BETWEEN STARS AND FLESH
By Kristina Straub

“Don’t open the box!” Devon’s voice echoed from the basement, but Eliana’s gaze kept
drifting to the black container that had appeared on their coffee table like a malevolent gift.
She traced the couch’s burgundy fabric, each ridge catching lamplight like dried blood.

Suffocating silence filled the living room. The small black box watched like a sentinel
beside Devon’s carefully wrapped anniversary gift. Countless hands had worn the edges
smooth, age and secrets dulling the rusty latch. Musty sweetness curled through the air
like funeral flowers.

Magnetic intensity pulled her gaze to the box; forces she couldn’t name dragging her
forward. The air thickened, pressing against her chest.

“Where is that dork?” she muttered, trying to break the spell.

The box called to Eliana, whispering promises of knowledge and power. Devon had been so
careful about their anniversary setup. But the pull was irresistible.

“Don’t,” she breathed, though her body betrayed her, inching forward. The static danced
around her like a malevolent specter. The allure overpowered her instincts.

Trembling fingers reached out. The moment she touched the surface, a shock coursed
through her, igniting her senses. Images flooded her mind—visions of forgotten realms
compressed into fleeting snapshots.

The obsidian chest had an unnatural warmth pulsing through its surface, as if something
alive stirred within. The material defied nature, its surface rippling with impossible patterns
that drew the eye deeper. Inviting. Hungry. When she touched the latch, ityielded with a
wet click that lingered far longer than physics should allow.

Inside, a gelatinous grey mass throbbed with its own heartbeat. The smell struck her then.
Copper. The scent of lightning striking flesh. Ice water shot through her veins. Breath
caughtin her throat, yet strange curiosity bloomed alongside horror. The mass
synchronized with her pulse, and something shifted in her mind. Doors opening that
someone had sealed long ago.

The basement door creaked open. Devon’s footsteps echoed up the stairs.



Wine in hand, Devon returned from the basement, condensation beading the bottle like
tears in the suddenly frigid air. He froze in the doorway, his relaxed demeanor shattering.
The black box sat open beside his anniversary gift, impossible, wrong, as if reality had
hiccupped.

Static electricity sparked through the air, raising the hair on his arms. His knuckles went
white around the bottle. “Eliana.”

The box radiated urgent energy, wrongness that twisted their familiar home into a lie.

Dread washed over him. This was the day he had spent years dreading, the moment his
protective magic would inevitably fail. A cold knot twisted in Eliana’s stomach. Fragments
of memory surfaced like debris from a shipwreck. Something had happened, something
she had helped him with, though the details remained vague. The grey mass pulsed faster
now, responding to her recognition.

Eliana’s fingers traced the box’s rim. Recognition surged, a belonging she hadn’t realized
she’d craved. Something unfurled in her thoughts, a forgotten truth clawing toward the
surface.

“You need to step away from that box.” His hands trembled as he set down the wine, his
knees threatening to buckle.

His hand found the silver pendant at his throat, worn smooth by years of worry. The
pendant grew warm against his skin, responding to the supernatural energy filling the
room. A fragment of the original binding circle, forged in desperation and blood seventeen
years ago.

The memory crashed over him like a wave. Twenty-three years old, terrified graduate
student with trembling hands, standing in that underground chamber where ancient
stones hummed with failing power. Eliana had been suspended in the dying light of the
binding circle, magnificent and terrible as a dying star, her unconscious power turning
sand to glass in spiraling patterns that hurt to look at directly.

“Help me,” she had whispered, her voice carrying harmonics that made the chamber walls
weep. “l don’t want to hurt anyone.”

A choice had presented itself then. Run and let the ancient binding fail completely, or
attempt the ritual with incomplete knowledge and his grandfather’s journal. The old
binding had been imprisonment, cruel and absolute. But Devon had chosen something



different. He had bound her to himself, to his life force, to his love. The solution was
supposed to be temporary, just until he could find a better way.

Seventeen years. Seventeen years of watching her laugh at his jokes, of Sunday mornings
and shared dreams, of pretending they were just an ordinary couple. Seventeen years of
his life force slowly draining to keep her human.

The pendant pulsed against his palm, and he felt the binding’s last threads beginning to
fray. He had practiced this conversation in dreams and prayers to forgotten gods, knowing
this day would come.

But she didn’t pull back. The box revealed its secrets, and nothing could halt what
followed.

From the darkness within, something blinked. Not eyes, but stars dying in the cold vacuum
of space, patient and knowing and terrible in their alien intelligence. The temperature
plummeted, and Eliana’s breath misted.

Eliana stared into the box, and the thing inside stared back. Recognition flooded through
her like ice water. She knew this presence. She had always known it.

“It’s me,” she whispered. “I’m the thing in the box.”

Gravity lost interest in her mortal form, weight dissolving from her limbs. Her human shell
seemed like a costume finally ready for discarding, tight and constraining and false. The
barrier containing her true essence cracked like ice in spring, sending electricity through
her veins like liquid starlight that burned and froze simultaneously.

Pressure bloomed against her gums, foreign yet hauntingly familiar. Her teeth stretched,
reforming with precise agony, bones remembering their proper shape. Iron flooded her
mouth, awakening buried memories of words that could reshape reality itself.

Devon watched helplessly as the woman he loved began to change. Her spine
straightened, her movements becoming fluid and predatory. When she looked at him, her
eyes held depths that hadn’t been there moments before.

“It always knew how to find me,” she said, memories cascading through her awakening
mind.

Star-drenched skies. Civilizations trembling beneath her gaze. She had ruled; she had
waited; she had been bound.



The wine trembled in Devon’s grip as hairline cracks webbed the bottle. No more
pretending. He had always known what she truly was. The binding spell had worked for
seventeen years, letting her live as a human, letting them love each other. But all magic
fades, and so was he.

Lines had crept around his eyes too early. His hair had begun silvering before thirty. Each
morning brought a deeper exhaustion that no amount of sleep could cure. The binding was
tied to his very essence, and as it shattered, so did he.

“I locked that away,” he whispered, voice breaking. “I locked you away to save you from
yourself.”

Her nails darkened and lengthened into obsidian claws that clicked against the coffee
table’s wood like a countdown to something magnificent and inevitable. Energy enveloped
Eliana, the air itself humming with power that demanded release.

In that charged moment, the universe held its breath. He could only stand frozen, watching
as the woman he loved transformed into something vast and powerful, magnificent in its
inhuman nature.

The memory came flooding back. The first time he had seen those eyes, soft brown,
sparkling with warmth, laughing at his terrible jokes over pancakes. She had been
wandering, lost, with no memory of what she was. That woman dissolved before him now,
like sugar in the rain.

“Through space and time,” she said, her voice carrying harmonics that made the windows
vibrate.

The house groaned, low and mournful, walls shivering inward under pressure. Around the
room, the protective wards Devon had carved into the walls began to smoke and crack.
Decades of desperate love and protective magic crumbled to ash, bindings meant to keep
a fallen goddess earthbound and human.

Each symbol he’d perfected over sleepless nights failed in sequence, sending sparks that
glittered like dying fireflies in the thickening darkness. The house inhaled, walls creaking
inward as they tried to contain what could no longer be contained.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, palm pressed against the nearest ward as it blackened and
crumbled.



Energy twisted the surrounding air into visible distortions, reality bending like heat waves.
The walls trembled, plaster raining down like snow.

“Stay with me!” he shouted over the growing rumble that seemed to come from the earth
itself.

Eliana turned, void-eyes infinite. “l cannot. | will restore what disappeared.”

Now he understood. She wasn’t just transforming. She remembered her purpose, her
cosmic role. Whatever she had been meant to restore, whatever had been lost when she
was bound and hidden on Earth, she would reclaim it. The implications terrified him.

Shadows surged like living things, reaching across the floor with grasping tendrils. The air
shimmered with otherworldly energy, warping space itself until the familiar geometry of
their living room became something alien and wrong.

Heartbreaking in its inhuman beauty, Eliana’s smile pierced him as she stepped back. The
room shuddered as if struck by an earthquake. Deep rumbles shook the earth beneath
them, and the house cracked and swayed like a ship taking on water.

“No!” Devon lunged forward, his fingers grasping at the empty air where she had been, but
she was already dissolving into brilliant light that consumed everything. Walls, furniture,
memories, the very air they breathed. Only searing brightness remained, and the taste of
copper.

When the light faded, he stood alone among scattered remnants of their life. Silence filled
the space where laughter once lived, heavy and expectant as a held breath.

But Devon was no longer the same man who had entered this room. His hair had gone
completely white, his hands gnarled and trembling. The binding that had kept her human
had been draining his life force for seventeen years, and with its destruction, time
collected its due in moments.

From the cracks in the walls, darkness writhed forth like hungry vines, creeping along
surfaces with purposeful intent. The house groaned and settled, mourning its violated
sanctity. The earth below rumbled with the promise of worse to come. Not just footsteps of
titans stirring in their sleep, but the approach of other cosmic beings drawn by her
transformation.

Staggering back, Devon’s breath came in ragged gasps. His vision blurred at the edges, but
understanding flooded through him with chilling clarity. This was only the beginning.



Whatever Eliana had become, whatever cosmic role she now fulfilled, it was a mercy
compared to what would have come if she had remained bound. The others, the entities
stirring in the spaces between stars, would not have her restraint, her lingering humanity.

She had chosen to save Earth in the only way she could, by becoming what she was meant
to be before they arrived to do it themselves. And Devon, aged decades in moments, had
seconds left to withess what came next.

A deafening thunderclap shattered the air, echoing like the roar of a magnificent beast.
Reality itself seemed to tear, a sound that rattled his bones. Around him, the world
collapsed into chaos, beautifulin its finality.

In the ruins of their home, Devon collapsed to his knees among the scattered remnants of
their anniversary dinner, his rapidly aging hands trembling as he reached for the carefully
chosen wine now pooling dark as blood across the broken floor. The silence stretched
infinite, waiting for whatever came next.

Above him, through the shattered ceiling, stars began to move in patterns that had not
been seen since the universe was young. Eliana had become their guardian, their cosmic
protector, accepting the role that would keep far worse things at bay. And Devon, having
loved a goddess just long enough to save the world, closed his eyes and smiled as the last
of his borrowed time slipped away.



