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 Chapter 1 
 
    The ATV’s engine rumbled furiously under me, and the vibrations were making my fingers numb. I swerved at eighty miles per hour down the muddy path through the Florida coastline. Another dump of adrenaline poured through my brain, and a grin of pure exhilaration spread across my face. The thrill of our race through the muddy, alligator-infested waters washed away every bit of pre-wedding stress or nerves I might have had. 
 
    “You won’t win that easily, your majesty!” Firo shouted as he sped up behind me. 
 
    The dragon-man’s orange hair blew around wildly in the wind and made it look even more like flames than usual. His smile was wider than I thought the stoic man was capable of. 
 
    “No way, Firo!” I shouted back as laughter bubbled in my chest. 
 
    I cut the ATV’s front wheels hard to the left as I followed the path through a puddle of muck, and I sprayed that shit all over my head of security and his vehicle. 
 
    “Woo!” Rune’s shout of laughter came from a bit further behind me. 
 
    A quick glance over my shoulder showed that my golden-haired advisor was currently in third place in our fae-style bachelor’s weekend. Cove was next behind him, and his ocean-blue hair was tied back in a long ponytail. The fae triplets who were my personal valets seemed to be enjoying the ride more than the race, but they were just as muddy as the rest of us. At the back of the pack was Tristan, my butler who had an enormous grin under his one brown eye. The cyclops clearly didn’t have any interest in the competitive race between me, Firo, Rune, and Cove, but he was having a hell of a time. 
 
    I turned my eyes back in front of me and searched for what was supposed to be a path through the muddy coastline. It was nearly impossible to tell where the path was meant to be, however, so I maneuvered the ATV around the deeper-looking water as best I could. 
 
    The wind rushed across my face and through my hair, and it made my eyes water. Isla had provided us with magically enhanced helmets that felt like nothing at all, and she assured me they would protect my head better than a traditional helmet. The feeling of having nothing on my body to protect me in the event of a crash brought an extra element of exhilaration and excitement to the race. 
 
    My heart thundered in my chest when an alligator lunged up out of the water just beside my boot, and the green beast snapped at my foot like I was its next meal. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted as I veered hard to the right, and the movement sent another splashing wave of mud and muck into the air. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to watch the gator slip back into the water to await its next target, and I registered how close to loss of limb I was at any given second. 
 
    “Wooooo!” I hollered with the pure thrill of it all. 
 
    Firo’s engine roared beside me, and the dragon-man’s face had a smug smirk as he pulled in front of me. He swerved his ATV right in front of mine so close that he almost scraped my front bumper. 
 
    “Shit!” I screeched as I instinctively squeezed the brake handle. 
 
    My ATV skidded through the mud, and I almost rolled over. I leaned as far over on my seat as I could with all of my weight, and I managed to keep the thing on all four wheels. 
 
    “Catch me if you can, your majesty!” Firo laughed uproariously as he widened the gap between us. 
 
    “King Slowpoke!” Rune taunted me in good fun as he raced past. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” I growled through my grin. 
 
    I squeezed the accelerator so hard that I felt the metal dig into my palm, and the wheels turned wildly in the mud for a half-second before they gripped. Then my vehicle lurched forward like a racing stallion at the starting gate. 
 
    “Excellent!” Cove shouted with laughter as I managed to stay just ahead of him. “Remind them who’s king!” 
 
    I smirked as the wind bit into my face again, and my eyes started to water as I blasted through the muck and swamp grasses. I blinked furiously to clear my vision as I studied the paths in front of us. 
 
    Firo was still gaining ground, but I was catching up with Rune already. The golden-haired fae’s bumblebee wings were tucked tight and flat against his back, and he risked a look over his shoulder at me. 
 
    “I’m coming for you!” I declared. 
 
    Rune’s teal eyes went wide as he turned back around, and he pushed his ATV to its max speed. 
 
    The muddy ground in front of us diverged into two passable trails, and there was a wide swatch of deeper muddy water between them before they converged on the other side. I figured if I could go fast enough, I could cut right in front of Rune, and then I would work on passing Firo to win. 
 
    Rune cut to the right of the water, so I veered left, and then I ducked my body down closer to the ATV as I barreled down on the throttle. Our machines were closely matched, but I felt myself inching ahead of my advisor. 
 
    “Shiiiiit!” Rune’s gasp evolved into a cry of shock as he spotted me swerving far too close to him. 
 
    It was like a side-by-side game of chicken, and I was not going to back down. From the corner of my eye, I could see Rune’s internal panic as he realized he needed to break or we’d crash. 
 
    “Fuuuuck!” Rune screamed as he slammed on his ATV’s brakes. 
 
    My heart dropped as the vehicle tilted harshly to the side, and Rune nearly went with it. 
 
    I sighed with relief as I saw Rune’s bumblebee wings spread out wide, and he managed to right the ATV back on all its wheels. He was safe, but he’d lost every bit of speed and momentum he’d built up. 
 
    I raced past the mud-covered fae with a heady mixture of relief, anxiety, and exhilaration at what had just happened. I hadn’t intended to put him in danger, but I guess that was the fun of this fae tradition. 
 
    Rune and Cove had explained to me that faes would go out on thrill-seeking adventures as a paranormal-style bachelor party. I hadn’t been so sure about trying this approach, seeing as I wasn’t a fae at all, but they’d insisted. 
 
    Plus, Poppy had encouraged me to go, too. My teal-haired fiancée thought it was a brilliant idea, especially since she’d been planning a little getaway for her bachelorette party. 
 
    I hadn’t really known what I was getting myself into when I’d agreed, but when Rune and Cove had delivered me to a line of shiny souped-up ATVs this morning, I was so glad I’d come. 
 
    A smile spread across my face, and I still couldn’t believe this was my life. It had been more than two months of being King of the Eternal Realm, but I still couldn’t get over the shock of it all. I was insanely rich, an unquestionable ruler of the paranormal world, about to marry the sexiest and sweetest fae I’d ever seen, and I had a gorgeous harpy who was also wildly in love with me. 
 
    What the fuck was my life? 
 
    A spot of churning movement in the water just ahead of me drew my thoughts back to the heart-thumping race at hand, and I squinted against the sunlight shining off the surface. The muddy water swirled as a few large bubbles broke the surface, and I knew there had to be more alligators. 
 
    I studied the paths in front of me, Firo’s location, and my options in a flash. The path diverged into two paths once more just ahead of the dragon-man. One was wider, more even, a little longer, and it looked to be firmer ground. The other was a bit shorter, rockier, and went right past the bubbling, churning water. 
 
    Firo, of course, went down the less dangerous-looking path, and I knew this was my chance to pass him. The flame-haired man was sitting up in an almost lazy position, and I could tell by his body language that he was confident in his win. It reminded me of The Tortoise and the Hare, and I knew he was a little too cocky for his own good. 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I smirked, and I cut down the narrower, alligator-infested side of the path. If I moved fast enough, the gators would never be able to snatch me up as a snack, and I could pass Firo to win. 
 
    “Come on, Ayers,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I laid on the throttle, leaned forward and away from the water, and even pulled my left foot up a little to make it harder for the alligators to snap at me. 
 
    The roar of the engines and the vibrations in the mud drew the alligators right up out of the water like I’d expected, but there were more of them than I’d anticipated. 
 
    Four enormous modern-day dinosaurs lunged out of the water right at me. The first two missed me completely as my pulse hammered in my veins, and the third alligator snapped the air where my foot would have been if I hadn’t pulled it up. 
 
    But the fourth alligator was the real threat. 
 
    The fifteen-foot-long gator launched toward me with such fury that it sent a tidal wave of muddy water out in all directions. The water rained down around me as the gator snapped at me, and I slid so far to the right that I almost dragged the whole-ass ATV into a death roll. The only thing that kept me from tumbling over like a bowling pin was the alligator’s front feet on my back bumper. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” I shouted. 
 
    The gator glared at me with slitted yellow eyes as it stretched its mouth open wide to snap at me again. 
 
    “Not today!” I growled at the top of my lungs. 
 
    I reared my booted foot back and kicked hard into the beast’s snout. With every bit of my might, I kicked the alligator twice more to force it off my ATV, and it splashed back into the water. 
 
    “Fuck!” I roared as I quickly righted myself on the vehicle, and I steered the machine back onto the path just a second in front of Firo. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Firo gasped with surprise as I appeared in front of him on the path. 
 
    “Yeah!” I shouted with victory, and I raised up from my seat as we raced back around to our starting point. 
 
    The path moved further back into the land and away from the muddy coastline, and the four-wheel drive Jeeps we’d driven here came into view beyond the tall grasses. 
 
    I was dizzy from all the adrenaline and cortisol in my system, and I forced myself to heave several deep breaths to reoxygenate my brain as I eased off the throttle. Once my speed was a leisurely five miles per hour, I risked a glance over my shoulder at my companions. 
 
    “Excellent race, your majesty,” Firo relented as he pulled up beside me. 
 
    “That was fucking awesome!” Rune shouted without restraint. Then he seemed to remember himself, and his tone became much more controlled. “If you don’t mind me saying.” 
 
    “Yeah, Rune,” I laughed. “It was totally fucking awesome. I’m really glad you guys suggested this.” 
 
    The rest of our group pulled up a few seconds later, and they were all smiling and looking very wind-blown. Birch tried to smooth down his green hair as Matis raked his fingers through his pink hair. Tristan carefully climbed off his slightly larger ATV with a laugh. 
 
    “I was very nervous,” the cyclops admitted. “But it was really fun.” 
 
    “That was great fun!” Sunny, my yellow-haired valet, agreed. 
 
    “I must admit, your majesty,” Cove said as he shook out his long, ocean-blue hair. “You worried me quite a bit back there.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I laughed, and I was only a little regretful that I felt zero remorse. 
 
    “Oh, he was fine, Cove,” Rune scoffed with a wide grin. “King Michael did splendidly! As good as any fae, if not better.” 
 
    “Did you see the way he kicked that croc?” Birch asked. 
 
    “It was an alligator, you dolt,” Sunny corrected his brother. 
 
    “Whatever.” Birch rolled his eyes. “It was amazing.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the boots were the right choice,” I laughed. 
 
    “We will never lead you wrong, your majesty,” Matis chuckled as he ignored his brothers’ squabble. 
 
    “I don’t know about you,” Rune mused as he flicked some mud from his forearms. “But I am so ready for lunch.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I sighed. “That sounds perfect. A big burger and some beers? Hell yes.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what this afternoon needs,” Cove agreed. 
 
    “Maybe we should…” I chuckled as I looked down at the muddy state of my clothes. “Uh, shower first?” 
 
    “I can assist with that,” Sunny offered. 
 
    The yellow-haired fae walked up as he raised his hands, and his palms started to glow a little bit. A warmth like midday sun started to spread over me, and I felt all of the mud coated on my body and clothes start to dry out and harden. In a matter of seconds, the thick mud was dry enough that it started to crumble and fall right off me. 
 
    “Whooaa,” I breathed as the dirt dropped to the ground. 
 
    I patted my body lightly with my hands, and big clouds of dust poofed out into the air. I’d still need a thorough shower later, but I was sorted enough to be able to sit in a restaurant without causing an enormous scene. 
 
    “That’s so cool,” I laughed. 
 
    Sunny moved on to assist the rest of our group with their muddy appearances, and in a few moments, we were just a bit dusty. 
 
    “What a cool talent,” I said. 
 
    “It doesn’t come in handy very often,” Sunny admitted with a shrug as he baked the mud off his own body. “But it has its moments.” 
 
    “This was definitely one of them.” I grinned. “So where are we going for lunch?” 
 
    “I have the perfect place, your majesty,” Cove answered. “I already set up a reservation for us.” 
 
    “Not that the king needs a reservation,” Rune said with a smirk. 
 
    “No, but it is good manners,” I retorted with a laugh, and then I looked back at our ATVs. “Uh… will someone…?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your majesty,” Cove assured me. “We have a crew awaiting our departure. They’ll make sure the ATVs get back home.” 
 
    “Awesome,” I sighed with lingering disbelief at the fact that I had servants and crews to handle all this stuff for me. 
 
    I shook my head and walked over to the line of Jeeps we’d taken to get out here to the mucky coast. They were as ridiculously customized as the ATVs, and the tops of their huge tires came up to my hips, so it was a climb to get back inside. 
 
    Firo hopped into the driver’s seat beside me, and Rune climbed into the backseat. Sunny, Birch, and Matis climbed into the second Jeep, and Tristan and Cove were in the third one. The ride back to the main road was almost as entertaining as our race had been, and the trail was filled with big ruts, bumps, and puddles that made the four-wheel drive totally necessary. 
 
    Firo continued to grin lazily as we drove back toward civilization, and I could tell he was enjoying himself. It was really nice to be able to see a more light-hearted side to the stoic dragon-man, and I was glad to see he had a fun side, too. 
 
    Once we reached the main road again, Firo drove less recklessly, and his smile faded back to a neutral expression. 
 
    “Did you enjoy our traditions, King Michael?” Rune asked as he leaned between the front seats. 
 
    “I did.” I nodded. “You know I wasn’t really sure about it at first, but I had a lot of fun. Robin really wanted to do the whole strip club thing, but that’s not really me.” 
 
    “Strip clubs?” Rune asked with a bit of confusion. “Are those human dance clubs where the women take off all their clothes?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed. 
 
    My best friend, Robin, had been really disappointed when I told him I didn’t want to go to a strip club, and he insisted that if he ever got married he was going to drag me to one for his bachelor party. We’d gone for a pleasant hike last weekend instead, and I’d really enjoyed the leisurely afternoon with him. 
 
    “That sounds… like it could be fun,” Rune chuckled. “Though most women of the Eternal Realm aren’t as bashful about their bodies as many human women are.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed that,” I mused. 
 
    The general fashion choices of the women in my new world were far more revealing than the women I’d been used to interacting with in my human life. Not that I was complaining, but it was another of the many changes I’d experienced since becoming king. 
 
    “Here we are,” Firo said as he pulled into the parking lot of a white-washed bistro in downtown Orlando. 
 
    The place had a large patio with light green umbrellas over the dozen tables, and the front sign identified the restaurant as “Lemon & Basil Bistro” in big green letters.  
 
    Firo parked the huge Jeep, and Sunny and Cove pulled up alongside us. Everybody climbed out of the vehicles, and we congregated behind them for a moment. 
 
    “This place looks nice,” Matis observed. 
 
    “Their chef is incredible,” Cove said. “And the menu has a great selection.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Rune asked. 
 
    “I’m starving,” I agreed. 
 
    Everyone naturally fell into step behind me, and I led us around to the bistro’s front doors. A fawn-fae with large freckles on his face and brown deer ears greeted us with a respectful bow. 
 
    “Welcome to Lemon and Basil, your majesty,” the fawn-fae said. “We have your table ready.” 
 
    “Is it outside by any chance?” I asked. 
 
    “Uh, no…” the freckled fae answered, and his tone was suddenly nervous as he looked behind him. “Would you prefer to sit outside, your majesty?” 
 
    “If that’s possible,” I said, and I forced down the instinct to take whatever tables they’d prepared for us. 
 
    I wanted to sit outside, and I had to get better at accepting some of the benefits of being king without feeling guilty about it. The place wasn’t especially crowded, so I knew we wouldn’t be disrupting anybody else, and I knew the fawn-fae would probably bend over backward trying to accommodate me whether I changed my mind or not. I figured being relaxed while keeping my request was the best middle ground approach to a situation like this. 
 
    Plus, the young-looking fawn-fae would get a really nice tip either way, so I didn’t feel too bad about the minor inconvenience. 
 
    “Jamie!” the fawn-fae called to another passing employee. “Can we move the king’s party to the patio?” 
 
    “Of course,” the female fae said. “King Michael can have whatever he wishes.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said to the brunette fae, and I gave her a charming smile. 
 
    The male fawn-fae grabbed a stack of menus and led us out onto the back patio. A tiny army of servers scurried over the patio as they pushed three of the square tables together for us, and by the time I reached the table, one of them pulled a chair out for me. 
 
    “My name is Ty,” the fawn-fae who’d greeted us at the door said. “Can I start you out with some drinks or appetizers?” 
 
    “Yeah, bring a round of your best beers for me and my friends,” I said, and I glanced around the group for approval. 
 
    “Water for me, please,” Firo said as the others nodded. 
 
    “Excellent.” Ty nodded. “Any appetizers?” 
 
    “Nachos, please!” Rune said as he lowered the menu and looked over the top. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds good,” I agreed. 
 
    “And the loaded potato skins, please,” Cove added. 
 
    “Right away,” Ty said before he hurried away to get our drinks. 
 
    “So, your majesty,” Rune said, and his eyes started to brighten with curiosity. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “For what?” I asked, and I half-expected him to say we were going to go cliff diving next. 
 
    “To get married?” Rune clarified. “For the first time, at least!” 
 
    “Oh!” I laughed. “Yeah, I’m ready. I’m excited. Poppy is amazing, and I feel really lucky.” 
 
    “She is a very lucky woman, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    “Are all the details finalized, my king?” Matis asked. 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure,” I chuckled nervously. “Poppy was pretty insistent on handling all the details. She asked me my opinion on some things like the menu and some song choices for dancing. I know she has everything under control.” 
 
    “She does,” Rune confirmed. “Poppy’s been detail-oriented for as long as I’ve known her. She loves to turn chaos into order, and checking things off her list makes her happy.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like Poppy,” I laughed. 
 
    Rune and Poppy had worked side-by-side for a decade before I’d become king, and I knew they had a long-standing friendship. I looked forward to getting to know Poppy in the intimate kind of things that could only be learned with time, and I was excited to begin our lives together as husband and wife. 
 
    My friends chatted about our race this morning as our appetizers arrived, but my mind wandered to the other amazing woman in my life. 
 
    Helena and I had grown close since we came back from Greece, and I was just as excited to continue spending time with her as I was to be marrying Poppy. We hadn’t discussed marriage yet, but I was pretty sure the harpy was on the same page as me in regards to our future. Plus, Poppy and Helena got along very well, and I knew I wanted all of my wives to be friends at the very least. 
 
    My eyes went wide for a second as the thought spun around my mind. 
 
    It was a tradition of being King of the Eternal Realm to marry women from several different species. It was expected of me to have several wives, and I still struggled with the idea sometimes. It was so against what I’d grown up knowing as normal, and I was so amazed that two incredible women wanted me and were happy to share me. 
 
    I was also taken aback by the shift in how I saw the men with me today. When I’d first met Cove, Rune, Firo, Tristan, and the triplets, they’d been my employees, and now I saw them as friends, too. It was really nice to have such a close relationship with the people who were responsible for helping me so much in my life now. 
 
    The food was incredible, and we enjoyed another round of drinks along with our lunch. I ordered the double bacon cheeseburger that was made of the best imported beef and topped with hothouse tomatoes. It was incredibly juicy and perfectly grilled. 
 
    I was feeling about ready for a self-indulgent nap by the time we finished up, and Cove handled the tab from my royal accounts. Then we climbed back into our Jeeps and headed home. 
 
    “I can’t wait to have a proper shower,” Rune said while Firo drove. “Sunny’s mud-drying trick was pretty good, but I still feel filthy.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I smirked. “There’s dust in places there shouldn’t be dust.” 
 
    “I, unfortunately, know exactly what you mean,” Firo grumbled lightly as he shifted in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Poppy’s group of friends pulled into the driveway just ahead of us, and I smiled at the sight of her teal hair through the back windshield. 
 
    Helena had taken Poppy out on their own bachelorette adventure this morning. They’d brought along my dryad gardener Thistle, the dryad representative Lady Taylee, and a mermaid friend of Poppy’s who I’d met only once before today. I couldn’t remember the mermaid’s name, but I spotted her bubble-gum pink hair among the group as they climbed out of the car. 
 
    Poppy was pink in the cheeks and had a wide grin on her face as she and Helena stepped out onto the driveway. She wore one of her signature little sundresses, and her teal hair was pulled back into a wavy ponytail. Her iridescent wings shifted between green and purple in the bright sunlight, and she laughed happily with her friends. 
 
    Helena was just as gorgeous in a more muted and earthy way. While Poppy was bright with rainbow colors, the Grecian harpy was all soft tans and browns. Her chocolate-brown hair was piled on top of her head in a loose bun, and her tawny-feathered wings were relaxed behind her shoulders. She wore a cream-colored halter top and matching drawstring shorts. 
 
    The line of Jeeps pulled up behind the ladies’ car, and we filled the driveway with muddy tires. I couldn’t take my eyes off my two gorgeous ladies as I climbed down from the front seat. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy squealed with delight when she saw me. 
 
    “Hey, baby,” I said. 
 
    Poppy bounced over and threw herself into my arms, and I pulled her against me in a tight hug. Then I wrapped my arms around Helena and hugged her just as close. 
 
    “Hey, you,” Helena murmured in my ear. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I pulled back to smile at my two beauties. “How was your day?” 
 
    “So much fun!” Poppy chirped. “We went shopping. I got a new swimsuit for our honeymoon. I think you’re going to love it!” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see,” I said, and I wondered how much fabric this so-called swimsuit was going to have. 
 
    If I knew Poppy as well as I thought, it would barely cover my favorite three small spots on her luscious body. 
 
    “Then we had brunch and mimosas!” Poppy continued. 
 
    I chuckled as I realized she was maybe a little bit pink in the face from those mimosas, but she was so beautiful I couldn’t complain. 
 
    “It was a lot of fun,” Lady Taylee agreed as she brushed her pink magnolia blossoms off her green face. “Thank you for inviting me, Lady Poppy.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you could join us,” Poppy said. “And please, you don’t have to call my Lady Poppy.” 
 
    “I’m just practicing,” Lady Taylee laughed brightly. “Starting the day after tomorrow, you’ll be Queen Poppy!” 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Poppy gasped as if she hadn’t even thought about that, but I had a feeling it was the excitement and alcohol that made her reaction so intense. “You’re right!” 
 
    “Enjoy the rest of your day,” Lady Taylee laughed. “I’ll see you all on Saturday. 
 
    “Have a good afternoon, Lady Taylee,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I had a lovely time,” Thistle spoke up. “But I have a lot of final details to sort out in regards to the flowers for Saturday. Thank you for inviting me, Poppy.” 
 
    “Thanks for joining us.” Poppy smiled. 
 
    Thistle smiled back before she turned around and wandered off into the backyard where the property was covered in her lush gardens. 
 
    “You know, you’d better get used to your new title, Poppy,” the pink-haired mermaid teased. 
 
    “I know, Una,” Poppy laughed. “But you know me, I always worked for the royals, I never imagined I would become one. It’s like something out of one of your books!” 
 
    Una was an author of period romance novels, and she was well-known among humans for her books. She used a pen name to keep her real identity hidden, and to keep the secrets of the Eternal Realm a secret, too. I’d only met the pink-haired mermaid once before today, but she was a sweet and quiet person. She was the opposite of Poppy in a lot of ways, and I didn’t think we would have been friends if it weren’t for our connection through my fiancée. 
 
    “I’ve got to go home,” Una said with an exaggerated pout. “I have a deadline to meet, and my editor will not be happy if I don’t get my last chapters done.” 
 
    “I know,” Poppy said with a pout as well. “Go and work. I’ll see you Saturday.” 
 
    The bright-haired ladies hugged each other firmly before she walked over to a hot-pink moped parked at the corner of the garage. She pulled a black helmet over her pink hair and waved as she puttered down the driveway. 
 
    “So, how was your adventure?” Helena asked once the engine faded away. “Did you get into any trouble?” 
 
    “Oh, tons!” Rune laughed. “King Michael was nearly eaten by a giant alligator!” 
 
    “What!” Helena and Poppy shouted in perfectly synchronized horror. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed under my breath.
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 Chapter 2 
 
    Rune burst out in hysterical laughter at the terrified looks in my ladies’ eyes, and I raised my hands to try and ease their fears. 
 
    “I’m fine, I promise,” I said in a soft tone. “Look, I’m not hurt.” 
 
    “Goddess,” Helena cursed gently. 
 
    “Rune!” Poppy turned an accusing gaze on my golden-haired advisor. “That’s a terrible way to deliver news, alright?” 
 
    “I couldn’t help myself,” Rune laughed, and he scurried off before Poppy could find something to throw at him. 
 
    “Were there alligators at all?” Helena asked with curious eyes. 
 
    “Uh…” I stalled for a second. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy gasped with renewed horror. “Was he right?” 
 
    “Sort of.” I shrugged a bit guiltily. “We went for an ATV race at the coast, and this is Florida… So yeah, there were gators. But seriously, look, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Poppy grumbled, and she huddled against my chest for comfort. “Well, I’m just glad you’re safe.” 
 
    “So am I,” Helena sighed, and she joined us in a hug. 
 
    “Helena and I were talking about taking a swim to unwind,” Poppy said, and she looked up at me with hope in her eyes. “Would you like to join us?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d love to.” I smiled. “We got pretty muddy on the ATVs, though, so I’m gonna rinse off quick before I jump in. I’ll meet you there in like five minutes.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Poppy chirped, and she looped her arm through Helena’s. 
 
    The two sexiest women I’d ever known smiled at me as they walked around the side of my million-dollar mansion to the saltwater pool in the backyard. I groaned quietly as I walked into the house instead, and I rushed upstairs to the bedroom I shared with them. 
 
    About a week after we’d returned from Greece, Helena had moved some of her things into my home. It just made sense since she’d spent every night at the mansion. She’d insisted on having her own room because she was worried about imposing on mine and Poppy’s time, and in turn, I’d insisted on the closest room to mine. In the four weeks since then, I’d been alternating my evenings between my room and Helena’s. 
 
    A small and greedy part of myself wished we could all enjoy each other at the same time, but I didn’t know how to bring that up with them. I was already insanely lucky to have them both be so open about sharing me. I knew most of it was just normal to them because I was the king, but I still refused to take it for granted. 
 
    After a quick shower that turned the water a gross shade of tan, I changed into my swim trunks and headed back downstairs to join my ladies for a leisurely swim. 
 
    Helena was lounging on the edge of the pool with her top off, and a black string bikini bottom, that made my skin hot, clung to her golden ass. Her tawny-feathered wings drooped tiredly behind her shoulders, and her tanned face was turned up to the warmth of the sun. Helena dangled her lower legs in the cool water, and her caramel eyes opened just enough to look at me as I walked up. 
 
    Poppy was fully submerged in the lagoon-style pool in a hot pink monokini. Her teal hair flowed behind her as she swam down the length of the pool, and her iridescent wings were tucked close to her back. The thin membranes shimmered like opals in the bright light as she resurfaced at the shallow end. 
 
    “Hey,” Poppy sighed as she wiped the water back from her face. 
 
    “How’s the water?” I asked as I sat down on the edge. 
 
    “Perfect,” Helena answered. 
 
    I slid my legs into the water up to my calves to test the temperature, and it really was perfect. It was cool and refreshing without being obnoxiously cold, so I stood up and walked around to the deep end. A playful grin spread across my face as I launched myself as hard as I could into the middle of the deep end, and I curled my body into a ball to cause as much chaos as possible. 
 
    My ladies’ sharp squeals of shock were muffled as I sank into the water to the bottom. A firm kick off the bottom of the pool brought me back to the surface, and I shook my head to fling the excess water out of my hair. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy giggled at me. 
 
    “I guess I’ll get in now.” Helena smirked and swiped droplets of water off her chest and face. 
 
    “Good.” I grinned, and I started to swim lazily around the huge pool. 
 
    My parents had always wanted to install an inground pool for my sisters and me during my childhood, but they’d never been able to fit it into the budget. 
 
    Now, without even having to pay for it, I had a gorgeous lagoon-style saltwater pool that I didn’t have to lift a finger to maintain. It felt like a huge luxury to have my own pool, especially living in Orlando, and I tried to swim as often as I could. Having an excuse to see my gorgeous lovers drenched in water almost daily was one of my favorite perks, but it was also really good exercise. 
 
    I enjoyed a few slow laps around the pool, and then I joined Poppy and Helena over in the shallow end. 
 
    Poppy had pulled out a unicorn float, and she was hugging the float’s neck as she dangled her fingers over the water’s surface. Helena had eased herself into the pool, and she stood waist-deep in the refreshing water. Her skin was beautifully tanned from all the topless swimming we’d been doing, and I wanted to bury my face between her perfect breasts. 
 
    “So…” Poppy mused. “Aside from the man-eating alligators, how was your adventure this morning?” 
 
    “A lot of fun,” I said. “Firo was really into it. I’ve never seen him let loose like that.” 
 
    “Firo?” Helena asked with surprise. “That man is the definition of stoic.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I chuckled. “But he has a really competitive streak in there, too. He almost won.” 
 
    “Almost being the key word,” Poppy giggled. “I’m sure you kicked his ass.” 
 
    “Not quite,” I laughed. “I took a risk at the last minute and nearly lost a leg to that alligator, but I did win.” 
 
    “Rightly so.” Poppy nodded with confidence. “I’m sure he would have let you win no matter what.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” I said with a rueful grin. “He didn’t look like he was about to hand me the victory, and honestly, I would have been irritated if I hadn’t won it fair and square.” 
 
    “Because you’re an honest man,” Helena said with affection in her caramel eyes. “And a good king.” 
 
    “I do my best.” I smiled a bit self-consciously. “Rune had a blast, of course, and even Cove seemed to enjoy the thrill of competition a bit. The triplets competed more against each other, and I think Tristan was just happy to be included.” 
 
    “He’s too gentle to enjoy the fight for victory,” Helena observed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    Tristan was pretty different in personality than his physical appearance might lead people to believe. He was seven feet tall, after all. He had a physically intimidating presence, but he was also a kind-hearted soul. I was grateful to have him not only as a member of my staff but as a friend, too. 
 
    I fought a twinge of melancholy as my thoughts were drawn to the fact that my friendship with Robin was living on borrowed time. He was human, and much like my family, there was only so much I could share with him about my life now. We’d been friends since high school, and I wasn’t looking forward to having to distance myself from him. 
 
    I sighed and pushed the heartache of that reality away for now. That was Future Michael’s problem, and I intended to enjoy Robin’s friendship for as long as I could. 
 
    “So, how was your morning?” I asked to distract myself. 
 
    “It was so much fun,” Poppy said with excitement. “We had a really good time. I got some new sundresses and sandals for our honeymoon. I got my nails done, too, look.” 
 
    Poppy held up her hands to show me the pretty opalescent shade of her new manicure, and the color matched her wings perfectly. It was beautiful and subtle, and I smiled as love swelled in my heart. 
 
    I glanced over at Helena, and there was a strange look on her beautiful face. It was almost like sadness, maybe confusion, or even a combination of the two. Whatever it was, I didn’t like it, and I wanted to ask her about it. 
 
    But the strange look disappeared as fast as it had come, and I wondered if I’d imagined it. 
 
    “My connections in Greece tell me the city is still celebrating the heroic accomplishments of King Michael,” Helena said, and her eyes brightened. “I think Athens may continue to party for the rest of the year.” 
 
    “Wow,” I chuckled with surprise. “That’s wild to me.” 
 
    “It makes perfect sense,” Poppy giggled. “You gave them one hell of a show and proved your prowess in battle and your compassion for the wellbeing and safety of your subjects.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Helena agreed. “They should be celebrating their king.” 
 
    “You’re a vast improvement on your predecessor, too,” Poppy said with a little grimace. 
 
    “That’s true,” I said dryly. 
 
    The vampire who’d been king before me had been universally disliked by everyone other than his fellow vampires. He’d had a really hands-off approach to ruling, and it created an atmosphere lacking in oversight. From what I’d read and been told by my representatives, the vampires had thrived under King Vairn’s rule, and everyone else had more or less suffered because of it. 
 
    I sighed as the desire to do, and be, better than that hardened again in my chest. I had enough integrity and heart to want to do a good job anyway, but knowing that I had come into a less-than-ideal situation really drove me to succeed. 
 
    “Any more news or whispers from the Machités gia tin Elefthería?” I asked. 
 
    The Fighters for Freedom group had caused enough chaos and discord in Athens that I’d chosen to go there myself to sort out the issues. Alexander, the gorgon who’d been their leader, had tried to get me killed in the midst of a traditional chariot race. Thankfully, Nyxx and my other guards had worked diligently to find and arrest the gorgon, and I’d used a trial by combat to handle the issue. Then I used the gorgon’s own stonification powers against him, and now his statue stood in the center of the city as a constant reminder that it was a really bad idea to fuck with me. 
 
    “There’s been nothing from the Machités gia tin Elefthería,” Helena confirmed. “The local guards have been keeping tabs on all the people on the membership list, and they’ve been keeping their heads down or openly trying to distance themselves.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. 
 
    “And if someone new wants to try and stir shit up,” Poppy said with a confident smirk. “We’ll just go and handle it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. 
 
    I leaned back in the water and let my body float on the surface, and it was quiet and peaceful as we enjoyed the beautiful day. A few minutes later, Helena’s muffled voice drew my attention back to my women, and I raised my head out of the water to hear what they were saying. 
 
    “… she’s doing a good enough job,” Helena concluded. “Even if she constantly looks like she’s smelling shit.” 
 
    “At least neither of them are actively trying to assassinate Michael,” Poppy agreed in a dry voice. 
 
    “That’s always a plus,” Helena said with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    “Oh, the new representatives?” I asked as I figured out they were talking about the vampire and harpy who’d taken over for Lady Vivianne and Lady Berra. 
 
    Lady Vivianne’s region was taken over by a plump older vampire who always reminded me of Kathy Bates’ character from Titanic, but a lot less likable. She was kind of sour in her expressions and personality, but the round vampire had made it clear she wished to put the past exactly where it belonged and move forward with a fresh start. On my first meeting with the short vampire, Lady Lo had assured me she was willing to put in the hard work it would take to wash away the ugliness that had lingered between vampires and the other species ever since King Vairn’s reign. 
 
    I was more than happy to give her a chance to do so, and so far, Lady Lo hadn’t disappointed me. She wasn’t easy to like, but she did do her job well enough. 
 
    “I’m not sure about Lord Griff, honestly.” Poppy frowned. 
 
    The representative of the South Asian harpies, Lady Berra, had been replaced by Lord Griff. The broad-shouldered harpy was generally quiet, and I hadn’t gotten a really good read on him just yet. Thankfully, I’d been working on using my mirror magic to get a feel for people, and I didn’t get any kind of negative vibes from his mind. I’d decided to be patient and get to know him better before I finalized my opinion of him. 
 
    “Neither am I,” I said. “Maybe he’s just the quiet type. I don’t know… But I guess we’ll find out sooner or later.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Helena said. 
 
    The Grecian beauty sank into the water and came up a moment later dripping wet. She slicked the water back from her chocolate-brown hair and sighed with contentment. 
 
    “What time is that brunch with your parents tomorrow?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Eleven,” I said, and I fought the involuntary grimace at the thought of my parents. 
 
    “Are they still in shock about the wedding?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Probably.” Poppy frowned slightly. “But I think Michael’s sisters are more hesitant than his parents.” 
 
    My teal-haired fae looked at me for confirmation, and I nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, all except Katie,” I said. “She’s ecstatic because she loves you. But Jess, Em, and Sam are less sure about it. Katie told me they think you’re pregnant.” 
 
    Helena’s eyes went wide with curiosity, and Poppy blushed as she giggled. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Poppy said. “I promise, after Michael, you’d be the first to know.” 
 
    “Good,” Helena laughed and nodded. 
 
    I chewed on the inside of my cheek a minute as the ladies chatted, and I wondered for the hundredth time if I’d done the right thing in telling my family about marrying Poppy. That had not been my initial plan. 
 
    “I don’t understand why they’re apprehensive,” Helena said simply. “Poppy is incredible, and you’re so good together.” 
 
    “They’re a bit more…” I paused as I tried to think of the right word. “Traditional? They think an engagement should last a year, and that’s after being together for at least a few months. My sisters think I’m rushing into this, and I think that’s why they suspect an unplanned pregnancy, because at least they could understand why we were rushing. Rushing in their eyes, not mine.” 
 
    “I know, baby,” Poppy assured me with a loving smile. “I want them to like me, but I also understand their concerns, especially since there is so much about our lives that they can’t understand.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I sighed. 
 
    “Are you regretting your choice?” Poppy’s voice interrupted my inner turmoil. “About telling them about the wedding?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “They’ll adjust to it, and in a few months, they’ll know this wasn’t a shotgun wedding.” 
 
    “But…” Helena prompted me to continue. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I frowned. “I’m nervous about having my family around so many paranormals. I’m nervous about something going wrong.” 
 
    “Why did you decide to invite them again?” Helena asked, and her eyebrows furrowed together with confusion. 
 
    “I just couldn’t lie to them for a year,” I said. “I mean, I already have to lie to them about what my life is, being king, the reality of the world. It’s hard enough keeping all of that from them, I couldn’t face them for a whole year as a married man without them knowing that truth.” 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to invite them,” Poppy said, and she touched my arm lovingly. “I was worried about the effect a year of hiding it from them was going to have on you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I knew I just couldn’t do it.” 
 
    Poppy leaned in and hugged me, and I couldn’t help but lock my eyes with Helena and wonder what the hell I was going to do if we got married, too. 
 
    The more time I spent with Helena, the more I wanted her to be my second wife, but we hadn’t discussed the idea yet. My duty was satisfied for the time being, and my subjects didn’t expect me to marry all of my wives in rapid-fire succession. I had time before the public would be itching for another royal wedding, so there wasn’t any rush on figuring out if Helena wanted to become a queen consort alongside Poppy. 
 
    Which I was thankful for because keeping Helena from my family was going to tear me apart. It felt like a betrayal to hide the beautiful harpy from my family, but there was no way they’d be accepting or understanding of it. Besides, it was against human laws to marry more than one person at a time. Not that those laws applied to me anymore, but that was just another thing my family would never know or understand. 
 
    Helena sighed and broke eye contact with me as she ducked back under the water again. I could feel a sense of longing coming from her, and I longed to dive deeper into her mind to know what she was feeling. But I’d decided I wouldn’t intrude on my ladies’ privacy like that. It didn’t feel fair to be able to read their emotions like that when they didn’t have the same immediate access to mine. 
 
    “And don’t worry about your family being around paranormals,” Poppy said with a reassuring smile. “Everybody will be wearing their glamours. It was added to the invitations that the king’s human family would be in attendance, so everyone should be on their best behavior.” 
 
    “Good,” I sighed with relief. “That makes me feel a little better. They should know by now that I won’t tolerate fuckery.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Poppy giggled. “Besides, most of us have developed a natural instinct to wear our glamours when there are humans nearby.” 
 
    “It’s a shame we had to move the wedding, though,” Helena mused. “It would have been great to have the pool for later in the reception.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “But there’s no way we could have fit everybody here and explained how we fit everybody to my family. Especially since they’ve been here and seen the human-friendly version of the mansion.” 
 
    “Good point.” Helena nodded. 
 
    “Don’t worry, The Ivory is a beautiful venue,” Poppy said. “They don’t have a pool, though.” 
 
    “Aw, boo,” Helena said with a playful pout. 
 
    “Yeah,” Poppy agreed. “We were lucky they had a cancellation, though. I mean, they would have kicked out another wedding if Michael had asked, but I know he wouldn’t have wanted to do that.” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t have.” I grinned. “I might be king, but I’m not entitled enough to ruin someone else’s day. We could have gotten married wherever, and I would have been happy.” 
 
    “I know,” Poppy laughed. “But I’m glad we got the slot because The Ivory is really gorgeous.” 
 
    “It’s going to make Katie lose her mind.” I smirked. 
 
    “Good,” Poppy said with smug satisfaction. “I hope they have a good time. It’s been a bit of a nightmare to shift everything to the new location, but thankfully your subjects will do anything for you, your majesty.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned softly. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.” 
 
    “No,” Poppy giggled. “It was a lot of finagling, but we got it all sorted out. The caterers almost lost their minds, but I reminded them whose wedding it was. That changed their tunes pretty damn fast.” 
 
    “Good,” Helena said. “They’ll be paid very well, too, I’m sure, so they shouldn’t complain.” 
 
    “They didn’t exactly complain,” Poppy said. “They were just really surprised. They had a lot of questions. I think they let the shock of the move get the better of them.” 
 
    “It happens to us all,” I said. “But it’s sorted now?” 
 
    “Yes.” Poppy nodded. “And Thistle has the flowers well in hand, of course. They’re going to be beautiful.” 
 
    “Good.” I smiled. “I can’t wait to see all your hard work put into reality.” 
 
    “I really hope you like it,” Poppy said, and her cheeks blushed prettily. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll love every bit of it,” I said. 
 
    Poppy took a deep breath, and I wondered how much of her mental space had been taken up by these details over the last several weeks. I couldn’t even imagine all the things that went into planning a wedding, and Poppy was planning a royal wedding with three hundred guests. She was wonderfully detail-oriented, and her taste and style were amazing, so I knew the wedding would be beautiful no matter what. 
 
    I looked at Poppy again, and I realized how tense her shoulders were. I reached over and started to rub her shoulders firmly, and they were warm from the heat of the sun beating down on us. 
 
    “Are you two hungry?” I asked as I gazed up to judge the time of day by the position of the sun. 
 
    “Absolutely starving,” Helena said from somewhere behind me. 
 
    The sultry tone of her voice made me turn around to look at her, and when I laid eyes on the Grecian harpy, I almost groaned out loud. 
 
    I couldn’t help but see the way her nipples had tightened into hard little buds, and a rush of hot arousal swamped through my body at the hazy look in her eyes. 
 
     My brain started to spin as I tried to think of a way to lovingly tell Poppy I wanted to go fuck Helena’s brains out, but instead, Poppy turned to look up at me with a devilish smile in her purple eyes. 
 
    “I’m pretty hungry, too,” Poppy purred, and her hands traced down the length of my chest to tug at the waistband of my swim trunks. 
 
    “Hell,” I breathed as I realized they were both looking at me like I was a piece of meat laid before a pair of lionesses. 
 
    “Are you up for a little something new?” Poppy cooed. 
 
    My body heated up despite the cool temperature of the pool, and I swallowed hard against the raging arousal that rushed through me. 
 
    “What– uh…” I cleared my throat. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Helena shifted over to stand beside Poppy in front of me, and she wrapped one hand around my waist until she cupped my ass and gave me a firm squeeze. 
 
    “What do you think?” Helena purred.
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 Chapter 3 
 
    “I think you’re asking for a good hard fucking,” I growled to my two sexy ladies. “At least, I sure fucking hope that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “It is,” Poppy giggled as her whole face turned bright pink. 
 
    “We were talking,” Helena said in a coy voice. “And we think you deserve that level of adoration and pleasure from us.” 
 
    “If that’s something you want,” Poppy said, and her purple eyes turned a bit nervous like she thought I might say no to a threesome with my beautiful lovers. 
 
    “That’s definitely something I want,” I said with passion thick in my voice. “I didn’t know if it was something you’d want, so I didn’t bring it up, but yeah, I’ve been wanting that for a while.” 
 
    “Goddess,” Poppy breathed so quietly I almost couldn’t hear her, and her eyes became hazy with desire. 
 
    “Why don’t we get out of the pool?” I suggested, and I caressed one hand up each of their sides until my thumbs brushed against the underside of their breasts. “And take this little party upstairs?” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me twice,” Helena said, and she smiled boldly at me as she turned so my hand cupped over her bare breast. “Mmmm.” 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy gasped as she watched the desire rush over Helena’s tan face. 
 
    “Come on,” I urged, and I took their hands in mine as I led them toward the pool’s steps. 
 
    We grabbed a few towels from the poolside chairs, and Helena wrapped hers around her chest as Poppy and I slung them around our shoulders. Then I took their hands in mine again, and I didn’t let go as I led them both through the house and up the stairs. I also refused to turn around and look at either of my sexy lovers until we were secluded within the privacy of my suite. Only then did I drop their hands and turn around to look at them both with arousal in my eyes. 
 
    “So you want me to fuck both of you at the same time, hmm?” I asked to drive the intensity of their need even higher. 
 
    “Yes,” Helena answered in a bold voice, and her eyes rolled back with desire. 
 
    Poppy chewed on her bottom lip as she nodded silently at me, but that wasn’t enough for me. 
 
    “Is that what you want, Poppy?” I asked, and I let my voice get a little authoritative with her. “For me to fuck both of you?” 
 
    Poppy nodded more urgently, but her lips remained pressed tightly together. 
 
    “Tell me,” I growled softly, and I cupped her delicate chin in one hand. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I want you…” Poppy breathed, and she swallowed hard. “To fuck us both.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows expectantly at her. 
 
    “Please,” Poppy gasped, and her thighs quivered as she stood there in front of me. 
 
    “Good girl,” I said, and I reached around to give her ass a little pat of approval. “Take your swimsuits off.” 
 
    Helena complied immediately, and it took her about two seconds to tug at the strings on her hips and toss the damp bikini bottom aside. Poppy’s suit was a bit trickier to remove, and I enjoyed every second as she peeled the wet material away from her skin. 
 
    At that moment, the central air system kicked on, and a cool breeze shifted over their still-damp bodies. Helena’s nipples tightened into hard points as goosebumps rose over her arms, and a shiver raced along Poppy’s spine. 
 
    “So, ladies,” I began as I circled slowly around them both. “When did this plan of yours begin?” 
 
    “What?” Poppy asked in a quivering voice. 
 
    I let my hands hover just a fraction of an inch over their bodies as I stepped back around to face Helena and Poppy. 
 
    “I asked you when you came up with this plan of yours?” I repeated with a devilish grin. “How long have you been talking about sharing me like this?” 
 
    To make sure there wasn’t a single speck of confusion, I let my eyes rake down their luscious bodies, and my gaze lingered between their thighs for several long seconds. 
 
    “About a week, your majesty,” Helena answered in a tone that told me she was enjoying this playful interrogation. 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” I hummed, and I nodded. 
 
    I glanced between them both for a long moment as I let the tension stretch out, and then I cocked one eyebrow at them as if I needed more explanation. 
 
    Poppy glanced at Helena like she wanted help, but Helena maintained solid eye contact with me as she licked her lips. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby,” I murmured, and I stepped right up in front of my ladies. “I love this idea, I’m just curious, is all.” 
 
    “We wanted to lavish you with our attention,” Poppy said in a breathy voice that was almost a moan as she looked up at me from under heavy lashes. 
 
    “And our love,” Helena added, and there was a spark of something new and deep in her caramel eyes. 
 
    “I definitely want that,” I assured them. “But… if I may be a little greedy?” 
 
    “You are our king,” Helena purred. “You can have whatever you want, your majesty.” 
 
    Poppy pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, and her head bobbed in a tiny nod of agreement as her pulse thrummed at the base of her neck. 
 
    “What do you desire, my king?” Poppy asked in barely a whisper. 
 
    I was utterly silent for a moment as I tried to decide on the best way to word my request. I knew they wouldn’t deny me anything I asked of them, but I also wanted them to enjoy this as much as I knew I was going to. 
 
    “I want to watch you two kiss,” I admitted. 
 
    Arousal swamped through my body like a supernova as I breathed the words into life, and I was shocked at how much it turned me on just to say it. 
 
    “Fuck,” Poppy shaped the silent words with her lips as a blush spread up across her collarbone and up her neck. 
 
    “But,” I said in a gentle voice. “I also want to make sure you’re both getting as much pleasure out of this as I will.” 
 
    Helena’s full lips spread in a cocky grin before she turned to trace her hand along the delicate length of Poppy’s jawline. The Grecian harpy locked her hand around the back of my fiancée’s head, and she moved forward so slowly that Poppy had plenty of time to object. 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy sucked in a tiny breath just before Helena captured her mouth. 
 
    I was already fully erect, and as I watched Helena possess Poppy’s mouth for my enjoyment, my cock throbbed painfully. 
 
    Poppy’s hands rose slowly, and she hovered over Helena’s narrow waist for a moment before she made contact. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Helena hummed into Poppy’s mouth, and she stepped closer. 
 
    “Christ,” I gasped as my ladies pressed their bodies flush against each other. 
 
    I could see Poppy’s hesitancy melt away as Helena’s hands wandered around my teal-haired fae’s waist and down to cup her ass in both hands. Then my gorgeous harpy shifted her mouth along the line of Poppy’s jaw, and she nipped lightly at the tender spot below her pointed ear. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” Poppy breathed, and her voice was pure ecstasy. 
 
    Then Poppy’s hands dug up into the damp brown locks of Helena’s hair. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Helena gasped like she was surprised by Poppy’s movements. 
 
    Helena leaned her head harder into my fiancée’s hands, and the harpy caressed her fingers around to cup both of Poppy’s tits. My teal-haired fae matched the Grecian beauty’s move, and my mouth fell open as I watched my two lovers fondle each other’s breasts. 
 
    Their wings fluttered slightly behind them, and the beautiful contrast of Helena’s tawny feathers and Poppy’s iridescent wings only added to the allure of it all. 
 
    Liquid fire trickled down my spine and pooled low in my gut, and I just couldn’t keep my hands to myself for a single second longer. I stepped forward and laid each of my hands on the lowest parts of their spines, and I nudged them gently so they’d turn to me. 
 
    Poppy’s face was flushed an adorable shade of pink, and her lips were parted like she wanted to breathe me in. 
 
    “Kiss me,” I commanded. 
 
    I didn’t give Poppy the time or space to deny me, not that she wanted to, and I pulled her against me as my other hand moved down to caress over the delicious curve of Helena’s ass. Poppy’s lips were already swollen from Helena’s kisses, and she moaned as I nipped at her bottom lip. 
 
    Helena’s breathing grew heavy and ragged beside us as she watched me kiss Poppy, and I loved that she was enjoying the show as much as I had. After one more flick of my tongue against Poppy’s, I gave her ass a little squeeze, and I shifted to give Helena some attention. 
 
    We stood there in a triangular embrace for several minutes as I kissed them each in turn, and the three of us let our hands wander over every bit of bare skin we could reach. The gentle, tender touches drove me wild, and I could tell by the heat of their flushed cheeks and the shallowness of their breaths that Helena and Poppy were loving it, too. 
 
    After several minutes of torturous teasing, I pressed Poppy against the hard ridge of my erection. 
 
    “Ooooh,” my teal-haired lover moaned, and her fingernails scraped down the muscles of my back like she couldn’t get close enough. 
 
    “Get on the bed,” I said, and my voice was as raspy as my shadow nymph guards’. 
 
    “Where do you want us, your majesty?” Helena said in a teasing voice. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” I said. “And put those asses in the air for me.” 
 
    “Yeeees, my king,” Poppy mewled, and she scurried right over to kneel on the edge of the bed. 
 
    Helena took a deep breath like she was trying to consume the thick haze of arousal in the air, and then she sauntered more slowly to the bed. She climbed onto the bed beside Poppy and slowly pushed her ass back as she leaned down on her forearms. Her tawny wings were tucked close together above her back so I had a perfect view of her ass and the plump folds of her pussy that longed for me to touch it. 
 
    Poppy’s wings fluttered slowly back and forth like they couldn’t bear to be still while so much desire rushed through her body. 
 
    I took a moment to enjoy the delicious sight of my two lovers ready and waiting for me before I stripped my swim trunks off. Then I walked up and went right for the wet heat between their thighs. I slid my index fingers up the length of their wet pussy lips, and both Helena and Poppy shuddered at my touch. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” Poppy moaned low in her throat. 
 
    “Yeeeeesss,” Helena sighed in blissful agreement. 
 
    A smirk spread across my face, and I gave my ladies another long slide of my fingers through their slick folds. Then I stepped back for a second and shifted down to my knees behind Helena’s smooth thighs. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Helena hummed as my breath fanned out across the heat of her pussy. 
 
    Poppy turned her head to look at me over her shoulder, and her lips fell open as she watched me lean forward and press my tongue to the tangy juices of Helena’s arousal. 
 
    “Oooooohhh,” Helena sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    I reached over with my left hand and caressed over the smooth skin of Poppy’s backside as I set to work eating Helena’s delicious pussy. After a few long licks up the harpy’s swollen pussy lips, I jammed my tongue as deep as I could into her tight tunnel, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    Even if Helena didn’t say it, I knew she wanted more, and I was dying to give it to her, so I raised my right hand up and found her swollen clit. I gave the tight bud a gentle press with the pad of my thumb before I started to stroke gently over the little mound. 
 
    “Fuuuck, yeeees,” Helena moaned, and she pressed her ass back against my face. 
 
    The threat of suffocation was real, but I didn’t care. I flicked my tongue through Helena’s slick folds as I played with her clit, and she pressed her thighs tighter together. 
 
    Poppy sucked in a sharp breath as she watched me pleasure Helena, and I suddenly needed to make her feel as good as my Grecian beauty. I shifted my left hand from the curve of her ass to the slick valley between her thighs, and I slid the tips of my fingers through the wetness I found there. 
 
    My fingers matched the rhythm of my tongue, and I focused on driving both of my ladies closer to the edge at the same pace. I had a strong desire to push them both over the cliff into orgasmic bliss at the same moment just to see if I could. 
 
    Poppy’s wings shuddered in the air as Helena’s moans started to grow louder, and I knew my harpy was getting close to the edge. 
 
    “Yeeeees, Michaaaeel,” Helena moaned. 
 
    Her pulse was beating hard under my tongue, and I pulled the intensity of my touch back to draw out Helena’s pleasure. Then I shifted my attention to Poppy’s clit, and I worked the little bundle of nerves in a narrow circle with my fingers until she started to gasp. 
 
    “Michaaaeeeel, riiiight there!” Poppy cried out. 
 
    Then I put my full effort into both ladies’ pussies, and I thrust two fingers into Poppy’s slick heat as I worked her clit with my thumb. 
 
    Helena’s wings stretched higher into the air as her thighs started to quiver, and I felt her pussy start to tremble as Poppy teetered on the edge. 
 
    “I’m gonna cuuuum,” Poppy moaned. 
 
    “Yeeees, Poppy,” Helena mewled. “Cum with meeeee.” 
 
    I groaned into Helena’s pussy as my outrageously sexy lovers crashed into simultaneous orgasms. My Grecian beauty’s pussy juices flowed down my chin like a river as the ecstasy crashed through her. At the same time, I thrust two fingers deep into Poppy’s tunnel, and her inner walls clenched in rippling waves as she cried out in pleasure. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” Poppy moaned. 
 
    I coaxed my ladies gently back down from the peak of their intense orgasms, and I gave Helena’s ass a gentle kiss before I stood back up. 
 
    “Fuck, that was hot,” Helena purred as she rolled onto her side to look at Poppy and me. 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” Poppy giggled as a fresh blush spread over her cheeks. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn, Michael,” Helena cooed. 
 
    My lovers turned at the same time, and before I knew it, they were both on their knees in front of me. They each put one hand on my hips, and they used their other hand to wrap around my cock. I sucked in a harsh breath at the rush of pleasure that shot through me at the gentle touch of my ladies’ hands. 
 
    Helena smirked up at me as Poppy leaned toward my rock hard shaft. My teal-haired fae pressed a tiny kiss to my head, and then she wrapped her lips around my swollen tip. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” I groaned low in my throat. 
 
    Poppy sucked my shaft into her mouth three times before she flicked her tongue along the underside of my cock, and then she pulled back. Before I could even process the disappointment at the absence of her hot mouth, Helena sucked my dick into her mouth. She took me so far down her throat that her pert little nose pressed against my pelvis, and at the same time, Poppy reached up and cupped my balls firmly in one hand. 
 
    “Ah, fuuuuck,” I groaned. 
 
    My hands found their way into my lovers’ damp hair of their own accord, and I gripped their heads gently. Helena and Poppy took turns pulling my cock into their mouths and teasing my balls until the pleasure in my gut felt like a dam about to break. 
 
    I clamped down on the intensity of my pleasure to the best of my ability, but then Helena and Poppy wrapped their lips around the sides of my shaft. They slid up and down the length of my cock in opposing directions for a moment before Helena swallowed as much of my length as she could manage. 
 
    “Fuck!” I hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    The pleasure overwhelmed me when Poppy looped her thumb and forefinger around the base of my cock and squeezed at the same time Helena bobbed her head up and down. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh,” I groaned low in my throat as the dam burst. 
 
    Electrified pleasure zinged along my nerves, and I exploded on Helena’s tongue. I forced my eyes open as the brain-numbing ecstasy raced through me, and the sight of Helena lapping up my cum sent another set of waves through my body. Then Helena shifted to the side, and Poppy leaned in to have a taste of my hot seed. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Helena hummed with pleasure as she wiped a pearly drop of cum from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “You taste so good,” Poppy purred. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I muttered as the orgasmic bliss started to fade away. 
 
    “Did you like that?” Helena asked with a coy smile. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I laughed. 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy whined as she looked up at me. “I need you inside me.” 
 
    “Is that so?” I asked with a cocky smirk. 
 
    “Yes, pleeeaaasse,” Poppy pleaded. 
 
    “Well, we can’t leave Helena out of the fun, now can we?” I teased. 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy breathed as her purple eyes widened with desire. 
 
    I turned to my Grecian beauty, and I cupped her chin in my hand. 
 
    “Lay down on the bed,” I instructed. “Spread your legs for Poppy.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Helena answered with obedience. 
 
    Helena’s caramel eyes burned with mischief as she crawled onto the mattress, and she laid her head back on the pillows before she shifted her feet to the edges of the bed. 
 
    I took Poppy’s hands in mine, and I guided her down onto her belly on the bed. 
 
    “Make her cum, baby,” I said. “Then I’ll make you cum.” 
 
    Poppy didn’t hesitate, and she leaned her head down between Helena’s thighs. I watched Helena’s face dissolve into pleasure for a few seconds before I thrust hard into Poppy’s eager pussy. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Poppy groaned into Helena’s pussy, and the vibrations sent a shiver up Helena’s spine. 
 
    I filled Poppy’s tunnel with my cock and just stood there as still as possible for a long moment as I felt her inner walls adjust to my girth. 
 
    My teal-haired lover’s head paused between Helena’s thighs, and I knew she was enjoying the sensation of me filling her up. 
 
    “Don’t you dare stop,” I growled, and I gave Poppy’s ass a firm slap to emphasize my point. 
 
    “Uuuhh,” Poppy groaned, and she returned to licking Helena’s clit like it was her fucking job. 
 
    Only after Helena’s face relaxed into pleasure again did I finally start to fuck Poppy. I pulled back until I was almost all the way out of her pussy, and then I thrust slowly back into her slick heat. I sank into my knees a little bit so I could give Poppy an enticing upward angle at the end of each thrust. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Poppy hummed in response to the angle of my movements, and she shifted her right arm up between Helena’s thighs. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Helena moaned, and she dug her hands into Poppy’s teal hair. 
 
    I let myself indulge in the sight of Poppy eating Helena’s pussy as I let the pleasure roll through me, and I picked up the pace and intensity of my thrusts until my fiancée started to moan loudly. 
 
    Poppy pushed her ass back and met each of my thrusts with a hungry need that sent heat racing along my nerves. Her thighs trembled against me, and I fucked her hard and fast. Then I reached down under Poppy’s pelvis until I found her throbbing clit, and I stroked the tip of my finger side to side over the little bud. 
 
    “Oooooh, yes, Michael!” Poppy lifted her mouth away from Helena’s clit just long enough to moan, and then she leaned back down just as fast. 
 
    I grinned as I drove my lover right up to the edge, and then I held her there as I watched Helena inch closer and closer to her own release. 
 
    “Make her cum, baby,” I growled. 
 
    I stroked my hand up to that sensitive seam where Poppy’s wings connected with the muscles in her back, but I touched just around the erogenous zone to remind my fae lover that she needed to make Helena cum first. 
 
    Poppy returned to Helena’s slick folds with renewed vigor, and a moment later, my Grecian harpy’s eyes rolled back with ecstasy. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck, yeeeessss,” Helena moaned long and loud. 
 
    Helena’s thighs clenched around Poppy’s head as she tumbled into orgasmic bliss, and she arched up off the bed. My teal-haired lover kept her face buried in Helena’s pussy to ease her through the crashing waves. 
 
    Then I gave Poppy what I’d promised, and I worked her clit in little circles as I filled her over and over with my cock. Less than a minute later, Poppy was pushing back against me and gasping. 
 
    “Yes, Michael, right theeerreee,” Poppy cried out, and she gripped Helena’s thighs with both hands like it was the only thing anchoring her to the planet. 
 
    “Fuck, yes,” I groaned. 
 
    With three more swipes of my finger over her clit, Poppy crashed into ecstasy, and her pussy clenched around my cock in waves. 
 
    I filled her with every inch of my shaft as my fae lover’s inner walls hugged tight around me, and I coaxed her gently through the back-to-back waves of her pleasure. 
 
    “Yeeeess,” Poppy sighed once her body relaxed into blissful satisfaction. 
 
    “Michael,” Helena cooed. 
 
    “Yes?” I replied as I pulled my rock hard cock out of Poppy’s dripping pussy. 
 
    “I need your cock inside me now,” Helena said in that bold way that made my skin hot. “I want you to fuck me until we both cum.” 
 
    “Then get over here.” I pointed at the spot on the bed beside where Poppy was still a melted puddle of bliss. 
 
    Helena’s eyes rolled back with anticipation as she sucked in a sharp breath, and then she scooted right over and laid on her back in front of me. 
 
    “Poppy do you want more?” I asked. 
 
    “All I want is to watch you fuck Helena,” Poppy replied with a satisfied smile. “I want to watch you make her feel this good.” 
 
    “Then get comfortable.” I smirked. “And enjoy the show.” 
 
    I hooked my hands under the backs of Helena’s knees and hauled her into place at the foot of the bed. Without any hesitation, Helena wrapped her toned legs around my hips and positioned her slick heat right at the tip of my dick. 
 
    I reached up with one hand and tweaked her hard nipple with my fingers as I sank my cock into her hungry pussy in one long stroke. Helena’s tight tunnel consumed me in an inferno of pleasure, and I paused for a second to get control of myself. 
 
    Once I had a better grip on my self-control, I eased back and set a leisurely rhythm. Helena made it obvious that she wanted more, though, and she pulled me into her hard and fast with her legs. 
 
    “Okay.” I smirked, and I continued at the speed she wanted. 
 
    “Yeeees, fuuuck meeee,” Helena moaned, and she dug her hands up into her chocolate-brown hair. 
 
    I took Helena’s legs in my hands, and I shifted her left ankle up onto my shoulder as I stretched her right out wide. The view of my cock sliding into her body and disappearing sent fire through my veins, and I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. 
 
    “Poppy,” I growled, and I nodded pointedly down at the place where Helena’s body swallowed mine. 
 
    Poppy bit into her bottom lip as she shifted, and she reached down to play with Helena’s clit. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Helena cried out. “Yeeeeees!” 
 
    The sounds of my lover’s pleasure escalating was like gasoline on the inferno in my gut, and I thrust harder into her dripping pussy. 
 
    “Ooooohh, Michaaaeeel,” Helena groaned, and her inner walls shivered around my cock as she came. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I growled. 
 
    Helena’s rippling orgasm milked me of everything I had left, and I followed her right over the cliff into explosive ecstasy. Fireworks flashed behind my eyes as the tongue-tingling pleasure zinged out through my body. I pumped Helena’s pussy full of my hot seed until it dripped out of her and down the insides of her thighs, and then I gave her three more slow thrusts to ease her back down to Earth. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so good,” Helena moaned. 
 
    “That was so fucking sexy,” Poppy giggled. “We’re definitely doing that again.” 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled. 
 
    Then I crawled up on the bed between my ladies, and I gestured for them to curl up with me. As soon as my head hit the pillow I realized just how tired I was, and I was half-asleep before Helena and Poppy settled in beside me. Sleep took hold of me before I even had the chance to have another thought, and I slept soundly through the whole night. 
 
    I woke up feeling great and refreshed early the next morning, and I rolled quietly out of bed. Helena and Poppy were still sound asleep, so I grabbed my gym clothes and headed out without disturbing them. 
 
    Firo and I had a training session scheduled for this morning, and I was ready for it. Firo insisted on keeping my physical training sessions mixed in with mental training, too. We’d been working a lot lately on my ability to connect with other minds beyond Poppy and Rune, and I’d been training with Matis, Ena, and Kage on an alternating schedule. 
 
    This morning, Firo wanted to see if I could connect with Isla, so I was unsurprised to see my plump witch housekeeper standing beside the seven-foot-tall dragon-man when I entered the training gym. Isla was a witch, so it would broaden my abilities a hell of a lot if I could connect with her mind and skills. 
 
    “Let’s get to it,” Firo said without preamble. 
 
    I was pleased to see Isla join us in the movements as we stretched and warmed up for about ten minutes, and then we set right to work. 
 
    “Allow your mind to be open to his majesty,” Firo instructed Isla. “And remember to keep breathing.” 
 
    “Okie dokie,” Isla said in that merry little voice of hers. 
 
    “Oh, and don’t lock your knees,” Firo added, and he pointed at the witch’s striped stockings. “You’ll pass out like that.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and mentally reached out to where Isla stood about six feet away from me. All the minds I’d connected to so far had a strong presence, but I couldn’t feel anything from Isla. 
 
    “It’s like you’re not there,” I sighed as I looked between the dragon-man and witch. 
 
    “Isla, what are you thinking about?” Firo asked. 
 
    “I was planning out the dinner menu for the next week,” Isla replied. “I’m sorry, is that unhelpful?” 
 
    “Do you feel strongly about the menu?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Oh, it’s going to be lovely,” Isla said with a friendly smile. “I think the roast chicken will be especially tasty.” 
 
    “That does sound good,” I said, and I was rewarded with a smile from the housekeeper and a sardonic eyebrow from Firo. 
 
    “Can you try to think of something…” Firo said, and I could hear his attempt to be polite. “More exciting? King Michael’s powers work better with strong emotions.” 
 
    “Oh,” Isla breathed. “I’m so sorry, your majesty. I will try.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Isla,” I said in a reassuring tone. 
 
    The witch squeezed her eyes tightly shut, and she pursed her lips like she was concentrating with all her might. I closed my eyes, too, and I mentally searched for the witch’s mind once more. 
 
    There was just the tiniest hazy sense of light blue fog in the air, but when I tried to reach out to it, the blue fog dispersed into nothing. 
 
    “This isn’t working.” I frowned, and I wondered what was going on. 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty,” Isla said again, and her kind brown eyes started to well with tears. “There must be something wrong with me.” 
 
    “No, Isla.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Perhaps…” Firo mused as he stroked his chin. “Isla, you’re such a kind and gentle person, maybe your mind is too light and airy for King Michael to be able to connect with you.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing,” I added with a kind smile. “You’re very mild-mannered, and you’re an amazing housekeeper.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Isla said in a remorseful voice. 
 
    There was another wisp of light-blue fog, but it flitted away like smoke before I could mentally grasp at it. 
 
    “It’s okay, Isla.” I gave the short woman a gentle pat on the shoulder. “I think your mind is quiet.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should try again after his majesty has more practice with louder minds,” Firo suggested. 
 
    “What about Gerald?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” Firo nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Shall I send him out, your majesty?” Isla asked. 
 
    “Yeah, please,” I said, and I was glad to see the witch’s eyes were no longer filled with tears. 
 
    “Right away, your majesty,” Isla said, and she took a deep breath before she left the gym. 
 
    “Oh, she felt so bad.” I frowned once Firo and I were alone again. 
 
    “I’m not surprised you were unable to connect with Isla,” Firo said. “She has such a mild and gentle personality, it makes sense that her mind would be that way as well.” 
 
    “I thought I felt a little wisp of something,” I said. 
 
    “We will circle back around to Isla after you have a better handle on locating unfamiliar minds,” Firo said. 
 
    A moment later, my chef, Gerald, walked into the gym with his usual half man bun and a stained white apron around his waist. The gnome was only four feet tall, but he had a personality that was much larger, and he had the amazing ability to taste deceit. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gerald said as he kicked off his kitchen shoes at the edge of the dojo’s mats. “Isla said you wanted to try and mirror me?” 
 
    “Yeah, if you’re open to it,” I said. “I don’t like to connect with people who are unwilling unless I have to.” 
 
    “I’m game, your majesty.” Gerald nodded. “What do I have to do?” 
 
    Firo guided the gnome through the steps to relax his body and mind, and then I closed my eyes and mentally reached out with it. Gerald’s mind was immediately present, and I fought a cocky smirk as I tried to remain focused. 
 
    The gnome’s mind was a placid ball of mild green, like a spherical pool of pond water. I reached out and connected with the sphere, and a series of ripples eased out from where I touched. The green sphere had a sensation like cool silk, and it was smooth and refreshing. 
 
    I tried to pull the spherical presence toward myself, and a long thin line of the flowing green essence wove through the mental space between us before it pooled around my head like a bubble. I half-expected to open my eyes and see the green bubble all around my head, but there was nothing physically present in front of my eyes. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” I murmured cautiously as I realized I didn’t know how to use Gerald’s power. “Now what?” 
 
    “Hang on a second,” Firo said, and he rushed over to the gym’s door. 
 
    The dragon-man said something to a shadow nymph guard that materialized out from under a bush, and then he came back inside. 
 
    “Rune will be here in a moment to assist us.” Firo rubbed his hands together, and he looked at Gerald. “Will you explain a little about your ability while we wait?” 
 
    “Uh,” Gerald mumbled. “I can try. It’s hard to explain, though. I can taste it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember.” I nodded as I focused on Gerald’s words. 
 
    The gnome had explained how his power worked back when I’d been on the hunt for the people responsible for the assassination attempts. Gerald had said excessive flattery was sickly-sweet like corn syrup, and lies tasted bitter. I couldn’t taste anything on my tongue aside from the mouthwash I’d used this morning, but maybe the power worked differently for me. 
 
    “What’s up?” Rune asked as he entered the gym. “What do you need, your majesty?” 
 
    “King Michael is trying to figure out Gerald’s power,” Firo explained. “Give him something to evaluate the truthfulness of.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rune said with surprise. “Yeah, I can do that. Do you want me to do all lies or a mixture?” 
 
    “Surprise me,” I said. 
 
    “Alright.” Rune nodded, and he tapped his chin as he thought. “I met the Queen of England once…” 
 
    There was no taste on my tongue as Rune spoke, and the green sphere around my head remained smooth and still like a mirror. 
 
    “She’s a lovely woman,” Rune continued, and he watched me with intense eyes. “Her social media manager is a siren, you know.” 
 
    The green sphere started to shiver like a seismograph, and tiny hills rippled out over the surface like my own personal polygraph test. 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed. “That was a lie.” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty,” Rune chuckled. “I had a pet cat when I was young…” 
 
    The green sphere around my mind returned to a placid surface, and I deduced that Rune was telling the truth again. I kept my focus split between my golden-haired advisor and the green bubble I could feel around my head. 
 
    “She caught an infantile brownie once,” Rune said, and his teal eyes grew sad. 
 
    The sphere remained still and quiet. 
 
    “I managed to save the brownie from her before she killed it,” Rune continued. “And I kept it as a pet until my mother found out.” 
 
    The green bubble shook and trembled like sand on a subwoofer. 
 
    “That’s a lie.” I smirked. 
 
    “Quite right.” Rune nodded. “I was terrified of the damn thing, and my father took it away.” 
 
    “True,” I said. 
 
    “I raced a centaur once,” Rune went on with a boastful kind of tone. “I nearly won, too.” 
 
    The sphere started to shake violently at that, and I tasted a hint of bitterness on the back of my tongue. 
 
    “No!” I laughed out loud. “That’s a huge lie!” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rune chortled. “I hate running.” 
 
    “Well done, your majesty.” Gerald grinned. “You found every lie I did.” 
 
    I grinned with satisfaction and thought about how different everyone’s mind was. They were all as unique as the people they came from, and I wondered what my mind was like. Not that I would ever know, not unless I met someone else with mirror magic. 
 
    But Firo had led me to believe it was a pretty rare ability, so I wasn’t going to hold my breath on that happening. 
 
    “Can we try some other lies?” I asked. “I remember Gerald said that false flattery is different than straight-up lies.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Rune nodded thoughtfully. “Let me think for a moment.” 
 
    “You might regret that, your majesty,” Firo chuckled as he watched Rune’s smile turn mischievous. 
 
    “Oh, King Michael has nothing to worry about.” Rune grinned, and he turned to face the flame-haired man. “I’ll be on my best behavior.” 
 
    “Sure, Rune,” I chortled as the green sphere confirmed that was a blatant lie. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune said as he turned to me, and he looked me up and down like a top food critic examining his dinner. “That shade of gray you’re wearing really brings out the blue in your eyes. It’s quite becoming.” 
 
    The green sphere shivered in a new way, and tiny drops of the stuff bounced up off the little peaks that formed at Rune’s false words. 
 
    “Huh, that’s interesting,” I mused. 
 
    Rune crossed one arm over his chest and tapped at the point of his chin with his other finger, and the pose reminded me of a snobby artist trying to sell his overpriced work. 
 
    “And your jawline has an astonishing likeness to the Statue of David,” Rune said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted as the green bubble shivered and dripped once more, and I turned to Gerald. “That’s really interesting, the difference between the two.” 
 
    “I’m curious if you sense it the same way I do, your majesty,” the gnome said. 
 
    “By the way, Firo,” Rune said as he turned to my head of security. “I wanted to commend you on your racing skills. They were incredible.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Firo smiled in a way that told me he believed Rune’s words to be sincere. 
 
    I stifled the laugh that threatened to bubble up out of my chest behind a cough, and Gerald’s eyes went wide as he shot me a horrified look. We were saved from having to tell Firo the truth when Poppy walked into the dojo. 
 
    “Hey, Poppy,” I said with a bit too much relief. 
 
    Poppy smiled sweetly at me as she walked over, and I took a moment to enjoy her outfit. 
 
    Her teal hair was pulled back into a complicated series of French braids above her pointed ears, and the braids were wound together into a bun at the base of her skull. She wore a pretty sundress that flowed lightly around her knees. The dress was a bright shade of pink that reminded me of the way she’d flushed last night when I fucked her. Simple purple ballet flats completed the outfit, and she wore that glittery eyeliner to accent the look. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” I said, and I kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Thanks,” Poppy said. “But you need to get ready now, or we’re going to be late.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered, and I remembered we were supposed to meet my parents for brunch. “Shit, I’ve got to shower.” 
 
    “You’d better hurry, then,” Poppy giggled.
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 Chapter 4 
 
    “I’m on it,” I said, and I nodded to Firo, Rune, and Gerald as I darted toward the gym door. “Thanks!” 
 
    Poppy giggled as she followed me at a much more leisurely pace, and I cursed under my breath when I glanced at the clock in the living room. I needed to move fast, so I jogged all the way upstairs and down the hall, and I started to strip my clothes off as soon as I walked into my private suite. 
 
    Helena and I nearly ran headfirst into each other in my haste to get into the bathroom. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, babe,” I said as I put my hands on her waist to steady her. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m good,” Helena laughed lightly. “But you’d better hurry.” 
 
    “I’m on it!” I declared with a grin. 
 
    Helena laughed again as she started to towel-dry her hair, and I practically launched myself into the shower. It was the fastest shower I’d had since the time in college when I’d overslept and nearly missed my final exam, and I was grateful to see Matis, Sunny, and Birch waiting for me when I was done. 
 
    “Casual brunch with the parents, correct?” Sunny asked me. 
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded as I pulled on some boxers and combed my hair. 
 
    The three fae brothers moved through my walk-in closet like a nest of busy honey bees for a moment before they lined up in front of me. They presented me with dark blue slacks and a white three-button polo shirt in a pleasant sky blue. 
 
    “You guys like to dress me in blue,” I observed. 
 
    “It brings out the brightness of your eyes, your majesty,” Matis explained. 
 
    “It goes well with your complexion, too,” Birch added. 
 
    “Here you are, your majesty,” Sunny said, and he handed me a pair of black loafers and black socks. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” I said as I got dressed. 
 
    Helena had dressed quickly during my shower, and she lingered nearby while I pulled on my slacks. I couldn’t help but notice the way her caramel eyes raked over my bare chest, so I sent her a sly wink when her gaze finally reached my face. 
 
    Helena smiled coyly at me, but her face flushed just a bit under her tan. Then she gave me a tiny wave, and she wandered out of the room to whatever business she had for the day. 
 
    I shook my head at the sultry woman, and then I thanked my valets for their help. 
 
    “Oh, can you three make sure my luggage is packed for the honeymoon tomorrow?” I asked. “I have no idea where we’re going, but I’m sure you can handle it.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Matis said with a nod. “We will handle it.” 
 
    “Thanks, I gotta go!” I said as I started to rush back out of the room. 
 
    Poppy was waiting for me in the foyer, and she tried to wipe the look of anxious impatience from her face when I came down the stairs. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” I asked. 
 
    My teal-haired fiancée grimaced slightly as she nodded. 
 
    “A little,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Don’t be,” I murmured, and I pulled her in for a tight hug. “Mom and Dad already love you, and it will just be the four of us, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Poppy sighed, and she took a deep breath. “Alright, let’s go.” 
 
    I laced Poppy’s fingers through mine, and I led her out to the driveway where my dark teal Bentley Mulsanne was waiting for us. We were meeting my parents at their favorite brunch spot in the city, and I drove there almost on autopilot as I went back over my training session with Firo in my head. 
 
    I was pleased with the progress I’d been making lately, and it was fascinating to me to see how different everyone’s minds were. I also felt stronger than I’d ever felt in my entire life. Combat training was doing wonders for me physically, and it was a great confidence boost, too. 
 
    My parents’ car was already parked in the lot when I pulled in, and I cringed slightly at the thought that they’d been waiting on us. I breathed a sigh of relief when my mom stepped out of the car with a relaxed look on her face, and she looped her arm through my dad’s. They looked at my three hundred thousand dollar car with a bit of surprise, and I spotted the exact moment they realized it must be me. 
 
    My mom waved as I parked the car, and she leaned in to whisper something to my dad. He nodded in response and then chuckled about whatever he said back to her. 
 
    Poppy and I got out of the Bentley, and my mom held her arms open to hug my fiancée. 
 
    “Good morning,” my mom said in a cheerful voice. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Ayers,” Poppy said politely. “You look lovely, too.” 
 
    “Please, Poppy,” Mom said in a gently chiding voice. “Call me Amy. We’re practically family, and we will be tomorrow!” 
 
    “Good morning, Mike,” my dad said as he clapped me on the back. “That’s a real beauty you’ve got there. What’s she cost?” 
 
    “John!” my mom gasped and slapped my dad on the arm. 
 
    “I meant the car!” My dad’s eyes went wide as he realized how his words could have sounded. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dad,” I laughed. “The Bentley was a pretty penny. Come on, let’s get out of this heat.” 
 
    The Orlando heat of midsummer was already beating down on us, and I would have regretted my outfit if the restaurant wasn’t air-conditioned. 
 
    My dad took charge as he led the four of us into the place and chatted with the hostess about his reservation. The pretty human girl led us to a nice table in the center of the dining hall, and I grabbed her attention quietly before she walked away to let her know I’d be covering the bill. 
 
    This was my parents’ favorite spot, and I knew now that it was owned and operated by a regular human. I didn’t have a royal account set up with the place, but I did have a limitless credit card for this kind of occasion. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the hostess replied, and she walked away. 
 
    “So, are you two ready for tomorrow?” my mom asked as we perused the menus. 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy giggled nervously. “All the last-minute details were sorted out this morning. So we’re all ready to go.” 
 
    “I’m so excited to see everything,” Mom said with a childlike smile. “I’m sure it will be absolutely stunning.” 
 
    Poppy smiled at my mother’s praise for a moment before she ducked behind her menu for a deep breath. 
 
    “When’s Emily’s flight?” I asked my parents. 
 
    My second eldest sister lived in California with her husband, but they were flying in sometime today for the wedding. 
 
    “They left a little while ago,” my dad answered. “We’re picking them up from the airport later today.” 
 
    “I just hope she has a better attitude than Jessica.” My mom scowled in a disapproving way. 
 
    “I take it Jess is still not super on board about the wedding, hmm?” I said. 
 
    Poppy’s menu drooped back to the table, and I recognized the way her polite mask slid into place. I reached under the table and held her hand to try and soothe her nerves. 
 
    “Oh, she’ll be fine,” my mom insisted with a dismissive wave. 
 
    “She and Emily are just worried about their little brother,” my dad said as he toyed with his ice water. “The curse of being the eldest siblings. They’ll come around.” 
 
    “I know they’ll be on their best behavior despite what their personal opinions may be.” My mother’s hazel eyes hardened like they had every time one of us stepped out of line when we were kids. 
 
    “Of course they will,” Dad agreed. 
 
    “Or they’ll have me to deal with,” my mom said with a reassuring wink at Poppy. 
 
    “Besides, their opinions don’t really matter, do they?” my dad added. 
 
    “I suppose not,” Poppy sighed. “But I do hope they can come to like me.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” my mom murmured in a gentle tone. “They do like you, they’re just concerned about how fast this has happened. Jessica and Emily are a bit naturally guarded, and all of my daughters are a bit protective of their baby brother.” 
 
    “Mom,” I sighed and fought the urge to roll my eyes. “Besides, like Dad said, their opinions don’t matter. They don’t have the right to tell me what to do. I’m the king–” 
 
    Poppy nearly crushed my fingers, she squeezed my hand so tightly, and I realized what I’d just said. I coughed harshly like there was something stuck in my throat, and I gave Poppy a little squeeze of gratitude.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I cleared my throat hard as I reached for my water glass. 
 
    “Are you alright, dear?” my mother asked with concern. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and took a big swing of water. “Sorry, something in my throat.” 
 
    “What were you saying, son?” my dad asked as his eyebrow cocked in a clearly amused way. “Something about your sisters not having the right to tell you what to do? You’re the king…” 
 
    My dad stared at me with that piercingly observant gaze of his that made him so good at science, and I knew by the slight twinkle in his eyes that he’d never forget the ridiculous statement he’d just heard if I didn’t play it off right. 
 
    “I was just saying I’m an adult now.” I shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m the… king of my domain, right? The master of my life. I set the course, and no one else can change the wind in my sails.” 
 
    I tried to come up with another cliché, but my dad chuckled and nodded contentedly as my mom shook her head lovingly at us both. 
 
    “Oh, you men and your masters of destiny talk,” Mom chuckled, and she leaned toward Poppy. “Little do they know how much control we wives really have.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Behind every man who’s lost his keys,” my mom continued, “is the woman who knows they’re right there by the door!” 
 
    “Amy,” my dad chortled, and we all shared a good laugh. 
 
    I relaxed as the tension of the moment passed, and I knew I’d never make that mistake with my family again. 
 
    The rest of brunch was a relaxed and pleasant affair, and the food was very good. We chatted lightly about my sisters having to work this morning, and how my mom was enjoying her newly retired status. She explained how much time she’d been spending in her garden lately, and my dad bored us with a new scientific article that had kept him fully enthralled until the last line. 
 
    My parents hugged us both before Poppy and I climbed back into the Bentley, and my mom nearly started to cry. 
 
    “We’ll see you tomorrow,” my mom said as tears welled in her hazel eyes. “Oh, my baby boy is getting married!” 
 
    “Goodness, Amy,” my dad sighed with affection. “Come on.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow, Mom,” I said with a warm smile. 
 
    Poppy and I sighed together as we looked at each other and laughed the last bit of tension away. 
 
    “Oh, my Goddess, Michael,” Poppy giggled. “You told them you were king!” 
 
    “I know,” I laughed. “I guess I’m just becoming more comfortable with the title finally.” 
 
    “You saved it well enough, though.” Poppy smirked. 
 
    “I think my dad will become suspicious if I slip up like that again,” I chuckled. “He’s really observant, especially when I’m trying to cover my ass on things.” 
 
    “Do you think he bought how you played it off?” Poppy asked, and her purple eyes grew nervous. 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” I nodded. “Besides, he’s got no reason to suspect anything about the Eternal Realm’s existence.” 
 
    What I didn’t say was that it made me a bit more nervous about my dad being around all the paranormals at the wedding tomorrow. I just hoped all of my secret subjects would be on their best behavior and keep the secrets of my new life hidden from my family. It was too late to change my mind about inviting my family, and I was a little worried I’d regret the choice. 
 
    “So… I may have lied about all the last-minute details being sorted,” Poppy admitted when I parked the Bentley back at home. “I have a few more things to discuss with Thistle.” 
 
    “No worries, babe,” I chuckled. “Go take care of it.” 
 
    “I love you!” Poppy chirped before she danced around to the backyard in search of our dryad gardener. 
 
    I stood and watched my fae lover until she disappeared around the side of the mansion, and I was overcome for a moment by all the blessings in my life. 
 
    It wasn’t just being king that I was grateful for, and I knew that was a huge responsibility on top of all the perks. I didn’t think I’d ever get over the amount of luck or karma or whatever it took for me to have Poppy and Helena in my life. They were amazing women, and they both loved me, I was sure of it. 
 
    Helena and I hadn’t said the words to each other yet, and I suspected she was a bit more guarded about her heart than Poppy was. My fae wore her emotions right on her sleeve for the whole world to see, but Helena was a bit quieter and reserved about her deeper emotions. I was starting to be able to read her better over the last few weeks, and I caught her staring at me with a look of adoration in her caramel eyes that made me think she was as head over heels for me as I was for her. 
 
    I’d been trying to find the right time to tell Helena that I was in love with her, but we’d all been so preoccupied with the wedding lately. Now, Poppy and I were about to jet set across the world somewhere without Helena, and I really wanted to tell her before we were apart for two weeks. 
 
    As if she knew I was thinking about her, Helena strolled out of the front door and smiled at me. 
 
    “Hey, you,” I said, and I held my arms open for the beautiful harpy. 
 
    “Hi,” Helena said. 
 
    She stepped into my arms, and I stroked a finger gently along the downy-soft feathers at the inner edges of her wings. 
 
    “What are you up to right now?” I asked. 
 
    “A whole lot of nothing at the moment,” Helena said. 
 
    “Do you want to go for a walk with me?” I asked, and I offered my arm to the Grecian beauty. 
 
    “That sounds lovely.” Helena smiled as she looped her arm through mine. 
 
    We walked around the back of the mansion and disappeared down the path that led to the magically expanded gardens on the back of the property. 
 
    “How was brunch?” Helena asked once we were in the more secluded areas of the grounds. 
 
    “It was nice,” I said. “My parents are excited about tomorrow, but my sisters are still nervous.” 
 
    “It must be nice that your parents are supportive,” Helena mused, and her tone became a little wistful. 
 
    I was quiet for a moment as I watched Helena, and I figured now was a good time to get to know her a little better, if she was feeling up for it. 
 
    “You… mentioned your parents were a bit over-diligent with you,” I led. 
 
    “Yes,” she said with little emotion. “It was a long time ago, and it wasn’t all bad. I didn’t have any siblings, so while my parents had quite high expectations of me, they also indulged me in every whim I had. I grew up in Greece, of course, but when I was in my adolescence, I became interested in the United States.” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I hummed and continued to listen intently. 
 
    “It was shortly before the human world wars broke out across Europe.” Helena frowned at the memory. “When it became obvious conflict was going to ravage the continent, my parents decided it would be a fine time to indulge my curiosity about America. So we came here to explore this side of the world.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed, and I realized Helena and Poppy had lived through a lot of the history I’d learned about in school. 
 
    “Well, we spent many years here,” Helena continued with a fonder tone. “We traveled across the nation and visited any place I wanted to for decades. We only returned to Greece once the humans’ second war was concluded, and my parents deemed the continent safe again. They died a few years later.” 
 
    “That must have been hard,” I said softly. 
 
    “It was difficult,” Helena agreed. “I didn’t know how to live my own life. They’d sheltered me until then, and so I had to discover how to be my own person. I think it’s made me very bold.” 
 
    “I love how bold you are,” I said with a loving smile. 
 
    “Good.” Helena smirked confidently. “Because I can’t be anything else.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want you to be anything but you,” I said, and I felt my heart climb up into my throat as the moment presented itself on a silver platter. “I love you.” 
 
    A series of deep emotions spread across Helena’s face. It started with disbelief, which quickly faded into surprise, and then a swelling of deep affection slid into place as her caramel eyes became shiny. 
 
    “I love you, too, Michael,” Helena whispered, and her voice was thick with emotion. 
 
    Pure happiness flooded my entire body, and I leaned in to kiss Helena. I stroked my hand around the back of her neck and let my fingers wander up into the heavy waves of her hair. 
 
    After a moment, I pulled back to look into her eyes, and I felt a desire to learn more about the beautiful, bold harpy beside me. 
 
    “How did you come to work for the crown?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh,” Helena said with surprise. “Well, a few years after my parents died, I returned to America in search of a purpose. That’s when I decided I could use the noble lineage of my family and the wealth I’d inherited to help those who were less fortunate than me.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I breathed. 
 
    “I needed something to focus on,” Helena said with a self-conscious shrug. “I managed to get an introduction with King Roman at a social gathering, and I decided I wanted to become an official representative. I worked hard to learn how to navigate the social business of the royal court.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine trying to work my way into it,” I sighed with admiration. 
 
    The royal court was like a whole other planet to me, and I couldn’t imagine starting at the bottom and weaving my way into such an important role. 
 
    “Well, Lord Oba was a huge help.” Helena smiled. “Our families had a long-standing friendship, so when we ran into each other at one of King Roman’s parties, he insisted on becoming a sort of mentor to me. He put in a good word with King Roman for me to take an open representative position, which was lucky because just a few weeks later, King Roman was lost to us. May he rest with the Goddess.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s wild,” I murmured and grimaced a little. “It must have been a big shift when Vairn took up the throne.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena said in a voice that was dryer than the Sahara desert. “I never liked that vampire. He was the worst of his kind.” 
 
    “Tell me how you really feel,” I joked. 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Helena laughed. “King Vairn was a poor choice for king, and I wonder sometimes why the Goddess chose him. But then I remember that’s a little too egotistical of me to question the Goddess. I’m sure she had her reasons. Either way, I never hid my opinions about that vampire.” 
 
    “I doubt you could have even if you’d wanted to.” I smirked. 
 
    “No, probably not.” Helena grinned at me. “I continued to do my job to the best of my abilities, and I bided my time. Men like Vairn never last long, not when they make enemies as fast as he did.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully at that, and I wondered if there had been assassination attempts on King Vairn during his reign. I hadn’t found anything in the records, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. It’s possible Vairn had prevented records of such things from being made, or perhaps he’d had them destroyed. Either way, it made sense to me that the vampire would have tried to manipulate the narrative so future generations wouldn’t hate him as much as he deserved. 
 
    “I was unsurprised when I received the news of his death,” Helena concluded. “And then I was very surprised to hear of your selection by the Goddess. I’d wondered if the Goddess was attempting to rebalance the world after Vairn’s reign, but again, that’s a bit arrogant of me.” 
 
    I smiled at the beautiful harpy, and then Poppy wandered around the corner before I could say anything more. 
 
    “I hope I’m not interrupting,” Poppy said in a friendly voice. 
 
    “No,” Helena assured her. “I was just telling Michael about how I came to be a representative.” 
 
    “You started around the same time I was hired as an advisor,” Poppy said thoughtfully. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena confirmed. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Did you finish up whatever details were left?” I asked my fae lover. 
 
    “I did!” Poppy chirped with satisfaction at a job well done. “Now all that’s left to do is make sure we’re all packed for the honeymoon!” 
 
    “My valets are on top of it,” I said with a little bit of a smug smile. 
 
    “What about you, Helena?” Poppy asked. 
 
    I looked at my fae lover with absolute confusion, and then I looked at Helena to see if she knew what Poppy was talking about. Helena’s lips were parted slightly, and her face was a sudden rush of red. 
 
    “I–” Helena mumbled for a second. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Helena needs to be packed, too,” Poppy said matter-of-factly. “Obviously.” 
 
    I just continued to stare at my fiancée as my brain tried to buffer like a computer connected to an old dial-up internet connection. 
 
    “She’s coming with us, of course,” Poppy said.
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 Chapter 5 
 
    “I’m gonna… just…” Helena looked incredibly uncomfortable as she slowly stepped away. 
 
    The harpy pressed her lips into a firm line, and it was clear she wasn’t going to say anything else on the matter. My heart clenched as I realized she didn’t want to insert herself into the topic, and I turned to see Poppy’s mind was made up. 
 
    “Um…” I mumbled because I had no idea what to say. “I… uh…” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Michael,” Poppy said as she sat on the bench beside me. “It’s obvious you and Helena are going to get married.” 
 
    “It is?” I asked, and I glanced at Helena. 
 
    The Grecian beauty had found something incredibly interesting to hold her attention on a nearby flower bush. 
 
    “Of course,” Poppy said. “And it would be very poor form if you left one of your wives behind on any kind of travel. Helena will come with us.” 
 
    “Helena?” I asked, and I waited until the harpy turned to look at me. “What do you think?” 
 
    Helena shook her head in the tiniest motion possible, and I almost missed it. Her lips remained sealed shut, and I knew she’d rather not put her opinion into the matter. 
 
    “Do you want to come with us?” I asked in my most sincere voice. 
 
    “I…” Helena took a deep breath. “I know of the tradition that Poppy’s talking about, but I also know it’s probably weird to you considering human traditions. I didn’t want to impose–” 
 
    “Nope!” Poppy interrupted Helena before she could finish. “That’s nonsense, and you know it. You’re definitely coming with us. We’re family, as far as I’m concerned, and you don’t leave family behind. It’s tradition, just like I’ll go with you when it’s your honeymoon. Why wouldn’t you come with us now?” 
 
    My head reeled with the complete shift of my worldview, and I realized I hadn’t really thought about what it would be like to have multiple wives. We’d been sort of flying by the seat of our pants the last few weeks during the chaos of wedding planning, and I hadn’t put much stock into what it would be like once things calmed down. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and I realized I did want Helena to come with us. Just a little while ago, I’d been thinking about how much I was going to miss her while Poppy and I were away. Now I was being informed by my fiancée that it was expected for Helena to come with us. 
 
    There was no reason to argue. 
 
    I could tell Poppy was already pretty decided on the matter, and her opinion was the only reason I had assumed Helena would stay home. 
 
    “So, that’s settled!” Poppy announced, and I smirked a bit as I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I’m feeling a bit tired,” Helena said with a suddenly light tone, but I could’ve sworn her eyes were just a bit more lively than usual. “Tomorrow’s a big day, I think I’ll have dinner in my room and take a long bubble bath.” 
 
    “And pack your bags,” Poppy added with a smug grin. 
 
    I scraped my hand through my hair, and I chuckled lightly at the bossy tone of my fae lover. She was pretty determined once she had an idea in her head, and I knew Helena was going to end up on our honeymoon with us. I just hoped Helena was okay with that. 
 
    “I’ve got some serious self-care and pampering to take care of tonight, baby,” Poppy said, and she gave me a kiss as she stood up. “I’m going to spend the night in my old room.” 
 
    “Yeah, I remember.” I smiled at Poppy’s insistence that we stick with the tradition of not seeing one another until Poppy walked down the aisle to me. 
 
    “I love you,” Poppy murmured. “And I can’t wait to marry you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Neither can I,” I hummed as love swelled in my chest. “Go, pamper the hell out of yourself.” 
 
    “I will.” Poppy’s purple eyes lit up with excitement as she smirked at me. “I’ll see you at the altar, your majesty.” 
 
    “I love you,” I chuckled. 
 
    Poppy blew me a kiss before she danced down the garden path and disappeared behind the flowering bushes and trees. 
 
    “Oh, man,” I sighed to myself. “She’s the best kind of trouble.” 
 
    I chuckled to myself, and I knew I would never get enough of Poppy’s mischievous personality. She was so playful, and it thrilled me to no end. 
 
    A smile tugged at my lips as I realized I was glad Helena would be going with us. I loved spending time with both of them, separately and together, and what Poppy had said was right. Both Helena and Poppy felt like my family now. 
 
    I was relieved that Poppy was insisting on doing what my heart wanted. 
 
    I sat on the bench for a while and enjoyed the peaceful sounds of birds and sprites flying through the garden, and only when my ass started to fall asleep from sitting still did I stand up and stretch. I headed back to the house at a leisurely pace, and when I walked into the living room, I found Isla preparing a dinner tray with plates. 
 
    “Good evening, your majesty,” Isla said with a motherly smile. “Would you like your dinner in your suite this evening?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. “Thank you, Isla.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty.” Isla nodded and returned to prepping the tray. “It will be up in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Take your time,” I said. 
 
    Isla smiled ruefully at me, and I knew she would move with purpose to get my dinner up to me sooner rather than later. I strolled slowly up the stairs and down the hall to my suite, and I sank into a chair in my sitting room to unwind a little. 
 
    Isla knocked on the door and announced herself about five minutes later, and I smirked to myself. 
 
    “Come in,” I announced. 
 
    Isla bustled into the room and set the covered tray on my table, then she curtsied and left the word without a word. 
 
    The meal was as incredible as everything my staff cooked for me, and I was pleased to see a full glass of whiskey on the rocks for my enjoyment. Isla and Gerald had come to know my habits and preferences very quickly, and they’d both earned a decent raise in their pay for their dedication. The amber liquid burned pleasantly in my belly as I lounged back in my chair and thought about how drastically different my world was than I’d ever thought it would be. 
 
    I lounged around in my room for a few hours just enjoying some quiet mental peace after days of excitement and pre-wedding socializing. It was nice to have such a silent evening to myself, but I did miss my ladies by the time I was crawling into bed. My mind wouldn’t settle down right away, though, and I laid awake for a while as thoughts of our honeymoon circled around my head. 
 
    I was wildly curious to learn where we were going, and where we’d be staying. Poppy hadn’t told me much other than it was going to be tropical, but that didn’t really narrow down the options a whole lot. Hawaii would be nice, but I had a feeling Poppy wouldn’t pick something so cliche. That thought process also eliminated places like the Caribbean and Bahamas. I was thinking it was probably something on the other side of the Atlantic or Pacific oceans. 
 
    “Man,” I breathed as I realized just how big the world was. 
 
    It had never really occurred to me just how much of the world was out of my grasp in my previous life, and now I was the king of it all. 
 
    Really, I could be flying almost anywhere in about thirty-six hours, and I’d be a married man by then. 
 
    My chest warmed pleasantly as I remembered Helena would be going with us. I had really just assumed she would stay here while Poppy and I were on our honeymoon, and I’d forced myself not to consider how much I was really going to miss Helena. 
 
    Now that Poppy had made it crystal clear that we’d all be going together, I realized how much I wanted that. 
 
    I sorted through all my thoughts for the day and finally started to feel sleepy. My eyes closed, and I slipped into a deep and restful sleep without much trouble. 
 
    The sun streamed cheerfully through my windows in the morning, and I stretched the sleep from my muscles. A feeling of peaceful contentment was quickly replaced by a jolt of excitement. 
 
    “I’m getting married today,” I mumbled with a touch of disbelief. “To a fairy.” 
 
    I grinned like a little kid as I threw back the sheets and climbed out of bed. A delightful breakfast tray was already waiting for me in my sitting room with a steaming cup of coffee, and I sat down to enjoy the meal. 
 
    It was a work-free day, and I was happy to take my time in getting ready this morning. The wedding didn’t start until later this afternoon, and Robin wouldn’t arrive for a few more hours. 
 
    He’d been ecstatic when I’d asked him to be my best man and had accepted before I’d even finished getting the question out of my mouth. 
 
    I flipped through an Eternal Realm newspaper briefly as I finished sipping my coffee, and I smirked at the huge photo of me and Poppy on the front page. The first few pages were dedicated to photos of us, and what little information about the wedding had been shared with the public. I skimmed through the article, and it was mostly speculation and a retelling of my ascension to the throne and my major accomplishments since then. 
 
    A gentle knock came from the door, and I folded the paper as I called for whoever it was to come in. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” Sunny said in a tone as bright as his yellow hair. 
 
    “Happy wedding day!” Matis grinned as he followed his brother into my room. 
 
    “We thought you might enjoy a royal treatment this morning,” Birch added as he juggled a large basket of barber supplies. “It’s a very special occasion, after all.” 
 
    “Are you going to pamper me?” I chuckled. 
 
    “How does a fine, proper shave sound, your majesty?” Birch asked with a smile. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said with a rueful smirk. “I don’t know. I’ve never had a proper barbershop shave before.” 
 
    “Well!” Birch chirped with excitement. “Let me tell you, it’s a true luxury, and all you have to do is lean back and relax.” 
 
    “Alright.” I smiled. 
 
    My triplet fae valets moved around me in harmony as they prepared me for a little pampering. Sunny pulled a hot towel from somewhere as Matis helped me lean back in my chair, and then they wrapped the steaming towel around my face. 
 
    “Oooh,” I sighed at the pleasurable heat of the towel. 
 
    “This will soften the bristles,” Sunny explained. “And make your shave closer and more comfortable.” 
 
    “It’s nice,” I mumbled through the towel. 
 
    I was a little surprised when I felt one of the brothers pick up my right hand and start to clip my fingernails for me. He did something at the base of my nails that felt a little weird, and then he buffed them until they felt smooth. 
 
    After a few minutes, Sunny removed the hot towel, and Birch applied a rich lather to my jaw and cheeks. The green-haired fae pulled out a straight razor and sharpened it on a long leather strop several times before he wiped it on a clean white cloth. Then he carefully shaved the day of stubble on my face down to smooth skin, and it was wildly relaxing to be groomed like this. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed when Birch was finished. 
 
    “Did you enjoy that, your majesty?” Birch asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a half-smile. “It was really nice. Thank you.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty,” Birch said with a little bow. 
 
    “We have an outfit for you,” Sunny said. 
 
    The yellow and pink-haired brothers stood side by side in the doorway to my bedroom. 
 
    “Something relaxed?” I asked. “I don’t want to put on my tux yet.” 
 
    “Quite right, your majesty.” Sunny nodded. “You wouldn’t want to wrinkle it before the ceremony.” 
 
    “We’ve picked some clothes that will have you looking dapper,” Matis said. “And make sure you’re comfortable while you wait to meet your bride.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed as the strangeness of the day washed over me again. 
 
    The brothers had selected a pair of casual linen shorts that were a perfect blend between comfortable and presentable, and a cotton shirt in a nice shade of brick red. 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Nearly eleven,” Sunny answered without looking at the clock. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at his ability to tell the time so easily, and my valet shrugged. 
 
    “I was named Sunny for my hair,” the yellow-haired fae explained. “But it became more appropriate as my powers developed. I can tell the position of the sun as if it were a part of myself, so it’s very easy to keep track of the hours.” 
 
    “That’s really cool,” I mused. “And then that hot-hands thing you did. Very cool.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Sunny said, and he lowered his chin in a respectful nod. “Your friend should be here very soon.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “He’s usually a little late–” 
 
    “Duuuuuuuude!” Robin’s voice echoed through the mansion before I could finish my sentence. 
 
    “I guess he’s early today,” I chuckled. 
 
    “We shall be around if you require anything else, your majesty,” Birch said as he packed up his shaving supplies. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” I said. 
 
    Sunny and Birch nodded in a friendly way before they walked out into the hallway, but Matis lingered behind. 
 
    “What’s up, Matis?” I asked. 
 
    The pink-haired fae and I had developed a more friendly relationship than I had with his brothers during our boxing sessions, and I could feel he was about to be bold. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but hear…” Matis mumbled as he twisted his hands nervously. “The sprites talk, you see…” 
 
    “What is it, Matis?” I asked. “You have my permission to be frank with me.” 
 
    “I’d heard that you had been considering leaving Lady Helena here…” Matis grimaced as the words exited his mouth. “While you go on your honeymoon with Lady Poppy.” 
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said. 
 
    “I just wanted to say…” Matis squished his silver eyes shut before he said the rest of it in a rush. “I think that would be in poor form for the king. You see, the world is watching your every move, and many would view that as disrespectful to a future queen consort.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” I chuckled dryly. “Don’t worry, Matis. Poppy has made that fact abundantly clear, and Lady Helena will be joining us.” 
 
    “Oh,” Matis gasped with surprise, and his face turned a shade of pink that matched his hair. “Very good, your majesty. Forgive my boldness, I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured him. “You didn’t offend me.” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty.” Matis smiled with relief before he bowed and walked out of the room. 
 
    “Miiiiiiike!” Robin’s voice echoed through the mansion again. “Where are yoooooouuuuu?” 
 
    “Shit, Robin,” I laughed to myself as I made my way down the stairs to the front door. 
 
    “There he is!” Robin shouted, and he threw his arms around Tristan’s torso. “Thanks, big guy!” 
 
    “Yo–” Tristan started, and he cleared his throat quickly. “Mr. Fletcher for you, sir.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tristan,” I said, and I gave him a grateful wink while Robin was distracted by the two-story ceiling of the foyer. 
 
    “Dude,” Robin whistled with awe. “This place is wild.” 
 
    “Come on.” I smirked. “I wanna show you my video game collection.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Robin asked, and his gray-blue eyes went wide with interest. “Collection, huh? How big?” 
 
    “I’ll show you,” I said, and I didn’t even try to hide the smug grin as I led Robin through to the living room. 
 
    “Holy…” Robin breathed with shock. “Fucking… shiiiit.” 
 
    “What do you want to play?” I laughed. 
 
    Robin grinned like a kid in a candy store, and he rushed right over to the walls of games for every major console that had ever existed. He browsed through the shelves for a while, and I enjoyed his amazement and excitement from the couch as he gawked and gasped. 
 
    After a thorough inspection of the few thousand games available, Robin picked several, and we played for a few hours. We took a break for lunch and a pre-wedding glass of whiskey before we played for a while longer. 
 
    “I know you’ll still make time for me after you’re tied down,” Robin said casually as he kicked my ass in Forza Horizon 5. “But I’m gonna miss days like this.” 
 
    I grunted in a noncommittal way, and my heart sank a little as I thought about how much our friendship was going to have to change. Being king took up a lot of my time, and the majority of my life had to be a secret now from Robin. That would only be more true as I selected and married more brides from the various species. I was sure Robin wouldn’t bat an eye if I had a bunch of different women wandering around my home at the same time, but I didn’t think I could trust him to keep that information to himself. 
 
    The longer I lived my new life, the more I thought about moving the royal capital across the pond. It was going to be the easiest and most direct way to keep my human family and friends at arm’s length. 
 
    I pushed those sad thoughts away and threw myself into enjoying this time with my best friend. Robin kicked my ass in the racing games, but I won nearly every fighting game we picked. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Cove cleared his throat. “Sir.” 
 
    “Yeah, Cove?” I grinned at the uncomfortable look on his face, and I knew he felt weird about addressing me as ‘sir’ instead of ‘your majesty.’ 
 
    “It’s just about time for you and Mr. Fletcher to begin preparing for the ceremony,” Cove explained. 
 
    “How many servants do you have, dude?” Robin mumbled out of the corner of his mouth. 
 
    I chuckled at Robin’s question as I shook my head, and I looked back at Cove. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    The blue-haired fae nodded politely and then walked out of the room. 
 
    “Come on, dude,” I said as I clapped Robin on the shoulder. “I don’t want to be late to the altar.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Robin chortled. “Can’t let Poppy come to her senses before you make it legal!” 
 
    “Dude,” I scoffed. 
 
    I shook my head as I led Robin upstairs to my private suite so we could change into our tuxedos. What Robin didn’t know was that, in the eyes of human laws, this marriage wasn’t legal at all. We weren’t signing any kind of human marriage license, and our marriage would only be official in the eyes of the Eternal Realm. 
 
    Poppy had selected our tuxedos for us, and they were almost identical except for the slightly thinner lapels on Robin’s jacket. Our shirts were a crisp white, and we wore cerulean-blue silk ties and pocket squares with ultra-shiny dress shoes. 
 
    Robin looked good in his tux, and he’d slicked his hair back into an almost classy half man bun. I chuckled at the similarity between his and Gerald’s choices in hairstyles, and even their personalities were sort of similar. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked Robin with the first touch of nervousness I’d felt all week. 
 
    “Dude,” Robin sighed, and he smiled. “You look like a king.” 
 
    I swallowed the burst of laughter at my best friend’s choice of words, but I couldn’t meet his eyes for a moment as I got a hold of myself. 
 
    “Thanks,” I finally said. “Come on, we should head out.” 
 
    “Righto,” Robin agreed, and he gestured for me to lead the way. 
 
    On the car ride, Robin chatted away about the car, my driver, the mansion, and all the expensive new toys I had now since my lottery win, but I hardly heard anything he said. My nervous energy was quickly consuming my entire brain in a hazy fog, and I wondered if I would even encode any memories of the day. 
 
    We arrived at the venue just as the first guests were starting to arrive, and I was happy to see my parents passing their car keys over to the valets. My sisters were grouped together with their partners just behind Mom and Dad, and Katie waved at me with bright eyes. 
 
    Robin acted as my own personal security guard and ushered me past the gawking cluster of family members. I smirked since I knew Nyxx and my other shadow nymph guards were surely swarming around in every available shadow nearby. I hadn’t seen Firo, but I knew he would be close by, too. 
 
    An older fae with short elk-antlers arrived to show us back to the place where Robin and I would wait until the ceremony was supposed to start. I knew he was wearing a glamour, but I couldn’t help but nervously glance at Robin’s face to see if he’d noticed anything odd about the man. As King of the Eternal Realm, I could see right through all glamours, so I didn’t know what any of my servants looked like to my human friend. 
 
    “This place is incredible,” Robin said in awe as he looked around. “You obviously didn’t pick it.” 
 
    “No,” I laughed in a breathless kind of way as some of the tension in my heart broke loose. “I didn’t. Poppy planned just about everything.” 
 
    “She has good taste.” Robin nodded. 
 
    The minutes somehow dragged like sand through my veins and disappeared in the blink of an eye at the same time, and before I knew it, it was time to find my spot at the end of the aisle. 
 
    Rune pulled me aside before Robin and I left the groom’s waiting area, and he held out the golden crown I’d been crowned with. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune whispered only loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    “Rune.” I shook my head at the crown. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my king,” Rune leaned closer. “Isla put a special glamour on it for you. No human eyes will see that you’re wearing your crown.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed with relief. “You guys think of everything.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be very good at our jobs if we didn’t,” Rune said with a wink. Then he placed the crown securely on my head and disappeared again. “And remember, the vows will have a similar glamour to them. Any humans who are present will hear none of the parts they shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded. 
 
    I wiped my sweaty palms on the front of my jacket as Robin rubbed my shoulders like a professional MMA coach in the corner of the octagon, and he stood by my side at the end of a long lilac-colored rug. 
 
    My family was gathered in the front rows to my left, and Poppy’s parents and brother were at the front to my right. The dozens of rows of white chairs were filled with so many familiar faces, and I took a shaky breath to steady myself as several of them gave me little waves. 
 
    The piano quintet began to play a beautiful song that swelled slowly, and Helena appeared at the end of the aisle. 
 
    “Wow,” I hummed under my breath. 
 
    Helena looked like an angel who had come down from heaven. Her tawny wings were relaxed behind her shoulders, and her gown flowed beautifully around her legs as she walked slowly down the aisle. The dress was a lovely shade of blush pink that was so light it almost looked white, and the chiffon fabric floated like mist over a lake. She held a bouquet of bright pink flowers, and her caramel eyes glowed with warmth as she stared at me. 
 
    I knew I shouldn’t be looking at her with so much open desire and love for the sake of my family, but I couldn’t have torn my eyes away even if my life depended on it. 
 
    Helena smirked knowingly at me when she reached the end of the aisle, and she moved over to take her place to my right. 
 
    That’s when the musicians took a pause, and when they started to play again, the music shifted to a beautiful rendition of Over the Rainbow. 
 
    Poppy appeared at the end of the aisle like a dream. 
 
    My mouth fell open, and my heartbeat slowed down to practically nothing as I stared at her. 
 
    My beautiful fiancée had picked the most perfect dress imaginable. It was a full ballgown that swelled out from her narrow waist and dragged along the floor for several feet behind her. The bodice was an elaborate concoction of lace and beadwork that sparkled with the same iridescent shades of her wings. Poppy’s teal hair had been pulled back from her face in elegant twists and gathered into a pile of curls at the crown of her head. She wore a glittering diamond-encrusted tiara and a full face of makeup that was a subtle addition to her natural beauty. 
 
    There was so much joy flowing off of Poppy that she practically glowed with light like the Goddess’ personal representative on the physical plane. 
 
    The music swelled beautifully as Poppy floated down the aisle like a pageant queen, and her purple eyes shone with happy tears as she stopped in front of me. She giggled softly as she turned to Helena, and my harpy lover took the fragrant bouquet of roses, lilies, and hydrangeas. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous,” I whispered to my bride as I held my hands out for hers. 
 
    “You’re delicious,” Poppy whispered back, and she almost dissolved into giddy laughter. 
 
    “Welcome, honored guests and beloved family,” Lord Finn announced as he began the ceremony. 
 
    The blue-haired merman had been selected to officiate the ceremony by Poppy’s parents, as was the custom in the Eternal Realm. I’d been informed the king’s marriages were overseen by a royal representative from a species other than the bride’s to remove any accusations of bias and further foster diplomatic relations across the Eternal Realm, and I was happy Lord Finn had been selected. 
 
    His pleasant voice hummed like an undercurrent as he explained to our guests about the joyful occasion that brought us together today. He went on for several minutes, and some of it gave me an instinctive jolt as he mentioned the importance of a king’s choice in brides. 
 
    I focused solely on Poppy’s face as the merman continued, and only when I heard him say my name did I focus on him once more. I repeated after Lord Finn as I vowed to protect, honor, and cherish Poppy for all the remaining days of my life, and then she vowed the same to me. I placed a thin gold band encrusted with tiny diamonds onto her left ring finger, and then she slid a thicker gold band with one teal tourmaline in the middle that matched her hair onto my finger. 
 
    It had been explained to me that I would wear one ring that would act as a wedding band for all of my wives. The single teal gem represented Poppy, and each of my future wives would select a gem to add to my band. It made perfect sense to me, and I was glad I didn’t have to try and figure out how to wear more than one ring. 
 
    “It is my greatest pleasure and honor in life to present to you, His Majesty, King Michael of the Eternal Realm,” Lord Finn announced in a loud voice that shivered slightly as the glamour worked. “And Queen Consort Poppy.” 
 
    The room was utterly silent for a breath as Lord Finn smiled at us both. 
 
    “You may kiss your bride, your majesty,” the merman said with happiness in his voice. 
 
    I grinned as a rush of exhilaration made me a little lightheaded, and I slid my hand around to the back of Poppy’s neck. Her lips parted slightly as I pulled her to me, and I wrapped my other hand around the narrowest part of her waist. 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered just before I planted my lips over hers. 
 
    The crowded room erupted in cheers and boisterous hollers, but the cacophonous noise was muffled by the sensation of my new wife’s lips under mine. 
 
    I wanted to keep kissing Poppy, but I knew I had to stop now or I wouldn’t be able to. I forced myself to pull away and leaned my forehead against hers for a moment as I stared into her purple eyes. 
 
    Poppy smiled up at me with all the love in her heart plain on her face. 
 
    “Wooo!” Katie shouted from the front row. 
 
    My dad had his arm wrapped around my mom’s shoulders as she swiped several tears away from her hazel eyes. Even Jessica and Emily had mildly happy smiles on their faces, and Samantha looked genuinely happy for us. Though my closest-in-age sister, Katie, was definitely the most excited for us, and she made it clear as she continued to cheer and clap at maximum volume. 
 
    The piano quintet started a jaunty little melody that I vaguely recognized, and I looped Poppy’s arm through mine as I started to lead her down the aisle. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Robin,” I heard my best friend’s charming voice just behind me, and I knew he was trying to introduce himself to Helena. 
 
    “Helena,” my harpy lover said in a voice that was politely cool and set a very plain boundary in place. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Robin said, and I could hear the touch of disappointment in his voice. 
 
    I smiled to myself and knew Robin would cheer up the second the reception started. There were going to be plenty of beautiful women for him to try and entertain, so he wouldn’t remember Helena’s polite decline for long. 
 
    A pair of wingless male faes in simple black suits appeared to guide us to the back patio so Poppy and I could have a moment alone as the guests moved into the reception hall. 
 
    “You look…” I murmured to Poppy as I stroked my hands over her bare arms and around to the edges of her iridescent wings. “I don’t know any words that can do you justice right now. Beautiful, gorgeous, stunning… none of them feel like enough.” 
 
    “I love you,” Poppy giggled as she blushed. 
 
    I kissed her again as a pleasant evening breeze picked up and pushed the airy skirts of her gown around my legs. It felt like we could just lift up into the air and fly away on a cloud, I was so in love. 
 
    We lingered in a little bubble of bliss for a few minutes until Cove came out to have us sign the official Eternal Realm paperwork that would make our marriage legal under our laws. 
 
    “Congratulations, your majesties,” Cove said with a pleased smile. “You are properly married.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cove,” Poppy said sweetly. 
 
    “You are quite welcome, your majesty,” Cove replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Oh, that’s weird!” Poppy giggled. “That’s going to take some getting used to!” 
 
    “I’m still getting used to it,” I laughed. 
 
    “Now that the official business is taken care of,” Cove said. “It’s time to party. Have you ever attended a paranormal reception, your majesty?” 
 
    “Never,” I chuckled, and the fae sent me an almost eager grin. 
 
    “Well, we’ll behave while the humans are around,” he assured me with a noncommittal wave. “For now.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I laughed.
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 Chapter 6 
 
    We started to walk together, and Cove hurried his pace to get in front of us so he could make sure we were properly announced for the first time. 
 
    I couldn’t even hear my fae advisor’s voice above the ruckus of our guests in the huge ballroom. Four giant crystal chandeliers hung from the two-story ceiling, and the fifty circular tables were decorated with huge floral arrangements that matched Poppy and Helena’s bouquets. Everyone looked beautiful in their finest attire for the royal wedding of their king and his first queen. 
 
    The middle of the huge room was filled with a light wood dance floor, and I led Poppy right over for our first dance as husband and wife. 
 
    The reception moved forward like a conveyor belt of perfectly planned and timed events. As soon as the notes of our song lilted into silence, a servant appeared with champagne flutes. I looked around to see that every one of our guests had their own glasses of champagne raised for a series of toasts. 
 
    There were general toasts for our happiness, for the Goddess to bless us with long lives and children, and then Robin stepped forward for his best man speech. He introduced himself and shared a quick anecdote about how we’d met in high school that made my sisters and parents laugh. 
 
    “I never thought Mike would have ended up here,” my best friend continued. “But I’m so glad he got lucky enough to meet Poppy, and she was crazy enough to love him.” 
 
    Robin paused as a wave of light laughter rippled through the room, and then he leaned closer to Poppy like he was whispering a secret. 
 
    “Give me a signal if you want help getting out,” Robin whispered directly into the microphone so that everyone in the room heard his joke. 
 
    “Dude,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Poppy said clearly into the microphone. 
 
    “I love you, man,” Robin said, and his voice got a little bit emotional as he clapped me on the shoulder. “I’m happy for you. Now let’s party!” 
 
    As if that was the exact cue, a five-piece live band started to play in the corner of the room, and everybody got up and started to dance. After that, it was a whirlwind of congratulations from my immediate family, some close cousins of mine, Poppy’s parents, and our representatives for the next two hours. 
 
    It was delightful chaos, and I did my best to just go with the flow. Poppy had planned everything to perfection, and everything went off without a hitch. 
 
    The entire room was filled with an excited mood as family, friends, and representatives danced. Dinner was served, and I was eternally grateful to Cove for bringing a plate directly to us at our table. 
 
    “Make sure you eat, your majesties.” Cove smiled knowingly. “I know how hectic the evening feels. Take a few minutes for yourselves.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cove,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    She was adorably pink in the cheeks, and I wondered how much champagne she’d had so far. I was glad when she ate the whole plate with vigor, and her color evened out a little. 
 
    “Better?” I asked my wife. 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy said shyly. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” I chuckled. 
 
    We sat at the table with Helena for a while, and I enjoyed the company of both of my ladies. I couldn’t help but notice how my Grecian beauty had intentionally stepped back from the spotlight tonight, and I was grateful to her for it. 
 
    I hated that she felt like she couldn’t be a part of our day, but she carried herself with absolute class over it and made sure Poppy felt as special as possible, so I knew it didn’t bother her at all. I also knew it was for the best in regard to my family’s presence. Besides, Helena would soon be the bride to my groom, and she’d get all the spotlight she deserved. 
 
    The night was going swimmingly as the music carried on, and Poppy shared a dance with her father that had me starting to ponder the idea of having a daughter of my own someday. Then it was time for my dance with my mother, and she looked up at me with so much joy in her eyes. 
 
    “Poppy is a beautiful bride, Michael,” Mom murmured. 
 
    “You look beautiful, too, Mom,” I said. 
 
    I guided her through a simplified waltz as the music flowed around us, and a few seconds later, Poppy and her dad joined us on the floor. 
 
    “Poppy looks a lot like her father,” Mom observed. “She has his hair, it’s the same shade of brown.” 
 
    I was confused for a half-second before I realized my mom could only see the glamoured version of my new wife, and it blew my mind a little to know she’d never know the real, almost technicolor version of Poppy. 
 
    It was just as well, loud hair colors had always made my mom purse her lips a bit at passersby. 
 
    “I wonder if my grandbabies will look more like you or more like Poppy,” my mom mused in a daydreamy kind of voice, and then her eyes went wide as she realized she’d spoken out loud. 
 
    “Mom,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Mom said. “Jessica thinks that’s why you two got married so fast. Now she’s gone and put the idea in my head.” 
 
    “Mom,” I said in a firm but gentle voice. “I promise you, Poppy is not pregnant.” 
 
    “Well, even if she was,” my mom said. “It’s obvious how much she loves you. And to be clear, I’m not pushing for grandchildren. That’s not my place. I know you two will decide that for yourselves when the time is right for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, mom.” I smiled. 
 
    “Now, may I ask a less prying question?” she chuckled lightly. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied. 
 
    “Who on earth are all of these people?” she asked in a somewhat bewildered tone, and I looked down nervously to find her eyes roving over the seas of people who’d gathered for my wedding. 
 
    “Uhh…” I stumbled. “Friends, mostly. I think. To be honest, most of these people are here on behalf of Poppy. She’s a bit of a social butterfly.” 
 
    I laughed in what I hoped gave the impression of an affectionate and confused husband, and my mother nodded with a sweet smile on her face. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “She’ll be good for you in many ways, then.” 
 
    My thoughts were clouded as our dance finished, and then it was time for a ladies-only dance. I sighed with a touch of relief as I walked back and sat down at our table. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said to a passing servant with elk antlers. 
 
    “Your majesty?” the fae asked. 
 
    “Whiskey, please,” I ordered. 
 
    “Right away,” the fae said, and then he scurried away. 
 
    I felt certain I’d handled my mother’s suspicions about all the attendees of my wedding, but my mind swirled with what she’d said about a grandchild, even though I wasn’t surprised to hear Jess thought we’d gotten married just because Poppy was pregnant. I was a little irritated by my sister’s presumptions, but I couldn’t blame her. If she’d gotten married as fast as I had, I probably would have suspected the exact same thing, and in a few months, my sisters would learn the truth. 
 
    Or at least the truth about Poppy not being pregnant. 
 
    I grimaced a bit as I realized how much of my life had become about keeping the truth from my family. Not that I had a choice. 
 
    During my studying of the Eternal Realm’s history records, I’d found a few accounts of humans who’d discovered the truth. Those stories did not end well, and I would rather cut off my family completely and go no contact than see them suffer that fate. 
 
    However, I was determined to handle this completely unusual situation with my usual approach of being as honest and proactive as possible. 
 
    Then I’d add a dash of elaborate acrobatics on top and hopefully rely on the magic of my subjects to help rearrange a few visual oddities for me. 
 
    I could totally be king of the paranormal world and also seem like a regular guy to my family. 
 
    That seemed like a reasonable enough endeavor. 
 
    I shook my head at how wild just being me had become, and I scanned the happy faces of my subjects. It looked like everyone was having a fun time, and there was a lot of dancing and chatting going on among various species, humans included. 
 
    A group of vampires and dryads were gathered together over at the buffet table, and they all had smiles on their faces. Several gnomes had taken to the dance floor opposite some cyclopes to engage in what looked like a friendly dance battle. 
 
    My self-assuredness lifted as I reminded myself of all the things I was gaining in this new life, and it was so much more than the material things. Which, of course, were fucking awesome. 
 
    Everything was going well, but then trouble started to poke its ugly head out from a group of werewolves who were getting visibly agitated. 
 
    I zeroed in on the pair of male werewolves as their drunken voices rose and started to attract the attention of everyone in the room. Their voices were just far enough away that I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the anger in their minds started to shine like beacons in my own mind. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    Then the dark-haired werewolf put his hairy hands right on the blond one’s broad shoulders, and he shoved the opposing werewolf hard enough that he was knocked back into the group standing behind him. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed through gritted teeth. 
 
    My eyes flew over to where my human family members were gathered together at their tables, and I cringed when I saw all of them staring right at the drunken brawl that was about to begin. 
 
    Mom was looking pretty concerned, and Katie looked interested in the situation as she leaned in and said something to Dad. My father nodded thoughtfully at whatever my sister said to him, and my eyes bounced back to the werewolves. 
 
    I silently willed them to cut it the fuck out before they blew the whole night up into a diplomatic mess, but they quickly made it obvious they weren’t going to give me that kind of assistance. 
 
    “Filthy mongrel!” the blond one roared as he steadied himself on his feet. “I’ll neuter you like the dog you are!” 
 
    “Aw, fuck,” I groaned. 
 
    The dark-haired werewolf grabbed the blond one by the collar, and he hauled him in close as he bared his fanged teeth. Whatever he said was lost in the rising chatter as the argument quickly descended toward fistfight territory. 
 
    And as soon as I had the thought, the blond werewolf reared back and swung a right hook right at the dark-haired werewolf’s jaw. The blond werewolf was visibly drunk, and his strike clipped the corner of his target’s face as it slid harmlessly aside. 
 
    “Fuck you, Kyle!” the dark-haired werewolf raged, and he shoved the blond wolf away again. “You’re a mangy sack of wolf shit, and you don’t deserve her!” 
 
    “Todd!” A female werewolf with thick red hair tried to pull the dark-haired werewolf back. “Quit it!” 
 
    “It’s not up to you, mutt!” Kyle growled back, and he tried to come in with another wobbly punch. 
 
    The pretty red-haired werewolf rolled her eyes so hard I worried they would get stuck at the back of her skull. It was pretty clear to me that whoever she was, she didn’t want Kyle or Todd, and she was over the whole thing. 
 
    But the male werewolves were well beyond caring what she thought, and I could see they were going to continue this pissing contest until one of them was knocked clean out, or someone intervened. 
 
    Several of the other guests who were standing around the blond and dark-haired drunken idiots tried to coax them back down to sanity, but it wasn’t working. The testosterone-fueled rage from both the male wolves was flowing freely through the huge ballroom now, and I sighed. 
 
    So much for totally having this weird balance in hand. 
 
    “Goddamn it,” I muttered as I stood up. 
 
    All the while, my family had been watching and hearing the bullshit these two had been stirring up. The fairly average levels of concern and interest on their faces was the only thing giving me hope that the glamours were still doing their jobs. 
 
    Then the dark-haired werewolf started to turn rather red in the face, and his fists clenched tight at his sides as he stared at Kyle. The tension in Todd’s arms pushed me to move faster across the room, but I forced myself not to bolt over and throw myself between them. 
 
    Instinctively, I reached out to find Poppy’s mind, and I pulled her mind enchantment power into myself as I moved. I immediately tossed out the idea of using the mind enchantment to calm them, and I decided to be a little more pointed in my handling of the situation. 
 
    The crowd of guests around the brawling idiots parted like the Red Sea as I strode up with irritation. I waited until I was right beside the two werewolves, and then I grabbed them both by the collars of their shirts. 
 
    I used Poppy’s mind enchantment in a totally new way, and I mentally slapped them both right inside their drunken brains. 
 
    “Stop!” I hissed right in Kyle’s face, and then I turned to Todd. “Now! Your king commands it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Kyle’s rage melted away like an ice cube under the mid-August sun, and his eyes cleared just a little before he blinked dazedly at me. “Your majesty…” 
 
    “Fuck,” Todd mumbled quietly, and his huge ego deflated like a burst balloon. “Forgive me, my king…” 
 
    Before I could unleash all of my frustration on the moronic pair, Firo and a beautiful woman with long dark hair and an hourglass figure walked up. The dragon-man put one hand on my shoulder and the other on Kyle, and the dark-haired woman put her hands on the other werewolf’s broad shoulders. 
 
    “My apologies,” Firo said. “I was relieving myself, and I came over as soon as I saw what was happening. We’ll take it from here, your majesty.” 
 
    I was too distracted by the curvy, dark-haired woman at his side to speak, so I just nodded concisely at my head of security. The woman was weirdly familiar as she nodded at me, but her face was totally foreign to me, and I knew I’d never seen her before. 
 
    I watched them as they hauled the two offending werewolves away, and I knew Kyle and Todd would spend the rest of the night locked away so they could dry out from too much booze and ego.  
 
    The way the dark-haired woman walked rang a hundred bells in my mind, but it was like looking at a total stranger. 
 
    “Well done, your majesty,” one of my guests congratulated me. 
 
    Then I was consumed by the praise and admiration of my guests at being able to break up the fight before anybody was seriously hurt, and thoughts of the mysterious full-figured woman were pushed aside. A slow round of applause started to work its way through the hundreds of guests, and within a minute it was a full chorus of clapping and cheers. 
 
    “Please,” I chuckled, and I raised my arms to settle the crowd. “Let’s get back to the party!” 
 
    “Woo!” Poppy’s brother, Flint, cheered. “That was awesome!” 
 
    The youthful fae looked a lot like his older sister with the same purple eyes, but he had their father’s blue hair and bumblebee wings. He was a fun-loving person, and I liked him so far. Plus, he seemed as genuinely thrilled about me marrying his sister as Katie was. 
 
    The crowd that had gathered around the drunken werewolves dispersed quickly, and everyone started to settle back into a party mood as servants brought out another round of drinks for everyone. I smirked as Poppy’s father, Finch, slapped Flint’s hand away from a passing tray of glasses filled with dark amber liquor. 
 
    “Michael, dear,” my mom’s voice grabbed my attention, and I turned to see she was leaning tiredly on my father’s arm. “It’s getting late, so we’re going to go home.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom,” I said, and I gave her an affectionate hug. “I’m sorry about that bullshit. Just too much booze, I think.” 
 
    “I do hope they’re both okay,” my mom said in a concerned tone. 
 
    “They’ll be fine once they sleep it off,” I said, and I tried to stifle the grumble in my voice. 
 
    “Where’s Poppy?” Mom asked as she looked around. “I want to say goodnight to my daughter-in-law before we go.” 
 
    “She’s over there.” I grinned and pointed out my beautiful wife where she stood chatting with her parents. “Those are her parents.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Dad said. “I wanted a chance to say hello. Come on, Amy. Good night, son, enjoy your honeymoon.” 
 
    My dad gave me a blatant wink, and he chortled as he started to lead my mom away. 
 
    “Dad,” I sighed, and I turned to say goodnight to my sisters and their spouses. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “You know I wouldn’t have missed this for anything, Mikey,” Katie said with a tired smile. “Poppy’s beautiful, and you look stupidly happy.” 
 
    “I am,” I chuckled. “Good night, Katie Lady.” 
 
    My closest-in-age sister waved goodbye, and then she and her husband walked off to join our parents. 
 
    “I hope you’re as happy as you look,” my oldest sister said with sincerity. “You know I just want what’s best for you, right?” 
 
    “I know, Jess,” I assured her as I pulled her in for a hug. “I’m really happy, I promise.” 
 
    “I told you,” Samantha said as she hugged me next. “You shouldn’t worry so much, Jess.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Jessica laughed self-consciously. “It’s my job as the oldest.” 
 
    “Good night, Mike,” Emily said, and I could tell by the slightly sour look on her face that she was the least certain of my marriage and happiness. 
 
    “Have a safe flight home, Em,” I said as I pulled her into an awkward hug. 
 
    “Yeah,” Emily muttered with a slight frown. “You, too.” 
 
    Emily walked away, and her husband Danny gave me an apologetic shrug and a friendly wave before he turned to follow her. I didn’t know Danny super well since they lived in California, but I’d always liked him. He gave me the impression that he was happy to let my second-oldest sister wear the pants in their relationship, and his little shrug made me think he probably didn’t agree with her disapproval of my quick engagement. 
 
    “Good night, Mike,” Jessica said, and she gave me another quick hug before they all walked away. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the way Emily gave Poppy a cold wave before she practically dragged Danny out of the reception hall, but Jessica and Samantha both stopped and hugged Poppy. It looked like the only one who really needed convincing still was Emily, and that gave me relief. 
 
    A quick succession of cousins and my mom’s siblings came up next to say goodbye, and I was glad the humans were all making their way home for the night. I knew my paranormal guests would want to party late into the night, and now that the humans were leaving, they could really let loose. 
 
    And that is exactly what happened just a few minutes after the last of my relatives exited the venue. 
 
    “The humans are gone!” Lady Windy announced, and her smile ran all the way up to her one blue eye. 
 
    A huge round of cheers met the cyclops representative’s announcement, and the room was immediately bathed in a rainbow of rave-style lights. The band started to play an almost hypnotic dance tune, and the music from their instruments took on an otherworldly quality as the glamours all faded away. 
 
    The dance floor was quickly filled with merfolk, faes, harpies, cyclopes, gnomes, werewolves, vampires, sirens, gorgons, satyrs, witches, sprites, dryads, and just about every other form of paranormals I’d met. 
 
    The dancing quickly devolved into grinding as the ladies started to shed items of clothing. I wasn’t sure if they were magically altering their dresses, or if they’d worn gowns that transformed by more traditional means, but the amount of skin on display grew exponentially over the next twenty minutes. 
 
    The men shed jackets, ties, vests, and most of them rolled their shirts sleeves up to their elbows, and a few dozen undid every single button so their dress shirts flapped open to reveal their bare chests. It made the werewolves even easier to pick out among the crowd as their hairy chests were exposed. 
 
    Poppy disappeared for a few minutes, and Helena came up to finally have some time with me now that my family was gone. 
 
    “Goddess, it’s been so difficult to keep myself away from you all night,” Helena said in a sultry voice. “Especially after the way you looked at me up at that altar.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I chuckled. “You look… delicious, and I just want to eat you up.” 
 
    “Soon, baby,” Helena teased. “Tonight is about you and Poppy. I’ll have my chance, don’t you worry. And by then I’ll be so horny you’ll barely have to touch me to make me cum.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed through my teeth. “I guess I’ll get to make you cum over and over then, since you’re being such a good girl and letting Poppy have her turn.” 
 
    “Well,” Helena giggled and blushed. “It would be very bad manners for me to expect to have you on her wedding night. We might share you the rest of the time, but today is for her alone.” 
 
    “You’re incredible.” I grinned like a fool as love swelled in my chest for the gorgeous harpy. “And don’t worry… you’ll get your turn, too.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Helena gasped playfully, and she clutched at her chest. “Are you proposing to me? Without a ring?” 
 
    “Never,” I laughed as the playful air swirled around us like a delightful haze. 
 
    “Whooaa!” Lady Taylee’s surprised call drew my attention. 
 
    It didn’t take long to see what the Magnolia dryad was hooting about. Poppy stood in the entrance to the reception hall in a completely different dress, and I realized she’d disappeared for a costume change. 
 
    My wife looked absolutely stunning in a white strapless dress that was so short I had to fight the urge to blind every man in the room. It hugged tightly over her luscious shape in an intricate web of lace that was so fine I could see her porcelain skin through it. Her wings shone in the rainbow lighting of the hall like she’d slathered them in body glitter, and as she walked closer to me and Helena, I saw that’s exactly what it was. Poppy had also let her hair halfway down, so the long waves of her teal hair bounced delightfully around her bare shoulders. She wore a pair of stunning golden stilettos that had a thin strap around her ankle, and the whole look made my mouth water. 
 
    The crowd watched Poppy walk over to Helena and me like a celebrity down the red carpet, and only when she reached us did they return to their dancing. 
 
    “I loooove that dress,” Helena almost moaned. “You look fan-fucking-tastic.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Poppy giggled, and she bounced onto one heel in an adorable little move. “My other dress was a dream come true, but there was no way I could party in it.” 
 
    “And now that my family’s gone home,” I said in a sly voice. “We can party like only the Eternal Realm can.” 
 
    “That’s exactly right!” Poppy laughed joyously. 
 
    I stripped my tuxedo jacket and tie off, dropped them on our table, and rolled my sleeves up as Helena, Poppy, and I moved into the middle of the dance floor. Our guests moved easily out of the way to make room for us, and I let my ladies dance around me like the stars they were. 
 
    The room was a chaotic dreamscape as the night wore on toward midnight, and I was grateful Poppy had selected this venue. The place was owned by a siren, so the reckless partying of my subjects was well within the realm of normal for this place, and I knew we weren’t in danger of getting kicked out no matter how long we stayed. 
 
    Sweat rolled down my back, and my muscles were hot like from a good workout as my ladies grinded against my thighs. I was having the time of my life, and I’d completely forgotten about the drunken brawl a few hours before until Firo and the curvy dark-haired woman walked up to us. 
 
    “Excuse me, your majesty,” Firo cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt, but my responsibilities don’t rest.” 
 
    “Of course, Firo,” I said as I wiped some sweat from my forehead. 
 
    “The two werewolves have been taken to a secure location,” Firo reported. “They will be held until they’re both sober.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. 
 
    “Would you require any further punishment for their actions, my king?” Firo asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I don’t think they meant any harm. They were just drunk and let their egos get the better of them. No harm, no foul.” 
 
    “Quite right, your majesty.” The dark-haired female said in a shockingly familiar raspy voice. 
 
    “Nyxx?” I asked with utter shock, and my eyes raked down her beautiful, pale-skinned body. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Nyxx confirmed, and she blinked her sapphire eyes at me like she didn’t look wildly different than I’d ever seen her before.
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 Chapter 7 
 
    “I… wha…” I stuttered like an idiot as my brain refused to integrate this new information. “Wait… what?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty.” Nyxx frowned, and her bright blue eyes became concerned. “Have I upset you? Did you not wish the werewolves to–” 
 
    “No, no, no.” I shook my head with further confusion. “No. Hang on. I’m just confused.” 
 
    “Your majesty?” Firo asked, and he looked at me a little like I was a bomb about to explode. 
 
    They both looked at me for a moment as I studied Nyxx’s human form. She wore a tightly-fitted black lace dress with tiny sparkles sewn into the fabric, and I recognized the curve of her waist as it flared out into her hips. Her voice was exactly as I knew it to be, and her eyes were the same shape as the blank white ones I was used to. 
 
    But she looked totally human. 
 
    And she was stunningly gorgeous. 
 
    Her eyebrows and hair were such a dark shade of brown they were almost black, and thick inky-black lashes flared out from those blue eyes that shone like gemstones. 
 
    “I’m just… shocked,” I finally managed to say. “I didn’t know… you could, uh, look like that.” 
 
    “Have I upset you, my king?” Nyxx asked in her rasping voice. 
 
    “No,” I said in a more normal tone as the familiarity of her voice soothed the shock away. “You look beautiful. I guess I thought shadow nymphs just always looked like… shadows.” 
 
    “Poppy extended me an official invitation,” Nyxx explained. “I thought it would be appropriate for me to be sort of… off duty.” 
 
    Nyxx’s rasping voice took on an uncertain tone as she finished her sentence, and I worried I’d upset her with how shocked I was. 
 
    “Nyxx,” I said in my most reassuring tone. “You didn’t do anything wrong, I promise, I’m not upset.” 
 
    “Very well,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “This is a shadow nymph’s natural form, your majesty,” Firo explained in a gentle tone. “The forms you are used to seeing are how their powers manifest. As you know, there are two levels of the shadow state, and, from what I understand, it requires constant exertion of energy.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nyxx confirmed. 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed with interest. “Why didn’t I read about this in the records?” 
 
    “It’s a safety concern, your majesty,” Firo explained. “Nyxx is effectively incognito in this form. Which is why you would not have noticed her until she and I had to step in.” 
 
    “Oh,” I murmured with understanding, and then my eyebrows knitted together with concern. “I hope you didn’t endanger yourself tonight.” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Nyxx said. “No one knows me in this form aside from Firo and Poppy, and now you. I am quite safe.” 
 
    “Okay, good.” I nodded. 
 
    “Do you require anything else this evening, your majesty?” Nyxx asked in her usual dutiful tone. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” I said, and I realized how tired I was getting. 
 
    “Very good,” Nyxx said. “I will see Queen Consort Poppy, Lady Helena, and you in the morning to depart for the honeymoon. Enjoy your wedding night, your majesty.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled at how easily Nyxx had inserted Helena into the statement. “Thanks.” 
 
    Nyxx nodded politely, and she disappeared into the crowd in a much less paranormal way than I was used to. Firo remained at my side, and he couldn’t have hidden the smirk on his face even if he’d tried. 
 
    “What?” I asked the flame-haired man dryly. 
 
    “May I speak frankly, my king?” Firo asked, but it was clear he intended to despite what my answer would be. 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “You tend to anyway.” 
 
    “That is true,” Firo said with a little grin. “It is expected for Lady Helena to accompany you and Queen Consort Poppy on your honeymoon. It would be quite bad form and show great disrespect to your future Queen Consort to bar her from accompanying you both.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” I drawled. 
 
    “It is quite obvious,” Firo continued. “Especially after your interactions with Lady Helena this evening, that you have been courting the woman. To leave her behind now would be a scandalous snub to her honor, and in fact, your integrity as well.” 
 
    “I know, Firo,” I chuckled. “Don’t worry. It’s been made very clear to me that Helena should come with us, and I have no intention of doing anything else.” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty,” Firo said with a tiny grin of victory. “I will be at the hotel before you arrive. Ena and Kage will lead a private team to escort you, Queen Consort Poppy, and Lady Helena back to the hotel when you’re ready. I shall see you in the morning.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Poppy walked up then, and she leaned against me. 
 
    “It’s time for our big exit, my husband,” Poppy said, and her purple eyes lit up with excitement at the word. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I’m partied out.” 
 
    I nodded at Firo as he walked away, and then I scanned the room in search of Helena’s gorgeous form. 
 
    “Where’s Helena?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s already in the car,” Poppy said with a smug smirk. 
 
    It was clear by the victorious look in her eyes that she’d planned that as a sort of insurance policy to make sure Helena would go with us on our honeymoon. I chuckled and kissed her cheek as I looped her arm over mine like a proper king. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby,” I assured my fae wife. “You’ve already convinced me that Helena needs to come with us. I’m honestly pretty excited that she’ll be joining us.” 
 
    “Good,” Poppy giggled. “Come on, Cove is getting all of our guests ready to wish us bon voyage.” 
 
    “They’re not going to throw rice are they?” I asked. “I heard that makes birds’ stomachs explode or something.” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess, no,” Poppy laughed. “I don’t think that’s true, but it’s definitely not good for them. No, the guests have something else.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll see.” Poppy smiled like she had a secret. 
 
    I chuckled at the playful nature of my new wife, and I looked around to realize the reception hall was mostly empty. The few hundred guests who’d been mingling all around us just a moment before had filed outside, and now the huge ballroom was quiet as servants picked up discarded glasses and dinner plates. 
 
    I led Poppy out through the main entrance, and the whole front hallway and the main drive of the venue were lined with our guests. They shouted well-wishes and congratulations as we passed, and they converged together to follow us all the way to the car. 
 
    Once we passed through the front doors, a massive amount of little bubbles flew at us from every side, and the little iridescent bubbles bounced magically off any surface they came in contact with. None of them popped on us, and I was surprised to find how much joy that brought me. 
 
    “Those are so cool,” I laughed as we reached the car in a rainstorm of bubbles. 
 
    “They’re magically enhanced,” Poppy explained. “They’ll wear out in about a minute, but this way we won’t get drenched in soap!” 
 
    “That’s genius,” I chuckled. 
 
    My werewolf driver nodded at us as he held the door open, and I helped my wife climb into the backseat. Helena smiled tiredly at us as Garrett closed the door behind us, and I wedged myself between my ladies. 
 
    “How are you?” I asked Helena. 
 
    “Tired,” my Grecian beauty sighed. “But so good. It was a lovely wedding.” 
 
    “The Eternal Realm will remember this night for decades to come,” Poppy said with utter satisfaction. 
 
    “Centuries,” Helena corrected with a grin. 
 
    “I know I’ll never forget it,” I said, and I gave both ladies a little pat on their thighs. 
 
    “All set, your majesties?” Garrett asked from the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a short drive to the hotel,” Garrett said. “We’ll be there in less than twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. 
 
    The crowd of our adoring subjects shouted and waved as Garrett started to pull down the long drive of the reception hall. Another flurry of bubbles followed us, and after about sixty seconds they popped all over the windshield. Garrett chuckled as he sprayed washer fluid on the windshield and wiped away the flood of soap. 
 
    We sank into the expensive seats of my half-a-million-dollar car as Garrett drove us through the sleeping streets of Orlando. I suspected it was somewhere around three in the morning, but I knew I wasn’t going to get any sleep right when we got to the hotel. 
 
    Poppy’s hand wandered lazily up the length of my thigh, and she brushed her fingernails gently along the inseam of my tuxedo pants. 
 
    Garrett pulled the car right up to the front doors of the Four Seasons Hotel, and Firo was there waiting for us. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said as we climbed out of the car. The dragon-man handed me a pair of plastic keycards as he spoke. “I’ve already checked you into your suite. You’ll need to use the keycard to access the penthouse on the elevator.” 
 
    “Thanks, Firo,” I said. 
 
    I took Poppy’s hand in mine, and I turned to see what Helena was planning for the night. 
 
    “No,” Helena said with a sly smile. “I already told you. Tonight is about you two. I’ll make myself scarce for a while.” 
 
    “Thanks, Helena,” Poppy giggled as a fierce blush spread over her face. “Come up later, though.” 
 
    “I will,” Helena said. 
 
    “You’d better,” I said in a gently commanding voice as I leaned in to kiss Helena. “If I wake up with just one of my ladies beside me, I’ll be a very grumpy king.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t have that,” Helena laughed. “Enjoy your wedding night, my king.” 
 
    I chuckled as Helena gave us a wink, and then she walked off with Firo right behind her. My dragon-man head of security would keep her safe while she gave Poppy and me the space we deserved to consummate our marriage. 
 
    “Your wife wants a good fucking, your majesty,” Poppy purred in my ear, and she sucked gently on my earlobe to emphasize her words. 
 
    “Ahhh,” I breathed as desire poured through my body like a tidal wave. “Come on.” 
 
    Poppy gasped and giggled with surprise as I hauled her over my shoulder, and I strode right into the hotel. The woman at the front desk watched us with a curious gaze as I walked past the desk and to the elevator. Poppy tucked her translucent wings close to her back to keep from hitting them on the elevator doors. 
 
    “Thanks!” Poppy giggled to the receptionist. 
 
    I turned around, scanned my keycard on the little screen, pushed the button for the top floor, and I gave the hotel employee a polite nod as the doors closed. The elevator ride to the top floor was slow and torturous as Poppy raked her fingers through my hair, and my hands slid up the backs of her thighs to the lacy skirt that barely covered her ass. 
 
    “Uuuhhh,” Poppy let out a shuddering breath. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, the elevator dinged and opened onto a short hallway with only two doors. One was clearly the door to our top-floor suite, and the other had a plain little sign that said “Employees Only” so I assumed it was for housekeeping purposes. 
 
    I slid the keycard into the door’s lock, and the tiny red light turned green for me. With a hard shove of my foot, the door swung open, and I carried Poppy into the luxury suite. The door opened into the sitting room of the penthouse, and there was a large electric fireplace that was glowing with a romantic orange and yellow light. Massive leather couches took up most of the room, and polished wood tables were dotted around in convenient places. There was a small kitchenette on one side complete with a full-size fridge, sink, and several bottles of wine and whiskey. A quick glance at the tags as I walked past told me they were wedding gifts from my adoring subjects. 
 
    The bedroom was through another door, and the space was occupied by a California king-sized bed with crisp white linens sprinkled in red rose petals. There was a heavy wooden armoire across from it, and a wall of one-way mirrored windows along the outer wall. It gave us an unparalleled view of the Atlantic Ocean and the city skyline of Orlando. 
 
    “Wow,” Poppy breathed. “That view is incredible.” 
 
    “It sure is beautiful,” I agreed, and I slowly shifted Poppy so she slid down the length of my body to the floor. “But it’s nothing compared to your beauty.” 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy murmured, and she blushed adorably as her tone became playful. “I already married you, there’s no need for flattery.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not flattery, my queen,” I chuckled. “It’s a plain fact.” 
 
    “I love you,” Poppy breathed as she turned her face up to mine. “Soooo much.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I murmured, and I lowered my head so my lips were just a breath away from hers. “Soooooo much.” 
 
    Poppy’s full lips turned up in a wide smile as I sealed my mouth over hers, and in an instant, my wife melted against me. Her hands clung desperately to my shoulders as I kissed her, and my hands wandered over the delicious curves of her body. The lace of her dress was shockingly soft under my palms, and I was excited to find not a single piece of underwear beneath the short skirt. 
 
    “Oh, you bad girl,” I teased, and I placed a line of hot kisses along her jawline and down her throat. “No panties?” 
 
    “Do you like that?” Poppy asked in a breathless voice. 
 
    “It’s fucking sexy,” I growled. “So of course I love it.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Poppy moaned as she arched harder into my arms. “I want you.” 
 
    I moved my mouth back up to the edge of her pointed ear, and I spanned the narrowest part of her waist with my hands. 
 
    “I want you, too,” I groaned into her ear, and I pulled her against me to feel the hard length of my arousal. 
 
    I slid my hands down from Poppy’s waist to cup her lace-covered ass, and I lifted her until she wrapped both of her legs around me. With a quick glance around the room, I found the perfect piece of blank wall, and I carried my wife right over and pinned her against it. 
 
    “Oooh,” Poppy gasped as her shoulders and wings were pressed against the cool wall. 
 
    “I’m gonna fuck you with your dress still on,” I whispered roughly into her ear. 
 
    “Yeeees, please,” Poppy moaned. “I only bought this dress so you could take it off, but I want you to ruin it first.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed through my teeth as arousal thundered through me. 
 
    My fingers gripped at the delicate lace along the hem of Poppy’s dress, and I yanked it up to her waist. At the same time, she reached down between us and fumbled with my tuxedo pants. I smirked as her fingers grasped at the black leather of my belt, but she was determined, and a few seconds later, the front of my pants sagged open. 
 
    “Good job, baby,” I praised her playfully. “Gold star.” 
 
    Poppy giggled in my arms as she slid her hands up into my hair, and she pulled my mouth back to hers. 
 
    I kissed her with all the desire bubbling in my gut, and I held her up by her ass with my left arm as I shifted my right hand down to grasp the base of my cock. Finding her entrance felt like coming home, and I was thrilled to feel how wet and ready Poppy was for me. A smirk curled at the corners of my mouth as I slid the head of my dick through Poppy’s slippery folds a few times. 
 
    “Michaaaeeel,” Poppy whined, and she wiggled in my arms as she tried to push herself down onto my shaft. 
 
    “Oh, you want this cock, baby?” I teased, and I pulled back just a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “Mmm, yeeeesss,” Poppy pleaded, and her purple eyes were hazy with need. “I need you to fill me up with your big cock.” 
 
    I clicked my tongue in a playfully disapproving way, and I stared right into Poppy’s eyes as I waited. 
 
    “Manners, my queen,” I said, and I touched the tip of my head to her swollen clit. 
 
    “Pleeeeeaaaaassssse,” Poppy moaned. “Please, fill me up with your big cock.” 
 
    “Uuuhh,” I groaned quietly as I thrust into Poppy’s pussy in one slick movement. “Gooood giiiirl.” 
 
    Poppy’s legs tightened around my waist as her hot inner walls hugged my dick, and I took a long moment to revel in the exquisite pleasure of having my wife wrapped around every part of me. Then I nudged the head of my dick against that perfect spot deep within her pussy before I pulled back, and I thrust up into her heat again. 
 
    “Oooohhh, yeeeess,” Poppy moaned, and she leaned her head back against the wall. 
 
    I moved both of my hands down to cup the backs of her thighs for a better grip, and then I put all my muster into fucking her against that wall like it was the last thing I would ever do. Poppy moaned with ecstasy every time I filled her tight tunnel with my shaft, and the sounds of her pleasure tickled along my nerve endings like sparkling golden light. 
 
    Poppy’s thighs started to quiver around me, and I knew she was close from the way her lips fell open and the little gasping breaths she took. 
 
    “Michaaaeeel,” Poppy said in an awed tone that made my name sound like a prayer. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmured roughly against the delicate skin of Poppy’s collarbone. 
 
    My hips slowed down as a desire to enjoy this night for as long as possible washed through me, and the urgency disappeared completely. I was determined to draw out our pleasure for as long as I could without driving us both to utter insanity. 
 
    But apparently, that was exactly what Poppy needed to reach her first climax. 
 
    “Yeeeesssss,” my teal-haired wife cried out, and her eyebrows drew together with the intensity of her orgasm as it gripped her. “Don’t stop! I’m cumming!” 
 
    I did exactly as my bride begged, and I maintained the precise pace I’d started with the intention of drawing out her pleasure as she tumbled over the edge into bliss. 
 
    “Ooooooohhhhh,” Poppy groaned, and she tried to grind down on my cock. 
 
    I pulled her down slightly to give her the extra pressure she silently begged for as her orgasm crashed through her, and her inner walls rippled deliciously around my shaft for several long seconds. With a gentle nudge of my hips, I coaxed Poppy through the hard waves of her pleasure until she relaxed completely in my arms. 
 
    Then my tuxedo shoes started to slip against the thick carpet of the penthouse floor, and I shifted Poppy’s slight weight in my arms as I leaned away from the wall. 
 
    “Michael?” Poppy mumbled in that adorably lazy voice she developed after a really good orgasm. 
 
    “I’m not done with you just yet, baby,” I assured her. 
 
    My left arm scooped under Poppy’s ass as I leaned against the wall with my right hand, and I kicked off my shoes and shimmied out of my pants. Then I walked over to the spacious bed, and I laid my wife down on the thick mattress. 
 
    Her thighs were a slick mess of her juices, and the bottom half of her lace dress was thoroughly rumpled from the good fucking I’d given her. I smirked as I recalled her desire for me to ruin the dress, and I decided to take those words literally. 
 
    A smug smile crossed my face as I stared right into Poppy’s purple eyes, stripped my tuxedo shirt off, and tossed it away. I kneeled down on the foot of the bed between Poppy’s knees, and I gripped the wrinkled lace of her skirt in my fingers. 
 
    The sharp ripping sound of expensive lace being torn into tiny pieces made Poppy stare up at me with shock in her eyes. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy gasped. 
 
    “You told me to ruin it,” I reminded her in a cocky tone. “Besides, we can buy you another if you want.” 
 
    Poppy giggled at the audacity of my statement, and I chuckled as well before I tossed the remains of the dress over my shoulder. My wife narrowed her purple eyes playfully at me as I crawled over her luscious body, and I settled myself in the cradle of her thighs. 
 
    My left arm braced beside her shoulder, and I cupped her beautiful face in my right hand as she spread her knees wide for me. Then I thrust slowly into her pussy once more, and I brought my lips down to hers. 
 
    Poppy moaned quietly into my mouth as I kissed and fucked her slowly. My thrusts started out at the pace of a geriatric snail, and I lingered at that speed for as long as I could to build the pleasure up like a tower of Jenga blocks. I wanted to build it up as high as I possibly could before I brought Poppy to another climax, and the anticipation of watching her cum only heightened my pleasure for me. 
 
    “Aaaaaahhhh, yeeeessss,” Poppy groaned. 
 
    “You’re so sexy,” I moaned as I picked up my pace just a tiny bit. “I want you so much it makes me crazy.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Poppy gasped. “I love the way you fuck me.” 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” I groaned as a wave of forceful pleasure worked through me. 
 
    All of a sudden, I struggled to control the waves of desire that drove my speed and pace, and I found myself pounding my cock into Poppy’s slick heat. The golden fire in my gut started to expand like a California wildfire, and I knew Poppy was close from the way her thighs quivered. 
 
    “Mi-Michaaaaeeell,” Poppy stuttered as the pleasure rocked through her. “Y-yeeessss!” 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuck,” I groaned. 
 
    My eyes rolled back in my head, and Poppy’s walls rippled around my cock as she crashed into another hard orgasm. The shuddering waves of her pleasure smashed through the last tenuous grasp I had on my self-control, and I exploded deep within her pussy. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” I groaned deep in my throat as the inferno in my gut pushed out through my body and singed every nerve along my spine. 
 
    The toe-tingling ecstasy raged through me, and my hips rocked back and forth against Poppy’s pelvis completely on their own. The heat tingled along my arms and legs, and Poppy scraped her nails gently down the muscles of my back which only heightened the intensity of my orgasm. 
 
    “Fuck,” Poppy gasped several seconds later as her breathing finally returned to a more normal rhythm. 
 
    “I love you,” I moaned as a second wave of orgasmic bliss shivered along my spine. 
 
    “I love you, too, Michael,” Poppy whispered in a voice thick with emotion. 
 
    My throat felt thick with the same love and joy in Poppy’s words, so I pressed a sweet kiss to the corner of her mouth in response. 
 
    I shifted slightly to keep from crushing my new wife, and I helped her scoot up to lay her head on the pillows. There was plenty of room for Helena to come and join us, and I wondered how long it would be before I could hold both of my women in my arms. 
 
    Poppy nuzzled her cute nose against my chest as she rolled onto her side, and her translucent wings draped tiredly off the edge of the bed. I watched her fall asleep, and I pondered if her wings ever fell asleep and got that irritating pins and needles sensation like I got in my feet or hands sometimes. 
 
    A short time later, the hotel suite door opened quietly, and I heard the familiar fall of Helena’s footsteps as she crossed the sitting room. She paused at the open bedroom door for a moment, and I lifted my head to smile at her. 
 
    “Hey, you,” Helena breathed as she entered the room. 
 
    “Come here,” I whispered. 
 
    Helena smiled tiredly as she slowly stripped off her pale pink bridesmaid dress, and once she was gorgeously naked, she padded over to lay down beside me. 
 
    “Did you have a pleasant time?” Helena asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Yes.” I smirked. “How did you spend your night?” 
 
    “I lounged in the hotel bar for a little while,” Helena answered. “Firo kept a close eye on me while I finished my book.” 
 
    “Was it good?” I asked. 
 
    “Very.” Helena smiled. “It was a cliffhanger ending.” 
 
    “Oooh,” I hummed. “Do you have the next one?” 
 
    “I do,” Helena said. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmured as I felt myself losing the battle to sleep. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Helena whispered, and she curled up against my other side. “We should sleep.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said through a huge yawn. 
 
    I could feel Helena’s loving smile as my eyes refused to remain open for even another second, and then I was asleep without another thought. My head was filled with the memories of my wedding day, and the images played like a movie montage of joyous moments throughout the rest of the night. 
 
    “Good morning, husband,” Poppy’s gentle whisper tried to pull me from the depths of sleep. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I grumbled, and I pulled her tighter against my side. 
 
    “He’s so cute when he’s sleeping,” Helena murmured from my other side. 
 
    I smirked tiredly, and I tugged her closer to my side, too. Getting out of bed was the last thing on my mind at the moment, and I wasn’t about to lounge around by myself. 
 
    Besides, I was king. If I wanted to stay in bed all fucking day with my women, that was not only my prerogative, but my right, and to hell with anybody who tried to stop me. 
 
    “But my love…” Poppy giggled quietly as she pressed a loving kiss to my cheek. “It’s midmorning, and we have a day of travel time ahead of us.” 
 
    “He still doesn’t know, does he?” Helena laughed gently, and it was like music to my ears. 
 
    “No,” Poppy laughed. “I haven’t told him yet.” 
 
    “Told me what?” I asked, and I pried one eye open to look at my ladies. 
 
    It felt like they were conspiring against me, but I was excited about whatever was going to happen next. Then my brain booted up, and I realized they must be talking about where we were going on our honeymoon. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed with excitement. 
 
    Poppy grinned playfully, and Helena bubbled with laughter. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. “Are you going to tell me, or do I have to wait until we get there to know?” 
 
    “Would you like to guess?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I laughed. “I tried to figure it out, but there are so many options. How long is the flight?” 
 
    “About twenty hours,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    “Well,” Poppy lit up with excited pride. “The Philippines are on the other side of the world, after all.” 
 
    “The Philippines,” I repeated with shock. “Holy shit.”
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 Chapter 8 
 
    “Is that good?” Poppy asked, and her tone took on a slight tremor of nerves as she waited for my response. 
 
    I just grinned at her like an idiot for a moment, and I tried to make my brain accept the fact that I was going to fly to the Philippines on my private jet with my fae wife and harpy girlfriend to spend two weeks on a tropical island. 
 
    “Michael?” Poppy asked again, and she bit nervously into her bottom lip. “I mean… you told me to pick since I’ve traveled more than you, and you said that anything would be exciting for you. I thought–” 
 
    “Poppy.” I stopped her anxious explanation with a loving hand on her face. “That sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Okay,” Poppy breathed with relief. “Good.” 
 
    “I told you he would love whatever you picked,” Helena said. “Which island are we going to?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. “The Philippines is a bunch of islands, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy said, and I could see her confidence had returned. “It’s an archipelago, and we’re going to be staying on his majesty’s private island.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I mused, and I remembered reading through the accounts of all my assets, several of which were small islands all over the world. “If I remember correctly, it was obtained by King Roman early in his rule, and he named it after one of his wives. Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy confirmed as she climbed out of bed. “Vaeletta Island.” 
 
    “It’s not very big.” My eyes narrowed as I tried to recall what I’d read about it. “About a square mile?” 
 
    “That’s the one,” Poppy chirped. “Come on! Get up! I’m excited to get moving.” 
 
    “She’s so chipper in the morning,” Helena murmured playfully to me. 
 
    “She really is,” I replied in a conspiratorial voice. 
 
    “You two!” Poppy laughed and threw a pillow at us. “We’ve got a long flight, let’s get going!” 
 
    “Alright, your majesty,” Helena teased my new wife. “We’re getting up.” 
 
    “That’s so weird,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    She bounced out of the bedroom into the sitting room of the penthouse where our first night of luggage was waiting for us. Poppy opened her bag and pulled out a light cotton sweatshirt in a calm shade of blue and a pair of matched shorts. Then she dug for some underwear and came back up with a cotton thong that made my skin heat up again. She got dressed right there in the middle of the sitting room, and there was something alluring and intimate about watching my wife get dressed for the day. 
 
    “You know,” Helena mused as she walked over to the bags. “I was going to wear something else, but you look so comfortable. I think you’ve got the right idea about travel attire.” 
 
    “I can’t stand to be uncomfortable on a plane all day.” Poppy grinned as she brushed out her long teal waves. “Besides, I’ve got him tied down now, no more need to impress him.” 
 
    Poppy gave me a coy wink as Helena laughed, and I threw the blankets aside. I didn’t think I would ever get over how much I loved my women, and I hoped the playful nature of our relationships would never fade away. 
 
    I followed my lovers’ leads and picked a pair of comfortable gym shorts and a cotton t-shirt that was so worn out the hem was starting to split. Then I slid my feet into my sandals, and I helped Helena and Poppy collect their items from around the penthouse. It was a shame we hadn’t gotten the chance to enjoy the whole suite, but I would have fond memories of the place for decades to come. 
 
    “Alright, have we got everything?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Helena answered as Poppy nodded. 
 
    “Cool, let’s go downstairs and meet up with Firo,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, he’s going to meet us at the airstrip,” Poppy said as she walked over to the wall of one-way mirrored windows in the bedroom. “He said it would be more discreet and safer if we mirror portal directly from the room.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said with a loving smile. Then I glanced back at our luggage that still sat on the sitting room couches. “I guess someone is going to get our stuff, huh?” 
 
    “Of course,” Poppy said, and she gazed at me with wonder in her purple eyes. “I wonder if you’ll ever stop worrying about things like that.” 
 
    “I hope not,” I sighed as I thought about how hard my parents had worked to instill those values in my siblings and me. 
 
    “Me, too,” Helena agreed. “It’s part of what makes you such an honorable man, and a good king.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” Poppy hummed. 
 
    Then my fae wife turned back to the mirrored windows, pressed one palm against the cool glass, and stepped through it like it wasn’t even there. My stomach dropped out as my gaze shifted to the sudden drop down more than a dozen stories on the other side of that glass, and I had to remind myself Poppy was fine and on solid ground. 
 
    Helena smiled at me as she followed Poppy through the portal, and I took a breath before I stepped into the window that should be solid glass. The slight sensation of cool air swirled around me for a moment until a flash of bright light consumed me, and then I felt the distinctive texture of tarmac under my sandals. 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw the sleek lines of my private jet about forty feet in front of me. My guards and a few other servants stood waiting for me and my ladies, and my head of security nodded to Nyxx’s familiar shadow form before he walked over. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    “Hey, Firo,” I said, and I nodded at Nyxx. 
 
    A memory of her beautifully piercing blue eyes and long dark hair positioned itself right at the forefront of my mind until I forced it away. 
 
    “We are all fueled, your majesty,” Firo reported. “As soon as the servants bring your bags down, we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded at three servants as they disappeared into Poppy’s portal. 
 
    “Breakfast will be waiting for you,” Firo added. “I’m sure you haven’t eaten since dinner last night.” 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” I said. 
 
    The servants reappeared on the tarmac, and they carried our bags to the jet’s cargo hold. Then I followed my ladies up the carpeted rollaway stairs that led directly into the jet, and I found them seated across a table from one another with a huge breakfast spread between them. 
 
    “Oh, that looks incredible,” I said, and I realized I was in desperate need of a little something greasy in my stomach. 
 
    I hadn’t overindulged in alcohol in a long time, but I did have more than a few drinks last night. My wedding hadn’t been an occasion to get plastered, but I was feeling a bit of the aftereffects of a good fucking time. The rich black coffee called to me first as I sat down beside Helena, and I stirred a packet of pure sugar into the dark liquid. 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and I slowly enjoyed a delectable breakfast of fried and scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, crispy hashbrowns, fresh sliced fruit, a few select fruit pastries, orange juice, and rich coffee. There were also some bagels for us to choose from, but we all decided they were a little too heavy for us this morning. 
 
    During the time it took us to enjoy our leisurely breakfast, Firo and the crew did the last-minute pre-flight checks and loaded our luggage. A short time later, Firo, Nyxx, Ena, and Kage settled themselves into the seats toward the back of the cabin, and the pilot announced we were about to take off. 
 
    “Ugh,” I grumbled just a bit under my breath as the jet started to move down the runway. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I don’t mind flying so much once we’re in the air, but I’m not really a fan of the taking off part.” 
 
    “I can relate to that,” Helena said. “I hate the shift in air pressure. It always hurts my jaw.” 
 
    “Your jaw?” I asked with curiosity. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena said. “I feel it in my ears, too, of course, but it makes something feel tight in here.” 
 
    Helena touched the corner of her chin just below her ears, and then she leaned back in her seat and chewed slowly on a piece of bacon. 
 
    My stomach dropped as I felt the ground drop out from beneath the jet’s wheels, and a few moments later my insides settled as we ascended toward cruising altitude. 
 
    “So, how should we spend our flight?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “I intended to pick up my new book for a while,” Helena said. “I may take a nap later, too.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said. 
 
    I hadn’t discovered the small private bedroom at the back of the jet until our flight home from Athens. Poppy had been shocked that I didn’t know about it, and she apologized profusely for neglecting to tell me about it. The whole thing had been pretty funny to me, and I was just glad to know about the bedroom this time since our flight was significantly longer for this journey. 
 
    I settled into the seat for a while as Helena pulled out her new novel and started to read. Poppy and I chatted lightly about the Island Vaeletta for a while, and I spotted Firo playing some kind of card game with Nyxx at the back of the cabin. 
 
    The landscape of Florida faded away into the distance, and soon there was nothing but the expanse of the Gulf of Mexico beneath us. That was soon replaced with the dry land of Mexico, and then we were out over the open Pacific, and I knew the next bit of land we’d see would mean we were close to our destination. 
 
    “What are they playing?” I asked Poppy a while later, and I nodded at Firo and Nyxx. 
 
    “Um…” Poppy murmured as she studied their card game for a moment. “It looks like Havoc.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    My eyebrows furrowed as Firo slapped his hand down on a pile of cards in the middle of their playing board, and he grinned victoriously. 
 
    “Would you like to learn?” Poppy asked. “I can teach you.” 
 
    “Yeah, do you have cards?” I asked. 
 
    “I do,” Poppy said. 
 
    “It’s a really fun game,” Helena said without looking up from her book. 
 
    Poppy stood up and dug in her carry-on backpack until she found a deck of playing cards. 
 
    “How’s your book?” I asked my Grecian harpy. 
 
    “It’s really good so far,” Helena said, and she gave me a brief grin before she buried herself back in the pages. 
 
    I smiled at the bold woman, and I thought about how I never would have pictured her as a bookworm. Over the weeks, we’d gotten to know each other a lot better, and I’d discovered my library was one of her favorite places in the mansion. 
 
    “Alright,” Poppy said as she sat back down. “The point of the game is to get something called a ‘Havoc’...” 
 
    Poppy pulled the cards from their box and expertly performed several bridge shuffles as she began to explain the rules of the game to me. She laid out several cards to give me visual examples of the way the game was played as she explained the rules. It took about ten minutes for me to feel like I had a grasp on the game and the scoring system. 
 
    “Are you ready to play?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I said. 
 
    “Okay.” Poppy smiled and she shuffled the cards again before she dealt out a dozen cards to each of us. 
 
    She beat me easily in the first round, but I got a much better understanding of the game by playing. In the second round, I got a lot closer to Poppy’s score, and the game was becoming a lot more fun. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed as Poppy tallied up our scores, and I saw that she’d beat me by just a few points. 
 
    “Again?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, again.” I grinned. 
 
    We played a few more rounds before I finally beat her with a clever bluff and a little bit of luck of the draw. 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I chuckled as the scores were totaled. “I like this game.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Poppy laughed. “You’re pretty good at it. Usually, new players take a while to figure out all the different tricks of how the cards can work together to get a Havoc.” 
 
    “Mind if I hop in for a round?” Helena asked as she laid her book down. 
 
    “Three people can play?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Poppy said. “You can have four players, but that makes it a lot harder. If you want to have more than that, you need to use two decks.” 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed with curiosity. 
 
    We played several more rounds, and I was pleased to see we were all a pretty even match for one another. After a few games, I caught Firo watching us with intense orange eyes, and he grinned at me. 
 
    “Well played, your majesty,” Firo said, and he nodded at my last move. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I played another good move that sealed the victory for me. 
 
    “Shall we play another?” Helena asked. 
 
    “I’m a bit tired,” Poppy said. “I think I’ll have a nap.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed, and I looked at Helena. “Care to join us?” 
 
    “You two go ahead,” Helena said with a sly look. “I’m going to read some more.” 
 
    “Alright, enjoy.” I smiled at my harpy lover as I leaned down and kissed her. 
 
    Poppy and I went back to the small bedroom at the furthest back part of the cabin. The small room was as wide as the jet, and a top-quality mattress spanned the entire room except for two feet of walking space at the foot. I wondered how the mattress had been brought into the small space, and I figured maybe the cabin had been partially built around it. 
 
    I flopped down on the cool sheets with the intention of having a restful nap, but Poppy made her intentions very clear as she crawled up the length of my body. She practically ravaged me until we both came twice, and only then did she settle down beside me and fall asleep. 
 
    We snoozed for a few hours, and when we woke up, the flight attendants began to prepare our dinner for us. I was impressed by the quality of the in-flight food as they placed the steaming trays in front of us. 
 
    There were perfectly cooked fish filets, steamed green vegetables, and dinner rolls that smelled like they’d just come out of the oven. 
 
    “This is the best airplane food I’ve ever had,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It had better be,” Poppy giggled. “It’s prepared with magic to be as fresh as possible.” 
 
    “That explains why it tastes so good.” I grinned with surprise. “I guess I should have figured it wasn’t prepackaged or anything.” 
 
    For a moment, I was overcome by the levels of luxury and opulence my life regularly had now. Just a few months ago, I wouldn’t have even been able to afford an economy class ticket to the Philippines, and here I was on my own private jet flying to an island that I owned. 
 
    “What is my life?” I mumbled to myself as I tried to rein in my shocked expression. 
 
    “I forget sometimes…” Helena mused as she studied my face. “How different this must all be to what you grew up with.” 
 
    “It’s about as different as it can be,” I chuckled. “Being able to fly anywhere in those cheap seats that Firo wouldn’t even be able to squeeze into was a luxury to me. And now…?” 
 
    I gestured vaguely around the spacious personal jet that had plenty of room for us and a full bathroom with a decent-sized shower. 
 
    “It all still feels like a dream most of the time,” I murmured, and then I chuckled to myself as I remembered what I’d thought about the possibility of becoming king of the Eternal Realm when Cove first showed up at my apartment door. “Or like a wild acid trip.” 
 
    “What?” Helena’s dark eyebrows scrunched together with confusion. 
 
    “When Cove first told me I was the new king,” I laughed at the memory. “And he brought me to the mansion… I thought I’d been drugged. I was pretty confident I was going to wake up in my apartment in a puddle of my own drool. I still feel like that sometimes.” 
 
    Helena and Poppy smiled sweetly at me, and my wife played idly with the massive diamond ring beside her wedding band. 
 
    “It just all feels too good to be true,” I concluded, and I took their hands in mine. “How did I get so lucky? Not just to be king, or for all the money, but to find both of you. What did I do to deserve such amazing women in my life?” 
 
    “Clearly the Goddess saw all the best things in your heart,” Helena murmured, and the love was clear in her caramel eyes. 
 
    “Yep!” My fae lover’s lips popped around the word. “The only thing you had to do was be you. I think the Goddess has chosen the very best man to rule and to bring the Eternal Realm into a new era of peace and prosperity.” 
 
    “I just want to do a good job,” I sighed as the weight of my responsibilities tried to squish my good mood. “I’m so grateful to have you both here to help me with that.” 
 
    “I don’t want to speak for Helena,” Poppy said, and she glanced at my harpy. “But I’m honored to be able to support you in any way I can.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Helena smiled. 
 
    Our conversation shifted into light-hearted and superficial topics for a while after that, and we discussed some of our favorite movies, books, and television shows. I was a little surprised to learn how much Helena loved romcoms, and I was equally surprised to learn Poppy’s guilty pleasure was horror movies. I would have guessed it was the other way around, and I loved that my women continued to surprise and impress me with who they were. 
 
    We played another few rounds of Havoc as the sun continued to shine over the Pacific ocean, and then we retreated to the bedroom to sleep for the night. We still had several hours to go before we landed in the Philippines, and I was starting to get excitedly impatient to arrive. 
 
    We woke up after a full night of sleep to a harsh midday sun, and I had to remind myself we were chasing the sun. We settled back into our seats for a while and enjoyed a delicious brunch and lunch spread of food in an attempt to regulate our bodies to the time change. 
 
    “We’re nearly there, your majesty,” Firo said as the clocks started to approach six in the evening. 
 
    “Thanks, Firo,” I said. 
 
    Helena and Poppy shifted in their seats to get a better look out the small round windows of the jet. I smiled as I joined them in admiring the view, and I was surprised by the mountainous landscape of the islands. 
 
    The water was a beautiful shade of light teal that reminded me of Poppy’s hair, and the land rose up in sharp rocky areas that were covered in all kinds of green growing things. It was incredibly tropical and made me wonder how many poisonous plants grew in this region. White-sand beaches covered the edges of several of the islands, and the water lapped lightly along the shore. 
 
    We passed a few modern cities that looked pretty big, and as we flew further over the archipelago, the islands and towns became smaller until there were no signs of human habitation at all. 
 
    The pilot announced we would be landing shortly, and I felt the distinctive sensation of the jet descending back toward the ground. We kept watching out the windows, and the edges of a slightly larger island came into view. As we got lower to the ground, I could see trees with large trunks, waxy leaves, and white flower blossoms. I’d expected to see palm trees since the region was tropical, but there were a lot of other types of trees, too. 
 
    A few moments later, the wheels screeched on the tarmac, and thick vegetation raced past our windows as the plane slowed down. Once the plane had come to a stop, I stood up from my seat and stretched my limbs. 
 
    “I’m so ready to get off this plane,” I chuckled. 
 
    The jet might be luxurious, but it was still an enclosed can hurtling through the air at somewhere around five hundred miles per hour. 
 
    “Wait until you breathe in the fresh air.” Helena smirked. “It’s so clean and refreshing here.” 
 
    “Have you been to the Philippines before?” I asked as we waited for the flight attendants to open the door for us. 
 
    “Not for some time,” Helena said. “But it was one of the places my parents took me to in my youth. Though, not this particular island, of course.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” I grinned. 
 
    The flight attendants opened the cabin door, and a pair of mermaids on the ground rolled a set of stairs up to connect with the gap for us. 
 
    “Let me go first, my king,” Firo said, and he hurried down the stairs before I had the chance to argue. 
 
    Not that I had any intention to. 
 
    I was more than happy to have Firo here to protect me and my ladies from any unseen dangers, and in my weeks as king, I’d learned there were more than a few. 
 
    A moment later, Firo appeared at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Welcome to Vaeletta Island, your majesties, Lady Helena,” Firo said, and he gestured for us to deplane. 
 
    Two lines of merfolk stood with bushels of flowers in their scaled arms, and they greeted us with smiles as I led my ladies off the plane. 
 
    We were at the end of the tarmac, and Firo guided us around the jet to where I got my first full view of my island. The tarmac looked way smaller than it needed to be for the jet to have safely come to a stop, and I assumed there was some magic at work. The runway occupied the entire southern edge of the island, and a large house sat in the middle of the island. It was beautiful and modern-looking, with huge glass windows and a wide patio on the front that faced the western shore. Just three steps down from the patio was a white sand beach with a dozen cushioned lounge chairs and huge umbrellas. 
 
    The whole place looked like our own personal resort, and I half-expected a girl in a sarong to show up holding a tray full of coconut drinks with tiny parasols. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed in amazement. 
 
    “King Roman had the home built for Vaeletta when he bought the island,” Poppy explained. “And he had it updated every ten years to keep with her modern tastes. So the whole place was kept up-to-date until his passing.” 
 
    “It looks brand new,” I said. 
 
    “King Roman had put in place a trust fund to maintain the property,” Poppy said. “Which was probably wise, considering King Vairn wasn’t partial to traveling to this area of the world.” 
 
    “I wonder why,” I murmured under my breath. 
 
    “I want to see the inside,” Helena said with excitement. 
 
    I grinned at my Grecian beauty, and Firo smirked slightly as he led us up the front steps to the sleek front doors of the mansion. I glanced back over my shoulder at the merfolk who took charge of unloading our bags and hauling them up to the house. 
 
    “There’s a mercity nearby,” Poppy said in a quiet tone. “Many of them work on the island.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked with surprise. “Like… maintaining the house?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy confirmed. “They keep the gardens and maintain the house. They do any work that might need to be done while the king is away. They prepare the house for the king’s visits, and they’ll act as our servants while we’re here.” 
 
    “That’s cool,” I murmured. 
 
    I wondered what a mercity was like, and I couldn’t help but picture The Little Mermaid television show I remembered my sisters watching when we were kids. 
 
    But those thoughts were pushed right out of my head as Helena, Poppy, and I walked through the front doors of the mansion. 
 
    “My mansion,” I quietly reminded myself. 
 
    This was all my property. I owned it, and I could tear it all down tomorrow if I wanted to. 
 
    Not that I’d ever want to, because holy shit… this place was nice as hell. 
 
    The space was huge and so wonderfully open, with dark hardwood floors that were so well polished they shone. Every available bit of space on the walls was a wide-open window to let the pleasant sea air inside. It was a huge space with a living room on one side and an enormous kitchen on the other, and a wide staircase led up to the second floor in the middle. The second floor was open like a loft, and the balcony-style hallway ran around the perimeter of the first floor. Several doors were located along the balcony hallway, and I was curious how many bedrooms this place had. I hadn’t seen a second house on the island, and I wondered if Firo, Nyxx, and the others would stay in this house with us. 
 
    “Do all the merfolk stay in the house?” I asked as I counted at least eight doors on the second-floor balcony. 
 
    “Sort of,” Firo said. “There’s another area of the house on the backside that is completely separate from the main house here. It’s all one structure, but you’ll have total privacy here, your majesties.” 
 
    “Is that where you’ll be?” I asked the dragon-man. 
 
    “If you wish,” Firo said with a nod. “But there will always be a guard on duty at the front doors for safety. Outside, of course, for privacy, but they will be close by in case of an emergency.” 
 
    “I’m always closely protected, aren’t I?” I chuckled. “Even if I can’t see my guards.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Firo said, and his face was stern. “There have been too many close calls for my liking, so I have implemented an around-the-clock guard schedule for you and your ladies.” 
 
    “Thank you, Firo,” I said. 
 
    “Ah, this is Doris,” Firo said as he gestured to a woman nearby. “The housekeeper and woman in charge of Vaeletta Island.” 
 
    The middle-aged mermaid had olive skin, seafoam-green hair pulled back in a French braid, and kind golden eyes. 
 
    “Welcome to your home away from home, your majesty,” Doris said in a gentle Filipino accent. “If there is ever anything you need, please do not hesitate to ask.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doris,” I said. 
 
    “Are you and your wives hungry?” Doris asked. “I have dinner nearly ready to go for you.” 
 
    “Uh, yes,” I said with a grin. “That sounds good, thank you.” 
 
    “Right away, your majesty,” Doris said, and she nodded respectfully. “Please allow ten minutes, and we will bring your meal to the patio.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect,” I said. 
 
    “What’s on the menu?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Chicken inasal, an avocado caprese salad for any vegetarian guests, as well as roasted vegetables on the side, your majesty,” Doris said with a respectful nod to Helena. 
 
    “I…” Helena grimaced a tiny bit and looked at me to see if she should correct the housekeeper’s assumption. 
 
    I gave her a tiny shake of my head because I didn’t think it was that important, and because Helena was going to have to get used to the title soon enough, so this could be good practice for her. Helena squirmed slightly, and I could see her desire for proper social rules poking at her. 
 
    “Thank you, Doris,” I said in an attempt to shift away from the awkwardness for my harpy lover. “It’s such a beautiful night. I think we’ll wait on the patio.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena sighed with relief, and she mouthed a silent thank you as she and Poppy walked through the open doors to the patio. 
 
    “My apologies…” Doris mumbled, and her face fell. “Did I upset her majesty?” 
 
    “No, Doris,” I assured the housekeeper. “It was just a very long flight. We’re just tired.” 
 
    Doris nodded, and she pressed her lips together in a way that made me think she was still concerned she’d offended Helena. I gave her a kind smile before I wandered out onto the patio with my ladies. 
 
    They were seated at the glass-topped table, and they were enjoying the gorgeous view of the ocean forty feet off the patio. The water was so clear that I could see a swarm of small glittery fish as they searched for food in the shallow waves. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful here,” Helena sighed, and her wings drooped over the back of her chair as she relaxed. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed. 
 
    I took the seat at the head of the table, and I had a perfect view of the ocean right in front of me. There were several other small islands on the horizon, and I could just make out the sharp mountains that formed the interesting topography of the region. 
 
    “It’s so quiet,” Poppy murmured. “I’m so used to the noise of the city. Cars, airplanes, power lines… it’s just the sounds of nature here.” 
 
    I took a moment to enjoy the peaceful chittering of insects in the trees and the melodic birdsong mixed together with the rush of the ocean. My entire body relaxed for a moment as the peaceful quiet swirled around me, but then something new touched the edges of my mind. 
 
    A chaotic, churning rush of emotions loomed on the horizon of my mental reach, and it rushed toward me like a tsunami. The surge of stress, anxiety, and anger slammed into my mind like a tidal wave, and it knocked the air right out of my lungs. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I gasped as my head began to spin.
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 Chapter 9 
 
    “Michael?” Helena asked with concern clear on her face. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Your whole face just drained of color,” Poppy said, and she sounded just as worried as Helena. “What happened?” 
 
    “I…” I muttered, and I shook my head. 
 
    The churning storm of emotions lingered for a moment, and I took a few deep breaths as I tried to figure out what it was. I had no idea, but it was unlike anything I’d ever felt before. 
 
    “I think…” I tried again, and I forced myself to smile softly at my ladies. “It’s probably jet lag, and I think my blood sugar dropped.” 
 
    “Aw, baby,” Poppy murmured as her eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “I just need to eat,” I said. “And sleep in a bed that’s not a mile in the air.” 
 
    Doris and a team of four merfolk saved me from having to say another word as they arrived at the table with a variety of plates, cups, and pitchers. They laid a delicious-smelling feast of food in front of us, and they filled our glasses with refreshing lemon-infused water. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate for a moment as I skewered a piece of the marinated and grilled chicken with my fork, and I brought it to my mouth. The taste was an incredible mix of lemongrass, garlic, salt, pepper, and a few other flavors I couldn’t name. The chicken practically fell apart as I went for another bite, and I nodded my praise to Doris and her team. 
 
    “This is so good,” I said out of the corner of my mouth as I stuffed another bite in. 
 
    Doris dipped in a gracious curtsy before she hurried her team away so we could enjoy our dinner in private. 
 
    My mind started to even out and rebalance as I ate, and I figured I really had been needing to eat as much as I’d told my ladies. They watched me carefully for a few moments before they both relaxed and started to enjoy their dinner plates, too. 
 
    “Your color is much better now,” Helena observed a while later. 
 
    “Yeah, you look much more like yourself,” Poppy agreed. 
 
    “I feel better,” I said with a smile. “I’m not used to lengthy travel like that, and it’s pretty draining.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Poppy agreed. “Even traveling in luxury as we do, it’s still a long time to be confined in an enclosed space.” 
 
    “I think you need a good deep tissue massage to help you relax,” Helena suggested. 
 
    “Actually…” I sighed. “That sounds incredible.” 
 
    “Good.” Helena smiled. “Because you deserve all the love we can give you.” 
 
    “Are you done eating?” I asked my lovers. 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy murmured as she pushed her empty plate away. “That was so delicious.” 
 
    “I’m curious about the bedroom,” Helena said. “Let’s go have a look.” 
 
    I chuckled as we pushed our chairs back from the table and stood up, and I led the ladies back through the house. Doris and her workers were busy cleaning the kitchen until it shone, and she nodded politely at us as we walked toward the stairs. 
 
    “The main bedroom is at the end of the hall on the right, your majesty,” Doris said. 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I called over my shoulder. 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and I walked slowly up the stairs and along the open balcony to the last door on the right side of the house. All the doors were a dark wood that matched the floors and contrasted well with the off-white paint on the walls. The door was open a few inches, and I could already feel the gentle movement of ocean air shifting through the whole house. 
 
    I pushed the door the rest of the way open, and my jaw almost hit the polished wood floor. 
 
    The room looked like something out of a Better Homes & Gardens magazine for the rich and famous. I almost felt bad about having to mess up the space by sleeping in here. 
 
    The extra-thick mattress was positioned on a black metal frame with gauzy curtains hanging from the canopy structure on top. The linens were a soothing shade of light-blue, and there were more pillows than I imagined we would ever need. A thick rug in a muted forest green covered most of the floor in a layer of coziness that somehow felt like a hug. The furniture was all the same dark wood as the floors and doors, and they gave the whole place a very modern feel. There were two enormous dressers with a walk-in closet between them, and heavy end tables on either side of the bed. A plush couch was centered in the middle of the sitting area of the room, and a narrow table sat in front of it. A huge sunset painting hung on the wall directly across from the bed, and I suspected it was the exact view from the patio downstairs.  
 
    Our empty bags were tucked neatly in the corner, and I knew I’d find all of our clothes already in the dressers and closet for us. 
 
    A door beside the bed was open, and I could see a room of white tiles and what looked like a massive bathtub. The bathroom was surely as expensive and incredible as the rest of the house. 
 
    “Oh, it’s so luxurious,” Poppy mused as she took a slow walk around the room. 
 
    “You’d better get used to it, baby,” I teased my teal-haired wife. “You’re going to be lavished with luxury the rest of your life.” 
 
    Poppy giggled, and I caught sight of Helena from the corner of my eye. My Grecian beauty was looking pointedly out the window, and I hoped she was imagining what it would be like when we were married, too, because it’s exactly what I was thinking. 
 
    I hadn’t officially asked Helena to be my second wife yet, but I had made the decision to ask her. I’d even asked Cove to see to the purchase of a large diamond ring from the same store where Poppy’s had come from, and I hoped it would be finished by the time we returned from our honeymoon. 
 
    I’d proposed to Poppy a bit impetuously, and I didn’t want to ask Helena to marry me without a ring like I had when I proposed to my fae wife. 
 
    “Come lay down, baby,” Poppy said. 
 
    My teal-haired lover’s iridescent wings fluttered with anticipation as she stripped down to her bra and panties, and she knelt on the foot of the bed. Helena didn’t hesitate to follow her lead, and soon both of my ladies sat nearly naked on the mattress as they waited to pamper me. 
 
    “Let us take care of you,” Helena purred in a loving voice. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” I sighed with relief as I stripped off my clothes, and I plopped down on the bed. 
 
    As soon as I settled my arms down at my sides, Helena and Poppy caressed their hands along my back. Poppy began to knead the aches and stiffness from my lower back as Helena focused on my shoulders, and their hands felt like heaven. 
 
    “Uuuhh,” I couldn’t stop the groan that escaped my lips as my entire body started to relax. “Oooh, that feels so good.” 
 
    “Good,” Helena murmured, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    “Is there any part of your body that hurts?” Poppy asked as she worked a knot out of my lower back. “Anything you want us to focus on specifically?” 
 
    “My hamstrings are still a little tight,” I mumbled into the pillow. “Firo had me doing burpees last week. Those things are fucking killer.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Helena hissed through her teeth. “Yeah, I hate burpees.” 
 
    “We’ve got you, babe,” Poppy cooed. “Just relax.” 
 
    I focused on my breathing as my fae wife and harpy lover gently and firmly worked all the tension from my body. It hadn’t occurred to me, but I’d been more consistently physically active in the last two months since I’d become king than I had in years. Between the training sessions with Firo, boxing sessions with Matis, and adventuring with Rune and Cove, I was pretty worn out. 
 
    Helena and Poppy focused on my back and shoulders until I felt a little bit like a puddle of warm clay, and my body began to feel heavy. Then Helena moved on to knead my biceps, triceps, and forearms, and I sucked in a sharp breath as she found an especially hard knot in my left arm. 
 
    “Ooooh,” I groaned. “Easy there.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can feel it,” Helena murmured, and I could hear the worry in her voice. “Did you get hurt in a sparring match?” 
 
    “Matis got a good punch in right there,” I said, and I thought back to the boxing match from earlier in the week. “Is it still bruised?” 
 
    “Not really,” Helena said after a moment. “I didn’t think so, but with a closer look, I can see just the edges of an old bruise here.” 
 
    Helena’s perfectly manicured fingers traced around the sore place on my arm, and her gentle touch sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    At the same time, Poppy shifted to rubbing her thumbs into the tension in my hamstrings, and she moved her hands up and down in long strokes. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh,” I moaned. “That hurts so good.” 
 
    “I bet,” Poppy said with a smirk clear in her voice. “You’re so tense.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed as Poppy and Helena continued to release the tension from my body. 
 
    They continued to move around my limbs and muscles like a well-coordinated team, and they worked for probably an hour before they both leaned down and pressed a kiss to my shoulders. 
 
    “How do you feel now?” Helena asked. 
 
    “So much better,” I mumbled. “I never want to move again.” 
 
    “Then we did a good job,” Poppy giggled. “Didn’t we?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I grunted softly. “Thank you.” 
 
    Helena caressed her hand lovingly down my spine, and Poppy pressed another kiss to my forehead. 
 
    “It’s entirely our pleasure,” Poppy hummed. 
 
    “I beg to differ,” I chuckled lazily. “I’m pretty sure that was really pleasurable for me, too.” 
 
    “Alright,” Poppy laughed. “That’s fair.” 
 
    “I think that jetlag is catching up to me, too,” Helena said, and she yawned loudly. “Or maybe this bed is just that comfortable.” 
 
    “It is insanely comfortable,” Poppy agreed. “And the pillows are stuffed with juvenile griffin feathers.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with surprise. “Like the eagle-lion things?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Hang on.” I shook my head, and a memory from my early readings of the Eternal Realm fell loose. “Oh, yeah… I forgot I read that griffins were real. Unicorns, too, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Helena laughed. 
 
    “I crammed so much knowledge into my brain that first week,” I sighed. “I was interested in the creatures on the Eternal Realm, but I knew it was going to be more immediately important for me to know about the sentient peoples.” 
 
    “That was a wise choice,” Helena murmured as she stripped off her bra and tossed it across the room. 
 
    “Oh, are we getting ready for sleep?” Poppy asked with tired enthusiasm. “Because I’m exhausted, too.” 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly…” I yawned, “imagine doing another fucking thing tonight, not after that top-notch massage.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Helena hummed as she tucked her tawny wings behind her, and she curled against my side. “Yes… sleeeeep.” 
 
    “I don’t know about you two,” Poppy murmured. “But I can’t sleep without something on top of me, not even in weather this perfect.” 
 
    I groaned good-naturedly as Poppy forcibly pulled the blanket out from underneath me and Helena, and she flapped it out over our bodies. The house was a delightful temperature as the evening ocean breeze blew in through the balcony windows, but the blanket was light cotton in a fairly open weave. 
 
    Sleep took me quickly and easily, and I didn’t have another thought or feeling until the following morning when I woke up in the exact same position I’d fallen asleep in. 
 
    Helena was still curled against my side, and her wings twitched adorably in her sleep like a dreaming kitten. Her full lips were relaxed with sleep, and I couldn’t believe how beautiful she was. 
 
    “Good morning,” Poppy whispered from across the room. 
 
    I lifted my head to find my wife, and I smiled when my eyes landed on her relaxed figure on the couch. She was wearing a light-blue silk robe and held a novel in one hand, but the way her fingers twirled in her teal waves told me she hadn’t been reading it. 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured softly. “How long have you been awake?” 
 
    “A little while,” Poppy said. “I’m an early bird, you know that.” 
 
    “I do.” I grinned as a little slideshow of all the times I’d woken up to find Poppy wide awake and watching me flitted behind my eyes. “What are you reading?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Poppy closed the book and set it aside. “I couldn’t focus on it, so I actually haven’t read a single word.” 
 
    “That’s relatable,” Helena mumbled in a sleep-raspy voice as she peeked at me out of one eye. 
 
    “It’s hard to concentrate on a book when we have this handsome specimen in front of us.” Poppy grinned. 
 
    “Exactly,” Helena laughed. 
 
    “I was thinking…” Poppy said. “Could we go explore the rest of the island today?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I don’t see why not.” 
 
    “Yay!” Poppy clapped her hands with giddy excitement, and her silk robe flew open as she bounced off the couch. “Do you think there will be any wild animals out in the jungle?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I chuckled, and my wife’s enthusiasm was contagious. “Maybe, but I’m sure we can handle anything we encounter.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Helena smirked. 
 
    “Breakfast first,” I laughed, and I forced myself out of the warmth of our bed. “And coffee. Lots of coffee.” 
 
    “Are you still feeling worn out?” Helena murmured with worry. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head, and I waggled my eyebrows teasingly. “I’m just addicted to caffeine.” 
 
    Helena laughed as she climbed out of bed with me, and we all got ready for the day’s adventures. My ladies picked fashionably functional cargo shorts, button-down shirts over tank tops, and tall socks with hiking boots that came up to their calves. Their outfits were coordinated without being matchy, and as usual, Poppy’s color scheme was bright and vivid while Helena chose more earthy tones. 
 
    An old worry about the horrors of poison ivy warred inside me against a desire to not overheat in the jungle as I tried to pick my pants. The need to prevent heatstroke won out, and I chose charcoal-gray cargo shorts and a white t-shirt. A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth when I saw the expensive hiking boots my valets had packed for me. They were brand new, but they looked like they wouldn’t need a single second of breaking in. Which was good, considering we were about to spend the day hiking, and I would hate to come home with blisters all over my feet. 
 
    “You really get what you pay for,” I chuckled to myself. 
 
    “What’s that, babe?” Poppy asked. 
 
    My ladies had finished braiding their long teal and brown hair, and they’d moved on to applying sunscreen and bug spray. They stood out on the balcony to avoid filling our bedroom with the fumes, and the sunlight made Poppy’s iridescent wings shine a bright shade of purple. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” I said. “These boots are just really nice.” 
 
    I plopped down on the couch to put on my socks, and then I spent a few minutes adjusting the laces on my new boots until they were perfect. 
 
    “Alright,” Poppy said cheerfully. “We’re ready!” 
 
    “Not quite,” Helena laughed. “We should pack a bag with water and a few snacks.” 
 
    “Okay, yes,” Poppy agreed, and she tapped one finger on her chin. “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Coffee first,” I reminded my ladies with a smile. 
 
    “Right,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    Helena smiled lovingly at my wife, and the moment made my heart swell almost painfully with all the love I had for them both. The emotion flooded through me, and it nearly knocked me off my feet. I had to take a deep breath to steady myself as my ladies walked out onto the balcony hallway toward the stairs. 
 
    “Ooph,” I mumbled to myself as I realized the surge had been way more powerful than just the love I felt for Helena and Poppy. “What is that?” 
 
    I shook my head and hurried to catch up with my lovers, and we walked down the stairs together. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesties,” Doris greeted us with a kind smile on her olive face. “We are ready to make your breakfast, what would you like this morning?” 
 
    “Can I have an omelet with all the things, please?” Poppy asked sweetly, and she started to tick off ingredients on her fingers. “Cheese, tomato, green peppers, onions, and spinach?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Doris said with a polite smile. “Will two eggs be good?” 
 
    “Yes, please, and whatever cheese we have will be good,” Poppy chirped as she danced over to the patio, and she called back over her shoulder. “Thank you!” 
 
    “That sounds delicious,” Helena said with a bit more reserve. “I’ll have the same, please. With bacon.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Doris nodded, and she looked at me for my order. 
 
    “You know what?” I chuckled. “Same for me please, and some toast?” 
 
    “Right away, your majesty.” Doris smiled. “There is a carafe of coffee waiting for you on the table.” 
 
    “Ah, perfect,” I sighed. “Thanks, Doris.” 
 
    The middle-aged mermaid dipped her chin, and then she set right to work. I watched her for a moment as she pulled out fresh produce and blocks of cheese. She moved through the kitchen with precision, and there wasn’t a single bit of wasted movement as she worked. 
 
    My ladies were already deep in conversation as I walked out onto the patio to join them, and I only caught the end of my wife’s sentence. 
 
    “… until we find the other side of the island,” Poppy finished. 
 
    “The place is only so big,” Helena agreed. “I think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “What’s a good idea?” I asked. 
 
    “Poppy suggested we just walk into the jungle,” Helena explained. “And we keep going all the way to the other side.” 
 
    “That could be a lot of fun,” I agreed. “I wonder if we could then walk back along the shore?” 
 
    “Well, I know one good way to find out,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    I grinned at my sassy wife, and she gave me an exaggerated look of innocence as she batted her thick eyelashes at me. 
 
    “I love you,” I chuckled, and I turned to look at Helena. “And I love you.” 
 
    “We love you, too,” Helena mused, and Poppy nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Three loaded omelets,” Doris announced in a warm voice. “One without bacon.” 
 
    The green-haired mermaid set plates in front of us with efficiency, and then she brushed her scaled hands on her apron. 
 
    “Can I get you anything else, your majesties?” Doris asked, and she looked between us. 
 
    I smiled at the equal level of respect she gave to my ladies, and I stirred some sugar into my coffee. 
 
    “We’re going hiking on the island today,” I said. “Would you prepare some packs for us, please? Water, snacks, maybe a small first aid kit?” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty.” Doris bobbed into a little curtsy before she hurried back into the house. 
 
    “I like her,” Poppy whispered behind her hand. 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. 
 
    I’d been pleased to find all of the members of my staff, both in Orlando, and in other foreign locations, were excellent employees. The fact had surprised me as I’d learned more about King Vairn, but Cove had explained to me that most of my servants and staff had been hired and appointed by King Roman. The smaller number of hires King Vairn had made chose to leave after his death, and I was glad for it. 
 
    Cove had also advised me that some of my staff had been looking to retire soon, but most of them had changed their minds after my coronation. It seemed as though my ascension to the throne had renewed their desire to serve the king, and it was a huge honor to me that they wished to stay. I’d made sure to give those employees a bonus back when I’d gone over everyone’s salaries. They’d been making pretty good money, but I was disgruntled to find none of them had received any kind of raise during Vairn’s reign. I’d quickly rectified the situation so that everyone had a fair wage for the work and dedication they showed. 
 
    I pushed those financial concerns away as my ladies and I finished our breakfasts, and we sat on the patio for a short while as our meals settled. Doris returned to the patio with three small canvas backpacks just as I finished my second cup of coffee. 
 
    I looked at the bags with concern as I suddenly realized the design of a backpack might be the worst choice for my winged ladies, but they didn’t seem bothered by them at all. I arched an eyebrow silently, and I was curious to see how they’d wear them. 
 
    “Here you are, your majesties,” Doris said, and she opened the top flap of one bag. “A full thirty-two ounces of water for each of you. Some beef jerky and cheese, mixed nuts… oh, do any of you have food allergies? I did not think to ask.” 
 
    “I don’t.” I shook my head and looked at Helena and Poppy to make sure. 
 
    “Nope,” Poppy confirmed with a light laugh. “I’m just a vegetarian.” 
 
    “I love nuts,” Helena said. 
 
    “Oh, good,” Doris sighed with relief. “Well, there’s also a first aid kit in this pack for you with bandages, sterile gauze, and antibacterial ointment… you should be all set for an enjoyable hike.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, Doris,” I said with gratitude. “Is there anything we should know about the island before we go? Venomous snakes? Large predators? Poisonous plants?” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Doris said. “King Roman had the land cultivated to be pleasant without being domesticated. He had all the larger predators relocated to another nearby island, and he made sure they were situated happily there. You will see many species of birds and small mammals on the island, but there is nothing that will seek to hurt you.” 
 
    “Oh, cool,” I said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Shall I prepare dinner for your return this evening?” Doris asked. 
 
    “Yeah, please,” I said. 
 
    “Would you like anything special?” the mermaid asked. 
 
    “Surprise us,” I told her with a grin. 
 
    Helena and Poppy gave Doris grateful smiles as they stood from the table, and I swung my bag over my shoulders. It was loaded with stuff, but not so heavy as to impede our adventure. 
 
    “Which way should we go?” I asked Poppy. 
 
    “You want me to pick?” my teal-haired fae asked, and her wings perked up with excitement. 
 
    “This was your idea.” I smiled. “You lead the way.” 
 
    “Okay…” Poppy mused, and a pretty blush spread across her cheeks. “I guess, let’s go around the house and look for a good spot to enter the jungle.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Helena said. 
 
    I tightened the straps on my bag to reduce the strain on my shoulders, and I gestured for Poppy to take the lead. My beautiful wife smiled with determination as she pulled the buckled straps to their longest position, and she slung the straps over her shoulders. The bag hung low beneath the bottom edges of her translucent wings, and Helena wore her bag in a similar fashion. 
 
    “Is that comfortable?” I asked as I studied the position of the bags on my ladies’ backs. 
 
    “Yes?” Poppy asked with confusion, and she tried to look over her shoulder at the bag. 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “I guess that’s the only way you can wear a backpack, huh?” 
 
    “We could wear them as front packs,” Helena teased. “But that’s definitely not comfortable.” 
 
    “Good point,” I laughed. 
 
    “Are you two done chatting?” Poppy asked in a sassy tone, and the question was softened by the love in her smiling eyes. 
 
    “Yes!” I burst out laughing. 
 
    “Good.” Poppy smirked. 
 
    Helena and I shared a guilty smile like mischievous kids as Poppy turned away and started to lead us around the house. Laughter bubbled in my chest at the sheer joy I found in my lovers’ company, and I couldn’t imagine being happier than I was when I was with Poppy and Helena. 
 
    It turned out that Poppy was a good leader for this adventure, and she found a gap in the brush that led to an old trail into the jungle. We hiked in a single-file line along the narrow dirt path with Poppy at the lead, Helena in the middle, and I brought up the rear. 
 
    The air quickly turned hot and thick as we hiked, and it soon started to feel like swimming through the humid air. I was thankful for the thick tree cover that protected us from the harsh rays of the sun, and we sipped our water steadily throughout the day. 
 
    We’d hiked through the jungle for maybe a hundred yards before the trail started to turn upward, and our relaxed walk became a more strenuous climb. The slope was very manageable, but it did bring a pleasant burn into my quads as we went. 
 
    A while later, the path took a sudden turn down in elevation, and we slowed down significantly as we went down the sharp hill. The sound of water started to reach us, and for a second I thought we’d found the other shore. Then I realized it wasn’t the steady lapping of ocean waves I was hearing, but the streaming sound of a river. 
 
    About five minutes later, my ladies stopped so suddenly that I nearly walked right into Helena. 
 
    “Whoooaaa,” Poppy gasped at the front. 
 
    “Wooow,” Helena agreed as she leaned around my teal-haired wife. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and I craned my neck to look over their heads.
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 Chapter 10 
 
    Poppy turned to the side and smiled at me with barely contained excitement, and Helena stepped slightly to the side so I could see what they’d seen. 
 
    Our narrow dirt trail ended about ten feet ahead of us, and it shifted into a wide-open area surrounded by the tropical trees of the island. The center of the space was filled with a crystal clear pool of water with smooth stone edges. A peaceful waterfall at the far end cascaded down into the pool like something out of a travel magazine. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of the tiny paradise we’d found. “‘Wow’ is right.” 
 
    “I bet King Roman and Queen Vaeletta came here for romantic rendezvous,” Poppy mused with a dreamy look in her purple eyes. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Helena agreed. 
 
    “I wonder if this was why King Roman picked this island,” I said. 
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me,” Helena said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Um…” Poppy hummed, and she pressed her lips together as she bounced on the balls of her feet. “Are we going to just look… or…?” 
 
    “Oh, we’re definitely going to swim!” I laughed. 
 
    “Yay!” Poppy squealed and walked right over to a flat stone area. 
 
    She laid her backpack down and started unlacing her boots without another word, and in about a minute, she’d stripped down to her pink panties. Her iridescent wings fluttered, and her breasts bounced enticingly as she walked to the edge of the water. 
 
    “She doesn’t waste time,” Helena laughed quietly. 
 
    “Can you blame her?” I asked as I swiped the sweat from my face. “The temperature is about a thousand and one suns out here, and that water looks so good.” 
 
    “It does!” Helena said, and she scrunched up her face with exhilaration as she scurried over to Poppy’s things. 
 
    “Ooooooh, yeeeaaah,” Poppy moaned as she dipped her toes into the clear water. 
 
    “Does it feel good?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s like heaven,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    My teal-haired fae walked right into the water until she was in the center of the waist-deep pool, and then she dunked the rest of her body under the surface. 
 
    Helena’s laughter was like music as she stripped down to her black thong, and then she stretched out her tawny wings before she walked into the water. 
 
    “Ooooh, that is incredible,” Helena hummed with pleasure. “Michael, you have to join us.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to,” I assured them. “I was just a little distracted by the view.” 
 
    I removed my bag, clothes, and boots until all I had on were my boxers, and I laid them alongside my ladies’ discarded things. Then I hurried to submerge myself in the refreshing water. 
 
    “Ahhh, shiiiit,” I hissed like a hot pan in the sink as the cool water instantly sucked the heat out of my skin. “That’s so goooood.” 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy gasped with surprise. 
 
    “What is it?” I stood up and checked to make sure she was okay. 
 
    “It gets a lot deeper over here,” Poppy called. 
 
    She’d moved closer to the waterfall, and now she was treading water. Helena and I walked over, and we found there was a steep drop in the pool’s bottom on the back half. The shallow side was maybe three feet deep, but the back end was probably closer to twenty feet. 
 
    And that’s when I got a thrilling idea. 
 
    I looked up at the waterfall that poured down into the deep end of the pool. There was a series of hand and footholds all along either side of the falling water and a wide flat area at the top. The whole thing looked intentional, and the more I thought about it, the more I figured King Roman had this whole area terraformed for cliff diving. 
 
    “I don’t think this is an accident of nature.” I grinned. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Helena asked, and she turned to follow my gaze. 
 
    I walked over to stand beside my Grecian beauty, and I pointed my arm toward the climbing holds in the sides of the waterfall. 
 
    “Look over there,” I said. “And the depth of the pool at the back? This is the perfect setup for safe cliff jumping. I bet King Roman did this all on purpose.” 
 
    “Huh,” Poppy breathed as she studied the spot. “I bet you’re right.” 
 
    “I have heard he loved a good thrill,” Helena mused. “Apparently King Roman was a little bit of an adrenaline junkie before he became king.” 
 
    “Really?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “That’s what Lord Oba has told me,” Helena said. “I guess he settled down a lot when he rose to the throne. He didn’t think it was suitable for a man in his position, I guess.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Yeah, so he did this to get his rocks off in private,” I chuckled. “The more I learn about the dryad, the more I like him.” 
 
    “So, are we going to jump or not?” Poppy asked with a devilish grin. 
 
    She didn’t wait for an answer before she swam right over to the waterfall, and she hauled herself out of the water. 
 
    “Watch this,” Helena whispered to me, and she winked. “Step back.” 
 
    My eyebrows rose with interest as I gave Helena a little space, and then my eyes went as round as planets as she stretched out her tawny wings. 
 
    Helena gave her feathered wings a harsh flap, and she sent a cascade of water drops out in every direction. Then she hauled herself out of the water with the powerful force of her wings. 
 
    I knew harpies and faes could fly, but I hadn’t had the opportunity to watch my ladies do it just yet. My heart nearly stopped inside my chest as Helena rose into the air like a real-life angel, and water rained down from her tanned body like a spring shower. 
 
    “Uuuhh,” I moaned at the pure beauty of her movements. 
 
    Helena’s back muscles worked as her wings flapped and pulled her into the air, and then she glided over and hovered gracefully over the top of the waterfall for a second. The tips of her toes touched the slick surface first as her tawny wings kept her aloft, and then she gently lowered herself to a standing position. 
 
    “Show-off!” Poppy yelled with a laugh. 
 
    But then Poppy’s Tinkerbell-style wings fluttered as quickly as a dragonfly’s, and she lifted herself into the air. My fae wife did a fancy little spin in the air before she landed right beside Helena with a celebratory giggle. 
 
    “Now who’s showing off?” Helena laughed. 
 
    I hadn’t moved a muscle since I’d stepped back from my gorgeous harpy, and I just stared up at my magnificent women with renewed awe. 
 
    “Come on, baby!” Poppy shouted down to me. 
 
    The playful challenge in Poppy’s voice and Helena’s smirk kicked me in the ass, and I dove into the water. I swam right over to the rocky edge and came up climbing. With just enough care, I pushed myself up the rock wall as fast as I could without injuring myself, and I hauled myself onto the top. 
 
    “That was…” I breathed as I stood up. “You were… gorgeous.” 
 
    Poppy giggled and blushed as her arms fluttered nervously in front of her as if she were uncomfortable with the attention. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” I murmured to her, and I reached out to touch her face lovingly. Then I touched Helena’s face with my other hand. “Absolutely stunning.” 
 
    “I don’t get to fly as often as I used to,” Helena mused. “I almost forgot how much I love it.” 
 
    “Well, I think I prefer jumping,” Poppy announced with a sly smile. 
 
    Then without any warning, Poppy darted forward and hurled herself off the cliffside. My heart launched all the way up into my throat as Poppy hung in the air for a second, and then she dropped. 
 
    “Wooohooo!” Poppy yelled as she rotated her body in the air. 
 
    A second later, she splashed hands-first into the water like a professional diver and arched beautifully through the water. Her teal head broke the surface a moment later, and she shook her head to clear the water from her face. 
 
    “Awesome!” Helena laughed, and she looked freer than I’d ever seen her before. 
 
    “Come on!” Poppy called, and she waved for us to jump. “It’s so much fun!” 
 
    “Ladies first,” I murmured as I took a step back. 
 
    “Are you chicken?” Helena teased. 
 
    “What?” I laughed. 
 
    “I saw the way your stomach dropped when Poppy jumped,” Helena chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, hell no.” I smirked. 
 
    Before I could really think about it, I dug my feet into the slick stone, ran the two steps to the edge, and I threw myself into the air. 
 
    “Ooooh! Fuuuuuck!” I shouted as I dropped through the air like a rollercoaster. 
 
    My arms and legs wanted to flail wildly, but I yanked them in close to my body and curled into a tight ball just before I hit the surface. The rush of water as I sank into the crystal clear pool was insanely loud in my ears, and I knew I’d made a huge splash. I made it all the way to the sandy bottom of the pool, and I kicked off hard to push myself back to the top. 
 
    “Wooo!” Poppy’s celebratory shout pierced in my ears. 
 
    “Yeeaaah!” Helena’s cheer echoed through the forest. 
 
    I shook the water from my head and wiped it away from my face as my mouth spread in an uncontrollable grin. 
 
    “Did you like it?” Helena shouted down. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. 
 
    I felt a little like Tarzan, and I kind of wanted to thump my fists on my bare chest as I swung through the trees. The exhilaration bubbled in my chest as I waved for Helena to have a turn, but as she stepped up to the edge, another swirl of emotional darkness washed over me. 
 
    The wave hit my mind like a heavy cloud, and my own confusion swirled with it as I realized I had no control over the strange emotions that were being forced into my brain. 
 
    By sheer force of will, I kept the grin on my face and my eyes open. Then I sucked in a harsh breath and put every bit of my focus on Helena’s graceful body as she did a swan dive off the cliff. She arced beautifully through the air, and her tawny wings were tucked tight against her back as she fell toward the pool. Helena sliced through the water’s surface like an Olympic diver, and the splash that followed her landing was small. 
 
    Poppy laughed and clapped her hands as Helena pushed back to the surface, and I leaned back on Firo’s training to clear the surge of animalistic energy in my mind. It felt like a bad mood on steroids, and I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from. 
 
    Then it faded away like a rough thunderstorm moving at top speeds, and it was gone as fast as it had arrived. I did a mental review of myself and discovered I felt totally fine. I was tired from the hike and felt a little sunburned, but there was none of the dark emotions lingering in my mind. 
 
    “What the fuck is that?” I muttered silently to myself. 
 
    Helena and Poppy would definitely be worried if they knew how intense the surges were, and I wouldn’t even know how to explain it without causing them even more concern. I figured it was best to keep it to myself for the time being. The instances had been quick, and I’d been able to work through them, so maybe they would just go away by themselves. 
 
    I frowned at the unlikeliness of that idea, and I ducked under the water to give me another moment to think in private. 
 
    Maybe one of the staff had a huge personality and was unconsciously projecting their mind out to me. I decided I would try to reach out to them just enough to see if one of them was causing this discord in my mind. Then I could figure out how to handle it from there. 
 
    I broke the surface with less stress now that I had at least a small plan of action in mind. 
 
    We enjoyed many more rounds of cliff jumps, and my ladies showed off their flying skills for a while. Then we climbed out and let our bodies dry in the hot air as we stuffed our faces with the snacks Doris had packed for us. The cheese was soft from the heat, and I almost liked it better that way. The nuts were delightfully salty, and though our water had warmed up a fair bit, it was still exactly what we needed. 
 
    “I think we should start hiking back soon,” Poppy said as she gazed up above the canopy of trees. 
 
    I was surprised to see how far the sun had moved across the bright blue sky. Poppy was right, if we wanted to get back before dusk started to approach, we needed to get moving. 
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “Although, you could both just fly back to the house in a lot less time.” 
 
    “We’d never leave you behind like that,” Helena laughed. 
 
    “I wonder if you could mirror our ability to fly?” Poppy mused as she tugged her shorts back on. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said thoughtfully. “I can’t mirror body parts… just the magic. Like I don’t think I would’ve been able to use that gorgon’s stonification powers if I didn’t have any eyes.” 
 
    “Ew,” Poppy laughed and shuddered. 
 
    “From what I understand,” Helena said, “some witches can use their magic to sort of… hover into the air and then move around.” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy agreed. “I knew a witch at university who could do it.” 
 
    “Well, that might be the only way I will ever fly,” I sighed dramatically, and I rested the back of my hand on my forehead. 
 
    Helena and Poppy laughed at me, and they shared a smile with one another that said they were lucky to enjoy my lame humor together. 
 
    We finished getting dressed, slung our packs back onto our backs, and started to hike out of the jungle. I took the lead this time, and I kept glancing over my shoulders to make sure my ladies were doing well. 
 
    It felt like the hike back to the house took twice as long as it had taken us to get to the swimming hole, but I figured it was just our fatigued and sunbaked bodies that slowed us down. 
 
    Doris was busy cleaning the kitchen when we finally walked up the patio steps, and she smiled warmly at us. 
 
    “Did you have a pleasant day, your majesties?” Doris asked as she wiped the counters. 
 
    “Yeah, it was a really fun day,” I said, and I dropped my backpack on the table. 
 
    “We found the old trail,” Poppy said. “And we followed it all the way out to a cool swimming hole and waterfall. It was beautiful.” 
 
    “It was a really good time,” Helena agreed. 
 
    “Oh, that was King Roman’s favorite part of the island,” Doris said with a strange expression. Her mouth turned up in a smile, but her golden-yellow eyes were sad. “He and Queen Vaeletta spent many afternoons out there together.” 
 
    “So… Doris…” Poppy said in a curious voice. “I may have overheard someone say something about jet skis…?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Doris replied. “They are in the boathouse along with the speedboat.” 
 
    “Well, that sounds like a hell of a good time,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes,” Helena agreed in a less excited tone. “But it looks like a storm is coming in…” 
 
    I turned to see my Grecian beauty standing at the open patio doors, and she was gazing out at the horizon. The sky looked clear to me, but maybe there was something about the weather in this region that I didn’t know. I walked over to stand beside Helena, and that’s when I saw what she was referring to. 
 
    The waves on the sandy beach were getting higher, and the water out past the shore was pretty choppy. There was nothing in the sky, but the ocean was looking kind of angry. 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I grimaced at the rising waves. “That does not look like a good time.” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Doris said, and she peered around us to look at the beach. “If you’ll excuse me, your majesties. There are things on the beach that need to be secured if a storm is coming. I will have Maggie take over the preparations for your dinner.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded at the housekeeper. “Do what you need to. I think I’d like a shower before we eat anyway. That way we can slip into bed all clean with full bellies.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good idea,” Poppy agreed. 
 
    Doris nodded as her eyebrows and the pastel-green scales on her forehead pulled together with concern. I could almost see the gears turning in her mind as she hurried outside, and she started to holler in Filipino at the other servants. 
 
    A small army of merfolk appeared out of nowhere, and even Ena and Kage materialized from the shadows to assist in prepping the patio and beach for the incoming storm. 
 
    “Are we looking at a hurricane or something?” I asked, and I thought about how severe hurricanes got in Florida starting this time of year. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Poppy shrugged. 
 
    “Well, the lack of clouds is kind of weird,” Helena said. “I don’t think it’s a hurricane necessarily… I don’t know, but I think we should be fine here.” 
 
    “I would be surprised if there weren’t some kind of enchantments on the house to protect it from severe weather,” Poppy said, and she seemed unconcerned. 
 
    “Good point,” I chuckled. 
 
    It was still weird to me that my mansion in Orlando was magically bigger on the inside, so I hadn’t even considered similar magic being used to reinforce a structure against storms. But this was the king’s home and island, so it made good sense to assume it was true. 
 
    “Come on,” Poppy said as she turned away from the rising waves on the beach. “I want to wash all this sunscreen, sand, and sweat off of me.” 
 
    “Ugh, yes please,” Helena groaned with disgust. “I feel so grimy.” 
 
    The shower was a huge open space with clear glass walls, and there were six showerheads with their own temperature settings. It was the most luxurious way to bathe that I could have imagined, and the bathroom cabinets had a wide selection of shampoos, conditioners, body washes, and scrubs in a variety of tropical scents. I picked a pineapple and coconut mix and came out smelling like a piña colada. Poppy had used something that said hibiscus on the front, and she smelled like a tropical garden. Helena chose one that said something about almonds, and it matched her earthy vibe perfectly. 
 
    There was so much steam from our shower that all the mirrors were totally fogged up by the time we wrapped up in the thick, oversized towels. 
 
    “Ugh, I don’t wanna get dressed,” Poppy complained, and she pouted in the most adorable way. 
 
    “Then don’t?” Helena suggested. 
 
    They both looked at me as if they needed my permission to walk around the house naked. 
 
    “Hey, it’s up to you,” I said. “If you want to eat naked, go for it. I’m not going to complain.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Poppy giggled. “It’s good to be the queen.” 
 
    I laughed heartily at that, and I decided to throw on some boxers and nothing else. Helena slid into a silky spaghetti strap nightgown in a pretty shade of gray, and Poppy tossed her silk robe on but left it hanging open. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at the middle ground between clothed and naked, and she blushed a little. 
 
    “Just in case a male servant comes in.” Poppy shrugged nervously. “I don’t know… it feels weird to let just anybody see my body. I’m yours now.” 
 
    I couldn’t fight the rush of love and adoration in my chest at Poppy’s efforts to be respectful to my desires. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmured, and I walked over and toyed with the silky collar of her robe. “And, to be clear, I’m just as much yours as you are mine.” 
 
    I turned to Helena and made sure she was looking in my eyes. 
 
    “I’m that much yours, too,” I told my Grecian beauty. “And I appreciate it, but I also don’t control you.” 
 
    “I know,” Poppy cooed softly. “But my decisions affect you… even the little ones.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say about that, so I just pulled Poppy in for a sweet kiss. 
 
    “Let’s go eat,” I said. 
 
    Poppy smiled sweetly, and her purple eyes lowered as she walked out of the room. Helena walked up to me and squeezed my arm affectionately. 
 
    “I love you,” my harpy lover whispered to me. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I murmured. 
 
    We went downstairs together and found a pleasant-looking mermaid who looked like she was in her late thirties with olive-green hair and scales bustling around the kitchen. 
 
    “Maggie?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the friendly woman replied in a quiet voice. “Your dinner is almost ready if you’d like to have a seat…” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Helena sat on the seat left of the head of the table, and Poppy fidgeted with her robe as she sat on the right side. She adjusted just how open the front of the silky material was several times before she sighed and flung it open so the flaps hung wide. 
 
    My eyes drifted down the alluring display of sun-kissed skin on Poppy’s chest, and I smiled at her decision to be confident. 
 
    The olive-haired mermaid shuffled over with three large plates balanced on one arm, and a pitcher of pink lemonade in the other hand. 
 
    “Dinner is served, your majesties,” Maggie said in a soft voice. 
 
    She placed the large glass pitcher in the center of the table between us, and then carefully laid one plate in front of each of us. 
 
    “Oh, that smells amazing,” I said as the flavorful aroma wafted into my nose. “What is it?” 
 
    “Pancit Palabok, your majesty,” Maggie said. “It’s fried shrimp, Filipino noodles, and a mix of fresh vegetables in a garlic shrimp sauce. And for Lady Poppy, we’ve prepared a nice Mushroom Wellington.” 
 
    “Wow,” Poppy hummed. 
 
    “Thank you, Maggie,” I said. 
 
    The pleasant mermaid nodded politely as she filled our cups with the ice-cold beverage, and then she moved back into the kitchen to begin the clean-up. The gentle sound of clinking dishes, cutlery, and cookware played like white noise as Maggie tidied the kitchen while we ate. 
 
    “I had no idea how much I enjoyed exotic food like this,” I said a while later. 
 
    “Oh?” Helena asked with interest. 
 
    “Yeah…” I shrugged. “I guess I didn’t have much opportunity to experience other cultures’ food. I mean, I like Japanese hibachi, but I’ve never tried anything like this before.” 
 
    “It’s hard to find authentic food outside of the regions they come from,” Helena said. “I’ve tried some Greek restaurants in the states…” 
 
    My Grecian beauty grimaced a little bit, and that was all I needed to know she found the options lacking compared to the food she grew up enjoying. 
 
    “I’m partial to French cuisine, personally,” Poppy said. “The French have a way of presenting the food that just adds something special to it.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to go to France sometime.” I grinned playfully. “So I can try it for myself and see what you mean.” 
 
    “Oh, there are so many places I would love to show you,” Poppy chirped. 
 
    “I would love that, too,” Helena mused. 
 
    “Well, that makes three of us,” I chuckled. “And I’m sure it would be good for diplomatic relations, too, so I could make it look like I was working instead of just fucking off with my ladies.” 
 
    Helena and Poppy laughed at that, and we enjoyed the rest of our meal. I glanced out the windows once or twice to see if any storm clouds had rolled in, but I couldn’t see anything. The beach was getting hit with big choppy waves where the chairs had been earlier today, and I was glad Doris had pulled them in. 
 
    My eyebrows drew together as I tried to figure out what was making the ocean so chaotic, but I didn’t really know enough about that kind of thing. I knew storms obviously would make it happen, but without any storm clouds, I figured that wasn’t the cause. I knew boats could make wakes in the water like this, but it didn’t seem likely that the water would be this choppy for this long if it was boats. 
 
    Poppy interrupted my thoughts with a massive yawn before I could come to a conclusion. Her jaw stretched so wide that her purple eyes teared up a little, and she blinked tiredly at me. 
 
    “A little bit sleepy?” I teased. 
 
    “Maybe a little,” Poppy sighed. 
 
    “Well, I’m fucking exhausted,” Helena said with a smile. “I’m ready for bed, how about you two?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Poppy mumbled, and she pretended to fall asleep on her empty plate. 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. “Sleep sounds perfect.” 
 
    I waved our thanks to Maggie as we ascended the stairs, and then we shuffled tiredly down the open hallway to our bedroom. The bed had been remade with clean linens during the day, and it was like heaven to climb between fresh sheets. 
 
    “Uuuhh,” I almost moaned with contentment as I laid my head on the middle pillow. “Oh, that’s so good.” 
 
    “Uummmmooooyeeaah,” Poppy babbled in a barely intelligible string of consonants. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmured to my sleepy fae. “Good night.” 
 
    “Mmm, love yooou,” Poppy mumbled, and in less than a minute, she was snoring softly into her pillow. 
 
    I smiled at the adorable, childlike expression on her beautiful face, and I turned to kiss Helena on the cheek. 
 
    “Good night,” Helena said softly, and she settled her head as her chocolate-brown hair fanned across the pillow. 
 
    “I love you, Helena,” I whispered. 
 
    “I love you, too, Michael,” Helena sighed, and she looked me right in the eyes with love clear on her face. 
 
    I had to fight the urge to propose right then and there, but I really wanted to have a ring in my hand to give her when she said yes, so I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    A smitten smile spread over Helena’s lips as she closed her caramel eyes, and she sighed with contentment. I watched her for a moment, and I could tell the exact second she drifted to sleep. 
 
    I laid awake for a few moments, overcome by how damn lucky I was to have the love of not one, but two incredible women. Even if I lost the throne tomorrow and had to return to the middle management life I’d led before, I’d still be the luckiest man in the world if my ladies were with me. 
 
    I smirked in the dark at the fact that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    I was the king of the Eternal Realm, and nobody was going to take that from me. The Goddess help anyone who tried. 
 
    Exhaustion took hold of my body and mind, and I drifted into a deep sleep alongside my two loves. I dreamed of flying alongside my winged beauties, and we soared through the sky together for hours as the ground rushed past beneath us. I glanced over my shoulders to see what kind of wings I had, and panic hit as I realized there was nothing there. 
 
    My body felt like it was falling through thin air, and I jolted awake in the bed. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and I rubbed a hand roughly over my face as I realized I was safe in my bed with Helena and Poppy sound asleep beside me. 
 
    My chest rose and fell as I took several deep breaths to try and calm myself, but the grip of anxious tension was strong around my mind. After a few moments, I realized it was the same churning kind of darkness I’d been consumed with several times since we’d arrived on Vaeletta Island. The anxiety was swirling through me from someplace outside of myself, and it was so strong it had invaded my unconscious mind and impacted my dream. 
 
    I carefully climbed out of bed and walked into the bathroom to wash my face in an attempt to push the tightness out of my mind. I felt dizzy from the strength of it, and the edges of my vision went black. The only thing I could do was grip the marble counter and focus on breathing in and out as I tried not to pass out. 
 
    Finally, after several moments, the fullness in my mind eased, and I felt the other presence fade away until I was alone in my head again. 
 
    “Fuck,” I grumbled at my reflection. 
 
    I couldn’t be sure, but it felt like the presence was getting stronger. It had been so intense this time that it almost scared me. I valued my ability to remain in control of myself, so feeling out of control like that was something I hated to the depths of my soul. 
 
     And yet, the feeling was gone without a trace. 
 
    I would’ve thought such a forceful surge of emotion would leave a lingering darkness in my mind, but I felt totally normal now. 
 
    “Michael?” Poppy’s gentle voice came from the bathroom door, and I looked up to meet her gaze in the mirror. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I gave her a reassuring smile, and I walked over to her. “I had one of those falling dreams, you know? The kind that jolts you out of a deep sleep?” 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy hissed with understanding. “I hate those.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. “I’m okay now. I didn’t mean to worry you.” 
 
    “Good.” Poppy hugged me. 
 
    Helena was starting to wake and stretch when Poppy and I returned to the bedroom, and we all got dressed together before heading down for breakfast. 
 
    Maggie and Doris were in the kitchen together, and the smell of frying bacon, eggs, and potatoes filled the room. The table was already set with plates, glasses, and fresh coffee. The two mermaids were standing close with their heads together, and their voices were quiet and urgent. 
 
    I reached out lightly with my mind to test to see if they were the intense presence I’d been feeling. Their minds were loud and worried, but it was still a lot smaller than what had been happening since we’d arrived here. 
 
    My ladies and I sat down at the table, and I tried not to be too obvious with my mental reaching. The worried state of the previously quiet and pleasant mermaids had me concerned, and I wanted to make sure my staff was alright. 
 
    They gathered up a few plates as Helena and Poppy fixed their coffee, and I caught the end of the housekeeper’s sentence. 
 
    “… were hit with quite a tsunami,” Doris finished. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Maggie gasped, and her eyebrows pushed together with intense worry. 
 
    “Doris,” I called. 
 
    The housekeeper perked right up, and she hurried over with our plates. 
 
    “A thousand apologies, your majesties,” Doris said in a regretful tone. “Your breakfast is ready…” 
 
    “No, that’s fine, Doris,” I said. “I heard you say something about a tsunami?” 
 
    “Oh,” Doris breathed, and she looked at Maggie. “Yes, your majesty…” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess,” Poppy breathed, and her face was instantly filled with worry.
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 Chapter 11 
 
    “Where did the tsunami hit?” Helena asked, and she was just as worried as Poppy and the mermaids. 
 
    “Several islands in the region were hit in the early hours of the morning,” Maggie explained. “My sister came to shore this morning to tell us.” 
 
    “I’m getting the feeling this is serious,” I said with rising concern. 
 
    “It could be.” Poppy nodded. 
 
    “How serious?” I asked. “Like… should we evacuate the island, or…?” 
 
    “We’re past that,” Helena said. “By the sound of it, the damage is already done.” 
 
    Doris nodded in agreement, and Maggie’s lips pressed into a worried line. 
 
    “Okay…” I said slowly. “I’m having trouble with how worried I should be? I don’t know anything about tsunamis.” 
 
    “They are especially dangerous in the archipelago because the islands are so close together,” Poppy explained. “So one tsunami can hit several shores at once.” 
 
    “If it’s big enough,” Helena added, “it can wipe out anything in its path– trees, people, cars, even buildings. Water can be horrendously destructive.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and my main concern on Helena’s list was the people. I thought back to Hurricane Katrina and how destructive the flooding had been, but then the more recent Hurricane Dorian came to mind, and my stomach flipped. “How many of the nearby islands are inhabited?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Poppy shook her head and looked to Doris and Maggie for an answer. 
 
    “Some of them,” Doris answered in a tone that was filled with dread. “It will take days for the people of my city to swim around to all the islands to check on the villages there.” 
 
    My brain swirled with the need to check on those villages. Any paranormals in the region were my responsibility as the king, and I was equally concerned about any human populations that could be around us. I tapped a finger on my chin as I tried to figure out the best way to move forward, but my wife was a step ahead of me. 
 
    “We can use the speedboat to go around and check on the islands,” Poppy suggested. “In addition to the merfolk, if they want to help, of course.” 
 
    “The speedboat,” I gasped, and I could have smacked myself for forgetting about the boat. “Of course, that’s a brilliant idea, babe.” 
 
    “I may be your wife now.” Poppy smiled proudly. “But I’m still your advisor.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Maggie said, and she looked overcome by gratitude. “You need not worry yourself on your honeymoon…” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly, and I shook my head. “I don’t stop being king just because I’m on vacation. Especially when the situation is practically on my doorstep. I’m here, I will help however I can.” 
 
    “I cannot thank you enough,” Maggie said as silent tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    “Thank me by prepping a lunch for me and my ladies,” I said, and I pressed her shaking hands between mine. “And pack the boat with other supplies. First aid kits, bottled water, matches? I don’t know, whatever might be helpful to the villages and fits in the speedboat.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo appeared in the doorway to the patio. “I couldn’t help but overhear your intentions to see to your subjects on the nearby islands…” 
 
    “You can’t stop me, Firo,” I said stubbornly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it, your majesty,” Firo said. “But I will insist on accompanying you. Both as security and to lend my strength however I can.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded, and I glanced around the group. “Let’s get ready to depart as soon as possible. There may be people out there in desperate need of our help.” 
 
    My ladies and employees didn’t hesitate for a second, and they all rushed to do whatever they needed to get ready. 
 
    Helena and Poppy hurried upstairs, and I assumed they were going to change their clothes for the day’s new plan. Firo turned to Doris, and he asked the mermaid what he needed to know about the nearby islands. He also helped her compile a list of supplies and tools to load onto the speedboat. The list included things I never would have thought of, like extra gasoline for the boat, an axe, and a fire extinguisher. 
 
    Nyxx slowly materialized beside me, and I could see the concern in her all-white eyes. 
 
    “Your majesty,” the shadow nymph guard said in her raspy voice. “How can I assist?” 
 
    “Stay here,” I said after a moment. “Keep the servants safe… can shadow nymphs travel over the ocean?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Nyxx nodded. “We can shift through the shadows created by the ripples in the water. It’s not quite as fast as land travel, but we can do it.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I said. “Ena and Kage will come with us, then, so we can communicate if we need.” 
 
    “I’ll bring my compact mirror, too!” Poppy shouted down from the bedroom. 
 
    “Okay, good!” I called back, and I looked at Nyxx for her response. 
 
    “I cannot make mirror calls,” Nyxx said. “But I can answer them.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Nyxx said in a tense voice. “I believe I should be by your side. Kage would be better suited to assisting the servants on the island, and I belong at your side. It is my duty to protect you, Queen Poppy, and Lady Helena.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    Nyxx’s blank shadowy face was usually impossible to read, but her white eyes went so wide I could easily see her surprise. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Nyxx asked softly. 
 
    “I trust you to coordinate my guards,” I said lightly. “If you think that’s the way to go, then we’ll do it.” 
 
    “Very good,” Nyxx said with what sounded like awe in her raspy voice. “Thank you, your majesty.” 
 
    I nodded and took a deep breath as the chaos around me started to work its way through the initial shock of learning I had subjects in danger. The house had erupted into organized chaos as servants appeared all over the place in a mad rush to get supplies ready for us. Firo gave Doris a comforting pat on the shoulder, and then he jogged out to the patio and disappeared around the corner of the house. 
 
    If I hadn’t been so consumed with worry for my subjects, I would have been giddy at the beautiful speedboat that Firo pulled out of the boathouse. I had no idea how to estimate the price of a boat like this, but dollar signs rolled above my head. 
 
    According to the writing on the back, it was a MasterCraft X35, and her name was Lady Errasae. She had a pearly-white finish that sparkled in the sunlight, and there were enough seats for all of us plus a few more. Ena and Kage assisted the merfolk servants with loading the supplies into the back, and Helena and Poppy sat up front with a large basket of food between them on the bench seat. Firo took charge of driving the boat, I sat in the seat right across from him, and Ena and Nyxx slipped into the shadows under the helm 
 
    “Be safe, your majesty,” Maggie called, and she crossed her arms over her chest like she could hug herself into feeling better. 
 
    Doris put her arm around the younger mermaid in a motherly way, and she said something to Maggie that I couldn’t hear over the MasterCraft’s engine. 
 
    Firo drove the boat out into the open waters, and we headed directly toward the next nearest island. It was a few miles away, but the boat had a top speed of almost thirty-five knots. 
 
    “What’s that in miles per hour?” I asked my head of security, 
 
    “About forty,” Firo replied as his flame-colored hair blew in the wind. “We’re ten times faster than the average merfolk at this speed.” 
 
    I nodded and leaned forward in my seat as we drew steadily closer to the island. It looked much the same as Vaeletta island, except there wasn’t an airstrip or large mansion. 
 
    As we approached, I scanned the shore for signs of sentient life, but I couldn’t see any structures of any kind. The vegetation all along the shore was badly damaged, though, and the difference between here and the beach of Vaeletta Island was shocking. 
 
    “Oh… fuck…” I muttered to myself. 
 
    The beach was covered in uprooted trees that had been snapped in half like toothpicks, bushes whose entire root systems had been ripped right out of the ground, and a large bank of sand that had been deposited several yards from the water’s edge. 
 
    Firo slowed the boat down and turned her so the port side was facing the beach, and then he turned to me for my orders. 
 
    “So long as you agree, Ena and I will go to the shore,” Nyxx said. “We can quickly check the island for people, and return if there is no one here. It will save time–” 
 
    “You’ve convinced me, Nyxx,” I said with a smirk. “Go on. We’ll wait here. The place doesn’t look inhabited.” 
 
    Nyxx nodded once, and then in a flash, she and Ena faded into the water. Firo stared hard at the beach while we waited, and Poppy and Helena shifted nervously in their seats. 
 
    While we waited, I took a moment to reach out and test my ladies’ moods. I was unsurprised to find a current of anxiety in Poppy’s usually bright and cheerful mind. Then I reached more slowly out to Helena’s mind, but before I could really get a feel for my Grecian harpy, Ena and Nyxx reappeared on the boat. 
 
    “The island is clear, your majesty,” Nyxx reported. 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed, and I was relieved there was no one here that needed our help, so we could move on to the next location. “Let’s go to the next one.” 
 
    “Right away, my king,” Firo said, and before he was even done speaking, he had shifted the boat into gear and steered it away from the beach. 
 
    We carried on like that for another few hours. Firo captained the Lady Errasae from one island to the next, Ena and Nyxx quickly scanned the area for signs of humans or paranormal people, and every time they returned to report that there was no one there. 
 
    Each island was fairly small, most were smaller than Vaeletta Island, and all of them were as damaged around the shore as the first. There were hundreds of trees and smaller plants that had been decimated by the tsunami, and the shorelines were definitely all hugely different from what they’d looked like yesterday. Many of the islands had large pieces of ocean debris washed up on the beaches, too, and I was surprised at the wide variety of garbage that we saw. There were pieces of boats, animal carcasses, random bits of wood, scraps of aluminum, and every kind of bottle, snack wrapper, and soda can I could think of. 
 
    At the first larger island we came across, it took Ena and Nyxx a longer amount of time to check out the place, and I found the silence as we waited was grinding on my need to be useful. 
 
    I fought the urge to pace up and down the length of the speedboat, and I redirected my energy to crossing and uncrossing my arms over and over again. 
 
    I knew it would only slow us down if I insisted on going onto each island and having a look around for myself, but I felt irritated just waiting for Ena and Nyxx to do this legwork. The weight of my duties to my subjects itched at me like a bad rash, and I wished there was something more I could do. 
 
    “So a tsunami is like a big wave, right?” I asked in an attempt to distract myself from the torture of waiting. 
 
    “Yeah, basically,” Poppy said. 
 
    “They’re most often caused by earthquakes,” Helena said. “But underwater volcanic eruptions and landslides can cause them, too.” 
 
    “How big can they get?” I wondered as I scanned the ruined beach. “It looks like a lot of damage.” 
 
    “They can be enormous,” Helena muttered. 
 
    “Did you ever see that movie…” Poppy asked, and she scrunched up her nose as she tried to remember the title. “I think it was The Day After Tomorrow. It had Elijah Wood in it… was that the one about the meteor?” 
 
    “No, you’re thinking of Deep Impact,” Firo said in a casual tone. 
 
    Both of my ladies and I turned to look at my head of security with surprise. 
 
    “What?” Firo asked. “I like movies, and I do have downtime, you know. I found Armageddon to be far superior, though.” 
 
    “Oh, me, too,” Helena agreed with a smile. “Bruce Willis was incredible in that movie.” 
 
    “Anyway,” Poppy said with a smirk. “There’s this scene where a woman and her father are standing on the beach as the smaller piece of the meteor hits the ocean.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I breathed as the scene came to mind. “I remember that one. My mom loves that movie.” 
 
    The horrific size of the ocean as it barreled into New York City played behind my eyes, and I remembered how the wave had dwarfed the Statue of Liberty and the Twin Towers. 
 
    “This wave was smaller…” I concluded. “Like… a lot smaller.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Poppy agreed emphatically. “I would feel safe in saying this was probably volcanic activity.” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see that,” Helena said thoughtfully. “Especially since we didn’t feel any earthquakes or anything.” 
 
    “Well, now I’m worried about the mercity,” I grumbled. “Do you think they’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m sure Doris or Maggie would have said something if their city was in danger,” Poppy assured me. 
 
    “Yes,” Helena agreed. “And I believe the city is in the other direction from Vaeletta Island.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” I sighed. 
 
    Ena and Nyxx returned a moment later and reported that this island, though larger, was also unoccupied, so we moved on once more. 
 
    I was starting to think that we weren’t going to find a single village on any of the nearby islands, but Doris’ comment about some of them being inhabited kept me going. There was no way I was going to go back to my honeymoon until we made sure every island impacted by the tsunami was uninhabited, or until we found every person who needed help. 
 
    I’d be damned if I was going to let anybody have reason to accuse me of being anything like King Vairn. Without a doubt, I knew the self-centered vampire would have left these people out here to suffer. It wasn’t just about proving myself to be better to my subjects, though, I felt a deep need to take care of the responsibilities that had come with the perks of being king. 
 
    I was grateful as fuck to have the money, luxury, and things that came with the title, but I also felt the weight of my duties like a near-constant boulder on my shoulders. My parents hadn’t raised me to be a lazy ass who only did the bare minimum to get by. They’d worked hard to instill in my sisters and me a sense of satisfaction in a job well done. I’d struggled with finding that for years because the jobs I’d been doing hadn’t seemed important to me. 
 
    Now I knew exactly how important my job was. 
 
    I had the lives of billions of people in my hands, and I would never let my people suffer if there was something I could do about it. 
 
    I sighed heavily and forced myself to stay sitting in my seat as Firo drove us around to another half-dozen islands. They were getting larger as we went, and Nyxx and Ena started to take longer with each island they surveyed. 
 
    “There were wild hogs on this island,” Ena reported after a trip with Nyxx. 
 
    “They were not particularly happy creatures,” Nyxx said in a dry tone. “But there were no people.” 
 
    Each island returned a brief report about a variety of wild animals that grew increasingly long with each stop we made. By the time we were approaching lunch, the list included birds, monkeys, hogs, wild dogs, civet cats, mongooses, and even one island with small deer. 
 
    My frustration at not finding any people was starting to get washed out by relief at the possibility that there weren’t any inhabited islands out here. Maybe whatever island population Doris had been thinking of was on the other side of Vaeletta Island, but I shook the idea away. I had no reason to think Doris’ information was wrong, and I wasn’t going to take the chance, even if it was miniscule. 
 
    I was staring out at the southern horizon when the raging surge of anger and stress swamped over me again.  
 
    It hit me like a Mack truck, and all the air whooshed right out of my lungs as I tried to stay conscious. My brain dumped a gallon of sympathetic adrenaline and cortisol, and my heart started to thunder in my veins. 
 
    It was like my entire brain had been consumed by a churning thundercloud as thick as cotton candy, and I sucked in a sharp breath through my teeth. My mind went blank for a moment, and I felt myself being pulled into unconsciousness at the intensity of the surge. It was like my brain knew exactly how overwhelming the storm was, and it was trying to protect me from the brutality of it by shutting down. 
 
    By sheer force of will, and the strength of Firo’s training, I managed to cling to consciousness by the skin of my teeth, and the black funnel around the edges of my vision slowly eased away. 
 
    But the surging storm of emotions remained on my mental horizon. It was shockingly different from the bright sunlight and clear blue skies all around us, and a shiver raced down my spine at the alienness of it all. 
 
    The mental presence that had been hitting me since we’d come to the Philippines had started to feel familiar by now, and I could sense that it was nearby. It felt so thick in my mind that I could almost taste it, and I wanted to jump from the boat and swim straight toward the swirling storm of emotions until I found its source. 
 
    Before I could say anything to Firo, Helena stood up. 
 
    “Over there!” my Grecian beauty gasped. “I think I see the roofs of huts on that island!” 
 
    “Where?” Poppy asked with a mixture of worry and excitement. “Oh! I see what you mean.” 
 
    “Should we make that our next stop, my king?” Firo asked, and when he turned to look at me, his slitted orange eyes narrowed like he could see there was something else going on with me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said in a voice that was more breathless than I would have liked. I cleared my throat and took a deep breath. “We should check it out.” 
 
    Firo nodded, and he spun the wheel until the Lady Errasae’s bow was heading straight for the destroyed beach. 
 
    As we raced toward the beach, the surging presence in my mind grew further away and finally seeped out of my head like sand through an hourglass. The grinding emotions once again left no lingering presence behind, and I was almost horrified to feel completely normal as we approached the shore. 
 
    “The fuck…” I muttered under the roar of the MasterCraft’s engine. 
 
    I didn’t want to continue to feel the raging storm-like surge of emotion, but having it disappear completely felt a little like being gaslit. I was starting to question myself and my reactions to it all. 
 
    How could it just disappear like that? 
 
    “Oh, those are definitely huts,” Helena said. 
 
    “Do you see any people?” Poppy asked with worry in her voice. 
 
    “No,” Firo said. “They could be old huts. It’s possible the people who built them are no longer here.” 
 
    “We still need to check and make sure,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Firo agreed. 
 
    The island was much bigger than the others we’d visited so far, and there was just as much garbage and plant debris as any of the others. Just beyond the reach of the tsunami’s destruction was what looked like a circular structure of stones, and as we got closer, I could see they were blackened with soot and ash. 
 
    “Is that a firepit?” I asked. 
 
    “Looks like it.” Nyxx nodded. “That still doesn’t mean there are people still living here.” 
 
    “We will find out shortly,” Helena murmured. 
 
    I couldn’t keep myself in my seat another second, and Firo slowed the boat down as we approached the beach. My body felt as tightly drawn as a bowstring, and I knew I needed to get off the MasterCraft before I went crazy. 
 
    “I’m going ashore this time,” I announced, and my tone left no room for argument. 
 
    “Very good, your majesty.” Firo nodded, and his face was a blank mask. 
 
    I could tell he didn’t love the idea, but I also knew he’d been watching me since we’d left the house. Firo was able to read me well enough to understand the extent of the frenetic energy that was bubbling inside me, so he knew it was no use trying to convince me to stay on the boat. Besides, it seemed more and more like we’d found what we were looking for finally. 
 
    Firo brought the boat around about twenty feet from the sandy beach, and he dropped a small anchor over the stern. 
 
    “Alright, that’s as close as we can get her,” Firo said. “We’ll have to walk to the beach.” 
 
    I nodded and glanced over the edge at the shallow water. The ocean here was crystal clear, and I could see the sandy bottom just a few feet below. By the looks of it, the water would come up to my waist, but I was hot from sitting in the sun. 
 
    “Ena, stay with the boat, please,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the shadow nymph said, and she sank into the shadow below the captain’s chair. 
 
    “Let’s go check it out,” I said. 
 
    Nyxx took that as her cue, and she slipped right into the shadows and popped up a second later underneath a piece of wooden debris on the beach. She scanned the area quickly and then waved at us that it was safe for us to approach. 
 
    Helena and Poppy nodded, and they stretched their wings out behind them. My Grecian beauty’s tawny feathers flapped slow and hard as she lifted up into the air. Poppy’s translucent wings flitted at a much faster rate, and she hovered up above the boat. 
 
    Firo dropped over the side of the boat, and his large frame made a big splash in the water that sent the speedboat rocking for a moment. Then I jumped down beside him, and we started to wade forward to the beach. 
 
    Firo hurried ahead to reach the beach ahead of us, and my ladies seemed to understand his desire to precede them because they hovered slowly above the water. 
 
    Meanwhile, I scanned the island for more signs of people, and I found a lot of evidence. None of it made me feel sure there were people currently on the island, but there definitely had been at some point. 
 
    The firepit was cold, and the ashes were burned down to nothing, so it was unclear when it had been last lit. The huts we could see were badly damaged by prolonged exposure to the weather, and it looked like they were in desperate need of repair. 
 
    “So…” Helena murmured as she landed gracefully on the sandy beach. “What now?” 
 
    “Would you like for me to scan the island, your majesty?” Nyxx asked in that rasping voice of hers. 
 
    I breathed in to respond, but before I could say anything, the distinctive snapping sound of a branch being stepped on echoed through the air. 
 
    “Wait,” I said in a quietly firm voice, and I held up both hands as if I could stop my companions’ movements. 
 
    At the same instant, Nyxx disappeared, and I knew she was going to investigate the sound further. Not that she needed to, because a second later, an older man with heavily wrinkled skin the color of a terracotta pot walked around the brush. 
 
    He wore a long robe in a vivid shade of red that hung loosely over his shoulders. His chest was bare, and there was a long scar that ran diagonally across his ribs. A thick brown band of fabric with long black feathers sat on top of his head like a crown, and I could only assume this man was the chief of whatever villagers lived here. 
 
    His long black hair blew in the gentle ocean breeze as he walked further onto the beach, and Nyxx gave me a subtle nod as she reappeared beside me. 
 
    “Maligayang pagdating,” the chief said in a warm tone and a thick accent. 
 
    Then he dropped to his knees in the sand, and he folded forward with his arms outstretched directly toward me. 
 
    “Ooooh,” I hissed through my teeth, and it was obvious the chief knew exactly who I was. 
 
    Then a few dozen other people with similarly brown skin and long black hair walked out from the brush and trees, and they dropped immediately to the same prayerful positions as their chief all around him. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed as the villagers prayed to me.
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 Chapter 12 
 
    “Are they doing what I think they’re doing?” I whispered to no one in particular. 
 
    Nobody answered me right away, but Helena leaned forward slightly and turned her head so one ear faced the villagers more directly. 
 
    “They’re praising you,” Helena murmured. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised by her comment at first because it looked pretty obvious what the villagers were doing, but then Helena spoke again, and my mouth dropped. 
 
    “They welcome the king,” Helena translated slowly. “And they offer their… loyalty? No… not loyalty…” 
 
    Helena listened again for a moment, and then she looked at me with more confidence. 
 
    “Hospitality,” Helena corrected herself. “They’re welcoming us to their home.” 
 
    “You can understand them?” I asked as my eyebrows raised up to my hairline. 
 
    “Mostly,” Helena said with a little shrug. “My Filipino is very rusty.” 
 
    “Did you know about this village?” I asked the group as a whole. “I don’t remember reading about this place in any of my records.” 
 
    “No, I had no idea,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Neither did I,” Helena agreed. 
 
    “What do I do?” I wondered aloud. 
 
    “See if they speak English?” Helena suggested. “I can try to translate if we need to, or we can send Ena to go and get one of the merfolk to help us.” 
 
    “Shall I send her, your majesty?” Nyxx asked, and she looked ready to jump into action. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said, and I took a few steps forward. 
 
    Firo and Nyxx walked on either side of me, and I cleared my throat to try and get the villagers’ attention. 
 
    Their reverent chatter died away slowly, and the chief was the first to lift his head and meet my gaze. His eyes were a warm shade of red-brown, his eyebrows were as black as his hair, and his nose was large and wide. 
 
    “Please, stand,” I said clearly, and I gestured with my hands for him to get up. “Do you speak English?” 
 
    The chief smiled brightly as he stood up, and he moved quickly despite his old appearance. The man looked like he was probably nearly seventy, but he moved easily. I wondered if the leathery look of his skin was simply an effect of his environment and a lack of sunscreen. 
 
    “Tiny English,” the chief said in his thick accent, and he pinched his index finger and thumb together. “You King Michael.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said in an astonished tone, and my brain worked to simplify my questions. “How do you know my face?” 
 
    “Sirena bring news,” the chief explained. 
 
    “The merfolk,” Helena translated before I could ask. 
 
    “Oh,” I murmured. “Good. Um… Tsunami. Big wave?” 
 
    “Ah, oo.” The man nodded, and the long black feathers on his head wavered cheerfully. “Tsunami come… day birth. Much big.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I was impressed by the chief’s ability to communicate. “Is anybody hurt? We came to help.” 
 
    “No.” The chief shook his head. “Big storm come lots.” 
 
    He gestured at his people, and they slowly stood back up to their feet. One woman who looked to be about twenty had the same brick-red eyes as the chief, and she wore a simple red sash tied around her breasts like a halter top. Her skirt was a similar fabric, and it fell all the way to her bare feet with wide slits at each hip. She stepped up to stand right behind the chief like it was her proper place, and I wondered if they were related. 
 
    “We safe from big storm,” the chief concluded with a smile. “No hurt. No harm. We strong. We fix.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with some much-needed relief, and I pointed back out to the ocean. “Are there more people on other islands?” 
 
    “No, uh…” the chief’s wrinkled face screwed up as he tried to express himself. “Wala nang tao sa maraming distansya… Oo?” 
 
    I shook my head slightly at the foreign language, and I looked at Helena for help. 
 
    “He says there aren’t any more people for long distances,” Helena translated. 
 
    “Oo.” The man nodded and smiled. “Only we.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said, and I looked around for a moment. 
 
    Several dozen more people had come out of the jungle to join us, and I guessed there were at least a hundred people here. It troubled me that there was an entire population out here that I had no idea about, and I wondered how many more of my subjects were completely unknown to me. 
 
    I knew the world was huge, but finding a whole village of people who knew about me while I knew nothing about them made me feel like I wasn’t doing my job. 
 
    “Why didn’t we know about them?” I muttered to myself. 
 
    “We far away,” the chief explained as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. “No king come see Bahay in big time. Big city big far away. No visit here.” 
 
    “When was the last time a king came to visit you?” I asked. 
 
    “Many, many moons,” the chief said, but he didn’t seem bothered by the fact. 
 
    It was like these people just accepted that they were so far at the bottom of the totem pole that they were practically underground, and so they were just overjoyed to have me here. 
 
    “Me Hepe Kendi,” the chief said. “We joy say hello King Michael! You stay? Magkakaroon tayo ng handaan! We eat you!” 
 
    “What?” I nearly screamed, and I instinctively started to reach out for Poppy’s shield. 
 
    “No,” Helena gasped at the same second. “He wants to throw a feast! He wants to feed us.” 
 
    “Oo! Feed you,” Hepe Kendi laughed boisterously. “Me English bad.” 
 
    “Oh!” I laughed nervously. 
 
    “Big feast to King Michael!” Hepe Kendi announced. 
 
    Cheers rippled through the crowd, and the villagers immediately started to move around. Several men with dark brown skin and bare chests hurried back between the trees and brush where they’d first appeared from, and the majority of the people followed them. 
 
    “You come,” Hepe Kendi said, and he waved for us to walk with him. “Me show you Bahay.” 
 
    “Is Bahay the name of your village?” I asked. 
 
    “Oo.” Hepe Kendi nodded. “We home here many taon. Maraming henerasyon live here Bahay.” 
 
    “He says they have lived on this island for many generations,” Helena explained. 
 
    “Sirena come visit,” Hepe Kendi said. “Bring gift from big city. Share news. How we know you, King Michael.” 
 
    “The merfolk, the sirena, tell you about what’s going on in the world,” I concluded. 
 
    “Oo.” Hepe Kendi grinned. “We small home. We happy.” 
 
    The chief led us past the front line of bushes and trees where he and the others had appeared, and I was surprised at how open the space was just a few feet behind. There were dozens of mud-brick homes with thatched roofs, and the villagers were rushing around to prepare for the feast. 
 
    In the center of the circular lines of homes was a massive firepit that still had a pile of glowing red embers in the middle, and I realized the first stone circle we’d seen must be for another purpose. The dark-skinned men I’d seen a few moments before were busy loading dry logs onto the embers and stoking the flames back to life. Several women in tied fabric tops and long skirts moved around with armloads of vegetables, plates, platters, bowls, and metal cookware. A few dozen children dashed through the village, and some of them kicked a worn soccer ball around in an open area at the far side of the village. 
 
    “Ang aking anak na babae,” Hepe Kendi said, and he gestured for the pretty woman I’d noticed earlier to join him. “Dinah.” 
 
    “This is Hepe Kendi’s daughter,” Helena translated. 
 
    Dinah stepped forward, and she kept her head bowed just slightly in a demure way that surprised me. I’d become used to bold and vibrant women like Helena and Poppy, so the quietness of Dinah was strange. There was a brightness in her red-brown eyes that made me think there was much more under the surface. 
 
    “Hello, King Michael,” Dinah said in a gentler accent than her father’s. “It is good to meet you. My father and I welcome you to Bahay.” 
 
    “Oh,” I gasped. “You speak English.” 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah smiled in a shy way. “Honor kept me from talking before my father … um… ipinakilala me.” 
 
    “Introduced,” Helena filled in. 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah said happily. “My father chief of our village. My place is quiet until he says.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a friendly smile. “It’s very nice to meet you.” 
 
    “It is honor to have our king here,” Dinah said. 
 
    Hepe Kendi started talking in rapid-fire Filipino to his daughter for a moment, and she nodded at him before she turned back to look at me. 
 
    “My father says he is very happy to have you here with us,” Dinah translated. “He wishes for you and your friends to stay for a feast tonight, and he wishes to know all of your names.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I said, and I could have slapped myself for my lack of manners. “This is Queen Poppy.” 
 
    “Kamusta,” Hepe Kendi said, and he bowed before my wife. 
 
    “This is…” I said as I looked at Helena, and I wished I had a better way to label who she was to me. “Lady Helena.” 
 
    “Kamusta,” the chief said with another bow. 
 
    “And Firo,” I continued. “And Nyxx. They are members of my security team.” 
 
    “Big honors,” Hepe Kendi said with a bright grin. “We love King Michael!” 
 
    “My father was very excited when we got the news about you,” Dinah explained. “We are not … uh, big happy about vampires.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” I murmured with understanding. “King Vairn wasn’t especially liked by most people of the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    That’s when I realized I didn’t know what kind of paranormal species these people were. I couldn’t see any distinguishing features like wings, horns, antlers, scales, or snakes. 
 
    “I don’t mean to be rude…” I said. “I don’t know how much you know about me, but I didn’t know anything about the Eternal Realm until I was chosen by the Goddess.” 
 
    “Yes, we know this,” Dinah said in a sweet tone. “It was exciting to know a human was new king. We never heard of this before.” 
 
    “King Michael was the first human to become king,” Poppy said with a touch of pride in her voice. 
 
    “Well, forgive me,” I said. “But what… are you? I mean… Poppy is a fae, Helena is a harpy… and there are the merfolk, the sirena… what are you?” 
 
    “Aswang,” Hepe Kendi said, and his scarred chest puffed out with pride. “We aswang.” 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed as the word rang a bell in the back of my mind. 
 
    I recalled reading a short passage about the aswang people of the South Pacific, and if I remembered correctly, it was a blanket term for the local witches and shapeshifters. 
 
    “Witches and shapeshifters, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah smiled. “My father shapeshifts, and others have more… um… pangkalahatan…?” 
 
    “General,” Helena said helpfully. 
 
    “Yes, this,” Dinah laughed. “I am this. My magic is many-sided.” 
 
    “That’s fascinating,” I said. “What do you shapeshift into, Hepe Kendi?” 
 
    “Paniki,” the chief said with a mischievous grin, and he raised his arms like huge, clawed wings. “Big scary!” 
 
    “Ama!” Dinah said in a lightly scolding voice. “My father’s form is like a bat. He grows wings and has strong ears to hear.” 
 
    “Claws,” Hepe Kendi added, and he curled his brown fingers. 
 
    “On his feet,” Dinah said with a loving roll of her eyes. “My father likes to play.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that,” I chuckled. “He said you’ve been here for generations?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah confirmed. “My ancestors called Bahay home three hundred years.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, and I wondered how many tsunamis they’d endured in that time. “I’m sorry I didn’t know about you. I feel like it’s my responsibility to know where all my subjects are.” 
 
    “No sorry,” Hepe Kendi said. “We far out. Kings forget what they no see. We stay here… honor mga ninuno. Big honor mga ninuno.” 
 
    Dinah’s dark eyebrows drew together into a single frown, and I could tell she didn’t agree with whatever her father had said. 
 
    “He’s saying they stay here to honor their ancestors,” Helena whispered to me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured back, and I gave both of my ladies a loving smile before I turned back to the chief and his daughter. 
 
    All the while, Firo and Nyxx had remained quiet and observant as the villagers rushed around and began preparing for a feast. Several long tables made of bamboo-like reeds strapped together with thin vines had appeared around the firepit, and two dozen villagers were busy sorting, cleaning, cutting, and cooking the food. 
 
    “My father and the village elders have chosen us to stay here on Bahay,” Dinah explained. “They believe it is important to our culture and tradition to stay here and honor our ancestors by remaining separate from the rest of the world.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, and I could hear the disappointment in Dinah’s voice. “So, you’re pretty used to the weather here, then. The tsunami must not have been very surprising for you.” 
 
    “Big storm!” Hepe Kendi said in a boisterous voice. Then he turned to a nearby villager, and shouted instructions at the dark-skinned man in fast Filipino. 
 
    The dark-skinned male nodded and then waved his hands over the firepit, and a moment later, a large cauldron appeared at one end of the stone circle. The man waved his hands again, and water started to pour out of thin air into the cauldron. 
 
    “Whoa.” My eyes went wide as I watched the impressive display, and I wondered if Isla could conjure water like that. 
 
    “Big magic,” Hepe Kendi laughed, and he clapped me on the shoulder. Then his red-brown eyes narrowed, and he shouted past me. “Hindi hindi tama iyon!” 
 
    Without another word, the leather-faced chief stormed off, and he shouted as he went. 
 
    “My father likes things be done certain ways,” Dinah explained, and she shook her head as she watched her father go. 
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help?” I asked. 
 
    “No!” the chief shouted with a friendly smile from about twenty feet away. “We make feast! We feed you!” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, and I looked around. 
 
    The villagers did seem to have everything well in hand, but I was still worried they might need assistance in making repairs after the tsunami. 
 
    “Well, we came to make sure you were alright after the tsunami,” I said. “And, as king, I insist on taking care of my subjects however I can. So… how can we help?” 
 
    “We have only small repairs to fix,” Dinah explained politely. “We live through this kind of storms for many years. It no new to us. You not have to worry about us, King Michael.” 
 
    “I respectfully disagree, Dinah,” I said with a charming smile that had the pretty dark-skinned woman blushing. “It’s kind of my whole job to worry about my people, and I didn’t even know this village was here until this afternoon. Now that I’m aware of you, I intend to remedy the neglect you’ve endured by the crown.” 
 
    “We have weathered storms like this before, King Michael…” Dinah tried again, but her tone was adorably meek as she looked down. 
 
    She twisted her fingers nervously together, and I could see that she’d been raised with respect for the King of the Eternal Realm. It was so odd to me that she had such respect for me without really knowing anything about me, but I couldn’t deny that I liked it. 
 
    “King Michael has a good heart,” Helena explained in a kind tone. “He doesn’t like to leave matters to be dealt with by others. If there is something we can help with, please let us know.” 
 
    Dinah’s father walked back over with a pleased smile on his leathery face. 
 
    “No help,” Hepe Kendi said cheerfully. “No help need. We good. We strong. Espiritu ng lupa… restless.” 
 
    Something about the Filipino words caught my attention, and I couldn’t even begin to try and explain it. The surging mental presence I’d been sensing the last few days seemed to call at the edges of my mind as the chief nodded casually. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “The espiritu ng lupa have been very restless,” Dinah said in an attempt to clarify. “They are not often so… angry.” 
 
    “They’re talking about earth spirits,” Helena said, and her dark eyebrows knitted together with a similar confusion to what was in my chest. 
 
    “Earth spirits?” I asked, and I racked my brain as I tried to recall what I’d read about all the species of the Eternal Realm. “I don’t remember reading about earth spirits.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Helena murmured softly as she shook her head. 
 
    “What the hell is an earth spirit?” I mumbled under my breath. 
 
    The chief and his daughter looked at each other with confusion, and they started to chatter in fast Filipino. Hepe Kendi started to look irritated with his daughter, and she blushed hard as she focused on the sand between her toes. It looked like Dinah wanted to sink right into the ground, never to be seen again, and I worried Hepe Kendi thought she’d offended me. 
 
    “Hey, it’s okay,” I said insistently. “I’m just confused. What’s an earth spirit?” 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy gasped, and her whole face lit up with understanding. “I bet they’re talking about earth elementals!” 
 
    “Eh?” The chief looked at his daughter with utter confusion, and the concerned look was gone. “Ano ang pinag-uusapan nila?” 
 
    Dinah looked up shyly at her father, and her red-brown eyes darted to me from under the thick spray of her black lashes. Then she murmured something in Filipino, and I looked at Helena for clarity. 
 
    “She’s explaining to him,” Helena whispered to me. 
 
    “Oo!” Hepe Kendi chuckled as his daughter finished speaking. Then he turned back to me and tried to mimic his body into a huge beast. “Big, big rock animal. Big feel. Big… uh… ggrrr.” 
 
    The chief turned his face into a mask of anger as he growled comically, and I felt like we were playing a strange game of charades. It was effective, though, and I was pretty sure I knew what he was saying. 
 
    “The earth elementals are large creatures made of rock?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah said, and she seemed to relax a little as the awkwardness faded away. “The earth spirits are beasts of … how you say… damdamin?” 
 
    “Emotion,” Helena provided helpfully. 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah smiled. “They not have thoughts like you or me. They only have feel with this.” 
 
    Dinah placed a hand in the valley between her full breasts and tapped her fingers in a short rhythm like a heartbeat. 
 
    “Oooohh,” I breathed as all the pieces started to come together in my mind. “And they’re big creatures?” 
 
    “Big like tree!” Hepe Kendi exclaimed with excitement. 
 
    “They are very tall,” Dinah added. “Like mountains that walk around.” 
 
    “Wow,” Poppy gasped with interest. 
 
    Hepe Kendi chattered again in his native language, and he gestured at his daughter as he spoke. 
 
    “My father says they are not very smart creatures,” Dinah explained for her father. “They not mean to hurt us, and they act on salpok only. They are not smart like aswang or sirena.” 
 
    “They’re instinctual and impulsive creatures.” Helena nodded slowly as she pieced everything together for us. 
 
    That’s when I realized the surging presence in my mind had been slowly seeping back into my mind like a slow leak in the hull of a huge ship. Suddenly, I was waist-deep in the water of the churning emotions, but I finally had an explanation. It had to be the earth elementals that had been overwhelming my mind since we’d arrived in the area. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Poppy whispered, and she touched the inside of my wrist gently with her fingers. “You went all white again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “I’ll explain in a little bit, but I’m okay.” 
 
    Poppy didn’t say anything else, but she watched me with intense eyes as we continued to talk with the chief and his daughter. 
 
    “The earth spirits caused the tsunami, then?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Oo,” Dinah confirmed. “They stomp in shallow water, and it make the tsunami. The tsunami comes to Bahay. The spirits will calm soon.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said quietly. “It’s starting to get late… if we want to make it back to the house before dark, we should be going.” 
 
    “Stay,” Hepe Kendi pleaded with excitement. “Big feast, we sayaw! We magdiwang!” 
 
    “My father wants you to stay,” Dinah explained. “He says we will feast and dance and… I not know the word.” 
 
    “‘Celebrate,’ I believe,” Helena offered. “Though it could also be ‘party.’” 
 
    I looked to Firo to see what my head of security thought. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to be on the boat in the dark,” Firo said softly. 
 
    “You stay,” Hepe Kendi insisted in a jovial tone. 
 
    Then he rambled in rapid-fire Filipino again, and his daughter nodded obediently at him. 
 
    “My father invites you stay in Bahay with us,” Dinah translated. “He says you our guests, and we will give you house for sleep.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed with awe, and I looked at Firo again. “What do you think?” 
 
    Firo turned to Nyxx, and they conferred quietly for a moment. Nyxx then nodded subtly as she whispered something to the seven-foot-tall dragon-man. 
 
    “Whatever you wish, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    I knew the dragon-man well enough to hear what he wasn’t saying. He didn’t love the idea of staying, but he saw no reason to suspect we were in serious danger here, so he was going to leave the choice up to me. I turned to look at my ladies for their thoughts, and Poppy raised her eyebrows as if to say, “why not?” Helena smiled softly and shrugged, and I knew they would both go with whatever choice I made. 
 
    I considered the possibilities, and I could see that Hepe Kendi had the safety and wellbeing of his village well in hand. It was clear they had things handled, but I wanted to learn more about them. I also had a feeling it would be a very clear snub to the chief and the villagers if I didn’t stay for a celebration. He’d told me they hadn’t had a king come to visit them in centuries, and I didn’t feel right about denying them my presence for a night. 
 
    “Yeah,” I decided. “We’ll stay for the night.” 
 
    “Aaah!” Hepe Kendi cheered with excitement, and he shouted to all the villagers. “Ang hari ay nananatili!” 
 
    The chief shouted instructions to everyone in a dizzying series of demands, and he pointed around with a flourish. 
 
    “Come,” Dinah said with a chuckle at her father. “You sit and rest here. We will get things ready, and you enjoy.” 
 
    Dinah led us over to several wooden chairs that kind of reminded me of Adirondack chairs, and she gestured for us to sit down and relax. Helena and Poppy sat down on either side of me, and Firo remained dutifully standing guard nearby as Nyxx faded into the shadows. I wondered where she was going, but a moment later, Ena appeared in her place. I could only assume the full-figured shadow nymph was going to scan the perimeter as an added security measure. 
 
    It was wonderful how dedicated my security team was, and I tried not to feel guilty about them doing their jobs. Instead, I focused on being grateful for their hard work, and I decided they would get a nice bonus when we returned home. 
 
    “I get you drinks,” Dinah insisted, and her curvaceous figure swayed alluringly as she scurried away. 
 
    She returned a few moments later with some kind of delicious beverage in actual coconuts for us. I grinned at the presentation of the drink and felt like I was at some tropical resort paradise. 
 
    “This place is incredible,” Helena murmured once we were left to have a bit of alone time together. 
 
    The villagers moved around like busy bees, and a full boar was brought out and tied to a stake. It took four thick-chested men to hoist the pig above the fire, and it was slowly cooked to perfection over the next few hours. A dozen women and adolescents worked at prepping tropical fruits, and a platter was presented to us a short time later. 
 
    As the sun began to sink below the treetops, the villagers lit a bunch of torches and set them up in a wide circle around the firepit. They provided us with an endless supply of fresh fruit, nuts, and whatever delicious juice was in our coconut cups. 
 
    Then half a dozen villagers brought out simple hand drums and other instruments from somewhere, and they began to play a thumping dance melody that had me tapping my toes. 
 
    Several of the women started to dance wildly in circles around the firepit, and Dinah joined them with a bright smile on her round face. Her hips swayed to the beat, and she twirled her arms above her head in an almost hypnotizing way. I tried not to stare, but my eyes kept going back to just how narrow Dinah’s waist was in comparison to the ample swell of her hips. 
 
    My skin was growing hot, and it wasn’t from the heat of the fire pit. I cleared my throat and forced myself to look at my fae wife and harpy lover. They both smirked knowingly at me, and I felt a tiny sliver of embarrassment until Helena and Poppy laughed. 
 
    “Poppy, will you dance with me?” Helena asked, and she stood up. 
 
    “Sounds fun,” Poppy giggled. “I wonder if Dinah will show us a few moves.” 
 
    “Let’s ask!” Helena laughed. 
 
    I groaned inwardly as my two lovers walked over and asked the chief’s daughter to show them how to dance like the villagers. The devilish grins they flashed at me told me they knew exactly what they were doing, and I couldn’t deny that I liked it. 
 
    It gave me the perfect opportunity not just to enjoy the way Poppy and Helena danced, but also to have a reason to stare at Dinah. Hepe Kendi glanced at me a few times before he caught my eye, and he smiled with hospitality as he gestured at his daughter. 
 
    The whole thing was a little odd to me, but I had to remind myself I was dealing with people from the Eternal Realm and from a wildly different culture. I suspected the chief thought of his daughter a bit like women had once been seen as property centuries ago. I didn’t much like it, but it wasn’t my place to try and change their traditions. 
 
    It did make me wonder if I could create some kind of law about women’s rights to make decisions for themselves, but that wasn’t anything I could deal with tonight, so I pushed it all out of my mind. 
 
    Instead, I sat back and allowed myself to enjoy the frivolity of the dancing and music as the smell of fire-roasted pork filled the village. 
 
    A while later, Hepe Kendi walked over and inspected the hog that had turned a lovely shade of brownish-red. He cut a tiny bit away from the underbelly and popped it between his lips. 
 
    “We feast!” the chief announced. 
 
    The pig was hoisted away from the fire and thumped down on the table to be carved up for everyone. A man with a chest as broad as a refrigerator appeared with a knife as long as my arm, and he expertly sliced the shoulders clear off the roasted pig. In several deft movements, the animal was divided and ready to enjoy. 
 
    A huge platter was piled high with a large portion of food, and then the chief directed two women to carry it out to the beach. 
 
    “Are we eating on the beach?” Poppy wondered out loud. 
 
    “For the earth spirits,” Dinah explained. “We please the spirits and honor them with the feast.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes sense,” I said. “Like a tribute… or a sacrifice.” 
 
    “Ano?” Dinah asked, and her black eyebrows came together with confusion. 
 
    “You’re giving food to the earth spirits to try and make them happy?” I asked. 
 
    “Oo, yes.” Dinah nodded. “And we honor you, King Michael.” 
 
    Dinah gestured like Vana White as a parade of villagers lined up with smaller trays loaded with a selection of sliced pork, pineapples, mangos, papayas, and starfruits. One woman held a huge pitcher of the tropical juice we’d been enjoying, and another three at the end of the line held lengths of cotton that looked like towels. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at them as Helena, Poppy, and I made our selections from the offerings of food. Then it made sense when the three women knelt down in front of us, and they adjusted the towels under our toes as they started to wash and massage our feet. 
 
    “Oh…” Poppy breathed as her face turned pink. “That’s not…” 
 
    “Let them, babe,” I whispered. “They’d think it rude if we told them to stop.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Helena murmured around me. “We don’t want to insult them. Ooooh, that’s lovely.” 
 
    Helena relaxed back in her chair with a contented smile as she slowly enjoyed the roasted pork. 
 
    “Okay…” Poppy giggled shyly, and she leaned her head back. 
 
    I smiled as my wife enjoyed the first dose of unexpected luxury that came along with the role of queen consort. 
 
    The evening was filled with more dancing, singing, and feasting until the torches started to burn low. Finally, the chief came up to us with a wide grin on his wrinkled face. 
 
    “You happy, King Michael?” Hepe Kendi asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “We’ve been having a great time. Thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    “Big honor,” the chief said with a grin. “You king! We honor you.” 
 
    “You have honored me,” I assured him. “The food was very good.” 
 
    “Ah!” Hepe Kendi laughed, and he rubbed his belly with one hand. “Baboy, mmmm.” 
 
    The chief turned to his daughter and rambled something quickly, and Dinah nodded in that demure way she seemed to have with her father. Then he grinned with satisfaction, nodded, waved, and wandered off somewhere. 
 
    “I show you where you sleep,” Dinah said. 
 
    “Thank you, Dinah,” I said, and I realized how tired I was. 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and I stood up, and we followed the shorter woman through the circular lines of homes. Firo followed behind us, and I worried he intended to stand guard outside the hut all night long. 
 
    The chief’s daughter led us to a larger hut that was as far from the beach as possible, and it had a wooden door instead of a fabric curtain like most of the other homes had. 
 
    “Best home for King Michael, Queen Poppy, and Lady Helena,” Dinah announced. “Sleep good, please.” 
 
    Helena and Poppy nodded their thanks, and Ena gave me a subtle nod of approval as she appeared beside the door. I knew she’d already inspected the home and found it to be safe for us, so I gestured for my ladies to go ahead inside. 
 
    “I’ll be right in,” I said, and I turned to the chief’s daughter. “Thank you, Dinah.” 
 
    “Many welcomes,” Dinah murmured in that demure way of hers, and she started to turn away. 
 
    “Wait,” I said before I could think of anything to say, and I racked my brain for something. Then I knew exactly what to say. “You and your father said the earth spirits are more restless than normal. Do you have any ideas why that might be?” 
 
    “No.” Dinah shrugged one brown shoulder and looked apologetic. “Earth spirits have big feelings… but they no make trouble most time. Um…” 
 
    Dinah’s face started to twist up like she was upset, and I reached out and touched her bare arm with gentle fingers. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said in a soothing tone. “I was just curious. Thank you.” 
 
    “Sleep good, King Michael,” Dinah sighed. 
 
    Then she walked away with her head bent forward, and her small hands tightened into frustrated fists at her sides. I worried I’d upset her, but she glanced over her shoulder and blushed hard when she saw me watching her. Dinah’s hands came up to gather her long straight hair into one thick strand, and she hurried away. 
 
    I smirked to myself as I realized she was probably more frustrated with herself than anything else. It must be wildly nerve-racking to host the king without any notice, and with a father who seemed more than a tad bit overbearing. 
 
    With a sigh, I turned to check on Firo who had stood at a respectful distance until now. 
 
    “Fear not,” the dragon-man said quietly. “I will be here all night, your majesty.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” I said flatly. “If you insist on standing guard all night, then I want you, Nyxx, and Ena to take shifts. There’s no point in you staying awake all night long.” 
 
    “Very well, your majesty,” Firo relented. “I will take the first shift.” 
 
    “Right,” I said in a dry voice, and I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at the head of my security. “You’d better not be right here in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Firo said with humor in his voice. 
 
    As soon as I walked through the simple wooden door, I found my wife and lover sitting on a large bed that was low on the dirt floor. They were sitting close together, and their quiet conversation died the second they saw me. 
 
    “So are you going to tell us what you figured out now?” Poppy asked, and the pointed look in her eyes told me she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Helena agreed. 
 
    “Okay…” I sighed, and now that I knew what was going on, I knew there was no reason not to tell them what had been happening. “You know how I got sort of dizzy and pale during our first dinner on the patio?” 
 
    “Yes, you looked awful,” Helena said with a concerned frown. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t the last time that happened.” I grimaced a bit as my ladies gasped with horror. 
 
    I sat down across from them, and I was surprised at how comfortable the bed was despite the thick crunch of whatever plant material it was stuffed with. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy hissed. “Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to worry you,” I said, and I took their hands in mine. “I’m sorry, I knew you’d worry about me, and I didn’t see any reason to give you more to worry about.” 
 
    “We love you, Michael,” Helena said softly. “We’re always going to worry about you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Poppy agreed emphatically. “And if you’re not telling us what’s going on, and we sense something is wrong, it will just make us worry more!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said earnestly. “I promise, I’ll do better to keep you both informed about stuff like this. If I’d thought it was a serious problem, I would have told you sooner, but the good news is, I figured it out.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Poppy sighed, and she smiled lovingly at me. 
 
    “Okay, good.” Helena smirked. “But will you tell us what you figured out now, please?” 
 
    “So I’ve been feeling overwhelming surges of emotion since we landed on Vaeletta Island,” I explained. 
 
    I told my ladies about the surging emotions that had been troubling me. I thought about trying to downplay how intense it had been, but that would have immediately made me break the promise I’d just made, so I was honest with them. 
 
    “You said they were talking about earth elementals,” I concluded. “And then Dinah explained how they’re really emotional creatures, so it all made sense. I’ve been connecting with the elementals.” 
 
    “Wow,” Poppy breathed. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “What are they feeling?” Helena wondered. 
 
    “It’s hard to tell for sure,” I said. “But I can tell that they’re not having a good time. They seem… agitated, angry… and almost sad, or maybe worried? I’m not totally sure. It’s so intense and overwhelming. It’s really hard to focus when it happens, and then it’s just gone without a trace.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, and I noticed a lurking sense of stress and irritation at the back of my mind that had been building up slowly throughout the evening. 
 
    “Or…” I furrowed my eyebrows. “I thought it was…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Helena asked. 
 
    “I can still feel them,” I spoke slowly as I mentally explored the lingering presence in my mind. 
 
    It was the same, almost familiar tension, like a huge storm cloud. While it was still intense, it was somehow tucked away in a small mental box like my brain had quarantined it into its own space. 
 
    “I wish there was something we could do,” Poppy sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Helena agreed. “How can we help?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed. “But I think they need help. I can still feel the tension in them… it feels like they’re hurting? I don’t know, that’s probably not the right word, but I feel…” 
 
    “You feel like you can help them,” Helena finished, and she looked at me with loving understanding in her caramel eyes. “Because you have a very good heart.” 
 
    “And you have a desire to help anyone you can,” Poppy added. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” I asked. 
 
    My ladies looked at me with all the love in their hearts, and even though they didn’t have any answers, I felt better. I knew that, no matter what, Poppy and Helena would stand with me. 
 
    “I love you, Michael,” Poppy murmured, and she stroked her thumb lovingly over my cheekbone. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do about it tonight.” 
 
    “And you won’t be any good to anyone if you get yourself all worked up,” Helena added gently. 
 
    “That’s right,” Poppy agreed, and she scooted closer to me on the bed. “Why don’t you lay down?” 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. 
 
    Poppy and Helena shifted on the bed so I could lay back in the middle of the large mattress. My ladies were quiet as they slowly worked on removing my clothing with gentle hands, and then they grazed my skin soothingly with their fingers. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” I sighed as the loving touches of my ladies forced my body to relax. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how much pressure I’d been feeling from the surging emotions of the earth elementals, but now that I’d been able to put a name to the issue, it felt like I could put it down. My body relaxed slowly into the mattress, and my heart swelled with a need I was fairly unfamiliar with. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmured into the darkness. “I love both of you so much.” 
 
    “We love you, too, Michael,” Poppy hummed as she gently massaged my ankles. 
 
    “So much,” Helena agreed in a quiet voice as she stroked her fingers lovingly through my hair. 
 
    The deeply emotional and sensual touches from my lovers were achingly sweet, and I felt my mind relax as completely as my body had done. 
 
    That’s when a new golden warmth started to appear behind my eyelids. It was utterly familiar and somehow completely new, like coming home to a place I’d only ever dreamed about, and I sucked in a tiny breath. 
 
    “Oh,” I gasped, and I suddenly identified the warm presence as Helena’s mind.
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 Chapter 13 
 
    “Michael?” Poppy asked in a whisper. 
 
    “I just…” I breathed as I explored the warmth a bit further. “I just connected with you, Helena.” 
 
    “Mmm,” my Grecian beauty hummed softly. “I think I can feel you.” 
 
    “You haven’t done that yet?” Poppy asked quietly. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I didn’t want to invade your privacy.” 
 
    “That’s sweet,” Helena mused in a loving voice. 
 
    “I only connect without your permission when I have to for our safety,” I said to Poppy. 
 
    “You always have my permission,” Poppy giggled. “What’s Helena’s mind like?” 
 
    “Warm,” I said slowly. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and I tried to cup the golden warmth of Helena’s mind with gentleness. The warmth grew more clear as I focused, and it began to present itself to me like the flickering golden light of a candle. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed with awe. 
 
    “What?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Wait,” I silently mouthed the word because every bit of my focus was on the flickering light of Helena’s mind. Once I was sure I had a stable enough connection, I spoke again. “It’s like a small flame. Like a candle.” 
 
    “Wow,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    Helena chuckled softly, and the light in my mind grew brighter for a moment, like it was directly fueled by the warmth inside her. 
 
    “My family is descended from a powerful line of harpies,” Helena said softly. “Not all of my species could wield the flames of our people.” 
 
    “Flames?” I repeated the word with confusion for a moment, and then I remembered a passage from my early research. “Oooh. Harpies could produce and manipulate fire.” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Helena corrected. “Only the strongest family lines had the power to create fire. My direct ancestors were among them, but the power was lost to us over many generations.” 
 
    “That’s so sad,” Poppy said, and I could hear the frown in her voice. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Helena said. “The only way to retain the fire was to remain ‘pure’ in the bloodlines. Many of my ancestors were upset that so many harpy families would ‘muddy the bloodlines’ by breeding with what they called ‘lessers,’ but without the diversity, the family line would have died off from the incessant inbreeding.” 
 
    “Eesh,” Poppy grumbled. “Well, when you put it like that…” 
 
    “It was a necessary choice,” Helena said without even a hint of resentment. “But the cost was our magic.” 
 
    Helena’s voice had turned a bit sad, and she continued to stroke her fingers lovingly through my hair. I opened my eyes to look at her, and she stared back at me with passion in her caramel depths. The golden flame burned brighter as the air filled with an almost palpable love. 
 
    Her pouty lips fell apart just a little, and her breathing became less even as we stared at each other. 
 
    “I can feel the fire,” I whispered so softly, like I might scare the flames away if I spoke too loudly. “Can you feel it, too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena swallowed hard, and her eyes rolled back in her head. “Oooh.” 
 
    A different kind of fire rushed over my body at my Grecian beauty’s reaction to the mental connection as I explored a bit further. 
 
    The small flame didn’t feel much bigger than one of those candles with a wooden wick, but the heat of it was much larger. I felt the fire move through my body like a current of gold, and it settled in my palms. 
 
    I lifted my hands up over my face and half-expected them to be glowing like the Goddess’ personal representative in the physical world, Lady Ellia did, but they looked entirely normal. 
 
    “What is it?” Helena gasped, and her face was flushed as she looked down at me with worry in her caramel eyes. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “No,” I breathed with astonishment. “It’s… warm, like I’ve been just a little too close to a campfire. It doesn’t hurt. It’s actually really nice.” 
 
    “I can feel you in my mind,” Helena breathed. 
 
    All the while, Poppy sat quietly as she watched Helena and I explore the connection between us. Her purple eyes were wide with wonder, and her lips curled up in the tiniest little smile as she watched us from the foot of the bed. 
 
    Helena consumed my attention once more as she reached out tentatively, and she kept her eyes locked with mine. She watched me carefully as she wrapped her fingers around my wrist and brought my hand down to her bare knee. 
 
    “Oooh!” Helena gasped. “I feel it, too!” 
 
    “You do?” I asked. “How? What? I mean… what’s it feel like?” 
 
    “Your hand is hot,” Helena moaned gently as her eyes closed, and she swallowed hard. “Oh, wooow.” 
 
    “Do you feel my mind touching yours?” I asked. “Poppy said it was like a presence, but she can’t really describe it more than that.” 
 
    “No,” Helena closed her eyes, and her lips pursed as she concentrated. “I don’t feel your mind… but I feel… I can only describe it as the remnants of my ancestors’ flames. It’s like an echo of a shadow in the depths of my soul that I can’t quite touch. Like you’ve struck a tuning fork deep inside me, and it’s echoing through the centuries.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Poppy breathed. “That’s so romantic.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” I whispered. 
 
    “Can I feel?” Poppy asked quietly. “I wonder if your hands are hot to me, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, come here,” I murmured, and I gestured with my free hand for Poppy to move closer. 
 
    Poppy scooted across the bed until she was on her knees beside my hip, and she reached out to press her palm flat against mine. 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy gasped and pulled her hand away like I’d burned her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as I sat up quickly. 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy giggled with surprise. “I just wasn’t expecting it to feel like that. It’s so hot, but in a good way.” 
 
    “I wonder how long you can hold onto that warmth,” Helena said in a breathy voice. “And how much focus it requires.” 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy breathed. “Well, why don’t we test his limits?” 
 
    “What?” I asked with a smirk on my face. 
 
    The only answer I received was Helena shifting my hand from her knee to the inside of her shirt, where she guided my hand to cup her full breast. 
 
    “Aaaahhh,” Helena moaned with pleasure, and she arched her back to press her tit harder into my hot palm. 
 
    My Grecian beauty’s nipple tightened into a hard bud in my hand, and I grinned as I felt a shiver race down her spine. I looked at Poppy, and the arousal was plain on her face as she watched my hand closely while I fondled Helena inside her shirt. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby.” I smirked at my wife. “I’ve got two hands.” 
 
    I sat up enough that I could shift my fingers up the sensitive skin along the inside of Poppy’s forearm, and she shuddered when I stroked my finger twice on the inside of her elbow. Then I turned my focus to Helena, and I started to yank the hem of her shirt up from the inside. 
 
    “Allow me,” Helena laughed lightly. 
 
    She grabbed her shirt with both hands, and the problematic piece of clothing was quickly tossed over her slender shoulder. A shiver raced down Helena’s spine at the touch of the evening air, and I thanked the Goddess for the cracks in the mud bricks that provided enough starlight and moonlight for me to see. 
 
    “You are gorgeous,” I murmured as I wrapped my hand around the back of Helena’s neck. 
 
    I brought her lips to mine, and I tasted her with all the hunger that threatened to consume me. At the same time, Poppy shifted on the mattress, and I heard the sound of her clothes rustling as she shed them one piece at a time. 
 
    Helena pulled her kiss-swollen lips away to suck in an almost desperate breath, and I took the opportunity to gaze at Poppy. 
 
    My sexy wife was totally naked on the bed beside me, and her nipples were a dusky pink in the dim light. Her translucent wings had a subdued shimmer to them that made me suck in my breath with awe. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous, too,” I said as desire thundered through my veins. 
 
    “And you’re delicious,” Poppy moaned, and she took my face in both of her hands as she climbed onto my lap. 
 
    My teal-haired fae dominated me in the most heavenly way as she kissed me like it was the only thing keeping her alive. Her hands delved up into my hair, and then she scraped her fingernails softly down the back of my neck until she grasped my shirt collar. 
 
    Poppy’s lips broke away from mine, and she kissed the stubble along my jawline. 
 
    “I need your skin on me,” my wife moaned, and then she looked right into Helena’s caramel eyes. “Both of you.” 
 
    Helena’s tawny wings shuddered with anticipation, and she stood up to remove her shorts. Then my Grecian beauty sank back onto the bed, slid one hand through my hair, and cupped Poppy’s face with the other. 
 
    “Kiss,” I breathed before the thought had really formed inside my brain. 
 
    My ladies both knew how much it turned me on to watch them kiss, and they didn’t need more encouragement than that. Helena’s tongue peeked out from between her lips, and she flicked it along the center of Poppy’s bottom lip. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Helena hummed with appreciation. 
 
    Then my teal-haired lover locked her lips with Helena, and she carded her fingers up into Helena’s chocolate-brown hair. My wife was still sitting in my lap, and she tilted her hips in a way that let me know she could feel the rock hard length of my cock underneath her. 
 
    Of course, I gave Poppy a little thrust upwards that had her gasping for air, and she stared down at me with a playfully accusing look. 
 
    “You love it,” I purred, and I gave her ass a firm squeeze. 
 
    Helena took the opportunity to kiss me again, and I used my other hand to stroke under the edge of her breast with one finger. I kept the heat in my hands as I stoked the fire in my ladies with my touch, and they dragged their fingers over my skin, too. 
 
    The fire of Helena’s ancestral magic burned in my mind, and it matched the inferno that slowly built in my gut. It was like the magic fueled my desire, or maybe it was the other way around. Either way, I loved it. 
 
    “Oh, Michael,” Helena moaned as she pulled her lips just far enough away from mine to speak. “I want your mouth on me.” 
 
    “And I wanna try something,” I said, and I gave Helena a cocky grin. I kissed Poppy once more and nudged her ass gently to let her know to get off my lap. “Poppy, sit here. Helena lay your head in her lap.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Poppy cooed with curiosity. “This will be fun.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” I chuckled. 
 
    I stood up from the low mattress and stripped my clothes off as I watched my ladies get into position. 
 
    My teal-haired wife sat with her toned legs crossed, and Helena settled her head in Poppy’s lap as she laid back on the bed. Her tawny wings were spread wide under her back, and the upper edges of her feathers brushed lightly on the bottoms of Poppy’s feet. 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy giggled and squirmed. “That tickles.” 
 
    A smirk pulled on the corners of my mouth as I grabbed hold of Helena’s slender ankles, and I spread her legs wide open. I crawled onto the bed between my Grecian beauty’s tanned thighs, and I wedged my hands up under her round ass. 
 
    “Oooh,” Helena moaned softly as she stared down at my head between her thighs. “Michaaaeeel.” 
 
    “What do you want, baby?” I asked, and I placed a super-gentle kiss on the inside of Helena’s thigh. 
 
    “I want you to lick my clit until I cum,” Helena said in a sultry voice that sent fire through my veins. 
 
    “Fuck,” Poppy breathed, and she stared down at Helena’s body like the harpy was a buffet of delicacies. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed. 
 
    I flicked my tongue out once and just barely grazed the swollen peak of Helena’s clit, and I moved my thumbs around to the curve on the underside of her ass. My hands anchored Helena securely in place, and I looked up at her face as I gave her hot lips another lick. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” Helena moaned, and her head relaxed into Poppy’s lap. 
 
    My teal-haired fae tentatively slid her hands down over Helena’s shoulders, and she got progressively braver as Helena’s moans went on. By the time I had Helena’s pussy dripping under my tongue, Poppy’s hands had worked their way down to brush over the tips of my dark-haired lover’s nipples. 
 
    If my mouth hadn’t been completely occupied with pleasuring Helena, I would have smiled at the look of amazement on Poppy’s face. Instead, I shifted my right thumb further forward and stroked gently on the bottommost point of Helena’s pussy. My tongue circled in a slow movement around Helena’s engorged clit, and every few circles, I closed my lips around the little bud and sucked. 
 
    “Uuuhh, yeeees,” Helena moaned. 
 
    One of my harpy lover’s legs tensed, and she brought her knee up to push her hips closer to my face. 
 
    I took Helena’s cue easily, and I lifted her ass just a little with my hands as I went to town on her clit. The tip of my tongue flew over the tight bud of Helena’s pleasure, and I watched Poppy’s hands caressing all over her breasts from the edge of my vision. 
 
    “Pleeeaaassse,” Helena whined. 
 
    I indulged in a closer look above me, and I saw that Helena’s hands were wrapped around Poppy’s thighs as she moaned. Poppy’s fingers were clamped tight around Helena’s nipples, and as soon as I pulled my tongue away from Helena’s clit, she stared down at me with pleading eyes. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” Helena begged. “I’m so clossssse.” 
 
    I dove back on my Grecian beauty’s salty-sweet pussy, and I shifted my right hand so I could thrust two fingers deep into her tight tunnel. With a little rotation of my wrist, I massaged the tips of my fingers up into the squishy pleasure zone of Helena’s G-spot. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuuck,” Helena groaned, and her hips tensed beneath me. “Yes, yes, yes!” 
 
    A few more seconds of the synchronized pressure of my fingers and swirling motion of my tongue, and Helena crashed over the edge into orgasmic bliss. 
 
    “Uuuuhh, Goddess!” Helena gasped as her thighs closed tight around my head. 
 
    I coaxed her through the shuddering waves of her pleasure as her inner walls rippled around my fingers, and I gently lavished her sensitive clit with attention to draw out the ecstasy. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Helena moaned as she descended back to reality with us. “Shit, that was so good.” 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed with satisfaction as I propped my chin up on one hand. “You needed that.” 
 
    “Yeeees, I did,” Helena sighed in a lazy way. 
 
    “Mmm,” Poppy purred quietly, and her teeth bit down into her bottom lip with anticipation. “It’s so fucking hot watching you make her cum like that.” 
 
    “Would you like a turn now, my wife?” I asked with a cocky grin because I knew that was exactly what she wanted. 
 
    “Yeeees,” Poppy moaned, and her purple eyes rolled back in her head. “But I was thinking…” 
 
    “Oh?” I smirked. “What were you thinking?” 
 
    “What if…” Poppy whispered, and her whole body turned an adorable shade of pink. “What if you laid on your back… and ate my pussy… while Helena rode your cock?” 
 
    “Holy hell,” I hissed through my teeth, and the mental image Poppy painted sent a harsh rush of arousal through my body. 
 
    “Oh, I love that idea.” Helena grinned lazily. “Then we can switch.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered. 
 
    “Is that…” Poppy whispered shyly. “Is that okay?” 
 
    “Um, yeah!” I gasped. “That’s fucking hot.” 
 
    Helena smiled as she got up from the bed, and she let her hands dance slowly over her chest, across her taut stomach, and down between her thighs as she waited. 
 
    Poppy’s confidence was fueled by my excitement of her idea, and she moved in a deliciously enticing way as she shifted to the edge of the bed. Then my teal-haired wife curled one finger toward herself and pointed down at the thin pillow. 
 
    “Lay down, your majesty,” Poppy purred. 
 
    “Yes, my queen,” I teased back. 
 
    Once I was flat on my back, Helena didn’t waste much time in straddling my hips like I was her own personal stallion. My Grecian beauty hovered over my pelvis and grasped the base of my rock hard shaft in one hand. She stroked my cock slowly and with the lightest touch as Poppy took a lingering glance at the view. 
 
    “Fuck,” I moaned at the featherlight touch. “You’re driving me crazy.” 
 
    “I love watching you,” Poppy breathed in a rush, and she twisted her nipples lightly between her fingers. 
 
    “Come sit on my face, baby,” I growled to my fae wife. “I want to taste you.” 
 
    “Goddess,” Poppy gasped. 
 
    Poppy’s purple eyes were hazy with desire as she scooted herself beside my head, and I reached over to stroke a hand lovingly down her spine. Her iridescent wings fluttered as she lifted one leg over me, and she positioned her pussy just above my mouth. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Helena cooed. 
 
    My Grecian beauty shifted her hips above me, and I felt the delicious wetness of her pussy on the tip of my dick. At the same time, I wrapped my hands around the front of Poppy’s thighs to hold her right where I wanted her. Then I pressed my tongue to the throbbing bud of her sex, and I licked all the way to the other end of her pussy. 
 
    “Ah!” Poppy gasped. 
 
    At the same time, Helena tilted her hips and captured my cock with her pussy. Then my harpy lover impaled herself on my dick in one long sinking motion, and her hands clenched on my upper abdomen. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” Helena groaned with pleasure. “You’re so fucking big.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I moaned into Poppy’s pussy. 
 
    I longed to tell Helena how tight she was, but my mouth was consumed by the intoxicating scent of my wife’s arousal. 
 
    My view was mostly obstructed by the delicious curve of Poppy’s porcelain ass, but I could see her arms lift up from her sides as she reached toward where Helena slowly bounced on my dick. The sharp inhale of my Grecian beauty’s breath made me think Poppy had reached out to cup Helena’s tanned breasts. 
 
    I closed my eyes as I slid my tongue along Poppy’s hot folds, and Helena’s pussy wrapped around my shaft as she fucked me. My brain couldn’t help but conjure up the image of my ladies straddling my hips and face as they fondled each other’s tits. The thought had the golden flame of Helena’s ancestral magic blooming into an inferno inside my mind, and I focused the heat into my tongue and cock. 
 
    “Oooohh, fuuuuck,” Helena groaned. 
 
    My harpy lover sank down all the way and ground her clit against my pelvic bone for several long seconds as I continued to flick my tongue over Poppy’s clit. 
 
    “That’s soooo goooood,” Poppy cooed. “Your tongue is so hot!” 
 
    A sense of smug accomplishment worked through me as I used the ancient harpy flame to add to the pleasure of my ladies, and I was impressed to find that it added to my pleasure, too. The heat was like trickling a steady stream of gasoline onto a fire, and it built the ecstasy in my gut into a raging inferno. 
 
    “Fuck, yes!” Helena gasped, and she started to ride me hard and fast. 
 
    “Kiss me,” Poppy moaned. 
 
    A second later, I heard the distinctive sound of Helena and Poppy’s tongues dancing together, and I opened my eyes. Poppy was leaning slightly forward, and I could see her arms were extended out to my harpy lover’s body. Poppy’s wavy hair bounced down her back as she tilted her head from one side to the other, and my lovers continue to make out while Helena fucked me. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned at the intensity of arousal that was assaulting all of my senses. 
 
    “Ahh!” Helena groaned. “I’m gonna cum!” 
 
    My tongue slowed down as all of my attention shifted to my hips, and I started to thrust up to meet each of Helena’s downward movements. 
 
    “Yes, pinch my nipples, Poppy,” Helena moaned, and her hips tilted at a sharp angle. 
 
    Helena’s movements became erratic, and I took over for her as she tumbled into the abyss. I fucked hard up into Helena’s quivering pussy, and the head of my cock slammed right into her G-spot. 
 
    “Yeeeesss,” Helena groaned, and she rocked her hips against my pelvis as she shuddered with pleasure. “Ooooohh.” 
 
    I gave Poppy’s pussy one more long lick, and then I squeezed her thighs with my fingers. 
 
    “I’m so fucking wet,” Poppy mewled as she climbed off my face. “Michael, I need your cock inside me.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled, and I leaned up on my elbows. “Because I’m going to fuck you until we both cum.” 
 
    “Ooooh.” Poppy’s purple eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    “Would you like some more?” I asked my Grecian beauty. 
 
    “I am a puddle of satisfaction, my king,” Helena murmured with a hazy look in her caramel eyes. “But I have an idea that I think you might enjoy.” 
 
    “You two are full of clever ideas tonight.” I grinned. 
 
    “What’s your idea?” Poppy asked, and her voice was a little shaky from all the pent-up desire in her body. 
 
    “You’ll just have to come over here and see.” Helena winked. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at Helena as Poppy shifted down the length of my body. My teal-haired fae started to turn around so she could straddle my hips facing me, but Helena stopped her. 
 
    “No,” Helena said. “Face this way.” 
 
    “What?” Poppy gasped. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Helena laughed mischievously. “Michael, you stay there.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, and I laid back against the pillows to see what would happen next. 
 
    Poppy shifted on the bed, and she climbed onto my cock as I felt Helena’s hands slide up my thighs. My fae wife sank down on my shaft, and she leaned back to brace her hands on either side of my torso. 
 
    “Good,” Helena murmured. 
 
    Poppy started to lift her ass and sink back down slowly, and then my brain nearly exploded inside my head when I felt Helena start to tongue my balls. 
 
    “Christ,” I hissed through my teeth at the unexpected sensation. 
 
    “Uuuuuhhhh,” Poppy groaned immediately after me. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Did you like that?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Y-yeees,” Poppy mewled. “Lick my clit again.” 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped. 
 
    Helena did as Poppy asked, and she slid her tongue up from my balls, over the underside of my cock, and over Poppy’s clit in one lazy line of fire. 
 
    “Fuck,” Poppy moaned. “That’s so hot.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I groaned in agreement. 
 
    I couldn’t see my Grecian beauty, but I could feel the journey as her tongue moved from my dick to Poppy’s pussy. My teal-haired fae’s tight tunnel shivered with pleasure every time I felt the absence of Helena’s tongue. The sensation of my pleasure and the sound of Poppy’s was a wildly intense combination. 
 
    Poppy’s bouncing was wild, and she had zero rhythm as she rode me. 
 
    But I didn’t even care. 
 
    There was something arousing and exciting about the inconsistency of Poppy’s movements as she chased her own pleasure. All the while, Helena maintained a steady pace as she teased us both with her mouth. 
 
    After a few minutes, I felt Helena’s tongue disappear from me, and Poppy’s moans grew louder. I could only assume Helena had become engrossed in teasing Poppy’s clit, and my theory was confirmed when a fresh river of my wife’s juices dribbled down my balls. 
 
     “Oooh! Yeeees!” Poppy cried out, and her voice climbed two octaves as her pleasure peaked. “Fuuuuck!” 
 
    Helena reached up quickly as Poppy’s pussy rippled in harsh waves around my cock, and my Grecian beauty’s hands caressed over my wife’s chest. Poppy gyrated on me for a solid minute before she finally sucked in one long breath, and she collapsed onto my chest with my dick still buried inside her. Her translucent wings twitched where they were pinned between her back and my chest. 
 
    “Wooow,” Poppy moaned slowly. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “I’m glad you liked it,” Helena said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “Did you like it, Michael?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said in a rough voice. “It was different. I like different, but now… I want something a little more familiar.” 
 
    Helena seemed to understand what I was saying because she scooted out of the way and perched on the upper corner of the bed. As soon as she was clear of my legs, I scooped Poppy up in my arms, flipped her around, and pinned her on the bed with her ass in the air. 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy gasped with surprise, and then her voice grew raspy with renewed desire. “Ooooh.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” I growled into her pointed ear. 
 
    “Yeees, my king,” Poppy mumbled into the cotton blankets, and she wiggled her ass invitingly. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Because you fucked me how you wanted, and now I’m going to fuck you how I want.” 
 
    “Ooooh, yes, please, your majesty,” Poppy mewled, and her voice oozed with desire. 
 
    I stood straight up behind my teal-haired wife, and I gave her pale ass a good slap with my right hand. 
 
    “Fuck!” Poppy gasped. 
 
    At the same instant, I grabbed her hips in my hands, and I pounded my cock into her dripping pussy in one hard thrust. I held Poppy’s hips in place to keep her exactly where I wanted her as I slammed my cock into her pussy like a jackhammer. 
 
    Helena watched us with hazy eyes, and her lips parted slightly as her breathing grew shallow. After less than a minute of watching me fuck Poppy hard and fast, Helena moved her fingers down between her thighs, but she didn’t touch her clit. 
 
    I captured Helena’s caramel eyes as I kept fucking Poppy, and I arched a challenging eyebrow at my Grecian beauty. 
 
    Helena answered my challenge by biting into her bottom lip, and she slid her fingers lazily through the wet folds of her pussy lips. I gave her an appreciative smile, and I tilted my hips down so the head of my cock rammed into Poppy’s G-spot with every thrust. Helena’s eyes drifted hungrily down my bare chest, and she stared right at the place where my body disappeared into Poppy’s. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” Poppy groaned into the bed. 
 
    The burning fire in the base of my spine had condensed into a neutron star of desire, and it was threatening to devour me whole by this point. I knew I needed to make Poppy cum again before I could enjoy my own release, so I reached around her hips and found her swollen clit with my finger. 
 
    “Goddess!” Poppy sucked in a harsh breath, and then released a low groan. “Yeeeeeeeesssss!” 
 
    It didn’t take much after that to shove Poppy right over the cliff into another shuddering orgasm, and her back arched to take my cock deeper into her pussy. The shivering waves of Poppy’s ecstasy was the tipping point for me, and electrified fire exploded somewhere in the base of my spine. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned. 
 
    The white-hot inferno liquified as it raced through my veins and coated every nerve in singing pleasure. Poppy’s pussy clenched around me, and she milked me for everything I was worth. 
 
    “Ooooh, yeeees, cum inside her,” Helena moaned quietly. “Fill her up…” 
 
    I couldn’t force my eyes to open, but I could tell by the catch in Helena’s breathing that she was cumming alongside Poppy and me. 
 
    I worked my fingers over Poppy’s over sensitized clit gently as I gave her a few more slow thrusts. My wife shuddered as goosebumps rose all over her back, and she collapsed onto her chest. Together, we rode out the final intense waves of our orgasms, and finally, I was able to pry my eyes open. 
 
    Helena had melted all over the corner of the bed, and her fingers nudged gently over her engorged clit as she rode out the ends of her orgasm beside us. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” Poppy moaned in a completely satisfied way. “Shit.” 
 
    “I concur,” I chuckled as I carefully pulled myself from her dripping pussy. 
 
    We moaned and mumbled tiredly as we shifted onto the bed with me in the middle, Helena on my left, and Poppy on my right. 
 
    “I like different,” Poppy said with an exhausted giggle. “We should do more different.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm,” Helena hummed in agreement. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled lightly. 
 
    I was so exhausted that I couldn’t even stay awake long enough to listen to my lovers fall asleep. The power of sleep hooked its claws into my mind like a gentle lover and easily sucked me into unconsciousness. I slept hard and deep, and I didn’t even move until the early hours of the morning. 
 
    Then I woke up all at once with a rough shock of emotions. 
 
    A surge of anger, anxiety, and melancholy poured into my brain like an above-ground pool with a split side. My brain instinctively dumped a gallon of adrenaline into my bloodstream, and my heart was racing before I was fully awake. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. 
 
    The surge was so powerful that I couldn’t see a thing as it consumed all of my mental space. My vision blacked out around the edges as the dark storm cloud rolled across my mind. It was so powerful I thought the ground was shaking beneath me. 
 
    “What is that?” Poppy asked in a disgruntled tone. 
 
    “Quit shaking the bed,” Helena grumbled on my other side. 
 
    That’s when I realized the ground actually was shaking, and my brain exploded with understanding. 
 
    The earth elementals were at it again, and they were causing an earthquake strong enough that we could feel it on Bahay. 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped, and I threw myself out of bed.
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 Chapter 14 
 
    The dirt floor of the hut vibrated wildly under my feet, and the thatched roof shook like wheat in the wind. 
 
    “Poppy, Helena!” I said in a firm tone. “Get up, we need to go outside.” 
 
    “What?” Poppy asked tiredly. “Why?” 
 
    “Earthquake,” Helena gasped, and she woke up as quickly as I had. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” Poppy’s purple eyes flew open. 
 
    My ladies threw themselves out of the bed, and they scrambled to throw their clothes back on before we hurried outside. 
 
    It only took us about a minute to dress and get outside, but the village had already erupted into chaos. A small group of young children raced past with panic in their eyes, and they slammed into a group of women I could only assume were their mothers. The women clutched the smallest children up in their arms, and they hurried toward the center of the village where the fire pit was. 
 
    “Come on,” I said to my ladies. 
 
    I stumbled on my feet a little as I tried to push the chaotic emotions to the back of my mind so I could focus, but they kept rolling through like sheets of rain in a summer thunderstorm. 
 
    The middle of the village was a cacophony of voices, and Hepe Kendi was in the middle of it all. The leather-faced man was shouting at his people in a commanding voice as he directed them through the shock. 
 
    Dinah was also there, and she looked more sure of herself than she had yesterday. It made me think she thrived under the pressure of responsibility, and I wondered how she would do if she were allowed the freedom to lead in less chaotic moments. 
 
    A group of barrel-chested men hurried toward one of the huts that looked dangerously close to crumbling to the ground, and they used long shafts of bamboo to support the walls. 
 
    Another group of men and women had gathered large trays of leftover food from last night’s feast, and they rushed through the treeline to the beach. They headed directly toward the direction where I could sense the elementals’ minds, and I followed them without a single thought. 
 
    “Michael?” Helena asked. 
 
    I could feel my ladies watching me, and I waved with one hand for them to follow me to the beach. 
 
    “The elementals…” I explained, and my voice sounded strange in my ears. 
 
    I didn’t need to say anything more because as soon as we passed through the treeline and the ocean came into view, I could see the earth elementals with my own eyes. 
 
    There were two of them, and they were fucking huge. 
 
    Dinah had described them as walking mountains, and she was exactly right.  
 
    The beasts were about two hundred yards offshore, so it was hard to estimate their true size, but they were at least as tall as the Statue of Liberty’s pedestal. They towered above the ocean on two enormous pillars of stone that I could only describe as legs, and they shoved at one another with stone appendages that I assumed were their arms. 
 
    One of the elementals was so dark it looked black like cooled volcanic rock, and the other was closer to the color of concrete. The gray beast shoved the black one with enough force that it stumbled back, and a few seconds later the ground shook with another earthquake. 
 
    My mind was nearly consumed by the immense presence of the earth elementals’ minds, and it was a struggle to force my eyes to focus on their enormous bodies. 
 
    The stone giants shoved at one another, and their massive legs stomped in the shallow waters. The ocean was already becoming dangerously choppy, and the water was fading away from the shoreline in an ominous way. 
 
    A school of brightly-colored fish were left to flop helplessly on the wet sand, and Poppy gasped audibly beside me. 
 
    “The water’s building up to another tsunami!” Helena explained in terror. 
 
    My survival instincts kicked into high gear, and I had to fight the urge to scoop up my ladies and run from the beach. My higher brain and my sense of duty wouldn’t allow me to flee and leave these people here. 
 
    The group of villagers who’d brought the leftovers from the feast were arranging the food on the beach, and they didn’t seem to notice the water receding away from them. 
 
    “Get back!” I shouted, and I ran up to the villagers. 
 
    “Bumalik ka!” Helena shouted a step behind me. 
 
    The villagers looked up at our frantic voices, and I reached down to grab one of the older women by the arms. I was prepared to physically haul her off the beach if that’s what it took, but thankfully, they turned and saw the danger. 
 
    In a second, they were all scrambling to escape from the beach, and I pulled Helena and Poppy with me as we fled back to the inner circles of the village. 
 
    “King Michael!” Dinah’s strong voice drew my attention. “What happen?” 
 
    “There’s another tsunami coming,” I explained. “Is anybody else on the beach?” 
 
    “No.” Dinah shook her head, and her black hair swayed around her shoulders. 
 
    “Good,” I said with a fraction of relief. “The earth spirits are fighting in the water offshore–” 
 
    Another surging wave of anger slammed into my mind, and the force of it nearly took my knees out from under me. 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy gasped with worry, and she clutched at my side as if she could hold me up. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Their minds are so strong,” I growled through clenched teeth. “They’re angry. Even if they could, I think they’d be beyond intelligent thought right now.” 
 
    “We safe here in Bahay,” Dinah tried to assure me. 
 
    But the chaos in my mind was too strong for me to get any comfort or relief. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. 
 
    And then the tsunami hit the beach, and we listened with horror as every tree that had survived the first tsunami was ripped free of its roots. The wave crashed with the thunderous sound of a hundred fireworks inside my ears, and the water rushed all the way up to the treeline where we stood. 
 
    Dinah gasped with terror as our feet were covered in water, and I finally was able to grasp just how dangerous a tsunami could be to this island. That one was probably fifteen or twenty feet tall, and it had been from just a stomp of the earth elementals. My mind threw a Twin Towers-sized wave behind my eyes if the earth elementals were able to push each other over, or even worse, if one managed to pick up its opponent and throw it. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered as the reality of the situation weighed on my shoulders. 
 
    “Michael?” Helena asked, and her tone made my eyes focus on her face. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I don’t–” I grimaced as another surge of chaotic emotion washed through me. 
 
    There was a spark of something new in the storm, like a bolt of lightning in the dark clouds, and it called to me like a lighthouse. 
 
    “Wait.” I laid a hand on Poppy’s tense fingers on my chest. 
 
    I forced my body to relax as much as I could, and I breathed in as deep as I could manage. By sheer force of will, I held the breath in my lungs until they felt like they would burst, and then I slowly released the air in a steady stream. After three more meditative breaths like that, I mentally prodded the emotional storm clouds in the air. It was like trying to run through four feet of extra-thick pudding, and sweat broke out on my forehead. 
 
    But I felt a sense of direction, and the earth elementals’ minds started to sort themselves into two distinctive presences. It was no longer one massive, category five hurricane of distress, but two smaller storms of anger and anxiety. 
 
    “What King Michael do?” Dinah asked in an urgent voice. 
 
    “Shh,” Helena hushed the chief’s daughter gently. “Let him focus.” 
 
    I ignored their voices as best I could, and I tried to reach out and connect directly with whatever brains the earth elementals might have. 
 
    But it was like when I’d first started training to connect with Poppy’s mind when she wasn’t right beside me. It felt like stretching my muscles to the point of injury, and I knew I was just too far away from the stone giants to be of any use. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed with irritation. 
 
    I knew that if I was going to do anything to keep this village from being decimated, I was going to have to get closer. 
 
    My eyes opened, and I found all three women staring at me like I was about to bring on their salvation or damnation, and they couldn’t figure out which one. 
 
    “I need to get closer,” I said, and before they could argue with me, I turned and shouted. “Firo!” 
 
    “Right here, your majesty,” the dragon-man said, and he emerged from around the corner of a house he’d been helping to secure. “What do you need?” 
 
    “We need the boat,” I said quickly. “I’ve been connecting with the elementals. They’re not going to calm down by themselves. This whole island is in danger.” 
 
    “Right.” Firo’s face turned hard like a soldier about to go into battle. 
 
    I gave Firo a nod of gratitude, and I turned to my lovers. 
 
    “Poppy, I’ll need your mind enchantments,” I said, and I braced for her to try and talk me out of this. 
 
    “Alright.” Poppy nodded, and she stuck out her chin in an adorably stubborn way. 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed with shock and awe as I realized she was all in. “Okay, stay at a safe distance. I can connect with you while you’re out of harm’s way.” 
 
    “Right,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Helena, you stay here in the village,” I said to my Grecian beauty. “There’s nothing you can do to help out there on the water, but you can help here. Help Dinah translate for Ena, Nyxx, and the villagers. Keep the people safe and as calm as possible.” 
 
    “I will,” Helena said, and she leaned in quickly to kiss me. 
 
    The chief walked over at that moment, and Dinah quickly filled him in on everything in top-speed Filipino. Hepe Kendi nodded, gasped, and then a look of determination filled his wrinkled face. 
 
    “Me come, too,” Hepe Kendi announced, and he puffed his chest out. “Me help.” 
 
    “I don’t–” I started to say, but the man lifted his chin in an incredibly stubborn way. 
 
    I could see he had as much passion for caring for the villagers as I did for my subjects, and he clearly understood the dangers. 
 
    “Sabihin kay King Michael kung paano ako makakatulong,” Hepe Kendi said with passion, and he gestured for Dinah to translate. 
 
    “My father says he can help,” Dinah said. “He has magic to help make water smooth.” 
 
    “He can help steady the ocean for us?” I asked with surprise. 
 
    “Oo,” Hepe Kendi said with a firm nod. The man crossed his arms over the long scar on his chest. 
 
    I looked at Firo to see what he thought, but I knew no matter what any of us said, Hepe Kendi would insist on accompanying us. 
 
    “That could be very useful,” Firo said, and he stepped over to stare out at the churning ocean waves. “Uh… yeah. If the chief can help ease the waves… Honestly they’re so choppy right now, I don’t think we could even get off the beach without some help.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I turned to the chief. “Will you show me your magic, please?” 
 
    “Oo.” Hepe Kendi grinned, and he flung his long red robe off his shoulders. 
 
    A long piece of clothing that looked like something between a loincloth and Princess Leia’s slave bikini flowed around Hepe Kendi’s legs as he stomped out onto the beach. A pair of large black bat wings extended from the thick muscles of his back as he raised his arms, and the water in a fifteen-foot radius in front of him settled down. The water wasn’t perfectly smooth, but it was much calmer than it had been just a second before. 
 
    Hepe Kendi glanced over his brown shoulder at me, and he grinned in a welcoming sort of way. 
 
    “Wow,” Firo said in an impressed voice. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “This help?” Hepe Kendi asked with a wide grin. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laughed and nodded. 
 
    The earth elementals’ minds pushed into the forefront of my mind once more, and I felt a surge of anxiety roll off of them both. It was aggressive and terrified, and there was an undercurrent of life-threatening danger among the other emotions I’d come to recognize over the last few days. 
 
    My knees trembled with the new feeling of life-or-death that rolled toward me from the earth elementals, and my vision got fuzzy. There was a new urgency that hadn’t been there before, and I fought the itchy feeling that wanted me to run out toward them as fast as I could. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Firo asked in a steady and quiet voice. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “We need to hurry,” I muttered. “Get me out there.” 
 
    “Everybody who’s coming on the boat!” Firo shouted. “Get on the boat. Now!” 
 
    Poppy’s translucent wings fluttered rapidly, and she flitted easily through the air before she landed on the bow of the speedboat. 
 
    Hepe Kendi said something to his daughter in Filipino, hugged her quickly, and then he pushed through the water and climbed into the MasterCraft. All the while, his black leathery wings were stretched wide, and he held his hands out to suppress the raging waves caused by the earth elementals’ battle. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I grumbled as I fought to retain any portion of control in my mind. 
 
    The earth elementals had progressed from shoving to punching, and even from this distance, I could see that their battle was escalating. I wanted to get out there before things got to the point of no return. I didn’t know for sure if earth elementals could die, and I definitely didn’t want to find out. 
 
    “Be safe,” Helena said, and there was both confidence and worry in her voice as she stared at me. 
 
    “I will,” I assured her. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Then I kissed Helena firmly on the lips, and I turned to join Poppy and Hepe Kendi on the boat. Firo was just a step behind me, and I could feel his orange eyes on me the entire time. I sat down in the seat beside the captain’s chair, and I gave him the most reassuring nod I could muster. He narrowed his eyes at me, but he didn’t say anything as he started up the Lady Errasae’s engine. 
 
    Hepe Kendi stayed at the front of the boat, and he continued to even out the waves to a passable level of choppiness as Firo steered us directly toward the earth elementals. 
 
    I hardly felt the tossing and turning of the boat as we sped away from Bahay. As we drew closer to the source of the turmoil in my mind, it became harder and harder to see anything. My mind and vision were consumed by the churning thunderclouds of anger, anxiety, and terror. 
 
    The two elementals’ minds had combined into one swirling mass of dark gray storm clouds while I’d focused on the conversation on the beach, and now I had to pour all my effort into separating the distinct minds once more. I closed my eyes, but the view didn’t change at all as the churning storm continued in my mind’s eye. With a half-dozen slow and purposeful breaths, I was able to locate the edges between the gray and black elementals’ minds. 
 
    The gray one’s emotional presence was filled with more fear and anxiety, and the black one’s emotional state was mostly angry. As we drew closer, their minds took on a clearer shape. It wasn’t as much like storm clouds as I’d thought, and I found their minds were much more fluid than I’d expected, too. The dark and gloomy essence of their emotions flowed like some kind of gelatinous substance through water. It reminded me of a massive jellyfish moving in slow motion. 
 
    “Uh,” I groaned as quietly as possible as a fresh surge of emotion rocked through me. 
 
    It left me a little dizzy and seasick, and I had no idea how much of it was from the ocean that was still fairly rough and how much was from the emotional turmoil. 
 
    “How close should we get?” Firo shouted over the boat’s engine and the rush of the wind. 
 
    I opened my eyes and forced them to focus on the earth elementals that were still a good hundred yards away. They were bigger than I’d thought, and we were approaching the darkness of their shadows. 
 
    “Let me try,” I shouted back. 
 
    My hands gripped the railings on the boat until my knuckles went white, and I dragged myself to a standing position. I didn’t think trying to connect with the rage-fueled elemental would prove very effective, so I tried to reach out and form a connection with the gray stone giant.  
 
    I probed into the depths of the gelatinous churning mass of emotions, and I found a harder presence that surprised me. It made me think of the rocky inner core of our planet, and the storm cloud-like outer layers were the molten outer core. 
 
    But I was still too far out to make a good connection, and I could feel it as my mind strained to reach. 
 
    “Closer!” I shouted to Firo. 
 
    “Right.” The dragon-man nodded, and he laid on the throttle again. 
 
    My brain felt overloaded as I tried to sort through the immense presence of the earth elementals’ minds, and I didn’t have any bandwidth left to try to reach out to Poppy. 
 
    “Poppy,” I said, and I held my hand out to my wife. 
 
    “Right here,” Poppy said, and she slid her fingers into my hand. 
 
    As soon as Poppy’s skin touched mine, I was able to locate the bright presence of her mind. I could feel an undercurrent of worry beneath the familiar swirling tendrils of her mind enchantment powers, and I did my best to ignore them for the time being. 
 
    Instead, I pulled the spider silk-like tendrils into myself and tried to extend them out to the earth elementals, but we were still too far out. I pried my eyes open and looked out across the water. We were still a fair distance from the stone giants, and I could see the sweat breaking out across Hepe Kendi’s shoulders as he struggled to contain the giant waves all around us. 
 
    I looked past the enclosed bubble of mostly-calm water that the chief had created for us, and I was horrified at the size of the waves. It was like we were on our own small hill of steady water, and everything around us was a chaotic maelstrom of a hurricane-strength storm. 
 
    “Good work, Hepe Kendi!” I shouted up to the chief. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and grimaced slightly at me from the exertion of it all, and I knew I’d have to think of a good way to thank him for his contributions to this mission. 
 
    The sudden thundering crash of rock against stone sent a tremor of my own shock through my mind, and I looked up to see the gray elemental with its hands square on the other’s torso. 
 
    “They’re pissed!” Poppy shouted. “Michael, what are we doing?” 
 
    “I have to try and calm them down!” I yelled over the avalanche of noise. 
 
    I slammed my eyes shut and forced the enormous stormy presence of the earth elementals’ minds into one corner of my brain. Then I tugged on Poppy’s mind enchantments, and I wrapped the calming aspect of her magic around me like a full-body suit of armor. The teal-colored threads wove together all around me as Firo slowed the speedboat down to a crawl. 
 
    We were dangerously close to the earth elementals now, and I needed Poppy to back the fuck away. Before I could say anything, my teal-haired wife flitted into the air like she could read my thoughts, and she positioned herself a safer distance from the earth elementals as she hovered well above the churning sea. 
 
    Now that my wife was as safe as she could be in the current situation, I extended the spiderweb of her mind enchantments out from my arms. Like a snake charmer, I encouraged the wispy tendrils out toward the enormous stone giants that towered above us. 
 
    “Keep us steady!” I shouted to both of the other men on the boat. 
 
    “Yes, my king!” Firo yelled back, and he held the helm tightly with both of his hands. 
 
    Hepe Kendi grunted loudly, and his leathery black bat wings started to flap slowly as if he was in desperate need of something to anchor his body on the boat. 
 
    I stared up at the pissed-off earth elementals, and I was overcome with utter shock at the situation in front of me. 
 
    They were creatures of pure rock, with jagged cliffsides for features, and deep-set eyes that glowed like chunks of amber. I saw no intelligence behind their eyes, but the emotions in their minds and hearts rolled off of them like a fog of toxic gas. 
 
    Aside from the horrific crunching and smashing sounds of their stone bodies pounding together, the beasts made no noise. They had no mouths or noses that I could see, they didn’t speak, and neither of them appeared to even be breathing. 
 
    They moved shockingly fast for creatures of such enormous size, but they were clumsy. The massive stone pillars of their legs were easily as wide as an eighteen-wheeler, and with every stomp, they sent another dangerous wave racing out toward Bahay. 
 
    Time was not on my side here. With every tsunami that pounded the beach, more damage would be done, and the risk of flooding increased. I had to get the earth elementals’ attention. 
 
    “Fuck,” I cursed, but the sound was lost in the cacophony of noise around me. 
 
    Then the teal threads of Poppy’s mind enchantments changed suddenly, and it felt like they were vibrating like a tuning fork. I didn’t have the time or mental space to think about it at the moment, all I could do was throw as many of the sticky tendrils out toward the minds of the elementals. 
 
    It weirdly reminded me of the one time my dad had taken up fly fishing. The tendrils were my fishing line, and I shot them out of my arms as if my life depended on it. 
 
    Which it probably did. 
 
    Hepe Kendi looked like he was running out of steam, and I was worried he’d collapse if I couldn’t do something soon. 
 
    I shoved that distracting thought away because it was absolutely not helpful at the moment. Instead, I put all of my energy into pushing the teal tendrils up to the glowing amber eyes of earth elementals. 
 
    They whizzed through the air, and after a few strenuous seconds, several of the delicate strands latched onto the gray elemental’s stone face. 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed, but I knew I’d only just begun. 
 
    I focused my mind and forced myself to breathe slowly, and then I urged the calmness of my mind along the strands and into the stone giant’s rocky body. There was a wall of resistance when the enchantment reached what I could only describe as the creature’s skin, and I coaxed it forward. 
 
    There was a sharp vibration down the length of the teal strands and into my mind as my calming enchantment passed through the gray earth elemental’s defenses. 
 
    The mountainous creature’s rocky fist slowed down tremendously as it struck out at the black elemental, and it hit with a fraction of the force of its previous attacks. Then its massive limb scraped down the rocky torso of its opponent, and it hung limply at its side. 
 
    The gray earth elemental’s entire torso moved as it turned to point its amber eyes down at me. 
 
    “Holy fucking hell,” I gasped with utter shock.
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 Chapter 15 
 
    “Goddess,” Firo breathed, and his voice was more shocked than I’d ever imagined he could be. 
 
    “Protektahan tayo ng diyosa,” Hepe Kendi muttered loudly, and the awe on his face made me think he was feeling much the same as Firo and myself. 
 
    “Earth spirit,” I said. 
 
    My voice was barely a rasping whisper, so I cleared my throat and tried again. 
 
    “Earth spirit!” I spoke in a loud voice that was as soothing as I could manage. 
 
    The sheer size of the earth elemental should have terrified me, but I was too determined to help the poor creature who’d been feeling such horrible emotions for at least as long as I’d been in the region. 
 
    As I spoke, I urged several more of the teal tendrils up into the black elemental’s mind, and its massive arms fell limply to its side as well. 
 
    “My name is King Michael!” I called in that same calm voice. 
 
    The massive swirling emotions of the two earth elementals were still raging around me and in my mind, but I could feel the slightest bit of slowing in the churning chaos. 
 
    “I am here to help you!” I continued. “I feel your pain. I feel your fear. I feel your anger.” 
 
    They both stared down at me with glowing amber eyes the size of Volkswagen Beetles, and I knew my words were no use. That’s when I remembered the way I’d communicated with the horses during my chariot race in Athens, and I figured it was worth a shot. 
 
    After all, the elementals seemed to be a lot closer to animals than sentient people. 
 
    I held eye contact with the gray elemental, and I pictured the creature with a look of horror on its stone face. Then I manipulated the mental image to one of peace and calm, and all the while, I continued to send soothing energy along the spider silk strands of Poppy’s mind enchantment. 
 
    A small part of the back of my mind realized that as long as I could connect with Poppy’s magic, I knew she was safe, and that brought an immense sense of relief. I shoved the relieved feeling along the teal tendrils and into the earth elementals’ minds. 
 
    The gray and black elementals’ legs stepped backward in what was a small movement for creatures of their size. Of course, it sent another large wave rippling out in every direction, but it gave me hope that I was reaching them. 
 
    I focused on the relief and hope that knowledge brought me, and I tried to magnify it through Poppy’s mind enchantments before I sent it out to the elementals. 
 
    “Whatever you’re doing,” Firo said in a grumbly voice. “It’s working. Keep going, your majesty.” 
 
    Firo’s words brought another wave of reassurance to me that I used to further relax the earth elementals. Finally, the storm of their emotions began to ease and clear, and the hard inner core of their minds started to show themselves. 
 
    They were like tight balls of primordial and instinctual needs, but there was a strong current of competition underneath it all. 
 
    It instantly reminded me of the alpha male energy of the shit-faced werewolves at my wedding. 
 
    It gave me an idea, and I probed further into the dark inner core of the earth elementals. The fear, anger, and anxiety that had coated the outermost edges of their minds started to disperse like fog in the midday sun, and what I found underneath was grossly familiar. 
 
    I looked at the scenario of the earth elementals’ battle through the new lens, and it reminded me of a documentary I’d seen of two male white-tail deer battling over a female. The air practically reeked of testosterone, and the alpha energy was immense. 
 
    I tried to think of what the two elementals could be fighting over, and I sent them mental pictures of the various things I came up with. In my experience, animals fought for territory, so I wrapped an image of the calm and shallow location all around us in a feeling of questioning. 
 
    The earth elementals’ glowing amber eyes glowed a tiny bit brighter, so I expected I was on the right track. I followed this thought to its natural next step of finding shelter or someplace to sleep, and I questioned the elementals once more. 
 
    The creatures’ eyes dimmed just a fraction, and I felt a sensation of confusion rolling off of them. 
 
    If it wasn’t shelter or a place to rest that they were looking for, what could they be fighting over this territory for? 
 
    Then I had an idea, and I didn’t have enough information about earth elementals to know if it was even possible. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, and I nodded up at the stone giants. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “What is it, your majesty?” Firo asked as he stared up at the earth elementals with utter amazement in her slitted orange eyes. “You’ve obviously connected with these creatures.” 
 
    “What do you know about the earth spirits, Hepe Kendi?” I shouted to the front of the boat. 
 
    The black-haired chief’s leathery wings had relaxed behind his shoulders as the sea calmed around the still elementals. He wiped the dripping sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm, and he turned to face me. 
 
    “Espiritu ng lupa?” Hepe Kendi asked, and he looked straight up at the gray creature’s amber eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I crossed my arms over my chest like I was cradling a newborn. “Baby? Do they make babies?” 
 
    “Mga sanggol,” Hepe Kendi said with a nod of understanding. “Oo. Long time no baby.” 
 
    “They don’t make babies very often?” I asked, and I was grateful that Hepe Kendi seemed to understand much more English than he could speak. 
 
    “Oo.” The chief nodded enthusiastically, and he held up his right index finger. “One make baby espiritu ng lupa.” 
 
    “Okay…” I said slowly as I fought a wave of mental exhaustion. 
 
    All during this conversation, I’d maintained my calming hold on the earth elementals because I wasn’t about to risk letting go and having them start fighting again. 
 
    I tried to figure out what Hepe Kendi meant by one making a baby, and then I remembered a Discovery Channel documentary I’d stumbled across during an insomniatic night last fall. Sea stars reproduced asexually, and I wondered if earth elementals did, too. 
 
    “Aswang one man, one woman, make a baby,” I said, and I gestured with both of my hands as I spoke. Then I laced my fingers together to illustrate my question. “Earth spirits don’t do that, do they?” 
 
    “Oo.” Hepe Kendi nodded emphatically, and he held up one fisted hand. “One espiritu ng lupa. One baby.” 
 
    “They reproduce asexually?” Firo asked as he craned his head back to look up at the earth elementals. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “They’re fighting over the territory, and I don’t think they’re fighting for the shelter. Hang on…” 
 
    I imagined a tiny version of the gray stone giant, with little glowing amber eyes, perched on the massive creature’s shoulder, and I sent the mental picture up to the earth elementals’ minds. Right behind the image, I sent the same questioning feeling I’d used earlier, and I forced myself to imagine what I would feel if I were to hold a tiny baby with teal hair and purple eyes. My heart swelled with a totally alien kind of longing and love at the imaginary baby’s tiny wings and pudgy cheeks. I mixed those feelings together with the mental image of an infantile earth elemental and pushed it along the silky teal tendrils. 
 
    The gray creature’s entire body tensed for a moment, and then a massive wave of longing and relief rolled from its mind. I could feel the huge relief that the creature experienced at being understood, and I knew what we needed to do. 
 
    “They’re trying to reproduce!” I shouted with victory. “They’re fighting over this spot to breed!” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Firo asked. 
 
    “What do they need to make a baby?” I asked Hepe Kendi. “Big space? Deep water? Little water? What?” 
 
    “Big space, oo,” Hepe Kendi confirmed, and he lifted his hands in the air like he was holding an invisible sandwich. “Little water. Mababaw?” 
 
    “Shallow?” I asked. 
 
    “Oo!” Hepe Kendi grinned brightly. 
 
    “Where around here will be good for them?” I asked. “They need shallow water, and enough space between them to keep them from fighting each other.” 
 
    “Mababaw there,” Hepe Kendi declared, and he pointed his right arm straight out to a spot far offshore of Bahay. 
 
    I shielded my eyes from the bright sun glinting off the water and studied the location for a moment. The water moved differently where the chief pointed, and I could see far less shadows in the spot. The area was about the size of a basketball court, and it was much more shallow than the water between Bahay and our current location. 
 
    “Okay, is there another spot?” I asked. 
 
    “There,” Hepe Kendi said, and he pointed in the exact opposite direction from the first spot he’d identified. 
 
    I stared out across the ocean and saw another shallow area that looked roughly the size of a tennis court. I could almost make out the sandy ocean floor just below the surface of the calm water. 
 
    “That looks perfect,” I said. “I’m going to tell the earth spirits what we’re doing, and then we can split up and lead them away.” 
 
    “Michael?” Poppy shouted. 
 
    I turned over my shoulder to see my teal-haired beauty hovering over, and I knew she must be confused. She’d been far enough away to be safe from the fighting stone giants, and far enough away to not hear a single word of our conversation. 
 
    “We’ve got a plan,” I shouted. “Come on down!” 
 
    Poppy nodded, and she flitted right over to land gracefully back in the MasterCraft. She threw herself into my side, hugged me tightly for a second, and then pulled back with a steadying breath. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Poppy asked. 
 
    I grinned at her focus and determination to see this through, and I quickly explained to her what we’d learned. 
 
    “So we’re going to lead them away to those spots,” I concluded. “Firo and I will lead the gray one in the boat, and you and Hepe Kendi… wait…” 
 
    I turned to look at the chief with curious eyes. 
 
    “Can you fly?” I asked. 
 
    “Oo,” Hepe Kendi said with a bit of confusion like he didn’t understand why I would even ask the question. 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled, and I finished explaining the plan. “Poppy and Hepe Kendi, you two lead the black earth spirit that way, and Firo and I will take the gray one that way.” 
 
    “How will they know to follow us?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “I’m going to explain it to them,” I said. “Like I did with the horses at the chariot race.” 
 
    “You are so brilliant,” Poppy mused with overflowing love in her eyes. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as the mental load I’d been holding started to overwhelm me. “I’m getting kind of tired here.” 
 
    Poppy’s lips pursed into a cute little pout as she nodded obediently, and she took a step back. 
 
    I looked back up at the gray and black earth elementals, and I relayed the information to them both about how we’d found better places for each of them. I infused as much reassurance and confidence into my thoughts as I could, and I was rewarded with an enormous wave of relief from both of the creatures. 
 
    But what surprised me the most was a thick undercurrent of regret, and I knew they were both pleased they wouldn’t have to fight anymore. It made me wonder if these creatures were a bit more sentient than anyone knew. 
 
    “Alright,” Firo said as he stepped back behind the helm. “Let’s get these elementals to their new breeding grounds.” 
 
    I looked up into the glowing amber eyes of the two massive creatures, and I informed them it was time to move. I pictured them stepping gently and slowly through the water in hopes of minimizing the impact of their movements on the water and islands nearby. The stone giants’ amber eyes glowed a little brighter, and I thought that might be their main form of communication. 
 
    “Be safe,” Poppy whispered to me as she gave me a quick kiss. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said. “I’ll see you real soon.” 
 
    “King Michael do good,” Hepe Kendi said, and he stretched his leathery bat wings out wide. 
 
    He smiled and flapped his wings hard until his bare feet lifted off the deck of the boat. Poppy’s iridescent wings shimmered in the sunlight, and she flitted up into the air beside the chief. She was stunningly beautiful, and I wanted to just stare at her all day as she flew around like a Disney character. 
 
    After one more reassuring wave directed at the stone giants, I released my mental hold on the black earth elemental as it started to turn and follow Poppy’s bright form. Then I relaxed the hold on the gray one, and I sagged into my seat with relief. 
 
    “Are you ready, your majesty?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Yes, let’s go.” I nodded. 
 
    Firo laid on the throttle, and he steered the speedboat around to head in the direction of the shallow area the chief had indicated. The gray elemental shifted in the water, and I turned around to watch it stomp as gently as a creature of its size could manage. 
 
    I watched the enormous stone beast move through the water as it followed the MasterCraft. Several minutes later, Firo swerved the boat to the side, and he glanced at me. 
 
    “This is the spot,” Firo explained, and he maneuvered the boat around. 
 
    I looked up into the earth elemental’s glowing amber eyes as I pointed at the shallow spot, but it was clear to me that the stone giant didn’t need any more help. The massive creature shuffled up onto the sandy shallow area and squatted right down, and I half-expected a tiny earth elemental to appear between its massive legs. 
 
    Instead, the creature pawed at the sand with its enormous hands and dug a huge divot like a nest into the ocean floor. Then the earth elemental settled into the shallow sand nest it had created, and a huge rolling wave of relief and relaxation flowed out in wide ripples. 
 
    “Is it… settled?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I sighed with relief. “It’s happy and relaxed. I think we should go now.” 
 
    “Right away, your majesty.” Firo sped up the boat, and he steered us all the way back to Bahay in silence. 
 
    For the first time since we’d arrived in the Philippines, my mind was solely my own, and there wasn’t a single emotion present besides my relief. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the silence for a moment as the speedboat glided over the ocean’s calm surface. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, I caught sight of the shimmering purple and blue hues of Poppy’s wings as she and the chief flew back to the island from the opposite direction. They were moving pretty fast, but Firo and I would beat them to the beach in the boat. 
 
    I could see the villagers gathered in the calmly lapping waves along the beach of their island, and they started to shout and cheer wildly when the boat approached. Firo slowed down as we got closer, and he dropped the anchor back over the side of the boat. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath as I hauled myself to my feet, and I realized how tired I was. At the time, I hadn’t realized how much effort I’d exerted to connect with and calm the earth elementals, but now I felt a little like a zombie. Then I remembered I hadn’t had even a drop of coffee this morning, and I figured that was going to contribute a fair amount to my sluggishness. 
 
    “King Michael!” Dinah’s voice rose above the shouts of the other villagers as she jumped up and down in the middle of the crowd. “You did it!” 
 
    I smiled at the pretty Filipino woman, but my eyes searched for Helena until I found her at the edge of the group with a huge smile on her face. 
 
    Helena cupped her hands around her mouth like a megaphone, and she hollered at the top of her lungs. 
 
    “King Michael!” my Grecian beauty cheered. 
 
    Firo remained close by my side as I tiredly hopped down into the shallow water and walked up to the beach. Helena started walking as my feet hit the water, and she rushed right over to me. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re safe,” Helena whispered in my ear, and I felt her head turn to look in the direction I knew Poppy was coming from. “Both of you.” 
 
    “My father will insist on a feast!” Dinah shouted, and the crowd responded with another boisterous cheer. “Simulan ang paghahanda!” 
 
    Dinah must have given them an order, because all of the villagers moved to start working on another feast. The beautiful black-haired woman stayed on the beach with us, and she lingered a few feet away as Helena and I hugged. 
 
    “King Michael,” Dinah said in a quieter voice. 
 
    I tucked Helena into my side and kept one arm around her waist as we turned to face the chief’s daughter. 
 
    “You save my home today,” Dinah said. “You save the earth spirits. I have many thanks to you.” 
 
    Dinah pressed her palms together in a praying motion, bent at the waist, and mumbled something in Filipino that I didn’t understand. 
 
    “Please,” I said. “I’m just glad I could help.” 
 
    “We will honor you with a feast,” Dinah said, and her russet cheeks flushed a deep red. 
 
    The chief’s daughter waved to someone behind me before she turned around and strode into the village to assist with the preparations. I turned around just in time to see her father and my wife landing on the wet sand at the same time. 
 
    Hepe Kendi had a huge smile on his leathery face, and he spread his arms out wide as if he was going to hug me. Poppy giggled as she rushed around him and got to me first, and then the chief threw his arms around me and both of my lovers. 
 
    “King Michael!” Hepe Kendi laughed as he lifted the three of us off the ground for a moment. 
 
    He released his hold on us as soon as our feet touched the ground, and I pulled back to see what my ladies thought of the hug. Helena had a friendly and genuine smile on her face, and Poppy was laughing. 
 
    “I’m happy we could help,” Poppy said in a bright and cheery voice. 
 
    “Come, we feast!” Hepe Kendi announced, and he didn’t bother waiting for us before he jogged toward the village firepit. 
 
    “I’m going to check in with Ena and Nyxx,” Firo said, and he gave me a friendly pat on the shoulder before he walked into the village. 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and I just looked at each other for a moment before my ladies wrapped their arms around me again. 
 
    “You did it,” Helena said in an awed voice. “You saved the entire village and two earth elementals.” 
 
    “It was incredible,” Poppy breathed. 
 
    “What was going on?” Helena asked. “Why were they fighting, and how did you get them to calm down?” 
 
    “They were fighting over territory,” I explained. “They were both trying to breed in the same spot at the same time. I used Poppy’s mind enchantments to connect with them, calm them down, and then we led them to shallow spots so they could reproduce in peace.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Helena laughed. “I’m so glad you were able to help them. They’re such fascinating creatures.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed, and I thought about the way their eyes had glowed with understanding. “I think they’re more intelligent than we thought.” 
 
    Before we could continue our conversation, the chief’s daughter appeared at the edge of trees and bushes that hid the village from the beach, and she waved at us. 
 
    “King Michael!” Dinah shouted. “Come, my father has things to say for you!” 
 
    “We’re coming,” I chuckled. 
 
    Dinah smiled and disappeared back into the village. I smiled at my wife and lover, and I offered them my arms so we could walk into the village together. We walked through the bushes and were welcomed by a round of applause worthy of a Broadway performance. 
 
    “King Michael iniligtas ang mga espiritu sa lupa!” Hepe Kendi declared above the cheers. 
 
    Then he continued in quick Filipino, and I turned to Dinah for the translation. 
 
    “My father say you saved earth spirits,” Dinah explained. “He say tonight we celebrate our king and a new… uh, henerasyon earth spirits.” 
 
    “A new generation,” Helena said helpfully. 
 
    “Oo, many thanks,” Dinah said with a smile. 
 
    “Now we feast!” Hepe Kendi declared. 
 
    The chief gestured for us to relax and enjoy ourselves as the villagers prepared another huge feast, and I wondered how often they had such good reasons to celebrate like this. My ladies and I weren’t about to say no to sitting down, and before we’d even started to relax, three women appeared with coconut drinks for us. 
 
    The evening went much like it had the night before, and shortly after we’d been served our drinks, the musicians returned and started playing. The rhythm was contagious, and my ladies shared a teasing glance after just a few minutes. 
 
    “Will you dance with me, Poppy?” Helena asked. 
 
    “I’d love to,” Poppy said, and she looked at me. “Will you join us, Michael?” 
 
    “In a bit,” I assured her with a smile. “I’m going to rest for a little while first.” 
 
    “Besides,” Helena said with a smirk. “He can’t watch us dance as well if he’s out there with us.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Poppy giggled. “Good point.” 
 
    Poppy laced her fingers with Helena’s, and they walked out to join the dancing villagers as the music shifted to a new song. The musicians looked up at my ladies, and their smiles were friendly as they belted out a new rhythm on their drums and shakers. 
 
    “King Michael,” an older woman with dark brown skin knelt beside me. 
 
    She had the same long black hair as all the other villagers, and she held up a little wooden carving to me. The little sculpture was a skillful representation of the scene that had played out in the ocean this morning. 
 
    Two wooden earth elementals were carved into the small log, and right between them was the small figure of a man that I could only assume was me. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    “Salamat,” the woman said, and she pushed the small scene into my hands with a grateful smile. “Salamat, King Michael.” 
 
    “Did you carve this?” I asked as I inspected the sculpture more closely. 
 
    The amount of detail was amazing, and she’d even jammed two tiny shells into each earth elemental as their eyes. I could tell it was a gift of thanks from a woman who didn’t have much more than the clothes on her back, and I would cherish it forever. 
 
    “Salamat,” the woman said again, and a single tear rolled down her dark cheek as she smiled at me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured. 
 
    The older woman gave me one more grateful smile before she stood up, and her knees cracked loudly as she shuffled away. It was such a small thing the woman had given me, but I already cherished it more than the expensive things my billions of dollars could buy me. 
 
    “That’s beautiful,” Nyxx rasped as she appeared from the shadow nearby. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. 
 
    “I can bring it back to the boat for safekeeping, your majesty,” Nyxx offered. “If you’d like?” 
 
    “That’d be great,” I said, and I took one more look at the carving before I handed it to the shadow nymph. “Thanks.” 
 
    Nyxx nodded and started to turn away, but then she hesitated and cleared her throat. 
 
    “You were incredible today, your majesty,” Nyxx said. Her shadowy face was unreadable, but her voice was filled with admiration and respect as usual. “You saved many lives.” 
 
    “I was just doing my job,” I said, “but thank you for saying so.” 
 
    Nyxx nodded once more, and then she melted back into the shadows. 
 
    I turned my attention to Helena and Poppy, and I enjoyed the alluring sway of their hips as they danced. They were still wearing the clothes they’d put on yesterday when we’d left Vaeletta Island, and I wished I could see them in clothes like the Slave Leia skirts and scarf-wrap tops that the women of the village wore. 
 
    Food from last night’s feast was passed around as a dozen whole chickens were roasted over the fire, and it was all delicious. The food, drink, and a bit of relaxation was all I needed to feel refreshed enough to join my ladies for some dancing. 
 
    “Yaaay!” Poppy cheered as I walked over. “Show me your moves, baby.” 
 
    I laughed as Poppy fit her ass perfectly against my crotch, and she started to sway deliciously. Helena danced around until she was behind me, and they twined their fingers together as we moved together to the beat. My body grew hot as we danced, and the exhaustion I’d felt earlier had swiftly turned into restless energy from having my sexy ladies so teasingly close, but nowhere near close enough for my liking. We danced for a while, and I was slowly feeling more intoxicated with arousal as the sun moved across the sky. 
 
    At one point, I looked over Poppy’s shoulder and noticed Dinah deep in conversation with her father. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but Hepe Kendi was grinning widely while his daughter stared up at him with a mix of shock and curiosity on her round face. The chief nodded at his daughter like their topic of conversation was decided, and then he walked over to the musicians. The music faded away a moment later into nothing, and the lapping ocean waves and sounds of the island’s animals were all I could hear now. 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and I stopped dancing, and they both tucked themselves comfortably into my sides as we turned to the chief. 
 
    “Lahat!” Hepe Kendi called everyone’s attention. “King Michael do big good!” 
 
    A fresh round of applause worked through the village along with huge grins and even some bows in my direction. Another villager appeared with fresh drinks, and Poppy and Helena stepped away from my sides to enjoy the refreshments. I also had the feeling they were trying to step out of my spotlight as the chief continued to sing my praises to the village. 
 
    The chief continued in rapid-fire Filipino, and I caught only a few scattered words of English in his speech. Among them were happy, thanks, and big, and I caught his daughter’s name in the speech as well. 
 
    “Si Dinah ang regalo ko sayo,” Hepe Kendi said directly to me with the biggest smile on his face. 
 
    The chief’s daughter blushed hard, and she lowered her chin as she walked over toward us. 
 
    “What did he say?” I asked Helena. 
 
    “I’m not sure I heard him correctly,” Helena said in a tense tone. 
 
    “Dinah?” I asked. “What did your father say?” 
 
    “He say I am a gift to you,” Dinah said in a painfully shy voice, and her red-brown eyes were bright with hope. 
 
    “Oo,” Hepe Kendi said cheerfully. “Dinah bride, King Michael!” 
 
    “What?” I asked in a flat voice as my brain refused to comprehend the information.
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 Chapter 16 
 
    “Did he just say what I think he did?” Poppy asked in a weirdly flat tone. 
 
    “Um… yes.” Helena grimaced slightly. 
 
    Firo made a nervous kind of choking sound, but I barely registered anything beyond the chief’s words as they echoed through my head. 
 
    Hepe Kendi spoke again, and Helena’s eyes narrowed as she focused on the chief’s words. 
 
    “The chief insists on thanking you for the way you helped Bahay,” Helena translated. “And for saving the earth spirits. He says a new generation of earth spirits is a great blessing, and to show his gratitude, he presents his only daughter to become your next bride. He is very honored.” 
 
    Dinah looked up at me from under her thick eyelashes, and she gave me a shy and hopeful little smile as she walked over to stand beside me. 
 
    Poppy stifled a nervous giggle as she moved closer to Helena, and I could see neither of them was about to protest the matchmaking efforts of the chief. 
 
    I stared at them with a pleading look, and I tried to telepathically scream for assistance. I had no idea what to do here, but I knew I couldn’t outright refuse the girl or her father. Dinah was sweet, and she clearly was excited about the prospect of becoming my next wife. 
 
    Hepe Kendi also didn’t seem like the kind of man to take a refusal of a gift like this very well. Besides, I’d just learned about this village and these people, and how they’d been snubbed by the previous kings for centuries. If there was any chance of refusing this marriage, I had to be diplomatic about it. 
 
    A small, indulgent voice in the back of my head spoke up at that, and I realized I didn’t necessarily want to refuse the marriage. 
 
    Before I could follow that train of thought any further, Hepe Kendi spoke up again. 
 
    “We do all,” the chief assured me. “You rest. Kasal sa paglubog ng araw!” 
 
    “My father say we have wedding at sunset!” Dinah squealed quietly. 
 
    Two young village women rushed up with excited smiles, and they grabbed at Dinah’s arms. Dinah’s friends led her away, and they dissolved into giggles as they hurried off. 
 
    “We do all,” Hepe Kendi said again, and he grinned at me before he walked away as if the whole thing was decided. 
 
    My fae wife and harpy lover appeared in front of me, and I just blinked a bit dumbly at them for a second. 
 
    “Babe?” Poppy asked in a worried tone. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Come on,” Helena said, and she took me by the arm. 
 
    My ladies led me back to the house we’d slept in last night, and Firo walked right behind us. Helena ushered me inside, and I heard my head of security clear his throat behind us. 
 
    “Queen Poppy,” Firo said in a quietly warning tone. 
 
    “I know, Firo,” Poppy said lightly. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Firo said, and then he closed the door between us. 
 
    “Michael?” Helena said. 
 
    “Uh-huh…” I mumbled, and I sat down on the bed. 
 
    Both Helena and Poppy started talking in gentle voices, but I couldn’t really hear either of them as my head spun with information and questions. 
 
    Did I want to marry Dinah? 
 
    I’d known arranged marriages were a likely possibility now that I was king, but I hadn’t expected one to come so soon. 
 
    What would Helena say? 
 
    I hadn’t even properly proposed to Helena yet, but I knew I wanted to marry her. I loved Helena the same way I loved Poppy, and I didn’t want to hurt her by effectively pushing her down the totem pole of my wives. 
 
    My wives… 
 
    What the fuck was my life anymore? 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy said in a sharp tone that was so out of character for my wife that it snapped me out of my fog. 
 
    “What?” I asked, and I blinked up at my lovers with confusion. “What… oh, fuck…” 
 
    Finally, my brain allowed the facts to sink in, and I felt full of uncertainty. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do?” I breathed, and I dropped my face into my hands. 
 
    “Well…” Poppy said slowly. 
 
    “You’re going to marry her of course,” Helena said in a completely matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    “Yeah,” Poppy breathed. “That.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, and now I was shocked that Helena seemed so okay with the idea. “Wait… but I…” 
 
    I sighed heavily as my ladies stared back at me with confusion, and I could see they didn’t understand my hesitation. 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy said. “You can’t refuse a gift like that.” 
 
    “And Dinah is a sweet girl,” Helena added with a smile. “And very beautiful. And she adores you. She’ll be a fine wife.” 
 
    “Plus,” Poppy continued. “This is a great way to continue to demonstrate your policy of helping all your subjects, and proving to anybody who might still doubt you that you’re determined to succeed in all aspects of being a great monarch.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Helena agreed. “I’ve heard an unpleasant rumor that some believe Michael will only pick brides he’s fallen in love with, and that is not a good image to have. This will put those rumors to rest quickly.” 
 
    “What?” I asked as fresh shock at that worked through me, and then I shook my head. “Wait, that’s not the point here.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Helena said quietly. 
 
    “Honestly.” Poppy frowned. “Neither do I.” 
 
    “Well…” I sighed dejectedly, and I looked up at my Grecian beauty with regret in my eyes. “I haven’t even asked you to marry me yet.” 
 
    “Oh, Michael,” Helena chuckled lightly as a loving smile filled her caramel eyes. “Nothing would change between us. Marrying Dinah won’t affect the relationship or love we share. Nothing could lessen my feelings for you.” 
 
    “But…” I grumbled. “You were supposed to be next.” 
 
    “Oh, love,” Helena sighed, and she blushed under her golden tan. “You’d better believe I will be next, but you have to do this first.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the smile on my face as I realized Helena had just agreed to marry me even if I hadn’t officially proposed. 
 
    “You didn’t expect to date all of your brides and find love matches,” Poppy said gently. “Did you? You were incredibly lucky to find love with both of us before it came to marriage.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena agreed. “And we were lucky for it, too, but that is rare for a king. Most kings had one bride they truly loved, and you’ve managed to have two. You are already luckier and more blessed than any other king I know of. Besides, who knows? Dinah seems lovely, and you clearly have a natural appreciation for excellent women. Who’s to say you won’t end up madly in love with the sweet girl?” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I recalled Dinah’s blushes and how she bowed her head in such a demure way. Then I recalled the way her full hips swayed so hypnotically as she danced around the fire pit beside my two lovers. 
 
    Suddenly, the concept of marrying a woman like her wasn’t so intimidating. 
 
    “I know you’re right,” I said, and the lump in my throat started to ease. 
 
    If Poppy, and especially Helena, were okay with this, then most of my hesitation lost its footing. For the moment, I shoved away the royal obligations and the weight of my duties, and I turned my thoughts back to the question of whether I wanted to continue any kind of relationship with Dinah. 
 
    I thought about leaving this island and never seeing the dark-skinned beauty ever again, and the idea was bitter on my tongue. All I knew for sure was that I was intrigued enough by Dinah that I couldn’t just walk away, and now here I was expected to marry her. 
 
    It was so fucking weird, I’d only met the girl yesterday after all, but was it any weirder than being able to communicate with earth elementals? Or weirder than a woman who could turn her physical body into literal shadows? Or the fact that I was a billionaire with more power than anybody else in the world? 
 
    An arranged marriage to a woman I barely knew was definitely not the strangest thing in my new life. 
 
    Plus, Dinah was certainly an intriguing and beautiful woman, to say the very least. 
 
    And as soon as I had the thought, my resolve slid into place, and I felt at peace with the decision. 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded as I breathed in the calmness of my mind, and I chuckled as I leaned into the weirdness of it all. 
 
    It could be so much worse. Dinah was gorgeous, and she seemed both kind and intelligent. I figured those were really good traits to start off with. 
 
    “Well, there are worse brides, that’s for sure.” I smirked. 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” Helena said with a loving smile. “I think Dinah is sweet, and she seems excited.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Poppy agreed with a laugh. “I’m pretty sure she’s not a bitch, either. Just imagine if the vampire brides started rolling in. Yeesh!” 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I grumbled, and I collapsed back onto the bed as I imagined having to marry one of the bloodsuckers. 
 
    I’d never openly share my distaste for the creatures, but I never got over the literal blood soup they had at my coronation dinner. Then I’d been forced to have a blood option at my wedding, too, and the whole thing grossed me out. I could tolerate and ignore it during social events, but the idea of marrying someone who would have eaten me for dinner just a few months ago made me sick. 
 
    “Poppy!” Helena laughed, and she sat down beside me. “She’s kidding.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Poppy giggled apologetically. “I didn’t really mean it.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned as I looked up at them. “But I will, won’t I? I’ll have to have a vampire bride?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Helena shook her head. “Not at all.” 
 
    “You don’t have to have a bride from every single species, Michael,” Poppy said as she stroked my hair reassuringly. “That would be absurd. There are so many species.” 
 
    “Besides,” Helena added in a dry tone. “The vampires had their turn.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Poppy agreed. “King Vairn only had vampire wives, so no one expects you to choose a vampire.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God… ess,” I said as I reminded myself of the celestial being that had brought me into my new life. 
 
    “I thank the Goddess every day,” Poppy murmured. “For bringing you into my life. For bringing you into the Eternal Realm and the lives of all your, I mean, our subjects.” 
 
    “So do I,” Helena said softly. 
 
    “How much time do I have before sunset?” I asked. 
 
    “Let me look,” Helena said, and she walked over to the wooden door of the hut to look outside. 
 
    I heard her speaking quietly with Firo for a moment before she came back into the hut with a smile. 
 
    “A few hours, still,” Helena said. “Maybe you should have a nap? You exerted a lot of energy today.” 
 
    “I don’t think I could sleep even if I wanted to,” I said. “But I do plan on laying in this bed for a while longer.” 
 
    “How about another massage, then?” Poppy suggested, and she stroked her hands gently over my heart. “How does that sound, my king?” 
 
    “That sounds really good,” I sighed. “Thank you. Thank you both. I don’t know what I would do without either of you. I know I couldn’t have done a damn thing about those earth elementals without your mind enchantments, Poppy.” 
 
    “Naw,” Poppy said with a sweet smile. “You would have figured something out.” 
 
    I smiled at the confident support from my ladies, and I settled back as they put their hands on my sore body. Helena started at my shoulders, and Poppy worked my calves as they gently massaged my tired muscles. 
 
    “Mmm,” I moaned softly as Poppy worked an especially tight knot from my right hamstring. 
 
    My whole body relaxed into the mattress, and I let my mind wander freely. After a while, Dinah’s demure smile came into my mind’s eye, and I smiled at the image. 
 
    I tried to picture Dinah at my mansion in Orlando, and it was easy to imagine her in a bikini by the lagoon-style pool. The thought actually made my blood heat ever so slightly as I wondered what her full hips would look like in various styles of bathing suits, but trying to envision the dark-skinned woman in an expensive silk dress and high heels was much more difficult, and I chuckled at the idea. 
 
    All the while, Helena and Poppy lavished me with a comforting kind of love and attention as they massaged my body, and I soon felt refreshed and relaxed. 
 
    Which was good because just about the time they finished, Firo knocked on the wooden door. 
 
    “Your majesty?” my head of security called. 
 
    “Yes, Firo?” I asked. 
 
    The dragon-man opened the door and looked inside with a strained smile. 
 
    “Hepe Kendi is here, your majesty,” Firo said. “He says it’s time. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed as I stood up, and I was pleased to find my body and mind were both relaxed. “I am. I’ll be right out.” 
 
    “Actually,” Firo interrupted, and he stepped all the way into the doorway. “Hepe Kendi has provided you with traditional attire for the ceremony, your majesty.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed, and my eyes zeroed in on the pile of maroon fabric in the dragon-man’s hands. “Right. Okay.” 
 
    Helena walked over and accepted the clothing from Firo, and Poppy leaned up to kiss me on the cheek. My Grecian beauty passed the items to my fae wife, and then she leaned out the door and said something in Filipino. 
 
    “Big happy!” Hepe Kendi said from somewhere past Helena, and I could hear the excitement in his voice. 
 
    “These look like the chief’s robes,” Poppy said as she laid the clothes on the bed and started to sort through them. 
 
    A quick glance at the items showed me an open shoulder robe much like the chief’s, and a floor-length loincloth kind of thing that would show off more of my legs than I would have picked. There was also an elaborate feathered headpiece that was much like the one Hepe Kendi wore. It was constructed of the same maroon fabric in a thick headband style with long black feathers sticking out of the top. 
 
    Another village woman came to the door a moment later, and she quietly handed a pile of clothes to Helena and Poppy. 
 
    “Oh,” Helena gasped as she listened to the quiet woman’s words. “Ceremonial clothes for us, too.” 
 
    “Oh, cool.” Poppy smiled. 
 
    A moment later, the woman returned with a large wooden bowl filled with clean water, and a few clean strips of cloth. Helena translated for the woman. 
 
    “To wash for the ceremony,” my Grecian beauty said. 
 
    “Oh, yay,” Poppy sighed with satisfaction. “I’m dying for a real shower, but this will be nice, too.” 
 
    My ladies and I washed quickly in the wooden bowl, and then I enjoyed the sight I’d longed for earlier. Helena looked absolutely stunning in the deep wine red of the clothing, and her long legs peeked out from the slits in her skirt in a way that made me stare. 
 
    Poppy smiled as she tied the scarf-like length of fabric around her breasts like a halter top, and then she raked her fingers through her teal waves to comb out as many of the knots as possible. 
 
    Both of my lovers twisted a pair of tiny braids behind their ears, and they let the rest of their hair hang loose around their shoulders. Neither had put on any makeup before we’d left Vaeletta Island, but they were absolutely gorgeous in this natural state of beauty. 
 
    Then Helena and Poppy tried to smother their amusement as they helped me dress in the ceremonial garments. The robe and skirt combination left a lot of my skin on display, and I felt a little ridiculous with the feathered headdress on my head. But it was all part of being king, and I supposed it wasn’t a whole lot different than when I’d worn the leather armor during the trial by combat in Athens. 
 
    “The right clothes for the right occasion,” I murmured to myself. 
 
    I smiled as I thought of the first time Matis had said that to me, and it made me feel better to think what my triplet valets would say about the outfit. They would surely say I looked royal, and that I was making an impressive fashion statement. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Helena asked as she straightened one of the feathers. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “Let’s go get you married,” Poppy said in a gentle voice, and there was a glint of teasing humor in her purple eyes. 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and I walked out of the house together to find Firo, Nyxx, and Ena waiting for us. 
 
    “Firo told us the news,” Nyxx said in her rasping voice. “Ena and I would be honored to bear witness to this marriage, your majesty.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a friendly nod. “It wouldn’t feel right without you here. As it is, I feel weird about Rune and Cove, and so many others missing out.” 
 
    “We can remedy that later, babe,” Poppy assured me. “Come on, we don’t want to keep Dinah or her father waiting.” 
 
    Firo walked in front of us, and he moved in a slow march that gave off serious wedding vibes. Nyxx and Ena walked right behind him, and then Helena, Poppy, and I walked a few steps behind them. 
 
    The sun was starting to sink toward the horizon, and several men worked their way around the village to light the torches. The flickering orange firelight cast a romantic glow on all the villagers as they stood in a circular formation around an altar that had been constructed by the fire pit. The simple wooden frame had been covered in large waxy leaves and all the tropical blossoms I’d seen on the island. 
 
    Three women walked up and presented my companions and me with flower necklaces, and then the chief spread his arms out wide as he started to speak. Helena translated softly for me, and I tried to focus on what she said. 
 
    “He’s welcoming everyone to this joyful occasion,” Helena whispered, and the rest of her words faded away. 
 
    My eyes darted around for a second as I realized Dinah was nowhere in sight, but then an awed murmur ran through the crowd. Hepe Kendi’s face filled with fatherly joy as he stared past me. 
 
    I turned slowly, and I saw Dinah walking toward me through the gathered members of her village. Her long black hair had been pulled back in a loose twist at the back of her head, and it had been decked out with flowers and a delicate gold chain across the top of her head. She wore the same red skirt as before, but she had a new top that had big poofy sleeves and a boxy shape that strained slightly over her full breasts. Her feet were still bare, and she held a bunch of chrysanthemums and orchids as she walked slowly across the ground toward me. 
 
    My breath hitched in my throat at the sight of her, and I realized a second too late that my jaw had gone slack. 
 
    Dinah’s red-brown eyes were wide and glistening in the firelight, and she smiled at me in a nervous kind of way as she positioned herself beside me. The fabric of her top strained even more over her chest as she sucked in a deep breath, and I felt the sudden need to reassure her. 
 
    I smiled softly at my bride as her beauty doused me in another wave of awe, and then I reached out to take her hand in mine. 
 
    “It’s okay to be nervous,” I whispered, and I realized I didn’t know what Dinah wanted. “Do you want this?” 
 
    “Yes, King Michael,” Dinah whispered back, and she laughed nervously. “It is my duty. I honored to be wife for you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a friendly smile. “If you’re sure.” 
 
    “I sure,” Dinah said, and she smiled up at me with honest excitement. “It is dream for me. To marry a handsome king who is kind.” 
 
    I squeezed Dinah’s fingers in a reassuring way, and we both turned to look at her father. He’d continued on as I spoke quietly with Dinah, and Helena quickly filled me in on what he’d said. 
 
    “He’s been carrying on about how thankful they all should be to you,” Helena whispered just behind my shoulder. “He says it’s an honor to give his daughter to you as a sign of loyalty and gratitude. He knows you will protect her, and she will honor you in return.” 
 
    Hepe Kendi continued to speak, and Helena continued to translate for me in a hushed voice. 
 
    “He’s retelling the story of how he met his wife,” Helena whispered. “He says Dinah’s mother was as beautiful as his daughter, and they had a loving marriage until she died in childbirth. Oh, that’s so sad.” 
 
    I watched Dinah’s red-brown eyes fill with tears as Hepe Kendi told the story about her mother, and I found my heart filled with tenderness. A desire to pull Dinah into my arms and comfort her washed through me, and I realized how little I knew about the woman I was about to marry. 
 
    A few months ago, I would have wanted to run away from this, but now I’d become a bit accustomed to my life being a series of shockingly weird events. I knew I would have plenty of time to get to know Dinah after we were married, and I would adjust to this weirdness, too. 
 
    But more importantly, I knew I had very little to complain about right now. I was standing beside a sweet and absolutely gorgeous young woman who was eager and honored to become my wife. She smelled like the fresh flowers that adorned her dark hair, and her red-brown eyes seemed to glow with excitement at the prospect of staying at my side from this day forward. 
 
    My heart rate kicked up a notch as I realized I was feeling pretty excited by the prospect, too. 
 
    “It’s time for the vows,” Helena whispered, and she drew my attention back to the chief’s words. 
 
    Hepe Kendi’s tone became a bit more serious, and he focused on Dinah’s and my faces. He lowered his voice slightly as if the rest of the villagers were no longer included in the conversation, and Helena translated again for us. 
 
    “King Michael,” Helena said in a slightly louder voice. “Do you accept Dinah to be your wife, and your Queen? To be part of your heart forever? In hardship and in pleasure, in sickness and in health, and you will protect her for all eternity as desired by the Goddess?” 
 
    I cleared my throat so my voice would be crisp for all to hear, and I hoped it would help relieve the last bit of nervous energy I saw in Dinah’s eyes. 
 
    “I do,” I said with confidence, and I was pleased to feel the truth in it. 
 
    I’d made the decision, and I was confident in it despite how insane my family would have thought I was for all of this. They didn’t know anything about my world anymore, and I was certain I was doing the right thing as King of the Eternal Realm. 
 
    I was also certain I’d just made Dinah incredibly happy, because she suddenly blushed a deep russet red as her eyes shone in the firelight. 
 
    Hepe Kendi grinned widely at my response, and he shot a little wink at his daughter before he continued with her vows. 
 
    “Dinah,” Helena translated again. “Do you accept King Michael to be your husband, and your protector? To be loyal to him forever. In hardship and in pleasure, in sickness and in health, and will you honor him and obey him for all eternity as desired by the Goddess?” 
 
    “Opo,” Dinah said, and she smiled sweetly at me. “I do.” 
 
    Hepe Kendi laughed boisterously, and he threw his arms out wide as he raised his voice once more for the whole village. 
 
    “May the Goddess bless this marriage for all time,” Helena translated for us. “May you find joy and peace in each other, and may you rule the Eternal Realm with steady and just hands.” 
 
    “Kiss bride now,” Hepe Kendi said, and he nodded excitedly at me. 
 
    I swallowed and cleared my throat as I looked back at my new wife, and I slid my hand up the length of her forearm gently. I cupped Dinah’s elbow in my palm, and she closed her eyes as she leaned toward me for our first kiss. 
 
    Never in my wildest dreams would I have anticipated having a first kiss with someone I’d just married, but I also never would have expected to become a king. 
 
    But here I was, a king with two wives and a fiancée. 
 
    I smirked at the craziness of it all, and I closed my eyes as I leaned forward. Dinah’s sweet breath fanned across my cheeks as I closed the distance between us, and I touched my lips softly to hers. 
 
    The village erupted in excited cheers and shouts, but it all felt far away as I kissed Dinah for the first time. 
 
    Now that we were this close, Dinah smelled like flowers, coconuts, and sunshine, and her lips were supple and unsure beneath mine. She held perfectly still for me as I kissed her a little bit harder, and I could tell from her innocent response that she hadn’t kissed a whole lot of men in her life. 
 
    The knowledge that we were being watched by Dinah’s father, her entire village, my first wife, and my fiancée flashed in my brain like a neon sign, and I pulled away. 
 
    “Oh,” Dinah gasped quietly, and she hardly moved for a second. 
 
    Then her red-brown eyes opened slowly, and her pupils were wide with an unmistakable hint of desire. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    I didn’t mind this arrangement, like, at all right now. 
 
    “Now we feast!” Hepe Kendi declared in a joyous tone that jolted me out of my thoughts. “Oras na para magdiwang!” 
 
    I didn’t need Helena to translate that part for me because everyone started to cheer and disperse from their current places around us. Food and drinks appeared almost out of nowhere, and people started dancing as the music began. 
 
    Dinah remained in front of me, and her smile didn’t fade at all as Helena and Poppy stepped up to my sides. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Poppy said in a friendly voice. “Welcome to our family.” 
 
    “You look beautiful,” Helena added, and she leaned in to hug Dinah. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dinah said, and her voice shuddered a little. 
 
    “You two enjoy your night,” Poppy said softly, and she smiled up at me with understanding and love in her purple eyes. 
 
    “We’ll see you in the morning,” Helena added. 
 
    My ladies gave me a significant look before they smiled and walked away, and I knew they were subtly telling me to enjoy this night with Dinah. I was grateful to them for being so incredible and understanding, and I knew they wanted me to focus on getting to know my new wife. 
 
    Which I definitely wanted to do. As rushed as all of this had seemed, time had practically slowed down the moment I made my vows to this beautiful woman, and all I wanted now was to keep looking into her wide and innocent eyes and breathing in her exotic scent while she told me about herself. 
 
    Dinah stood shyly as Helena and Poppy walked away with their arms looped together, and I tried to figure out where to start. 
 
    “You really are beautiful,” I said, and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “You look good,” Dinah said in that demure way of hers. “We going now?” 
 
    “Going?” I asked with confusion. “Going where?” 
 
    Dinah blushed hard, and she looked everywhere but at me for a few seconds. I figured she was asking if we were leaving the island tonight, and I shook my head. 
 
    “We’ll leave Bahay in the morning,” I said gently. “And we’ll… well…” 
 
    I was about to tell Dinah that Helena, Poppy, and I had planned to stay on Vaeletta island another week before we returned to the United States. For some reason, I didn’t want to say the obvious fact that Dinah was about to leave behind everything and everyone she’d ever known. There was time for that kind of enormous world shift tomorrow, and for tonight I wanted to get to know her better. 
 
    “Will you tell me something about yourself?” I asked as I took her hand in mine. 
 
    Her fingers were chilled despite the warmth of the night, but I could feel the openness of her mind without even trying. Her presence was quiet and calm, and it reminded me a little of the huge gardens at home. There was something floral about her mental presence, and it was sort of soothing. 
 
    “How did you learn English?” I asked. 
 
    My bride’s shoulders relaxed a little, and she looked up at me with gratitude and relief in her eyes. 
 
    “The sirena bring books,” Dinah explained. “I use my magic make words make sense. Then I learn reading.” 
 
    “You learned to read English with your magic?” I asked with astonishment. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “I make the book talk,” Dinah said with more confidence. “I use magic make the book tell me story.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    “My English bad,” Dinah said with a little grimace. “Not fancy like King Michael.” 
 
    “It isn’t bad at all, but I’m sure you don’t get a whole lot of practice,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah said softly, and she smiled up at me. “Me ask question now?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said as we walked at a leisurely pace around the village. 
 
    Everyone was having a grand time, and another pig was roasting over the fire pit. The musicians were still playing their instruments, and Helena and Poppy were dancing with each other. 
 
    “How you tame earth spirits, King Michael?” Dinah asked, and she lifted our hands to look at my fingers. “Earth spirits so big, so angry. How you make calm?” 
 
    “Well,” I chuckled. “I know you were all told that I’m a human, but that’s not totally true. Shortly after I was crowned, I discovered I have magic, too.” 
 
    “Yes?” Dinah asked with curious excitement. “King Michael have magic?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. 
 
    I hesitated for a second as I tried to decide how much I wanted to share with the woman I barely knew. I thought as fast as I could, and I stalled Dinah with a charming smile. My magical ability had become a fast-running rumor around the Eternal Realm, and it was only a matter of time before all my subjects knew the facts of my magic. I glanced up to see Firo watching us from a respectful distance, but I also knew he was close enough to have heard what we were discussing. I arched a single eyebrow at the dragon-man, and he replied with a little smirk that said I should tell her whatever I choose. 
 
    “King Michael?” Dinah murmured in an uncertain tone. 
 
    “You can just call me Michael,” I said, and I smiled softly at the sweet young woman. “Or Mike, if you’d prefer.” 
 
    “Michael,” Dinah said, and she blushed softly. “You have magic?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I have something called mirror magic. I can connect with the minds of people around me, and I can use their magic as my own.” 
 
    “My English…” Dinah’s eyebrows knitted together, and she shook her head with confusion. “I no… I confuse. How this work?” 
 
    “Honestly,” I chuckled. “I’m not really sure how it works. It’s more… about feeling than thinking.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Dinah hummed thoughtfully. “That… what the word…? Kaakit-akit.” 
 
    “It’s pretty wild,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You…” Dinah said, and she looked up at me with an almost coy smile. “You feel me?” 
 
    “What?” I gasped, and then understanding hit me. “Oh, are you asking if I can feel your mind?” 
 
    “Oo.” Dinah grinned brightly. “You feel me?” 
 
    “I–” I smirked. “A little. I didn’t explore your mind at all, but I can sense you.” 
 
    Dinah looked at me with confusion, and I could only assume it was the slight language barrier that was impeding the conversation. I tried to think of a simpler way to say what I was trying to say. 
 
    “Okay, let me try again,” I said. “Stop me if I confuse you.” 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah nodded like an excited student. “Go.” 
 
    “So it’s like I use my mind to reach out,” I said, and I extended one hand out to gently push a lock of black hair behind Dinah’s ear. “And I can feel a person’s mind, their personality, their emotions.” 
 
    Dinah’s full lips were parted slightly as she stared directly into my eyes, and then she closed her mouth and swallowed hard. 
 
    “You show me?” Dinah asked in a voice that was barely above a whisper. “Please?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said as my heartbeat sped up. “If you want?” 
 
    “Oo,” Dinah whispered. “Please?” 
 
    I looked around and realized we were still in the middle of the wedding celebration chaos, and I had no desire to touch my new wife’s mind for the first time in all this noise. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and I offered my arm to Dinah. “Let’s go somewhere a little quieter.” 
 
    Dinah smiled brightly at me, and she placed her fingers on my forearm. 
 
    I led my new wife around the edge of the partying villagers and out to the sandy beach where we could have a little more quiet. 
 
    The moon shone brightly to illuminate the beach in cool light, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky to block the stars. The night sky was filled with more stars than I’d ever seen before, and my mouth fell open as I stared up at the cosmos. 
 
    “Michael?” Dinah asked, and she looked up at me with a worried expression. “You sick?” 
 
    “No,” I breathed as I smiled. “I’ve just never seen so many stars before. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “You no have many stars where you live?” Dinah asked. 
 
    “Not like this.” I shook my head. I took one more look at the twinkling stars before I focused on Dinah’s pretty face. “Okay, try to relax your mind. But let yourself feel your emotions. I can’t connect with you if you’re not feeling anything. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Oo,” Dinah said. 
 
    She took a deep breath as she rolled her shoulders back, and she shook out her long black hair. Dinah closed her eyes for a moment, and then she looked up at me with an excited smile. 
 
    “I ready.” Dinah nodded. 
 
    I smiled and closed my eyes as I tried to locate the floral essence of Dinah’s mind, and I sucked in a surprised breath as her presence appeared immediately in front of me. Her mental presence was warm and welcoming, and I could feel a lot of emotions swirling around inside her. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “That was easy. You’re very open to me.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Dinah hummed softly. 
 
    I explored the different emotions of my new wife one by one, and I wasn’t surprised by most of what I found. Dinah was excited, a little giddy, pretty nervous, and very hopeful. It was the hope that made me most curious, so I turned the emotion over in my mind like I could taste it. 
 
    The hope was only the outermost layer of the emotions Dinah was nearly drowning in, and as I dug a little deeper, I found a sort of innocent desire that nearly knocked me off my feet. 
 
    She was expecting me to fuck her tonight. She wasn’t just expecting it, but she was looking forward to it. 
 
    And she wanted to give me a baby.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as the force of her emotional arousal slammed through my mind.
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 Chapter 17 
 
    Heat rushed through my chest and straight into my groin as I dwelled in the longing in the mind of my new bride. My feet instinctively moved a step closer to Dinah, and I could feel the warmth of her arousal rolling off her body in waves. 
 
    “What you feel?” Dinah asked in barely a whisper. 
 
    “Uh,” I cleared my throat as her innocent desire filled me. “I can feel that you’re happy and excited. I can feel that you’re hopeful…” 
 
    “Mmm,” Dinah hummed, and she looked up at me with nervous eyes as she pulled her bottom lip between her white teeth. “More?” 
 
    “I can feel that you want me,” I murmured in a raspy voice. “And it’s making me want you, too.” 
 
    “We married now,” Dinah pointed out, and her red-brown eyes trailed down my chest to my hips. “We do… um… kasarian?” 
 
    “I, uh–” I cleared my throat again. “I don’t want to do anything you’re not ready for.” 
 
    “Michael,” Dinah breathed, and she reached out to touch my face with a gentle hand. “You my husband now. I give to you what I have. I want that.” 
 
    Dinah’s hand fell away as a deep blush spread up her collarbone and over her cheeks, and she took a steadying breath. 
 
    “I want give you baby,” Dinah said. “I want be good wife.” 
 
    I was still connected to Dinah’s mind, and I could feel the sincerity, joy, and hope in her heart. That’s when I realized just how attracted I was to Dinah. I hadn’t let myself explore it too much before because she was the chief’s daughter, and I was a gentleman and king before anything else. 
 
    But here Dinah was, flat-out telling me that she wanted this, and I could feel the truth in her words. Having her permission was like an intense aphrodisiac, and the loose fabric of my wedding attire did nothing to hide my dick as it grew hard. 
 
    “You very gwapo,” Dinah breathed, and she stepped closer to me. “I like you.” 
 
    “You’re beautiful, too,” I murmured. 
 
    I reached out and softly slid my hand along Dinah’s cheek, and she shuddered with desire at my touch. I moved slowly to give her the opportunity to stop me as I wrapped my hand around the back of her neck, but she stepped right against me and laid her hands flat on my bare chest. 
 
    “Kiss me?” Dinah whispered, and she looked up at me with hazy eyes. 
 
    With one hand behind her head and my other secure at Dinah’s waist, I pulled her flush against my body. I watched her face as the hard length of my erection pressed against her taut stomach. 
 
    “Oooh,” Dinah’s eyes went wide, and she swallowed hard. 
 
    I leaned down and kissed the edge of Dinah’s jaw gently, and a cocky smile spread across my face as she shivered at my touch. 
 
    “Are you a virgin?” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Oo,” Dinah squeaked quietly, and she melted against my chest. “I never do sex before.” 
 
    “Then you’re all mine,” I purred, and I was surprised at how much I liked the idea of being Dinah’s first and only. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Dinah cooed. 
 
    I brushed my lips lightly along her smooth cheek until I finally reached her pouty lips, and I kissed her so gently. 
 
    My heart thundered in my chest as the urge to take her now pounded strong in my veins, but I was determined to make my new wife’s wedding night as pleasurable as possible. I moved slowly, and I kissed her gently until she was like putty in my arms. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Dinah moaned into my mouth as I kissed her. 
 
    I pressed my palm flat against Dinah’s lower back, and I nudged my cock firmly against her front. My Filipino wife’s body was hot as I explored the shape of her waist and hips, and she sucked in a sharp breath as I moved up to brush the heel of my hand over the side of her breast. I grinned as I continued to kiss her, and I slowly caressed my thumb under the hem of her top until I found the heavy curve of her breast. 
 
    “Aaahh,” Dinah gasped. 
 
    “Come with me,” I murmured as I pulled back until the only place we touched was my hand on her waist. 
 
    “What?” Dinah asked, and she blinked in confusion at the sudden loss of my body against hers. 
 
    “I’m not going to fuck you out here on the beach.” I smirked. 
 
    “Fuck?” Dinah asked with confusion. “What this word mean?” 
 
    “Sex,” I clarified. “A sandy beach isn’t as romantic as it seems in theory.” 
 
    “Yes, husband,” Dinah said, and she cleared her throat. 
 
    I looped Dinah’s arm through mine as I led her back into the village where everyone was still having a great time. Hardly anybody noticed us as I led Dinah around the edge of the light from the fire pit, but Helena and Poppy both caught my eye and smiled. 
 
    I started to lead Dinah to the house Helena, Poppy, and I had been staying in, but Hepe Kendi’s voice stopped me. 
 
    “King Michael!” the chief shouted from the celebration. “Many baby! Me be lolo!” 
 
    I didn’t need Helena or Dinah to translate the chief’s words for me because he kicked his hips forward in a very deliberate way, and he mimed a huge pregnant belly on his front. 
 
    “Shit,” I chuckled. 
 
    Well, I guess I had Hepe Kendi’s approval for this, which I didn’t exactly need since the marriage was his idea in the first place. I laughed at the chief’s enthusiasm, and I looked at Dinah to see what she thought. 
 
    “My father very happy,” Dinah murmured as she led me further into the island. “He worry about me many years. He think I never find happy here on Bahay. He think I live alone forever.” 
 
    “He wants you to be happy, doesn’t he?” I asked softly as the sounds of the celebration faded behind us. 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah said. “He very excited I be queen now.” 
 
    I smiled as I pushed open the wooden door to the house I’d been staying in with Helena and Poppy. Someone had come in and put fresh flowers all around the small house, and there was also a wooden tray of fruit and roast pork slices. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I asked, and I led Dinah over to the low mattress. 
 
    “Yes,” my young wife sighed. 
 
    “Let’s have something to eat,” I suggested. 
 
    Dinah and I sat down on the bed together, and I watched her with curiosity. She was clearly nervous to have sex with me, but I could also see that she was highly aroused which turned me on immensely. I forced myself to be patient and polite as she ate the food provided for us. 
 
    “Are you scared?” I asked as she nibbled slowly on a piece of mango. 
 
    “Not scared,” Dinah said, and she breathed deeply. “What the word? Um… It exciting, and it new…” 
 
    “Nervous?” I suggested in a low tone. 
 
    I moved the mostly empty tray to the floor, and I scooted across the bed to sit beside Dinah. 
 
    “I promise,” I murmured. “I’ll make you feel good, and if you want to stop, just say so.” 
 
    “You make me feel very good,” Dinah whispered. “On beach? You make me feel… hot… and…” 
 
    “And?” I prompted as I pushed a silky lock of her hair behind her ear. “What did I make you feel?” 
 
    “Wet,” Dinah whispered so quietly it was almost inaudible. 
 
    “That’s good,” I purred. “That means your body is ready for me. Do you know what I’m going to do?” 
 
    “Oo.” Dinah nodded slowly as she looked down at my chest. “I know what happen.” 
 
    “Good,” I said softly, and I tilted her head up so she looked at me. “Don’t be nervous. It’s supposed to feel good.” 
 
    Dinah gasped, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    I leaned forward and caught her lips with mine, and Dinah moaned softly as she melted against me. Her lips were supple under mine as I kissed her, and she responded with an innocence that fueled my arousal. I never would have thought a virgin would drive me so wild, but there was something erotic about knowing that I was leading Dinah through uncharted waters. 
 
    I slid my hands around her narrow waist as I stoked the fire inside her with my kisses, and I searched for buttons or ties on the back of her top. 
 
    “Wait,” Dinah whispered as she broke away from the kiss. 
 
    I was worried she was going to tell me to stop, but instead, Dinah grabbed the hem of her top and pulled it over her head. I couldn’t have stopped my eyes from raking down over her collarbone and to the dark brown of her nipples if I tried. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” I breathed as desire thundered in my veins. 
 
    “Uuuh,” Dinah moaned. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Dinah again as I leaned in to kiss her, and I urged her to lay back on the bed. She laid back and scooted up the bed until her black hair fanned out across the thin pillows. Then Dinah spread her knees a little, and I settled myself between the valley of her thighs. 
 
    All the while, I kept kissing my Filipino wife and teasing my fingertips over her hot skin. Her breathing was heavy, and I could see her pulse racing at the sensitive spot below her jaw. 
 
    I traced my fingers down the inside of Dinah’s arm, and then I slowly shifted to cup her breast in my hand. With a gentle stroke of my thumb, her nipples tightened into hard points, and she sucked in a breath. 
 
    “Do you like when I touch you there?” I asked. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” Dinah moaned softly, and she bit down on her lip as she nodded. 
 
    “Good,” I growled softly. 
 
    I kept my eyes locked on Dinah’s as I lowered my head down, and I placed several kisses along the tops of her heavy tits. Dinah moaned as she arched off the bed, and I licked my tongue over the tight bud of her nipples. 
 
    “Tae,” Dinah gasped, and her thighs clamped around my hips. 
 
    “Is that good?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Oo,” Dinah moaned, and she turned her head to the side like she wanted to hide from her own arousal. “I like it.” 
 
    “Good,” I purred, and I licked her nipple again before I sucked the whole thing between my lips. 
 
    I cupped Dinah’s breast with my right hand as I lavished her nipples with attention, and my left hand wandered down the curves of her side. Her skin was hot and smooth between the slits of her skirt, and I let my fingertips caress the tender spot at her hip. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Dinah moaned, and she lifted her left knee up to cradle me between her thighs. “Michaaaeeel.” 
 
    I gripped the long red skirt, lifted my hips just enough, and tugged the fabric out of the way. Then, with the slowest possible movements, I slid my hand between Dinah’s thighs, and I brushed my thumb gently over the swollen lips of her virginal pussy. 
 
    “Diyosa!” Dinah gasped, and she arched off the bed. 
 
    I smirked as I pressed my thumb between her hot folds, and I found a delicious wetness waiting for me. My fingers itched with desire as I shifted my thumb aside, and I used my index and middle fingers to spread Dinah’s juices around. 
 
    “Oooohhh,” Dinah moaned again, and she reached up and carded her fingers through my hair. “I like it.” 
 
    “We’re barely getting started, sweetheart,” I growled, and I shifted my index finger up until I found the throbbing nub of her pleasure. 
 
    Her clit was swollen with arousal, and I’d barely touched her at all. A rush of desire slammed through my chest and mind, and my cock was almost painfully hard. I shifted to the side to allow myself better access to Dinah’s pussy and clit, and I leaned down to kiss her again. 
 
    Desire dripped down my veins and pooled slowly in my gut as I worked to ignite the fire in Dinah, and I knew tonight was going to be a test of my self-control. 
 
    But I was up for the challenge, and the thrill of waiting was pretty hot. 
 
    Dinah moaned as I teased and pleasured her, and I wondered how long I could play with her before she tumbled into an orgasm. 
 
    “Aah, aaaahhh,” Dinah’s moans got louder and more urgent. 
 
    I knew she was close from the tense pleading in her voice, and the trembling of her legs, so I leaned down to capture her nipple gently between my teeth. I watched Dinah from under my lashes, and I let the sounds of her pleasure guide my movements. 
 
    “Oooohhh!” Dinah moaned in a guttural way. 
 
    I smirked as I kept rubbing her clit in the circular pattern that had her groaning like that, and I nipped gently on her nipples. Then I added a digit into her tight tunnel, and I curled my finger forward into her g-spot. 
 
    “Oooohhh! Baaastosss!” Dinah cried out. 
 
    Her legs trembled and clenched around my torso as she tumbled into an intense orgasm. Her inner walls rippled around my finger, and I stroked her clit with my finger to coax her through the waves of ecstasy. 
 
    My cock throbbed with arousal as I watched Dinah ride out the pleasure I gave her. My new wife started to come back down, and I teased her clit again as her breathing evened out. Then I leaned down to kiss her again as I reignited the fire inside Dinah. 
 
    “Oooh, Michael,” Dinah sighed as she finally opened her eyes again. “What was that?” 
 
    “That, sweetheart,” I said, and I leaned down to kiss the top of her breast. “That is what we in the English-speaking world call an orgasm. Did you like it?” 
 
    “Yessss,” Dinah moaned. “I like a lot.” 
 
    “Would you like another?” I asked, and I couldn’t keep the cocky smirk from my face as I stood up to remove my clothes. 
 
    “Oo,” Dinah whispered, and she blushed as she watched me get naked. “I like look at you.” 
 
    “I like looking at you, too,” I said as I pushed the floor-length loincloth down over my thighs. 
 
    The look on Dinah’s face as she looked at my cock for the first time sent a tidal wave of fire through my gut. Her red-brown eyes went hazy with desire as I wrapped my fingers around the base of my cock, and I chuckled at the way she licked her lips. 
 
    “Queen Dinah,” I murmured with a cocky smile. “Are you ready for more?” 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Dinah hummed and nodded. 
 
    My Filipino bride blushed as she looked up at me from under her thick lashes, and her fingers toyed at the hem of her skirt. I grinned as I crawled onto the bed and grabbed hold of the maroon fabric. Dinah plucked at a hidden tie at her waist, and then the skirt gave way under my tugging. 
 
    A shiver raced up Dinah’s spine as a cool breeze shifted through the gaps in the hut, and goosebumps rose up on her thighs and sides as I gazed at her brown skin. 
 
    “I feel hot,” Dinah whispered. “It okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said in a gruff voice as I tossed her skirt over my shoulder. “It’s normal, good even, to feel hot like that.” 
 
    “Good,” Dinah breathed, and her hands fluttered nervously on my shoulders. 
 
    I positioned myself above her, and I braced myself on my elbows on either side of her head. I kept my weight poised just above Dinah’s hips as I looked into her red-brown eyes, and I realized how soulful they were. 
 
    There was a warmth in her eyes that never seemed to fade, even when she was visibly nervous like she was at this moment. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” Dinah asked me in a shy voice. 
 
    “A little,” I said. “But then it will feel good. I’ll go slow, and I’ll be as gentle as I can. Okay?” 
 
    Dinah bit down on her bottom lip, sucked in a deep breath that pressed her tits against my chest, and then she nodded. 
 
    Before I started to enter her slick virginal tunnel, I kissed her again to bring the overwhelming pleasure back to the surface. I hadn’t been with a virgin since I’d been one myself, but I knew more than enough to know that making sure Dinah was as aroused as possible would help her find more pleasure in her first time. 
 
    So I kissed her until Dinah clung to my shoulders with her fingers, and she wrapped her legs around my hips in an effort to get closer to me. Without taking my mouth from hers, I reached between us and guided my throbbing cock to the dripping entrance of her pussy. Dinah tensed slightly beneath me when I touched the head of my dick to her pussy lips, and I held still for a moment until she relaxed again. 
 
    “Breathe,” I whispered against her kiss-swollen lips. 
 
    Dinah took a deep breath, and she forced her body to relax as I started to kiss her again. Then I relaxed my weight on top of her, and I pushed my cock slowly into her tight entrance. With an iron grip around my self-control, I thrust as gently as I could into Dinah’s slick entrance. 
 
    “Ah!” Dinah gasped. 
 
    I held still for a second as she squirmed under me, and she tried to adjust to my girth. My teeth clenched together as I fought the urge to sink the rest of the way into Dinah’s welcoming heat, but I was determined to make this night enjoyable for her. 
 
    It wasn’t in me to take what I wanted and leave one of my women unsatisfied, or worse, hurting. 
 
    And Dinah was one of my women now, whether I’d been ready for it or not, and I’d never been one to shirk my responsibilities. In fact, I saw this more as a challenge than a duty to be fulfilled, and so I sucked on Dinah’s nipples again until she relaxed. 
 
    “Oooh,” Dinah moaned. 
 
    “You good?” I whispered against her breast. “Does it hurt?” 
 
    “N-no,” Dinah said in an uncertain voice. “No hurt… it feel new, and…” 
 
    “Full?” I offered helpfully. 
 
    “Oo,” Dinah giggled. 
 
    Her pussy relaxed around my cock, so I thrust the rest of the way into her tight tunnel, and I gave her a little nudge. I scattered hot kisses across every inch of skin I could reach, and I rocked my hips just a tiny bit to get her used to the size of my shaft. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Dinah moaned in a breathless way. “Michael?” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked, and my voice was strained from the effort it took to control myself. 
 
    “This all?” Dinah asked, and she flushed hard again. “Or there… more?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s more,” I chuckled. “There’s a lot more. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah nodded. 
 
    “Tell me if I do something you don’t like,” I murmured. 
 
    Dinah nodded again as she grasped my face between her hands, and she pulled me down to kiss her. I smirked at the silent command of my new wife, and I kissed her at a leisurely pace as I pulled my cock from her pussy, and then I thrust back in at the pace of a geriatric snail. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Dinah moaned, and she angled her hips closer to me. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked. 
 
    Dinah nodded enthusiastically, and she pulled my mouth back to hers as I thrust again. I was trying to be gentle, but Dinah made it clear she’d adjusted as she locked her ankles behind the backs of my thighs. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed through my teeth as my new bride urged me to fuck her faster. 
 
    “Ooooh, Michaaaeeel,” Dinah moaned. 
 
    I set a pace that was much more demanding than I’d been anticipating, and Dinah ate it all up. She moaned with a boldness that drove my arousal higher, and she drove my cock into her pussy with her legs. The pleasure started to build in the base of my spine like a perfect hurricane of ecstasy, and I felt like I could happily drown in it. 
 
    “More,” Dinah begged, and she lifted her hips off the bed to try and take me deeper. 
 
    Every movement and every sound Dinah made was on pure instinct, and her innocent begging for my cock made me feel crazy with need. 
 
    “Uuuhh, fuuuuck,” I groaned as my self-control snapped like a toothpick. 
 
    I kept my pace as slow as I could manage, but I fucked Dinah with a forceful intensity. My cock rammed into her G-spot with each of my long thrusts, and she cried out with pleasure each time. Fire licked along my nerves as I gave her what we both wanted, and it wasn’t long before Dinah’s entire body started to tremble around me with quivering pleasure. 
 
    “If I cum inside you,” I growled around the ecstasy. “You could get pregnant.” 
 
    “I know,” Dinah moaned, and her legs clung even tighter around my ass. “Please, I give you baby.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I gasped. 
 
    Thankfully, at that moment, Dinah started to shudder and moan, and her tight pussy quivered in ripples around my cock. 
 
    “Ooooooo,” Dinah cried out. 
 
    “Christ,” I hissed. 
 
    Dinah’s slick tunnel clamped on my shaft, and the intensity of her orgasm milked me for everything I was worth. I pumped her pussy full of my hot seed, and I didn’t even care about the potential consequences as the fire exploded out through my limbs. The tongue-numbing pleasure sizzled through my brain, and all I could do was rock my hips as we rode out the ecstasy together. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” Dinah sighed as a final shudder rocked through her body. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    I pulled my shaft from Dinah’s swollen lips as gently as I could, and I felt the gush of our combined juices spill from her pussy. Dinah sighed as I settled down beside her, and she curled right into my side like a lazy cat in a sunspot. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around my new bride, and I pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I whispered. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Dinah hummed, and she leaned back just enough to look up at me. “I very good. You good?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “I’m really good.” 
 
    “I very tired,” Dinah yawned. 
 
    “That’s normal,” I chuckled. “And it’s late. We should get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a big day.” 
 
    “Yes, Michael,” Dinah said with a little smile. 
 
    She closed her eyes and settled against my chest, and only a few moments later, her breathing evened out in the depths of sleep. I smiled at her beautifully exotic face as the insanity of the last week washed through me. 
 
    The week had started with my wedding to Poppy, continued with the battle of two earth elementals, and now I had two wives and a fiancée. I’d connected with two enormous stone creatures and ensured their survival and the survival of the next generation of earth elementals. 
 
    “What is my life?” I whispered under my breath. 
 
    Tomorrow was going to be a wild day for Dinah as she left behind everything she’d ever known, but I knew she was strong and eager to be beside me. Dinah would handle this enormous transition well, and Helena, Poppy, and I would be with her every step of the way. 
 
    A huge grin spread across my face as I thought about what my staff in Orlando would have to say when I returned from my honeymoon with one more wife than they were expecting. 
 
    Rune would probably congratulate me, and I suspected Cove would be quietly pleased for me. My triplet valets would certainly be excited about the prospect of helping Dinah buy a whole new wardrobe. 
 
    The idea of watching Dinah explore the world beyond this island was thrilling for me, and I couldn’t wait to watch her grow into the queen I knew she could be. 
 
    I fell asleep with a smile on my face, and after such an unexpected and arousing evening in the Philippines, the future looked very bright. 
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    Cast of Characters 
 
    Abby: Human Samantha Ayer’s partner. Brown hair. Brown Eyes. Runs a dance school for kids. 
 
    Achilles: Fae The famed Achilles of Greek Legend. 2000 years old. Long gray hair and beard. Pale blue eyes. Translucent wings.  
 
    Alexander: Gorgon Deceased. Leader of the Machités gia tin Elefthería. White-and-red snakes. Gray eyes. Possessed the power to turn creatures to stone. 
 
    Amy Ayers: Human Michael’s mother. Brown hair. Hazel eyes. Dentist. 
 
    Artemis: High fae Convenience store clerk. Neon green hair. Vine tattoos. No wings. 
 
    Birch: High fae Valet triplet. Bright green hair. Brown eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Claude: Vampire Lady Vivianne’s progeny. Jet black hair. Shiny green eyes. 
 
    Cove: High fae Advisor to the king. Long, light-blue hair. No wings. 
 
    Dinah: Aswang Hepe Kendi’s daughter. Filipino. Long black hair. Red-brown eyes. Round face, full figure. 
 
    Doris: Merfolk Housekeeper of the house on Vaeletta Island. Seafoam-green hair. Golden-yellow eyes. Seafoam-green scales. 
 
    Emily Williams: Human Michael’s second-oldest sister. Black hair. Bright blue eyes. Calculus professor at UCLA. 
 
    Ena: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    Eva & Ellie: Gorgon Mrs. Baros’ daughters. Blue snakes. Blue eyes. Possess the power to turn creatures to stone. 
 
    Finch: High fae Poppy’s father. Dark blue hair. Purple eyes. Bumblebee wings. 
 
    Firo: Dragon-folk Head of royal security. Orange-and-blue streaked hair. Slitted eyes. Seven feet tall. 
 
    Flint: High Fae Poppy’s brother. Wavy, shoulder-length, vivid blue hair. Purple eyes like his sister’s. Bumblebee wings. 
 
    Garrett: Werewolf Royal chauffeur and bodyguard. Thick brown hair. Elongated canines. 
 
    Gerald: Gnome Head chef of the king. Light-brown hair with a man bun. Four feet tall. Possesses the power to taste lies. 
 
    Goddess Raeva: Celestial Creator of all paranormal beings. Source of all magic in the world. Conducts the royal lottery. 
 
    Hepe Kendi: Aswang Chief of Bahay Island. Filipino. Long black hair. Red-brown eyes. Large diagonal scar on his chest.  Possesses the power to subdue ocean waves and transform into having large bat wings. 
 
    Iris: High fae Poppy’s mother. Dark teal hair. Bright green eyes. Iridescent Tinkerbell wings. 
 
    Isla: Witch Head housekeeper of the king. Gray hair. Short and round. 
 
    Jake Roberts: Human Katie’s husband. Sandy hair. Brown eyes. Works in IT. 
 
    James: Siren Lady Helena’s driver. White hair. Gray eyes. 
 
    Jessica Price: Human Michael’s oldest sister. Dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Runs a clothing company where Michael used to work. 
 
    Jet: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    John Ayers: Human Michael’s father. Salt-and-pepper hair. Blue eyes. Professor of microbiology at UCF (retired). 
 
    Kage: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    Katie Roberts: Human Michael’s closest-in-age sister. Medium brown hair. Hazel eyes. Kindergarten teacher. 
 
    King Roman: Dryad Deceased. Former King of the Eternal Realm. 
 
    King Vairn: Vampire Deceased. Former King of the Eternal Realm before Michael’s reign. 
 
    Kol: Witch Royal finance manager. Gray comb-over. Steely gray eyes. 
 
    Kyle: Werewolf Drunken guest at the royal wedding. Shaggy blond hair. Brown eyes. Tall and burly. 
 
    Lady Berra: Harpy Deceased. Representative of the South Asian harpies. Auburn hair. Charcoal gray eyes. Ashy gray-feathered wings. 
 
    Lady Ellia: Celestial Ears, eyes, and voice of the Goddess. Golden-blonde hair. Soft blue eyes. Glows with sunlight. 
 
    Lady Helena: Harpy Representative of the Grecian harpies. Chocolate-brown hair. Caramel eyes. Tawny-feathered wings. 
 
    Lady Lo Vampire Representative of Southeastern United States Vampires. Replaced Lady Vivianne. Brown hair. Shiny brown eyes. Plump figure. 
 
    Lady Shay: Gnome Representative of the New England gnomes. Thick auburn hair. Golden-brown eyes. Three feet tall. 
 
    Lady Taylee: Dryad Representative of the North Carolina dryads. Green leaves. Brown eyes. White and pink magnolia blossoms. 
 
    Lady Vivianne: Vampire Deceased. Representative of the South United States vampires. Obsidian-black hair. Dark gray eyes. 
 
    Lady Windy: Cyclops Representative of the Canadian cyclopes. Short, dark brown hair. One blue eye. Almost seven feet tall. 
 
    Lord Alan: Werewolf Representative of the Southeast United States werewolves. Curly, dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Elongated canines. 
 
    Lord Atlas: Merfolk Representative of the Grecian merfolk. Chin length, white hair. Deep blue eyes. Light-yellow scales. 
 
    Lord Finn: Merfolk Representative of the Atlantic Ocean merfolk. Shoulder length, ice-blue hair. Deep blue eyes. 
 
    Lord Griff: Harpy Representative of the South Asian Harpies. Replaced Lady Berra. Long brown ponytail. Dark brown eyes. Barrel-chested. 
 
    Lord Oba: Harpy Representative of the Grecian harpies. Balding, gray hair. Blue eyes. Light gray-feathered wings. 
 
    Lord River: High fae Representative of the European fae. Silver hair. Green eyes. No wings. 
 
    Lord Virgil: Dryad Representative of the Canadian dryads. Dark green, mossy hair. Light-brown eyes. Thick and broad like a redwood. 
 
    Maggie: Merfolk Vaeletta Island staff. Short, curly, olive-green hair. Dark green eyes. Muted olive-green scales. 
 
    Margot & Shannon: Human Friends of Michael’s sister Katie. 
 
    Matis: High fae Valet triplet. Bright pink hair. Silver eyes. Dragonfly wings. Has a passion for boxing. 
 
    Michael Ayers: Human King of the Eternal Realm. Short black hair. Bright blue eyes. 
 
    Mrs. Baros: Gorgon Lady Helena’s housekeeper. Dark blue snakes. Blue eyes. Possesses the power to turn creatures to stone. 
 
    Nira: Shadow Nymph Member of the Grecian reserve guards. Short and petite. 
 
    Nymerial: Fawn-fae Kitchen maid. Deer ears, tail, and nose. Brown hair. Wide brown eyes. 
 
    Nyxx: Shadow Nymph Commander in the Royal Guard. 
 
    Ophelia: Siren Owner of The Odyssey Club. 
 
    Pansy: Sprite Garden worker. Bright peacock-blue hair, feathers, and eyes. Three inches tall. Hummingbird wings. 
 
    Peter & Philip: Centaur Twin chariot race champions. Peter has dark brown hair. Philip has golden-brown hair. 
 
    Poppy: High fae Advisor to the king. Teal hair. Purple eyes. Iridescent Tinkerbell wings. Possesses the power to create protective shields and mind enchantments. 
 
    Robin Fletcher: Human Michael’s best friend. Digital artist for video games. Shaggy brown hair. Gray-blue eyes. 
 
    Rune: High fae Advisor to the king. Thick golden hair. Teal eyes. Bumblebee wings. Possesses the power to alter the size of his body and limbs at will. 
 
    Samantha Ayers: Human Michael’s third-oldest sister. Short, dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Accountant. 
 
    Sunny: High fae Valet triplet. Sunflower-yellow hair. Green eyes. Dragonfly wings. Possesses the power to radiate warmth from his hands like sunlight and sense the time of day from the position of the sun as if it were a part of himself. 
 
    Thistle: Dryad Royal gardener. Green leaves with orange blossoms. Brown eyes. Green skin. 
 
    Tristan: Cyclops Royal butler. Bald. One brown eye. Seven feet tall. 
 
    Todd: Werewolf Drunken guest at the royal wedding. Shaggy, dark brown hair. Brown eyes. Tall with broad shoulders. 
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    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Lottery King 3! I’ll start working on the next book as soon as this one hits 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2022 by Eric Vall 
 
    

  

 
   
    …. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Patreon 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2022 by Eric Vall 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Other Sites 
 
    If you are looking to find more harem books like mine, check out the Haremlit Facebook group here. 
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