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      The facility was quiet now.

      Thyaar walked two steps behind the Emperor through the blood-scrubbed corridors, watching Daaynal's broad back and trying to get his head to stop spinning.

      It wasn't working.

      The last three days had made a complete draanthing mess of everything he thought he understood. He'd expected to be arranging a funeral… Raaevik's funeral. Because that was what happened when a sub-commander decided to sleep with his Emperor's matched mate.

      Except that Daaynal hadn't ordered the execution. He'd handed Raaevik a ship.

      And then it turned out Raaevik was Izaean.

      Thyaar's jaw worked as he tried to make that all fit in his head. Draanth, he had a headache.

      He'd fought beside that male for years. Years of shared watches, rations, and blood on different battlefields. That hadn’t stopped him from grabbing Raaevik by the collar, shoving him into a maintenance closet, and telling him exactly how he was going to die if he didn't get his head straight as soon as he’d seen what was happening. Trall… He'd even committed treason himself by not reporting Raaevik.

      And apparently, the whole time, Raaevik had been sitting on top of the rage mutation like unexploded ordnance.

      Always knew there was something wrong with you, brother.

      He'd said it as a joke…as an insult, because that was how they worked. Because Thyaar was better at insults than he was at anything that sounded remotely like feelings.

      Turns out he hadn't been wrong.

      He just hadn't been right enough.

      Izaean. The black armor. The eyes. No wonder he'd always been so locked down. So relentlessly, exhaustingly controlled. He hadn't been holding himself together.

      He'd been holding something else back.

      And Emily Evans had been the thing that finally⁠—

      "Thyaar."

      He blinked.

      The emperor had stopped walking. He stood in the middle of the corridor, arms folded over his chest and one eyebrow arched.

      Thyaar's ears went hot.

      "I'm sorry, Your Majesty." He kept his voice level. Professional despite the mortification crawling up the back of his neck. "I didn't catch that."

      The Emperor looked at him for a long moment.

      "No," Daaynal said, his voice mild. Dangerously mild. "I noticed."

      Thyaar squared his shoulders and met the Emperor's gaze. He said nothing because there was nothing to say that wouldn't make it worse. You didn't ask the most powerful male in the known galaxy to repeat himself. You just stood there and took the hit.

      Daaynal studied him with those sharp green eyes and then, unexpectedly, a smile curved his lips.

      "I asked," the Emperor said, "whether you believe Raaevik knew."

      Thyaar thought about it. Actually thought about it, not the reflexive answer that would move the conversation along and get him the draanth out of there the fastest.

      "No," he said. "He thought he was losing his mind." He paused. "I think that's why he was so—" He stopped. Started again. "He held the line harder than any male I've ever served with. I used to think it was stubbornness."

      "And now?"

      "Now I think he was terrified of what would happen if he let go of it."

      Daaynal nodded slowly, his gaze moving to the far end of the corridor where the airlock had already sealed behind two people who wouldn't be coming back. His expression was unreadable, and somehow that was worse.

      "Good," the Emperor said quietly, his hands clasped behind his back as they walked. His drakeen trailed them, as silent as hulking combat machines could be. "That's what I thought too."

      Daaynal slid him a sideways look. "You saw them off?"

      "Yes, Your Majesty." He nodded. "Before they boarded the Ravec'tias."

      He'd never been so grateful to be a commoner. There was absolutely no K'Saan blood in his lineage, not even a distant splash of it. Just solid, boring, common-as-dirt Latharian stock stretching back as far as anyone had bothered to check.

      It meant he'd been able to stand at that airlock and say goodbye to his brother.

      Because that was what Raaevik was to him. A brother. A complete pain in his ass and the most infuriating male he'd ever cared about, but still his brother. And he'd gotten to stand there and say that with an insult wrapped around it like armor, because that was how they worked, and Raaevik had known exactly what he meant.

      For the first time in his life, being nobody from nowhere felt like an outright gift.

      He cleared his throat. "Your Majesty. On the subject of the female⁠—"

      Daaynal's eyebrow arched. "You mean Lady Emily of Izaea?"

      "Indeed, sire. Lady Emily made a request." Thyaar kept his expression straight through sheer force of military discipline. "Before she boarded. I will require leave to go to Earth. With your permission, of course."

      The Emperor waited.

      "She wants her cat," Thyaar said. "Its name is Barnaby. She'd like it brought to Parac'Norr."

      Daaynal looked at him for a long moment. Then the ghost of a smile pulled at the corner of his mouth before he got it under control.

      "She asked you specifically?"

      "Yes, Your Majesty."

      "And you agreed."

      Thyaar held his gaze. "I did."

      Daaynal's lips quirked. "I would have assigned you the W'Raaith." He nodded toward the landing bay as they passed, and Thyaar's gaze followed automatically.

      Draanth.

      The interceptor looked like it had argued with the asteroid, and the asteroid had won. The whole forward section was caved in, as if someone had used it as a battering ram… which, knowing Raaevik, was exactly what had happened. Scorched metal. A landing strut that pointed at an angle it was never designed to achieve. Coolant or something worse still dripped from the undercarriage onto the deck.

      He stared at it for a moment.

      Yeah. That tracked.

      "Instead," Daaynal continued, his tone carrying that particular mildness that meant he found something funny and had absolutely no intention of showing it, "you will take the Vett'an."

      Thyaar's head came around.

      The Vett'an. The Emperor's personal yacht. It was the finest non-combat vessel in the Imperial fleet, with atmospheric processors that could handle any environment and enough room to host a diplomatic summit. Thyaar had seen it once, from a respectful distance, while on perimeter duty.

      He blinked.

      "Your Majesty," he said carefully, "that is… an exceptional honor."

      Daaynal inclined his head, already moving again.

      Thyaar fell into step beside him, his brain playing catch-up.

      The Vett'an. To Earth. To collect a cat.

      He turned it over. Tried to picture it. The most luxurious vessel in the Empire, sitting in some Terran docking bay while he—a sub-commander built like a weapons locker—attempted to locate one specific small animal in one specific human city.

      And then brought it back.

      In the Emperor's yacht.

      "Your Majesty." He kept his voice absolutely neutral. "Will I need some kind of containment unit? For the animal?" He paused. "I have no experience with Terran cats."

      Daaynal glanced at him.

      "I assume a cage of some description," he carried on. "And possibly… I mean, how large are they? Because the Vett'an has the smaller forward cabin, and if the animal requires significant⁠—"

      "Thyaar."

      "Sire?"

      "A cat," the Emperor said, "is approximately this large." He held his hands about thirty centimeters apart.

      Thyaar looked at Daaynal's hands. Then back up at the Emperor.

      "The yacht will be sufficient," Daaynal said, the amusement in his sharp green eyes absolutely unmistakable.

      "Although I have heard Terran felines can be formidable indeed." His lips quirked, fighting a losing battle against an actual smile. "You will need to be wary, Sub-Commander. If you require backup to subdue the beast, you have only to call for it."

      Thyaar kept his face perfectly blank. A thirty-centimeter animal. Right. He'd fought blood-crazed Krin hand-to-hand and survived enemy charges, but sure, he'd call in the cavalry if a tiny fluffball got the drop on him.

      He wasn't stupid enough to point that out, though. Not to the emperor himself.

      "I will keep that in mind, Your Majesty."

      "You are dismissed to your new assignment," Daaynal said, the amusement dropping from his face as his voice dropped into the hard register that made lesser males look for less dangerous places to be. "I am remaining here for now."

      He looked past Thyaar, his jaw tightening into rigid lines. "I have had enough of this Purist threat. I intend to deal with it. Once and for all."

      Ice spiked in Thyaar's veins. Well, they were draanthed six ways to Sunday. The Purists had kidnapped Daaynal's matched mate, turned her into a weapon… even though she'd turned out not to be the emperor's mate, she could have been. Which meant this was an act of war… against a warrior emperor.

      Draanthing idiots. They had no idea what was about to hit them.

      Bowing low, Thyaar offered a formal salute. "Happy hunting, sire."

      "Thank you. And yourself."

      Daaynal gave a single, sharp nod and turned to stalk down the long corridor. His four drakeen fell into lockstep behind him, moving in deadly, synchronized silence.

      Thyaar watched his Emperor go. He almost felt sorry for the Purists. Almost.

      Mostly, he just felt a wave of regret that he wouldn't be on the ground to watch Daaynal do what he did best. The male was a living legend on the battlefield, and whatever retaliation he unleashed was going to be written about for centuries.

      Sighing, he turned to walk the other way to the airlocks. He had his orders.

      Which meant he had a cat to fetch.
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      Thyaar had been to some shitty—gods, he loved the human language; it was so… descriptive—planets in his time, but Earth had to be one of the worst he’d ever had the misfortune to set foot on.

      From orbit it had looked like a jewel; all blues and greens that swirled together like the space opals in his mother’s bonding necklace. And for half a second, he’d almost bought the illusion… the cradle of humanity and all that, but then he’d dropped through the atmosphere.

      The haze had swallowed him whole, but then he’d broken through the clouds and the full reality had hit him like a brick. The smog was thick enough to count as its own life form, and the tops of tower blocks crammed shoulder to shoulder rose from it like broken teeth.

      He wrinkled his nose. “Seriously? People actually live here?”

      The nav system threw up a population density figure that made his eyes widen before he dismissed it. He didn’t need numbers. He could see it laid out right in front of him.

      Of course, the humans lived here. Their so-called Alliance was barely a fraction of the Latharian Empire, but they carried themselves as if they owned the galaxy. He’d give them this much: it took a certain stubbornness to breathe air like this every day and still act as superior as they did.

      Well, as superior as certain people did. Lady Emily was lovely, but her mother… less so.

      He pulled up the coordinates he’d been given for Lady Emily’s residence. The apartment sat in a mid-tier block on the eastern sprawl of whatever this city called itself. His eyes narrowed as he adjusted his flight vector to head that way. It wasn’t the worst sector, but he wouldn’t have stabled his kervasi here. Rust stains streaked the buildings, and the small, evenly spaced windows suggested residents were stacked rather than housed.

      The console in front of him pinged. Okay, this was the place. Frowning, he looked down. The buildings were so tightly packed that there wasn’t anywhere to set down. His gaze skimmed over the rooftops.

      Draanth, he didn’t fancy even trying to land the Vett’an on any of them. Some roofs looked suspiciously fragile, and those that didn’t were crammed with small wooden structures.

      “Gonna need a little more room,” he muttered, increasing his circling pattern. Okay, there.

      He smiled as he spotted a gap in the rooftops a short distance from his target. It wasn’t much, simply a gap where a building had been torn down.

      Hovering over it, it took him a second to orient the craft properly. The last thing he needed was to scratch the Emperor’s paint job and end up in the brig or something.

      “I’m a draanthing bodyguard, not a draanthing pilot,” he muttered, trying not to wince or scrape the sides of the buildings with the wings.

      Human offspring, four or five of them, scattered the moment the Vett’an’s shadow fell across them. Retreating to the safety of the shadows of the surrounding buildings, they watched wide-eyed as he brought the yacht down.

      He grinned. He knew what they were seeing. The hull gleaming as the landing struts unfolded like the legs of some huge metal beast, and hydraulics hissed vapor into the dead air. He’d done the same thing at their age, crouched behind a wall on the estate where he’d been fostered, watching as the warriors came home, all scraped armor and loud voices. He’d watched and wanted to be them.

      The landing struts kissed dirt, and he breathed a sigh of relief. Again, he was not a pilot. Why the emperor had given him the Vett’an, rather than some bog-standard combat shuttle, was anyone’s guess. But no one questioned the emperor, not if they wanted to live.

      Locking the craft down, he dropped the ramp. The air hit him like a wet rag… warm and chemical, tinged with something that might have been fuel or might have been dinner. If it was, it wasn’t any food he wanted. Trying not to breathe, he strode off the access ramp, throwing a grin and a wink at the children, who squealed in delight and scattered.

      Chuckling to himself, he headed back to the apartment block that contained Emily’s residence. All he needed to do was grab the cat and hightail it out of here. Preferably before he got some kind of lung infection from breathing the fetid air.

      It didn’t take him long to reach his destination. The apartment block rose ahead, a slab of dirty beige. It had probably been considered the height of human architecture once. He shuddered. It was ugly as all hell.

      Up close, the place looked even worse. More than half the windows were broken. A few had been patched with tape, plastic sheeting, and one had what looked like the lid of a packing crate wedged into the frame. The window to the left of the entrance was boarded up with some kind of plasti-sheet while the one on the other side was boarded with wood, the screws were driven straight into the frame, like someone had just wanted it done and hadn’t cared how it looked. The door was metal, dented near the handle, the lock plate scarred. Someone had scratched a word into the frame. He couldn’t read it. He didn’t need to.

      Holy draanth. Emily Evans had come from this?

      Climbing the steps, he pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      The apartment block’s interior wasn’t an improvement. Fluorescent lights buzzed in the stairwell, and the walls were a shade of beige that looked like they had started out white about three decades ago. The smell of stale food hung in the air, mingling with dampness and mold. Wonderful, he
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