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​CHAPTER ONE — The Girl Who Believed in Light
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LIORA HAD ALWAYS FELT the world more deeply than others.

Where most saw a forest, she saw the lives pulsing beneath every leaf.
Where others heard wind, she heard invitations.
Where others felt ordinary sunlight, she felt warmth like a whispered promise.
The enchanted realm of Avarelle was full of secrets, but it was the light Liora loved most — a light she believed could reach anything, even the parts of the world long drowned in darkness. She carried that belief like a lantern inside her chest, a glow unburnt by hardship.

Her parents used to tell her, “The world will test your gentleness, little one. Don't let it steal what it didn’t give.”

And so, she never did.

By day, she worked as the village healer, mixing tinctures and salves, whispering encouragement to fevered children and frail elders. By night, she wandered the Silverwood, gathering herbs that glowed faint blue under moonlight. The forest welcomed her, its magic bending toward her like shy creatures craving touch.

But lately, the forest had felt... watched.

It wasn’t threatening.
It wasn’t unsafe.
It was aware.
Liora sensed eyes on her, following her movements, studying her.
She felt warmth on her back when she turned away.
A breath that wasn’t wind.
A presence that stepped closer whenever she closed her eyes.
She should have been afraid.

She wasn’t.
And that frightened her more than anything.
On the evening everything changed, Liora was kneeling by a pool of crystal water, washing her hands after harvesting silver-bark resin. The moonlight stretched thin and shimmering through the trees.

That was when she felt it — the presence fully, clearly, with a pressure like fingers brushing the back of her neck.

She rose slowly, breath caught in her throat.

“Who’s there?”

Silence.
Then, a voice like velvet sliding over silk:
“You need not fear me.”

Liora turned.

He stood at the edge of the clearing, tall and lithe, shadow cloaking him like a second skin. His hair was dark as moonless sky. His eyes — stars trapped in obsidian. His smile was both gentle and dangerous, the kind of smile carved from secrets.

He did not look human.
Yet he did not look monstrous either.
He looked like temptation given form.

“How long have you been watching me?” Liora asked, her voice steady though her pulse was screaming.

“Long enough,” he answered, stepping closer with predatory grace. “Long enough to know your light reaches farther than you realize.”

Light.
The word shimmered when he spoke it, tinged with hunger.
“I didn’t give you permission to follow me,” she said softly.

“No,” he murmured, “but I followed anyway.”

He smiled again — too warm, too knowing.

That was the moment Liora should have fled.
Every instinct whispered it.
Every bone in her body rang with warning.
But when he extended his hand, she didn’t step back.

She stepped forward.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

He tilted his head as though the question amused him.

“I have had many names,” he said, brushing his fingers through the air instead of taking hers. “Most are too old for your tongue. But if you must know me by something...”

The moonlight seemed to hesitate around him.

“...call me Malchai.”

The name felt strange on her tongue, heavy with history.

“I’m Liora,” she said.

His eyes softened, though the softness held danger within it.

“Liora,” he repeated, voice low and reverent. “A name that tastes of light.”

Her breath hitched.

He stepped closer.
She didn’t move.
“Tell me, Liora,” he whispered, “do you always walk the forest alone at night?”

“I’m not alone.”

“No?” His smile deepened. “Then why can I sense your heartbeat from here?”

Her cheeks flushed. “You’re very forward.”

“It is rare to find something pure in this world,” Malchai said, tone turning strangely mournful. “When I see it... I cannot help but draw near.”

His eyes glowed faintly, like embers beneath ash.
She should not have been able to look directly into them.
She did anyway.
And for one shimmering moment, she felt her heart lean toward him — like a moth toward flame.

Instant.
Unavoidable.
Like she had known him long before this life.
Liora blinked, pulling herself back. “I should go.”

“Should you?” he murmured.

Her pulse answered yes.
Her feet did not move.
He reached out and brushed a strand of hair from her cheek.
His touch was warm — too warm — like fire disguised as flesh.
“Be careful walking home,” he said. “The forest is not as gentle as you.”

“Are you?” she whispered before she could stop herself.

Malchai’s smile turned sorrowful.
Beautiful.
Devastating.
“No,” he said. “I am not gentle at all.”

And with that, he vanished into shadow —
not walked, not turned —
vanished, as though the night swallowed him willingly.
Liora stood frozen, breath shaking, heart pounding so hard she could hear its echo.

She should have been afraid.
She should have run.
But all she felt was the ghost of his warmth on her cheek.
And a strange, treacherous longing curling through her chest.
As she walked home, moonlight threading through the Silverwood branches, Liora touched her cheek where Malchai’s fingers had been.

Her skin still burned.
Her pulse still fluttered.
She knew nothing about him.
And yet she felt as though her life had tilted, as though something ancient and unstoppable had stepped into her path.
Danger, her heart whispered.

Destiny, her soul murmured.

Liora had always believed the light in her chest was unshakable.

But for the first time...
it flickered.
And somewhere in the forest behind her, hidden by shadow, Malchai watched her go, eyes burning with a hunger older than time.

She did not know yet who — or what — he truly was.

But she would.
She would learn.
And the lesson would cost her dearly.
For she loved the devil once.
Long before she learned to walk away.
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​CHAPTER TWO — A Touch of Fire
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LIORA DREAMED OF SHADOWS that night.

Shadows shaped like wings.
Shadows shaped like hands cupping her face.
Shadows whispering her name as though it were a prayer.
When she woke, the sunrise felt colder than it ever had before.

She sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes, heart still pounding with the memory of a touch that had not come from any dream.

Her cheek still burned where Malchai had brushed it.

It made no sense — she knew that.
But the heat on her skin was real, lingering, as though part of him had stayed behind.
She pressed her fingertips to the spot, shivering.

“Liora?” her mother called from the kitchen. “Are you awake, my light?”

“Yes,” she answered, though it felt like a lie.
She wasn’t fully awake.
Not from him.
Not yet.

By midday, Liora returned to the Silverwood for herbs. But the forest was different now — and so was she.

Where once she felt serenity, she felt tension.
Her hands trembled when she touched the silver-blue leaves.
The trees leaned inward, their branches whispering, Be wary.
Even the wind seemed cautious.

She muttered under her breath, “It’s only a man. A strange man, but a man nonetheless.”

But the forest disagreed.

It had sensed what she had not yet understood:

Malchai was no mortal.

Liora knelt to gather starroot blossoms, her fingers brushing the petals. Their glow flickered. Flowers never dimmed in her presence — she was a healer, born with a gentle gift.

The blossoms shrank from her hand.

She froze, breath shallow. “Why are you afraid of me?”

A voice behind her answered, “They are not afraid of you.”

She gasped, spinning—
and there he was.
Malchai.

Emerging from between two obsidian pines like dusk incarnate.

He approached without sound, every step liquid and graceful.

“You came back,” she whispered.

“You called,” he replied.

“I did no such thing.”

His eyes glowed faintly — amusement, sadness, hunger all tangled in their depths.

“Your heart did.”
He tapped two fingers against his own chest. “It reached for me in the dark.”
Liora swallowed. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“And yet,” he murmured, “here I stand.”

Her heart stuttered traitorously.

“Do I frighten you, Liora?”

“Yes.” It was the truth.

Malchai stepped closer — close enough that she felt the radiant heat of him.
Warmth licked across her skin like fire searching for dry tinder.
“And why,” he asked softly, “does your fear not send you running?”

She had no answer.

Not one she was willing to speak.

So she whispered, “You tell me.”

Malchai smiled — a slow, devastating thing — and lifted his hand.
He paused, giving her the chance to step back.
She didn’t.

His fingertips touched her cheek again.

The heat was deeper this time, spreading through her blood like molten gold.
Her knees trembled.
Her breath hitched.
Malchai’s expression softened in a way that almost hurt to look at.

“You are far too gentle for a world like this,” he whispered.

“And you,” she breathed, “are far too dangerous for a girl like me.”

Something flickered in his eyes — a crack, a fracture in the calm facade. A glimpse of something ancient and wounded.

“Perhaps the danger,” he said quietly, “is mutual.”

Her pulse stilled.

“What... what are you?”

His thumb brushed her lower lip — a gesture so intimate she forgot how to breathe.

“You are not ready for the answer,” Malchai said.
“And I am not ready for you to ask it.”
For nearly an hour, they spoke — not of things that mattered, not of truth, but of little things that wrapped around her like silk threads.

He told her the forest liked her because she believed in goodness.
He told her the world was darker than she knew.
He told her he had waited a long time to meet someone who didn’t shrink from his presence.
But behind every gentle word, she felt the weight of something unsaid.

Something dangerous.

At last, she stood.
“I should return home.”
“Of course,” Malchai said, stepping aside — yet his gaze did not leave her.

She walked past him, but his fingers brushed hers — just barely — sending a jolt of heat through her arm.

“Liora,” he murmured.

She paused.

“You may leave the forest...”
His voice darkened.
“But do not try to leave me.”
A warning.
A promise.
A quiet, possessive vow.
Liora’s heart raced, but she forced steady words: “You barely know me.”

Malchai smiled, but this time it held no gentleness.

“I
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