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      Hating him used to be easy.

      As the days pass and Soravelle remains Alobaz’s prisoner, her hatred for him blurs. She isn’t allowed to want him. To do so is to betray her brother’s memory and the dynasty she’s sworn to protect.

      So what happens when he gives her a devastating choice: drink his blood only and surrender to the fierce attraction that binds them, or succumb to bloodlust and thus become a monster? What happens when she can’t resist the one man she must resist above all?

      

      Baz should absolutely execute Sora for attempting to murder him.

      Instead, he spares the stunningly beautiful temptress. Not only does Baz desire her, even more disturbing, he wants to protect her.

      If the emperor were to learn that Baz has the legendary D’Arco assassin imprisoned in his dungeon, he would command Baz to murder her, and gruesomely.

      When soldiers conspire to betray his prisoner’s identity to the emperor, what will Baz do to shield her? And what will be the cost of defying the sire he has vowed to obey?

    

  


  
    
      For those who fight for the people and creatures they love, and then do it all over again the next day and the one after that.

      

      ♡

      

      And for James, Catia, Sonia, Nadia, and Dalia,

      my forevers.
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        For as long-lived as the fae and the magical creatures of the Opalese are, none alive remember which came first: the dragons or the demigods. And certainly none recall the Fuerin, who preceded the dragons, or the full-fledged gods, who presumably gave birth to the demigods.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HIS NUMBER ONE ENEMY, DE FACTO ARCHNEMESIS, AND PERILOUS, DARK-HAIRED, CURVACEOUS, SPITFIRE OBSESSIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Alobaz’s footfalls reverberated off the frigid stone walls of Castle Hawxfure as he climbed its stairs, seeking the highest turret. The legendary warrior, renowned for being more soft- and sure-footed than his brawny frame suggested, stomped up each step. Everyone already knew where he was, where he was going—and where he wasn’t going.

      His friends, and the uninvited parvnit and goblin, they wouldn’t mind their damn business. Each hard, angry step—as loud as he could make it—was a warning he hoped they’d actually heed this time.

      Leave.

      Me.

      The.

      Fuck.

      Alone.

      Mauldrene, the mean, terrible bitch of a castle, had no eyes he’d ever spotted, but her relentless shadows encroached on the scant privacy he’d managed to hold on to for himself. She watched—always fucking watched him—casting judgment; he just didn’t know of what sort. The orchestral music she played continually in the background was an itch he could never scratch. How could he hide his actions from a sentient castle that was everywhere all at once, and that he and the rest of the Bazrian Seven weren’t allowed to escape—by order of the emperor?

      Scorch the emperor.

      At least Baz’s thoughts were still his own. That was something. Especially as they’d been careening toward perilous, dark-haired, curvaceous, spitfire obsessions lately.

      If only his plodding were capable of rattling the damnable castle’s very foundations. Maybe then he’d shake some sense into his prisoner deep below in the dungeons!

      Despite her evident struggles with bloodlust, she had steadfastly refused to feed from him. She could so simply ease her suffering and yet she wouldn’t. She’d take his cock like it was the key to her salvation, and then refuse the blood that truly was.

      Of the Bazrian Seven, Edwidge was the gentlest of them. She was as large and strong as most men, with tender insides that had mysteriously survived the centuries of war they’d together waged all over their world. All Ed had done was ask, “What are you doing with the prisoner, Baz?” and he’d bolted from his seat at the massive dining table, upsetting their dishes and tankards, fleeing like a skittish trufy bird confronted by a predator.

      As Baz had stalked away, the concern of his friends had been a searing accusation against his back. He was letting them down, dammitall.

      The unforgiving curiosity of the parvnit and goblin had tracked his abrupt departure too.

      What was he doing with the prisoner?

      He had no fucking clue! Allowing her to sink her claws into him and drag him into a consuming madness? Maybe. Risking what goodness was left in his essence? Probably.

      What he knew with certainty was that she wasn’t the prisoner.

      She was his prisoner.

      His and only his.

      No one else’s.

      His prisoner was the crown princess of the D’Arco Dynasty, believed dead for so long it was a scorching miracle she was alive at all. Her power and beauty had been lauded in equal measure by history: the most fearsome sänglure ever to emerge from the D’Arco line.

      Which automatically defined her as his de facto archnemesis, the one person in the entire Opalese World he should despise beyond reason, that he should want dead—permanently dead this time.

      If his father the emperor were to discover Baz had her locked up in his dungeons, he’d expect him to drain her of all her blood, absorbing her power for himself, and to slice off her head and present it as a trophy. Emperor Junot would likely display her head until its bones were picked clean and bleached by the sun, until every Opalesian knew the Rubor Dynasty was superior to the D’Arcos—the millennia-old family rivalry decided once and for all.

      But the princess’ head was such a pretty one, and it perfectly matched the most gorgeous body Baz had ever seen. Never in his long, miserable life had he felt the rapture he did when he was buried deep inside her. No experience before her came remotely close. Not even his dear Arabella with her infectious smile had enchanted him so. She certainly had never made him feel like his insides were on fire and the only way to douse the flames was by slamming into her.

      It’s desire, not need, Baz assured himself.

      The princess was a constant lure, the sun and the moon to his Fuerin Star. The call to see her, to taste her, touch her, feel her—to fill her—wove around him like a hypnotic melody. It suggested he turn around and go down, down, down to the dungeons, where she’d once more muddle his mind. Where his yearning for her would overpower his every sensible instinct for self-preservation. Where he was—apparent-fucking-ly—powerless to resist her.

      So he climbed ever upward, winding around and around each stairway Mauldrene deigned to allow him to use. Twice, she’d swung a staircase out from underfoot—when he’d already placed his weight onto it.

      Mauldrene, however intimidating the castle was, didn’t make him stumble.

      That feat was reserved exclusively for her.

      His prisoner.

      His greatest torment.

      Stomp, stomp, stomp he went. Up, up, up, when he had no reason to go to the tower beyond distancing himself from Crown Princess Soravelle Davana of House of D’Arco.

      Common sense dictated that the farther away from her he got, the easier it would be to resist the pull to go to her. But once he emerged onto the balcony of the castle’s tallest turret, thirteen arching stories above ground level, all he could think of was her.

      He’d only first laid eyes on her eleven days before, and yet he could conjure her face and body with a vividness and precision that suggested they’d known each other for eons. That there had, inexplicably, never been a time when they hadn’t known each other, when they hadn’t been pulled toward each other—with the force of dragons colliding in midair.

      Outside, Mauldrene was shrouded in her usual damp, gloomy mist that clung to his face and neck, and curled the hairs that had escaped their plaits and queue around his head. It was a grayish white so dense that it nearly glowed. He couldn’t distinguish the gnarled, dark trees whose branches he knew stretched for the stone walls like the long, bony fingers of monsters.

      At least at the center of the impenetrable fog it was possible to forget that the island extended only a few hundred feet to any one side of Mauldrene before its edge crumbled into the abyss, which yawned wide and pitch-dark. Legend claimed it was endless. There’d been those stupid and ballsy enough to explore it, vowing to be the first to map its bottom. None who had entered had ever returned.

      On foot, the abyss was more uncrossable than any moat anywhere, and was supposed to guarantee only invited visitors. And yet a parvnit and a goblin had arrived on the floating island five days ago, the parvnit to reveal Soravelle’s identity, the goblin to prevent her from doing so.

      His prisoner hadn’t given up even that much about herself.

      Baz clutched the balcony railing so ferociously that the cold iron creaked. He was the general of Junot’s armies, for fuck’s sake. He commanded entire legions. He was responsible for the lives—and deaths—of so many. Way too damn many.

      How was it that he couldn’t get a single woman out of his mind? A woman, no less, whom he knew to be dangerous to him, and therefore to those he had sworn to protect. To those he wouldn’t fail, not again. Not ever.

      He froze but for his arms, squeezing the railing so hard that the hollow iron curved around his grip.

      “Ow,” he yelped, yanking his hands back and narrowing his eyes as blood beaded up in drops across his palms.

      Mauldrene had bitten him!

      What … a scorching … cunt.

      Unlike Lev, he’d never call her that aloud, not so long as they were forced to live here.

      Frowning at his palms, which were bleeding with hundreds of pinpricks, he wiped them on his pants, crossed his arms over his chest, and took a step back from the now indented railing.

      The powerlessness he experienced toward his prisoner definitely was not natural. And what else was unnatural?

      Dark faithum.

      Sorcery.

      That was it. Had to be. She must be a sorceress. It would explain his obsession with her. How it took every bit of his self-control to keep away from her, and how he often couldn’t.

      Warm relief bloomed through his chest. It wasn’t he who was failing to resist her. It was a spell, a dark enchantment of some sort. Like a sängmortarán, she’d cast her thrall over him.

      All he had to do now was find the way to break free of her magical influence.

      Warm relief spread through him, butting against the scar where she’d done her damnedest to stab him in the heart. She’d failed—just. The wound had healed into a shiny, dark welt when, despite his countless battles and injuries, his fae nature had otherwise preserved his smooth skin. Only she had ever been able to mark him—another sign of sorcery. There was no one more dangerous to him in all the Opalese. He needed to get her out of this castle, off this island, and as far away from him as possible. Then he’d be able to forget all about her. He should send her to Orania, the faraway continent to which she believed her brother, Mateo, had been exiled. She might even go willingly. The only one of her motivations Alobaz had been able to ascertain was her desire to see her brother again—even if that was only to set eyes upon his corpse…

      The piercing whistle of a raptor’s call sliced through the fog. Baz straightened and scoured the sky for the incoming rapplecon. The island’s unrelenting mist—of fucking course—concealed its silhouette, preventing him from properly preparing for its landing.

      The rapplecon was larger than a raven and wickedly fast in flight. Shrouded in swirling shadows as much as feathers, with blade-sharp beak and claws, they were Junot’s preferred messengers. Unlike a sänglure, they used sonar frequencies and their bat-like ears to sense their way through bad conditions like fog.

      Baz just managed to roll down his sleeve and stick out his arm when the rapplecon hurtled from the mist like a cannonball. The creature unswervingly latched on to his arm and stuck its landing by sinking its hook-like claws into his forearm. He hissed as they sliced deep, clamping onto bone. Blood welled around the punctures, rapidly spotting his shirt.

      “Take it easy there, Poriel,” Baz snarled around gritted teeth.

      Poriel, whom Baz recognized for his uncommonly fluffy wine-colored crest on the crown of his black head, was one of Junot’s favorites.

      Poriel, the titfucker, only squeezed his talons harder.

      Around a silent hiss, Baz snapped, “You’ve landed. Now get the scorch off me. You can deliver your message from the railing.”

      Did Alobaz secretly hope that Mauldrene would bite him? Yes, yes he most certainly fucking did.

      Poriel, however, didn’t relent until blood ran in rivulets down Baz’s arm. The rapplecon extended a long, slender tongue toward one talon, withdrew it, and dipped his tongue into the hole through Baz’s shirt and skin—and sucked through his hollow tongue as if it were a straw.

      “You’re supposed to secure my consent before drinking from me. I had other payment to give you.”

      Along with his emergency rubies and a favorite sword or two of his, Baz was never without a treat for the rapplecons … to avoid precisely this.

      “You think I like carrying around arbosaurus acorns wherever I go, just in case that’s the moment you decide to show up?”

      He liked collecting them even less. Arbosauruses looked mostly like trees, but had the temperament—and the teeth-filled maws—of an ogre. Their acorns were hard as stone, but the rapplecons’ beaks could pierce them, and within was a nectar they devoured nearly—but not quite—as eagerly as blood.

      Poriel merely slurped and dug his tongue deeper into Baz’s flesh.

      Baz tsked. “One final sip and that’s it. That’s all you get this time.”

      From experience, Baz knew no rapplecon ever willingly took just one more drink. Like their emperor, they were never sated.

      Baz uncorked the wompa wood vial tied to a collar around Poriel’s neck and retrieved a small scroll. Before reading it, he replaced the cork. Junot rarely required a reply. He preferred to give orders and expected Baz never to question them.

      “Now…” Baz barked in the command voice he used on his troops when expediency was urgent. Poriel’s ears perked and he withdrew his tongue, jerking his head up. “…get the fuck off my arm.”

      Poriel squawked in affront—the cheeky, scorching bastard—flapped his wings—intentionally dragging one along Baz’s face—and pushed off.

      He dug his talons into Baz’s arm one last time—what a blazing asshole!—upon takeoff.

      Baz’s nostrils flared. He smelled the unique scent of his own blood.

      He smelled Velle, his wicked sorceress, too. He’d taken to showering only before he was to see her again—to take her again—so as not to prematurely wash her scent off his skin.

      Off his dick.

      He enjoyed that reminder best.

      Knowing she opened herself to him. Allowed him to claim her. Took his cock to the hilt. Went crazy for it. And begged him for more.

      His dick twitched. His jaw hardened. His eyes glinted like gemstones.

      More sorcery. It wasn’t reasonable that he should crave her scent on his body.

      He frowned at the thought, at the blood dripping from his arm, and unfurled the note.

      In the empress’ neat, slanted cursive, to whom Junot had no doubt dictated, the missive read:

      Prepare Our Dominance’s quarters for his immediate arrival.

      Baz turned over the parchment. That was it. Terencia hadn’t even bothered to sign it.

      Baz found himself breathing hard and gripping the railing again. He pulled his hands back before Mauldrene decided he needed to better learn his lesson.

      Junot’s “immediate arrival” might mean minutes, could mean days.

      “Fuck.” The Bazrians weren’t going to like this. Lev was definitely going to whine like a little bitch.

      Baz ran a hand over one of the small plaits woven from his temple before realizing he was coating it in blood. He dropped the braid—and stilled.

      His heart thudded.

      Velle.

      If the Bazrians—or that annoying parvnit, Cosette, who wouldn’t shut up about being his father’s investigatory soldier—mentioned to the emperor that Baz had his very first prisoner since arriving at the castle … or worse, if Cosette revealed her identity…

      Junot will kill her.

      No, he’d order Baz to make an example of the D’Arco princess. He’d have to kill her in front of him. He’d want her blood splattered all over the dungeon, her body in pieces.

      Baz slid the note into his pocket, patted the shortsword at his side out of habit, and bolted for the stairs. He had to wash off her scent, warn his friends, and threaten Cosette to keep quiet.

      Baz was sprinting down the stairs to his quarters when he heard his shädread, Drion, whinny loudly. Moments later, the rest of the Bazrian Seven’s steeds followed with their own warnings.

      Apparently, “immediate” meant right the fuck now.

      Of course it did. Junot only ever made his life worse.

      Baz leaned over the open side of the stairwell and leapt to the landing below. He kept leaning, kept leaping, until he reached his floor. Then he called on every bit of his sänglure speed.

      A speed his sire possessed too … only a sire’s power was always supposed to be stronger than his children’s.

      It was a good thing Junot loved his pomp and would take his time making a grand entrance, even at a shrew of a castle like Mauldrene.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            IS IT POSSIBLE TO MURDER A CASTLE? WHAT ABOUT SOMEONE NOT MAN ENOUGH FOR THE SIZE OF HIS SWORD?

          

        

      

    

    
      After taking the fastest shower of his life, possibly in all of Opalesian history, Baz pressed his sword to his side to prevent its bouncing and dashed from his quarters to the dining hall, where he’d last seen his friends.

      The Bazrian Seven had been fighting together many decades longer than they’d been stuck with the idiotic moniker. They’d watched each other’s backs since there had been eight of them—before Baz met Shen and fell for her seductive deceptions. Before Cal had paid for Baz’s mistakes with the ultimate sacrifice.

      Baz trusted the Bazrians with his life. With practically anyone’s life.

      Turned out, just not with hers.

      Not Velle’s.

      At least, not yet he didn’t.

      He didn’t want his friends to find out about his prisoner’s identity, and he especially didn’t want them to learn it from somebody else. He hadn’t told them that Cosette and the goblin, whose name was Marina, knew precisely whom his prisoner was—that the great mystery was resolved. He’d told them only that Cosette wanted to arrest her, and since Baz had used his position to exact her discretion, Cosette hadn’t revealed more. The goblin—Marina—had glared murder at them both, when Baz had never witnessed a goblin being anything but subservient.

      Mauldrene, being the spiteful cunt that she was, threw obstacles at him while the music now obnoxiously matched his frantic run across the castle. Loudly, the violin raced, the viola pursued it, and the cello thumped out the menacing footfalls of an enemy on Baz’s tail. Mauldrene narrowed hallways until Baz had to angle his broad shoulders sideways and duck his head to squeeze through to avoid being eaten by her shadows. She did away entirely with the main hall that connected to the dining hall. And in one instance, she snuffed out all the ambient lumoons. When Baz created his own, she dimmed those too—even though she shouldn’t have been able to—but then, when had Mauldrene ever obeyed the laws of nature or logic?

      Was it possible to murder a castle? Please let it be possible…

      Without his enhanced senses, he was practically human as he rushed along, knocking nose-first into a heavy bronze bust of a D’Arco ancestor he should have gotten rid of but hadn’t—that wasn’t normally in the middle of the pathway. He kicked some object that was hard as stone, but oddly spiky, and bruised a toe through his boot. All the while, Mauldrene’s shadows stalked him, creeping much too close. Baz felt their caresses—cold and gelatinous like the tentacles of the carnivorous umbrac—and their bites—like the stabbing pricks of needles. Hundreds of them.

      Mauldrene’s fuckery was a problem he was obviously going to have to address—just as soon as he got an inkling of how to discipline a castle—a castle, for fuck’s sake!

      Short of breath, mostly from his mounting frustration, finally Baz slid into the dining hall.

      Only to find Junot, Terencia, and their traveling retinue standing beyond its opposite entrance, in the grand hall he should have already crossed to get here—more of Mauldrene’s fuckery, no doubt. Surrounding them were Baz’s six friends and Cosette. The goblin, Marina, was noticeably absent. He was equally relieved not to see the rescued boy, Crute, among them.

      Cosette the Pest, as Lev and Moncho had begun calling her, hovered in front of his friends as if angling for Junot’s attention. Her chest was pushed out, her hands clasped beneath buzzing wings. Her tiny face beamed with glossy smarm. Her lips might as well have been puckered to kiss the man’s ass.

      Baz cast a quick glare that swore retribution to the dining hall’s ceiling, which was covered in a fresco of a dark-haired and darker-winged beauty, stepping through a tear from another world into this one.

      Mauldrene’s grand crystalline chandelier shook, its hundreds of crystals tinkling—as if the cunt were laughing at him. Shadows sprinkled down on him like drifting snowflakes, settling lightly onto his head and shoulders.

      His anger spiked sharply as he brushed them off. If Mauldrene’s antics had endangered his prisoner…

      Baz forced himself to calm. Junot was worse than a shadowray when scenting weakness.

      Baz inhaled, steadying his heartrate.

      “There you are!”

      Baz sighed inwardly at Junot’s pinched greeting, and began walking toward him.

      Junot Ninian, emperor of the entire Opalese World save for the two outlying Wonderwater nations, looked smaller than he had the last time Baz saw him more than six months before, when Junot had stationed Baz here at Castle Hawxfure for no apparent good reason.

      Junot’s physique had never been as mighty as Baz’s—few men were as tall as Baz—but he’d appeared strong enough, definitely capable of pointing Baz at any enemy he wanted eradicated. Now the man looked … slightly shriveled. If he were a plant, Baz would think he needed watering. He wore a variation of his usual attire: a tunic and doublet woven through with gold threads, matching britches, wompa leather boots so shiny they gleamed, and a cape much more resplendent than he was, made purely of golden fibers. The clothes were bigger than the man, and his crown, a gem-studded, golden monstrosity, was slipping down his brow.

      Maybe the man really was shrinking. Wouldn’t that be something?

      Even the sword that hung from the weapons belt circling his hips drooped, as if he weren’t man enough for the size of his sword.

      “I expected you to receive me. I sent notice of my arrival.”

      Junot extended his hand into the thirty feet that still separated them, waiting.

      “I only received your missive minutes ago.” Bitter on his tongue, Baz forced out the word, “Father.”

      Baz refused to call him Your Dominance. Junot would have to kill him first.

      Junot hiked disbelieving brows. They met his crown.

      “Just minutes ago? That isn’t like Poriel.”

      “Well, it’s what happened.”

      When Junot’s brows slammed downward, Baz cleared his throat.

      In a less defensive tone, he added, “Poriel pierced me with his talons. I didn’t wish to receive you with blood dripping down my arm.”

      Junot tipped his nose into the air and sniffed. “Hm.”

      At his side but a step behind, Terencia smelled too. Then again. “It seems you didn’t do a thorough job of scrubbing yourself everywhere.”

      Already reaching for Junot’s hand, Baz flicked his eyes to hers. They glittered for an instant before her face resumed its mask of practiced innocence.

      Baz kissed the air above Junot’s signet ring—two dragons, back-to-back, spewing fire beneath a crown—then smiled at her as genuinely as he could, which wasn’t much.

      He sensed his friends’ appraising gazes studying him and his stepmother. Even Cosette’s eyes were narrowed as she sized them up.

      Only Junot was oblivious to the way Terencia’s voice grew husky and suggestive at the mention of Baz “scrubbing himself everywhere.”

      “Terencia,” Baz said, and had no choice but to kiss the back of her hand when she held it out toward him. At the press of his lips to her skin, she shuddered and inhaled deeply.

      Baz released her hand as quickly as he could without smacking it away. “The blood you scent isn’t from Poriel, but from the castle.”

      “Smells…”

      Guessing she’d say “delicious,” Baz froze. The damnable woman didn’t risk just herself with her nonsense, but him too! And if she risked his wellbeing, she risked that of those he had to protect.

      “Strong,” she settled on, openly trailing her appreciative stare up and down his body.

      When Junot glanced over his shoulder at her, she smiled beatifically at him.

      Junot reached for her hand. Delicately, she placed hers in his.

      “The castle is…” Terencia glanced around the hall, noting the creeping shadows lurking in every corner, slithering across the walls, and dangling from the buttressed ceiling like vines, if vines were to writhe on occasion.

      “Well, it’s truly abysmal, isn’t it?”

      She chuckled at her reference to the castle’s original name, the Abysmal Fortress. Every one of the aristos at her back joined in immediately.

      Of Baz’s friends, Félix was the shrewdest political strategist, but he lacked the duplicity to fake much of anything. Aziza, however, had no problem faking whatever needed faking. She laughed loudest.

      “So true, Consort Empress,” Zi said on an appreciative laugh that sounded true enough to Baz’s ears, except for that Baz—and all the Bazrian Seven—knew how much Terencia detested being referred to as “consort.”

      Terencia’s lips, stained a dark berry, widened to reveal the tips of her fangs.

      Baz hurried to speak: “The castle is temperamental and causes us significant problems.”

      “Is that so?” Junot asked. “I had heard the stories, of course. They claimed the castle, then the ‘fortress,’ had a personality of its own. So it’s true, then?”

      “It’s true. The castle makes living here all but unbearable.”

      Junot smiled—like a mean dragon, Baz thought. “Ah, but for tried and tested warriors like yourselves”—he looked at Baz’s friends, alighting for a moment on the parvnit—“it should feel like a vacation.”

      It doesn’t, Baz wanted to say. A vacation would be freedom from him and his wife.

      Junot glanced around. The hall might have been grand, opulent even, with its darkness dispelled. But the dozens of lumoons didn’t breach the shadows, and the shadows concealed most of the castle’s ornamentation behind their persistent gloom.

      “Compared to a battlefield, it’s downright pleasant.”

      Baz felt Lev go rigid. Of all the battlefields upon which the Bazrian Seven had spilled blood, Junot hadn’t made an appearance at a single one. Lev was actually biting his lip so as not to release whatever well-deserved quip he was holding back.

      “I’m glad to know that … Father,” Baz eventually said. “I would like you to enjoy your stay with us. How long will that be?”

      “Oh, hm? I don’t know quite yet. It depends.”

      “On what?”

      Junot’s head jerked in his direction so sharply that his crown slid. He tipped it back with his signet finger.

      “You question your emperor?”

      Baz wanted to scream. Instead, he dipped his head. “Of course not, Father. Would you care for some refreshments? Or would you like to retire to your rooms?”

      Baz had no idea if Mauldrene had rooms prepared for the emperor and empress. If his sire provided them with five-minutes warning, then he’d get what he’d get.

      Terencia sniffed the air another time. “What is that other scent?”

      Baz stiffened. “What other scent, Stepmother?”

      “On you, your skin. The scent of another woman.”

      Another woman?

      Baz blinked at her while his thoughts raced several stories below them to the dungeons. To Velle, still collared and chained to the bed with no way to protect herself.

      “You know how Baz is, Empress,” Lev said, turning on the charm and omitting the “consort” jab. “He does love his whores.”

      Baz glared at him. How did Lev manage to not help even when he was helping?

      Terencia’s berry lips puckered with distaste. “Always such a wordsmith, Levin.”

      Lev grinned. “Thank you, Empress. I appreciate that. No one’s told me that before.”

      Terencia harrumphed.

      “Father and Stepmother, perhaps you’d enjoy visits from feeders to allay the weariness of your journey?”

      This, this was one of the things he hated about his parents the most. They turned him into a sycophant. Out of necessity, yes. His pandering protected his friends and his soldiers, ensured Junot continued to provide for their needs, however basic. But still, he hated every simpering word that spilled from his lips in their presence.

      “Shall I arrange it?”

      “Yes,” Junot said. “Send two for me.”

      “Very well. And you, Stepmother?”

      Behind her husband’s back, Terencia looked Baz up and down. “Send me two as well. Make sure they’re men.” She rolled the n.

      “Of course.”

      The feeders from Slake who’d remained behind at the castle were all female. Baz would have to seek male volunteers from the staff, who barely interacted with him, taking their commands instead from the castle itself.

      Baz gave Lev a meaningful look.

      Lev bowed. “If you’ll excuse me, my emperor. Empress. I’ll help see to your comforts.”

      Junot took several imperious steps forward, during which Baz was careful not to glance at Cosette. The parvnit was vibrating with intention. Here was her chance to meet the man she idolized. But decorum demanded she not speak to the emperor unless he first spoke to her. And if Baz or one of the others didn’t introduce her, she was supposed to remain silent and unobtrusive.

      Junot took another step away from her.

      Her wings buzzed faster, bobbing her upward then back down in place.

      Still, Junot continued walking. Terencia began to follow. Their retinue of thirteen pampered nobles examined Mauldrene’s shadows, thicker than centuries-old cobwebs, with abject disgust and wariness.

      Junot glanced at Baz. What he saw in his face, Baz couldn’t be certain, but it was likely he hadn’t concealed his apprehension as well as he’d hoped.

      Junot spun on the heel of one shiny, buckled boot. His cape twirled wide behind him, forcing everyone—including his wife—to bob out of its way or be smacked with it.

      Baz’s breath stuck in his lungs.

      “And who … are you?” Junot demanded of Cosette.
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      At Junot’s direct address, Cosette gaped in surprise and brushed her blaring fuchsia hair from her face.

      “I…”

      Her wings buzzed. Her eyes darted to Baz.

      As if she were an opponent at arms, he battled his overwhelming need to glare at her. He needed to impress upon her how severely displeased he would be if she were to reveal anything about his prisoner. He would threaten her, her family, her first-born, whatever it took.

      But Terencia was watching him closely—of course she scorching was—as were her nobles. Terencia would probably keep his secret if she were to notice his tension, how very obviously he didn’t want Cosette to speak. He would pay for that kept secret, in ways he definitely wouldn’t want to, but to keep Junot from his prisoner, he would do it.

      But the favored noblemen and -women who traveled with them? They would blab their suspicions in an instant. Their only loyalty was to courting the emperor’s favor, to their own ambitions.

      All of them were fae, and many of them were sänglures. They would be able to single out his heartbeat. Some would be able to scent his emotions.

      Baz breathed deeply and slowly, when he wanted to snatch Cosette from the air, crush her stupid buzzing wings to dust in his fist, and hurl the tiny pest into a pocket of Mauldrene’s shadows.

      When Zi, Ed, and Night stepped closer, he knew his subtlety wasn’t subtle enough.

      His viper fucking undid him, dammit! Junot rebirthed him nearly four centuries ago. Baz’s emotions had ridden him hard and without compassion for his first few decades as a sänglure, when he’d had to adjust to his new, unnatural impulses. But since he’d learned restraint, he’d worked to conceal his every weakness from his sire.

      When it came to his prisoner in the dungeons, that hard-earned restraint fucked right off. What was it about her that bypassed all his defenses? Why did he even fucking care?

      He’d been tormenting himself with these and similar questions since he fought to keep her alive immediately after she’d done her damnedest to kill him.

      She was the enemy.

      The enemy!

      But she was … his enemy.

      She was his.

      Cosette’s indecision drew out much too long as she cleared her throat and scratched her upturned nose, looking back and forth from Baz to Junot. For an investigatory soldier, she had the finesse of a bludgeoning mace.

      Baz snorted haughtily. Zi, Ed, and Night stepped back to join Moncho and Félix.

      “That, Father,” Baz said, leaning into theatrics that felt as brittle as his composure, “is Cosette Darling. She’s an investigatory soldier of your Blue Band.”

      Cosette’s tiny shoulders pulled back, and she hitched her chin upward.

      “And if you invite her to tell you about her duties in service of the empire, she’ll gab your ear off.”

      “That’s for sure,” Moncho muttered. “She won’t shut up.”

      Baz added, “She’s quite proud to do her part in keeping the dominion for you.”

      Junot regarded her. Her cheeks flushed. Her mouth opened.

      “What is she doing here?” Junot asked.

      At the indirect address, Cosette’s eager smile faltered.

      The nobles had already lost interest, once more regarding the shadows with open suspicion, a pair of the women clasping their arms across their waists in an attempt to preserve warmth that would prove futile.

      “She’s an informant, come to deliver information she believed I’d find useful.”

      Junot’s stare was sharp upon him. Whatever the cause for his diminished physical stature, it wasn’t affecting his mind.

      “And did it prove useful?”

      “To a degree.”

      Cosette snorted, probably thinking something along the lines of what Baz was: to an enormous, mind-blowing, life-altering degree.

      Junot shot the parvnit a lowered brow look; his crown slid ever so slightly. “You have something you wish to say, soldier?”

      Cosette didn’t bother flicking a glance Baz’s way this time, which meant she’d likely decided it was better to ingratiate herself with the crown of the empire rather than its sword.

      “Yes, Your Dominance.” Her wings flitted a bit erratically. “I-it’s such an honor to meet you. I’ve hoped to meet Your Dominance since I first joined the Blue Band, but it seemed like such a dream. And now here I am.”

      She beamed.

      Junot’s features were loose with ennui, yet he extended his hand to her.

      Cosette glanced at Baz, as if he would aid her, when she was about to betray him. Betray her.

      “It’s considered a great honor to kiss the emperor’s signet,” Baz said blandly.

      “Oh! Yes! Of course! Like you did. Duh.”

      She zipped forward, clutched his finger with both arms in an embrace that pressed her chest flush to his finger, and smushed the entirety of her face to the ring with a squeaky mmmmmmmuah that drew out several seconds.

      His lips curled in a sneer, Junot flicked his hand with a snap that caught Cosette by surprise.

      Arms swinging, in a blur of fuchsia she hurtled toward the wall, before her wings surged to halt her momentum. By then, she was near enough to the shadows that a pair coalesced into gnarled hands and snatched her from the air. She shrieked as they tossed her backward—into a darkness so complete that it swallowed her.

      Terencia clutched Junot’s arm. The noblewomen gasped and huddled together. One of the men shrieked, then attempted to disguise it with a manly cough.

      Baz suffered from the uncomfortable sensation that the shadows were … chewing on the parvnit. He heard no mastication and had never seen any teeth, even though the cuts all over his body were proof that the shadows did bite. It was a sense that a monster was eating, and that the creature shouldn’t be disturbed while it
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