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CHAPTER 1 — THE NIGHT THE SKY BROKE
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The forest had always been Elara’s sanctuary—an untouched world of whispering leaves, soft winds, and the soothing rhythm of nature. Even on nights when the world outside felt too loud, too cruel, too demanding, she could walk beneath the towering pines and feel the earth steady her heart.

Tonight, however, the forest felt wrong. Still.

Heavy.

As if every tree was holding its breath.

Elara tightened her grip on her backpack strap, her boots crunching softly on fallen leaves. She had taken this path a thousand times before. It led to a small clearing by the river where she loved to sit and write. It was her refuge after the exhausting chaos of college and roommates and deadlines.

But tonight was different.

The air tasted metallic—like the moment before a storm. Her steps slowed.

A cold prickle crawled up her spine, and she stopped walking altogether. Something... someone... was watching her.

“Hello?” she called softly, hating how her voice shook. The forest swallowed the sound.

No answer. Only silence.

Not even crickets.

Her throat tightened with unease. She took a slow step back, then another. Every instinct screamed at her to turn around and run, but something rooted her to the spot—a strange pressure in the air, a weight settling over her skin.

Then the sky cracked. It wasn’t lightning.

It wasn’t thunder.

It was something far older, deeper—a tear in the air itself. A sound she felt in her bones, like the world splitting open.

Elara gasped and stumbled backward as the air above the river warped, twisting into a spiraling red vortex. Leaves rose into the sky, dancing violently before incinerating into ash. The smell of burning earth filled her lungs.

“What the—” she whispered, unable to move. The vortex pulsed once.

Twice.

And then something fell out of it.

A creature—wrong, unnatural, dripping with thick dark-red liquid that shimmered like molten blood. It landed on all fours with a wet, sickening thud, its elongated limbs spreading out like broken shadows.

It lifted its head. Empty eyes.

No pupils. No soul. Just hunger.

Elara’s entire body froze. Her heartbeat thundered against her ribs, too loud in the suffocating silence.

The creature sniffed the air. At her.

Elara stumbled back, her breath catching painfully. She tried to scream but the sound died in her throat.

And then it moved. Fast—far too fast.

“NO!” she cried, scrambling away.

The creature lunged, claws slicing through the air—

—and stopped. Right in front of her. Inches away.

Because something had grabbed it. Someone.

A hand—pale, strong—clamped around the creature’s throat, yanking it back with effortless strength.

Elara blinked, breathless.

A man stood between her and the monster.

Tall, built like a silent storm, dressed in all black—coat whipping in the violent wind, hair falling into eyes that glowed like embers in the dark.

His presence swallowed the chaos, bending it around him, commanding it. He looked at the creature with cold fury.

“I warned your kind,” he said, voice low and dangerous, “not to enter this world.” His tone made the forest tremble.

The creature screeched, lashing out, but the man didn’t even flinch. He slammed its head into the ground so hard the earth cracked. His fingers moved with unnatural precision—too fast, too controlled.

Then he whispered something in a language Elara had never heard. A harsh, ancient sound.

The creature shrieked—its body convulsing. And then—

It exploded into dust.

Silence returned as the ash scattered into the wind. Elara’s knees nearly buckled.

The man stood still for a moment, his back toward her, his chest rising and falling with quiet, controlled breaths. He turned his head slightly, just enough for her to see the sharp line of his jaw, the faint shimmer of moonlight on his cheek, and the dangerous glow fading from his eyes.

Her heart raced wildly, louder than the storm overhead. Who was he?

He straightened, wiped a smear of dark ash from his knuckles, and spoke without turning around.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Elara opened her mouth but no sound came out. Her throat felt dry, her lips trembling. He turned to face her fully.

And she stopped breathing. He was—beautiful.

But not humanly. Not normally.

Too pale. Too perfect. Too still.

His eyes locked onto hers—deep, dark, swirling with something she couldn’t define. Anger? Sorrow? Hunger?

“Are you hurt?” he asked quietly.

His voice was softer now—lower, like velvet brushing skin. Elara shook her head, unable to tear her gaze away. “What... what was that thing?” she whispered.

He held her stare. Long.

Intense.

Like he was reading every thought in her head.

“It doesn’t matter,” he finally said. “You need to leave.”

“I—I can’t just pretend that didn’t happen.” Her words tumbled out shaky but determined. “You saved my life. I need to know what’s going on.”

His jaw tightened.

“I shouldn’t have saved you,” he muttered, more to himself than to her. The words cut, sharp and cold.

Elara stepped back, stung. “Then why did you?”

He shut his eyes briefly, as if pained.

When he opened them again, they were colder than before. “Instinct,” he said. “And a mistake.”

“How can saving someone be a mistake?” He didn’t answer.

Instead, he stepped closer. Too close.

She gasped.

His presence hit her like a wave—powerful, overwhelming, pulling the breath from her lungs. She could feel the cold emanating from him, feel the strange electricity crackling in the air between them.

“You need to forget what you saw,” he said quietly, voice hypnotic. “For your own good.” Elara swallowed hard.

“I can’t.”

He stared at her. Longer this time.

Something flickered in his expression—an emotion so quick she almost missed it. Fear.

Not of the creature. Not of the vortex.

But of her.

He stepped back.

Everything inside her screamed to stop him, to ask who he was, why he fought like a shadow carved from moonlight, why the air itself listened when he breathed.

Before she could speak—

He vanished. No running. No sound.

Nothing. Just gone.

Elara stumbled forward, staring at the empty air.

Her breath shook as she pressed a hand to her racing heart. “What... are you?” she whispered into the silent forest.

The sky above had closed. The vortex gone.

Everything normal again. Too normal.

As if nothing had happened at all. But Elara knew the truth.

Something had broken tonight. Something had shifted.

Her life had changed in the moment her eyes met his.

And somewhere out in the darkness, the man who wasn’t human— the man who saved her—

was watching her leave.

His name would echo in her destiny soon enough. Joy.
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CHAPTER 2 — HIS SCENT REMAINS
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Elara didn’t sleep that night.

She lay in bed staring at the ceiling, the moonlight spilling through her window like pale silver threads. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw his face—sharp, cold, impossibly flawless. His eyes—dark and burning—seemed carved into her memory.

And the way he vanished... No human could do that.

Her fingertips drifted to her throat, where the creature had almost struck her. The memory of its shriek made her shiver, but what haunted her more was him—the stranger made of shadows and moonlight who appeared, saved her, and disappeared like a myth reborn.

But the strongest memory was something else. That moment he stepped too close.

The icy electricity that shot through her body, the air tightening around them, the way her breath caught in her chest as if the world had forgotten how to move.

She’d never felt anything like it. It scared her.

It thrilled her.

It refused to leave her.

She turned in bed, pressing her face into her pillow, groaning softly. “This is insane,” she whispered into the darkness.

But insanity didn’t stop the truth. He wasn’t normal.

He wasn’t human.

And somehow... she wasn’t afraid of him. That terrified her even more.

At dawn, Elara gave up trying to sleep. She dressed quietly, grabbed her satchel, and slipped out of the house. She told herself she was going to class, but she knew the truth— She wanted to make sure last night had been real.

When she reached the forest entrance, she froze.

The trees looked normal. The path was untouched. The river gleamed peacefully under the morning sun. There was no vortex. No scorch marks. No blood. No shattered ground where the creature landed.

It was as if the forest itself had erased every trace of the night. “Elara?”

She jumped, turning to see her best friend Mira stepping onto the path, a coffee in hand and a sleepy expression. “What are you doing here so early?”

Elara opened her mouth. Closed it.

How could she explain?

“Oh, I just... wanted some fresh air,” she lied.

Mira sipped her coffee. “At sunrise? Girl, you need help.” Elara tried to smile, but her mind kept drifting back to him. To the way he had said: I shouldn’t have saved you.

It burned inside her.

They walked together to campus, but Mira kept glancing at her.

“You’re weirdly quiet today,” she said. “Did something happen last night?” Elara hesitated. “Nothing important.”

Mira snorted. “Yeah right. Your aura is all—” She waved her hand dramatically. “—Haunted heroine in a fantasy movie.”

If only she knew.

By the time Elara reached her first class, exhaustion weighed heavily on her, but her senses were strangely awake—too awake. Every sound seemed sharper, every scent more vivid.

She took her seat, exhaling slowly. Then she smelled it.

Cold wind. Midnight air.

A faint trace of something dark and intoxicating—like winter rain mixed with smoke. Her heart stopped.

His scent.

She sat up straight, eyes scanning the room. Her breath hitched.

The chair in the back row—empty seconds ago—was now occupied. By him.

Joy.

Dressed in black again. Silent. Still as carved stone. His gaze was fixed on her, unblinking, unreadable.

A shock ran through her body. “What...?” she whispered.

His eyes narrowed slightly. Not cruel. Not warm. Something in between. Something dangerous.

Elara’s pulse hammered.

He looked different in daylight. Less like a shadow, more like a flawless, impossible man who didn’t belong in a classroom full of humans.

But his presence— She felt it immediately. Electric.

Cold.

Pulling her toward him.

She tore her eyes away, forcing herself to face forward, but she could still feel him. As if he was sitting right beside her, breathing against her skin.

This was insane. Why was he here?

How had he even enrolled?

Her hands trembled slightly on her notebook. She dared a glance over her shoulder.

He was still staring.

Her breath caught, heat rising to her cheeks. His gaze wasn’t soft. It was... searching. Like he was studying every part of her, trying to understand why she existed at all.

And yet—

There was something else behind that stormy intensity. Regret.

While Elara struggled in class, miles away—across a hidden valley only visible to supernatural eyes—another battle raged.

Joy slammed the heavy oak door of the Council Hall behind him, the ancient wood cracking from the force. His footsteps echoed like thunder as he entered the stone chamber lit by crimson torches. Twelve robed figures turned to him, their expressions dark.

The High Elder stepped forward.

“Joy,” she hissed, her voice like dry leaves. “You broke the law.” Joy said nothing.

“You interfered in the human world,” another Elder growled. “You saved a mortal life. You exposed yourself.”

“I didn’t expose anything,” Joy muttered, voice low with controlled fury. “The creature appeared before I sensed it. If I hadn’t acted, she would be dead.”

“That,” the Elder snapped, “was the correct outcome.” Joy’s fingers curled into fists.

A sharp pain flashed through his mind—her face. Her frightened eyes.

Her trembling voice when she asked, ‘Why did you save me?’ He pushed the memory away.

“She saw what crossed the breach,” an Elder said coldly. “She cannot be allowed to live.” Joy’s jaw tightened. “She won’t talk.”

“You don’t know that.” “I DO.”

The word shook the hall.

The Elders eyed him, whispering amongst themselves. The High Elder’s gaze sharpened.

“There is something wrong with you, Joy. You have been unpredictable for years. Detached. Reckless. And now you risk our entire existence over one human girl?”

Joy’s glare darkened. “She didn’t ask for this.”

“Neither did we,” the Elder snapped. “Yet here we are—forced to clean your mistake.” Joy stepped forward.

“If anyone touches her,” he said quietly, dangerously, “I will end them.” The chamber fell silent.

A threat against the Council was death—instant and unquestioned. But none dared call it out.

Because they had all seen Joy fight. They knew what he was.

What he could become.

They watched him leave, disappearing into the shadows without another word. Back in class, Elara felt the weight of his presence like gravity pulling her in.

When the bell finally rang, she jumped to gather her things, but as she stood— He was suddenly beside her.

She froze.

He leaned close, speaking so softly only she could hear. “You shouldn’t stare at me,” he murmured.

Her chest tightened. “I wasn’t—” “You were.”

Her breath hitched. His voice wasn’t angry. It was... conflicted.

Rough around the edges, like he was fighting an internal war.

She swallowed hard. “What are you doing here?”

Joy looked away for a moment, jaw tight. “I needed to confirm something.” “What?”

He hesitated.

And for a second—just one second—she saw something raw flicker over his expression. Fear.

Of her? For her?

Then the mask closed again.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said coldly.

She glared. “You can’t just walk into my life, save me, tell me to forget, and then show up in my classroom like nothing happened!”

His eyes sharpened. “I told you to forget.” “Well, I didn’t.”

A muscle in his jaw twitched.

Their faces were inches apart now, breath mingling. Elara tried to step back, but Joy stepped forward, catching her wrist—gently, but firmly enough that she felt it all the way to her heartbeat.

The touch sent that same icy electricity shooting through her veins. She gasped softly.

Joy immediately released her, pulling back as if burned. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Don’t let me touch you.” “Why?” she whispered back.

His eyes darkened.

“Because humans aren’t supposed to feel that.” “What? The cold? The shock?”

He shook his head once. “No. Me.”

Her heart thudded painfully.

“Joy—” she said his name without meaning to. His eyes snapped to hers.

Something in him broke.

“Stop saying my name,” he said, voice trembling with something fierce and barely restrained. “Stop looking at me like that. Stop remembering last night.”

“I can’t.”

His breath faltered.

For a long moment, they stood there—

two people pulled together by something neither understood nor wanted to name. Finally Joy stepped away, the distance between them feeling colder than his touch. “You’re not safe,” he said quietly. “Last night wasn’t an accident. More will come.” Elara’s stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”

“You need to stay away from the forest. From me. From anything that feels unnatural.” She stared at him. “And you expect me to pretend none of this is real?”

Joy’s expression hardened. “Yes.” “Impossible.”

His eyes flashed with frustration—and something else she couldn’t decipher. He exhaled slowly. “Then at least pretend you don’t know me.”

Elara shook her head. “You know I can’t.”

Joy’s voice dropped, dark and soft.

“And that is exactly why I should have let you die.” Her breath shattered inside her chest.

Joy closed his eyes briefly, regret flickering—quick, painful. Then he turned away.

But before walking out, he whispered something she wasn’t meant to hear. Something that made her knees weaken.

“Your scent... it won’t leave me.” Her heart stopped.

“W-what?”

He didn’t turn around.

“It’s in my lungs,” he said quietly. “On my hands. In my thoughts.” Her eyes widened.

He continued, voice strained, like he was confessing a sin. “It’s a problem for both of us.”

And then— He vanished.

Just like last night.

Leaving Elara standing alone in an empty classroom, her heartbeat echoing in the silence, her world shifting beneath her feet.

Joy wanted to stay away. Joy wanted to forget.

But he couldn’t.

And that terrified him more than anything.
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CHAPTER 3 — A STRANGER IN THE DARK
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Nightfall always came too quickly after strange days.

Elara walked home with her jacket pulled tight, her mind haunted by Joy’s last sentence echoing like forbidden music—

“Your scent... it won’t leave me.”

No one had ever said something like that. Not with that mix of frustration, hunger, and something unspoken beneath. She could still feel the ghost of his touch on her wrist, cold but electric, lingering like frostbite made of emotions instead of ice.

When she reached her porch, the street felt unusually quiet. She stood at the door, keys in hand—

And froze.

A cold gust of wind brushed the back of her neck. Not natural wind.

Not random.

A deliberate presence. She spun around.

He was there.

Joy stood under the streetlamp, tall, motionless, dressed in the same black as if shadows clung to him like a second skin. His eyes reflected the dim yellow light, looking darker, deeper—more dangerous than last time.

Elara’s breath caught.

“How—how long have you been there?” she whispered.

“Long enough,” Joy said, voice low and threaded with restrained anger. “What does that mean?”

“It means you didn’t listen.” She frowned. “To what?” “To stay away.”

His tone sent a tremor down her spine.

Elara forced herself to step closer. “I wasn’t in the forest.” “You were thinking about it.”

Her heart stilled.

“How could you possibly know—?”

Joy stepped out of the light, moving into the shadow as if he belonged there more. “You’re too curious. It will get you killed.”

“Elara felt her fear shift into irritation. “You can’t warn me and then expect me not to be curious!”

“You should have run the moment I told you to forget.” “I’m not built that way.”

He stared at her, lips parting slightly as if the answer surprised him more than it should. “Elara...” His tone softened for a single breath. “I didn’t come here to fight.”

“Then why are you here?” “To warn you.”

She crossed her arms. “You did that already.”

He stepped forward, sudden and swift, stopping just inches from her. Her pulse jumped. His presence was overwhelming—cold air radiating off his skin, swirling around her with an intensity that felt almost intimate.

“No,” he whispered. “This time, I’m warning you properly.”

A faint growl rode beneath his words. Her lips parted. “Joy... what happened?”

He inhaled sharply, as though her saying his name made something inside him snap. His jaw tightened, his chest rising and falling once in a controlled breath.

“The Council knows you’re alive,” he said.

“Council?” she echoed. “Who are they? People like you?”

His eyes darkened, a shadow passing through them. “They’re worse.” “And they want... me dead?”

He didn’t answer. But the silence was more terrifying than any confession.

Elara stepped closer to him, her voice trembling but determined. “You saved me. Twice. Why?”

Joy’s expression flickered—pain, anger, longing. He turned away as if ashamed. “I shouldn’t have,” he muttered.

“But you did,” she insisted.

He looked back at her sharply. “And that mistake might cost you your life.” “It was my life you saved!”

His breath hitched.

The wind blew softly between them.

Joy exhaled slowly, almost shaking his head. “You don’t understand what I am.”

“Then tell me!” Her voice cracked—raw with frustration, fear, and something else she didn’t want to name.

His eyes locked onto hers.

A dangerous light flared inside them.

“Elara...” His voice dropped lower, rougher. “When I touch you—when I even stand near you—I lose control. That isn’t supposed to happen.”

“What do you mean?”

He took a hesitant step toward her. “You shouldn’t affect me. Humans shouldn’t affect me.” Her heart pounded. “I don’t know what I did—”

“You exist.” His voice broke like a confession dragged from his soul. “That’s the problem.” Silence swallowed the street.

Elara’s chest tightened. She didn’t understand what he meant, but the vulnerability in his tone was undeniable.

“Joy,” she whispered, “you’re scaring me.”

His face twisted, guilt clouding his features. “Good. Maybe fear will keep you away.” Anger flared in her chest. “Stop acting like you’re a monster.”

His jaw clenched. Something in him turned cold. “I’m warning you. You don’t want to see what I really am.”

“Then show me.”

His head snapped toward her. “No.” “Why not?”

“Because once you see it,” he said quietly, bitterly, “you’ll never look at me the same way again.”

She didn’t move. “Maybe I will.” He froze.
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