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Chapter One – The Cabin in the Clearing
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The forest was alive with whispers.

Not the kind that frightened, but the kind that soothed — the rustle of leaves against the wind, the hush of pine needles falling softly, and the distant call of a river winding its way through dusk.

Luca arrived at the cabin just as the sun was sinking behind the trees. Golden light spilled through the clearing, catching the dust in lazy spirals. The cabin looked exactly as he remembered — weathered, quiet, a little lonely — but somehow still waiting.

He stood there for a moment, suitcase in hand, breathing in the scent of earth and cedar. He hadn’t been back since he was seventeen.

Since him.

Inside, the cabin was just as he left it. The same stone fireplace. The same creaky floors. A pair of mismatched mugs on the shelf — one blue, one chipped white. He smiled faintly.

He unpacked slowly, setting his old camera by the window. He’d come back to photograph the fireflies, the ones that only appeared here for a few weeks each summer. That’s what he told himself, at least. But he knew the truth — he came back because of Noah.

Noah, with his easy laugh and hands that always smelled faintly of pine sap. Noah, who believed that stars were just forgotten fireflies, and that every person carried a little light of their own.

They had met here, one restless summer, both seventeen, both full of ideas too big for their small worlds. They had spent nights by the fire talking about the future, what they’d do, who they’d become. And then, without planning it, they had kissed — once, softly, as the forest shimmered with light.

And the next morning, Noah was gone.

Luca sat on the porch that night, camera beside him, as the first fireflies began to appear — faint glimmers, blinking like tiny hearts in the dark. He lifted the camera, then lowered it again.

Some things were meant to be seen, not captured.

He thought of leaving the next day. But then, in the faint glow of the clearing, he saw movement — a figure emerging from the trees, carrying a lantern, his steps sure and familiar.

Luca froze.

The man stopped a few feet away, light spilling across his face. The years had changed him — his jaw stronger, hair a little shorter — but those eyes, soft and golden-brown like the forest itself, were the same.

“Luca?” Noah’s voice was hesitant, barely above a whisper. “I didn’t think I’d see you here again.”

Luca stood slowly, heart pounding. “I could say the same to you.”

Noah smiled — small, uncertain, but real. “I guess neither of us could stay away.”

For a moment, the silence between them was full — of everything unsaid, everything lost and remembered. Then a firefly drifted between them, lighting the air like a tiny star.

Luca laughed quietly. “They still come here.”

“Of course they do,” Noah said. “They always come back to the light.”
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