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Aris ran calloused fingers over the jagged bark of a lightning-struck oak, tracing patterns only he understood. The scar on his jaw tightened as he squinted at a cluster of luminous moths dancing near a patch of moonlit ferns. Beside him, Ilyra let out a soft sigh that made the moss beneath her feet shimmer faintly.

 

"It remembers," she murmured, her voice like wind through willow branches. Her emerald skin glowed softly as she pressed her palm against the charred wood. "Even broken things hold stories, Aris."

 

He offered her his dented copper flask without looking, his gaze tracking a bat's erratic flight against the deepening indigo sky. Ilyra accepted it, her fingers brushing his with a warmth that lingered. The faint clatter of pebbles underfoot echoed softly as they moved deeper beneath the canopy, where fireflies blinked like scattered stars low in the underbrush.

 

The trees parted and they stepped into a small clearing carpeted in velvety moss that pulsed with soft, emerald light beneath their feet. Before Aris could speak, a cloud of fireflies erupted from a thicket of night-blooming jasmine – a swirling constellation of pale gold that danced around Ilyra. She gasped, a sound like chimes, then laughed. It wasn't just a laugh; it was pure, resonant joy that made the glowing moss flare brighter and the air hum. She spun, slender limbs catching the firelight, her dew-kissed skin shimmering, the orchids tangled in her dark-green curls glowing sapphire. Her hips swayed enticingly, vines tracing playful arcs around her ankles as she bounced lightly, reaching out to let the tiny lights kiss her fingertips. "They remember the summer stars!" she breathed, her eyes reflecting the swirling gold.

 

Aris stopped at the clearing's edge, utterly transfixed. The weariness etched around his eyes softened as he watched her, a faint, involuntary smile touching his lips. He leaned against a smooth-barked willow, the rough leather of his gear momentarily forgotten. The fireflies wove halos around Ilyra, catching in the cascade of her curls and highlighting the elegant lines of her pointed ears, the delicate curve where bark-like texture met smooth skin along her collarbone. The scent of jasmine, damp earth, and something uniquely her – like crushed pine needles warmed by sun – filled his lungs. He saw the unguarded delight in her ocean-blue eyes, the way her laughter made the flora respond, tiny glowing mushrooms nodding in time. The copper flask felt suddenly heavy and irrelevant at his hip.

 

One particularly bold firefly landed softly on the blooming blue orchid nestled just above her left breast. Ilyra froze, her breath catching. She looked down, her smile turning tender, and slowly raised her finger. Instead of brushing it away, she whispered something melodic and soft, a sound that seemed to vibrate in Aris’s bones. The firefly pulsed brighter for a moment, casting a warm, intimate glow over the curve of her breast and the intricate vine patterns swirling across her skin. Then, it lifted gently, spiraling upwards to join the swirling constellation. She slowly lifted her gaze to meet Aris's, her expression a mixture of serene wonder and a slow-burning warmth that hadn't been there moments before.

 

The clearing felt charged, intimate. Aris pushed himself off the willow trunk, drawn towards her luminous form amidst the swirling gold. He took a silent step onto the pulsing moss, the light beneath his feet flaring softly in welcome. The rhythmic chirrup of night insects faded into a hushed background hum. Ilyra watched him approach, her head tilted slightly, a curious, almost expectant softness in her eyes. She extended her hand towards him, palm up, fingers trembling faintly. The air thickened with the scent of anticipation, the magic of the grove humming around them like the thrum of a thousand silent wings. Nearby, a cluster of glowing mushrooms dimmed slightly, as if respectfully turning away.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg





