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“You gonna stare all night, Holt, or actually pour me a drink?” Elara leaned across the bar, her low-cut blouse doing absolutely nothing to conceal the way her cleavage pressed against the polished oak. The lone customer—a traveling merchant with ink-stained fingers and a wedding band he kept twisting nervously—swallowed hard.

Garrick grunted from the shadows near the ale taps; his massive arms crossed over his chest. “You’re blocking the good whiskey,” he muttered, but his gaze lingered on the way Elara’s hips swayed as she plucked a clean tankard from the shelf. The merchant’s eyes followed the same path.

The Tipsy Satyr was quieter than a graveyard at midnight. Four empty tables. A single sputtering candle. Even Pip the pixie had given up on swiping purses and was now sulking in the rafters, braiding dust bunnies into her hair. Elara sighed and twirled a strand of obsidian-black hair around her finger. “Tell me, good sir,” she purred, sliding the merchant’s untouched ale closer, “does your wife know you blush like a virgin at a brothel when a woman counts your change?”

Garrick’s tankard hit the counter with a thud. The merchant jumped. “Two silvers for the ale,” Garrick growled. “Five if you want her to stop talking.”

Elara’s laugh was bright and sudden, like a dagger drawn in a dark alley. “Oh, but where’s the fun in that?” She leaned closer, her voice dropping to a whisper the merchant would never forget. “Tell you what—buy another round, and I’ll show you why they call this place The Tipsy Satyr.”

Somewhere behind them, a floorboard creaked. Garrick’s knuckles went white around the rag he was pretending to clean glasses with.

The merchant’s face turned the color of pickled beets. “I—uh—my wagon leaves at dawn—”

Elara’s smile didn’t waver, but something tired flickered behind her eyes. “Shame,” she said, straightening up and swiping his untouched ale for herself. “Garrick, love, we’re officially poorer than a goblin’s piggy bank.”

Garrick’s response was a wordless rumble as he dragged a palm down his face.

The pixie’s wings buzzed irritably. “Ugh, groundlings. So much talky-talk when you could be—oh!” She dove for the merchant’s abandoned coin purse, but Garrick snagged it midair and tossed it into the till with practiced ease. Pip stuck out her tongue and flitted back to the rafters, muttering about “party-pooping giants.”

Elara traced the rim of her stolen ale, watching moonlight pool in the liquid. “Solstice is tomorrow.” She said it lightly, like mentioning rain might ruin the hay. But the air between them thickened like honey left in the sun.

Garrick’s rag stilled. “We agreed.” Two syllables, forged in the same fire that had burned their bed six years ago—when his hands couldn’t tell comfort from combat, and her spells had started tasting like ash.

Elara swirled the ale, watching foam cling to the glass like lovers reluctant to part. “Agreements can be rewritten, Holt.” The merchant’s coin lay between them, still warm from his palm. Outside, hooves clopped against cobblestones as the man fled toward safer lodgings—ones without half-elves who smiled like they knew where his pulse lived.
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