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The binding wasn't a snap of the fingers or a poetic clap of thunder. It was a migraine that felt like a railroad spike driven through my prefrontal cortex.

I didn't pass out, which was unfortunate. Passing out would have been a mercy. Instead, I stood there in the center of my ruined basement, clutching my skull and watching Malphas inspect my meager collection of dried herbs like a tourist in a gift shop for the terminally uncool.

"Dried mugwort?" He picked up a jar, turned it over, and wrinkled his nose. "Really? This is the fuel you use for your magic? No wonder you almost blew a hole in the dimensional veil."

He set the jar down with a clatter that made me wince. The sound was too loud, grating against my already frayed nerves. The connection between us—the "tether," he'd called it—was a two-way radio I couldn't turn off. I could feel his impatience buzzing under my skin like static electricity. It made my teeth hurt.

"We make use of what we have," I asserted, yet my swaying undermined the impact. "Not all of us have access to the... the Lower Realms Costco."

Malphas turned, his movements fluid and predatory. He was studying me again, that hungry gold-and-crimson gaze stripping me layer by layer. It didn't feel like being looked at; it felt like being tasted.

"The Lower Realms have no Costcos," he said, deadpan. "We have void markets and the screams of the damned. Slightly better selection, but the customer service is lacking." He stepped closer, into my personal space. The heat radiating off him was intense, like standing next to an open oven door, but it didn't burn. It felt... good. Like sliding into a hot bath after a long day of shivering in the rain.

My body reacted instantly. My nipples peaked against the stiff fabric of my bra, and that treacherous throb returned between my legs, low and insistent. I hated it. I hated that my body was a traitor, responding to the thing that had effectively ended my life as I knew it.

"You're leaking," he said, his voice dropping an octave.

I crossed my arms over my chest, mortified. "I am not leaking."

"Energy," he clarified, reaching out to tap the center of my forehead. "You're an open faucet. All that vibration, all that chaos you try to suppress? It's pouring out of you. It's delicious." He inhaled deeply, his eyes fluttering shut for a split second. "Like honey and battery acid."

I stumbled back, knocking over a stack of National Geographic magazines. "Stay out of my head."

"It's not your head I'm interested in, Elara." He opened his eyes, and the humor was gone, replaced by a stark, terrifying seriousness. "We need to establish ground rules. Because if you don't feed me soon, I'm going to start eating the drywall. And then the furniture. And then you."

"Feed you how?" My voice squeaked. I cleared my throat, trying to regain some semblance of dignity. "I told you, I'm not giving you my soul."

"Stop saying soul," he groaned, running a hand through his dark hair. "I don't want your soul. Souls are chewy, and they taste like regret. I want vitality. I want pleasure." He paced the small room, his expensive shoes scuffing the dusty concrete. "Summoning a demon of my caliber requires a sustained energy exchange. Usually, this is done through blood sacrifice, ritualistic orgies, or the destruction of sacred artifacts."

I stared at him. "I live in a basement apartment. I don't have sacred artifacts, and I'm definitely not having an orgy with you."

Malphas stopped pacing and looked at me, a slow grin spreading across his face. "An orgy requires more than two people. Unless you're counting your multiple personalities, in which case it's going to be very crowded."

"You know what I mean." I rubbed my temples, the migraine spiking again. "I can't do this. I have to go to work in four hours. I have a performance review."

He laughed. It wasn't a mocking laugh but a genuine, belly-deep sound of amusement. "You're not going to work, Elara. You're going to call in sick. You're going to tell them you have the plague, because if you step foot out of this apartment, the tether will snap."

I froze. "Snap?"

"Think of it like a rubber band," he said, holding up his hands. "I'm the anchor. You're the balloon. If you fly too far away, snap. You die. Or worse. You fade."

"Worse?"

"You become a hollow," he said casually. "A shell. You keep breathing, your heart keeps beating, but the lights are on and nobody's home. You'll spend the rest of your life staring at a wall, drooling."

Panic, cold and sharp, clawed at my throat. "This can't be happening."

"Oh, it's happening." He walked over to the only chair in the room—a battered IKEA recliner I'd salvaged from a curb—and sat down, looking ridiculous: a demon lord in a bespoke suit sitting in a fabric chair that smelled vaguely of cat piss. "Now, I'm hungry, and since you're morally opposed to orgies and bloodletting, we're going to have to improvise."

He patted his knee. "Come here."

My feet felt like they were encased in concrete. "No."

"Elara." His voice was a command wrapped in velvet. "If you don't come here, I will come to you, and I promise you'll like the first option much better."

I looked at the door. I could run. I could bolt up the stairs and out into the street. But he was right. I could feel the pull—a physical tug in the center of my chest, dragging me toward him. It wasn't just a metaphor. It was physics.

I took a shaky step forward. Then another, until I was standing right in front of him. Up close, his scent was overwhelming: sandalwood, sulfur, and something muskier and darker—leather.

"Knees," he said.
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