

The Demon Princess

A Novelette

Tayden E. Collins


Copyright © 2025 Tayden E. Collins

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations used for review purposes.

Cover design by Tayden E. Collins

First edition – August 2025

The Demon Princess

A Novelette

This book contains adult content intended for mature readers only.


For the power we claim,

and the hells that claim us in return.


Table of Contents

Bitten By My Roommate Excerpt

About the Author

Want More?


Content Warning

This story contains explicit sexual content between women, dark fantasy violence, and themes of paranormal intimacy. It includes supernatural exhibitionism, ghostly voyeurism, and powers used for erotic touch beyond the physical body. Elements of death, magic, and battle violence are also present.

Reader discretion is advised.


The morning mist clung to the fields like a shroud, curling low around the legs of the horses. Breath steamed from their muzzles, the scent of leather, sweat, and oil thick in the air.

Rivyn sat astride her stallion in the vanguard, her uncle’s banner snapping overhead. The enemy line was a dark smear on the horizon — shields locked, spears raised. She could feel the tension running through the men around her, a taut thread that might snap at the first horn blast.

Her uncle reined his horse closer. “Eyes forward, girl. You’re in the vanguard today. Hold your nerve.”

She swallowed the sharp taste of adrenaline, nodding. This was no border skirmish. This was war. And somewhere on this field, she would see the one they all whispered about.

The king’s voice rang out over the ranks, clear and commanding. “Today, we stand for our homes, for our families, for each other. No man here will falter — not while I draw breath!” King Torsten looked every inch the monarch: gleaming armor, blue-gold cloak waving in the breeze, sword raised high. The cheers rose at his words, but they didn’t crest until movement stirred at the far end of the line.

A soldier near Rivyn leaned toward his comrade, voice low. “The demon will lead us.”

The ranks straightened as if a charge of lightning had run through them.

The soldiers parted like water.

She emerged on a black warhorse draped in shadows — Princess Eliana.

Her armor was black and deep gold, etched with runes that seemed to pulse faintly in the dim light. A fur-lined cloak framed her shoulders, and her black, infernal sword — darker than night, veins of molten lava running through its steel — was held high. Her hair streamed loose behind her, catching on the wind, and when she turned her head, Rivyn caught a glimpse of her eyes: black where the white should be, irises molten gold — the gaze of a nightmare made flesh.

Eliana rode the length of the front line, her sword tip brushing each spear, each blade held out. The men gasped and jolted as she passed, eyes burning with sudden courage.

When she neared Rivyn’s position, the warhorse’s heavy hooves sank deep into the mud, slowing her pace. The princess’s gaze slid over the ranks — and caught on Rivyn as she passed only feet away. It lingered, a fraction too long.

The tip of her dark sword brushed the shaft of Rivyn’s spear. A smile curved Eliana’s mouth — and in the same instant, a jolt shot through the wood into Rivyn’s hand, racing up her arm and cutting straight into her chest. It wasn’t pain, but white heat, flooding her lungs, tightening every muscle, a rush that made her breath catch. The energy coiled inside her, sharp and alive, as if the blade had left a piece of its power beneath her skin, even as Eliana was already moving on, continuing her sweep toward the center of the line.

The princess reined in, raising her sword high overhead. Her voice carried over the field:

“Soldiers of our king, hear me!” Eliana’s voice cut through the mist like a blade. “We will shield him with our lives. We will strike so deep into their hearts that their children’s children will choke on the memory. Today, they will learn why no army dares stand against ours — and we will drag them screaming into the dark for daring to try.”

Cheers erupted, weapons raised. The ground trembled.

From the mist and shadow, they came — black-armored riders on skeletal steeds, their eyes glowing red like embers in the dark. Smoke curled from their mounts’ nostrils, hooves striking sparks from the churned earth. They rode in complete silence, forming up beside Eliana as if summoned from the depths of hell itself.

Rivyn’s breath caught. The sight clawed at her nerves, the same cold that had gripped her when Eliana’s sword touched her spear now running down her spine. But beneath the fear, something else stirred — the echo of that white heat still coiled in her chest. It thrummed through her veins, steadying her hands. She sat taller in the saddle, the terror turning strange and sharp-edged, dissolving into a fierce pride that this nightmare princess, this demon, was theirs.

The enemy wavered. Even at this distance, Rivyn saw the ripple of fear travel their ranks.

Eliana lowered her sword, pointing it toward the enemy commander.

“Advance,” she said.

The horn blast split the air, and the vanguard surged forward. Hooves churned the mud; the white-clad enemy roared their holy chants, the gleam of their armor like shards of light in the fog.

Eliana was a shadow cutting through the brightness. She rode at the tip of the spearhead, her demon sword cleaving a path, each swing trailing a faint after image of molten gold. Men scattered under her strikes, their cries swallowed by the clash of steel. Power crackled around her, but even from behind, Rivyn could see the weight of it — Eliana’s shoulders tight, each strike calculated.

The enemy recognized her. They turned as one toward the black-and-gold rider.

Eliana’s blade lifted to the sky. Clouds boiled out of nowhere, heavy and dark, lightning writhing in their depths. She brought the sword down, and the heavens broke — a torrent of wind and hail tearing into the white ranks, toppling men and horses alike.

Rivyn’s uncle cut down two in a single swing beside her. “Don’t stare at her, girl!” he barked. “Shield the king!”

They wheeled back toward the royal banner, where Torsten’s guard line was buckling under the pressure. Rivyn spurred her horse forward, crashing into the fray, her spear punching through a breastplate. She dismounted before the man hit the ground, drawing her sword and driving it into the next enemy before he could raise his shield.

The king’s banner was only a dozen paces away, but the guard around Torsten was hard-pressed, their shields locked against the white-clad press. Steel rang on steel, men grunted with effort, boots slid in the churned mud.

Rivyn’s uncle bellowed, “With me!” and they drove forward into the gap, blades flashing. She cut down one man, then another, and another pushing shoulder to shoulder with the king’s household knights.

That was when it happened — a giant in white broke through the crush, his armor painted with the golden sunburst of their faith. He moved with purpose, eyes fixed on Torsten.

The strike came fast. Her uncle staggered, blood blooming beneath his arm. The sunburst knight raised his sword for the killing blow.

Rivyn didn’t think — she slammed into him, the impact knocking them both to the ground. His blade nicked her shoulder, but she drove her own sword under his gorget, twisting until he went limp. He hit the mud with a crash, eyes already glassy. Only later would she learn his name — and that he’d been one of their highest commanders.

When she turned, Eliana was there — kneeling over her uncle, one hand pressed to his chest. The glow in her eyes deepened, her lips moving in words Rivyn couldn’t hear over the din. Then she stood and walked away without looking back.

Rivyn dropped to her knees.

Her uncle coughed, drawing a ragged breath. “On your feet, Rivyn,” he rasped.

“You’re hurt—”

“Too hurt to fight,” he admitted, grimacing. “Get me back to the king’s guard.”

She hauled his arm over her shoulder, half-dragging him into the protective ring of shields just as the enemy’s line broke. The white-clad warriors fell back in scattered clumps, their chants lost to the roar of victory.

***

The camp still hummed faintly with the day’s excitement, but Rivyn had retreated to her tent. A half-polished breastplate lay in her lap, the rag in her hand moving slow, more from habit than care. She’d already checked on her uncle — still breathing, though pale — and endured the hearty claps on the back from men who’d seen her strike down the enemy commander. She’d even managed to sit through a bowl of stew, though each bite seemed to sink like a stone in her stomach. The wound on her shoulder was freshly cleaned and wrapped in linen.

The air inside the tent was warm with candlelight. Her sword rested against the canvas wall beside her bedroll, boots neatly pushed to one side. She rubbed at her temple, unsure if it was fatigue or the day’s fear still winding itself in her gut.

With a sigh, she set the armor aside and unlaced her outer tunic, hanging it neatly before pulling on a plain, close-fitting shirt. The candle flickered, throwing her shadow long across the canvas. She reached to pinch the flame out—

A faint shift in the air stopped her.

Not wind.

The candlelight trembled as if something unseen had entered with her.

And then she was there — Princess Eliana, framed in the narrow glow, her hair a loose, dark cascade that caught the candlelight in faint strands of bronze. Smoke from the battle still clung to her, mixing with the warmer scent of skin and something faintly spiced, like crushed cloves. Her armor was gone, leaving her in a dark tunic that shaped to the curve of her shoulders and the narrow line of her waist and her heavy breasts. She seemed smaller without the chaos of battle around her, her presence pressing against the walls of the tent until Rivyn felt there was nowhere to look but at her.

“My apologies,” Eliana murmured, voice smooth enough to slip under Rivyn’s ribs. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

Rivyn straightened, her pulse loud in her ears, and inclined her head in the low, formal bow she’d learned to give nobles. “Your Highness.”

Her hair — dark and cut just above her shoulders, uneven from where a blade had nicked it in past skirmishes — shifted with the movement, a few sweat-damp strands clinging to her cheek. The flicker of the candlelight caught the sharp line of her jaw and the dirt smudged across her skin. She was suddenly aware of every threadbare inch of her camp shirt, the tear at one cuff, the dried streak of mud on her sleeve — all the ways she looked nothing like someone who belonged in a royal’s presence.

“You fight with the valiance of a knight,” Eliana said, her eyes moving over her like a slow blade. “And with the strength of two of them. With training in the capital, you could be one.”

Rivyn swallowed, forcing a small, polite smile. “I’m honored, Princess… but the city is not for me. Nor the title.”

A flicker passed through Eliana’s gaze — not surprise, but curiosity. And then Rivyn felt it: a wave or flame flickering in her mind. Eliana stepped closer, her boots soundless on the rug. Closer still, until the candlelight haloed the line of her cheek, until Rivyn could see the faint sheen of sweat at her temple, the quick rise and fall of her breath. Eliana stood just shy of Rivyn’s height, close enough that their eyes almost met level — and Rivyn found herself unable to look away from the molten gold gaze fixed on her. Rivyn’s lip trembled, her breath catching as the princess closed the distance until their faces were only a whisper apart. From the corner of her eye, she thought she saw a shadow shift—one that had nothing to do with the candlelight.

Eliana didn’t speak at first. She didn’t need to. Every errant thought — the way Rivyn’s gaze had traced the line of her mouth, the pull low in her belly, the awareness of how warm Eliana’s body must be this near — was laid bare without a word.

Eliana’s fingers brushed a stray lock of hair from Rivyn’s face, her touch light enough to send ripples down her spine, ghosts of dark smoke curling in its wake. Rivyn’s eyes fluttered. “You’re wondering,” the princess said quietly, “what I would do if I didn’t stop here.”

Rivyn’s throat went dry. She had no answer.

Eliana leaned in, her breath warm against Rivyn’s ear. “You want to know how far I can make you fall… before you ever hit the ground.”

Her thumb grazed the corner of Rivyn’s mouth — and then something unseen and warm slid along the inside of her thigh. Rivyn’s breath caught. She glanced down — nothing was there. But the touch lingered, stroking higher, heat blooming in its wake.

Smoke curled from Eliana’s fingertips, dark ribbons that slid over Rivyn’s body like they knew every inch. They pressed against her through the thin fabric of her shirt, along the plane of her stomach, over the rise of her breasts. She couldn’t move — not because she was frozen, but because her body didn’t want to.

Eliana’s hand stayed at her jaw, tilting her chin down so their eyes locked. “Don’t look away.”

Rivyn’s knees trembled as the phantom touch between her legs deepened, slow and deliberate. Every pass was perfect — maddeningly so — until her breath came in short, sharp gasps.

“I could tell you why I came,” Eliana said, voice low enough to feel in her bones, “but it wouldn’t matter. Not after this. Not after seeing you.”

Her thumb stroked the edge of Rivyn’s cheek, her eyes holding hers with unshakable intent. “Now I can’t imagine this life without you in it.”

The words rooted in Rivyn’s chest, hot and heavy, tangled with the strange, invisible touch curling low in her body.

Eliana’s expression sharpened, like she felt every pulse as keenly as Rivyn did. She stepped in, their chests brushing, her free hand catching Rivyn’s wrist and guiding it to her own waist.

“Touch me.”

The moment Rivyn’s palm met warm fabric, the phantom pressure inside her doubled, tightening and tightening until she had to bite back a cry.

Eliana’s gold eyes never left hers, and when Rivyn finally shuddered, her vision blurring, smoke coiled around her hips to hold her upright.

Eliana’s eyes searched hers like she was memorizing the shape of her soul. Then, almost too quietly to hear, she breathed her name — “Rivyn…” — as if tasting it, as if the syllables themselves were something precious.

Her lips found Rivyn’s in a slow, tender kiss that seemed to stretch time itself. When she pulled back, she caught Rivyn’s lower lip gently between her teeth, releasing it with the faintest smile. The warmth of her breath lingered even as her form began to fade, the edges of her figure dissolving into a swirl of dark smoke that bled into the shadows of the tent.

The space felt emptier than it should have, the air suddenly cold. Rivyn stood frozen for a heartbeat before her knees gave, the throbbing deep in her core the only proof that she hadn’t dreamed it all.

***

The road back unspooled beneath their horses, a long ribbon of dust and ruts stretching toward the city’s distant walls. Rivyn kept near the middle of the column, her gaze drawn again and again to the front—to the princess astride a black stallion, her hair swept half up, the rest streaming loose in the wind, the gold of her armor catching every shard of sunlight.

Beside her, her uncle rode with an ease she hadn’t seen in weeks. His color was back, his posture straight in the saddle. Whatever wounds or sickness had weighed him down seemed burned away, as if the battle itself — or something in it — had stoked his spirit.

Rivyn said nothing of what had happened on the battleground — of the way Eliana had touched him without laying a hand, of the surge of dark magic that had driven the enemy back and dragged the life back into his body. Her uncle had no love for such power. Better to let him believe his recovery came from will and sleep alone.

He spoke warmly now of the new king and the end of the tyrant’s reign. That son and father were nothing alike. His voice grew almost boyish recalling the charge beside the princess, the sight of her cutting through the enemy line like fire through dry grass.

Rivyn listened, her mind circling back to the same unanswered question: Why had Eliana done it? And why, with every mile toward the city, did the memory of that moment feel less like a miracle — and more like a claim?

She did not seek the princess out on the ride home. Better to keep her distance than risk disgracing herself if it had all been some fevered imagining. Yet the memory refused to loosen its hold — the warmth of Eliana’s breath, the press of her hand, the way Rivyn’s name had sounded in her mouth. She found herself wondering if it would happen again, and what she would do if it did.

The sun was dipping low by the time the first banners came into view, their colors snapping in the evening wind. The distant hum of the city reached them — market cries, the clang of a blacksmith’s hammer, the muffled roar of a thousand lives pressed within the walls. The vanguard’s pace shifted, a subtle quickening, as the gates loomed ahead.

Eliana rode at the front without looking back, yet Rivyn felt the weight of her presence as surely as if the princess’s gaze were still on her. She told herself she hated the city — its noise, its press of strangers, its cold stone streets. She longed for her village, for the quiet fields and the wind off the hills. And yet… she wanted to speak with Eliana again. To stand close enough to see the gold in her eyes, to hear her say her name once more.

When the massive gates swung open, it didn’t feel like a return to safety. It felt like riding straight toward something she both dreaded and desired — deeper into whatever had begun between them on the field.

The streets beyond were lined with townsfolk, their faces alight with pride and relief. Hands reached out from the crowd, brushing mud-spattered boots or clasping at passing stirrups. Children darted forward to offer sprigs of wildflowers before being tugged back by beaming parents. Shouts of thanks rose and tumbled over one another, a chorus that seemed to carry them all the way to the palace gates.

By the time the vanguard dismounted in the courtyard, stable hands were already rushing to take the reins, and attendants guided them toward the guest wing. A servant’s voice promised hot water and fresh linens before their next ride home. Rivyn followed without protest, though the city’s stone walls pressed in on her more than a dark forest ever had.

The bath was mercifully quiet, the room warm with scented steam. Alone, she let herself sink into the heat until the ache eased from her limbs. When at last she rose, skin flushed and clean, she padded barefoot to the bed.

Steam still clung to Rivyn’s skin as she sank onto the coverlet, the linen drying cloth slipping loose around her hips. Damp hair curled against her cheeks, her bare shoulders catching the light. She was rubbing the cloth down her arm when the air shifted—cooler, heavier—and Eliana was simply there. Rivyn stilled, her breath caught halfway in her chest.

“I wonder,” the princess murmured, crossing the short distance between them, “what it would take to keep you in the city, my strong fighter.”

Rivyn rose automatically, but Eliana caught her by the waist and kissed her—hard enough to push her back until her knees bent and she sank onto the mattress. Eliana followed her down, the press of her mouth demanding, her body warm against Rivyn’s still-damp skin.

Rivyn’s pulse quickened. Her mind whispered the question she didn’t dare speak aloud—What do you want from me?—but Eliana’s eyes held the answer before her mouth did.

“I want you,” she said, low and certain. “Not for a night, not for a moment. I want your hands learning me, your breath on my skin. I want you as you are—body, soul… and whatever else lies beneath.”

Rivyn’s dark brown eyes searched hers, her mouth parting, trying to form a response.

“Do you want me?” Eliana asked.

“Yes,” Rivyn breathed, her gaze locking on those golden eyes—eyes that, for a heartbeat, softened. Unexpectedly.

Their mouths met, open and hungry, the kiss deepening with each heartbeat.

Rivyn’s hands found the ties of Eliana’s gown, working them loose with careful precision. She glanced up, searching her face for permission. Eliana’s lips curved in the faintest smile before she gave a single nod.

The gown slid from Eliana’s shoulders, pooling at her waist and baring pale skin, the elegant line of her collarbone, and the swell of her heavy, round breasts.

They came together again, lips and tongues tangling, thighs sliding between thighs until heat built in a slow, relentless grind. Rivyn’s breath caught, her hand firm on Eliana’s bare waist as she moved against her. Her palms drifted upward, cupping and kneading Eliana’s hanging breasts. She didn’t squeeze with the force her body urged her to—holding back, afraid to be too rough with a princess when she was just a commoner. The restraint was almost painful, every muscle urging her to give in, but she savored the moment, drawing it out while Eliana’s breath hitched in quiet need. A thin curl of smoke swirled from her nostrils.

Eliana shifted with feline grace, turning them until she straddled Rivyn’s lap. The weight of her settled there sent a jolt through Rivyn, her pulse thundering in her ears. Dark, silk skirts bunched high at Eliana’s hips, baring pale thighs that framed her like a throne. She reached down, fingers warm and sure, guiding Rivyn’s hand between them.

Rivyn felt the slick, aching heat before she even began to move, her breath catching as Eliana’s gaze found hers—golden eyes darkened with need. She began slow, deliberate circles on Eliana’s clit, savoring every trembling exhale, every shiver that rippled through the princess’s body.

Eliana’s lips parted, her chest rising and falling against Rivyn’s cheek. That invisible line between daring and awe kept Rivyn’s touch just shy of rough, but her hunger was there, thrumming under the restraint. She dipped her head, brushing her lips against the soft swell of Eliana’s breast before closing over her nipple, sucking gently—testing the edge of her own control.

Eliana’s breathing quickened, one hand threading into Rivyn’s damp hair to hold her close, the other braced on her shoulder. Rivyn eased a finger inside her—slow, careful—then another, savoring the way Eliana’s body clenched and yielded around her touch. Every shift of Eliana’s hips dragged heat higher in Rivyn’s belly, each motion a deliberate stroke against her control. Her breaths came heavier, warm against Rivyn’s temple. They kissed—slow at first, then lingering, lips brushing in breaths the princess could barely catch. Eliana hovered there, almost kissing her again, her panting spilling warm over Rivyn’s mouth. Rivyn held her gaze, watching the way her body trembled and her lips parted, and—beautifully, helplessly—Eliana continued to come undone.

Ruin me. The whisper coiled through her mind, thin and cold, and she couldn’t tell if it was hers alone to hear… or if it had filled the room.

Rivyn moaned into the soft curve of her chest, the sight of her head tipped back, the golden eyes gone hazy with need, almost too much to bear. The way her pussy squeezed around Rivyn’s fingers was its own kind of pull—tight, unrelenting—threatening to shatter her before she could even think of stopping. Eliana hushed her softly, a whisper against the heat between them, as if coaxing her to hold on just a moment longer.

And then it came—an unseen force, a strange, invisible pressure sliding into Rivyn as though the air itself had weight, pressing deep inside her in time with the thrust of her fingers. The dark magic pulsed through her nerves, flooding her with molten heat that kept pace with the steady, rolling grind of Eliana’s hips.

Rivyn’s free hand slid down and around up under the skirts, fingers moving over the soft curve of Eliana’s ass, kneading with a hunger she could no longer hide. Pulling up to open her wider.

“Harder,” Eliana whispered, voice rough. Then, softer but edged with command, “Look at me.”

Rivyn obeyed, lifting her gaze as her pace quickened—fast and hard now. Rivyn bit her lip, willing every shred of strength into going as rough as she could. Eliana let out a quiet whimper, trying to keep her voice low. Rivyn’s arm circled her waist, holding her close as she drove her fingers into her. Eliana reached down, her own hand working her clit in quick, urgent strokes to match Rivyn’s rhythm.

Rivyn’s mouth parted, breath unsteady, the two of them locked in the heat of silent, desperate need. They kept their sounds muffled—aware of the walls around them and the castle beyond—until the pressure became too much.

They came together in a fierce, breathless shudder, eyes locked. Eliana’s hand found Rivyn’s throat, dark smoke coiling around her face—not to harm, but to claim—holding her fast as the last shattering waves tore through them both.

The smoke thinned, slipping away as Eliana’s grip loosened. She drew Rivyn forward, their mouths meeting in a slow, lingering kiss—nothing like the wildness moments before. It was sweet, almost hesitant, as though they both knew they’d stepped into something that could never be undone.

Rivyn eased her fingers from inside her, her touch lingering against Eliana’s hip. A soft sound left the princess—half-protest, half-plea—and her hand caught Rivyn’s wrist as if to keep her there.

Instead, Eliana drew her close, holding Rivyn’s head against her chest. She stayed straddled across Rivyn’s lap, the weight and warmth of her body pressing down as Rivyn’s arms slid around her lower back, keeping her there.

Shadows stirred with the movement, curling like smoke around them, draping the two of them in a dark, swaying veil. The faint thud of Eliana’s heartbeat steady beneath Rivyn’s ear, though every now and then it seemed to echo deeper, as if in some place beyond her body. Eliana’s fingers threaded idly through her hair, each stroke leaving the ghost of heat in its wake, and the air between them tasted faintly of ash and something sweeter—something that pulled Rivyn closer still.

Eliana shifted in Rivyn’s lap, her skirts spilling over them both, and pressed forward until Rivyn’s back met the mattress, her warm breasts pressing into her own. A slow, ignited kiss lingered on her lips before Eliana began her descent—trailing warm, open-mouthed kisses down the line of her throat, over her collarbone, each breast, lower still.

Rivyn’s breath hitched as Eliana’s lips found the soft skin of her belly, then the heat between her thighs. A startled gasp escaped her when Eliana’s tongue brushed her clit, the first slow stroke melting into a steady, skillful rhythm, lapping her up.

Rivyn’s breathing steadied, and she sat up on her elbows, her gaze fixed on the woman between her thighs. Golden eyes lifted to meet hers, holding them in a long, unbroken stare. It was like being read to the marrow—seen and understood.

Then Eliana pushed herself up slightly, tongue sweeping over her lips as if to savor the taste before pressing them together in thought. Her edges began to blur, her form dissolving like smoke on a breeze, and with her went half the darkness in the room. Rivyn’s chest tightened as she watched, a sharp ache blooming in her ribs at the sudden emptiness left behind.

A knock rattled the door.

Rivyn sat up, tugged a towel around herself, and crossed the room. She cracked the door just enough to see her uncle’s stern face.

“Hurry,” he said. “We need to be in the great hall for the ceremony.”

“Coming,” she answered quietly.

When the door shut again, she turned back to the bed. Where Eliana had been moments before, a single black rose lay on the rumpled sheets, dark as ink against the pale linen.

***

The great doors of the throne room groaned open, spilling Rivyn and the others into a hall thick with candlelight and polished stone. Her cousins walked ahead of her, her uncle on her side, the rest of the Merrowford vanguard following in a steady column behind. The scent of travel still clung to them—horse sweat, leather, and the faint trace of the pine forests they’d ridden through—but here it was quickly overtaken by the court’s perfume of incense and oiled metal.

The vaulted ceiling soared above them, impossibly high, its shadows broken by banners hanging in stiff, colorful rows. Every step on the inlaid floor seemed to echo longer than it should have, the sound carrying into the hush that followed their arrival.

People lined either side of the aisle—courtiers in velvet and jewels, guards in polished plate, scribes clutching ledgers—and as Rivyn stepped forward, she felt their gazes fall on her one by one. She wore deep green, the dye her village was known for, the fabric fastened with simple metal clasps that glinted with each step. She had never thought much about her own appearance beyond keeping her clothes clean and her hair out of the forge fire, but here, under the scrutiny of the court, something in her bearing seemed to draw eyes. Some stared with open curiosity, some with admiration, and a few with narrowed calculation. She moved as she always did—steady, deliberate—but there was an ease in her shoulders, a subtle grace honed at the anvil and in the hunt, and it made her look, to them, both dashing and dangerous. She didn’t see it herself.

When it was her turn, the herald’s voice rang out over the chamber:

“Rivyn of Merrowford.”

She walked forward, boots clicking on the polished floor, keeping her chin level. Every instinct urged her to look toward the dais, but she didn’t dare. She knew Eliana stood there—could feel the princess’s gaze pressing against her like a weight, steady, familiar, and impossible to ignore—but meeting it now would be a mistake. It would draw eyes they didn’t need, might make her knees weaken when she most needed to stand tall. And with her return to the village so close, she wasn’t sure she could bear what she might see in Eliana’s face.

The king leaned forward on the throne, and his smile was not the perfunctory mask she had seen given to others. There was something warmer in it, sharper too, as if he were measuring her against a private standard. He was younger than she’d expected—no more than twenty-five, she guessed—though there was a confidence in the way he carried himself that came from knowing his words could command armies. Like his sister, he had hair as black as ink, but his eyes were a vivid blue-green that caught the light.

“My sister tells me you have no interest in knighthood,” he said, his voice carrying easily over the hushed crowd. A ripple of soft murmurs followed, curious eyes flicking between the two of them. “And so I will not offer it. But there are other ways to honor a life of courage.”

An attendant stepped forward, bearing a small lacquered box. The king took it in his hands and opened it to reveal a brooch worked in gold and crimson enamel—the Crest of Valor. The light caught in its facets, sending warm glints dancing across the stone floor, and for a moment, the hall seemed to hold its breath.

“For your part in striking down the enemy commander, and for answering the call when your king and kingdom needed you, I grant you the Crest of Valor,” he said, pinning it to her cloak himself. “And a parcel of land in your village, to be registered in your name before the month’s end.”

He paused, a flicker of something unreadable passing through his gaze. “A blade of rare steel will follow, forged in the royal armory. May it serve you as faithfully as you have served this realm.”

The applause rose, polite but sustained. Rivyn bowed her head, murmured her thanks, and stepped back.

She allowed herself one glance toward Eliana—just enough to find the princess watching her with that same unreadable calm she had worn in the chaos of battle. Today, that poise was framed in splendor: a gown of deep, luminous blue that caught the light like still water, its sleeves falling in elegant drapes over silver-embroidered cuffs. A circlet rested in her dark hair, the gold worked so fine it looked almost like woven light.

Rivyn’s breath caught. The sight struck her like the sudden stillness before a storm, making her heart thud once, hard, against her ribs. And then the king’s voice rang out, calling the next name, breaking the moment like a stone through glass.

***

The courtyard was alive with the clatter of hooves and the smell of leather and steel. Rivyn tightened the last strap on her mare’s saddle, the familiar pull of the leather tugging her mind back to the forge at home — to the ring of hammer on anvil, the smoke curling in the rafters, the quiet certainty of a day’s work well done. That was the life she knew, the life she meant to return to.

And yet, the thought of leaving the city — leaving her — pressed like a weight on her shoulders.

“Cousin?” a familiar voice called. Garrin swung up into his saddle with his usual lopsided grin. “You gave up knighthood? Just like that?”

Rivyn shot him a scowl that was more mock than menace, the kind she reserved for her cousins. “I did. This city smells putrid, it’s damned depressing. I need to get home and stay there before I off myself.”

Garrin, with the same fair hair as her uncle and father, caught her eye and gave her a look that said he already knew more than she’d told him. The morning sun caught on the dust in his hair, turning it almost gold. Rivyn had her mother’s chestnut-brown locks—darker, heavier, always harder to keep tidy—stray strands curling at her temples after the long hours in the saddle.

He snorted, adjusting his pack. “Next time, let me kill the commander. I’ll happily wear your precious armor.”

Her laugh rang out, carrying over the clatter of hooves and the low din of voices in the courtyard. “You’d make the rest of us look bad, cousin.”

Something in Garrin’s expression shifted, but he only flicked his gaze toward the far end of the yard. Rivyn followed it. There—half-hidden in the shadow of the gatehouse arch—stood Eliana.

The princess’s posture was flawless, hands folded before the sweep of her skirts, but her stillness was the kind that made the air around her feel heavier. Her eyes didn’t waver, and in them, sunlight struck the gold in a way that made them seem molten.

Garrin leaned in, his voice pitched low. “She’s beautiful, but in a way that could kill you. Like she’d behead you after fucking you, and you’d thank her for it. Think she’s truly possessed, as they whisper… or a demon herself?”

“Enough of that,” her uncle snapped from up ahead.

Garrin didn’t stop. His voice dropped to a near whisper. “Riv… don’t move. She’s looking right at you.”

Her uncle glanced back again but said nothing this time.

Rivyn’s breath caught, the faint curve of her mouth fading away. At the top of the steps, Eliana stood framed in light so bright it should have softened her, but instead it made her seem carved from something untouchable. Skirts gathered in one hand as though ready to descend, eyes narrowed as if measuring Rivyn for something no one else could see.

And Rivyn… she wanted to close the distance, to step into that shadow and feel it lay over her like a claim. She wanted—

A horn sounded at the head of the column, splintering the moment. She swung herself into the saddle, the leather groaning under her.

By the time she dared to look back, the archway was empty.

When they rode out, Rivyn fixed her gaze on the road ahead, but the image lingered—the way Eliana’s golden eyes had caught the light, not warm, not cold, but knowing. And somewhere deep inside, where her pulse ran strongest, that look began to root itself like a seed.

***

That night, they camped in a hollow by the river. Rivyn lay awake, listening to the steady rush of water and the soft creak of leather as the horses shifted in their sleep. Above her, the stars burned sharp and cold around the waning moon.

Her eyes drifted shut—then snapped open.

The sound was gone. The river no longer rushed, the fire no longer crackled. Even the horses stood mid-breath, eyes glassy in the moonlight. Around her, the men lay in their bedrolls, suspended mid-snore as if the night itself had been paused. The sentries at the edge of camp sat frozen, their faces slack, eyes fixed on nothing.

Before she could turn, warmth slid against her back—slow, certain, like it had been there before and would be there again. Arms coiled around her from behind, strong but unhurried, and the faintest pressure at her waist drew her in. The scent came next—smoke laced with something richer, darker… sweet, metallic, almost copper on her tongue. It hit her like the first drag after a long fast, that dizzy rush that left her swaying in place, not caring if she should stop.

Her eyelids fluttered, the world tilting as if she’d stepped off solid ground. Heat uncoiled low in her belly. A voice bent close to her ear, velvet smoothed over tempered steel.

“We could just stay here,” it murmured.

Rivyn’s breath hitched, the word a low sigh. “Here?”

The voice smiled without sound, its warmth folding in around her like the closing of unseen wings. Its scent—smoke and something sweetly metallic—clung to her skin, seeping into her hair and clothes, as if it had already staked its claim.

“In a timeless space,” it murmured.

Rivyn turned.

Eliana stood bathed in the frozen firelight, every flicker locked in place as though the world had stilled for her alone. Her hair was drawn back in a single braid that spilled over one shoulder, loose strands catching the silver-blue kiss of the moon. Her gaze moved over Rivyn carefully, a slow, consuming study, as if engraving every contour into her mind with a measured hand.

“Are they dead?” Rivyn asked, gesturing toward the motionless men and glass-eyed horses.

“They’re fine,” the princess whispered, voice brushing her skin like a caress. “I don’t plan to behead you, you should know. I’m not possessed. My… powers were given in exchange for my tyrant father’s life. And yes… the city is putrid. We’re cleaning it up.”

Eliana’s hand rose, fingers cupping Rivyn’s cheek with a tenderness that belied the steel beneath her touch. The heat of her palm sank deep, pulling Rivyn into a gravity she didn’t try to resist.

“You’re… gorgeous,” Eliana murmured, the words a quiet confession meant for no one else. “It’s like seeing you for the first time—and I want to keep seeing you, until the end of time.” Her lips curved faintly, not quite a smile. “I don’t think I could stop, even if I wanted to.”

Rivyn’s breath caught; her eyes lifted to meet the molten gold in Eliana’s. “It’s the same for me.”

Eliana’s lips curved faintly at that, though her expression held something unreadable. Slowly, she rose from where she’d been sitting, the motion graceful enough to feel deliberate. The braid over her shoulder shifted against her chest, glinting like dark silk in the frozen firelight. Then she extended her hand—not an invitation so much as a command wrapped in velvet.

“Come.”

“What about—can’t you unfreeze them?” Rivyn asked, glancing toward the camp. The stillness there felt unnatural, too complete. “If they’re going to die—”

“I told you, they aren’t, and they won’t,” Eliana promised, her voice lilting like a secret only she could tell. “I will… if you follow me.”

Rivyn hesitated only a heartbeat before slipping her hand into Eliana’s. Her fingers were warm, closing around Rivyn’s with a possessive certainty that made it hard to breathe.

They walked together down the moonlit bank. With each step away from camp, the silence pressed closer, heavy as a held breath. And then, all at once, the world exhaled—the river’s rush returned, the night chorus swelled, and the air felt alive again.

Eliana stopped at the water’s edge. Her eyes caught the starlight, but there was something else in them too—something that made Rivyn’s pulse trip. Without a sound, she waded in, the silvered ripples parting around her skirts.

Rivyn followed, the chill wrapping her like a shiver until Eliana’s hands found hers beneath the cool surface. The contact drove the cold away, heat blooming between them despite the water.

They stood chest-deep, close enough for their breath to mingle. Eliana turned Rivyn’s palm upward and pressed a slow kiss into its soft center, then another at her wrist, the warmth of her mouth trailing over skin that had never felt so alive.

“You wonder,” Eliana murmured, “why, if I can cross lands in minutes, I ask you to come to the city.” Her thumb stroked over Rivyn’s knuckles in a slow, almost reverent circle. “It isn’t because I need you there. It’s because I want you seen. I want them to know the courage I’ve seen in you. I want you to have more than a life that disappears with the seasons.”

Her gaze dipped, her voice lowering to something intimate. “I can go anywhere. I can pull the strings inside an enemy, topple a fortress in hours. But lately I’ve thought… what if I have to live forever? What is the point of power, of victory, if no one truly knows me?”

Rivyn’s chest tightened, the cold water forgotten. “And you think I could?”

“I don’t think,” Eliana said. “I know.”

The words lingered between them, heavier than the night air. Then Eliana’s hand slid to Rivyn’s cheek, drawing her closer until the river’s murmurs faded, and there was only the warmth of her mouth brushing Rivyn’s—soft, lingering, as if trying to memorize the shape of it.

“You’re afraid to touch me,” Eliana murmured, breaking just enough space to kiss Rivyn’s hand again. Her lips traced each fingertip before taking one into her mouth, sucking on it slowly.

“Yes,” Rivyn admitted, her voice barely more than a ripple on the water.

“I want you to touch me the same way you do in your mind.” Eliana’s eyes caught the moonlight, dark and unyielding. “Rough, and deep, and fully.”

The current tugged at them, coaxing them together. Rivyn answered, not with the tentative brush of before, but with a kiss that claimed and consumed—urgent and unguarded—her fingers tightening at Eliana’s waist as the river swirled around them. She grabbed her breast and kneaded roughly. Eliana pressed back with equal force, her thigh sliding high as she wrapped a leg around Rivyn, drawing her in until there was no space left between them. Every line of her body was taut, coiled heat beneath Rivyn’s hands. Fingers slid into Rivyn’s hair, tangling deep before giving a sudden, claiming pull that sent a shiver straight through her.

Her mouth found the curve of Rivyn’s neck, breath warm against her skin. She lingered there, lips grazing as if tasting the moment itself, letting it deepen, letting it own them both. Heat gathered in the narrow space between their bodies, the water around them cool only by comparison.

When they finally broke apart, Eliana’s breath was unsteady. She caught Rivyn’s hand and waded toward the shadowed curve of the bank, where willows trailed the water and the night seemed to hold its breath.

“Here,” she whispered, guiding her to the soft moss at the edge. “No eyes. No walls. Just us.”

The river whispered behind them, its voice low and constant, threading through the night. The air between them had turned molten—thick with heat and anticipation, the kind that made each breath heavier, each glance sharper.

They dropped to their knees together, vanishing into the shadowed tangle of foliage. The leaves closed around them, muffling the world beyond, letting only slivers of moonlight slip through. Eliana’s hand found the back of Rivyn’s neck, pulling her in hard, and their mouths met with a force that stole the space between heartbeats.

The kiss was all heat and teeth and breath, the faint taste of river mist mingling with something darker, something that clung to Eliana’s skin. Around them, the woods murmured—branches swaying overhead, a night bird calling, the faint snap of something moving far off. The scents of damp earth and wild mint rose around them as their bodies pressed close, knees sinking into the soft ground.

Rivyn’s fingers gripped at the back of Eliana’s gown, bunching the fabric, pulling her nearer still. Eliana’s answering growl was low and satisfied, her hands moving rough and sure over Rivyn’s body. Every brush of lips, every breath between them felt stolen, menacing, and utterly necessary.

Eliana’s hands slid over Rivyn’s tunic, parting the fabric until it fell away. The damp cling of her pants followed, leaving the night air to lick at bare skin. Eliana pulled her close, their mouths meeting in a kiss that started slow but deepened, each breath pulling them tighter together. Fingers tangled in hair, the heat between them building with every shift and press.

Then it came—faint at first, curling between them like the ghost of breath. Black smoke spilled from Eliana’s skin, winding over Rivyn’s shoulders, her ribs, seeping lower in slow, deliberate coils. Wherever it touched, Rivyn’s body pulsed, the sensation sharp and heady, leaving her knees weak. It was as if the smoke had found the threads of her desire and plucked them one by one, promising—no, guaranteeing—that the release, when it came, would be shattering.

Turning in Rivyn’s arms, Eliana let her help loosen the bodice and skirts, until the last layers slipped away. They stayed on their knees, Rivyn drawing Eliana back against her until their bodies aligned, skin to skin. Her palms traced the smooth curves of her hips before sliding upward to cup the full weight of her breasts, thumbs brushing over hardened peaks as Eliana’s breath caught. Rivyn’s touch grew more incessant. Eliana's body arched into the rough knead of hands. Rivyn’s lips lingered on her neck, sucking, drawing hard enough to leave a mark, savoring the sharp catch of Eliana’s breath and her soft moans.

Her head tipped back, eyes half-closed, as one of Rivyn’s fingers rolled and pulled hard on her nipple, the other slid lower, mapping her like something treasured and entirely hers.

She squeezed the warm heat of her, and Eliana’s moan spilled into the night air. Then Eliana’s hands came to cover hers, guiding, urging with a silent insistence until Rivyn followed, pressing her down until she was bent forward on her hands and knees. Rivyn parted Eliana's ass and looked at her in the moonlight. She blew on her and watched the area squeeze, exposed to the night air. The sight made her pussy throb. Rivyn leaned in, her tongue finding Eliana’s clit which drew a sudden, sharp gasp from her lips. She licked and kissed as Eliana pushed back against her face. Heat bloomed in Rivyn’s belly as she held Eliana still, her fingers digging into the soft strength of her thighs. Eliana’s breath caught, her body tense with anticipation, and Rivyn could feel every shiver, every twitch, like sparks jumping skin to skin.

Rivyn drew back just enough to slide her fingers into place, each movement pulling a shudder from Eliana’s body. Even with the river whispering nearby, the sound of her wetness rose between them—intimate, undeniable—mingling with the rush of water and the uneven pull of their breaths. Rivyn eased her fingers in, and Eliana’s breath caught—her body going still, chest rising and falling in quick, shallow pulls. Frustration tightened in Rivyn’s chest—she needed to see Eliana’s face, to watch every flicker of emotion as she unraveled beneath her touch.

“Come here,” Rivyn murmured, the words low, almost coaxing.

Rivyn drew Eliana back until she settled on her heels, moving with the rhythm of Rivyn's fingers inside her. Rivyn’s free hand swept across Eliana’s front, coming to rest beneath her bouncing breast, holding her in quiet protectiveness, while the other plunged deeper inside. Eliana glanced over her shoulder, lips parted, her breath curling into the night air like a beckoning. Their eyes caught and held—gold meeting dark in a tether that felt ancient, inevitable. Something unseen coiled between them, a slow drag in Rivyn’s chest, pulling her forward as if the space between them had become a living thing. She closed the distance, their mouths meeting in a deep, breathless kiss, and the taste of her was smoke and heat and something that made Rivyn’s pulse stutter.

The air thickened, heavy with a power that slid over Rivyn’s skin like invisible hands—stroking her spine, curling low in her belly, teasing at every nerve until the pressure became unbearable. It was sinister and intoxicating, the perfect unseen touch, and it made her hips rock against it. She plunged her fingers deeper into Eliana’s pussy in retaliation eliciting a whimper from her. Eliana’s arm hooked around her shoulders, pulling her closer until their breaths tangled, her smile unhinged, tongue grazing her teeth as though she already knew how undone Rivyn would be.

The tide between them swelled, the unseen power surging in time with their movements until it broke—both of them shuddering together, cries mingling, the release sharp and consuming. Rivyn’s mouth closed over her breast as the last waves rolled through her, her own breath unsteady, holding back the urge to let her teeth graze the soft skin.

Eliana lingered close, her golden eyes warm in the half-light. She pressed a kiss to Rivyn’s forehead, then softer ones over her closed eyelids, her brow—a quiet litany of affection.

They dressed beneath the silver wash of moonlight, but neither pulled far away. Instead, they sank together onto the riverbank, the damp earth cool beneath them, the night sounds weaving a quiet lull. Wrapped in each other’s arms, they lay in the hush of water and wind, their shared warmth the only anchor in the wide, dark world.

***

The forge fire painted Rivyn’s arms in gold as she worked, hammer striking metal with a rhythm that had returned to her bones over the past month. Life in the village was loud and ordinary again—sharpening ploughshares for farmers, fitting hinges for the carpenter, repairing hunting spears for boys who thought they were men.

When she wasn’t at the forge, Rivyn trained in the meadow with her cousins or hunted in the wild patch of land the crown had granted her after the battle. She hadn’t done much with it—half woodland, half rocky pasture—except use it for hunting and keeping her horse. Her uncle kept urging her to plant crops or build a home. She always deflected.

Sometimes she crossed paths with Lera—the miller’s daughter who used to visit the forge under the pretense of bringing her father’s tools. Back then, they’d steal quick kisses in the shadows, a hand lingering here, a smile exchanged there. It had been harmless, unanchored to anything lasting.

When Rivyn returned from battle, Lera had come by again, lingering in the doorway with that familiar tilt of her head, an invitation in her eyes. Rivyn had thanked her for the visits, for the company they’d shared, but told her gently that things were different now. She hadn’t explained that her heart was already elsewhere—fixed on someone far from the village, someone she couldn’t name aloud.

Not long after, Lera began walking the lanes with a boy at her side, his arm draped over her shoulders, her laughter trailing behind. Rivyn felt no sting at the sight—only the quiet certainty that the path she’d chosen left no room for anything less than the princess.

In the tavern one evening, the air thick with smoke and the tang of spilled ale, she caught a trader’s low voice over the din.

“They say factions are rising to bring her down.”

Another man leaned in with a scoff. “She’s no king—she’s a ruthless fighter, and that’s what we need. Why bring her down?”

A barmaid, carrying a tray past their table, barked out, “Princess Eliana? They only want her gone because she’s a woman. Ain’t no way those fairy-tale stories are true. Evil spirits? Absolute rubbish.”

“It isn’t rubbish—I’ve seen it.” A grizzled man at the bar raised his mug. “She rides at the front of battle and cuts down twenty men with one strike.”

Across the table, one of Rivyn’s cousins caught her eye. Her hands were curled into fists against her thighs.

“Are you all right?” he murmured.

“Fine,” she said, unclenching her fingers and taking a slow drink.

At her uncle’s table a few nights later, the talk came up again. The fire popped in the hearth, shadows shifting over the walls as the smell of roasted boar hung thick in the air.

Garrin leaned close, voice pitched low as if it were a secret worth guarding.

“There’s a war coming. Bigger than any we’ve seen. We’ll soon be called back to ride into battle by the throne.”

“And if that is so, we will answer the call,” her uncle said, cutting into the boar meat with a steady hand.

“Do you think she could be killed?” another cousin asked.

Rivyn said nothing, setting down the bone she had been gnawing on.

“Is she human?”

“Who knows?” Garrin muttered. “The real question is—with all that power, why didn’t she take the throne for herself?”

Rivyn pushed back from the table. Her cousins gave each other a look. She hadn’t seen Eliana in over a week. The princess had appeared a few times since the battle, usually out in the woods, always unexpected, always on her own terms.

The night air outside was cold, sharp enough to bite the lungs. She crossed the dirt track to her own home—a weathered place across from her uncle’s, the house her family had lived in long before war changed anything. The front door creaked as she stepped inside.

The hearth was low, its embers casting a faint, restless glow. Rivyn tossed a few pieces of wood onto the fire, the dry snap of kindling breaking the quiet. Her hunting gear hung where she’d left it, still dusted with the day’s work.

But on her bed—laid carefully across the wool blanket—rested a sword unlike any she had ever forged.

The metal was dark, darker than iron or steel, swallowing the firelight instead of catching it. Its shape was elegant yet brutal, the hilt wrapped in black leather. She reached for it and felt the balance in her palm, as if the weapon were a living extension of her arm.

“There you are.”

The voice came from the doorway.

Rivyn turned, letting the blade fall back onto the bed. Eliana stood there, her presence as arresting as ever—but her eyes had changed. No longer gold-rimmed black, they were a pale, luminous blue-green, catching the dim light like water over ice. It was the gaze of someone who had walked through fire and emerged sharper, honed to a dangerous edge.

Rivyn’s voice was low. “Your Highness. You look rather human… still splendid as ever. Where have you been?”

A faint smile curved Eliana’s mouth as she started toward her. “I was… elsewhere. Trapped. Hell is an unkind host.”

She moved with a slow, deliberate grace, the air seeming to bend with each measured step until there was nothing between them but breath.

She wore black, but not the ceremonial silks Rivyn knew—these were clothes made for movement, for survival. A fitted leather jerkin over a dark tunic, the collar open to her collarbones. High boots spattered with some long-dried stain. Her gloves were tucked into her belt, her hair bound at the nape of her neck as if she’d been riding hard or fighting moments ago. She looked less like a princess and more like a warrior in the night.

“Perhaps,” Eliana said, voice quiet but thrumming with intent, “I did not want my betrothed to be afraid of me any longer.”

Rivyn tilted her head. “Is being afraid such a bad thing? It was quite alluring.”

The smile deepened. Eliana took the last step, close enough that Rivyn could feel the heat of her, her hand curling around the back of Rivyn’s neck. “No,” she murmured, her breath brushing her lips. “Not when it’s you.”

She kissed her—hard, unrelenting, the kind of kiss that stole Rivyn’s breath and set her pulse pounding. The scent of leather and steel clung to Eliana, undercut by something faintly sweet, like smoke laced with wildflowers.   

When she drew back, her pale blue gaze lingered on Rivyn’s mouth before lifting to her eyes. “I missed you, my love.”

Rivyn shuddered, tears blurring her vision. She caught Eliana’s hand, pressing trembling kisses to her fingers. “I thought you’d never return.”

“The thought of you is why I needed to find a way back,” Eliana murmured and wiped the tears away.

“Why did you leave?” Rivyn’s voice was barely above a whisper.

“To prevent another war,” Eliana said simply. Her fingers tightened around Rivyn’s, and without letting go, she guided her toward the bed.

The sword rested there. Eliana lifted it and held it out to her. The metal seemed to drink the light, a strange darkness running beneath its polished surface.

“What is it made of?” Rivyn asked, taking the weight of it in both hands.

“The metal is not of this earth,” Eliana replied. “It is the twin to my blade.”

Rivyn turned it in the firelight. It was larger than her current sword but balanced perfectly, as if made for her hand.

“It captures souls,” Eliana continued, her voice lowering. “Every strike feeds it. I’ve been building something—a legion that moves in shadow, striking before war can take root. I want you in it.”

Rivyn studied her. “Why me?”

“Because you don’t flinch,” Eliana said. “And because I trust you.”

She extended her hand. “I found something new. Take my hand.”

Rivyn hesitated, searching her face, then slipped her fingers into Eliana’s.

“Don’t let go,” Eliana warned, the loose wisps of hair around her face lifting as if caught in an unseen wind.

The air split. Darkness surged like a tide, swallowing the room, and the world around them twisted and blurred. Rivyn caught one last glimpse of her bed and the faint lamplight before it was all swept away in a rush of wind and shadow.

When the motion stilled, they stood somewhere entirely different—alien and still, the ground beneath them thrumming with a low, distant roar. The air tasted sharp, metallic. Eliana’s grip didn’t loosen.

“I can only take one at a time,” she said, almost to herself. “Learned that the hard way—tried it with a group of enemies once. They didn’t all make the trip.”

Her pale eyes found Rivyn’s. “But you… you’ll always make it.”

Rivyn turned slowly, taking in the strange landscape, but when she looked back, Eliana’s face began to shift.

A heartbeat later, they were back in Rivyn’s room. Eliana’s eyes had returned to black and gold, her skin taking on a colder, paler cast.

“You don’t like it?” she asked, her voice softer now.

“I just—” Rivyn shook her head. “I don’t understand why you keep trying to pull me away from my village. I want to be here. At the forge, breathing fresh air in the meadow, with my family. Well, what’s left of them.”

“I want you with me,” Eliana said firmly, but also desperate. “And I’m trying to make that possible.”

Rivyn sank to her knees before her, taking Eliana’s hands in both of hers. Her voice wavered. “Please hear me—I do love you. But I want to stay in the one place where things still make sense… while I can. If you love me, can’t we find a way to make that work?”

Eliana’s gaze sharpened. “You think I’m controlling. And what else? Self-centered.”

“I don’t think that—”

“Yes, you do,” she cut in quietly. “You’ve thought it. More than once.”

Rivyn rose, her jaw tight, and Eliana turned away. Her black eyes caught the firelight, unreadable, but the faint sheen there gave her away.

“People think a lot of things,” Rivyn said softly. “But thinking it isn’t the same as believing it. I think many terrible things… but I don’t choose to believe them all.”

She stepped forward, sliding her arms around Eliana from behind, feeling the rigid set of her shoulders. “We’re just different,” Rivyn murmured against her hair. “We can’t change each other.”

For a moment, Eliana didn’t move. Then her hands came to rest over Rivyn’s, holding them in place. Her breathing slowed, the tension bleeding away as Rivyn pressed a lingering kiss to the curve of her neck.

Eliana turned in her arms, gaze sweeping over her face, silent but fierce Rivyn cupped her jaw, her thumb brushing the edge of her mouth, and kissed her—slowly, with all the ache and promise that had survived their quarrel, a kiss that spoke of both apology and longing.

Eliana’s hands slid up her back, drawing her closer until Rivyn felt her heart beating against her own. The kiss deepened, mouths moving with an unhurried hunger, tasting what they had been too long denied. Rivyn guided them toward the bed, the fire’s warmth licking across their skin as shadows danced on the walls.

They kissed again, slower this time, as if neither wanted to break the moment.

“Stay the night with me,” Rivyn murmured, her voice low with hope. “Please. Just once… longer this time.”

“I will,” Eliana whispered.

They undressed each other in quiet touches, clothes falling away until nothing separated them. Sliding beneath the covers, they stayed tangled together, skin meeting skin. Rivyn settled above her, bracing on one arm while her other hand traced the curves of Eliana’s body. She kissed the swell of her breast, then the delicate slope of her neck, breathing in her scent and Eliana’s sighs.

Eliana’s fingers combed slowly through Rivyn’s short hair, curling at the nape. She drew one thigh up between Rivyn’s legs, pressing firmly, a low sound leaving Rivyn’s throat.

Then—just beyond the edges of Eliana’s hair—Rivyn thought she saw something move. A faint, bone-pale outline, almost translucent, hovering behind her on the pillow. She blinked, and it was gone.

Then Rivyn froze.

Faint shapes shimmered at the edges of her vision—skeletal hands cradling Eliana’s head against the pillow. They moved when Eliana moved, ghostly echoes of her touch.

“What is it?” Eliana murmured.

“I thought…” Rivyn shook her head. “Nothing.”

The shapes didn’t vanish—they multiplied. Behind Eliana’s head, as if embedded in the wall itself, shadowy figures loomed in stillness, their empty eyes fixed on Rivyn. She scrambled backward on the bed, her breath catching.

“What the hell?”

“They say they’re trying to take me over. Which is impossible—you can’t invade a demon.” Eliana’s gold-flecked eyes blazed like molten metal. “Souls I’ve killed that won’t leave me alone. I thought I’d purged them… but they’re back.”

“Eliana… are you really a demon?”

“I’ve never been told what I am, what this is”—she gestured vaguely to herself and the space around her—“but isn’t that what everyone says about me?”

A black smog seeped from beneath her, curling from her mouth and nose, brushing Rivyn’s cheek with the scent of ash.

“It gets rid of them… for a while.”

Rivyn leaned back in, kissing her again—slow, grounding herself in the heat of Eliana’s mouth. For a moment, the figures bled away into the shadows. But as their lips lingered, they returned—silent, patient, their attention pressing in like a weight on the air.

“They’re watching,” Rivyn whispered against her ear.

Eliana’s lips curved faintly. “Let them. You’re safe with me. They can’t touch you unless I allow it.”

Something in Rivyn tightened—part fear, part need. She slid her hand down between them, fingers finding Eliana’s clit and stroking until her back arched. The blanket slipped to the floor, baring them to the watchers.

Phantom hands traced the same paths as hers, a double touch that made her shudder. She lowered her mouth to Eliana’s breast, kneading and kissing tenderly before giving a firm slap that made Eliana gasp.

The phantom heat pushed into Rivyn’s body, curling through her nerves until she moaned against Eliana’s skin. She moved lower, settling between Eliana’s thighs, her shoulders pressing into them as her mouth began its slow, deliberate work. Rivyn’s fingers gripped her hips firmly, holding her in place, feeling the faint tremor under her skin. Eliana’s hands slid down, covering Rivyn’s, lacing their fingers together in a silent plea to keep her there. Their gazes stayed locked, each breath and movement deepening the heat between them.

Figures drifted closer, their outlines bleeding into the firelight. Ghostly shapes slid from within Eliana herself. Her breasts shook as if the ghosts were moving them.

Rivyn pulled back just enough to slip two fingers inside, her thumb circling Eliana’s clit. Eliana’s eyes flicked to the figures, and she brought one of her own nipples to her mouth, sucking slowly as she watched Rivyn. The sight made Rivyn’s pulse spike.

Eliana kneaded her breasts hard, never looking away, sucking on her nipples and licking them for all to see. The room swelled with shadow and heat. Along with the pressure inside, there seemed to be a disembodied tongue flicking Rivyn’s clit.

When they came, it was together—loud and unrestrained, the sound echoing through the firelit room. Heat rippled between them, sweat slicking their skin, the sheets twisted and half-fallen to the floor.

The watchers did not move. Their hollow eyes drank in every shiver, every gasp, their presence pressing against Rivyn like a second, unnatural pulse. Smoke and skin lingered thick in the air, the crackle of the fire sharp in the quiet aftermath.

Rivyn clung to Eliana, still trembling, the phantom heat of unseen hands gliding over her shoulders—reluctant to let go. Shadows bent and swayed along the walls, the figures still standing by, silent witnesses to the way they had unraveled one another.

A slow unease crept in now that it was over. Rivyn’s voice was raw when she asked, “Can you make them leave?”

Eliana’s laugh was low and knowing. “You can.” She reached for the long blade propped against the hearth—its blackened metal catching the firelight and absorbing it.

“Use the sword.”

Rivyn stared at it, her stomach tightening. The hell-forged steel would drink their souls as easily as it drank the heat from her palm.

“Just run it through them,” Eliana said softly. “It’ll capture them.”

Rivyn took the hilt, feeling the weight of it settle into her grip. It was inert, cold, almost ordinary—until she moved. The moment the blade swept forward, something inside it woke, an energy crackling faintly along its edge, electric.

The ghosts still lingered by the bed, pale shapes twitching at the edges of her vision. She stepped forward. The first cut was slow, her breath catching as the blade slid through empty air. A deep, unnatural glow bloomed along the steel—blue shifting to violet, like the sky just before night swallows the last trace of day. The nearest ghost screamed without sound, its form unravelling in spirals of light before collapsing into the sword itself. The energy flared, greedy now.

She moved again, faster—arcs, sweeps, a clean diagonal slash that sent shadows scattering like startled birds. Each strike filled the room with that eerie light, the air tasting of metal and cold rain. One by one, the watchers vanished, drawn into the blade until the walls stood bare and silent.

“I feel… somewhat remorseful,” she said, lowering the sword but not letting it go.

“Don’t be,” Eliana replied. “They were trapped regardless.”

Rivyn glanced at the princess. “Does your blade do the same?”

“No,” Eliana said with a faint smile. “Mine sends them to hell. But these? These came back with me… on my last visit.”

Rivyn’s pulse slowed, but the weight in her hands was intoxicating—solid, certain, powerful in a way her hammers and tongs could never be. Eliana wanted her to be more than a blacksmith tucked away in a quiet village. She wanted her as a knight… no, as a dark warrior. A weapon in her own right.

For the first time, Rivyn could almost see it—if she could still come home sometimes. She spun the blade, caught it cleanly, and smiled, a spark of exhilaration warming her expression.

When she turned back to Eliana, confusion shadowed the princess’s face.

“It’s light-weight,” Rivyn said, almost laughing. “Just so easy to use.” She crossed the room, sat beside her. “What’s wrong?”

Eliana’s black eyes, ringed with molten gold, fixed on her. A slow curl of black, ghostlike smoke rose around her hand as she reached out, pressing a finger to Rivyn’s forehead. A sharp, cold pressure bloomed there, and Rivyn’s mind swam, fuzzy at the edges.

“I can’t hear your thoughts,” Eliana murmured. The words were quiet, but they carried weight.

Rivyn hesitated only a moment. “Then I should tell you—I’d like to join your legion. So long as I can spend some time here in the village.”

Eliana’s expression shifted—pride, yes, but something softer and almost sad beneath it. She leaned back, studying her as though she were seeing her for the first time.

They lay together in the quiet, the firelight flickering across the ceiling in restless amber. Rivyn curled against Eliana, an arm draped around her waist, the scent of her skin still warm in her lungs. She pressed a slow kiss to her shoulder, feeling the subtle shift of muscle beneath her lips. Eliana’s hand found hers, resting over it in a loose, claiming touch. By the hearth, the sword still glowed faintly, its light lost on the curve of the blade. Rivyn’s breathing steadied, deepened, and soon she was asleep in the cradle of that warmth.

Eliana kept her eyes open, gaze fixed on the dark beyond the window. From her black-and-gold eyes, silent tears slipped free, catching the faint firelight before disappearing into the sheets.

***

Pale light filtered in through the shutters, catching in the faint threads of smoke that still curled from the hearth. Rivyn’s eyes opened slowly, the edges of a dream falling away. The first thing she noticed was warmth—Eliana’s, steady against her back.

She rolled over to find the princess already awake, propped on one elbow. There was no rush in her expression, only a calm study, as though she’d been waiting for Rivyn to surface.

“You stayed,” Rivyn murmured, voice rough from sleep.

“I said I would.” Eliana’s tone carried the faintest trace of amusement.

Rivyn’s lips curved into a devilish grin. She sat up and stretched, the blanket sliding to her waist, cool air brushing over her bare skin until goosebumps rose along her arms. The scent of something warm—spice and roasted grain—drifted in from the main room, coaxing her from the bed. She leaned down to press a lingering kiss to Eliana’s lips before rising and dressing.

Eliana had already set the table with coarse bread, a pot of porridge, and two wooden mugs. Steam curled from both. Rivyn’s brow arched. “You made breakfast?”

“I can be useful in ways other than fighting,” Eliana said, settling across from her.

They ate without hurry, the clink of spoons against bowls the only sound for a time. Rivyn let herself watch Eliana in the morning light, how the gold in her irises shifted with every flicker from the fire. Once, she thought she saw a shadow cross the floor behind her that didn’t belong to either of them—but when she blinked, it was gone.

Eliana’s gaze flicked to the corner where the sword leaned against the hearth. “How does it feel, knowing you handled it so well?”

Rivyn shrugged. “Strange. Powerful.”

“Pick it up.” Eliana’s request was quiet, almost casual.

Rivyn studied her for a moment before pushing her chair back. She crossed to the hearth, wrapped her fingers around the hilt, and lifted. The metal drank in the morning light, swallowing it whole until the edges seemed to blur, as if the blade were holding shadows inside itself.

She shifted her grip, testing the balance. Without thinking, her stance changed—weight settling onto the balls of her feet, ready, as though an opponent might step forward at any moment.

When she turned, Eliana was watching her with the same expression she might give a soldier in training—measuring, calculating. It sent a small shiver down Rivyn’s spine.

“What?” Rivyn asked.

“Nothing,” Eliana said too easily. “You’ll do well.”

Rivyn set the sword back in its place, unwilling to ask the questions piling up. She returned to her seat. “When will you need me in your legion?”

“In a week,” Eliana said. “I’ll come for you.”

“Another week?” Rivyn’s voice softened, almost petulant. “I can’t be away from you that long.”

Eliana’s mouth curved faintly. “Perhaps sooner, if I can manage it.”

They held each other’s gaze across the small table, the silence thickening between them. Rivyn’s teeth grazed her own lip, holding it there as if to keep from saying more.

After the bowls were cleared and the fire banked, they lingered by the bed. Eliana brushed a lock of hair from Rivyn’s face and pressed her forehead to hers. The kiss that followed was soft but lasting, carrying an unspoken promise—and something darker beneath it.

When Eliana left, Rivyn stood in the doorway, watching her disappear down the path until the mist swallowed her whole. She turned back inside, and her gaze caught on the sword.
It leaned exactly where she’d left it, the black steel swallowing what little morning light filtered through the shutters, leaving the corner in shadow. Rivyn let out a quiet laugh, though she couldn’t have said why, and turned away, the sound still lingering in the quiet room.
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The car eased to a stop at the bottom of a narrow street—the kind with uneven pavement and bougainvillea bleeding over cracked fences. Dalia sat up straighter in her seat, clutching her water bottle like it might anchor her to reality. She rolled down the window and smelled the ocean air—salt and heat and flowers drifting from the overgrown vines.

“Okay, boujee,” Felix muttered, peering over his round red sunglasses. “Is it 25 or 26?”

“Twenty-five.” Her voice was quiet.

They passed a few tired beach cottages before pulling in front of a building that did not match its neighbors. It stood three stories high—white stucco, tiled roof, wrought-iron balconies. Ivy curled along the balconies like it had been groomed to look unruly. The kind of place with hand-painted tile numbers and a gate that clicked shut just a little too smoothly.

It didn’t feel like an apartment complex. It felt like a Mediterranean manor pretending to be one.

We had just arrived, so we didn’t know if anyone had dared sit there. Windchimes twinkled somewhere on the top floor, soft and eerie. The front garden was wild but curated—potted citrus trees, scattered succulents, and a single white bench that looked freshly painted.

Dalia’s stomach knotted tighter.

Felix had spent the entire drive from Pasadena trying to talk her out of it. The rent was too cheap. The listing had too little info. Craigslist, he insisted, was where people went to get trafficked or haunted. Or both.

He was a landlord himself—sharp-eyed, well-moisturized, and always dressed like he was headed to brunch with a micro-celebrity. Today it was white linen pants, a coral-pink button-down and layered gold necklaces. His curls were glossy and a little wild, like he styled them for volume and then gave up halfway through. Felix was the kind of man who could spot bad lighting from across the street and had opinions about grout.

“Look, you just got out of something messy,” he’d said. “You don’t need some haunted Craigslist villa. You need peace. You need a plant.”

She hadn’t answered then. She didn’t now.

But she knew—for certain—her ex had no reason to come to Venice.

The building rose before her, quiet and still. Not dangerous, exactly. Just… expectant. Like it was holding its breath.

Felix leaned forward, squinting through the windshield.

“This doesn’t feel like a rental.”

“I need to be closer to work.”

“You work remote.”

“I want the option to go in.”

He sighed, theatrical. “We could just not go in. Get over-priced iced coffee, stare at the ocean. Look at places with actual landlords and leases and background checks.”

Dalia kept her eyes on the gate.

“We came all this way. Let’s at least see it.”

Felix groaned, already unbuckling his seatbelt. “Fine. But if this person looks like they skin women and wear their faces, I’m pulling the fire alarm.”

Felix groaned, already unbuckling his seatbelt with theatrical reluctance. “Fine. But if this person looks like they skin women and wear their faces, we’re out.”

She blinked at him.

“Buffalo Bill, babe,” he said. “Silence of the Lambs. Don’t act like you don’t know.”

Dalia tried to smile, but she was suddenly nauseous. The truth was, she did feel uneasy. But not in the way Felix meant. It wasn’t fear. Not really. It was more like… anticipation. Like the moment just before a door opens in a dream.

The apartment building loomed above them, white stucco and sea breeze, the iron gate locked tight with a little silver callbox on the wall. Felix squinted at the keypad, then nudged her.

“Well? Buzz your mystery person.”

Dalia stepped forward and pressed the button marked A2. The speaker crackled, then clicked.

“Hello?”

It was a woman’s voice—low, steady.

“Hi. Dalia here. For the roommate listing?”

A short pause.

“Come on up.”

The gate clicked. Felix pulled it open for her with a flourish. “If I get murdered, tell my bae he’s finally free,” he said under his breath as they stepped through.

They crossed a shaded courtyard lined with ferns and scattered succulents, climbed a narrow staircase with sun-warmed tile steps, and stopped in front of a wooden door with a small, hand-painted ceramic number above it.

Dalia shifted on the step, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. She wore a matching cotton set in soft desert tones—striped shorts with a belted waist and a loose, airy overshirt in the same fabric, layered over a crisp white button-down. The top was slightly unbuttoned, not for show, just casually undone, like she hadn’t expected to be looked at too closely. Her hair was short, dark, and softly tousled from the drive, the loose curls framing her face with a kind of effortless, accidental charm. Gold hoop earrings peeked through the strands, and her necklace shifted gently when she moved. It read her name, Dalia, in cursive.

Her eyes, wide and thoughtful, had that quiet kind of intensity—like she was always half-listening to something just beneath the surface. There was a modesty to her—not shyness exactly, but a softness, like she wanted to blend in without disappearing. She didn’t dress to seduce or distract. But something about her—bare knees, undone collar, the way she watched the door—caught the light anyway.

The lock turned, and Felix instinctively took a step back, grabbing her arm as the door creaked open.

A woman a few years older than Dalia stepped out into the sunlight, like she’d been standing just behind it. Her gaze moved to Felix first—measured, unreadable—then shifted to Dalia. Something in her expression softened.

“Hello.” she said, voice calm but cool.

Felix exhaled in relief. “Oh, thank god.”

“We’re here for the roommate listing?” Dalia offered. “I spoke with Azrael. I’m Dalia.”

“Yes,” the woman nodded. “I’m Azrael. Nice to meet you.” She glanced at Felix. “And this is… a friend?”

“Felix,” he said brightly. “Moral support. Chronic skeptic.”

Azrael smirked, seeming amused, then stepped aside to let them in. “Come in.”

The apartment was instantly, disarmingly beautiful.

Light poured through arched windows framed in soft, flowing curtains. The hardwood floors had a warm sheen, interrupted only by layered rugs in faded, earthy patterns. There were plants everywhere—climbing, trailing, blooming. A hanging pothos caught the morning sun near the kitchen archway, its leaves spilling like water.

The air smelled like herbs and something citrusy, maybe blood orange. Or paint.

The furniture was minimal but curated—rich textures, old wood, brass accents. A small record player sat near the far window, flanked by worn leather-bound books and stacked canvases in various stages of completion.

Dalia stayed just behind Felix, her hands loosely clasped in front of her. She avoided direct eye contact with Azrael, who seemed to be watching for her reaction. Instead, she took in the room—the light, the layout, the sense of stillness that somehow felt… alive.

“Sooo,” Felix said, adjusting his glasses as the lenses transitioned back to clear. “Let’s cut to the chase—why’s a place like this so cheap?”

Azrael offered a faint smile. “I’m not trying to be cheap. I’m trying to keep the place. I can’t afford it on my own anymore.”

“You paint for a living or…?” Felix asked, gesturing toward the canvases.

“Yes, I do. And commission work. Gallery sales, sometimes.” Azrael’s voice was soft, measured. There was no edge to it. She wasn’t defensive—just matter-of-fact.

She moved with quiet precision, barefoot on the hardwood. Her clothes were loose, lived-in—an olive button-down with the sleeves rolled to her elbows and charcoal slacks. A smear of ochre paint marked one hand like an afterthought.

Her skin was golden, sun-warmed. Her face—delicate, yet strong and deliberate. High cheekbones. Arched brows. A stillness that drew the eye and made it hard to look away.

Dalia did watch, when she thought she wouldn’t notice.

Azrael’s dark hair brushed her shoulders, slightly mussed, like she’d gone swimming and let it dry that way. She didn’t seem in a rush. Didn’t seem like someone who ever had to explain herself.

Faint tattoos peeked from beneath her sleeves—symbols, maybe, or a language Dalia couldn’t read.

“There’s a little back porch, too,” Azrael said, leading them past the kitchen.

The glass door slid open and the light shifted—warmer now, softened by the late morning sun. The porch was narrow but deep, shaded by a wooden overhang strung with string lights. A small iron table sat in the corner with two mismatched chairs, their paint chipped and charming.

Beyond the railing, the backyard dropped slightly into a terraced garden—stone steps leading to a patch of grass bordered by lavender, rosemary, and wild mint. A cluster of fruit trees stood near the back fence—citrus or fig, maybe both—and while neighboring houses were visible through the hedges, they felt just far enough. Not isolated, but buffered. Like the yard had carved out its own little breath of quiet between the walls.

It was private. Unexpectedly so. The kind of space you could cry in, and maybe no one would notice. Or if they did, they wouldn’t ask.

Felix wandered toward the far edge of the porch, admiring the view. Dalia hovered near the doorway, looking out.

From the corner of her eye, she felt it—a glance. She turned slightly and caught Azrael watching her, quiet and still, her expression unreadable.

Their eyes met for only a second, but it landed with weight. Azrael didn’t look away; she looked directly at Dalia, unwavering.

Dalia looked away—a slow pull, a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding, a ball of heat unraveling low in her stomach.

She turned her gaze back to the yard, heartbeat just a little too loud in her ears.

“This is… quite beautiful,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

“It’s peaceful,” Azrael replied.

There was something in her tone—not pride exactly, but knowing. Like she understood what it meant to need that kind of quiet.

“I sit out here at night sometimes,” Azrael added. “The breeze off the ocean reaches all the way back here.”

Felix turned back toward them. “You really live here alone?”

“I have,” Azrael said. Hazel eyes looking off in Dalia’s direction.

“It’s criminally underpriced,” he said. “This place could be rented out for triple. And I say that with love.”

Azrael gave a polite nod, as if accepting a compliment on behalf of the home.

“Would you like to see the room?” Azrael asked gently.

Her voice landed like a fingertip trailing down a spine—Dalia’s, specifically. She nodded, the motion small, almost instinctive.

Azrael led them down the hall, past an arched doorway and a wide alcove lined with records. She stopped in front of a pale green door and pushed it open.

The room was huge—more than Dalia had expected for an apartment. Sunlight spilled across hardwood floors, warming the edges of a simple bed frame that stood against one wall. The mattress was missing, but the frame was solid wood, carved simply. A matching dresser and side tables were in the room as well.The walls were soft cream with crown molding. Built-in bookshelves framed the window seat.

“I was going to turn it into a guest room,” Azrael said. “Never got around to it.”

She crossed the room to open a second door, revealing a small private bathroom—clawfoot tub, pedestal sink, patterned tile on the floor. Everything clean. Quiet. Like someone had intentionally stopped time in there.

“Okay,” Felix said, scanning the space. “I might actually move in though.”

Dalia gave a quiet laugh.

“What do you do for work, Dalia?” Azrael asked, turning back toward her.

The way the woman said her name made Dalia’s head feel fuzzy.

“I do freelance translation work,” Dalia said. “Spanish to English. I also teach one-on-one sessions online and do some voiceover work—for games and TV.” She hesitated, then added, “I work remotely, but I have the option to go into an office in town.”

“You could work here,” Azrael replied. “I’m quiet, aside from my music. You’re more than welcome to use the living room or the porch. There’s a small study off the kitchen, too.” She paused. “The neighborhood’s generally safe and quiet. The neighbors throw parties sometimes, but… that’s out of my control.”

Dalia nodded, running a hand down the doorframe as if testing the grain.

“Is anyone else looking at the space soon?” Felix asked.

“Yes,” Azrael replied. “I have someone coming by later today. But it’s yours, Dalia, if you want it. No one else has seemed serious.”

Felix turned to Dalia. “She’ll think about it.”

“I’ll take it,” Dalia said, eyes wide.

It came out too fast. Almost automatic.

Both of them looked at her—Felix with his mouth open in stunned disbelief, and Azrael with the expression of a cat basking in a sunbeam, content and pleased with her answer.

“Perfect. I’ll draw up a short-term lease,” Azrael offered. “Month-to-month is easiest, unless you’d prefer something more formal.”

Dalia nodded. “That works for me.”

They exchanged phone numbers, and Azrael handed her a slim brass key from a ceramic dish by the door. Her fingers brushed Dalia’s just slightly—cool, steady.

“I’ll be back tomorrow to move in. I’ll be sure to have the deposit with me then,” Dalia said, her voice softer than she meant it to be.

Azrael nodded once. “Alright, I’ll probably be here.”

Dalia floated down the stairs, her pulse still buzzing in her ears, Felix trailing behind her and giving her looks the whole way.

“Pregnancy,” he muttered once they hit the sidewalk. “If you move in there, someone is going to end up pregnant. I know you saw how she looked at you. And the way she said your name?”

Dalia stared ahead, her fingers tightening around the key.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said.

But she did.
God, she did.
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