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Wren Mallory had her shit together. Mostly. Somewhat. In theory.

Her grimoire hovered three inches above her kitchen counter, pages flipping as she guided it with one finger. Cinnamon-scented steam curled from her mug as the morning's first caffeine hit waited beside her scattered notes.

"Page forty-seven," she mumbled through a mouthful of nearly-burnt toast. Crumbs tumbled onto her scribbled diagrams as the book obeyed, settling on interlocking protection sigils identical to the ones carved into every available surface of her apartment, including the toilet. Especially the toilet. Interdimensional entities were sneaky bastards.

Dust motes danced through razor-thin beams of sunlight filtering between anti-scrying blinds. The apartment's floorboards creaked beneath her fuzzy slipper covered feet as she paced the cramped space. The new apartment was a shoebox compared to her old place, but it was gloriously free of any memory of golden eyes, hellfire, or hands that could kill with ease yet had touched her like she might shatter.

The black cat sprawled across her table—possibly a stray, possibly a cursed tax attorney, definitely not contributing to rent—stretched luxuriously before resuming its dedicated lounging.

"Tea's getting cold," Wren informed no one in particular.

The cat opened one yellow eye and closed it with magnificent disdain.

She shrugged as she pressed another Post-it note onto her already crowded wall. Her handwriting curved in tight, measured loops—not the frantic scrawl from three months ago when her hand would shake every time—

Nope. Not going there.

"Today's agenda," she announced to the cat, who flicked its tail in dismissal. "First, counter-scrying measures for ward layer six. Second, that Old Aramaic banishment translation. Third, absolutely do not think about—"

Crack. Her pencil snapped between suddenly white-knuckled fingers. The jagged line across her notebook resembled the sigil that once pulsed in time with her heartbeat, but was now dormant and gray against her skin like a faded tattoo.

"—about anything or anyone irrelevant to my professional development," she finished, throat suddenly tight.

Ninety-two days, fourteen hours, and approximately twenty-seven minutes since she'd said three words that undid everything between them. Not that she'd counted.

Wren tapped her pencil against the notebook, leaving slight marks beside diagrams that had finally started making sense. Real magic—not accidental summonings or erratic energy transfers but deliberate, structured spellcraft. Magic with predictable outcomes. Magic that didn't involve demon princes with insane pain thresholds and biceps that belonged on forbidden grimoire covers.

"Page sixty-three."

The grimoire flipped with a papery whisper. She reached for her mug, grimacing at the lukewarm liquid inside. Her fingers twitched, and steam once again curled from the surface.

Three months ago, that simple heating spell would've either failed completely or set the mug on fire. Now it required barely a thought.

Progress that belonged entirely to her.

The air pressure shifted with a pop that made her ears ache.

Wren's mug froze halfway to her lips. The hairs on her arms prickled as something slid against her wards. Not in the clumsy battering of Court parasites or the violent intrusion of Assessors, but something smoother, more refined. Like a key sliding into a lock it had no right to fit.

Her teeth vibrated with the sensation of magic folding wrongly. 

"Not today, Satan," she muttered, setting down her mug so carefully the liquid barely rippled. Her fingers flicked through protective gestures, reinforcing boundary spells layered throughout her apartment. The wards flared blue, then purple, then an alarming shade of red that made her skin crawl.

Pop-hiss-thud.

Reality folded inward at the center of her living room, the air rippling from the disturbance. The temperature plummeted as space rearranged itself around a newcomer who looked like a stock photo of "Business Professional" had been fed into an AI with the prompt "but make it hellish."

Sharp suit cut from material that swallowed light rather than reflected it. Skin like stretched vellum clinging too tightly to features that rearranged themselves whenever Wren blinked. Horns filed down and polished to resemble an avant-garde hairstyle. A mouth containing too many teeth arranged in a customer service smile that belonged in horror movies.

"Wren Mallory?" it asked, voice like gravel tumbling through silk.

The banishment charm hung cold and heavy between her breasts as her fingers closed around it. "Whoever's asking can fuck right off through the same hole in my wards you crawled through."

"The wards were noted, filed appropriately, and administratively bypassed per subsection 317.B of the Interdimensional Visitation Act." The creature's hand disappeared into its suit jacket with a sound like wet leather sliding against stone. It withdrew a thin scroll that pulsed with bloody light, casting crimson shadows across her carefully warded walls. "I am Bureaucrat Thix, Agent of the Seventh Division of Infernal Contractual Enforcement."

Wren's tongue tasted like copper pennies. "That's not a real department."

"Your opinion on organizational structure has been noted." Thix unrolled the parchment with a flourish that somehow managed to be both dramatic and deeply mundane. The scroll released a scent like burnt sugar and hot pennies. "I am here to deliver official notice of your appointment as custodial handler of one demon prince: Kairon, of the Ninth Veil. Binding effective immediately upon receipt of documentation."

The mug slipped from Wren's suddenly numb fingers. Tea splashed across her grimoire, her notes, her shirt, and the cat, who yowled with the indignity of the wrongfully damp before vanishing beneath the couch in a black streak.

"I'm sorry," Wren said, voice climbing to a pitch that made her own ears hurt. "You want to run that by me again?"

Thix's customer service smile widened to accommodate more teeth than should fit in any mouth. "Custodial handler. Kairon. Ninth Veil. Effective immediately."

"That's—" Heat flooded Wren's face as her lungs forgot how to function. The room tilted alarmingly. "That's not possible. I broke the bond. Magically. With ash and blood and everything."

"Yes," Thix agreed with the pleased tone of someone about to explain a clever gotcha clause. One talon-tipped finger tapped against a paragraph of text that seemed to writhe away from direct scrutiny. "That's noted in section three, paragraph two. The voluntary severance of the soul-bond has been acknowledged and filed with appropriate departments."

"Then what the actual fuck is this?" The parchment's crimson glow reflected in the growing puddle of tea as Wren gestured wildly, nearly upending what remained in her cup.

"This is a legally binding custodial arrangement." Thix's explanation came with the practiced patience of someone who'd explained fifty shades of bureaucratic hell before lunch. "Following the magical events on the night of—"

"I know what night," Wren snapped, bile rising in her throat at the memory—Kairon kneeling before her in candlelight, not fighting as she destroyed everything between them. "What I don't understand is why I'm being magically assigned as... as..."

"Custodial handler."

"Right. That." Her scalp tingled as she dragged fingers through unwashed hair still smelling faintly of sage and a not so subtle hint of desperation. "You can't just assign me to him like some kind of supernatural parole officer."

"I am not assigning you." Thix's teeth clicked together with finality. "The Court is assigning you. I am merely the messenger."

Wren's knees buckled. She collapsed into the nearest chair, spine rigid with panic as her chest tightened around lungs that couldn't draw enough air. The room spun in nauseating spirals of crimson light reflected from the parchment.

Three months of pretending she was fine.

Three months of ignoring the phantom ache where the bond had been.

Three months of lying to herself that she didn't wake reaching for someone who wasn't there.

"This is harassment," she managed, grabbing a nearby grimoire and clutching it against her chest. The leather binding creaked in protest. "I broke up with him. Magically. With a ritual and everything."

"The Court acknowledges your personal relationship is terminated." Thix's mouth twitched in what might have been sympathy on a human face but resembled a facial spasm on its ever-shifting features. "This arrangement is purely professional."

A sound escaped Wren's throat—half laugh, half sob. "Professional? There is nothing professional about me and—" His name burned on her tongue, refusing to be spoken aloud after ninety-two days of careful avoidance. "About any of this."

"Nevertheless." The parchment crackled with malevolent energy as Thix extended it toward her. "Your signature is required."

"I'm not signing anything." The wall pressed cold and hard against Wren's spine as she scrambled out of the chair and backed away. "Tell your boss I said he can shove his parchment up the Ninth Veil."

Something flashed in Thix's constantly shifting eyes—not anger but something sharper. More calculating. "Your refusal is noted. So is your blood signature."

"My what?"

One impossibly elongated finger pointed to the bottom of the parchment, where a crimson stain pulsed in time with Wren's racing heart. The rusty smear arranged itself into loops and curves that matched her handwriting with sickening accuracy.

"That's impossible." The words scraped her suddenly dry throat. "I didn't sign anything."

"Blood freely given during a ritual leaves a signature trace." Thix rolled the parchment closed with a sound like beetles scuttling across paper. "When you severed the bond, you registered your magical essence with the Court. They merely... repurposed it."

Heat flooded Wren's veins, her fingertips tingling with gathering power. The first shape of a hex formed in her hands, magic coalescing into crackling blue-white sparks that reflected in Thix's too-many eyes.

"I. Don't. Want. Him." Each word emerged with a flare of energy bright enough to cast shadows across the walls.

"Your preferences have been noted." Thix regarded her building hex with the mild annoyance of someone watching rain clouds gather when they'd forgotten an umbrella. "However, the terms are magically irreversible."

The spell fizzled against her fingers like wet matches, extinguished by whatever power throbbed through the parchment. The gray outline of the mark on her wrist tingled with phantom sensation—an echo of connection severed three months ago.

"Why me?" The question emerged small and hollow, bouncing off walls covered in protective sigils that hadn't protected her from this. "He's been gone for three months. Why not just... let it go?"

"The prince has been engaged in activities deemed 'destabilizing' to the Court's interests." Thix's mouth barely moved as it spoke. "He has refused all direct communication. He has... what's the human phrase? Burned bridges?"

Of course he had. The knowledge settled in Wren's chest with cold certainty. Kairon was brutally consistent in his rage. If she'd rejected him, he'd reject the entire Court with massive, theatrical violence.

"Let me guess," she said, slumping against the wall. "He's been causing trouble."

"He has incinerated three diplomatic outposts, assassinated two lesser Court officials, and sent the severed head of an Arbiter to the High Court with a note that your human greeting cards would describe as 'unfriendly.'"

A treacherous quiver tugged at Wren's lips. The urge to laugh bubbled up her throat despite the horror, despite the exhaustion, despite everything. Because of course he had. Kairon didn't know how to lose gracefully. When he burned, he took worlds with him.

"I still don't see how this is my problem," she said, ignoring the traitorous warmth unfurling beneath her ribs.

Thix unrolled the parchment again with a flourish. One talon tapped against a paragraph near the bottom that pulsed with malevolent energy. "Clause 47.B: Failure to comply with the terms of the custodial arrangement will result in immediate execution of both parties."

The air vanished from Wren's lungs as if someone had punched her in the solar plexus. "That's... extortion."

"That's contract law." Thix rerolled the parchment with a snap-click of finality. "Interdimensional division."

"I can't—" The words caught in her throat, tangling with emotions she'd spent three months burying. Her tongue fumbled over the words. "I won't."

"The Court requires you to establish contact within seventy-two hours." Thix placed the scroll on her kitchen counter with a sound like meat slapping marble. Crimson light pulsed from the parchment in sickly waves. "After which you will provide weekly reports on the prince's activities and act as liaison for all Court communications."

"And if I refuse?" The answer was already carved into the tightness of her chest, but Wren needed to hear it spoken aloud. Needed reality to cut through the fog of panic and the traitorous whisper of anticipation she refused to acknowledge.

"Then you both die." Thix's form began to shimmer at the edges, reality folding back around its presence like origami reversing itself. "Horribly. Creatively. With documentation filed in triplicate."

"I hate everything," Wren whispered, nails digging half-moons into her palms.

"Your dissatisfaction has been noted." Thix's voice faded as its body unraveled at the edges. "Please rate your customer experience on the attached sigil."

Then it was gone, leaving behind nothing but the glowing contract and a lingering scent like expensive cologne mixed with burnt matches.

The parchment pulsed on her counter with a crimson heartbeat that painted her kitchen in bloody light. Nausea twisted Wren's stomach as the magnitude of what had just happened crashed over her in waves. The blood signature—her blood signature—gleamed wetly at the bottom of the document, a mockery of the freedom she'd thought she'd bought with that same blood three months ago.

The irony tasted like bile and broken promises.

Her go-bag waited by the door—already packed because ninety-two days wasn't nearly enough time to break the paranoia that came from being hunted by interdimensional entities. Her fingers trembled as she shoved grimoires and emergency supplies inside, mind racing through contingencies, implications, and the terrifying, inescapable reality that she was going to see him again.

Those golden eyes that saw too much.

That mouth that could deliver devastation in equal measure through words or kisses.

Those hands that had killed for her without hesitation.

Crimson light washed over her shaking hands as she zipped the bag closed. Her blood signature pulsed on the parchment, trapped in magical bureaucracy that had found the one loophole in her carefully constructed freedom.

"Oh, hell," she whispered, and the words hung in the air like prophecy.
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Kairon bled. He bled like other beings breathed—constantly, naturally, and without a single fuck to give.

Black ichor dripped from his shredded knuckles onto the Ash Barrow's fractured ground, sizzling against obsidian with a sound like bacon hitting a too-hot pan. The scent of copper and sulfur rose in coiling tendrils that danced through the scorched air. 

His fourth batch of opponents lay scattered across the training ground—one's arm twitching fifteen feet from its torso, another's head rolling toward a smoking fissure, the rest reduced to unidentifiable chunks of meat and bone. These sorry fucks had survived forty-two seconds longer than the previous batch.

Sloppy. Unfocused. Fucking embarrassing.

"Again," he barked at the pathetic wisp of shadow serving as his training coordinator. 

The creature quivered, its too-many eyes blinking out of sync as its form compressed with terror.

"My lord, considering the extensive damage already sustained, perhaps a moment to—"

"Listen up, bud." Kairon stalked forward, each footstep leaving smoking craters that belched sulfurous gas. "If I wanted your piss-poor opinion, I'd have squeezed it out of your fucking throat already. Give me something to hit or become that something. Your choice."

The coordinator's form melted into frantic prostration, skeletal fingers carving emergency summoning sigils that glowed sickly green against the ash-strewn ground. 

The earth convulsed, splitting open with the wet tearing sound of flesh separated from bone. Six new combatants clawed their way up from the steaming chasms—massive brutes with barbed tails, armor plating, and jaws that could crush boulders.

Perfect. The harder the fight, the less space in his head for—

Green eyes flashed through his memory, narrowed with that stubborn defiance that made his chest ache. Dark hair falling across her face as she leaned over the grimoire in her apartment, teeth worrying her lower lip as they studied protection sigils together. 

The way her voice softened when she said his name—not from fear but from that unnameable thing that had hummed between them during those quiet moments when they'd almost acknowledged what they were becoming.

The largest brute blindsided him, slamming into his ribs with the force of a freight train hitting a deer. Bones shattered, puncturing organs with a wet pop he felt more than heard. Kairon's lungs filled with fluid, the coppery taste of his own blood flooding his mouth.

The pain hit like lightning—sharp, clarifying, real. Fucking finally. He wrapped his arms around the beast's torso, using its momentum to flip them both into a jagged boulder. The stone exploded into black shards that sang as they shot through the air, embedding themselves in everything nearby. His broken ribs grated against each other as he twisted, snapping back into alignment as his body repaired itself mid-fight.

Ninety-two days. Ninety-two fucking days since she'd drawn that silver knife across her palm, blood welling crimson against pale skin. Since she'd looked at him with eyes that wouldn't meet his and spoke three words that had severed everything between them.

I release you.

As if he'd been her goddamn pet. As if she'd been doing him a favor. As if what had grown between them had been a cage rather than the first genuine choice he'd made in six millennia of blood-soaked existence.

His fist connected with the brute's jaw, shattering it with a wet crunch that sent teeth flying like broken piano keys. The sound echoed across the barren training ground, almost but not quite loud enough to drown out the memory of her voice. His next blow took off half the creature's face, spraying black ichor across his chest where it bubbled and steamed against his overheated skin.

"You fight with distraction today, my prince," the brute gurgled through the hole where its mouth used to be, lips hanging in shredded flaps. "The witch-scent still clings to you like disease."

Kairon froze mid-strike, every muscle locking into deadly stillness. "What did you just say to me, you fucking toilet brush?"

The brute's shattered mouth stretched into a grin, black ichor oozing between broken fangs. "Everyone in nine realms knows how the mortal changed you. We smell her on your skin. Like rotting flowers and weakness."

Something in Kairon's chest—some final restraint he'd maintained through sheer stubborn rage—snapped with an almost audible sound. His vision tunneled, edges bleeding crimson as the sigils etched into his skin blazed white-hot. Power surged through him without the control he'd once prided himself on, wild and raw and unfocused.

The brute was just... gone. Not killed—obliterated. Not even a smear remained where it had been, just a perfect silhouette of ash against the scorched ground, already scattering in the sulfurous breeze.

The remaining combatants backed away, their instincts for self-preservation overriding whatever orders they'd been given. Kairon straightened, ichor and sweat streaming down his face, mingling with something he refused to acknowledge as anything but blood.

"Out," he snarled, voice dropping to the register that made lesser demons void their bowels. "All of you sorry fuckers out before I decide you're more useful as wall decoration."

The barrow emptied in seconds, demons diving into fissures or dissolving into shadow rather than remain in his presence. The coordinator babbled apologies as it scuttled backward, its form compressing until it slipped between dimensions with a sound like a wet finger drawn across glass.

Silence crashed down, broken only by the hiss of his blood hitting stone and the distant rumble of the perpetual storms that circled the barrow's perimeter. Without opponents, without witnesses, Kairon stood alone in a wasteland of his own making, surrounded by nothing but destruction and the deafening absence where her presence had once hummed constantly.

He slammed his fist into the nearest boulder. The obsidian detonated with a sound like reality tearing, shards slicing his face and chest as the shock wave rebounded. Still not enough. He hit another stone formation. Then another. Each impact sent pain lancing up his arm as bones shattered, tendons tore, and skin split—only to knit back together in seconds, leaving him whole and empty and fucking furious all over again.

The sky above the barrow dripped with molten light, a perpetual bloodstained dusk that turned everything crimson and black. Caustic rain fell in steady, burning drops that sizzled against his overheated skin, carving tracks through the grime and ichor covering him. Kairon tilted his face upward, letting the liquid sear his eyes, his lips, his tongue as he opened his mouth to taste it.

The rain carried the faint essence of cinnamon.

His stomach knotted. Just a trick of memory and lingering magical residue. Three months should have purged every trace of her from his realm, his skin, whatever passed for his soul. Should have been enough to forget the specific shade of green in her eyes. The way her hair always escaped whatever pathetic attempt she made to contain it. How her fingers felt against his sigils during those rare moments when she'd let herself trust him.

It hadn't been enough. Would never be fucking enough.

Movement flickered at the barrow's edge—a shadow that moved with purpose rather than drifting aimlessly like the usual shades that haunted the perimeter. Kairon's head snapped toward it, eyes narrowing as he focused.

"Announce yourself or I'll turn your spine into a fucking coat rack," he called, voice carrying on wind that tasted of sulfur and spent magic.

The shadow hesitated, then solidified into a form he recognized immediately. Vex—one of the Court's favorite bootlicking scouts, more famous for running away than for any actual accomplishments. The creature skittered forward, its body shifting between three different forms as it struggled to maintain coherence in the barrow's oppressive atmosphere.

"Prince Kairon," it began, voice scraping like sandpaper over raw nerves. "I bring official notice from the High Court regarding your recent violations of—"

"The last thirty-seven scouts never made it back," Kairon interrupted, flexing his fingers as claws extended from their tips. "What makes you think you're different, bud? Got a death wish or just monumentally stupid?"

Vex produced a scroll from somewhere within its constantly shifting form. The parchment glowed sickly yellow—an official Court summons wrapped in magic that made the air reek of burning hair and bureaucratic bullshit.

"The Court has issued a formal warrant for your immediate registration under the Rogue Entity Enforcement Act," the scout continued, words tumbling over each other in its haste to complete the message before inevitable dismemberment. "All princes must submit to binding review after incidents of—"

Kairon closed the distance in a blur, one hand crushing Vex's throat mid-sentence. He lifted the scout until its misshapen feet dangled above the cracked obsidian, its body contorting as it struggled to shift into something that could escape his grip.

"Let me get this straight," he said, voice dropping to a dangerous purr as his claws punctured the scout's windpipe. "They sent scout number thirty-eight to deliver the same garbage the other thirty-seven failed to deliver. What, did they run a lottery to see who'd die today? Or did you just pull the short straw in the 'ways to get disemboweled' raffle?"

"Thirty-seven," Vex choked through its collapsing throat, black fluid leaking between Kairon's fingers. "Thirty-seven messengers. None returned."

A spark of amusement flickered in Kairon's chest—the first thing besides rage or emptiness he'd felt in three months. "And yet here you are, shooting for the high score."

"The Court—" Vex's form melted partially between Kairon's fingers, re-solidifying in increasingly desperate configurations. "The Court will not stop. Cannot be stopped. All must submit eventually."

"Watch me try." Kairon squeezed tighter, the scout's throat collapsing with a wet crunch. "Tell your masters next time they want to talk, don't send a fucking intern. And don't expect the pieces to be labeled when I send them back."

With a contemptuous flick, he hurled Vex toward the nearest lava fissure. The scout's body twisted in mid-air, trying to morph into something winged or fireproof or marginally less fucked.

It failed spectacularly.

The fissure belched a column of oily smoke scented with burnt shadow and administrative regret. Kairon turned away, satisfaction fading almost immediately. Thirty-eight scouts. Thirty-eight messengers ripped apart for delivering the same message—the Court wanted him leashed. Contained. Controlled like a rabid dog that had turned on its masters.

All because he'd chosen her. And then lost her anyway.

The bitter fucking irony tasted like battery acid and betrayal. He'd unmade Court Arbiters for threatening her, burned diplomatic strongholds rather than negotiate her safety, torn apart centuries of political alliances. All for a connection she'd severed with three words and a silver blade across her palm.

Lost everything. Gained nothing but an emptiness that gnawed at his insides like starving rats.

The scout's scroll lay in the dust, still glowing with its pathetic yellow light. Kairon crushed it beneath his heel, satisfaction flaring briefly as the parchment crumbled to ash.

"Some dogs bite back when you try to collar them," he told the smoldering remains. "You'd think they'd have figured that out by now."

"And yet." The voice came from behind him, cool and modulated and absolutely unwelcome. "Here we are. Attempt thirty-nine."

Kairon turned slowly, muscles coiling beneath blood-slicked skin. The newcomer stood at the barrow's edge, completely unruffled by the desolation surrounding them. Unlike Vex's nervous shape-shifting, this entity maintained a single immaculate form—tall and dressed in what appeared to be a bespoke suit cut from material that swallowed light rather than reflected it.

An Envoy. Not a messenger or scout but one of the Court's specialized diplomatic weapons. Fuck.

"You're either titanically stupid or your life insurance is phenomenal," Kairon observed, rolling his shoulders as magic gathered beneath his skin. "Which is it?"

The Envoy smiled, revealing teeth arranged in perfect rows, each filed to an identical point. "Neither. I am merely expendable in service to an inevitable conclusion."

It held up a scroll—not yellow like the scout's summons but crimson, pulsing with power that made the air between them shimmer like heat over asphalt. Court magic of the highest order.

"The previous thirty-eight messengers brought demands," the Envoy continued, voice maintaining that infuriating corporate calm. "I bring a solution."

"The only solution I'm interested in involves your severed head as my new paperweight." Kairon stepped forward, power gathering around him in visible waves that distorted the air. The sigils etched into his skin blazed gold, casting long shadows across the fractured ground.

The Envoy didn't flinch. Instead, it unrolled the crimson parchment with a flourish worthy of a used car salesman. "The Court acknowledges your... resistance to traditional methods of containment."

"Is that what we're calling it?" Kairon's lips curved into something that resembled a smile the way a shark resembles a goldfish. "Not 'violent dismemberment' or 'creative redistribution of Court assets into several smoking craters'?"

"Administrative terminology evolves with circumstance." The Envoy's teeth clicked together with a snap. "The fact remains: your activities have breached thirteen major statutes, forty-seven minor regulations, and created what the Resource Allocation Department termed a 'catastrophic clusterfuck' in their quarterly report."

"Sounds like a personal problem. Try meditation. I hear disemboweling works wonders for stress."

"Indeed. Which is why the Court has implemented a specialized solution tailored to your unique case." The Envoy extended the crimson scroll. "Your signature is unnecessary. Your compliance is irrelevant. This is merely formal notification of terms already in effect."

Warning bells clanged in Kairon's mind, loud enough to momentarily drown out the constant hum of grief he'd been carrying for ninety-two days. Court magic of this caliber wasn't used for simple summons or threats. This was something else entirely. Something worse.

Power surged through him, sigils blazing white-hot as fire gathered at his fingertips. The Envoy hadn't moved, its expression unchanging as Kairon summoned enough destructive energy to level the entire barrow in one strike.

"Listen up, you bureaucratic shitstain," he said, each word dropping into the space between them like an explosive charge. "I don't accept terms. I don't negotiate. I don't play nice. Are we crystal fucking clear?"

"Perfectly." The Envoy released the scroll. Instead of falling, the parchment hung suspended in mid-air, unfurling completely to reveal text written in what appeared to be liquid fire. "Which is why this arrangement requires neither acceptance nor submission. Only recognition."

Kairon unleashed the gathered power in a focused blast that should have incinerated both scroll and Envoy in a single, devastating strike. The fire engulfed the parchment, white-hot flames licking across the crimson surface with the sound of a thousand voices screaming in unison.

When they receded, the scroll remained. Untouched. Unburned. Hovering in the air between them with that same infuriating bureaucratic pulse.

"What the actual fuck," Kairon snarled, rage rising fresh as he studied the magical protections surrounding the document. Not just Court wards—something older, deeper, woven with threads of power that smelled like forgotten oaths and blood pacts.

"The contract was signed," the Envoy said, taking a step back as the scroll began to glow brighter. "The binding is active. You are now legally under mortal supervision."

The words hit like a sledgehammer. "What did you just say?"

"Custodial arrangement." The Envoy's voice remained neutral, even as its body began to shimmer at the edges, preparing for rapid departure. "Effective immediately. Terms on page three, paragraph four."

The scroll launched itself toward Kairon, moving faster than thought. He threw up a barrier, but the parchment slipped through his defenses like they didn't exist, wrapping around his left forearm with sinuous precision.

Pain exploded up his arm—not the familiar, clarifying agony of physical combat, but something deeper. Magical. Intrusive. The parchment tightened, glowing sigils transferring from its surface to his skin, burning through flesh and bone to inscribe themselves into his very essence.

Kairon roared, the sound shaking the foundations of the Barrow. His power flared in violent defense, golden fire erupting from every sigil etched into his skin. The mountain itself groaned beneath the onslaught, obsidian cracking and reforming as his magic lashed out without direction or purpose.

The Envoy had already vanished, leaving nothing behind but the fading echo of its final words: "The handler clause is now in effect."

Handler. Like he was some feral beast needing containment. Like he was a threat requiring management.

Like they knew exactly what would hurt him most.

When the pain receded, the parchment had disappeared, leaving behind a new sigil burned into his forearm. Unlike the golden marks etched across the rest of his body, this one pulsed with a blue-gold light he recognized immediately.

A light he would know in the darkest pit of the lowest hell.

Kairon's breath caught in his throat, lungs suddenly refusing to perform their basic function. The new mark wasn't just Court magic. It contained another signature woven through its structure—a magical fingerprint as familiar to him as his own heartbeat.

Despite everything—the rage, the violence, the three months of destroying anything that moved too slowly to escape his grief—Kairon felt something in his chest crack open.

Because he knew that signature. Had felt it wrapping around his power, strengthening it, directing it, completing it in ways he'd never thought possible. Had tasted it on his tongue when he'd kissed her for the first time—cinnamon and determination and a stubbornness that had matched his own.

The signature of the only being in six thousand years who had seen him—truly seen him—and chosen to stay anyway.

Until she hadn't.

"Even now," he whispered, voice raw as he stared at the sigil pulsing against his skin, "they use her to keep me in line."

The mark flared once, as if in answer. Not a soul-bond, not like before. Something bureaucratic and contrived, yet undeniably connected to her. A tether masquerading as legal procedure.

A leash with her name woven into every link.

Kairon sank to his knees in the obsidian dust, his legendary rage suddenly, devastatingly absent. Left behind was only exhaustion and the hollow ache that had become his constant companion.

He traced the new sigil with his fingertip, feeling the familiar resonance of her magic beneath his touch. Three months of silence. Three months of emptiness where she had once lived inside his mind. Three months of pretending the severance hadn't unmade something fundamental to his existence.

And now this. This cruel, perfect trap.

Because the Court had finally found the one thing he couldn't destroy. The one binding he wouldn't fight, even knowing it was manipulation. Even knowing it wasn't her choice.

His finger stilled against the mark.

Or was it? Had she signed willingly? Had she agreed to this arrangement, to be his handler, his keeper? Was this her way of reaching out, or merely the Court exploiting what they'd learned during his brief, catastrophic brush with something that had almost felt like belonging?

The sigil pulsed against his skin, blue-gold light casting shadows across the ruined training ground. With each beat, he could almost convince himself he felt her—a ghost of the connection that had once linked them across impossible distance.

Almost. Not quite. Never enough.

"Of course it's her," he said softly, the words barely disturbing the ash-laden air. Not anger. Not quite resignation. Something suspended between grief and terrible, unbearable hope.

After all, the universe had always had a sick sense of humor where they were concerned.
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CHAPTER 3
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The teeth clicked.

Not metaphorical teeth. Actual teeth—forming the fucking chair Wren Mallory sat on in the waiting room of the Infernal Administrative Holding Facility. The molars beneath her left thigh shifted position when she wasn't looking, and now her ass was sliding into what felt disturbingly like the gap between bicuspids.

Black obsidian walls absorbed any hope of cheerful light, leaving the room illuminated by what could only be described as "existential dread" filtered through demonic bureaucracy. The ceiling dripped with chandeliers crafted from molten lava that somehow cast everything in the sickly pallor of three-day-old corpses under an Instagram filter called "Jaundice Nightmare."

Wren's nose twitched at the stench of sulfur, singed parchment, and what might have been mothballs soaked in lighter fluid. Her tongue tasted copper and burnt coffee—lingering effects of being yanked across dimensions by a magical summons that had given her exactly thirteen seconds to grab her go-bag before interdimensional forces turned her inside out.

"Take number sixty-six thousand, six hundred and sixty-seven," droned the receptionist, its eight arms gesturing in eight different directions while thirty-seven serrated teeth arranged themselves into what bureaucrats probably considered a smile.

Wren glanced at the slip in her hand: 66,942. Her stomach dropped through the floor.

To her left hunched a demon with three sets of wings filling out a complaint form in triplicate, muttering obscenities about wing-clipping regulations. Each scratch of its pen released a puff of smoke that smelled like burnt plastic and disappointment.

"You're new." 

Wren's skin crawled as something cold and gelatinous oozed toward her right side. The blob in the bow tie left a slick trail across black marble that sizzled faintly with each inch it advanced.

"First custodial assignment?" it gurgled, bow tie bobbing in what might have been sympathy.

Wren scooted away, the tooth-chair growling as her weight shifted. "Is it that obvious?"

"Your knuckles turned white twenty minutes ago." The blob made a sound like a wet balloon deflating. "And you've checked that emergency banishment charm seventeen times since sitting down."

Her fingers unclenched from the charm—which did look suspiciously like a panic button—leaving crescent indentations in her palm. "Just here to sign paperwork." The lie tasted bitter on her tongue.

"Oh, honeybun." The blob's bow tie wilted. "Nobody's 'just signing paperwork' in the Mandatory Custodial Pairing division."

The temperature plummeted. Wren's breath clouded in front of her face as ice crystals formed along the edges of her eyelashes, despite the lava that dripped in hypnotic patterns overhead.

"Take number sixty-six thousand, nine hundred and forty-two," the receptionist called. "Custodial Binding Chamber Three."

The tooth-chair snapped at her jeans as Wren bolted upright, heart hammering against her ribs like it was trying to escape her chest cavity.

"Good luck, honey," the blob called. "If you survive the first week, the migraines only happen on full moons!"

A floating ball of sickly green light bobbed ahead, leading Wren down a corridor that stretched and compressed with each step. The passageway walls pulsed with sigils that resembled legal jargon written in blood and fire, casting her shadow in directions that didn't match her movements. Her footsteps echoed oddly, sometimes preceding her, sometimes following seconds after she'd passed.

Binding Chamber Three smelled of burnt hair and bureaucratic malice. The temperature hovered somewhere between meat locker and Antarctic research station, her skin prickling beneath her thin t-shirt. A massive obsidian table dominated the center, carved with runes that twisted away from direct observation, leaving her slightly nauseated when she tried to focus.

"Wren Mallory." The center clerk's voice scraped against her eardrums. "Blood-signer of the Voluntary Severance. Soul-breaker of the Ninth Veil Prince. Registered witch with delinquent license renewal."

"Your renewal form burst into flames before I could finish it!" Wren protested, fingers digging into the strap of her go-bag.

"Irrelevant." The clerk's robes—funeral attire for vengeful accountants—rustled as it slid parchments across the table. "You are here for mandatory custodial pairing with Entity K-739-B, known in mortal designation as 'Kairon,' Prince of the Ninth Veil."

The name stabbed through her chest, robbing her lungs of air. The hollow space behind her ribs—where the bond had lived for those few precious weeks—throbbed with phantom pain. Wren's legs threatened to buckle, locking only through stubborn pride.

"Where is he?" The question scraped her suddenly dry throat.

The question hung in the frigid air for three heartbeats.

Then the space behind her tore.

No dramatic entrance. No flame or fanfare. Just air that folded wrong, and suddenly Kairon occupied space that had been empty, his presence hitting her with the force of a sledgehammer wrapped in memory.

Silver scars mapped new territories of violence across his forearms, stark against skin that glowed with barely contained power. His dark hair had grown longer, wilder, with singed edges that spoke of battles she hadn't witnessed. The black t-shirt clinging to his frame had seen war and lost, torn in places that revealed more scars, more stories, more evidence of ninety-two days spent in rage and violence.

But his eyes—those impossible golden eyes—nearly shattered what remained of her fragile composure. Still inhuman. Still predatory. But shadowed now, haunted in ways she'd never seen before.

Ways she'd put there.

Wren looked away first, the strap of her bag cutting into white-knuckled fingers.

"Entity K-739-B," the clerk droned. "Thirty-eight counts of diplomatic disruption. Seventeen counts of unauthorized incineration. One count of sending body parts through interdimensional mail without proper postage."

Something flashed across Kairon's face—a ghost of his old smirk, there and gone so quickly she might have imagined it. The sight of it sent electric current racing up her spine, conjuring unwanted memories of that mouth against her neck, her chest, her lips. The way he'd kissed like drowning, like salvation, like something worth burning worlds for.

The clerk unrolled a parchment that stretched to the floor and kept going. "Entity K-739-B is placed under the direct supervision of Witch Wren Mallory for a period not less than six lunar cycles..."

The words blurred into background noise as Wren's focus narrowed to the charged silence radiating from the demon five feet away. Kairon stood unnaturally still, power humming beneath his skin like a leashed storm. No sarcastic comments. No cutting remarks about bureaucracy or her appearance or anything at all. 

His silence felt wrong. Unnatural. Like watching a fire refuse to burn.

"...proximity clause requires maintenance of shared dwelling space," the clerk's voice sliced through her spiraling thoughts.

"Shared dwelling?" Wren's head snapped up. "As in—"

"Cohabitation." Eight eyes blinked in perfect unison. "The binding sigil requires proximity to remain stable. Separation beyond one thousand feet for periods exceeding twenty-four hours will result in immediate termination."

"Of the contract?" Hope twisted in her chest.

"Of you both." The clerk's voice remained flat. "Painfully. With extensive paperwork."

The floor tilted beneath Wren's feet, reality shifting as implications crashed through her. Living with him. Seeing him every day. Pretending that ninety-two days ago she hadn't broken something so profound she still woke reaching for it in the dark.

"The contract said 'custodial handler,' not 'roommate,'" she protested, voice cracking at the edges.

"Page seventy-three, subsection C, paragraph four explicitly outlines cohabitation requirements." The clerk's expression never changed. "Your blood signature acknowledged—"

"My blood signature was stolen!"

"Irrelevant." The clerk gestured to the center of the table, where runes rearranged themselves into a pattern that made Wren's jaw
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