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      So happy to see you here.

      Before we dive in, I want to keep you safe and happy. Should you need it, there is a content warning list on my website. I recommend you check the list for each book before you commit, as the content gets progressively darker throughout the series.

      While these books are not overly dark, they do contain topics that can be triggering for some readers.

      

      Please visit www.yasminevanhove.com for all info.
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      The whip curls around the kid's neck, sizzling slightly. Yet he doesn't make a single sound. They know by now, like good little subjects, that I don't like their screams. So they've collectively stopped making the wretched noise.

      A smile, cold and cruel, curls my lips.

      "Now, whatever will I do with you, hmm?" I murmur, more to myself than to my prey in front of me.

      "Is— Inola," Gabe warns from the side, that annoying hint of disdain heavy in his tone. I turn to him, my gaze not warming in the slightest as it lands on him.

      One month ago, my father died.

      One month ago, I turned cold.

      The Queen is in charge now. Ruthless. Emotionless. Here to set those who break my rules straight.

      It's for the better.

      No one will catch me off guard. No one under my protection will get hurt again. Not my mates, not my friends, not the people living in this castle.

      They'll see the benefit of my behavior soon, when all the problems have been erased.

      "Sweetheart, enough," Gabe whispers, his gorgeous face twisting. His sapphire blue eyes look dull, the spark I'd gotten used to no longer there.

      "Enough of what?" I inquire, my head cocking slightly. Before he can answer, I continue.

      "Enough of theft?"  The man I punished earlier stole from his mother.

      "Enough of bullying?"  The woman from yesterday bullied her sister relentlessly until she left the palace.

      "Enough of stalking?" The boy trapped in my whip has been harassing a girl to go out with him for weeks.

      "He's a sixteen-year-old who's in love, Inola! He's not a master criminal out to hurt the girl he wants to court!" Gabe yells, his patience snapping like a twig. Honestly, I'm surprised it took this long. My Lord has been brewing this outburst for a while now, and the rage in his eyes should move me.

      But it doesn't.

      At most, I frown a little, not understanding his anger.

      "I'm keeping them safe."

      "You're terrifying the entire court for misplacing a single toe out of line. This isn't you, Inola."

      "The old me got people killed!" I scream, a flare of intense pain crashing through the shields I've pulled up around my heart. Within seconds, it vanishes, alongside the whip that held the stalker down. His whimper is pathetic, and Eli rushes to his side, causing a hook to sink into my heart.

      I'm moving from the throne room before anyone can speak. Gabriel's wings twitching is the only response I get.

      My heels click ominously against the tile. Each step echoes through the empty halls. Halls that were filled with laughter only weeks ago. But now? Now we're at war.

      : Inny. :

      Nik appears at my side, shifted. I dig my fingers in his fur on instinct, letting my tension bleed away. Out of all my mates, he's the only one who understands, who isn't asking me to change.

      : They don't understand, : I say coldly, expecting no answer in return. As expected, he remains silent, keeping pace with me and purring softly.

      Saying it calms me isn't quite right. I no longer have the ability to relax the way I used to. But the sound and vibrations do settle me. My heart slows, and I breathe a little easier.

      Nik stays at my side until I reach my favorite garden. There he leaves me, knowing by now that I come here to be alone.

      Alone.

      Despite the countless people that surround me each day, I've never felt this alone in my life.

      Most of my mates avoid me when they can, not understanding that what I'm doing is necessary. The girls who followed me around are all scared of me now. I do what I do to protect them, yet they cower in fear.

      Not even Meg or Rhamiel come near me these days.

      Did I not throw out the remaining council members from our home? Did I not root out most of the evil in the palace? I admit, it's a work in progress, but I do it for them.

      Bitterness fills me, coating my tongue with acid.

      Do they think I do this for fun? Why won't they understand that this is a necessary evil to keep them safe?

      Unable to remain still, I start pacing. The flowers under my feet crunch and die. With each step, my resolve hardens, and the mantra in my head grows stronger.

      Protect. Crush my enemies.

      No. More. Pain.

      It's not until hours later that anyone dares to approach me again.

      I feel his approach, the bond vibrating in my chest, but I don't react. My eyes remain closed, my head tilted back as the sun warms my skin.

      His steps don't echo, and the leaves under his feet remain silent, as if afraid to disturb the quiet.

      "Kitten," he sighs softly.

      "I'm not in the mood, Azazel," I snap, anticipating his manipulation from the start.

      "Not in the mood for what, exactly?" he asks as he stops barely a few inches behind me. His wings are out, his tail swishing in the autumn leaves without a care in the world.

      "Any of—" My sharp retort cuts off when his arm curls around my front.

      I don't have a single say in the matter when my entire being reacts to him. My body relaxes, tension bleeding away that I didn't even realize I was holding onto. I melt, instantly leaning into him.

      "No words today, Inola," he murmurs in my ear. "All I want, all I need, is to just be with you."

      His wings rustle as they curl around us, filling my ears with the familiar, comforting sound of home.

      He turns me, and his red and golden eyes catch me, as they always do.

      "There you are," he murmurs, a soft smile on his lips.

      "What do you⁠—"

      He presses his thumb to my bottom lip, stilling my words before they escape.

      "I'm simply here, Kitten."

      I search his face. I find no trace of what I expected.

      No judgment. No reprimand.

      I only find love, understanding, and a heartbreaking loneliness that I feel in my soul.

      Maybe it is his loneliness that I'm feeling. Maybe it's a meld of his and mine. And maybe none of it matters. He's warm and familiar. I hide my face in his chest, leaning heavily against him.

      "Still mine?" I whisper, insecurity clogging my throat.

      "Always, Kitten. Always."

      I stay wrapped in him for a long time, my mind blissfully empty. My Azzy stays quiet throughout, guarding my peace.

      We end up curled together under the cherry blossom tree that never loses its flowers. It's the reason this is my favorite place. No matter the weather or the temperature. No matter the events of the palace, it remains perfect.

      The scent of the flowers lulls me into a light sleep, the warmth of Azzy pulling me even deeper.

      It all crashes down when he speaks.

      "Kitten, I know you're hurting but⁠—"

      My body goes rigid, every muscle locks tighter with each word.

      "But what?" My voice comes out colder than ice. While I don't move from his arms, his body no longer warms me.

      What was I thinking, letting him lure me into this? Why did I trust him not to try this manipulation? It's all he's done since the council came.

      The betrayal hurts.

      But at least it helps me lock down my emotions again.

      No more softness.

      No more warmth.

      Just the Queen.
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      Nik's rumble against my body doesn't help much to relax me. He's in human form, his head on my chest and his arms curled around my back. I can tell his purr is forced and not the genuine happy noise he made a month ago.

      "I know it's been hard on all of us—" I start, intending to talk to him about how he's been enabling Inola. But he cuts me off before I get the conversation started.

      "I don't enjoy seeing her that way, you know?" he mumbles into my chest, giving up on the fake purr.

      "Could've fucking fooled me," Az snarls, stepping out of the shadows. I sigh, my bones feeling heavier with the mounting tension.

      Nik stiffens, his muscles locking the moment he hears Az's voice.

      "It's because of your enabling that she thinks it's what she's supposed to do," Az accuses. While Nik shoots up to defend himself, I stay silent and observe.

      Az looks like hell. Tight muscles, the veins at his temple thumping wildly. Something happened that's causing him to lash out, and he's using Nik as his primary victim.

      On the other side of the room, Nik's hands are balled into fists. While there's not a hint of aggression in him, he does look like he's about to collapse.

      "What happened?" I cut them both off, keeping my eyes on Az as he paces back and forth like a wild animal. His wings flutter in agitation, making him look like an irritated bat.

      "Nothing."

      "Bullshit," Nik snaps, his eyes flashing green for a split second. He loses control of his animal far more often lately. Flickers of the panther to shine through, no matter how hard he fights it. He rolls his neck with a soft growl as he gets it back under control.

      "While I think the delivery can use some work," I say mildly, looking at Nik in reprimand, "I do think he's right. You're not telling us the truth. What happened, Az?"

      The Incubus collapses next to me, his wings gone in an unnecessarily bright flash of magic. He still doesn't speak, choosing to hide in my arms instead.

      I call his name several times, getting a grunt in return, but nothing more. Worse is Nik's gradual loss of patience. He takes up Az's previous pacing. The soft growling he releases is menacing but not dangerous. If he was going to do something stupid, like attack Az, he would've done so ages ago.

      "Az, please," I murmur, exhausted and worried in equal measure. His voice is soft, drawing Nik closer to us when he finally speaks.

      "She was warm, soft, sweet. Our Inola."

      Hope flares in my chest, and Nik whips around, his eyes bright with the same. It's proof. Proof she's still in there, that she can still be saved despite the weeks that have passed.

      "And then she went straight back to the Queen the moment I tried to speak to her about it."

      "Fuck!" Nik picks up the closest item he can find, a vase, and shatters it against the wall. My heart feels like the vase, breaking even more than before.

      "There has to be something we can do," I say, my voice no more than a whisper, barely audible over Nik's raging anger.

      "Maybe we should continue enabling her, so it's all that's left of her," Az snarks, pointedly looking at Nik.

      "All I'm doing is standing by her side while she feels abandoned by all of you!"

      "You're destroying her!"

      "And you're leaving her behind to deal with it all on her own!"

      Their shouting match gives me a headache, so I press my fingers to my temple. It only escalates more with every sentence they scream, so I try to intervene.

      "Guys, plea⁠—"

      "Shut the fuck up, Azazel."

      "Or what? You're going to have brother dearest save you?"

      "What the fuck do you know of family and losing a parent you love?"

      Az physically flinches back, and even I can't defend Nik after that particular barb. He knows damn well that Az had a terrible childhood that still affects him to this day.

      "Enough!" I shout, flames bursting to life over my entire body. The fire dies out as quickly as it started, but I'm barely holding back my magic.

      Both men fume, but blissfully shut up and watch me warily. Nik's skin is rolling with his panther's patterns, while Az's shadows flick around the room in agitation.

      "You!" I yell, pointing at Nik's face. "Your cruelty is uncalled for and unnecessary."

      Az makes an obnoxious noise in the back of his throat, so I whirl on him to throw his own shit back in his face.

      "You know damn well you're the reason he lashed out, Azazel. There was no fucking need to provoke him when you know he's only trying to help Inny as best he can. Just because it differs from your methods doesn't mean it's any less valid."

      He tries to argue, to defend himself, but my fire bursts out again before he can. I wrestle it back with far more difficulty this time around. I'm sweating and panting when I finally get it pulled back in.

      "Cam—"

      "Don't," I snap, pushing Az back even as he tries to fold me in his arms. I'm not interested in his comfort when he's been so cruel to Nik.

      I collapse on the couch, watching both men staring at their feet.

      Idiots. Both of them.

      "If there was any moment where we should be banding together to help it, it would be now," I sigh. "I understand both of your frustrations, I really do, but do either of you really think that fighting each other is going to help Inola?"

      I sit forward, leaning my elbows on my knees.

      "I know for a fact you idiots love each other as much as you love me and Inola. This is fucking ridiculous and you know it," I mumble.

      Az sighs heavily, collapsing on the couch next to me. Nik sinks down where he's standing as if he's too tired to hold himself up anymore.

      "I'm sorry," the shifter mutters, looking at Az with genuine pain in his eyes. "I just⁠—"

      "I shouldn't have needled you. You had every right to lash out."

      As I sense their new argument brewing, this time over who bears the responsibility of the fight, I clear my throat loudly.

      "Fantastic," I snark, "Let's not devolve again, shall we?"

      Nik snorts a little and joins us on the couch, dropping his head in my lap like an oversized kitten.

      "Yeah, yeah," I mumble, not even hesitating as I dig my fingers into his hair. His purr is real this time, even as he lazily watches Az curl around me.

      None of us speaks for a long while, choosing to let the heated emotions settle down before having the conversation we know has to happen. In the end, it's not one of us, but Alex's arrival that breaks it all open.

      He falls through the door like a panicked rabbit, no more composed than usual.

      "There's precedent!" he snaps, tossing a ridiculously heavy book at me. I yelp, barely catching the damn thing, and still it nearly drags me down to the ground.

      Alex begins yapping in incomprehensible language, forgetting to breathe for the longest time. For a few long minutes, all three of us try to make sense of what he's saying. Nik physically seals his mouth shut for a few seconds, forcing some air into his lungs. But as soon as he lets go, he's back to rambling about Queens, cutoffs, and immutable consequences.

      : Can you please come and translate Alex for us? : I plead with Gabe, who snorts over the mindlink. He might laugh, but he still appears in the doorway a few minutes later.

      "Spark." Gabe's voice snaps through the knowledge fog the mage is in. He snaps to attention, his back ruler straight and his eyes wide and focused solely on Gabe.

      Oh, for fuck's sake.

      "BREATHE, YOU FOOL!" I snap, flashing a bright light into his eyes using illusion magic.

      Alex gulps in air, turning bright red when he realizes he forgot to do something as basic as breathing yet again.

      "Good boy," Az drawls, gaining a glare from Gabe. It doesn't affect him in the slightest as he continues. "Now explain, in human language, what you're trying to tell us."

      "Right, um." Alex looks around for something, turning on the spot like a rotisserie chicken. As soon as his eyes land on the huge book he tossed at me, he brightens. With a snap of his fingers, his magic has the thing pulled in the air and opened on a specific page.

      Neat.

      The page is beautifully decorated with intricate drawings and an elegant cursive script. It takes a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the handwriting, but eventually I begin reading. In the meantime, Alex explains what it says in a more contemporary way.

      "I've been reading about past Queens to improve my understanding of the courts, the Primal Magic, and the palace's history. Every Queen's Lord kept a detailed history of their respective Queen's life. When I first read through them, I struggled with one particular Queen because of the cruelty of her rule. I never read the book, until now."

      To Gabe's irritation, Alex ignores his efforts to pull him back into his chest. The mage seems too agitated to allow himself to relax as magic sparks from his fingertips. He waves a sparking hand at the tome in front of me.

      "Queen Diantha, Inola's great-grandmother, was a beloved Queen, until an assassin murdered her entire matebond."

      "Why is this relevant, Alex?" Nik grumbles. Zero points for execution, but he is asking the question that has been floating around my head. Alex's grave face has a pool of dread steadily growing in the pit of my stomach.

      "Her Lord reports that she gave in to the Queen when her mates died. He also reports that for six weeks, he saw flashes of the woman, until they stopped entirely and all that remained was the cruel, cold Queen."

      The silence that falls over the room is deafening. It's an almost physical feeling of pressure on my chest and in my ears that gradually becomes unbearable.

      For a long moment, my mind refuses to fully process what he's just explained. It's willful ignorance until Nik ruins it, his screeching an assault on my eardrums. His words confirm what my mind has been calculating in the background.

      "We only have two weeks left before we lose her completely?!"

      "Oh, so now you care?" Gabe snarks, snarling at Nik. Not again! I moan, burying my face in my hands. This is not what we should be focusing on.

      "Back off, Gabriel," Az warns. I side-eye him. While I'm happy he's standing up for Nik, it's a bit hypocritical.

      : Don't look at me like that. Only I get to be a pain in his ass, : he says without glancing at me once. I barely hold back the snort, though Nik loses it, having been included in that gem.

      Az and Gabe bicker like children, noticeably avoiding the bigger topic that should be their focal point. While I have every intention of stopping them eventually, it becomes unnecessary when Damian and Eli walk in.

      Eli looks at the book, still carelessly floating in front of me. "So, you found out. Fucking finally," he sighs, looking like he's aged three millennia in the span of a month. Every time I see him, I feel a jolt of pity because of how hard he took what happened. He hasn't stopped blaming himself for not being able to prevent it.

      His voice is heavy with knowledge. Half of me wants to lash out and ask why he didn't speak up. But he's given us proof, over and over again, that he can't always tell us what he sees. The thing that truly irks me is that Damian seems unsurprised.

      "You knew," I accuse. His eyes snap to me immediately, his defensiveness rising.

      "So what if I did?" he fires back.

      "It's not—" Eli tries to intervene, but I shut him up with a look.

      "How did you find out?" I demand, slashing my gaze back to Damian. He stubbornly keeps his mouth shut. It only works to inflame my irritation with the whole situation.

      Here we are, faced with the fact that we might lose our mate in two weeks, and they're keeping secrets. In what realm is that ok?

      "Does it really matter?" Alex sighs. "We need a plan to fix it, not point fingers at one another to find someone to blame."

      I grunt, forced to agree with him, whether I like it or not. Running my hands through my flame-red hair, I take a moment to center my spiraling emotions. The fire under my skin remains volatile. If I don't settle it, it will hurt someone soon.

      A few deep breaths are all it takes, though I pull on my Elven nature a bit, bringing it into focus to push down the Fae.

      "Okay," I breathe, "What's the plan?"
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      "Little Queeeeeen."

      I barely hold back the eyeroll at Soren's chant. I don't have the time, nor the energy, to deal with him right now. Unfortunately, the man is like a mosquito. Insistent until you swat it to death.

      "What do you want, Soren?" I drawl, infusing my voice with as much boredom as I can muster.

      "Just checking up on my favorite baby queen!"

      "Lie."

      "Truth! Mostly, at least." He appears in my line of sight, a manic grin on his face. "My boy is getting more depressed by the day, little fox. I can't let that continue, now can I?"

      My shield bursts to life before I can consciously pull it up. It deflects the deadly magic Soren threw at me, blasting it back toward him with lethal speed. The maniac cackles, dodging it with a flourishing twist in mid-air.

      "Boring, Soren. You can do better than that," I taunt. It's like poking a hungry bear with a stick. His fangs seem to sharpen as a harsh light blasts from his runes. It's his telltale sign that he's about to do something truly unhinged.

      I pull my magic tightly around me, forming several layers of my shield. My face, however, remains unchanged, maintaining its bored, impassive look.

      He never attacks. Instead, he bursts out laughing. His glow dissipates as he flops down next to me, utterly relaxed.

      "Ah, little Queen. I would never harm you. You're so much more fun alive," he cackles. Complete, irrevocable truth.

      "Shouldn't you be doting on Rhamiel instead of annoying me?" I ask, turning back to the stacks of papers I'd been reviewing. It's mind-numbing material. History and tactical briefings from the past Queens.

      "He kicked me out," Soren pouts. He steals the paper I'd been reviewing, clearly trying to get a reaction out of me. I don't blink, picking up another scroll, this one much older.

      "Oof, I would steal that one too, but it looks like it might crumble if I touch it," he mutters. Instead of leaving it alone, he pushes his head between my face and the scroll.

      "What. Do. You. Want?" I grit out, my patience fraying at the edges.

      "I'm bored, little Queen! Entertain me!"

      "Lie," I mutter, discomfort crawling like ants under my skin. It's never been comfortable to be lied to, but this past month, it's been excruciating. That's what happens when you ask the questions you don't really want to know the answers to.

      For now, I decide to stop asking. Instead, I flick my wrist, tossing Soren across the courtyard. He cackles and starts singing an unhinged song about flying. Unfortunately for me, he teleports himself right back into my face.

      I throw him again.

      He returns.

      Again and again.

      When I put up shields, he jabs at them, knowing it's annoying as fuck. Silencing him, locking him out, even hurting him. None of it works. He gleefully continues being an irritating gnat in my face that I can not ignore.

      "ENOUGH!" Magic snaps out of me, throwing Soren further than ever. His back slams into a wall, forcing a grunt from his lips. Guilt almost pushes through the anger as a trickle of blood slides down his temple.

      "Fuck! Soren!"

      Rhamiel appears out of nowhere, flying toward his mate with a few beats of his wings.

      "What the fuck is wrong with you?!" he screams at me.

      "ME?!" I yell back, immediately resenting his accusation. "How the fuck is it my fault he decided to annoy me until I snapped?"

      Soren's laughter shuts both of us up.

      "Theeeeere she is!" he yells gleefully.

      "What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" I yell back, my pulse racing as my control slips through my fingers. Instead of gaining some fucking sanity, the lunatic lunges for me. He comes for me, knives drawn, leaping across the space at impossible speeds.

      I yelp as I hastily create a sword to fend him off. Because of the lack of concentration, the magic isn't strong enough. The blade shatters, and it's all I can do to dodge his relentless attacks.

      "Soren, stop! What the fuck are you doing?" Rhamiel screams, the fear in his voice visceral. Why is he scared?

      It's not until he answers me that I realise I've yelled it out loud.

      "You've hurt people for less, Queen Inola," he spits out, throwing me a nasty glare. I freeze in place, staring at him as if he's grown a second head.

      "What?" I ask, my voice smaller than it has been in weeks.

      He seems to realize what he just said, his eyes now filled with fear.

      Fear of me.

      Soren slides in front of him, his knives raised defensively. He's far more serious now, his magic coiled tightly and ready to lash out. There's no trace of his usual playful menace, no grin, no taunting. Only the cold assassin standing where my ally used to be.

      I straighten up, watching them warily.

      "I would never hurt either of you. I don't get why⁠—"

      "Should I point out the blood on his face,  or can you spot that yourself?" Rhamiel mutters, turning his back on me and his own mate. "Let's go."

      Their footsteps echo as they abandon me to figure out the mess of emotions swirling through my gut.

      This isn't what I wanted. This isn't what I've been fighting for. It's my enemies that should fear me. Not them. Never them.

      I stare at my hands, my breath coming in short gasps. Mentally flipping through the events of the past weeks is painting an image I don't want to see.

      What have I become?

      "Inny?"

      

      My head snaps up as Alex approaches carefully. He's staring at me like I'm a wild animal, as if I'm going to lash out at him for existing.

      Is he scared too?

      He must see something on my face, because he rushes to me, pulling me into his arms and muttering softly,

      "Oh, pretty girl. It's okay.  It's going to be fine. I promise."

      It doesn't make any sense, but it's soothing anyway. In his arms, I don't feel like my chest is about to cave in.

      "What have I become, Alex?" I ask brokenly.

      "None of that matters right n⁠—"

      "Of course it matters! I just want to keep everyone safe!"

      I grab my head, turning away from Alex. My head feels like it's about to explode.

      I can't⁠—

      I won't⁠—

      "Inny, please. Calm down."

      His words only trigger me to lose it even more. My heart feels like an anvil in my chest. Under my feet, the tiles crack as my control over my magic shatters.

      "What have I— Why did I— No no no!"

      My fingers pull on my hair, the pain distracting me from the spiraling emotions. Nothing makes sense anymore.

      I protect, yet they hurt.

      I defend, yet they're scared.

      "Alex?" I panic, not seeing him anymore. Did he run? Did he⁠—

      "I'm here, gorgeous. I'm not going anywhere." He curls around me, his arms snaking around my waist. I burst out into tears, all of the emotions exploding out of me at once.

      He turns me in his arms, trapping me in his gaze as soon as I look up. Purple. Not the usual amber. He's using magic.

      I feel it then, the insane amounts of power pouring out of me. Alex grunts, fighting to keep it contained so it doesn't harm anyone. His fingers tremble as he presses a hand to my cheek. I lean into it, soaking up his comfort.

      "It's okay. I see it now, Inny. You're not ready."

      "What?" I ask through sobs, not understanding what he wants.

      "Bring the Queen back, pretty girl. It's okay."

      I jolt, intense confusion drying up my tears.

      "You— You want her back?"

      He grabs me tightly, a fierce look overtaking his softer features. I can't even find the soft, sweet nerd I'm used to. In his place stands this hardened warrior, gearing up for a fight.

      "I would give anything to have you back, Inola. Anything. Including waiting for you to be ready. You're not. You're hurting. So for now, she will keep you alive."

      His grip on my arms turns bruising.

      "Alex, you're⁠—"

      "Push it down, Inola."

      "But—"

      "You're hurting me," he snaps. "You're destroying the building. Shut. It. Down!" He's screaming in my face at the end. It triggers something. It's ruthless, almost violent, with how quickly it happens.

      The Queen is back. Icily cold and without weakness.

      My fingers curl around Alex's throat. His magic flares defensively in surprise, but I feel nothing when his back slams into the tiles. They crack with the force I use, spiderwebs of fractures spreading rapidly.

      His eyes are unfocused, and he groans softly. He's completely out of it when I speak, low and threateningly.

      "Mate or not, speak to me like that again and you won't walk away next time."

      I hear the soft, startled intake of breath. Immediately, I lash out at the intruder, but Alex's magic stops mine from reaching her.

      Meg, once my best friend, runs from the room faster than should be possible. I watch her disappear with cold, impassive indifference. The silence she leaves behind hurts my ears. Not even Alex makes a noise as he remains on the floor.

      This is what I need. No emotions to muddle the road to my goal.

      Protect. Defend.

      And crush my enemies.
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      I'm flicking through a book, thinking what to do when the door bursts open and someone falls into the room.

      "What the— Alex!" I rush to his side as he collapses, his breaths short and shallow.

      "It wasn't her fault. She can't help it.  She—" He coughs, a deeply worrying rattle coming from his lungs.

      I curse up a storm, trying to find any open wounds for me to hold onto. But I don't see any. The damage has to be internal, which makes it all the more terrifying.

      "What the fuck happened?" I mumble, but Alex passes out before I can get anything out of him.

      "Who the fuck put that sad fucker through a blender?" Damian asks, yawning and rubbing his eyes. He's clearly not realizing it's Alex who fell through the door. The wolf shifter had been helping me sort through some stuff before he got tired of it and took a nap instead.

      The moment he creeps closer and looks over my shoulder, he absolutely loses his fucking shit. His eyes blaze a dangerous orange as he demands who did this to him.

      My heart clenches tightly.  On one hand, I want to kill whoever did this. The only thing stopping me is the very chilling realization of who that person might be.

      Very, very few people can harm Alex. He never lets anyone close. And if they sneak up on him, he has automated defense systems that no one can bypass. The memory of my own experience with his shielding sends a chill down my spine.

      "Damian," I snap, stopping him from running out in a rage. He turns on me, his anger now aimed directly at me.

      "You're fine with this?" he spits. "You're just going to let whoever did this get away with it?"

      "Think—"

      "Look at him!" he roars. He's blinded by his fury, not thinking past the fact that Alex is hurt. Fur ripples over his skin as he fights to hold back his wolf.

      A groan cuts through the tension between us, Alex slowly waking up. His hair is plastered against his forehead, his skin almost grey.

      "I came here for help," he groans, "not for you two to argue over my unconscious body."

      "You can't be hurt and snarky at the same time, Alex," I snap, temporarily losing my temper at his inappropriate attempt at humor.

      "We have to call Inny to heal him," Damian mutters. Alex stiffens in my arms, his pulse speeding up even more.

      "Maylis. Get Maylis," he forces out.

      I stare down at him in pure disbelief. Alex has never, ever wanted Maylis near him. When the woman enters a room, he leaves it, without fail. This habit has only grown worse since the disaster after Rham's healing.

      "Come again?" I ask, needing him to say it again. Out loud.

      "May-lis." He says it slowly, like he's talking to an idiot. He even rolls his eyes a little, but he groans as if the move hurt him.

      Suspicious, I gently feel around the back of his head. My fingers come away sticky with blood when I pull them back.

      Damian spots it too, bolting out of the door and shifting mid-leap to run faster.

      "Fuck, Alex," I murmur. I lift him and gently place him down on a couch. He still winces in pain, which is something I've never seen him do. And I've seen him take quite a few hits from his own magical experiments.

      "What happened?"

      "Inny. Sh—she came back." He has to stop when his lungs protest with uncontrollable coughing. His hand is covered in blood when he pulls it back, and my veins turn to ice.

      "So she hurt you when the Queen came back?" I ask incredulously. The Queen may be a lot of things. Cruel being the main one. But she's never hurt any of us, let alone this severely.

      Alex's laughter is hollow.

      "No, Gabe."

      He explains what happened in agonizing detail. Every word he speaks is more painful to hear than the last.

      I'm pacing back and forth, my mind racing. When the door flies open again, I almost lash out in a startled rage, my fingertips sparking with lightning.

      "Down, boy," Maylis snaps, her lavender magic whirling around her defensively.

      Damian follows her in, snapping at Maylis as he passes by. The mage doesn't blink at his aggression, flicking some magic at him that he growls at.

      He moves to Alex's side, nudging his hand with more care than I thought he was capable of. Alex digs his fingers into Damian's fur, taking comfort in the giant, angry wolf.

      "Ah, I see why you're so irritable now," Maylis snips. "What happened?"

      "Blunt as ever," I comment sharply. "What happened doesn't matter. Just heal his acute injuries, no more, no less."

      "Why isn't⁠—"

      "You are in no position to question anything, Maylis," I snap, shutting her up before she can ask the obvious question. She glares at me, but she knows damn well she doesn't have a leg to stand on.

      As she approaches Alex, his breathing becomes even more erratic. His eyes keep flicking between her, Damian, and me. While I can compartmentalize his fear, Damian can't. His growling is a low, aggressive hum that vibrates through the room. Any sane person would run the other way.

      When her fingers press against his sternum, Alex flinches hard. The whimper that escapes him is almost enough to break my control.

      Damian is having similar issues, vibrating with barely restrained violence. His orange eyes are glowing, locked on Maylis with predatory rage.

      "I'm sorry, Alex. I know this is uncomfortable for you. I'll do my best to be quick," Maylis murmurs soothingly. Her magic expands over his body, covering him with a soft lavender glow.  Alex's own magic, a much deeper purple, tries to fight the invasion for a moment, but he pulls it back with a pained grunt.

      "Just get it over with. No need to be so gentle," he grits out as she pulls back her hand to allow him to settle. Forced, sped-up healing is incredibly painful. While I'm not surprised he's asking for it, it still makes me grind my teeth.

      Maylis looks over her shoulder at me for confirmation. Crossing my arms, I cock an eyebrow, wondering what the fuck she's expecting me to say.

      She huffs, looking down at Damian instead.

      "This is going to hurt him. Are you going to be able to control yourself?"

      His low growl and glowing eyes are not reassuring in the slightest, but Alex tapping his nose makes him sneeze. It breaks some of the tension in the room.

      "I'll be fine. The touch is worse than the pain," Alex groans.

      Before anyone can react, Maylis slams her hand down on Alex's chest, blasting him with a huge amount of healing magic in one go.

      Alex screams in agony, his back bowing off the couch. I lunge forward on instinct, the need to make it stop a visceral pain in my chest. At the same time, Damian lunges for Maylis with a deadly rage in his eyes.

      Before either of us makes it, the screaming stops, and Alex has a shield surrounding Maylis. He's sweating profusely, breathing hard, and glaring at both of us like we're in the wrong.

      "It's done," Maylis pants. "It's not perfect, but it's enough. No longer life-threatening."

      "Leave," I snap, still fighting off my protective instincts. If she stays, I'm not sure I can keep myself from eviscerating her.

      She stumbles out of the room, visibly exhausted. Just before the door slams shut, I spot a surprised Calyx catching her before she goes down.

      I turn around, finding Alex curled against the wolf as if he's a lifeline. His breathing is still quick and inefficient, though now it's more to do with his panic than injuries.

      Letting my wings burst from my back, ripping through my shirt, I open my arms in invitation. Alex dives into me with a wounded whimper, telling me just how much it cost him to accept that healing. He's come so fucking far, and I refuse to let one incident set him back.

      My whole body curls around him, my wings forming a cocoon I know he feels safer in. When I sink to the floor with him in my arms, I feel Damian curl up against my wings, closing off the only weak spot.

      He trembles in my arms, his eyes tightly shut. Slowly, he settles, the shaking subsiding and his breathing finally returning to normal.

      When his eyes connect with mine, they're full of tangled emotions.

      "Thank you," he murmurs. I smile slightly, unsure if I've done anything to earn the appreciation. He slips his hand through my feathers, causing a shiver to run down my spine. It's more difficult than I care to admit to hold back on my groan.

      As I unfurl my wings and pull them back into my body, I release Alex and let him go to Damian. I turn my back, struggling to keep my jealousy in check as Damian shifts, butt naked, and curls around him.

      The snap of Alex's fingers to dress the shifter is covered by Damian's unconcerned chuckle. He was probably perfectly fine being naked. A trait reserved entirely for shifters.

      When I turn around, I find him indeed dressed. A tight black T is stretched over his chest, the fabric holding on for dear life. The grey sweats he's wearing do nothing to hide his bulky physique.

      I almost snort, but Alex's face is already a mask of pure embarrassment. He doesn't need me to make it worse.

      Damian pulls Alex into his arms, his eyes flicking to me over his head. There's an unspoken worry in his eyes, though it's entirely different from mine.

      "There's no secret threat," I murmur. My explanation is short and clipped to spare Alex from having to relive it a third time.

      "Shit," he mutters. "How the fuck are we going to solve that problem?"

      "By helping her feel safe when she does resurface," Alex interjects, his voice muffled by Damian's chest. He pushes off, turning toward me. I'm happy to see he looks steadier on his feet now.

      "Soren's taunts pulling her out means strong emotions will pull her out. Though anger appears to be one we want to avoid."

      "Az managed to pull her back with comfort yesterday," I add. "Without a magical explosion afterwards."

      Alex nods, his eyes going distant as he thinks everything through. It only takes seconds for his eyes to sparkle with ideas. And still, he's hesitant to voice them.

      "Tell us," I push, taking a step closer. At the same time, I keep an eye on Damian, not sure how he'll respond to my proximity. When nothing happens but a challenging smirk, I step into Alex and grab his face.

      Before I can stop myself, I lean in, pressing my lips to his. His hands fly up to my shirt, grabbing on for dear life as I claim him. He terrified me. It's only fitting that I make him feel some of the intensity he just put me through.

      When I pull back, he's breathless and leaning into both Damian at his back and me.

      "This isn't going to get me out of explaining, is it?" he chuckles nervously.

      "Nope," Damian snorts in amusement.

      "Not a chance," I add.

      He sighs, turning an impressive shade of pink, even by his standards. I let him sit with it, knowing he'll blurt it out sooner rather than later if I don't alleviate the pressure for him.

      Five seconds. That's how long he lasts.

      "Sex!" he yells, trying to push out from between us to escape this conversation.

      "What about it?" Damian purrs, his voice dropping low. He presses a kiss to Alex's neck that shoots a bolt of envy through me. I ignore it through sheer willpower, choosing instead to enjoy Alex's response.

      "I—I meant—" He moans softly when Damian presses harder into him, gently nipping at his neck. I curl my hand around his throat, carefully avoiding the shifter as I do it. When I tilt Alex's head to give Damian better access, an appreciative noise escapes him.

      Yes, even I can play nice when it revolves around someone I love.

      "This isn't fair," Alex pants.

      "Whoever said anything about fair, Spark?" I chuckle.

      "But I need—" His words are swallowed by a low moan when I push my thigh between his legs.

      "Sex?" I taunt. We all know we're not getting there tonight, but fuck do I love pushing him to the edges of his boundaries. Judging by Damian's tight hold on him, I'm not the only one.

      "In—Inola! It's how we'll break the Queen's hold!" he yells in desperation.

      I freeze, as does Damian.

      "What?" the shifter snarls softly.

      The moment she dropped into this state, we swore we wouldn't touch her until we got our Inola back. Now Alex is suggesting we do the complete opposite?

      "No." Damian's flat refusal is cold, a stark contrast to his earlier heat. I'm not much better, stepping away with a furrowed brow.

      "Think about it," Alex presses, steadying quickly now that we're not muddying his mind. "Comfort. Love. Connection. When are they all strongest?"

      "Okay, but we said⁠—"

      He cuts me off with a sharp shake of his head. "We have to do something, Gabe. I'm sick of sitting here and doing nothing. We've got nothing better and you damn well know it."

      The plan we attempted to create yesterday turned into a lot of arguing and no resolutions. I grit my teeth, annoyed I have no counter.

      "Is there no other way?" Damian asks, irritation heavy in his voice.

      "Not that I can see. Especially not with the limited timeline," Alex sighs.

      "I hate this. A lot," I comment, needing to say it even if I'm agreeing to this plan.

      "It's all we have," Alex winces.

      "Yes. Unfortunately, it is."
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      No amount of turning this plan around in my head is going to make me like it.

      The thing occupying our mate's body is not Inola. She's not soft, sweet, warm, or curious. She's cruel and cold.

      Touching her, even pretending that this thing measures up to my Queen, is laughable at best, sickening at worst.

      Even now, two full days after that conversation, I can't consider having sex with her without getting sick.

      A group of girls passes by me. One of them waves at me with a grin. Since my horrible mood isn't her fault in the slightest, I force a smile and nod back. I remember her as the main girl of the group who used to relentlessly follow Inola around. It doesn't quite matter that she thinks I'm Nik. I'm used to acting like him when I need to.

      To my horror, she splits off from the group, coming toward me with a shy smile.

      "Hey, Damian," she mumbles. My eyebrows shoot up in surprise.

      "Good morning, Sylpha," I reply. She giggles nervously, looking over her shoulder as if expecting danger to come flying at her.

      "She isn't here," I tell her wrily.

      "Shit, is it that obvious?" she asks, her eyes saucer-wide. "I don't mean any disrespect, but damn, I'm terrified she's going to chop my head off for talking to you."

      A part of me wants to defend my mate, but damn it, it's difficult when there is no way of telling how she's going to escalate next. It's not outside of the realm of possibilities for her to lash out like that.

      Instead, I just keep my mouth shut, waiting for Sylpha to tell me why she's here. She doesn't disappoint, unable to keep her mouth shut for long.

      "I was there, you know?" she whispers, tears filling her eyes. My discomfort grows. Teenage tears. Shit.

      "There?" I inquire gruffly.

      "When she hurt Alex."

      Her whisper hones my focus to a razor edge. No one was meant to be there except Meg. Cam already talked to her about it, which wasn't necessary to begin with. She'd already dismissed it as the Queen's behavior, not Inola's.

      "I know it's not her her, but she was so—so⁠—"

      Sylpha's whisper grinds to a halt as she tries to explain something inexplicable.

      "We will get her back, Sylpha," I tell her as softly as I can. I've never been good at reassuring, but I can try.

      "How can you be so sure?"

      My chest tightens as I watch the fourteen-year-old stare at me expectedly.

      "Because we will do anything to get her back, Sylpha."

      With a jolt, I realize I mean it. There is nothing I wouldn't do to get my Inola back. Even going against every moral I've ever lived by.

      I barely notice it when Sylpha's friends call out to her. She runs off in a flurry of wings and sass, not even looking back at me to see the chaos she's caused in my head.

      My wolf presses against my skin as I truly consider the potential of Alex's plan. He hates this plan even more than I do. I was forced to run off his aggression for hours when the plan was first mentioned.

      Reasoning with him is impossible, so I push down his response in favor of cold logic.

      We have somewhere between seven and ten days to get her back. No amount of sweet-talking, soothing, reassuring, or arguing has broken through the mask and kept her with us. We've been lucky to get glimpses at most.

      There are only two roadblocks I see right now.

      The first is that Inola herself may not take it too well that we touched the Queen. To me, this is an acceptable risk. I'd rather she be angry than remain locked within the Queen.

      The other is more difficult. There is always the potential that the Queen sees right through us and our sudden change of heart. She may lash out and hurt or kill whoever attempts this.

      It's for this exact reason that I need to move—before any of the others do.

      I tap into my bond with Inola, finding it still closed off. The disappointment stings, despite not expecting it to be there to begin with. It doesn't hurt as much as it did at the start, but the loss of that bond still aches every moment.

      : Does anyone have eyes on Inola? : I ask over the mindlink, excluding the woman herself.

      : Library, : Eli answers. Since he doesn't elaborate, there is no way to know if this is the Prophet or the man speaking. I leave it alone, knowing that he will first die, then tell us what he knows.

      There is a large part of me that hopes it's the Prophet. It ensures she hasn't been entertaining a trail of mates.

      I make my way over to the library. It's not my usual scene. The few times I've been here were all for her.

      "Damian."

      The soft murmur of my name pulls my attention over to the corner.

      Gods, she's beautiful.

      Her dark hair curls loosely around her face, highlighting her soft features. Due to her training, she has lost some of the fluffiness to her body, but her gorgeous curves remain blissfully intact.

      She's dressed more casually than I've seen her in weeks. Just a hoodie and jeans, almost tricking me into believing this is my Inola.

      The illusion shatters when she speaks again. Cold. Distant.

      "Can I help you?"

      I move closer, letting the ache of missing her wash over me. She watches me warily, most likely expecting me to condemn her straight out of the gate. I don't blame her. It's exactly what I've been doing since that meeting with the Council.

      But doing the same as my brother? To feed into it? No. I can never see myself doing that.

      It's one of the first times he and I have been on completely opposing sides of an argument, which is an issue all on its own. It has eroded the communication and bond between us almost as much as my bond with Inola. And yet, at the same time, I can't help but be jealous that she doesn't look so wary when he walks into a room.

      The slight narrowing of her eyes gives her caution away even now, when I haven't even spoken yet.

      "Spit it out, Damian."

      This close, I can see the soft glow of her golden eyes. I didn't think I could miss a color, but damn, I miss green every time I see her now.

      "Damian!"

      She stands, bracing for my approach with clear aggression now. I'm not giving her a single chance to avoid me.

      Her hand raises, crackling with multicolored magic. Primal magic.

      I grab her wrist tightly, refusing to show a shred of fear of my mate. That magic can kill me in an instant, but I don't blink as I wrap my free hand around her throat.

      The moment my lips touch hers, I get the overwhelming feeling of coming home. Her scent, the feel of her, the softness of her skin. They all remain unchanged.

      My Inola. My mate.

      Fuck I missed her.

      I pry her mouth open with my thumb, deepening the kiss. She even tastes the same.

      Instead of the fight I'd been expecting, she melts against me. I curl my arm around her back, pulling her body into mine. Soft curves, loose muscles, and full surrender to what I want.

      This isn't about submission or dominance. It's not even really about her or me. It's too raw and vulnerable to be so simple.

      Her fingers curl into the hair at my nape, pulling me to her with a desperate tug.

      Without realising it, I've backed her into a wall. Her back hits it, pushing a small gasp from her lungs. The small noise is to break through my haze.

      I pull back, pressing my forehead to hers and breathing heavily. The silence is heavy as we both catch our breaths.

      When her eyes flutter open, I go stock-still.

      Green.

      Bright. Not a hint of gold.

      "Inny," I breathe.

      Her small, broken smile nearly drives me to my knees with pure relief. She's still here. We can still save her, bring her back.

      When she presses her hand to my cheek, I lean into it, closing my eyes and savoring every second of her touch.

      My throat locks. There's so much to say. So much I want to tell her. But nothing comes out.

      Instead, I hold her. Tightly. She lets me, leaning into it with a soft, watery laugh that makes my heart clench tighter.

      SCREEEEEEEECH

      My hands fly up to cover my ears when a horrible noise screams through the quiet library. It's so loud that it physically hurts to listen to. I whirl, turning my back on Inny and pushing her into the wall more tightly. Sinking into a defensive position, I survey the space.

      "What the fuck?" I mutter. There's nothing out of the ordinary. Everything is exactly as it was when I arrived.

      "It's an alarm. Someone is at the barrier."

      My veins turn to ice. Not because of her words. That can be dealt with. It's her tone.

      I turn slowly, my heart already a heavy stone in my chest.

      My girl is gone again. The Queen is back in the seat, golden, cold eyes back in full force.

      I'm left alone, staring at the back of her head as she walks out of the room without sparing me a glance. The indifference in her actions leaves me cold and lonely. It's like she has erased the past ten minutes from her mind in a split second.

      A haze falls over me that I struggle to shake. Somehow, I walk all the way to Alex's room, finding both him and Gabe at once.

      "It'll work," I whisper. Then I turn, shift, and bolt out toward the forest to be alone.
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