed designed solely for the degradation of life.
As she slipped further inside, she spotted holding cells lining one wall—glass enclosures that held dozens of people in various stages of despair. Some were weakly tapping on the glass, their eyes hollow and defeated, while others simply stared out with vacant expressions, resigned to their fate. Each face felt like a mirror to her own growing fear.
Her mind raced with questions. What are they doing here? Are they being experimented on? Or… worse?
Her grip tightened on her blaster as she moved past the rows of captives, trying not to let their hopelessness consume her. But each face she passed seemed to carve into her soul. What if Zara was one of them? What if she was already gone, already reduced to a number in this monstrous place? The thought sent a wave of cold terror through her, nearly making her falter.
Keep it together, Seleste.
She took a steadying breath, her heart hammering in her chest. She couldn’t lose Zara. Not like this.
The cold air of the processing plant bit at Seleste’s skin as she pressed herself against the shadowed wall, her enhanced latex suit adjusting to the temperature change with a faint hum. The suit's built-in tech hummed softly, heightening her senses—every sound, every movement in her periphery registered with razor-sharp clarity. Her breath came slow and steady as she scanned the vast chamber before her. Sentries—alien, reptilian, and mechanical—patrolled the space, their weapons gleaming under the dim, industrial lighting.
Seleste's gaze locked onto a vent system running along the upper wall, her mind already calculating the best path forward. She’d have to climb, bypass the security systems in place, and avoid the detection of the patrolling sentries. All while keeping her focus sharp. One mistake, she thought, and they’ll swarm.
The mechanical hiss of her grappling hook deploying broke the silence as she shot it upward, anchoring it to the nearest ledge. With a swift, fluid motion, Seleste pulled herself up, the latex of her suit clinging to her skin, allowing her to move with agility and precision. As her boots met the cold metal of the vent ledge, she crouched low, surveying the room below her. The sentries continued their patrols, oblivious to her presence.
Slipping into the ventilation system, Seleste crawled through the narrow ducts, her heart pounding in her chest. Every movement was controlled, every breath calculated. The air was thick with the scent of oil and smoke, making the enclosed space feel even more claustrophobic. But she couldn’t afford to slow down. Zara was somewhere in this forsaken place, and every second she spent in these vents felt like a second too long.
The low buzz of the facility’s security drones echoed faintly through the vents as she maneuvered through the labyrinthine system. As she approached the heart of the plant, the hum grew louder, signaling the proximity of her target. Her fingers brushed over the security panel embedded in her suit, bringing up a map of the facility's internal systems. She had one chance to disable the alarms before reaching Zara's holding cell.
Her fingers danced over the interface, hacking into the system’s security protocols. Lines of code streamed across her visor, and Seleste’s eyes narrowed in concentration. With a swift command, she bypassed the alarm systems, a small burst of satisfaction blooming in her chest as the confirmation beep echoed in her ear. The cameras monitoring this section of the plant flickered and shut off, the power rerouted.
But before she could breathe a sigh of relief, a sound caught her attention—footsteps, heavy and deliberate. Seleste froze, pressing herself against the vent’s cool metal. The footsteps grew louder, closer. Her body tensed as she peered through the narrow slits of the vent below, her heart racing as two reptilian guards marched into view, their weapons clutched tightly in their hands.
One wrong move, and they’d sound the alarm.
As they moved past, Seleste remained motionless, her muscles coiled like a spring. The second they rounded the corner, she pushed herself forward, dropping down from the vent in one swift motion. Her feet barely touched the ground before she heard the unmistakable clink of a weapon being drawn.
"Stop!" one of the guards barked.
Without hesitation, Seleste spun on her heel, her enhanced reflexes kicking in as she reached for her blaster. The guard fired, but she was faster, ducking beneath the blast and closing the distance between them in a heartbeat. Her suit amplified her movements, her speed nearly blurring as she lashed out with a precise, controlled strike to the guard’s arm. His weapon clattered to the ground as he staggered back, momentarily stunned.
The second guard rushed toward her, his blade gleaming in the low light. Seleste met him head-on, her blaster shifting seamlessly into hand-to-hand combat mode as she parried his attack. Her movements were swift and lethal, her enhanced strength making short work of the guard's defenses. With a sharp, calculated movement, she disarmed him, twisting the blade from his grip before driving the hilt into his temple. He crumpled to the floor, unconscious.
The first guard, recovering from the initial blow, lunged toward her. But Seleste was already in motion. She swept his legs out from under him, her blaster trained on him before he hit the ground. A single, silent pulse of energy took him down.
The room fell silent again, the guards lying motionless at her feet. Seleste’s breath came in steady, controlled bursts as she stood over them, her blaster still humming faintly in her hand. She couldn’t afford to waste any more time.
With one last glance at the incapacitated guards, Seleste turned and slipped into the shadows, her sights set on the holding area where Zara was being kept. The tension in her chest tightened. She was getting closer.
But the danger was far from over.
The heavy thrum of machinery filled the air as Seleste pushed deeper into the bowels of the facility, her heart pounding in her chest. The suit’s enhanced sensors guided her through the maze of corridors, each turn bringing her closer to where Zara was being held. The dim, flickering lights cast long shadows, stretching out across the metallic walls like the tendrils of some unseen beast, but Seleste’s focus was razor sharp. Nothing mattered except finding Zara.
Finally, after what felt like hours of navigating through the cold, oppressive space, she saw it—the holding area. The room was enclosed by thick glass, the faint glow from the fluorescent lighting above casting a sickly hue over the figure inside. Her breath caught in her throat as she saw Zara, restrained in the center of the room. Her arms were pinned to the chair by mechanical cuffs, her head hanging low, but she was conscious. Alive.
“Zara,” Seleste breathed, rushing to the glass door. Her fingers flew over the control panel, bypassing the security lock with practiced ease. The door slid open with a soft hiss, and Seleste was inside before the sound had even faded.
Zara stirred at the sound, her eyes fluttering open as she lifted her head weakly. Despite the situation, her lips curled into the faintest of smirks. “Seleste,” she rasped, her voice hoarse but unmistakably her. “I should’ve known you’d come running.”
The sight of Zara, even weakened and restrained, sent a wave of emotion crashing over Seleste. For a moment, she could barely move, the overwhelming relief mixing with the surge of fear and anger that had been building inside her since the moment Zara disappeared.
Without a word, Seleste crouched beside her, her fingers working quickly to disable the restraints. The cuffs hissed as they released, and Zara’s arms dropped to her sides. Seleste caught her just before she slumped forward, gently holding her up as she helped Zara regain her balance.
“I’ve got you,” Seleste murmured, her voice uncharacteristically soft. Her hands shook slightly as she brushed a strand of hair away from Zara’s face, the tension of the rescue still thrumming through her veins. “You’re safe now.”
Zara chuckled, though it was a weak sound, more air than laughter. “Safe, huh? Can’t say I’ve felt very safe in here. But hey, you always did have a knack for being in the right place at the right time.” Her eyes, though tired, sparkled with that familiar teasing edge. “After all, I’m pretty hard to miss.”
Seleste’s lips twitched despite herself, a laugh bubbling up through the overwhelming relief. “Yeah, you are,” she said, her voice shaky with emotion. “Hard to miss.”
For a moment, the tension between them broke. Zara’s humor, her indomitable spirit, was still there, even after everything. Seleste laughed softly, the sound almost foreign in this grim, industrial nightmare. But beneath the humor, something deeper simmered. The realization of just how much Zara had come to mean to her hit Seleste with full force.
Zara’s eyes met hers, still defiant despite the pain. “You really are full of surprises,” she murmured, her voice ragged but touched with humor.
Seleste’s breath caught. Zara was okay. Everything that had been clawing at her, tearing through her chest since she found out Zara was taken, boiled over. It wasn’t just the mission anymore. It wasn’t even survival. It was Zara.
“You have no idea,” Seleste rasped, her voice thick with the emotions threatening to choke her. “Saving you… that’s everything.”
Her words hung in the air for only a second, and then, before she could stop herself—before she could even think to stop herself—Seleste blurted out, her voice louder than she’d meant, “I love you.”
The words hit her like a shockwave, reverberating through her body as if her entire existence had forced her to say them. Zara’s eyes widened, surprise flickering across her face. The moment crackled with tension, raw and electric.
Before either of them could say anything more, Seleste grabbed Zara’s face, pulled her close, and kissed her—hard, desperate, full of everything she hadn’t known how to say until now. The kiss was a collision, fierce and consuming, as if the entire world around them didn’t exist, as if the only thing that mattered was this one moment, here and now.
Zara responded, her lips pressing back with equal intensity, and for a brief second, everything fell away—the horror of the processing plant, the looming danger, the fear. It was just the two of them, caught in the overwhelming surge of relief and love.
But the moment shattered as the sound of approaching sentries echoed through the industrial walls.
Seleste pulled back, breathless, her forehead resting against Zara’s for just a heartbeat longer. "We have to go."
Zara blinked, still dazed, but nodded. "Right. Let’s get the hell out of here."
They barely had time to steady themselves before they were on the move again, darting through the shadowy corners of the plant, the tension of the confession still buzzing in the air between them as they fought their way out, sentries close on their heels.
The moment Seleste’s lips left Zara’s, the harsh reality of their surroundings snapped back into focus. The plant was alive with alarms—blaring sirens echoing through the steel corridors as red emergency lights flickered ominously. Seleste’s heart pounded in her chest, not from the kiss, but from the sense of imminent danger. There was no time to linger, no time to process what had just happened.
“We need to move,” Seleste said, her voice low but urgent as she pulled Zara to her feet.
Zara winced, but a determined glint sparkled in her eyes, even in her weakened state. Seleste could see it—the fighter in Zara, the woman who had survived impossible odds more than once. Still, Zara was struggling, and Seleste felt the weight of her leaning heavily against her, her body exhausted from whatever horrors she had endured.
Seleste wrapped an arm around Zara’s waist, steadying her as they moved through the cold, sterile corridors of the processing plant. The walls were lined with conduits and industrial piping, hissing steam and grinding machinery filling the air with mechanical noise. It was oppressive, suffocating, and every shadow felt like a trap.
“Keep up with me,” Seleste whispered, her tone soft but resolute. She glanced at Zara’s face—pale, but her lips curled into a faint smile. Even now, Zara was trying to lighten the moment.
They didn’t have time to speak more, though. The sound of heavy boots echoed somewhere in the distance, sentries closing in. The facility was on full lockdown.
Seleste’s fingers tightened around her grappling hook, and with a swift motion, she fired it upward. The hook latched onto an overhanging beam high above, the line humming with tension. She felt Zara stiffen slightly beside her, but there was no room for hesitation now.
“Hold on tight,” Seleste said, her voice carrying an edge of intensity. Zara nodded, wrapping her arms around Seleste's waist as they shot upward, ascending into the rafters of the plant. The wind whipped past them, and for a split second, everything slowed—just the two of them, suspended in midair, bodies pressed close, hearts beating as one.
But as soon as they landed on a narrow ledge, reality crashed back in.
Below them, searchlights swept across the industrial floor, their blinding beams bouncing off the cold metal. Guards were pouring into the room, weapons drawn, searching for the intruders. The mechanical grinding of conveyor belts filled the air, carrying strange alien fluids in glowing vats toward ominous-looking machines.
Seleste pulled Zara behind her, shielding her as they crouched in the shadows. Her mind raced, calculating the best way out of this labyrinthine nightmare. “Stay low,” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the cacophony of machinery.
Zara nodded, gritting her teeth against the pain, but Seleste could feel her determination. Despite the exhaustion weighing down her body, Zara was still with her—still fighting. It gave Seleste hope, a renewed surge of adrenaline.
They darted from shadow to shadow, avoiding the sweeping searchlights and patrolling guards. The plant was a maze of industrial terror—massive conveyor belts moved relentlessly, while crushing gears churned and alien fluids bubbled in vats beneath them. Every step was a gamble, every corner a potential death trap.
At one point, they were forced to climb over a series of massive, grinding gears that churned endlessly below them, ready to crush anything in their path. Seleste helped Zara over the ledge, pulling her up just as the gears clanged loudly behind them.
Zara gasped, her body trembling, but Seleste held her steady, her eyes blazing with determination. “We’re almost out,” she whispered, her breath warm against Zara’s ear. Zara nodded again, pushing through her exhaustion.
As they made their way higher through the facility, Seleste spotted their exit—a ventilation shaft leading up toward the surface. It was narrow, but it was their only way out. She fired her grappling hook again, securing it to a nearby support beam.
“Hold tight, one more time,” Seleste said, glancing back at Zara. There was a flicker of a smile, even now.
“I trust you,” Zara whispered, her voice soft but sure.
Together, they shot upward again, narrowly avoiding another sweep of the searchlights. The sound of the guards’ shouts grew fainter as they ascended, the cold night air of the surface finally hitting their faces as they broke free from the suffocating confines of the processing plant.
The cold night air hit Seleste’s face as they finally cleared the plant’s roof, the sprawling industrial nightmare left behind them. For a moment, the world stood still—the distant hum of the city fading beneath the pounding of her heart. Her entire body ached with exhaustion, every muscle straining from the intensity of their escape. But it wasn’t the physical toll that weighed her down now—it was the emotional storm raging inside her.
Zara was safe, but barely. Seleste glanced at her, still leaning heavily against her for support, her breaths shallow but steady. They had made it. Against all odds, they had survived. But the fear—the visceral, bone-deep fear of losing Zara—had left a mark on Seleste that she couldn’t shake.
Without thinking, she pulled Zara closer, her arm tightening around her waist as if to anchor them both. The warmth of Zara’s body against hers was grounding, the only thing keeping Seleste from collapsing under the weight of everything. She buried her face in Zara’s shoulder, her breath trembling as the adrenaline faded, leaving only raw emotion in its wake.
“I thought…” Seleste’s voice cracked, the words catching in her throat. She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. Zara had seen the terror in her eyes, had felt the desperation in the way Seleste had fought for her.
Zara, though weak, managed a small, teasing smile, her voice soft but steady. “You really can’t get rid of me that easily.”
The remark was light, but it held a deeper truth, one that cut through the haze of exhaustion. Seleste had always prided herself on her independence, on her ability to keep others at a distance. But Zara had gotten under her skin in a way no one else ever had, and now that the words had been said—now that she had admitted how deeply she loved her—there was no turning back.
“I meant it,” Seleste said, her voice quiet but firm. She pulled back just enough to look into Zara’s eyes, her gaze intense. “I love you, Zara. I don’t think I realized how much until… until I almost lost you.”
Zara’s expression softened, her eyes searching Seleste’s face. There was no hesitation in the way she looked at her now, no walls left between them. “I’ve always felt something for you,” Zara admitted, her voice gentle. “Even when I didn’t want to. But now… now I know. I need you, Seleste.”
The words settled between them like a lifeline, and Seleste felt the last of her defenses crumble. She had fought so hard to keep her feelings in check, to stay focused on the mission, but now—now she couldn’t imagine a world without Zara by her side.
Zara reached up, her hand brushing lightly against Seleste’s cheek, her touch a quiet reassurance. “We’ll figure this out together,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “No matter what comes next.”
The tenderness in Zara’s eyes sent a wave of warmth through Seleste’s chest. She leaned in, pressing her forehead against Zara’s, the two of them breathing in sync, their bodies close, connected. The chaos of the world around them faded into the background, leaving only this moment—this quiet, vulnerable connection.
They didn’t speak, didn’t need to. Everything they felt—fear, relief, love—was woven into the silence between them. Seleste held Zara close, her arms wrapped around her, protective and warm, as if letting go would mean losing her all over again.
They stood there, enveloped in each other, the city’s neon lights flickering in the distance, the air cool but filled with the quiet promise of something deeper—something that went beyond the mission, beyond survival.
In that moment, everything felt right. They had survived the worst, but more than that, they had found each other.
The moment was intimate, and Seleste held Zara close as if she would fall apart without her touch. Zara, though weak, leaned into her touch, her breathing steady. They stood like that for a moment, both of them caught in the aftershocks of the rescue and their own emotions.
The sound of footsteps in the distance brought them back to the world around them, but Seleste felt the urgency fading as they continued to hold each other. The realization settled into her, a warm, comforting presence that sent a smile curling her lips.
Zara was safe. They were safe.
It was just them, alone together in their own little world, as if the rest of the world had fallen away.
As they lingered in their embrace, Seleste's hand skimmed up Zara's side, the fabric of her shirt bunching under her touch. "How are you feeling?"
Zara's eyes met hers, her expression unreadable. "Exhausted," she admitted. "But I'm with you."
Seleste smiled faintly, her thumb stroking across the curve of Zara's shoulder. "You're never far."
Their embrace felt natural, their movements in sync as they sank to the ground, their backs against the roof's ledge. Zara rested her head against Seleste's shoulder, her breathing slow and even, while Seleste held her close. The tension of the mission was gone now, replaced with a different kind of energy—a softer, more vulnerable energy.
Zara was still recovering, but Seleste couldn't keep her hands off of her—soft, tentative touches as if she couldn't believe Zara was here. Zara didn't protest, instead leaning into the touches as if seeking more.
Seleste's touch lingered, tracing lines up Zara's arms and chest, exploring every part of her. Zara seemed to melt under the attention, her breaths growing more shallow and uneven as Seleste's hands glided across her skin.
"Zara," Seleste whispered, her tone soft. "I need you."
She could feel Zara's smile, even though she couldn't see her face. "I'm here," she murmured, her voice quiet. "You came for me."
Seleste swallowed hard, the emotions that had been raging through her—relief, love, fear—bubbling to the surface. She kissed Zara's neck, the skin warm beneath her lips. "I'm always going to come for you," she whispered, her voice low and intense. "I'll always come for you."
Their movements were slow and careful, each touch deliberate. Zara's breath caught as Seleste's hand slipped under her shirt, sliding across her chest and down her torso. Her body was still exhausted, but Seleste could feel the same hunger, the same urgency burning between them. She pushed Zara's torn shirt up higher, her lips moving to meet Zara's as she continued her exploration.
Zara sighed, the sound turning into a low groan as Seleste's hand slipped down between her legs. Her hips rose, seeking more, and Seleste complied, her touch growing more firm as Zara's hips rocked against her. The sounds of their breath filled the air as Seleste's fingers slid inside of her, their movements together creating a steady rhythm that built in intensity.
"Seleste," Zara gasped, her body trembling. Her hips were flush against Seleste's, their bodies connected, as if their whole existence had been leading to this moment. Zara's fingers dug into her shoulders, her expression awash with pleasure, as if they had been waiting for this for so long.
Their kiss deepened, their bodies moving in sync, the intensity building as they let go of everything else and allowed the world to fall away. There was only this moment, this feeling, and it was unbearably beautiful.
Seleste's body tingled with the knowledge that Zara was right here, alive, their bodies pressed together in a way that had felt so long ago, but was now impossible to resist. She didn't know what came next, didn't know what would happen to them, but right now, this—this moment, this connection—felt like the most important thing in the world.
As Zara's hips spasmed against her, her breath quickening, Seleste pulled back just enough to watch her face, her eyes intense. "I love you," she murmured, her voice hoarse, "and I'm never going to stop coming for you."
Zara's face was flushed, her expression awash with pleasure, but her eyes were fierce as she met Seleste's gaze. "I love you," she replied, her voice breaking.
Their movements slowed, both of them reveling in the feeling, in the aftershocks of this moment that had brought them together. They held each other close, the night air cool and comforting against their flushed skin, but for a moment, they felt safe—as if everything else had fallen away and all that remained was the two of them.
Together, they found each other in a way that couldn't be denied or forgotten, and in that moment, they were a beacon of love and survival in the darkness.
Seleste looked at Zara, who was leaning heavily against her. She was weak, but she hadn’t let go of her strength or her sharp wit. The bond between them had grown beyond anything Seleste could have imagined, but now, reality began to creep back in.
If there was ever a time for caution, it was now. They had exposed themselves by attacking such a high-level facility, and the repercussions would be swift.
“They'll be coming for us soon,” Seleste said, her voice low, her eyes scanning the horizon. She felt Zara’s presence beside her, still reeling from the weight of their escape but also from everything they had confessed.
Zara nodded, her gaze following Seleste’s toward the distant cityscape. “I know. But we’re not done yet.”
Seleste could hear the determination in Zara’s voice, even though she was still recovering. She admired that about her. Even in the face of all they had been through, Zara’s resilience was unwavering. It grounded her, reminding Seleste that, despite everything, they still had a mission.
“We have to reach the anomaly,” Seleste said, her words heavy with purpose. “It’s the only way to expose the truth.”
Zara gave a tired smile, the hint of humor that always seemed to linger in her expressions still present, despite the darkness they were surrounded by. “Well, no one said saving the world would be easy.”
They both turned to face the sprawling city beneath them—the dark alleyways, the neon-lit towers, and the sprawling maze of streets that were home to the factions still hunting them. The real battle was just beginning. Everything they had been through was leading them to this.
But now, they weren’t just fighting for survival. They were fighting for each other.
Seleste felt the weight of the moment—their shared determination, their bond now stronger than ever. She reached out, her fingers brushing against Zara’s as they stood side by side, staring into the distance. Whatever came next, they would face it together.




Chapter 20
The Truth Beneath The Core






The air felt heavier with each step as Seleste and Zara descended further into the depths of the city. The flickering neon of the upper levels was long gone, replaced by the sterile glow of artificial lights. The atmosphere shifted, becoming dense, oppressive. It was as though the city itself wanted them to turn back, to stop before they reached the secret buried beneath.
Seleste glanced at Zara, who gave her a tight nod. They were both on edge, their usual banter replaced by a focused silence. The final levels of the city were a place few had ever seen, and fewer still had returned from. Every sound echoed off the cold, metal walls, amplifying the tension between them.
The entrance to the core came into view—a massive, sealed door embedded in a wall of smooth, dark alloy. Two reptilian sentries stood guard, their eyes glowing faintly in the dim light, weapons at the ready. Seleste signaled to Zara, and they moved as one, slipping into the shadows. Seleste's pulse quickened, her suit enhancing her movements as she darted between cover, dodging the automated surveillance drones.
Zara handled the tech, her fingers flying over a small handheld device as she hacked into the security grid. The door let out a low hiss as the locks disengaged, and Seleste moved swiftly, disarming the guards in a fluid motion before they could react. The sentries crumpled to the floor, unconscious.
They slipped through the door and into the core.
Inside, the atmosphere changed again. The sterile environment was eerily silent, illuminated by cold, clinical lights that cast sharp shadows across the sleek walls. It was like stepping into the heart of a machine. Seleste felt the weight of the place pressing down on her, as if the entire system could crush them if it sensed their presence.
Massive screens lined the walls, displaying endless streams of encrypted data. Information flowed across them like blood through veins, the very lifeblood of the factions that had controlled the city for so long. Seleste’s stomach twisted at the sight—this was it, the nerve center, the place where everything came together.
But something was wrong.
Seleste noticed it first—a flicker on one of the screens, a momentary glitch in the steady flow of data. It was small, barely noticeable, but it was there. Her eyes narrowed as she scanned the room. More glitches appeared, tiny imperfections in the system that should have been flawless. It was as if the core was cracking from the inside, revealing something far more fragile than it appeared.
Zara approached one of the central consoles, her fingers brushing over the surface as she accessed the system. "This is it," she murmured. "The heart of everything."
Seleste felt a chill run down her spine. This wasn’t just a technological hub—it was the control point for the entire system of lies that had propped up the alien and reptilian factions. And now, standing in the center of it all, she could feel the truth pressing at the edges, waiting to be revealed.
"This place… it’s all connected," Seleste whispered, her voice tight with realization. "Everything’s been controlled from here, but it’s not as perfect as they want us to believe."
Zara nodded, her gaze fixed on the glitches. "They’ve been hiding something bigger than we ever imagined."
Seleste’s hands moved swiftly over the console, her fingers gliding across the interface as streams of data poured onto the screen. The encrypted files were intricate, layered with codes designed to protect the most sensitive secrets of the system. Zara worked beside her, her brow furrowed in concentration as they hacked deeper into the core’s central intelligence.
"Almost there," Zara muttered, her voice tense. "This last layer of encryption is tough, but… there." She exhaled sharply as the final lock fell away, revealing a set of files that pulsed with importance.
Seleste leaned in, her breath hitching in her throat. "Let’s see what’s been hiding."
The files unfolded like a dark secret, the data shifting to reveal footage, schematics, and encrypted messages that painted a picture more horrifying than either of them could have imagined. The reptilian and alien factions—their supposed leaders, their history, their very existence—were all fabricated.
Seleste froze, her eyes locked on a series of video feeds showing the so-called alien leaders in private. But as the holograms flickered, she could see it—their true forms. They were human. Every single one of them. Behind the intricate layers of holographic technology and physical modifications, the truth was stark: there were no reptilian overlords, no alien factions vying for power. Just humans, manipulating the galaxy under the guise of extraterrestrial authority.
Zara’s breath came in short, sharp bursts as the reality of it settled over them. "This can’t be real," she whispered, shaking her head as if trying to shake off the enormity of what they had uncovered. "They… they manufactured all of it."
Seleste's heart pounded in her chest, a sickening mix of disbelief and horror twisting in her gut. The entire narrative they had been fighting against—the war, the conspiracies, the factions pitting humanity against itself—was a lie. It wasn’t aliens controlling the world. It was humans. A handful of powerful individuals who had created these fake factions, designed these false leaders, to keep everyone in line.
"All this time," Seleste said, her voice barely above a whisper, "people died. People believed in this lie. Wars were fought. And for what?"
Zara stared at the screen, her eyes wide with shock. "To control us. To divide us. They’ve been playing us all along, pitting humanity against itself."
The weight of it crushed Seleste’s chest. Her entire career had been dedicated to navigating these power plays, to fighting what she thought was a real, tangible enemy. But there was no alien menace. There was only deception, layered so thickly into society that it had become indistinguishable from the truth. How many lives had been lost? How many worlds destroyed, all in the name of this elaborate charade?
"I feel like a fool," Seleste muttered, her fists clenching as she processed the betrayal. "All those missions, all that sacrifice… and it was all for nothing."
Zara turned toward her, the shock still evident in her eyes, but there was something deeper now—something personal. "We couldn’t have known," she said softly. "They kept everyone in the dark. But now… now we know the truth. And we’re the only ones who can change it."
Seleste looked into Zara’s eyes and saw the same turmoil she felt. Everything they’d fought for was based on lies, but their bond—their connection—was real. And that was something no amount of deception could destroy.
"I should have seen it," Seleste said, her voice tight. "I should have figured it out sooner."
"You couldn’t have known," Zara insisted, her tone firm yet gentle. "None of us could have. But now we have a choice. We can expose this. We can take them down."
Seleste felt a surge of determination rise within her, but it was tinged with bitterness. The truth had come at such a heavy cost. How many lives would still be lost? How many would struggle to accept the reality they were about to reveal?
But there was no turning back now. They had uncovered the core of the system—a lie designed to control and divide. And now, they would be the ones to tear it down.
Zara, still reeling from the shock, paced the room. Anger radiated off her in waves, her fists clenched tight. "We have to expose this," she said, her voice laced with fury. "People need to know what’s been done to them. They need to see the truth."
Seleste remained silent for a moment, her gaze fixed on the scrolling data, her mind racing. Exposing the truth—it seemed like the obvious choice, the righteous path. But the consequences… they would be catastrophic.
"Zara," Seleste began, her voice quieter, tinged with caution. "If we just throw this out there, if we show people everything all at once, what do you think will happen?"
Zara stopped pacing and turned to face her. "They’ll finally understand. They’ll rise up against this system. We can end this lie."
Seleste’s eyes met Zara’s, but instead of sharing in her partner’s conviction, she felt a growing sense of dread. "Or they’ll riot. Governments will collapse. There will be chaos. People have believed this for generations, Zara. This lie is the foundation of everything they know. If we tear it down all at once, society could unravel."
The words hung between them, heavy and fraught with tension. Zara’s expression hardened. "And what? We let them continue living under this? Let them keep being manipulated by a handful of powerful elites? I can’t accept that."
"I’m not saying we do nothing," Seleste said, her voice steady but firm. "I’m saying we need to think this through. If we go public recklessly, we might end up causing more harm than good."
Zara shook her head, her frustration clear. "More harm? People are being controlled, lied to. How is that not harm enough?"
Seleste took a breath, struggling to find the right words. She understood Zara’s anger, felt it burning in her own chest, but the weight of responsibility was heavy. "If we reveal this strategically, we can dismantle the leadership without tearing everything apart. We can take down the people responsible without dragging society into chaos. We can give people a chance to adjust, to understand the truth slowly."
Zara crossed her arms, her eyes narrowing slightly as she processed Seleste’s words. "And you think they’ll let us do that? You think we can play their game and come out on top?"
Seleste met her gaze, her resolve solidifying. "We don’t have to play their game. We just have to make sure when we strike, it’s with precision. We can control the message. We can expose them, but we have to be careful. We can’t destroy everything in one blow."
The room fell into a tense silence. Zara’s anger simmered just beneath the surface, but Seleste could see the conflict in her eyes. The desire to burn the system down was strong, but so was the recognition of the delicate balance they had to maintain.
"We’ve seen what chaos looks like," Seleste said softly, taking a step closer to Zara. "If we do this right, we can bring change without destroying the world in the process. We can give humanity a chance to rebuild, without fear."
Zara stared at her for a long moment, her jaw tight, her frustration warring with understanding. Slowly, her arms uncrossed, and her expression softened—just a little. "And if we’re wrong?" she asked quietly. "If we try to do this the careful way and it all falls apart anyway?"
Seleste’s lips pressed into a thin line. "Then we’ll face that when it comes. But if we don’t try to be strategic, we might not get another chance."
Zara exhaled, the tension between them easing, though the conflict still simmered beneath the surface. "You always were the more careful one."
Seleste allowed herself a small smile. "Someone has to be."
Zara gave a soft, wry laugh, the fire in her eyes cooling as she finally nodded. "Fine. We do it your way. But if they come after us, we hit back. Hard."
Seleste nodded in agreement. "Deal."
They stood together in the oppressive quiet of the core, the enormity of their next steps settling heavily over them. The truth was out, and now they had to decide how to wield it.
Whatever came next, it would change everything.
Seleste leaned back against the cold metal wall of the core’s chamber, her eyes scanning the glowing monitors as if they held all the answers. The weight of everything they’d uncovered, the enormity of the lie, pressed down on her like gravity. She let out a slow breath, her pulse still thrumming from the tension of the decision they had just made. Beside her, Zara stood with her arms crossed, her gaze distant, lost in thought.
The silence stretched between them, thick with the magnitude of their next steps. For a moment, the hum of the core's machinery was the only sound, steady and unrelenting, just like the task ahead.
"We’ve really done it now, haven’t we?" Zara’s voice broke the quiet, her tone a mix of disbelief and weariness.
Seleste turned to her, feeling a flicker of something deep inside—an emotion that was both heavy and light at the same time. She nodded slowly. "There’s no going back from this. We’ve crossed a line."
Zara sighed, rubbing the back of her neck as she stared at the ground. "I always thought… if I could just find the truth, it would be simple. Expose it. Tear the system down. But this… it’s so much bigger than I imagined." Her voice softened, the frustration giving way to something more vulnerable. "I’m not sure I was ready for this."
Seleste felt a pang of empathy, her own doubts rising to the surface. They had both started this journey with fire in their hearts, eager to uncover the conspiracy that bound their world. But neither of them had expected the depth of the deception, the years of lies that had shaped the very fabric of society.
"I don’t think anyone’s ever ready for the truth," Seleste said quietly, her gaze falling to her hands, which were trembling slightly. "But we’re here now. And we can’t let them win."
Zara glanced at her, a flicker of something softer passing through her sharp eyes. "You’ve always been the one keeping me grounded. I’ve been ready to blow things up from the start, and you—" she shook her head, a small smile tugging at her lips. "You’ve kept me from destroying everything."
Seleste’s heart tightened at Zara’s words, and for a moment, the walls she had carefully built around herself felt thinner, more fragile. "I don’t know about that," she murmured, feeling the warmth of Zara’s presence beside her. "I’ve just been trying to survive. Like you."
Zara turned fully to face her now, and the weight of her gaze made Seleste’s breath hitch. "We’ve done more than survive, Seleste," she said softly. "We’ve uncovered something huge. And we’ve done it together."
There was a quiet intensity in Zara’s voice, one that mirrored the tension humming in the air between them. Seleste felt her chest tighten, a mixture of fear and something deeper stirring inside her. Zara had been her partner through all of this—her equal, her anchor in the storm. But now, standing on the precipice of something bigger than either of them, Seleste realized just how much Zara had come to mean to her.
"We’ve changed," Seleste said after a long moment, her voice barely above a whisper. "We’re not the same people we were when this all started."
Zara’s expression softened, and she took a step closer, her presence warm and steady. "No, we’re not. But maybe that’s not such a bad thing."
Seleste swallowed, her throat tight as she searched Zara’s face. The fire, the determination that had always burned in Zara’s eyes was still there, but now there was something else—a shared resolve, a sense of understanding that ran deeper than their mission.
Without thinking, Seleste reached out, her fingers brushing lightly against Zara’s hand. The touch was brief, but it was enough to send a spark through her, grounding her in the moment. They weren’t just fighting for the truth anymore. They were fighting for each other.
Zara looked down at their hands, her lips quirking into a small, knowing smile. "Whatever happens next, we face it together. No more secrets."
Seleste nodded, her voice steady despite the whirlwind of emotions swirling inside her. "Together."
For a brief moment, the world outside seemed to fade—the lies, the system, the danger waiting for them beyond the core. All that mattered was the quiet understanding between them, the bond they had forged in the fire of everything they had faced.
Zara squeezed Seleste’s hand gently, her eyes lingering on her face as if searching for something unspoken. Her smile faltered, but not from fear—from something deeper, more raw.
“You know,” Zara said, her voice soft, “this is how I know I love you.”
Seleste’s breath caught in her throat, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. The world outside—their enemies, the system, the lies—all of it seemed to blur into the background. In that moment, it was just the two of them.
Zara’s gaze didn’t waver, her eyes filled with a mix of tenderness and certainty. “Because through all this—through all the chaos and danger—what scares me most is the thought of losing you. Not just to them, but… not having you in my life, not feeling what I feel when I’m with you. That’s what terrifies me.”
The vulnerability in Zara’s words made Seleste’s heart swell, an overwhelming rush of emotion filling the space between them. She had been so focused on the mission, on survival, that she hadn’t fully allowed herself to see the depth of Zara’s feelings—or her own. But now, with Zara standing so close, baring her soul, there was no denying it.
Zara’s fingers tightened around hers. “I didn’t even realize it at first. But being with you, Seleste… it’s like I’ve finally found something I didn’t even know I needed. You. Us.”
Seleste felt a lump form in her throat, her pulse racing with a mix of relief and something achingly sweet. She had already confessed her love, but hearing it from Zara, knowing they were in this together in every sense, was more than she could have hoped for.
Zara’s lips quirked into a small, knowing smile as she leaned in slightly, her voice dropping to a whisper. “You’re hard to miss, Seleste. You always have been.”
Seleste let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, a laugh escaping her despite the intensity of the moment. Zara was bringing it full circle, just like she always did—turning fear into warmth, tension into connection.
And without another word, Zara closed the distance between them, her lips brushing Seleste’s in a kiss that was both soft and urgent, as if it had been waiting to happen for longer than either of them had realized. It was filled with the weight of everything they’d been through, everything unsaid, and everything they still had to face.
Seleste kissed her back with the same intensity, pouring all her emotions—the fear, the relief, the love—into that moment. She had never been one for grand gestures or vulnerability, but with Zara, it felt right. It felt like the only thing that made sense.
The tension between them shifted, becoming something warmer, more tender. Zara pressed her body against Seleste, deepening the kiss as her hands found her waist, tugging her closer.
Seleste gasped softly, her breath catching in her throat as her heart raced. Her own hands found Zara, her fingers tangling in her hair as she pulled her closer, kissing her with a hunger that had been building for far longer than she had realized.
Zara murmured something under her breath, something sweet and low, as she gently nudged Seleste backward. The hard metal of the wall pressed against her back, but all she could feel was the heat of Zara’s body against her, the intensity of her touch.
Their kisses grew more heated, more desperate, as they clung to each other. Zara slid her hand up Seleste’s side, her fingers slipping beneath the hem of her shirt. The skin-to-skin contact was electrifying, sending a shiver down Seleste’s spine.
Zara paused, her forehead resting against Seleste's, her breath ragged and uneven. She was waiting, wanting, but still asking for permission.
Seleste met her gaze, her voice barely above a whisper. "Please."
That was all the encouragement Zara needed. She captured Seleste's lips in another hungry kiss, her hands sliding up her body, mapping every curve. The world around them disappeared, nothing but the two of them and the heat of the moment, their shared need.
They were still fugitives, still facing impossible odds, but none of it seemed to matter in that moment. They had each other, and that was enough.
Seleste let out a soft moan as Zara's fingers traced a path from her hips to her breasts, finding a spot that made her legs shake. She kissed her again, hard and needy, feeling the heat of Zara's touch radiating through her body.
"Zara," Seleste breathed, her voice ragged with need. "I—"
Zara's lips caught hers, cutting her off, and all Seleste could do was hold on tighter, the emotions swirling inside her threatening to overwhelm her. She had never felt this way before. She had never let herself get close to anyone, but with Zara, it felt right. It felt like coming home.
Seleste's fingers tangled in Zara's hair as the kiss deepened, the heat between them rising, building into something almost unbearable. Zara's lips moved down her neck, and Seleste let out a sharp gasp as she felt Zara's teeth graze her skin.
"Zara," Seleste panted, her pulse racing as she clung to her, lost in the feeling of Zara's body pressed against hers, her touch making Seleste's blood sing.
Zara's fingers found the clasp of Seleste's belt, her lips trailing over Seleste's throat. "Tell me what you want."
Seleste swallowed, a tremor running through her body. She had spent a lifetime guarding her emotions, pushing down the desire that lurked beneath the surface, but now she let it free, her voice barely above a whisper. "You. I want you."
The words hung in the air, and for a moment, the only sound was their heavy breathing. Then Zara's lips were on hers once again, her fingers working at the clasps of Seleste's pants, undoing the fabric barrier between them.
"Zara," Seleste breathed, her voice barely above a whisper, but it was enough.
Zara paused, her fingers still resting on the waistband of Seleste's pants, her eyes meeting hers. She didn't ask, didn't hesitate. She simply held Seleste's gaze, her expression tender, filled with the same hunger, the same understanding that Seleste felt inside.
They didn't need words. They knew each other too well.
And with one look, Zara tugged at the clasps, and Seleste's pants fell to the ground, leaving her bare. She gasped at the sensation, the cool air tingling on her skin, but before she could react, Zara's hand slid between her thighs, and a shock of pleasure coursed through her.
Seleste arched her back, letting out a low moan, and Zara captured her lips again, kissing her deeply.
Seleste melted into the feeling, letting herself go as Zara's fingers slid between her legs, finding that spot that sent her reeling. She moaned softly, a wave of heat rolling through her body as Zara's touch sent her spiraling.
Seleste clung to Zara as she let the ecstasy wash over her, their bodies moving together, building toward the release that they both craved. She lost herself in the moment, in the connection between them, the intimacy of the touch that could no longer be denied.
Zara's lips were on Seleste's throat, her breath warm against her skin. Her movements were steady and confident, coaxing Seleste toward the edge.
The tension building inside her was unbearable, but in a way that felt almost holy—the pleasure and pain intermingling, sending her head spinning. She clung to Zara, her entire body trembling, every touch sending another jolt through her.
Zara's fingers slid inside her, and Seleste gasped, the heat of her touch making her shudder. She buried her face in Zara's neck, panting against her skin.
"Zara," Seleste breathed, her voice hoarse.
Zara kissed her again, her touch firm and unrelenting. Seleste let out a soft whimper as the sensation overwhelmed her, her body tensing as the orgasm hit her, washing over her like a wave.
For a moment, she forgot everything outside the room, the world falling away. There was only the two of them, their bodies entwined, their heartbeats pulsing in time with each other.
Zara held her close, her arms wrapped around her, as the aftershocks sent tremors through Seleste's body. She let out a soft noise, her voice trembling with the intensity, and Zara's fingers tightened, holding her steady as she slowly came down.
The walls around her heart felt thin and fragile, as if they had been worn away by the weight of everything they had experienced. But instead of fear, Seleste felt a growing sense of calm. She had never shared herself with anyone like this, but with Zara, it felt natural. It felt like coming home.
She exhaled softly, letting herself relax, her pulse settling into a normal rhythm as she leaned into Zara.
"Well," she said softly, her voice thick with emotion. "Now that was an experience."
Zara laughed softly, her fingers brushing Seleste's hair off her face. "Yeah. No argument there."
The room echoed with a peaceful stillness as they finally pulled apart.
Zara’s eyes gleamed with that familiar spark of determination, but there was softness there too—something that hadn’t been there before. “We’ve got a lot left to do. But we’ll do it together.”
Seleste nodded, her heart full, her voice steady but warm. “Together.”
And as they stood there, holding onto each other in the silence of the moment, the chaos and the system and the battles ahead seemed far less daunting. Because now, they had more than just survival—they had each other.
Their love, their connection, was the truth they would fight for. And that made all the difference.




Chapter 21
Confronting the System






Seleste and Zara moved swiftly through the shadowy corridors of power, their steps quiet but purposeful. Their mission was no longer about mere survival—it was about fundamentally changing the system that had manipulated and controlled humanity for so long.
In a secluded, high-security chamber hidden deep within the city's diplomatic sector, they gathered a handful of high-ranking reptilian and alien officials. These were not just any diplomats; they were the powerbrokers who held sway over their respective factions. And Seleste and Zara were ready to shake them to their core.
Seleste began with no preamble, her voice steady but brimming with quiet intensity. “You’ve been playing a dangerous game for years, using lies to control entire populations. But the truth can no longer be hidden.”
Zara flicked her wrist, projecting a series of holographic images into the air. Detailed, undeniable evidence—encrypted files, holographic malfunctions, and surveillance footage—unfolded before the diplomats’ eyes. Images of high-ranking officials slipping out of their ‘alien’ disguises, of surgeries and technologies that altered appearances, of humans playing both sides of a manufactured war.
The truth, in all its ugly detail, hung in the air like an unstoppable force.
The reactions were immediate and varied. Some diplomats paled, visibly shaken by the sheer enormity of what was being revealed. A reptilian official slammed their fist on the table, rage darkening their features. "This is treason!" he snarled. "You can't possibly think this—"
Zara cut him off, her voice sharp. “This is reality, and you can’t stop it. The truth will come out, whether you want it to or not.”
Others leaned back in their seats, expressions of fear and confusion crossing their faces. But amidst the outrage, a few faces remained calculating, the gears of self-preservation turning behind their eyes. They were the smart ones, the ones who had long ago learned that survival meant adaptability.
One such figure, a sleek, regal diplomat who had always prided herself on her intellect, leaned forward, her voice calm but full of underlying tension. “What do you want? You think exposing this will help you? It will only cause chaos, and you know it.”
Seleste nodded, acknowledging the truth in her words. “That’s why we’re giving you a choice. You can either let this world fall apart under the weight of the lies you’ve built, or you can help us build something better.”
The room fell into an uneasy silence. They all knew what was at stake. The system had been built on deception, but the diplomats also knew that the system’s collapse could mean losing everything. The pretense of the alien and reptilian factions was critical to maintaining control, and if that illusion shattered publicly, their power would vanish with it.
Zara stepped in, her voice softer now but full of intent. “We’re not asking you to tear everything down. We’re asking you to adapt. A new faction—one that includes humans, pretenders, those who know the truth—can exist. You keep your power, but this time, it’s shared. You can stop pretending to be what you’re not.”
Seleste added, her voice firm, “People want a place to belong, but they don’t need to be lied to. Give them a faction where the truth isn’t a weapon. You know it’s the only way forward.”
The diplomats exchanged wary glances. They understood the gravity of the situation. Some still fumed, unwilling to let go of the carefully constructed charade, but others—those who had always known the cost of power—were starting to see the potential in Seleste and Zara’s proposition.
One of the smarter officials spoke up, her tone measured. “If we do this, we still control the narrative. The public doesn’t need to know everything.”
Zara nodded, eyes sharp. “Exactly. This isn’t about tearing everything down. It’s about building something new—together.”
There was a long, tense pause as the diplomats weighed their options. In the end, self-preservation won out. The smartest among them knew they couldn’t fight the truth. But they could survive it.
With a shared, uneasy understanding, the seeds of a new alliance were planted. One that wouldn’t destroy the power structures entirely, but reshape them. And at its center, Seleste and Zara, the two who had dared to expose the truth, would stand as the new face of this reimagined system.
∆∆∆
 
Seleste’s fingers moved swiftly over the console, hacking into the encrypted systems that controlled the city’s broadcast networks. The massive screens that loomed over every street corner flickered, interrupting the regular programming of political speeches and propaganda. The same system the minister had used to address the city was now in their hands.
Zara stood beside her, ready, her pulse racing but her expression calm. “It’s time,” she whispered, her eyes catching Seleste’s in the dim light. This was the moment they’d been building toward. Everything was at stake.
The screens across the city suddenly went dark for a breathless moment, and then, one by one, they blinked back to life. Only this time, it wasn’t the usual reptilian or alien faces staring back at the citizens—it was Zara and Seleste, standing side by side.
In the neon-lit streets, in the high-tech corridors of the elite, and in the darkened corners of the lower city, everyone paused to watch.
Zara took a deep breath and began to speak, her voice steady but resonant, carrying a gravity that demanded attention. “We stand before you today not as diplomats, not as leaders of factions—but as something far more familiar. Something far more real.”
She glanced briefly at Seleste, who gave a small nod, her gaze unwavering. “We are human.”
The silence that followed was heavy, palpable. The weight of those words rippled through the crowd watching the broadcast, their collective breaths held in stunned confusion.
“We’ve hidden in plain sight,” Zara continued, her voice firm but warm. “Not because we wanted to deceive you, but because the system made it necessary. We have pretended, like so many of you, to be something we are not. But it is precisely because we are human that we understand the importance of unity, of diplomacy, and of survival.”
Seleste’s eyes scanned the camera, her intense gaze piercing through the lens, as if she was looking into the soul of every person watching. “We have been at the center of this struggle, caught between powers that wanted us to believe we were different from each other. But the truth is, we’re not.”
She didn’t need to say it—There are no reptilians or aliens. The message was there, hanging in the air between her words, as clear as daylight to those who could see it.
Zara took a step forward, her voice softening, but her conviction deepening. “Our journey—this impossible journey—has taught us one thing above all: It’s not about the factions you belong to. It’s about the choices you make, the people you trust, and the truth you’re willing to live with.”
Her eyes flashed, a subtle hint of fire beneath the surface. “We’re not the only ones who know this truth.”
Seleste continued, her tone even more deliberate, the weight of her words sinking deep. “There are others, within the highest ranks of power, who know what we know. And they too have a choice to make now. Do they continue to let this lie divide us, or do we step forward, together?”
As she spoke, there were subtle cues—glitches in the holographic systems of those watching, slight flickers of faces that weren’t quite alien, weren’t quite reptilian. It wasn’t enough to blow the illusion wide open, but it was enough to make the people question. And that was all they needed.
Zara finished, her voice steady but filled with emotion. “We’re here to offer a new way forward. One where the masks can come off. Where those who know the truth don’t have to hide in fear, and those who lead can do so with honesty and integrity.”
The message was subtle, but undeniable. In their words, in their presence, they offered a path not just for themselves, but for everyone watching—an invitation to step into a new world where pretenders could lead without deception, where unity didn’t rely on falsehoods.
As the screens flickered again, the broadcast cut off. The truth, or at least a version of it, had been revealed. And now the system had to decide how to respond.
The broadcast rippled across the city, from the glittering heights of the elite towers to the shadowed alleys below, and panic gripped the corridors of power. In the grand halls where the reptilian and alien factions held their clandestine meetings, diplomats sat frozen, watching Seleste and Zara's message unfold.
The top officials exchanged uneasy glances. They knew the implications. If they tried to silence Zara and Seleste now, the entire system could unravel. The broadcast had been too bold, too direct. Suppression might spark rebellion, and the last thing they could afford was for the lower ranks and the public to start asking the wrong questions. Who else was a pretender? How deep did the falsehoods run?
They were cornered. And they knew it.
One of the senior diplomats, a reptilian pretender with human eyes that flickered too often, spoke up. “If we move against them now, we risk exposing ourselves completely.”
“They’ve given us a way out,” another added, voice dripping with reluctant respect. “We let them build their new faction, control the narrative. We make it look like this is our plan—an evolution of the system, not the destruction of it.”
There was a murmur of agreement. The officials leaned into their reality of survival—maintain the pretense, stay in power, and spin the message to fit their needs.
And so, they allowed it.
Within hours, the announcement was made: a new faction, led by Seleste and Zara, would form within the existing power structure. It was to be framed as a union, a path toward “greater understanding” and “truth” in a world where human leadership and the original pretense of reptilian and alien control could coexist.
In reality, this new faction became a symbol of something deeper. It was a signal to those in the know—those who had lived in the shadows pretending to be something they weren’t—that they could now come forward without fear. For the public, it was painted as an exciting new political development, a way to modernize an outdated system without tearing it down entirely. The diplomats maintained their grip on power, but now, Zara and Seleste stood as leaders of a new order—an alliance based on inclusivity, truth, and survival in this fragile system.
On a grand stage, before a crowd of onlookers—diplomats, citizens, and allies alike—Seleste and Zara stood at the forefront of this new faction’s announcement. The screens that had once broadcast deception now carried their faces, their message of unity clear to all.
And in that moment, without hesitation, Seleste turned to Zara.
Their eyes met, and without a word, the weight of everything they had been through crashed between them. The lies they had uncovered, the lives they had saved, the sacrifices, the terror, the love—everything swirled together in the briefest of silences before Seleste acted on instinct.
She pulled Zara toward her and kissed her—deep, honest, and unafraid.
The crowd erupted. It was a public display, not just of love, but of defiance, of triumph. It was a message to every diplomat and citizen watching: that unity didn’t have to be built on lies, that power could be wielded through truth, that love could be a symbol of change.
For Seleste and Zara, the kiss was more than just an expression of their relationship. It was the final confirmation of everything they’d been fighting for—a personal and political victory rolled into one.
The screens broadcasted the kiss for all to see, an image that would become the cornerstone of a new era. It wasn’t just about them anymore—it was about a future built on truth, and a love that had the power to reshape a broken world.
The aftermath of the broadcast reverberated across the city like a seismic wave. Diplomatic chambers buzzed with whispered conversations, hurried negotiations, and frantic recalculations. The once unshakeable foundation of power that had governed the system for so long—based on deception and elitism—had cracked. And that crack widened with each passing hour.
Seleste and Zara’s new faction quickly gained traction. It wasn’t an overnight revolution, but a subtle shift in power dynamics. Humans who had long served in the shadows, pretending to be something they weren’t, now had a place to exist openly within the system. Pretenders from both factions—reptilian and alien—were quietly reaching out, no longer content to live under the weight of lies.
Within days, diplomats were forced to adapt. The old guard, those who had thrived under the illusion of control, found themselves in a precarious position. Some clung to their titles, trying to maintain order through the remnants of fear and manipulation, but even they realized that change had come. The system wouldn’t crumble overnight, but it was evolving—and Seleste and Zara were at the forefront of that transformation.
The change was subtle at first, barely noticeable, like a shift in the air. But for those who paid attention, it was undeniable. There was hope, even in a world that had thrived on deception for so long. Seleste and Zara’s new faction offered an alternative—one that didn’t rely on pretense, but rather on unity and openness. It wasn’t about tearing down the entire system but about showing that the cracks could be filled with something more honest, more human.
Seleste could feel the shift. As she stood with Zara, watching the reactions, she saw a path forward. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t easy. But there was hope. And hope was enough to begin again.
The city, bathed in the glow of neon lights, was still. For the first time in weeks, Seleste felt something akin to peace. But the peace was fragile, like the calm before a storm. She and Zara stood at the edge of the platform, gazing out over the vast expanse of the city they had helped reshape.
“This isn’t the end, is it?” Zara asked quietly, her voice barely audible over the hum of the city below.
Seleste shook her head, her gaze steady. “No. It’s not the end. But it’s a beginning.”
They had won a battle, but the war wasn’t over. The old factions wouldn’t simply disappear, and there would be resistance. There always was. But now they were fighting on their own terms—together.
Zara turned to face her, her hand reaching for Seleste’s. “Whatever comes next,” she said softly, “we face it together.”
Seleste squeezed her hand, the warmth of Zara’s touch grounding her in the uncertainty of what lay ahead. For the first time, Seleste allowed herself to believe that maybe—just maybe—there was a future where they could both be free. Free from pretense, from fear, from the endless games of power and manipulation.
They had already exposed a truth no one thought could be revealed. And in that truth, they had found each other.
As they stood there, side by side, the city lights casting long shadows behind them, Seleste knew that whatever the future held, they would face it as partners. In love, in life, and in the fight for a better world. They looked out into the unknown—not with fear, but with hope.




Chapter 22
The Aftermath






The silence after the storm was almost deafening. Seleste and Zara stood together, the chaos of the political upheaval still swirling in the distance, but for the first time in what felt like years, there was a moment of stillness.
Seleste exhaled slowly, her breath mingling with the cool night air. They had done it. They had exposed the system, cracked open the foundations of power that had stood for so long, and reshaped the landscape. But now that the adrenaline had faded, something else had taken its place—a deep, gnawing weight in her chest.
She turned her gaze to Zara, who sat beside her on the rooftop, her legs drawn up to her chest, the neon lights of the city below flickering across her face. Zara looked different now, not in appearance but in her aura—more vulnerable, yet stronger than ever.
“I still can’t believe it’s over,” Zara said softly, her voice barely above a whisper. She stared out over the skyline, a mixture of disbelief and pride in her expression. “We actually did it.”
Seleste nodded, but her thoughts were far from settled. Relief washed over her, but so did the weight of what they had accomplished. So many lives had been changed, and the old system—though fractured—was still standing. The cost of their victory was steep, and the consequences still lingered in the air like a shadow that wouldn’t fully lift.
“I didn’t know if we would make it,” Seleste admitted, her voice tight. “There were moments when I thought we were going to lose everything.”
Zara shifted beside her, reaching out to touch Seleste’s hand. Her fingers were warm, grounding Seleste in the reality of the moment. “But we didn’t,” Zara said softly. “We fought, and we won. And we did it together.”
Seleste felt the truth in those words, but it didn’t erase the complexity of her emotions. She had poured everything into this mission—her skills, her life, and now, her heart. She hadn’t expected to find love in the middle of a war for truth, but here it was, as undeniable as the victory they had achieved.
“I don’t know what comes next,” Seleste confessed, the vulnerability catching her off guard. “But I know I don’t want to do it alone.”
Zara’s gaze softened, and she leaned in closer, her exhaustion evident but her resolve still strong. “You won’t have to,” she promised. “We’ve faced the worst together, and we came out stronger. Whatever happens next, we’ll handle it. Together.”
There was something surreal about it all—the quiet after the storm, the realization that they had done the impossible. But more than anything, there was contentment. A sense of peace, fragile but real, settling over them as they sat there, side by side.
For the first time in a long time, Seleste allowed herself to feel that contentment. The relief, the pride, the deep, unshakable connection to Zara. She wasn’t just her partner in this mission. She was her partner in everything now.
As they looked out over the city, the weight of the world felt lighter. For now, they had each other, and that was enough.
The air between them felt different now—softer, lighter, as if the weight of their journey had finally lifted, leaving behind only the truth of their bond. The night sky stretched above them, but the city’s chaotic lights seemed distant, irrelevant compared to the warmth of each other’s presence.
Seleste leaned against the edge of the rooftop, her gaze drifting upward, but her thoughts were entirely focused on the woman beside her. The silence was comfortable, and for the first time in what felt like forever, she wasn’t afraid to break it.
“I never thought I’d be here,” Seleste began, her voice quiet but steady. She didn’t look at Zara yet, still gathering the courage to say what had been swirling in her mind for so long. “Not just here, in this city, after everything, but...here with you. Letting someone in like this.”
Zara shifted beside her, turning to face Seleste fully, her eyes soft but attentive. She didn’t push, didn’t say a word, just waited, giving Seleste the space she needed to open up.
“I built walls around myself for a reason,” Seleste continued, her fingers absently tracing the edge of the cold metal railing. “Being a spy meant trusting no one. And I was good at it. I thought that if I never let anyone get too close, I’d be safe—always in control.” She paused, swallowing hard, her voice faltering for a moment. “But then you came along, and everything changed.”
Zara’s breath hitched, her lips parting as if to speak, but she stayed silent, letting Seleste finish.
“I didn’t even see it happening at first,” Seleste admitted, her voice thick with emotion. “But the more time I spent with you, the more I realized that... I didn’t want to be alone anymore. That maybe—just maybe—I didn’t have to be.”
She turned to look at Zara now, her heart pounding in her chest. The vulnerability in her gaze was raw, unfiltered. “You make me feel things I didn’t think I could feel. I didn’t just fall for you—I needed you. And that scares the hell out of me, because now... now I don’t know how to live without you.”
For a moment, Zara didn’t respond, her own emotions swirling just beneath the surface. But then, a soft, almost disbelieving smile crept onto her lips, and she reached out, her fingers brushing against Seleste’s hand. The touch was light, but it anchored them both in the moment.
“You’re not the only one who’s scared,” Zara admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “From the moment we met, I knew you were different. You were watching me, observing me like you do, but there was something else—something in your eyes that told me you weren’t just another cold-hearted agent. I didn’t know what it was at the time, but I felt it.”
She took a deep breath, her fingers tightening slightly around Seleste’s. “At first, it was just an attraction, a curiosity. But the more we went through together, the more I realized... it was more than that. You didn’t just protect me—you trusted me, let me in. And in doing that, you made me realize how much I needed you too.”
Zara’s voice trembled, but she held Seleste’s gaze with unwavering intensity. “It’s more than just attraction, more than anything I’ve ever felt. I love you, Seleste. I think I’ve loved you for longer than I realized.”
The words hung in the air between them, heavy and freeing all at once. Seleste’s chest tightened, and for a brief moment, she felt like the ground had disappeared beneath her. But then, the warmth of Zara’s touch, the certainty in her voice, brought her back to solid ground.
Without thinking, Seleste leaned in, closing the distance between them. Her lips found Zara’s in a kiss that was soft but charged with everything they hadn’t said until now. It wasn’t rushed, wasn’t desperate—just real. Honest. A culmination of everything they had fought for, both against the system and within themselves.
Zara gasped into the kiss, the sudden, intense nature of it catching her off guard. But she melted into it, her hands reaching up to tangle in Seleste's hair as they lost themselves in each other. The heat of the moment was electric, but it was the intimacy of the gesture that had Zara feeling more grounded than she had in a long time.
Their hands explored each other, fingers roaming over soft skin, muscles that were both familiar and exciting. It felt different this time, more connected, like a switch had been flipped and they couldn't turn it back. They had exposed their hearts, and now, they were left with the aftermath: a space to breathe, to connect.
They broke apart only briefly, their faces flushed, their breathing heavy. But their eyes were soft, their expressions full of something that spoke far deeper than words could ever convey. They had come a long way together, and while the path ahead would be fraught with challenges, they had each other, and that was enough.
Seleste smiled, leaning in to kiss Zara again, slower this time, more intentional.
Zara shifted, straddling Seleste's hips, grinding slowly against her as they continued to make out. Their tongues tangled, and Seleste's hands gripped Zara's ass, pulling her closer.
They continued to grind, their breath mingling, their bodies pressed flush against each other. Zara's fingers roamed over Seleste's breasts, teasing her nipples through her shirt. She felt Seleste's arousal against her and she grinned, biting her lip.
"You're soaked," Zara teased, rocking her hips against Seleste's. "That's hot."
"Mmm, you make me wet," Seleste purred, her voice low and sultry. "You're so hot, and you feel so good against me."
Zara's lips curled into a grin, her hands trailing down to Seleste's hips, sliding under her shirt and squeezing her firm, toned ass. "I like feeling you up," Zara admitted, her voice a little shaky. "It's sexy as fuck."
"You're sexy as fuck," Seleste corrected, her hands gripping Zara's hips as she rocked against her. "So sexy, and so hot."
Zara leaned down, kissing Seleste again, her tongue dancing with hers. They were still exploring each other, but there was something almost desperate about their movements now. They had exposed themselves, and they needed each other more than ever.
"Fuck, I need you," Zara whispered against Seleste's lips. "I need you so bad."
"I need you too," Seleste agreed, her voice thick with desire. She shifted her hips, helping Zara slide her panties off, tossing them aside. "I want to feel you."
Zara's breathing hitched, her gaze darkening with lust. She reached back, grabbing Seleste's hands and guiding them back to her ass, grinding against her. She felt Seleste's fingers pressing into her skin, her eyes fluttering closed.
"Oh god, you're so fucking hot," Zara whispered, her voice trembling. "I want you, Seleste."
"I'm yours," Seleste promised, her tone equal parts reverent and lustful. "All yours, Zara."
They kissed again, the heat between them building, their bodies aching for more. Their hands explored each other, finding their way to the waistband of Seleste's pants. Zara's fingers dipped inside, finding her wet, warm core, her lips parting in a soft moan.
Seleste's hips rolled, her voice shaky as she pressed against Zara's fingers. "Mmm, yes," she gasped, her eyes locked on Zara's. "Touch me."
Zara's fingers danced over her clit, the sensation making her whole body tremble. "I want to feel you come," Zara said, her voice low and seductive. "I want to make you come."
Seleste's breath caught in her throat, her hips rocking against Zara's fingers. She had never felt this way with anyone before—like she needed someone more than she could even explain. And here she was, in the arms of the person she had come to trust and love, and she couldn't be more grateful.
"You're so good at this," Seleste groaned, her voice rough with pleasure. "So good at touching me."
"You like my fingers?" Zara teased, dipping them inside of her. "You like my fingers inside of you?"
"Yes," Seleste whimpered, her body shaking from the pressure. "Fuck, I'm gonna come."
"I want you to," Zara murmured, her voice thick with desire. She kissed Seleste again, her tongue slipping past her lips and tasting the salt of her arousal. "I want to taste you when you come."
Her words sent a wave of heat through Seleste, making her whole body flush with need. She couldn't remember the last time someone had made her come, but Zara had a way of making everything feel so much more intense.
"Zara," Seleste gasped, her hips rocking harder. "I'm so close, please don't stop."
"Never," Zara promised, her fingers moving faster. She worked Seleste's clit, her body responding to every touch, every sigh and gasp. "I want to see you come, Seleste."
Seleste's head fell back, her eyes fluttering closed. Her hips rocked, her breathing coming in short, heavy gasps. She was close, so close, and her entire body tightened with pleasure. "Oh god, I'm gonna come, oh fuck..."
"That's it, come for me," Zara murmured, her voice low and seductive. "Let go, Seleste."
Her body obeyed, the orgasm hitting her hard, her entire body trembling. It felt like she was flying, like her muscles were electric with pleasure. She couldn't catch her breath, couldn't even think, but the bliss in her expression was clear.
"Fuck, that was so hot," Zara whispered, her tone laced with desire. "You're so beautiful when you come."
Seleste grinned, still shaking slightly as she leaned down, kissing Zara deeply. "You're pretty fucking hot yourself," she purred, her voice raspy with satisfaction. "God, I needed that."
"Good," Zara replied, her lips curling into a smile. "Because I have a lot more where that came from."
"I look forward to it," Seleste replied, her voice full of promise. She paused, taking a deep breath, the lingering aftershocks of her orgasm fading away. "I'm going to make you come too, Zara."
"Mmm, I'm all yours," Zara replied, her voice low and seductive. "Whatever you want, wherever you want."
"You have no idea," Seleste teased, her voice playful. "I'm going to make you come so hard, you won't walk right for a week."
Zara's expression darkened, and she bit her lip, a fresh wave of arousal washing over her. She didn't know if she could handle more, but the idea of it—of Seleste's touch, of her skilled hands, her firm grip, the sound of her voice... fuck, it was more than she could stand.
"Mmm, I'm looking forward to it," Zara replied, her voice a little shaky. "Maybe we can even take a shower together."
"I think that can be arranged," Seleste replied, her tone mischievous. She leaned in, kissing Zara again, her hand finding Zara's breasts. "You like my hands on your tits?"
"Yes," Zara moaned, her back arching. "They're so soft and warm, and so... fucking nice."
"Good," Seleste purred, her touch growing more intense. "You're so sensitive, baby, and so fucking sexy."
"I'm all yours," Zara repeated, the words spilling from her lips without hesitation. "Anything you want, anything you need, I'm here for you."
The admission made Seleste's heart swell with warmth. She had never felt this connected to someone before, this willing to let someone in. She had thought she could protect herself, keep others at arm's length, but Zara had showed her otherwise.
And she was grateful.
"You're incredible, you know that?" Seleste asked, her tone soft but genuine. "You're so beautiful, and you're so fucking hot. I'm glad you're mine."
"I'm yours too," Zara replied, her voice trembling slightly. "I'm all yours, Seleste."
As the night air cooled around them, the weight of everything they had accomplished began to settle on Seleste’s shoulders. The city below still buzzed with life, but there was a different energy now—one of uncertainty, of possibility. Zara leaned against the railing, her hand intertwined with Seleste’s as they both stared into the distance, reflecting on what they had just set into motion.
“We really did it, you know,” Zara said, her voice quiet but filled with a mix of awe and exhaustion. “We didn’t bring the factions down, but we shifted the whole damn system.”
Seleste nodded, her mind still racing through the implications of their actions. “It’s not the end of the fight,” she murmured. “But it’s a start. We’ve put ourselves in the middle of a power struggle, and now... now they need us.”
Zara turned to her, her eyes sharp with understanding. “We’ve created something they can’t control—a new faction, one where people don’t have to pretend anymore. They’ll have no choice but to adapt, or they’ll crumble.”
Seleste could see it too. The power dynamics had shifted, and they had become central figures in the new order. The reptilian and alien facades were still in place for now, but with their subtle revelation, the pretense was beginning to crack. People would start asking questions, and soon enough, the truth would demand acknowledgment.
“We’ve become more than just survivors,” Seleste said, her voice steady. “We’ve become leaders in something new—something that values honesty and openness instead of deceit.”
Zara squeezed her hand, her expression softening. “And we’re going to face a lot of challenges because of it. There are still plenty of people who will try to take us down, who won’t want things to change.”
Seleste met her gaze, a fire igniting behind her cool exterior. “Let them try. We’re in this together now, and I’m not backing down.”
The words hung between them, heavy with resolve and mutual trust. They had faced so much together already, and the future would undoubtedly test them even more. But now, with their love as a foundation, they knew they could weather whatever came next.
“We’ve already broken the rules by exposing the truth,” Zara said, her tone laced with a touch of humor. “I say we keep breaking them. Show them that the old way doesn’t have to be the only way.”
A faint smile tugged at the corner of Seleste’s lips. “I like the sound of that.”
They stood in silence for a moment longer, the city lights flickering beneath them like stars scattered across the ground. It wasn’t just the world that had changed—it was them too. They weren’t the same people who had started this mission, and that was okay. They had grown, together.
Finally, Zara broke the silence. “So... what’s next? Now that we’ve shifted the balance of power, we can’t just sit back and wait for things to fall into place.”
Seleste’s eyes glinted with determination. “We plan. We keep pushing. We use the influence we’ve gained to make real changes.”
“And we do it together,” Zara added, her smile now full of warmth.
Seleste turned to face her fully, pulling her closer with a gentle tug. “Always,” she said softly. “We’re a team now, in every way that matters.”
As the night stretched on, they stood there, side by side, discussing what the future held—how they would navigate this new world as partners in both love and leadership. Whatever challenges lay ahead, they knew one thing for certain: they weren’t facing them alone anymore.




Chapter 23
The Future Together






Seleste and Zara walked side by side through the bustling streets, no longer cloaked in shadows or hidden behind false identities. For the first time in what felt like forever, they were free—free to be themselves, free to be together. The weight of secrecy had been lifted, and the city around them seemed brighter, more alive.
People turned their heads as they passed, eyes widening with recognition. Some whispered to each other, others offered small nods of acknowledgment. There was no mistaking it now—Seleste and Zara were symbols of change, of honesty in a world built on deception. Their faces had become public, their actions inspiring a new wave of hope in the hearts of those who longed for something different.
The air was charged with a quiet excitement, a kind of cautious optimism that had not existed before. The system was still standing, but cracks were beginning to show, and through those cracks, something new was emerging. People were starting to believe that the future didn’t have to look like the past.
Seleste caught sight of a group of workers gathered at the corner, their gazes fixed on her and Zara. For a moment, she felt the familiar pang of discomfort—years of living undercover had taught her to avoid attention at all costs. But now, instead of averting her eyes, she met their gazes. One of the workers, a woman with a rough exterior softened by a gentle smile, raised a hand in a subtle salute. Seleste felt a rush of warmth as she nodded back.
“We’ve really done it,” Zara said softly, walking close beside her. There was a smile in her voice, a hint of wonder that Seleste hadn’t heard in some time. “We’re living openly—no more hiding, no more pretending.”
Seleste glanced at Zara, taking in the way her partner’s eyes gleamed with something more than just relief. It was joy. For both of them, this was a victory far beyond the political or strategic—it was personal. They had fought not just for truth, but for the right to love openly, without fear or subterfuge.
“It’s strange,” Seleste murmured, her voice thoughtful. “To be out here like this, with everyone knowing who we are.”
“It’s freeing,” Zara countered gently. “I never thought I’d feel this way. Like I can finally breathe without looking over my shoulder.”
Seleste smiled, her hand brushing against Zara’s as they walked. “You’re right. No more shadows.”
As they continued down the street, the city itself seemed to reflect their newfound freedom. The once-oppressive neon lights felt warmer, the towering buildings less foreboding. The world had not changed overnight, but there was a subtle shift—a sense of possibility, of hope. They could feel it in the way people looked at them, the way the air hummed with something new. They had become more than just rebels, more than just leaders of a new faction. They were living proof that change was possible.
For the first time in a long time, Seleste felt the weight lift from her chest. The years of deception, the constant need to hide who she was, had finally fallen away. She could be herself—fully and completely—with the person she loved at her side. And the world was watching, not with judgment, but with curiosity and hope.
Zara slipped her hand into Seleste’s, squeezing it gently. “We’ve earned this,” she said softly. “This freedom, this life. We’ve earned it.”
Seleste nodded, her heart swelling with a quiet sense of triumph. They had exposed the truth, and in doing so, they had not just changed the system—they had changed themselves. No more hiding. No more pretending. They were free to live, to love, and to face the future together.
As they moved further away from the city center, where the crowds had thinned and the noise had quieted, Seleste felt the weight of everything they had accomplished slowly begin to settle. For so long, her life had been about survival—about staying one step ahead, about deception, and about keeping her true self hidden. But now, standing beside Zara with the world laid bare before them, something inside her finally began to unravel.
They found a quiet spot, a small overlook where the city stretched out beneath them, bathed in the neon glow of a world that was changing in real time. Seleste leaned against the railing, her eyes scanning the horizon, but her mind was far from the politics and power plays they had left behind.
“I never thought...” Seleste began, her voice soft, almost hesitant. She paused, searching for the words. “I never thought I’d have this. Any of this.”
Zara, standing close, turned to face her, her brow furrowing gently in curiosity. “What do you mean?”
Seleste let out a small, shaky breath, her fingers tightening around the cold metal of the railing. “I’ve been pretending for so long, Zara. Living a life in the shadows, always lying, always hiding. I didn’t think I could ever have something real. I didn’t think it was possible for someone like me.”
The vulnerability in her voice was raw, almost startling to her own ears. She had never let anyone see her like this—never allowed herself to feel this exposed, this human. But here, with Zara, it felt different. It felt safe.
Zara stepped closer, her hand brushing against Seleste’s. “Seleste,” she said softly, “you’re the most real person I’ve ever met. Pretending... hiding... none of that changes who you are underneath.”
Seleste shook her head, her gaze falling to the ground. “But that’s just it, isn’t it? I’ve spent so long pretending to be someone else that I lost sight of who I was. I didn’t think I could ever be truly seen.”
Zara’s hand found hers, squeezing gently. “I see you, Seleste. I’ve seen you from the moment we met. And everything you are—all the walls, all the pretending—it only makes me love you more. Because I know what it’s taken for you to get here.”
Seleste’s chest tightened, the overwhelming rush of emotions catching her off guard. She had been so focused on the mission, so wrapped up in the fight, that she hadn’t allowed herself to truly feel the weight of what she had found in Zara. This wasn’t just love—it was the kind of connection she hadn’t believed she could ever deserve.
“I didn’t think I could ever have this,” Seleste whispered, her voice barely audible. “But with you, I finally feel... seen. For the first time in my life, I don’t have to hide.”
Zara’s eyes softened, her grip on Seleste’s hand tightening with reassurance. She could see the cracks in Seleste’s armor—the layers of fear, doubt, and self-preservation that had kept her safe for so long. But now, as those walls crumbled, Zara felt a fierce protectiveness rise in her chest. Not to shield Seleste from the world, but to stand beside her, facing it together.
“I never doubted us,” Zara said quietly, her voice steady and sure. “Not for a second.”
Seleste looked up, her eyes wide with surprise. “How?”
Zara smiled softly, brushing a strand of hair away from Seleste’s face. “Because I’ve never met anyone like you. From the moment we met, even when you were pretending to be someone else, I could feel it. That connection. I knew that if we could survive all of this—everything the world has thrown at us—then we could survive anything. Together.”
Seleste’s breath hitched, her heart swelling with the intensity of Zara’s words. “You never doubted?”
“Not once,” Zara affirmed. “I saw something in you, Seleste, something strong, something unbreakable. And when I realized it wasn’t just about the mission... that it was about us... I knew. I knew we were capable of anything. Finding love in a world like this? It means we’re unstoppable.”
Seleste couldn’t help but smile, the warmth of Zara’s conviction filling her with a sense of peace she hadn’t realized she needed. They had faced down an entire system of lies and manipulation, and through it all, they had found something real. Something lasting.
“You make me believe it too,” Seleste admitted softly, her hand tightening in Zara’s. “That we’re unstoppable.”
Zara leaned in, her forehead resting gently against Seleste’s. “We are,” she whispered. “And whatever comes next, we’ll face it together.”
Seleste and Zara stood together at the edge of the overlook, the vast expanse of the city spreading out beneath them. The city lights flickered in the distance, casting a soft glow over the streets that had once seemed so foreign, so disconnected from their lives. Now, everything felt different—there was hope in the air, a sense of new beginnings.
Seleste’s hand tightened around Zara’s as she let the weight of the moment settle over her. They had faced down the most powerful factions in the world, exposed a truth that had been hidden for generations, and somehow, they had come out the other side stronger—together. But it wasn’t just the system they had triumphed over. They had conquered something deeper, something within themselves.
Seleste glanced sideways at Zara, a soft smile tugging at her lips. "It feels like we’ve only just begun, doesn’t it?"
Zara nodded, her eyes reflecting the neon light. "We have. There’s still so much to do, so much to change. But we’ll do it. Together."
The word "together" hung in the air, carrying a weight of promise and certainty that Seleste had never felt before. There had always been something isolating about her journey through life—always the lone spy, the one who couldn’t afford to trust or to love. But standing here now, with Zara by her side, she felt something she hadn’t known was possible: peace.
They turned to leave, their hands still intertwined. The city felt alive in a way it hadn’t before. As they walked through the bustling streets, past the bright signs and the rush of people, Seleste found herself noticing the small things—couples holding hands, friends laughing as they leaned on each other, conversations flowing with ease. It was the same city she had walked through before, but now it looked different.
Before, those moments had only made her feel more isolated, more trapped in her solitary existence. She had envied those connections, those bonds that seemed so out of reach. She had walked through the streets with a sense of detachment, feeling like an outsider in a world full of intimacy and connection.
But now… now she felt something new.
As she watched the people pass by, their lives intertwined in a dance of companionship and love, she didn’t feel alone anymore. Instead, she felt unity. She felt the embrace of the world around her, like she was finally a part of something bigger than herself. For the first time, she wasn’t just watching from the outside—she was living it, walking hand in hand with someone she loved.
Zara’s thumb brushed gently over the back of her hand, a quiet, grounding gesture. Seleste looked at her, and in that moment, the world felt right. They had fought so hard to get here—to a place where they could be open, honest, and free. And now, as they walked through the city, they were no longer just surviving. They were building a future.
The road ahead wasn’t going to be easy. There would be more challenges, more battles to fight. But as Seleste looked out over the city, the warmth of Zara’s hand in hers, she knew they were ready.
They had triumphed over the system, over their fears, over everything that had once held them back. And now, together, they would face whatever came next.
As they walked off into the night, the city stretching before them like a canvas waiting to be painted, Seleste no longer felt like she was on the outside looking in. She was free. And with Zara by her side, she knew they could take on the world.
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