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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.

      

      Stay safe.
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      The fight against my instincts is a hard one.

      After the shit show that went down today, the need to say at Inola's side is strong. There's more than only the breaking of the shield that's affecting her. I keep spotting her looking in Nik's direction.

      There is no doubt in my mind that Cam told her exactly what was going on with our favorite panther shifter. It is no small matter that he is showing such advanced signs of going feral. It took so much effort to get him to snap out of it. All three of us got injured, and while I know it's not his fault, he should have communicated. His unwillingness to put pressure on Inny is admirable, but if the result is that he's hurting Cam to make up for it, that is something I can't accept.

      All of that would have been dealt with already if it hadn't been for the break-in. The effect on both Cam and Alex is mind-boggling. It proves how much of themselves and their magic they poured into our defenses. Then there is Gabriel. I'm certain he was the first victim of the assault on our shields. There is no way he would have been affected by a mere angel's sleep magic if he was at full power. The drain may have been more subtle because he's old as dirt, but it was still there.

      With two of her mates unconscious, I can feel her anxiety and fear swirling in my chest. It's almost suffocating how much pressure there is on my chest from her emotions.

      Forcing myself to step forward, I manage to step away from her door. I've been leaning against it for a solid twenty minutes, attempting to pull away from her side.

      She's surrounded by four of her mates. She'll be fine. I can help Gabe. I have to help.

      If there is anyone Gabriel can not be unbiased with, it's Rhamiel. Regardless of the fight and Gabe's supercharged instincts to protect Inny, I don't trust him once she's out of danger.

      Rhamiel is like a little brother to him. Which I understand, considering he practically raised the kid.

      Now that I've taken the first step, I'm finding it easier to move away from Inny. It still hurts like a bitch, both in the emotional and physical sense, but at least I'm managing to take steps.

      "He's already gone," Gabe mutters when I make my way down to the living room.

      "What did he have to say?"

      Gabe sighs as his hands dive into his hair. "He gave me a warning about the council coming after us. Told me to take Inola and run."

      "Sounds ominous."

      I drop down onto the nearest couch. The thing slides back a little with my weight dropping into it. For some reason, this causes Gabe to glare at me.

      "If looks could kill..." I trail off, knowing he can complete the damn sentence for himself.

      "She's never going to want to leave, Az."

      Probably true, though he can't say that for sure without asking her. I tell him as much, and his glaring only gets worse.

      "So, what are you going to do?" I ask our all-mighty leader. He looks defeated at the thoughts swirling in his head. To play it on the safe side, I focus on his emotions, needing to know what is going through his mind.

      Resignation, fear, and a hint of determination. Interesting.

      "You need to help me convince her to leave," he demands with a nod. I laugh. No, I don't. My job is to keep Inola happy. She will be devastated as this legacy of hers comes back to bite her in the ass.

      The council is better off leaving us the hell alone. If they come after us, we will defend Inola with our lives. If they leave us alone, there is no need for it.

      I've searched and searched for a hint of ambition in our girl. The slightest indication of a desire for the throne would have made me first in line to help her achieve it. But she simply doesn't give a shit. All she wants is to live a peaceful life. Inny is happiest when she can spend lazy time with her mates. When she can talk, dance, and play with us.

      She loves the magic of this world, of course, but it doesn't even cross her mind to use it to gain power. There isn't anyone in this world quite as pure as Inola. She'd make a damn spectacular Queen.

      "I don't care to make our girl unhappy, Gabriel. Call Cam or Damian to help you out with this one."

      Cam might take his side purely for protection's sake, while Damian is blunt enough to spell out for her why a move might be needed.

      "This is not the time to play the dutiful Devotee, Azazel," he snaps.

      "Oh, but it is, dear." I know I'm taunting an angry lion right now, but I'm completely out of fucks to give. This is not the first time he has asked me to go against my role in Inola's life, and I'm sick of keeping the peace when it comes to it. Him being Lord means nothing to me when it comes to what she needs from me.

      "Your job is to keep her safe. Great work! Keep it up! But don't force me to go against my instincts and bond to help you achieve your goals." I stand up, getting into his face regardless of the anger I can now feel emanating from him. "Would you enjoy it if I told you to stop shielding the house? Would you like it if I told you to stop training her?"

      His jaw ticks, telling me all I need to know about how he feels about my suggestions.

      "I know you're stressed. I know this is new to all of us. But never again ask me to for something that stupid, Gabriel."

      I walk away, far too on edge to keep speaking with him. With Rhamiel gone, I don't need to hang around. There is no need to support him when the problem has already departed.

      "They broke through the shields of some of the most powerful supernaturals alive today, yet you want to keep her here?" he snarls at my back.

      Turning on my heel, I stalk back over. My shadows bleed from my feet, unwilling to stay put with the rage I feel toward my oldest friend.

      "Do not pretend I would put Inola at risk. You know as well—if not better—as I do how impossibly difficult it is to go against the instincts instilled through the Sworn bonds. Day after day, you've pissed her off with the training. Do you think I didn't feel the pain it caused you? Yet you kept going because of your Lord instincts forcing you to do what she needed to be more protected."

      Gabriel's face falls in shock, taking a step back and another when I match his move.

      "Do not stand there and pretend that my role is any less important than yours." He tries to interrupt, but I press on, taking another step forward to drive him back.

      "You, who has the privilege of being part of your second Guard, should know best that my part is as vital as yours is. I balance you out, Gabriel. You piss her off, I calm her down. Fuck with that one more time, and I will make you regret ever doubting my devotion to Inola."

      By now, I've backed him all the way to the wall. It's not like him to back away from anyone, nor is it like me to back anyone into a corner. Yet here we are.

      "You're right, I'm sorry."

      See, I didn't need a hallucination on top of the crazy events of the day. Is Cam fucking with me? Did he wake up and decide to make me pay for leaving him and Inola?

      Glancing over my shoulder, I don't find him. So I look over the other end of the living room. Empty. Slowly, my head tilts to Gabe again.

      "Come again?"

      "You heard me," he grumbles. His face has a slight pout that I want to photograph. If only I had my phone with me.

      With a huge, heaving sigh, he pushes me off and stalks over to an armchair. The poor thing nearly topples over when he drops his huge body into it.

      "I've been a shit friend, a shit mate, all in the name of protecting her. And I couldn't even do that."

      Ah, crap. I don't have the damn energy or any interest in playing psychologist right now.

      "You did what you could, man. Without all the information, knowing they would do anything was impossible."

      With that said, I turn on my heel to go back upstairs, hoping to escape the sulking archangel. No such luck.

      "How are they?" He looks so defeated, his eyes no more than dead orbs pointed at the floor.

      "Cam and Alex are still out of it. Inny is upset, obviously."

      "And Nik?" So he did notice the shifter got hurt.

      "Physically, he's fine, though he's distraught he hurt us," I mumble.

      "What happened?" His eyes are sharper now. With something to focus on, he's latching onto the first thing he has the potential to solve.

      "That is unimportant right now, Gabe. Just come with me and help me drag another bed into Inny's room."

      Our girl asked to have all her mates with her tonight, so I'll be damned if I don't get her exactly what she wants. All six of us crawling into bed with her is not an option, so another bed next to hers will have to do. For now.

      "Someone needs to⁠—"

      "The shields are coming back up. And I know for a fact that's your doing. To keep them up, you're going to need to rest. Let Nik, Damian, and I watch out for the rest of you for once."

      To prove my point, I let my shadows off their leash. Within a second, they surround him, their edges sharpened into deadly blades.

      He tries to bat them away but regrets it immediately when his hand is sliced open. Cursing, he shakes out his hand, the wound already closing up.

      "We'll be fine for a couple of hours at least. We can discuss once we're rested and Cam and Alex are awake."

      Grunting wordlessly, he gets up and walks out of the room. I'm following close behind, wondering what the fuck he's up to this time.

      Teaching this idiot the meaning of communication appears to have become a lesson in fucking patience for the rest of us. Since I can't be bothered to ask this time around, I split off from him to get the bed from my room. I don't want to use the amount of power it will take to teleport the entire thing into her room. But since Mr. Gloomy ditched me, I'll have to⁠—

      "Where are you going?"

      "Huh?"

      "The bed you wanted. Let's go." He points his thumb behind him to his room.

      "I thought— You know what, never mind," I sigh, turning and following him in. "So how do you plan⁠—"

      Gabriel's magic engulfs the bed before I have a chance to finish my sentence. Within seconds, it's organized into piles of materials. He bends to pick up the first bit, ignoring me when he walks out with it.

      "Okay, then," I mutter under my breath. Then I get to work. Now that everything is in smaller pieces, it only takes a few minutes to transfer everything. As I set down the last part, the entire pile of parts is enveloped by magic again as Gabe reassembles it.

      "Handy," Inny mumbles from the bed. Gabe startles, but I already saw earlier that she opened an eye by the second trip into the room.

      "Sweetheart."

      She smiles at the softly spoken endearment. I watch as the hardened archangelic warrior melts into a puddle of goo. He sits down on the bed and beckons her over, which she happily listens to. Carefully, she disentangles herself from her two sleeping mates. They must not be unconscious anymore, just asleep, since they have wrapped themselves around her like vines.

      Cam scrunches up his nose in irritation when she pulls away while Alex keeps making grabby hands for her. The scene is comical. The twins take pity on the duo and wedge themselves between them, Nik next to Cam and Damian beside Alex. I have to move Cam with my shadows to give them the space to get between them. Once they're in place, the two sleepers settle down, with Alex even snoring slightly into Damian's fur.

      A sweet giggle draws my attention back to Inny. She's curled against Gabriel's chest, who's looking half asleep as well. With a big grin, she opens her arms to me.

      Who am I to resist her siren's call?

      Diving between Cam and Inny, I press my face in her boobs, which has her giggling harder. Once I have her wrapped in my arms, she lets out a soft, contented sigh—my favorite noise in the world.

      "They're going to be okay, right?" she mumbles in my neck. I kiss the top of her head to reassure her.

      "They'll be fine, Kitten. Get some sleep. The twins and I will watch over you three."
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      My fingers trace the edges of Azzy's face without touching his skin. His eyes may be closed, but I know he's not sleeping. When my men promise to protect me, they do so without compromise.

      Azazel remains painfully beautiful with or without his glamour. Now that he's without, there's something otherworldly about him, though. I know this used to be one of his insecurities. His white golden hair gleams in the dim moonlight as it streams through the curtains while his skin shimmers with pearlescence.

      "You're going to stare a hole in my forehead if you keep going, Kitten," he whispers. His eyes open, and I can't help but be disappointed to find chocolate brown. While pretty, they're not as captivating as the gold and red of his natural form. Their color makes most people uncomfortable, but to me, it's part of my mate and, therefore, should not be hidden.

      He frowns a little when he senses my disappointment, which I wipe away with my thumb. As he catches my hand, he asks, "What's wrong?"

      "Your eyes, you keep hiding them."

      I don't need to be an empath to see the flash of worry cross his face. After a long blink, he reveals golden eyes, which makes me even less happy.

      "Why are you hiding from me?" I poke his cheek right under his eye.

      "Because I know the red makes people uncomfortable." It feels like a lie. Or at least a partial untruth.

      "So I'm nothing more than another person in the long line of people you've met?" My temper is getting the best of me. I don't understand why he is lumping me in with the rest of the world when all that matters is us.

      "You know that's not⁠—"

      "Do I? Do I know that, Azzy?" He startles at my assertive response, temporarily losing his grip on the glamour. For a split second, I see the real him, and still, the only word I can think of is breathtaking.

      He regains control, so I turn my back on him. At best, it's a childish move, but I can't help it.

      "Inny," he sighs, trailing off as if he doesn't know what to say.

      "Don't worry, I get it," I mumble as my heart cracks a little.

      "I don't think you do, Kitten."

      Since I don't know how to respond to that, I simply don't. My mates often forget that they have long histories and stories that I know nothing about. None of them are very forthcoming with their pasts, as if they think it will cause me to view them any differently. Azazel and Alex are the worst offenders, though the twins aren't far behind.

      "I grew up and lived most of my life in the courts of the ninth circle of Hell," Azzy starts. He almost immediately stumbles to a stop, so I face him again and press in a little closer to encourage him. My throat clogs with emotion when I see his eyes have lost the glamour, and the beautiful red limbal ring is on display.

      "Contrary to Christian belief, Hell is not a physical place. It's more of a concept, a way to speak collectively of demons. The only physical places are the nine courts."

      Alex explained that weeks ago, but I love learning about it from Azzy. As far as I know, the same applies to Heaven, which I plan to ask Gabe about.

      "My father—cruel bastard that he is—is the ruler of that court." My eyes widen as that is new information for me.

      "He has always hated that his Heir came from the succubus whore he screwed when he was drunk. But the magic refused to move to one of the more acceptable sons. The Heir is decided by who the magic chooses. It is not necessarily the firstborn, nor is it always the strongest. To this day, we still don't know what parameters are used to choose the Heir."

      Azzy rolls onto his back, staring at the ceiling as if he can't stand to look at me for the next part.

      "From the moment I entered that court until I left, I was made to feel lesser. To feel like there is something wrong with me for who my mother is. I never knew her since my father had her murdered the moment he found out about me.

      "Keeping my true nature hidden has always been essential to my survival. If I dared slip up, I would be beaten to the edge of death, even as a young child. He didn't want a reminder of the single slip-up that cost him everything. You see, my older brother was meant to be his Heir. He's a shadow demon like my father and a cruel bastard on top. But to kill your Heir is to forfeit your own life. It's suicide. He had no choice but to deal with it."

      As if to prove he also has shadow powers, he puts on a puppet show on the ceiling. The scenes he's playing out are in no way, shape, or form pleasant. They're brutal. A young boy is beaten down and mocked by several adults. A teenager gets whipped in a public place with many spectators. A young man is fighting against multiple assailants. A full-grown man stands separate and isolated from everyone. It paints a horrifying picture that his words can't describe.

      "When I met Gabe, I refused to tell him who I was. All I did was beg him to get me out of there. And he did. He saw the place's effect on me, and I guess he pitied me enough to do something about it. It's barely been three decades since Gabe pulled me out of that cesspool, which was only doable because of his reputation in demonic circles. Over there, Gabriel is accepted as a ruthless bastard who doesn't understand the notion of mercy. Learning how wrong they are about our favorite archangel took me a while." He smiles wryly.

      "He brought me to this city, hoping I'd find my place amongst its rich supernatural population. And even here, where the prejudice against incubi and succubi isn't as intense, it still makes most people uncomfortable to see the otherworldly appearance of one. So I hide it."

      I rise on my elbow until I'm hovering over him. With exaggerated care, I kiss each of his eyes.

      "You are mine, Azazel." I kiss his lips. "I've seen your soul, and I know exactly why the magic of the Heirs chose you. You're a good man. And no matter what some prejudiced asshole says, you are a stunning creature, both inside and out."

      He throws me a weak smile as if he doesn't quite believe me.

      "If you don't believe her, take it from me," Cam mumbles sleepily, having caught our conversation. "I don't need to see inside your soul to know you're one of the best men, one of the best people to inhabit this pathetic excuse of a world. Neither Inny nor I have any reason to lie when we tell you we always want to see the true you. You don't scare us. Not a single part of you, including your eyes, makes us uncomfortable."

      Azzy closes his eyes, a genuine smile forming this time. He pulls both of us into him, causing Nik to growl for stealing Cam from him. We chuckle as the grumpy cat steps over Cam and drops down on Azzy, who grunts when the huge panther drops on top of him.

      Nik licks a rough and sloppy path from Azzy's neck to the top of his head, who then tries to push him off with a horrified noise. It barely moves Nik an inch, so Azzy starts pleading for mercy instead. Rather than Nik complying, the rest of us crowd him more.

      "Okay, okay! Mercy! I get it!" Azzy hisses, trying not to wake the rest up. I wave Nik and Cam off, wanting to get my demon to myself again for a moment.

      This time, I cast a bubble around us, a trick I learned from Alex. Sound can't travel out of our little, shimmering cocoon.

      "I love you, Azzy," I murmur as I curl tightly into his side. He doesn't answer me in as many words. His lips do all the talking as they land on mine in a deep but adoring kiss. I moan softly when he rolls on top of me. His weight is delicious as he slides his knee between my legs.

      Yet both of us know this isn't the time for sex. All of his touches are adoring and full of reverence, but none stray to any intimate places.

      Once we've had our fill, Azzy presses his forehead to mine.

      "I love you too. If you haven't figured it out yet, my heart, my soul, my everything belongs to you."

      I shake my head lightly, causing him to cock his head in question.

      "You belong to us," I murmur, nodding at the other two. He smiles, one of the few genuine smiles I've seen on him.

      I fall asleep with Azzy wrapped around me with his face in the crook of my neck.
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      "We have to run!"

      Cam jerks up in bed, startling everyone. He's frantic, sparks of magic shooting from his fingers in an uncontrollable fire. Alex, who is still half asleep himself, douses the flames regardless of his very confused state.

      "Calm down, Cam," Az mumbles sleepily. He'd been snoozing curled around me.

      "No, you don't get it!" Cam shoots up and runs for the door. My mind conjures up the pun that his ass is on fire, but that feels a little too on the nose to blurt out, even for me.

      Somewhere on the other end of the giant bed, Gabe reacts by throwing a pillow at the panicking prince. "Calm down and tell us what the fuck you're going on about."

      The only one showing any worry is Inny, who sits up between Damian and Gabe. My brother grumbles at the disruption of cuddling with our mate.

      "Cam?"

      He turns on her as if remembering she's in the room with us. While he doesn't answer any of us, he hones in on her with a deadly focus. I watch in shock as he stalks over to her and starts pulling her out of bed, mumbling about hiding her away.

      "Cameron!" Gabe booms. The walls shake with the power lacing in his voice. This manages to break through the haze Cam seems to be under.

      "For fuck's sake, man. Tell us what's happening instead of running around like a chicken without a head."

      "I can feel him coming closer. He's coming for her."

      "Who?" Inny asks.

      "My father."

      Ah fuck. I've heard stories about the man. He's a sadistic asshole who has no love for anything or anyone. Only himself and the power he holds. From my conversations with Cam, I've gleaned that he's killed several of his kids simply for growing too powerful. The only reason Cam survived is because his mother taught him to hide his true power levels through the clever use of illusions.

      The doorbell rings. The sound rings ominously through the house.

      For a few seconds, everyone freezes in place, waiting to see if something will explode. But the only thing that explodes is Alex's magic.

      With a clap of his hands, he replaces all our clothes. Gabe, Cam, and Az receive smart suits, while Damian and I receive a set of leathers suited for warriors. Sleeveless armor protects my torso, while armguards fit snugly around my wrists. A tight yet comfortable pair of leathers covers my legs, with several belts and buckles to secure any weapons I might want to carry. It's all done in supple but tough leather, allowing for movement without compromising on protection.

      "Damn." The word flies out of my mouth before I can catch it. But seriously. Damn.

      "Really, Alex?" Inola mutters unhappily. She's staring down at her outfit in a mix of trepidation and shock.

      A snort escapes me when I see why she sounds so horrified. He dressed her in head-to-toe protective gear. Not the cool as fuck one he created for me and Damian. She looks like she stepped out of a cartoon, wearing a mismatch of protective gear. A combat tactical shirt topped with a Kevlar vest, fire-resistant pants, and steel-tipped boots. He has even wrapped her head in a helmet and given her gloves that appear to be from a construction site.

      "No," she says. "Change it. I can't go out there like this. I want one of those!" She points at his outfit, which is similar to ours, though more aimed toward magical needs.

      "You need more protection," he argues.

      "I look ridiculous!" she shouts. As she throws up her hands, something rattles. Did he cover her in metal plates?

      A surprised laugh escapes Cam, which he silences by slapping his hand over his mouth.

      "Change it, Alex. She's never going to go out like that, and we don't have time," Gabe orders. As if on cue, the doorbell rings again. Several surprised flames shoot from Cam as he glances at the bedroom door worriedly. While Alex grumbles and complains, I step up behind Cam and pull him into my chest.

      It still feels a little odd that I can do that openly now, but it feels right. "Relax. Not only are you stronger than he is, there are seven of us."

      "You don't understand how malevolent he is, Nik," he mumbles, though he accepts my comfort, leaning back into me.

      "I don't," I agree, "but I trust our family."

      When Alex is done changing Inola's outfit—which, due to his reluctance, takes far longer than the initial one—Gabe barks a set of orders.

      "Cam, to the door with me. Az, Alex, stay with Inola at all times and take her to the living room. Nik, Damian, for now, go with Inola, but prepare to run the grounds if needed."

      Damian is at her side before he finishes speaking, pulling her into his arms. We all make it downstairs, though it's a bit awkward to figure out who goes where. Eventually, Inola is placed in the center of the room on a large couch with Alex perched on the armrest. Damian stands just inside the door while I cover the other one that leads to the backyard. Az plays the doting idiot, draping himself along the back of the couch Inola is sitting on. He does it effortlessly, and it makes him look far less powerful than he is. Without his glamour, it's easy to mistake him for an airheaded incubus with only sex on his mind, which he plays into perfectly. The downside is that it's making it more difficult to focus on the task at hand. Gods, he's gorgeous. Am I drooling a little?

      All of the effort that goes into our arrangement is completely in vain when Gabe and Cam come back in. It's not the summer fae king that follows them in, but a graceful light elf.

      "Oh my Gods!" she screeches. When she lunges for Inola, the four of us who were originally in the room with her react. She's locked up tight in shadows and shimmering purple magic with two knives at her throat before she can make it to our mate.

      Yet the woman doesn't bat an eyelash. She's grinning like a mad woman, staring at Inny with glee in her eyes.

      "Mom!" Cam shouts at her. "What the fuck!"

      Oh. Oooooh! Now I see the resemblance! She has his eyes.

      I sheath my blade and step back, my brother mimicking my move. This woman is the Queen of Light. Also known as Cam's mother.

      The others respond similarly to me, removing the magic surrounding her. Only Alex struggles with keeping his obvious distrust from showing. He keeps a thin, shimmering barrier around Inny, which he only dissipates reluctantly when she asks him to. To soothe him, she leans into his side so he can keep his arm around her.

      "I can't believe you hid her from me," Cam's mother complains, hitting her son on the arm. I'm relatively sure she would have slapped his head if he weren't so much taller than her.

      "I didn't—" He cuts off his lie when his mom glares at him in a way only a mother can. A sharp sting of pain slashes through my chest as I remember my mom looking at me like that once upon a time. However, I set the memories aside. There are more important things to focus on.

      Like the fact that she's advancing on our girl again, causing her son to roll his eyes so hard he looks possessed.

      "Mom!" he shouts again, but the elven queen ignores him. With a wide grin, she sits down on the couch Inny is occupying and grabs hold of her hand. My mate looks like she might puke with nerves.

      "You're so beautiful! And sweet! And oh, I can't believe my idiotic son kept this from me! You should have had a proper welcome into the family!"

      "Um, th—thank you! You're—" Inola stumbles as she tries to speak, but Cam's mother keeps ranting over her. It's not until she mentions a giant feast in honor of her son's mating that Gabe finally intervenes.

      "Ok! That's enough! You're making her uncomfortable, Elvanya. While I know you mean well, back off, will you?"

      So, our archangel Lord is on a first-name basis with the Queen of Light. I'm not the only one who stares at him in disbelief. Cam is glaring at him as if he intends to set him on fire as soon as possible.

      "Can we maybe focus on the impending visit?" Alex mutters stiffly. He has yet to release his hold on Inny, who hasn't lost her nerves either.

      "Right. The match-stick King," the Queen sneers. Snatching up Inola's other hand, she starts talking to our mate again.

      "No matter what, don't believe anything that comes out of that snake's mouth. Unless it sounds suitably horrifying, then maybe, maybe, he's speaking the truth."

      "I don't think I'll have an issue with that," Inny mumbles, glancing up at Cam in confusion. He has clearly not told his mother who she is, and since she's wearing her charm, there is no visual indication of her heritage.

      "That man lies through his teeth with every other word, girl. I'm sure you think you'll be able to tell the difference, but I assure you it's not as easy as it seems."

      The tension in the room heightens when she blatantly starts berating Inola for being ignorant.

      "Elvanya," Gabe snaps, voicing what the rest of us are thinking. "If you're only here to insult our mate's intelligence, I strongly suggest you leave. We don't have the bandwidth to deal with two stuck-up royals in our house right now."

      The Queen stills. Her body freezes unnaturally for several seconds before turning to Gabe and Cam, who are still standing side by side.

      "Our mate?" she asks, her voice icy cold. "The two of you share a mate? My son shares a mate?"

      Her emphasis on her son, as if he's better than the rest of us, rubs me the wrong way. In this relationship, in this family, we are all equals regardless of royal status.

      "All six of us share a mate," Cam says with surprising venom. "And if that is a problem for you, I don't care that you came here to help. You can leave."

      "Do you even know what a whore that one is?!" she screams, pointing at Az. Our demon doesn't respond, probably used to that reaction by now. The person who does respond, however, is Inola.

      The room darkens, the windows covered by shadows in a way I thought only Az himself was capable of. The only visible light comes from Inola as her magic rises from her skin, ribbons weaving around her, ready to lash out.

      "You dare come into my home and insult my mates?" she asks, her voice quiet and low, but there is no mistaking the danger. She is livid.

      Elvanya releases her and gets up, trying to loom over my Queen.

      "My son deserves better than this!" She turns and attempts to grab Cam's arm to drag him out.

      "Your son," Inola murmurs, "belongs to me."

      My woman, stunning creature that she is, light-ports Cam to her side. It takes serious effort to keep the shock from showing on my face. Within the span of a few minutes, she displayed two separate powers she didn't have yesterday.

      The room is deadly silent as we process what happened until an ear-piercing squeal shatters it.

      "You are perfect!"

      I flinch, my sensitive ears not liking the sharpness of the noise. Inola and Damian also struggle with processing the noise while the rest of the group stares at the bouncing, childishly clapping queen in our living room.

      "What in the ever-loving fuckknuckles is going on?" I ask no one in particular. Cam is the one who replies with a tired sigh.

      "Contrary to popular belief, I did not inherit my mischief from my father."

      "But you keep blaming it on your fae side!" I sputter for all of us.

      "Convenient excuse," he grins. When he turns to his mother, he raises an eyebrow. "Are you done now?"

      "Oh, don't be such a spoilsport. I wanted to know if she'd protect you!"

      "Since when do I need protecting?"

      "Never did, but that's one hundred percent not to point. I wanted to see if she would."

      Slowly, the sun bleeds back into the room as Inola's rage simmers down. Her magic never quite stops rippling around her. Even when Az slips down the back and wraps himself around her like a vine, which usually settles her.

      Elvanya ruins it again by pointing at Gabe and asking Inola, "Really, though? That one?"

      She yelps when a snap of golden magic races toward her and hides behind the man she just insulted.

      "Okay, okay! I'm done!" she laughs.

      "Again. The Summer King," Alex mutters.

      "Sorry, sorry! Let's focus on the turd! I mean the King!" Elvanya ignores the discomfort permeating the room as she drops down next to Inola again.

      "I meant it when I told you not to trust him, you know?"

      "We know, Mom. Your goal is accomplished if that's the only reason you're here. He's almost here, so you might want to leave." Cam grinds his teeth, discomfort bleeding from him. I don't think it's due to his mother's sudden appearance, though. No, this is because of his father.

      Elvanya finally loses the playful demeanor, straightening her spine. "I'm here to protect my son from his father's venom. I've kept tabs on him, and he is not coming here with your best interest in mind, Cameron."

      "We're aware," Inola murmurs.

      I’m about to stir the pot, but the house shakes with every pound of a fist on the door.

      Cam rolls his eyes, muttering under his breath. “Dramatic asshole.”

      I’m glad to see he lost the frantic fear from before. It is unclear whether it’s his mother’s presence, my reassurances, or Inola’s unexpected display of power. He stalks out the door, his anger making sparks of fire fly off him again.

      “What the fuck do you want? What is this? An impromptu family reunion?” he sneers when he opens the door.

      “Shut up, boy. And let me in this instant.”

      A gleeful snigger escapes me. “He can’t get in,” I laugh. “And the shields aren’t even at full power.”

      “No,” Cam says, so I stalk out of the room after him, curious to see the reaction. The Summer King is surprisingly unimpressive. He’s several inches shorter than his son, and by supernatural standards, he’s fat. The only thing they have in common is their red hair.

      “You! Servant!” he snaps. It takes us several seconds to realize he’s speaking to me. It raises Cam’s hackles while amusing me to no end.

      “He’s not a servant. He’s⁠—“

      “Fine, the slave, whatever! Get the master of this house! As the King of Summer, I demand entrance!”

      I burst out laughing, clearly mocking the ignorant fool.

      “Not the slave either. And I doubt you want me to get him. The little shit might just kick your ass into the dirt. He’s in a foul mood!”

      This causes the King to lose his temper. A wave of Cam's hand is all it takes to block his pathetic attempt to force himself in. The fire he throws at the door is doused before it ever reaches the wood.

      "Why are you here?" Cam asks, sounding bored.

      "Can't I show some worry about my son?"

      : Lie, : Inola murmurs through our mindlink. Out loud, I burst out laughing and sidle up to Cam's side. I keep a few inches of distance between us. I'm not sure if he wants⁠—

      I can't finish the thought before he's leaning into me, his shoulder pressed into my chest. A sneer appears on his father's face that Cam doesn't respond to.

      "How about we try again? Why. Are. You. Here?"

      "I came to warn you about that woman you have living here."

      : Truth, though he's hiding something. :

      I tell Cam as much, whispering the information in his ear so the King can't overhear. Cam sighs in resignation. "I figured as much."

      "Aodhán, what an unpleasant surprise," Elvanya sneers as she walks up behind us. She watches her son and me curiously for a few seconds, but doesn't otherwise respond. I wrap a protective arm around him when his father starts insulting his mother and shouting his demands to be let in.

      Cam groans and bangs his head against my shoulder a few times.

      "Kill me now," he whines. Watching the two royals fight like petulant children is amusing me to no end. While they fight, I'm mocking them in Cam's ear, making him chuckle once in a while.

      All of it is funny as fuck, until Elvanya gives in to her rage and steps partially over the border of our shielding.  Aodhán grins viciously, grabs her by the throat, and uses her to gain entry.

      Chaos explodes as he lashes out at Cam. Unfortunately for him, Alex is in a Gods-awful mood, and he's not playing games. The King is surrounded by a barrier that not only physically keeps him in his place. It's a magical barrier that keeps his magic from bursting out. It ricochets off the barrier, slamming into his chest and causing him to slam into its wall.

      Elvanya claps cheerfully, jumping up and down like a child.

      "Aren't elves supposed to be all serene and calm?" I ask Cam.

      "Most are, and then you have my mother," he mutters. "I love her, but she can be so juvenile."

      Alex appears from the living room, looking livid. He doesn't bother speaking before moving the King out of the house, magic bubble and all.

      "Don't!" the King shouts, but Alex ignores him.

      "You either listen to me, or the entire council comes down on your heads!" This still isn't enough to move Alex—until Inola appears and touches his elbow.

      He glances down and melts in a puddle at the sight of our little mate. Inny doesn't need verbal communication to convey what she wants.

      "No," Cam says, stepping out of my arms and toward her. "You can't be serious!"

      All she does is smile sadly and pull him and Alex toward the living room. I follow like a good little Warrior, keeping myself between their backs and the royals behind me.
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      This is not how I intended to meet one of my mate's parents. They bicker like children, with Cam's father occasionally hitting the barrier surrounding him. Cam tries to break them up more than once, but they've lost track of why they came here in the first place.

      The more they argue, the more pissed off my mates get, and they're not alone.

      ~ Do you have any intention of intervening? ~ Isi's disgusted voice echoes in my mind. It's been a long time since I've heard her so distinct from myself. It's probably because I'm keeping her more firmly locked down today.

      ~ Why intervene when they're keeping each other busy and distracted? ~

      ~ They're being disrespectful brats in your home, girl. React! ~

      ~ That would only give the King what he wants. ~

      Cam must sense my internal struggle because he frowns and pulls me into him. "You okay?"

      "I should be asking you that. I know your relationship with both your parents is rocky, to put it mildly." I caress his cheek, which he leans into with his eyes closed. He presses a soft kiss to my palm and takes a deep breath.

      "ENOUGH!" he booms, casting an illusion to amplify his voice at the same time. His parents wince, covering their ears in pain. Since I knew it was coming, I cast a sound-dampening barrier in my ears and those of my other sound-sensitive mates. Nik and Damian cast me a grateful look.

      "Who do you think you are?" his father shouts back, though not nearly as loudly as Cam. He doesn't have the power to amplify like his son does.

      "How about you quit bickering and tell us what you're doing here? You can continue your ridiculous lovers' spat outside!"

      "I wouldn't touch⁠—"

      "Quit the shit, Mom. We both know you dive into his bed several times a year." Cam rubs his eyes tiredly as his mom sits back with a pout on her face. She's not what I expected. Like Nik, I expected a serene, kind, gentle woman. Not this ball of childlike chaos.

      "I'm asking you one more time. If you don't answer, you will fly out to the street faster than you can blink. So, why are you here?"

      Cam is including his mother in the questioning. She never did reveal what she came here for.

      "I'm here because he is," she mutters, pointing at the Summer King. Truthful. I squeeze Cam's knee, knowing that it must hurt him. She didn't even come here to protect or help him. Just to fuck with his father.

      "Expected," he replies tiredly, then turns on his father. "You?"

      "I came to warn you about the Council's plans for the witch," he says in a snotty tone. Lie.

      "No, you weren't," I interject. He gears up to attack me, but my cocked head and curious question has him faltering. "Did you forget what I am?"

      "You know," he says, staring at me. He's no doubt referring to the fact the council has had eyes on me from the start.

      "I know."

      "Let's go, Cameron." He leaves as if his son will follow his orders without question. When he doesn't follow as expected, he reiterates and snaps his fingers obnoxiously as if to make a point.

      "Why the hell would I do that?"

      "Don't you have a mate somewhere? Why the hell are you with the little bitch anyway? She's going to get you killed. The Council is coming to slaughter her like a pig now that she's found her way into supernatural circles."

      It's the first entirely truthful thing he's said. I try to keep my reaction to myself, but Azzy must be empathically scanning me. He sounds uncomfortable when he wheezes out a breath. Since he's lying in his usual spot, on the back of the couch, he has no issue sliding down and curling around me. I swear, he lies there specifically to be able to do that.

      "She is his mate, you glow-worm with a god complex," Elvanya snaps. In her attempts to get under her ex's skin, she gives away vital information he didn't have yet. A wicked grin spreads over the Summer King's face.

      "Well, well, well. Isn't that interesting?" he murmurs. I don't need to know him well to spot the calculating look in his eyes. He looks around with that same look as if only now realizing the other men in the room are as defensive and protective as Cam is.

      "Alex," Cam snaps at our mage, but the damage is already done. The King cackles as his bubble flies out the door. Another bubble forms around Elvanya, tossing her out with her ex. She's much more vocal about her anger about being thrown out, but she can do nothing about it. Alex isn't the leader of half the world's mages because he's weak.

      "Now can we run?" Cam asks the room a beat after his parents are thrown out. The laugh that escapes me is not joyful—it's hysterical and weird. Of course, the tears running down my face do not help me look saner.

      "What did I do in a past life to deserve this?" All I ever wanted was to live a peaceful life. Admittedly, there is no way I can live without my mates anymore. But calm, relaxed, and serene. That's the existence I want. Not this insanity of crazy royals and councils out to murder me.

      "It's not you, sweetheart," Gabe says, speaking up for the first time in a while.

      "Why didn't you intervene? You always do. Why not this time?" I ask, looking for someone to lash out at. I immediately regret it, bursting out into sobs and apologizing. Not even Azzy's brand of cuddles is comforting me through this insanity. It feels like that first day all over again, feeling overwhelmed, overstimulated, over-everything.

      Gabe doesn't let my ugly crying stop him from pulling me from Azzy and into his lap.

      "It wasn't my place to deal with them, sweetheart. It was Cam's. They already know I can overpower them at full strength simultaneously," he explains.

      "We're going to have to leave, aren't we?" I ask meekly.

      "Yes, even though I wish we didn't have to."

      "Where would we go?" Alex asks.

      "The Royal Palace," Gabe announces as if he's not dropping yet another colossal bomb on us. "That's a thing?" I squeak as he puts me back down on the couch.

      "And it's yours," he confirms, making me freak out more. Oblivious to my internal panic, he directs Nik, Damian, and Cam to various tasks. He blissfully leaves Azzy with me, though I should let him go. He could help in the packing efforts, which is far more important than⁠—

      "What's going on in that pretty head of yours?" he purrs in my ear. With nimble fingers, he unclips my necklace, letting it slide down into my cleavage, rendering it useless. My ears flop out with a slight pop, and I have to adjust my butt so I don't crush my tail. Azzy takes full advantage, running his hand over my ears and making me melt into him.

      "You don't play fair. You know I was about to tell you to go help them," I mumble, my words almost getting lost in the comfort his touch provides.

      "That's not my job. Keeping you happy is."

      "All I want is you guys." I bury my face in his chest. He chuckles, wrapping every possible appendage he has around me. I feel safe in Azzy's arms, surrounded by his strength, body, and wings. There's no use in fighting the need, so I draw patterns with my finger on the part of his wing I can reach.

      He groans, leaning into my touch eagerly. "We don't have time for this, Kitten."

      Bitterness erases the growing comfort I'm feeling. Of course, we don't have time for this because some legacy I never wanted has come back to bite me. Azzy notices the shift and nuzzles into me again.

      "Once we're settled, you can play with my wings all you want. While you're at it, I'll make Gabe sit still so you can also play with his. Though I can't promise we'll be good boys for long."

      I can not picture that scene. My brain won't wrap itself around Azzy and Gabe, side by side, with their wings out. It's not for a lack of trying. I'm certain it's been several minutes since he's said it, and I still can't do it. Not to mention all of the insanely delicious things the two of them could do to me.

      "Packing is ready. You good to go?"

      "Sshh, I think she's processing."

      "What did you tell her?"

      "Suggested I would make you sit with me with our wings out so she could play with them." Azzy sounds smug when he recounts it—as if he didn't break my brain.

      "Hmm, can't promise I'll remain motionless for long if it's my wings she's playing with," Gabe murmurs. I can almost hear the sex dripping off his voice as he pitches it low and far deeper than necessary.

      "What's taking you so long?" Damian asks from the doorway. I snap around at him and run as fast as possible. Away from the two men determined to make me melt into a horny puddle. Behind me, Gabe and Azzy laugh.

      Damian is confused when he catches me as I barrel into him, but he doesn't comment as he carries me away. Since my quiet wolf has no need to fill the empty air with his voice, I have a moment to calm down and reflect.

      "Maybe it's a good thing that we'll move for a bit," I mutter into the silence. We've made it outside, where my other mates are running around like ants. Damian sits me down on his bike, pulling me into his chest as he stands beside it.

      "How so, Darling?"

      "It'll get me away from the issues I was having at school. No more Jessy or Chiara. While I don't know if there are any women where we're going, now that I have more of a handle on what is happening, I can at least confidently say I won't accidentally whip any girls again."

      He snorts at the reminder that I absolutely kicked that girl's ass while I had no fucking clue what I was doing. It pulls a smile to my face that we can now laugh about that day.

      "Madison won't be a problem at this new place, either. While the woman is undoubtedly off her rocker, I don't think she's crazy enough to attempt to track me down to wherever we're going. I'm, of course, bummed I won't be able to continue classes, but since I'll have two of my most prominent Professors with me, maybe they'll indulge me with some private tutoring."

      At this stage, I'm thinking out loud, using my quietest mate as a soundboard. Damian often thinks he doesn't offer me much in terms of a relationship, but he doesn't know how much easier it is to talk to him about things. Not because he doesn't answer but because he thinks through everything before he does.

      As I think of everything this move solves, I'm forced to face the fact that some issues are following us there.

      My bonding with the twins will have to happen soon if Nik's mental state is anything to go by. I know he didn't mean to hurt Azzy and Cam, and I seriously worry about how he's going to react to that when he has a moment to settle down. He's just gotten over his hangup regarding going after them romantically —or sexually— and I hope he won't lock himself away again. We also don't know how well Damian is doing. We haven't had a chance to talk about any of it, so I can only guess that he must also be walking a tight line.

      "Did you know about 
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