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      Dr. Selina Holt pressed her palm against the rough bark of what her scanner insisted was a tree, though it pulsed with bioluminescent veins like a living heartbeat. The readings made no sense. According to her equipment, this single organism contained more genetic diversity than an entire Earth rainforest.

      "Impossible," she whispered, but the word felt hollow in the alien twilight of Verdania's ancient forest.

      She'd fought for this assignment. At twenty-eight, she was the youngest botanist ever selected for an off-world expedition, and she had something to prove. While her colleagues studied the safer specimens near base camp, she'd ventured deeper into the wilderness, determined to catalog something genuinely groundbreaking.

      The forest around her hummed with life that defied every classification system she knew. Crystalline leaves chimed in the breeze. Moss glowed soft blue beneath her boots. Flowers the size of dinner plates tracked her movement like curious eyes, their petals shifting through the color spectrum as she passed.

      It was beautiful. Alien. And according to her GPS, she was officially lost.

      Selina checked her comm unit for the third time in ten minutes. Still nothing but static. The electromagnetic interference that made this planet so fascinating to study also made it hell for navigation. Her team would be looking for her, but in a forest that stretched for thousands of kilometers, that wasn't particularly comforting.

      Thunder rumbled overhead, though she couldn't see the sky through the dense canopy. The bioluminescent plants flickered in response, their glow intensifying as if feeding off the coming storm.

      "Great," she muttered, shouldering her pack. "Just perfect."

      The first drops of rain felt wrong against her skin. Too warm. Too thick. When she looked at her hand, the moisture glowed faintly, like liquid starlight. Then the real storm hit.

      Lightning cracked through the forest, but instead of the usual white-hot flash, it blazed purple and green, following the network of glowing veins that connected tree to tree. The electromagnetic pulse fried her scanner instantly. Her comm unit died with a pathetic chirp. Even her flashlight went dark.

      In the sudden chaos, Selina stumbled backward and caught her foot on a root that definitely hadn't been there moments before. She went down hard, pain shooting through her ankle as she tumbled into a depression between two massive trees.

      The storm raged above her, alien lightning painting the canopy in impossible colors, while she huddled in her tiny shelter and tried not to panic. She was alone, injured, and completely cut off from her team. Her ankle throbbed with every heartbeat, and she was pretty sure it was more than just a sprain.

      As the storm slowly passed, the forest settled into an eerie quiet. The bioluminescent plants dimmed to a soft glow, just enough light to see a few feet in any direction. Selina tested her weight on her injured ankle and immediately regretted it. Definitely sprained, maybe worse.

      She was trying to figure out how to splint it with her equipment when she heard something moving through the underbrush. Something big.

      Selina froze, every survival instinct screaming at her to stay perfectly still. The expedition briefings had mentioned that Verdania's larger life forms were largely unknown. The few readings they'd gotten suggested creatures of significant size, but nothing concrete. Nothing that told her whether they were dangerous.

      The footsteps came closer. Too heavy to be human. Too deliberate to be an animal wandering past. Through the soft glow of the surrounding plants, she saw him.

      Her first thought was that her injured brain was hallucinating, because no creature that size should be able to move so silently. He had to be seven feet tall, with shoulders broad enough to span the space between trees. But it was his skin that made her question her sanity.

      Moss. He was covered in living moss that shifted and grew as she watched, flowing across his massive frame like a second skin. Bark-textured patches covered his arms and chest, while smaller plants seemed to sprout directly from his shoulders. His hair fell in dark waves threaded with tiny flowering vines.

      When he turned toward her hiding spot, she saw his face and her breath caught in her throat.

      Alien, yes, but beautiful in a way that made her chest tight. His features were sharp and angular, with high cheekbones and a strong jaw. But his eyes were what captured her. Deep forest green, with flecks of gold that seemed to glow in the dim light. Ancient eyes. Sad eyes.

      Eyes that were looking directly at her.

      Selina's heart hammered against her ribs as he stepped closer. She should run. She should scream. She should do anything except sit there staring at him like he was the most fascinating specimen she'd ever encountered.

      Instead, she felt heat flush through her body despite the cool air after the storm. Her pulse quickened, but not entirely from fear. Something deeper stirred in her belly, primitive and demanding in a way that had nothing to do with scientific curiosity.

      He approached slowly, hands visible and empty, making soft sounds that might have been words in a language she didn't recognize. His voice was deep, rumbling through his chest like distant thunder, and it did things to her nervous system that made no logical sense.

      When he knelt beside her, she caught his scent. Earth and rain and growing things, with something underneath that was purely male. It made her head swim and her body react in ways that defied every rational thought.

      "I'm not going to hurt you," she said, though she was the one trapped and injured. The words seemed inadequate, but he tilted his head at the sound of her voice, those impossible eyes studying her face.

      He reached toward her slowly, giving her time to pull away. When she didn't, his fingertips brushed her cheek with infinite gentleness. His skin was warm and surprisingly soft despite the bark-like texture, and at his touch, something extraordinary happened.

      Tiny white flowers bloomed in her hair.

      Selina gasped, reaching up to touch the delicate petals that definitely hadn't been there moments before. He made another soft sound, almost like a purr, and more flowers appeared where his fingers had touched her skin.

      "What are you?" she whispered, but he was already examining her injured ankle with careful hands. His touch sent warmth through the swollen joint, and she watched in amazement as some of the pain faded.

      He said something in his musical language, then lifted her easily in his arms. Selina knew she should protest, should demand he put her down, should do something other than melt against his moss-covered chest like she belonged there.

      But as consciousness faded from exhaustion and pain, her last coherent thought was that she'd never felt safer in her life. Her logical mind whispered warnings about alien creatures and unknown intentions, but her body had already made its decision.

      She was exactly where she needed to be.

      The forest around them pulsed with gentle light as he carried her deeper into the glowing wilderness, flowers blooming in their wake like a trail of stars.
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      Sylven felt her presence like a song in his bones three full cycles before he saw her.

      For three centuries, he'd guarded the sacred groves of the deepwood, watching seasons change and trees grow ancient while he remained constant. Alone. The forest spoke to him in whispers of wind through leaves, in the slow pulse of sap through bark, but never had it called to him with such urgent harmony.

      Something had changed. Someone had entered his domain who didn't belong to the sterile settlements on the planet's edge. This presence sang differently, touched his world with reverence instead of conquest.

      He followed the pull through the twilight paths only he knew, past groves where the oldest trees shared memories spanning millennia. The calling grew stronger with each step, thrumming through his root network until every fiber of his being pointed toward the source.

      When he found her cataloging sacred blooms in the heart of his territory, his entire world shifted.

      She knelt among the luminous orchids that bloomed only once per century, her hands gentle as she documented their impossible beauty. The flowers leaned toward her touch like they recognized something in her that called to their ancient magic.

      Sylven's breath caught in his throat. She was small and soft, built nothing like the sturdy Verdani females he remembered from his youth. Her hair caught the bioluminescent glow, pale gold where theirs was dark. Her skin looked fragile as flower petals, unmarked by the deep green that showed a
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