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The Ceremony of Separation**

Twin moons rose together over Aeonys, gliding in slow harmony above the city’s crystal spires. One burned silver-white, cold and sharp as polished steel. The other glowed violet, softer, casting long shadows that shimmered and shifted across domes, bridges, and terraces shaped by centuries of careful design. From above, the city looked carved rather than built—grown from intention, not conquest.

Jonah Wren stood at the edge of the embassy plaza and watched the light move.

The great gates of the Aeonysian Embassy loomed before him, arched and seamless, their surfaces alive with faint geometric patterns that responded to proximity and intention. They had stood for generations, unchanged by time or treaty, marking the boundary between Earth and a world that had never fully trusted it.

Jonah adjusted the fall of his diplomatic coat, smoothing fabric that suddenly felt too heavy on his shoulders. The garment bore Earth’s insignia—simple, restrained, deliberately unadorned in contrast to the splendor beyond the gates. He had chosen it carefully, knowing how appearances mattered here.

Tonight, everything mattered.

He drew a slow breath, steadying himself. The air carried the faint scent of star-lilies drifting from the inner gardens, sharp and sweet, layered with something mineral and unfamiliar. Aeonys always smelled like memory to him—like a place older than human ambition.

You are here to preserve peace, he reminded himself.

Not to break it.

Yet his heart betrayed him, beating far too fast for a man merely attending a ceremony.

Jonah had come to Aeonys as Earth’s youngest senior envoy, handpicked for his patience, his empathy, and his record of resolving conflicts that others escalated. He had been briefed endlessly on Aeonysian law, culture, and history—on the fragile alliance that had held between their worlds for nearly a century.

What no briefing had prepared him for was Yara.

Her voice surfaced in his mind unbidden, soft and melodic, carrying both strength and warmth. He remembered the first time they had spoken beyond formal introductions—an accidental conversation in the observatory months ago, beneath a sky crowded with stars unfamiliar to both of them.

What had begun as cautious curiosity had grown into something far more dangerous.

Forbidden.

Jonah crossed the plaza toward the gates. Each step echoed faintly against the polished stone, a sound swallowed quickly by the vastness of the space. As he approached, the guards came into clearer view—Aeonysians tall and slender, their skin glowing faintly in hues of sapphire and gold. Their eyes, luminous and unblinking, regarded him with calm intensity.

They had seen civilizations rise and fade, Jonah thought. And yet they stand here, unchanged.

He presented his credentials without a word. One of the guards examined the seal, its surface flickering briefly as it authenticated his identity. After a moment, the guard inclined his head.

“Envoy Jonah Wren,” he said in flawless Standard. “You may enter.”

The gates parted soundlessly, revealing the embassy’s grand hall.

Jonah stepped inside—and into another world.

Light cascaded from above, refracted through crystalline arches and suspended panels that glowed in shifting shades of silver, blue, and violet. The hall was alive with motion: delegates in flowing robes, veils spun from nebula silk, ceremonial jewelry that caught and bent the light into dazzling patterns. Voices overlapped in two languages, weaving a low, rhythmic hum through the air.
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