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    Would you like to see chapters of my books before they come out? Do you want to see cover art sketches and vote on which poses should make it to final production? Would you like to see even sexier versions of my covers? Would you like to get my audiobooks at a deep discount? 
 
    Of course you would! Join my Patreon here to get all these awesome benefits (or search for my name on Patreon.com). 
 
      
 
    You can also join my Facebook group right here. Then you’ll know when my books come out before anyone else. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Poppy gushed as she brushed out her long teal waves. “And the flowers were amazing, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled in agreement. “You organized them all. How could they be anything but amazing?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Poppy chirped. 
 
    “They were beautiful,” Helena agreed with a smile. 
 
    “I like bigger color,” Dinah said with a thoughtful smile. “But these looked perfect for you, Helena.” 
 
    I smiled at my three wives as we lounged on our California king-sized bed. My ladies were right, the flowers at Helena’s and my wedding last week had been absolutely perfect. 
 
    It had been a lavish and well-attended affair that matched Poppy’s and my wedding in size and opulence. Though the colors had been more on the subdued side to compliment Helena’s golden-brown coloring and tawny wings. There had been hundreds of guests, and I’d been very pleased to be able to invite Katie to celebrate with us. 
 
    I’d had to swear my beloved sister to secrecy about my second and third wives, but she’d held true to her promises so far to keep my new life a secret from the rest of the family. 
 
    I shook my head as the thoughts flowed so smoothly through my mind. 
 
    My world was unbelievably incredible compared to the middle management job and tiny apartment I’d had just months ago. Now, I was the king of an entire world I’d known nothing about, I had three gorgeous and loving wives, and at least two more beauties I was basically courting. 
 
    Ivis and I had been spending a fair amount of my free time together, and Gemma had sent me several correspondences that went well past the call of duty. I was excited about my relationships with both the former king’s half-dryad niece, and Lord Finn’s mermaid sister. 
 
    “It was a nice break from all the nasty business of cleaning up after Rhaiden,” Helena mused in a sour voice. 
 
    “That bastard will wallow in the darkness furthest away from the Goddess for all of eternity.” Poppy scowled, and her iridescent wings bristled with irritation. 
 
    “He got what he deserved,” I assured my ladies, and I brushed the pad of my thumb gently over the little wrinkles between my fae wife’s teal eyebrows. “Unfortunately, there’s still a lot more work to be done.” 
 
    The too-smooth image of my twelve-times great-grandfather crossed through my thoughts, and I frowned at the asshole’s salt-and-pepper hair. 
 
    Rhaiden Shaddstem’s plan to destroy the whole of Orlando and endanger the lives of millions of my subjects as well as all the humans in the area still made my blood boil even though I’d killed him three weeks ago. He’d lost quite thoroughly despite his thousands of mind-controlled followers and the fact that he’d had a hurricane under his control. 
 
    With the help of my army of shadow nymph guards and the backing of many loyal representatives, we’d defeated Rhaiden and his zombified minions. 
 
    “Did Commander Gemma say how the victims are doing in her last correspondence?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Yeah, she gave me an update,” I said. “She said they’ve been finding nearly a hundred more confused sea paranormals every day, and they’re bringing them all back to the city.” 
 
    I smirked a little at the playful way the blue-haired mermaid had commented on the size of her home city, and how it was a good thing they had enough room down there. There was a touch of innuendo in the phrasing, but I’d half-convinced myself I was reading too much into it. Gemma came across as coy and sultry in a way that made me feel electrified, and I was eager for my upcoming visit to the mercity. 
 
    It was a royal and diplomatic mission, but I couldn’t even try to deny the fact that I was very excited to spend some time so near the sexy commander of the merfolk armies. 
 
    “Lord Trent looked better when I saw him this morning,” Helena observed. “He didn’t seem quite so confused. I think he may be improving.” 
 
    “I hope he is,” Dinah murmured as she stroked her hands down the length of her black hair. 
 
    “He’s still having moments of confusion where he forgets where he is or what he’s trying to do,” I said. “And he’s still losing time, but it’s getting less intense and happening more infrequently.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Helena assured me. “Healing isn’t linear. There will be good days and bad days for a long time still.” 
 
    “Isla said he’s been able to remember things more easily the last few days,” I said. “She said he’s been remembering some things that help pinpoint how long he’d been under Rhaiden’s control.” 
 
    “How long?” Poppy breathed, and her purple eyes grew sad like she didn’t really want to know. 
 
    The sea nymph was the rightful representative of the Northern Atlantic sea nymphs for the last fifty years, and Rhaiden had gotten his magical claws into him early on. It had been a clever move on that asshole’s part because no one really knew how Lord Trent would do the job before he wasn’t really doing it anymore. Snatching the sea nymph up kept Rhaiden’s control well under the radar and allowed him to recruit countless minions from that region. 
 
    “A very long time,” I sighed. “He occasionally will remember something from the time he was under Rhaiden’s control, but we’re having trouble placing an exact timeline on any of it. I’m hoping he pulls out a memory that’s helpful in identifying these ‘powerful friends’ Rhaiden claimed to have.” 
 
    “That would be helpful,” Dinah agreed. 
 
    I was impressed with how much her English had improved since she’d come back from the Philippines with us. There was still an accent to her words that I hoped never went away, but her grammar and word selection were great. 
 
    “Yeah, it would,” I muttered. “The other victims might come up with something useful, too. I’ll get a better idea of how they’re all doing when I go to the mercity tomorrow.” 
 
    “Salirius City is quite beautiful from what I understand,” Helena mused. “I’ve never had the honor of visiting myself, but Lord Oba regaled me with tales of his visit there years ago.” 
 
    “I’m sure that was enthralling,” I chuckled as I thought of the older harpy representative’s taste for over-the-top parties and symbols of his status. 
 
    “The story changed and became more incredible each time he told it!” Helena giggled. 
 
    “I’m not surprised!” I laughed. 
 
    “Is Ivis excited to accompany you?” Helena asked with a coy smile. 
 
    “She is.” I grinned. “She finished packing two days ago, she’s so excited.” 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy squealed. “That’s so cute!” 
 
    “Is it appropriate to bring her with me for this?” I asked as my eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Poppy insisted. 
 
    Helena nodded in agreement, and even Dinah seemed to have the same opinion. 
 
    “You’ve been on several public dates with Ivis now,” Poppy said. 
 
    “And you danced with her several times at our wedding,” Helena pointed out. 
 
    “You spend a lot of time with her,” Dinah agreed, and a little sparkle of joy shone in her red-brown eyes. “She is very pretty.” 
 
    “Not only do you spend enough time with her to desire inviting her to come along with you,” Poppy said, and she ticked off her points on her fingers. “But the Eternal Realm has seen this relationship growing, and everyone knows where it’s going.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Helena agreed. 
 
    “It’s just like when you were worried about Helena coming on our honeymoon,” Poppy said. 
 
    “And Ivis studied diplomatic relations at University, didn’t she?” Helena said. “She could prove to be very helpful.” 
 
    “She did,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It will be a fine chance for her to demonstrate the skills that will be useful in her role as queen.” Poppy grinned. 
 
    “Queen Ivis,” Dinah tested the title. “I like this.” 
 
    I grinned because I liked it, too. 
 
    There was no way I could argue with their points, and that was a relief because I really wanted Ivis to go with me to Salirius City. I could have smacked myself as I realized that was enough reason to invite Ivis to come with me. I was king, and dammit, I had the power and privilege to invite whomever I wanted to go with me wherever I wanted. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Okay. Good.” 
 
    “It’ll be a really good opportunity, too,” Poppy said with a playful smirk, and she raised her eyebrows in a comical gesture. “If you know what I mean.” 
 
    “A little…” Helena chuckled and elbowed the teal-haired beauty teasingly. “Quality time?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah giggled. “Good time for sex!” 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and I burst into laughter at Dinah’s blunt statement of the topic at hand, and I leaned over to kiss her warm lips. 
 
    “Thanks for clearing that up, baby,” I said with a big smile. 
 
    “We should get some sleep,” Poppy suggested, and she daintily covered a yawn with her hand. “You have a big day of travel ahead of you tomorrow.” 
 
    “I sure do,” I agreed, and I thought about how I was going to spend at least the next few days under the ocean. 
 
    I had trouble imagining what a mercity would look like, but I couldn’t wait to see it for myself. I knew there was some kind of environment for air-breathing beings, and I kept picturing gigantic reverse-fishbowls. 
 
    I shook my head as we all climbed off the bed to get under the covers. My ladies and I were already dressed in our pajamas, and each of them seemed to match their personalities perfectly. 
 
    Poppy wore an adorable matched button-down shirt and shorts set in a cheerful shade of pink. The classic collar was lined with white, and there were tiny white stars dotted all over the fabric. She’d braided her wavy teal hair over her shoulder to keep it from getting tangled. 
 
    Helena wore a silky night dress in a simple cream color. It had spaghetti straps that looked delicate enough that I could have ripped them with very little effort. The nightgown’s hem fell just below the curve of her ass, and I knew if she bent over, I’d get a full view of her pussy. Helena rarely wore underwear to bed, and I had nothing but love and appreciation for the habit. 
 
    Dinah’s pajamas were a bit more simple. She’d taken to grabbing a pair of my boxer shorts and one of my white undershirts for sleeping. She’d told me a few weeks ago that it felt like being hugged by me all night long, even though we usually snuggled all night anyway. It was a ridiculously cute gesture that I loved. 
 
    I’d worn just my boxer briefs to bed since I’d hit puberty, and all the money and power in the world wasn’t going to change that. 
 
    We climbed into bed, and my ladies snuggled all around me. Poppy’s wings shimmered slightly in the light of the bedside table, and Helena’s downy under feathers fluttered in the gentle breeze of the air conditioner. 
 
    “I love you,” I murmured to my three wives, and I chuckled to myself at the oddness of the fact that I had three wives. 
 
    “We love you, too,” Poppy, Helena, and Dinah said at the same time. 
 
    We settled into the wildly comfortable bed, and the gentle breathing of my ladies evened out into the depths of sleep within a matter of minutes. 
 
    It took me a little longer to settle my mind. I felt as excited about traveling to Salirius City tomorrow as I always had been on Christmas Eve. It was a whole new world I was diving into tomorrow. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    I got to bring Ivis with me and spend several days together with her, and I was going to get to see Gemmaline again for the first time since that day I’d killed Rhaiden on the beach. We’d communicated every day since then in one form or another, but the closest we’d been was a mirror call that lasted about an hour four days ago. 
 
    She’d been unable to attend Helena’s and my wedding because she was so busy with the victims of Rhaiden’s mind control. Gemma explained to me that the victims had bonded with her a little bit after the trauma they’d endured, and it was difficult for her to step away for a few days to attend the wedding. 
 
    I’d understood of course, and I respected her drive and passion for the people of her city. It would be so good to see her, though. We’d developed a warm and flirty rapport over the last three weeks, and I was excited like a teenager to flirt with her in person. 
 
    After a while, I fell asleep with the image of Gemma’s aquamarine hair and magenta eyes bright in my mind’s eye. 
 
    All through the night, I wandered through enticing dreams of my wives calling to me and lavishing attention on me. Somewhere in the middle of the night, Gemma and Ivis started to join in the fun, and I was surrounded by colorful beauties on every side. 
 
    I woke up in the morning mentally aroused, ready to go, and with a smile on my face. My ladies were a bit slower to wake up, and I kissed their faces to coax them from sleep. 
 
    “Good morning,” I murmured. 
 
    “Mmm,” Poppy grumbled, but there was a smile on her face. 
 
    “Good morning,” Helena said in a voice that was raspy from deep sleep. 
 
    “Magandang umaga,” Dinah said, and then she blinked twice like she suddenly realized she hadn’t spoken in English. “Good morning.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” I said. “Who’s ready for breakfast?” 
 
    “Coffee,” Helena said as she pushed herself into a sitting position. “I’m ready for coffee.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Poppy cooed. “Yes, caffeine, please.” 
 
    “Bacon,” Dinah countered with a laugh. “It is my favorite food of this country.” 
 
    “Bacon is love,” I chuckled. “Bacon is life.” 
 
    We laughed together as we climbed out of the bed, and we took a few minutes to get ready for the day. Poppy, Helena, and Dinah dressed for a casual day around the house, and I dressed for a day of travel. 
 
    Poppy selected a pair of bright yellow shorts and a crop top with a fun pineapple design. She undid her braid and ran a brush through her hair before she twisted it up into a high ponytail that bounced as she moved. 
 
    Helena dressed in a sleeveless white button-down that she tied at the front and a long, flowy skirt in a lovely shade of bronze. The skirt had a deep slit up the left side that showed off a healthy portion of her thigh when she walked. She raked her fingers through her chocolate waves and left them to hang freely around her shoulders. 
 
    Dinah had developed a taste for cut-off jean shorts that surprised me a little because they were so different from the loose skirts she’d worn during her life on the island. She grabbed a t-shirt with a wide collar that hung low on one shoulder and twisted her black hair into a long braid. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I murmured as I looked at my three wives, and I unconsciously fingered the gems on my wedding band. 
 
    “You don’t look so bad yourself, mister,” Poppy teased. 
 
    I looked down at my simple but business-appropriate slacks and polo shirt. I’d slipped my feet into a pair of boat shoes that cost the same as a month of rent at my old apartment. I couldn’t help but laugh a little at myself. I never would have thought I’d be the kind of person who wore boat shoes, but here I was. 
 
    “Come on,” I said as my stomach growled loudly. “I need sustenance.” 
 
    We walked out of my suite of rooms, down the stairs, and through to the open-concept living room and kitchen. The table on the back patio was already set with a wide spread of breakfast foods and a carafe of black coffee for us. 
 
    I helped all three of my wives into their seats before I took mine, and a silent servant stepped forward to begin pouring coffee and hot water for tea. My staff had memorized the preferences of each of my ladies and myself in no time, and they perfectly added a dash of cream to my coffee, two tea bags to Dinah’s cup, and a heaping pile of sugar to Poppy’s coffee. Helena liked her coffee black, without sugar, and for some reason I found that very sexy. 
 
    “Mmm, tofu bacon,” Poppy hummed as she piled several strips onto her plate. 
 
    I smiled at my beautiful vegetarian as I grabbed the real stuff for my own plate.  
 
    There were three kinds of breakfast meat, and not-meat, fried and scrambled eggs, perfectly golden-brown slices of honey wheat toast, and every kind of freshly cut fruit we could ever want. If I didn’t know my staff helped themselves to whatever was left over every morning, I would have felt bad about how much food there was before us. Even on our hungriest days, the four of us never could have eaten everything on the table. 
 
    There was no conversation for several minutes as we caffeinated our brains and put some food in our bellies. Then a servant stepped up to the table with a sealed letter on a silver tray, and he held it out for Helena. 
 
    “Thank you,” my Grecian beauty said as she picked up the letter. 
 
    I watched her face as she opened the letter and read it. 
 
    “It’s a report from Greece,” Helena said as she read. 
 
    “I hope things are well,” I said as I pictured the beautiful and ancient city of Athens. 
 
    “Yes,” Helena reported. “There continues to be no activity from the Machités gia tin Elefthería…” 
 
    “Good,” I murmured. 
 
    The so-called Fighters for Freedom had tried their damndest to bring about a revolution against the crown in Athens, but I’d stopped them by turning their gorgon leader into stone with his own magic. What a fucking wild ride that trip was. 
 
    “The people are mourning the Cetus,” Helena continued. “The mood in Athens continues to be somber after the loss of the ancient beast.” 
 
    Sadness for my people in Athens filled my heart. I hadn’t known it at the time, but the enormous sea monster had been an ancient creature of legend for the people of Greece. The people had been heartbroken to learn of the poor animal’s cruel treatment at Rhaiden’s hands, and finding out that it had died during the hurricane had sent shockwaves of grief throughout the paranormal community. 
 
    The moment I’d learned how important the Cetus was, it had made my blood boil anew at Rhaiden’s treachery. There was nothing I could have done to save the creature, but I’d immediately vowed to do whatever I could to save the Kraken from a similar fate. 
 
    The Kraken was still alive after Rhaiden’s defeat, and there had been reports and sightings in the first few days after the hurricane. It had swam right toward Lord Trent’s region in the Northern Atlantic, and I worried it was still under some kind of control of the enemy. 
 
    Or worse, it was possible the enormous tentacled monster was voluntarily aiding Rhaiden and his supposed powerful friends, but I hoped that wasn’t the case. Perhaps that was the Kraken’s home region. No one really knew where the Kraken called home these days because it traveled so widely, so it very well could have just been going home. 
 
    No matter what, I was determined to free the creature if it was possible. If there was anything I could do to prevent it, I wouldn’t let the Eternal Realm lose another legendary beast. 
 
    Helena continued to read the report, but there wasn’t much else of importance to share with us. My mind wandered back to the people of Greece and their heartache at losing such an ancient symbol of their country. The best thing I could compare it to would be if the Statue of Liberty crumbled to ash in front of the people of New York, and even that didn’t really equate to the death of a living being. 
 
    But thinking about the famous bronze statue did give me an idea. 
 
    “We should build a monument to the Cetus,” I said. 
 
    “A monument?” Dinah asked with her eyebrows furrowed together in confusion. “What is this word?” 
 
    “Like a statue,” Poppy said helpfully. “To remember and honor someone or something that was lost?” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” Dinah hummed and nodded. 
 
    “A monument,” Helena said as she considered the idea. “Hmm. That is a fine idea, Michael.” 
 
    “The Cetus was an important part of Greece and Grecian culture,” I said, and I smirked a little. “And I know statues are kind of a Greek thing.” 
 
    “This is true,” Helena laughed. “Often marble ones.” 
 
    The loving look in Helena’s caramel eyes spoke volumes, and I felt my heart swell with appreciation. 
 
    “I know nothing will remove the pain for the people of Greece,” I said in a more solemn voice. “But I think a memorial, somewhere in Athens, where people can come to hopefully find a bit of peace would be a good idea.” 
 
    “It’s a fantastic idea, baby,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Good, it’s decided then,” I said. “And I’ll fund it myself if I have to.” 
 
    “I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” Helena said. “All the most wealthy families in Greece will happily donate to the project. You will have more money than you need.” 
 
    “Will it be a statue?” Dinah asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “We’ll take our time and plan it out right. There’s no need to rush this, we should handle it properly and with respect.” 
 
    “I agree,” Helena said. 
 
    The servant who stood silently just out of view stepped forward to refill my coffee cup and add just the right amount of milk to my cup. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured. 
 
    He bowed his head just a bit before he offered to refill Poppy and Helena’s cup. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Poppy said as Helena shook her head. 
 
    We enjoyed a pleasant conversation as we finished our breakfast, and I could feel the time of my departure approaching. As excited as I was to spend time with Ivis and Gemma, and to see Salirius City, I knew I was going to miss my wives while I was away. 
 
    There was something special about it, though. My grandmother had always found the old adage that absence makes the heart grow fonder to be true. She said it was good to have time away and get the chance to miss someone because it made the coming together that much better. 
 
    Nevertheless, I enjoyed every moment of our last meal together before it was time to leave. Mostly, I sat back and listened to them talking about their intentions for redoing one of the downstairs bathrooms. 
 
    “It’s just such a look,” Poppy said, and her scrunched-up nose and tiny frown said the look was not the one she was after. 
 
    “I agree,” Helena said. “It feels like they were trying too hard or something?” 
 
    “I like the white colors of our bathroom more,” Dinah agreed. 
 
    “Yes, that burgundy accent wall is just too much,” Poppy said. 
 
    “And the bronze fixtures?” Helena made a face, and she gestured at her skirt. “I love bronze obviously, but there’s a time and place.” 
 
    “Gold is the same way,” Poppy agreed. 
 
    “Yes, I like the…” Dinah began and she pursed her lips as she tried to figure out how to say what she wanted. “What is the word? Pilak?” 
 
    “Silver,” Helena provided. “That’s the color you’re looking for, but the name of the metal for bathroom fixtures is called nickel.” 
 
    “Like our bathroom.” Dinah nodded. 
 
    “Yes, those are brushed nickel,” Helena confirmed. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I realized how bored out of my fucking mind I would have been by this conversation just a few months ago. But now, as my three wives discussed what kind of finish they preferred for the bathroom fixtures, I realized I was as interested in it as they were. It was probably their interest that made it interesting for me, and I could see they were invested in the process. 
 
    “I like nickel, too,” I said. “But I trust your judgment. I don’t really have an eye for interior design.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember when I asked you about paint colors!” Poppy laughed. 
 
    She’d come to me a few weeks ago to ask if she could update the bathroom in question, and when I’d told her it was fine with me, she’d pulled out three paint swatches. Poppy had wanted to know which I liked best, but, much to her chagrin, they’d looked identical to me. 
 
    “I told you,” I laughed, and I tapped my temple. “I only have eight-bit color in here. Maybe nine-bit on a good day…” 
 
    “And I love you despite that,” Poppy giggled, and her creamy cheeks turned pink with affection. 
 
    The mood of our breakfast was so pleasant and warm that I could have happily spent all the rest of my days right there in that moment, but Rune came out through the living room door. He walked over to us all business like and gave me a respectful nod of greeting. 
 
    “Miss Ivis is here, your majesty,” the golden-haired fae said. 
 
    “Ivis,” I whispered her name, and my heart jumped with excitement.
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 Chapter 2 
 
    “Thank you, Rune,” I said. “Tell her I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” The fae’s bumblebee wings shone in the sunlight as he dipped in a little bow, and then he hurried back inside. 
 
    “Aw,” Poppy sighed and pouted in an adorable way. “Time to say goodbye, then.” 
 
    “Just for a few days, baby,” I said as I stood from my chair. 
 
    My beautiful wives stood up from the table and huddled around me for a tight hug, and then we all walked inside together. There were several of my servants gathered at the front steps of my mansion along with a large, and outrageously expensive Coach luggage. 
 
    Ivis looked gorgeous in the morning sunlight and a pretty pale green dress that hung to just above her knees. Her dark green hair was pinned up behind her left ear, and the dark green oak leaves somehow moved perfectly with the rest of her locks. She wore only a touch of makeup around her brown eyes, and she looked like she’d stepped right out of my dreams from the night before. 
 
    “Good morning, Michael,” Ivis said, and her green cheeks turned a slightly darker shade as she blushed. 
 
    The use of my name without a proper title still made her a little shy, but I’d insisted she start addressing me in a more familiar way when we were away from the public eye. It was important to me that she get used to being comfortable with that type of intimacy. 
 
    “Good morning.” I smiled as I walked over to greet the half-dryad beauty. 
 
    She smiled wider as I took both of her hands in mine, and I lifted them to kiss the backs in a charming gesture I’d always enjoyed in movies. 
 
    “You look beautiful this morning,” I murmured in a quiet voice that only she would hear. “I love this color on you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Ivis hummed, and she blushed even deeper. 
 
    I always made a point to compliment her in green because I knew how much she loved to wear the color, despite what her mother, King Roman’s sister, liked to say. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, my bag is in the trunk,” Ivis said, and she gestured at the trunk of my town car. 
 
    I’d arranged for my werewolf driver, Garrett, to pick her up this morning in style, and when I looked up, he had popped the trunk. 
 
    Somewhere behind us, I heard my cyclops butler bringing out the large mirror we used for portaling, and I knew it was just about time to go. 
 
    “You should say your goodbyes to the queen consorts, your majesty,” Ivis said with a playful smile. “I will wait by the mirror.” 
 
    I grinned at how well she knew the order and process of royal things, and I turned to say goodbye to my wives. 
 
    “I love you,” I said, and I gave each of them a longing glance. “I love you, and I love you.” 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and Dinah smiled at the silliness in my voice, and they each took a moment to plant a long kiss on my lips. 
 
    “Do good,” Poppy said with a teasing look in her eyes. “And do well.” 
 
    “I will,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Would you like me to begin planning the memorial for Cetus?” Helena asked. 
 
    “I would,” I said, and I smiled at the way Helena focused on work to keep herself from getting too emotional. “Thank you.” 
 
    Helena nodded as she swiped a single tear from the corner of her eye. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I promised her. 
 
    “I know.” Helena thrust her chin up stubbornly. “That doesn’t make saying goodbye easier.” 
 
    “I know.” I gave her another kiss on the forehead. 
 
    “I miss you already, my Michael,” Dinah said in that beautiful accent of hers. 
 
    “I miss you, too.” I smiled, and I glanced at Poppy and Helena where they stood with shining eyes. “Take care of them for me, will you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah grinned and nodded. 
 
    This was the first time I was really going to be away from any of them, and it was emotional for all of us. But I knew they understood the important work I was doing, and more importantly, they supported me. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “I’ll call in a day or two to check in.” 
 
    “Have fun, baby,” Poppy said with a teasing voice, and she gave a very pointed look to where Ivis waited patiently for me. 
 
    “Lots of fun,” Helena giggled in agreement. 
 
    “Yes, lots of s–” Dinah started to say, but Helena and Poppy clamped their arms around her with bright laughter. 
 
    I laughed at the way Dinah spoke her mind no matter who was around, and I hoped it was something she never lost as she continued to adapt to life with us. She’d been so demure and soft-spoken when I’d first met her, but being my wife and queen consort had really emboldened her to speak freely. I didn’t think she’d ever hold anything back ever again. 
 
    And it was sexy as hell because it didn’t end with speaking her mind. 
 
    I offered my arm to Ivis, and she smiled sweetly as she took it. A group of shadow nymph guards had already carried our luggage through the mirror portal to the harbor. We were taking my yacht offshore, and then we would mirror portal straight down to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean to where Salirius City was located. 
 
    My yacht. What the fuck was that? 
 
    I shook my head and replayed the plan for our travel route one more time. 
 
    It would take us at least a few hours to get as far away from shore as the city was, and that would give Ivis and me some time to enjoy one another’s company on the beautiful ocean. It looked like a good day to go sailing, and I was a little giddy about it. Once we portaled into the city, Gemma would be waiting for us, and we’d get to work. 
 
    “Everything is set, your majesty,” Nyxx said in an unusually sultry voice. 
 
    I smirked at the sexy shadow nymph who’d completely rocked my world in a spur-of-the-moment fucking just yesterday morning. Nyxx continued to work as the head of my shadow nymph guard, but that didn’t stop her from giving me mind-blowing orgasms on the regular. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a teasing smirk, and I looked around for the staff who would accompany us to Salirius City. 
 
    Nyxx, of course, would lead a team of her best shadow nymph guards, and all twelve of them were lined up like perfect soldiers behind her. Rune was also coming with us to help keep me in communication with the staff that would stay here at the mansion. Cove and Firo would lead the day-to-day business and security operations, and the dragon-man head of my security would continue to train the new recruits. 
 
    Fuck, there was so much that happened all around me on a daily basis, and there was no damn way I’d be able to keep track of it all without my loyal and hard-working staff. Every servant, aide, and guard knew exactly what their job and place was, and they moved together like the well-oiled cogs of a masterfully built grandfather clock. 
 
    “Are you ready, your majesty?” Rune asked, and he brushed a hand through his golden, boy band-style locks. 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    Rune was such an interesting combination of personality traits. He looked like he would be a vapid and self-obsessed person with the golden features and perfectly fashionable suits, but he was one of the hardest-working fae I knew. And he was deeply loyal to me and the other close members of my staff. He and Poppy had been friends for as long as they’d known each other, and that hadn’t changed in the slightest when Poppy became queen and suddenly outranked him by several levels. 
 
    “Allow me to go first, King Michael,” Nyxx said, and she motioned for two of her guards to come with her. 
 
    Ena, Kage, and Jet were assisting Firo with training the new recruits, so I wasn’t familiar enough with any of the guards today to know their names. But I did know that Nyxx had hand-selected them for their skill and trustworthiness. 
 
    I watched as Nyxx’s shadow form stepped through the solid-looking glass mirror, and it rippled around her like a stone thrown into a pond. In a flash, she was gone through the other side, and the two guards followed her. 
 
    Ivis’ fingers tensed on my arm, and I wondered if she’d ever traveled by mirror portal before. 
 
    “Are you nervous?” I asked in a soft tone. 
 
    “Not especially,” Ivis said. “Mostly, I’m excited. I haven’t had many opportunities to mirror portal before, and I’ve never been to a mercity before.” 
 
    “Can I tell you a secret?” I asked in a conspiratorial whisper. 
 
    “Of course,” Ivis whispered back. 
 
    “I’ve never been to a mercity before, either,” I said with a grin. 
 
    Ivis giggled, and I started to lead her through the mirror portal. The shiny surface of the mirror gave way easily under my fingers as I passed my free hand through first. The warmth of the mirror portal and the familiar sucking sensation tugged us through the surface, and I closed my eyes reflexively against the bright light within the portal. 
 
    And then we were on the other side. 
 
    We’d arrived at the docks, and we were welcomed by a large sign that said Royal Marina of the Eternal Realm. My eyebrows rose up at the sign, but I should have known the kingdom would have a privately owned marina for this exact sort of thing. 
 
    Thick palm trees grew up every so often along the sun-bleached road, and several massive yachts were docked in front of us. 
 
    They were fucking huge, and I wondered which one we were taking today. I kind of hoped it would be one of the smaller ones so we weren’t seven decks above the ocean. I wanted to feel the spray of the saltwater on my face as we cut through the water. 
 
    “Over here, your majesty,” Rune said as he stepped away from the mirror portal. 
 
    The remaining shadow nymph guards followed behind us, and the last two carried Ivis’ and my luggage. Rune and Nyxx led our group over to one of the mid-sized yachts, and I smiled at the distance between the main deck and the water. The yacht was about a hundred feet in length and would have plenty of space for all of us to make the day trip to the middle of the Atlantic in comfort and style. 
 
    “Perfect,” I breathed. 
 
    “Majestic Seas,” Ivis read the boat’s name off the back. “I quite like that.” 
 
    “Come on.” I smiled and led her over to the gangplank. 
 
    We walked up onto the yacht’s deck, and Ivis gasped at the luxury of the vessel. I was getting accustomed enough to being surrounded by insanely expensive things that I was able to keep my surprise to just a little raise of my eyebrows. But on the inside I was jumping up and down and shouting with amazement. 
 
    The yacht was gorgeous, with what Ivis called “blush white” leather seats and benches, and gold-finished handrails and fixtures. A massive cabin took up most of the deck space, but there was a large area at the front for sunbathing and enjoying the view. 
 
    “Get everything sorted, will you, Rune?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Rune said. “We’ll set sail shortly.” 
 
    “That reminds me,” I said, and I turned to look around. “Who’s our captain?” 
 
    “That’d be me, yer majesty,” a gruff-looking man with a Southern accent stepped up to us, and he bowed sort of awkwardly. “Cap’n Ross. Pleasure ta meet’cha.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.” I smiled. 
 
    “Good day fer sailing, yer majesty,” Ross said. 
 
    He tipped his captain’s hat at us, and then wandered away without another word. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at Rune, and he shrugged lightly. 
 
    “He’s an odd fellow,” Rune commented. “But a damn good sailor. He knows every nut, bolt, and rope on this yacht like the back of his hand.” 
 
    “Sure,” I chuckled. “We’re going to have a look around.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of business, your majesty,” Rune said, and he smiled at Ivis. “Enjoy your time on board, Miss Ivis.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the green-skinned beauty on my arm said. 
 
    Ivis and I stepped inside the cabin, and the place was like stepping into a five-star hotel. It was furnished with every kind of luxury item we could possibly need or desire for the short journey ahead of us. 
 
    A heavy oak dining table sat beside a spacious mini-kitchen with all the appliances, including a dishwasher and flat-top grill. Across from that was a seating area with a sixty-inch flatscreen television and a wall of movies to pick from. 
 
    “The bedrooms are below deck, yer majesty,” Ross said as he poked his head in through the doors, and he pointed to a wooden door in the corner. “Bathrooms, too.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Ross disappeared again without another word, and Ivis and I laughed as we looked at each other. 
 
    “I kind of like him,” Ivis said. “He’s a bit strange.” 
 
    “He seems friendly enough,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Oooh, we’re going to have an incredible view of the sunset,” Ivis said in a giddy tone as she hurried over to the windows. 
 
    “Yeah, we are,” I agreed. 
 
    Both the port and starboard sides of the cabin had huge picture windows that we’d be able to watch the ocean or sunset through. I knew it was going to take us about a day and a half to get out far enough to be above Salirius City, so we were going to enjoy a good sunset and sunrise. 
 
    I was already looking forward to bringing all my wives with me next time we went out on one of my boats, and I smiled as I wondered if the yacht’s bed would be big enough. 
 
    Then again, I had larger boats docked on either side of the Majestic Seas. There was definitely one big enough for all my ladies, plus Gemma, and any other beauties I won over in the future. 
 
    I had to stop and laugh at myself because what the fuck was my life? 
 
    “Should we watch a movie?” Ivis asked. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me from the large shelves of DVDs, and there was such an adorable smile on her beautiful face that I couldn’t say no. Besides, a movie would be a great excuse for some cuddling. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “You pick. I’ll see about some snacks.” 
 
    “Yay!” Ivis clapped her hands with excitement, and she turned back to the shelves. 
 
    I walked over to the spacious kitchenette and was surprised to find the cabinets well stocked with all kinds of good stuff. There were some of my favorite snacks as well as plenty of things to make a proper dinner with. The fridge was likewise stocked with ingredients, two kinds of milk, plenty of sandwich-making deli selections, and lots of snacks. There was even top-shelf popcorn with movie theater butter, and I smirked as I popped a bag into the microwave. 
 
    “Oooh, I love this one!” Ivis said a moment later as she popped a disc into the player. “Is that popcorn I hear?” 
 
    “It sure is,” I chuckled. 
 
    I loved how excited Ivis was. She was closer to my age than anybody else I’d encountered in the Eternal Realm, and I loved that about her. The poise and self-assurance that Poppy and Helena had was sexy as hell, but there was a youthfulness about Ivis and Dinah that made me smile no matter what. Dinah still had a touch of naivete that I think Ivis grew out of during her time at the Eternal Realm University, but neither of them had been beaten down by the world yet. 
 
    There was a touch of guardedness about Gemma in our correspondence that reminded me of the self-possessed nature of Helena and even Poppy when she was in a serious mood. They were all so sexy in different ways, and it felt almost like going to a buffet and finding all my favorite dishes from every kind of culture all at the same meal. 
 
    I stopped analyzing what I loved about each of my ladies, and the ladies that weren’t exactly mine yet, and I dumped the popcorn into a large white bowl. After a sprinkle of salt, I carried it over to where Ivis had settled herself on the couch with her legs crossed underneath her. The pale green fabric of her sundress rode up dangerously high on her thighs, and I found myself wondering if her pussy was green, too. 
 
    I mentally slapped myself before I could get too turned on, and then I sat down beside Ivis. She scooted right up next to me and plucked a handful of popcorn from the bowl as the Universal logo popped up on the screen. 
 
    “What did you pick?” I asked. 
 
    “Shh!” Ivis hushed me with a mischievous grin. 
 
    I chuckled quietly and settled back against the cushions to enjoy the movie and the company, but two hours later, I couldn’t recall a single thing about the movie. I was so distracted by the heat of Ivis’ thigh pressed against mine, and the touch of her hand on my forearm as she reached into the popcorn bowl. Long after the bowl was empty, I kept it planted squarely on my lap because I was rock hard, and I didn’t want to make Ivis uncomfortable. 
 
    We’d shared several long and sensual make-out sessions during our many dates, but that was about it so far. She seemed content with that for now, and I was getting plenty of sex regardless, so I didn’t push. But there was a tension between us that grew with each passing day, and I longed to explore the swaths of green skin I hadn’t seen yet and feel the weight of her breasts in my palms. 
 
    I was almost thankful when the credits began to roll, and I hoped some good conversation would make my raging hard-on retreat. 
 
    “Did you like it?” Ivis asked as she stood up from the couch. 
 
    Her dress clung to the top of her thigh for a split second, and I got a healthy view of the underside of her ass cheek. Which did very little to help the situation. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I breathed because I couldn’t have formed a coherent word to save my life. 
 
    “I’d love to walk around the deck,” she said, and she smoothed the wrinkles from her dress with her hands. “Do you think that would be okay?” 
 
    “I’m the king, aren’t I?” I teased. 
 
    Some fresh ocean air would help to clear my head. 
 
    I took a deep breath and brought the bowl back to the kitchenette, and then I offered Ivis my arm. She smiled and blushed as she took it, and I led her out onto the deck. 
 
    We were well out of sight of the shore by then, and we were cruising at a good speed across the smooth ocean. It was a beautiful day with just the right number of clouds in the sky to keep the sun from being too intense. The waves were tiny, and the Majestic Seas cut across them like butter. 
 
    We strolled to the bow of the ship, and Ivis flung her arms out wide as she let the wind flow through her leaf-filled hair. Her dress fluttered around her thighs, and she laughed with exhilaration. 
 
    I stepped up behind her and gave her the full Titanic moment it looked like she was trying to achieve, and I put my mouth right by her ear. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” I whispered. 
 
    Ivis turned around in my arms and smiled up at me as her dark green hair flew all around her face wildly in the wind. 
 
    “Come on,” I laughed. “Let’s have a walk around the deck.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ivis said. 
 
    I led her around the deck of the Majestic Seas at least a dozen times, and we talked about everything and anything. Ivis revealed she had a special interest in sea animals. 
 
    “So I was really excited when you invited me to come with you to Salirius City,” Ivis said. 
 
    “What’s your favorite ocean animal?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably jellyfish,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    “Really?” I asked with light-hearted disbelief in my voice. “Jellyfish? Aren’t they really venomous and dangerous?” 
 
    “Some species are.” Ivis nodded. “But there are hundreds of different species, and the ones that merfolk keep as pets are especially fascinating.” 
 
    “Pets?” I asked with shock. “They keep jellyfish as pets?” 
 
    “You didn’t know that?” Ivis asked with sincerity. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “I didn’t.” 
 
    The majority of the reading and studying I’d done about the Eternal Realm had been about the paranormal people. I’d learned a lot about cyclopes, witches, merfolk, gorgons, fae, and harpies, but I hadn’t really had the time to look into the other levels of the different regions’ ecosystems. It made perfect sense that there would be animals of the Eternal Realm I didn’t necessarily know about from my life in the human world, but I hadn’t really considered it until now. 
 
    “Will you tell me about them?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay!” Ivis’ brown eyes lit up with excitement, and she dove into an explanation of the various domesticated jellyfish that merfolk preferred. “The bronze-bellied jellyfish are sort of like the Chihuahuas of the ocean. They’re small and really tenacious. They can be aggressive as a sort of defense mechanism.” 
 
    “I never much liked chihuahuas,” I mused. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Ivis laughed. “The blugazer jellies are really friendly, but they’re not very intelligent.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there was such a thing as intelligent jellyfish.” I shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ivis said enthusiastically. “It’s part of why I find them so fascinating. Humans understand just a fraction of the intelligence octopuses have, but jellyfish are just as smart. They were domesticated by merfolk centuries ago, sort of like the Ancient Egyptians did with cats.” 
 
    “That’s really cool,” I said. 
 
    Ivis continued to explain the bond between merfolk and jellyfish and their role in the local ecosystems. It was really interesting, and I knew bringing Ivis along had been a good choice. Even if the only positive that came from it was her having a great time. But I suspected she would be a wealth of useful information as well. 
 
    We strolled a little longer before we decided to go back and start getting ready for dinner. 
 
    “Shall I cook for you, your majesty?” Rune asked. 
 
    “That’s okay, Rune,” Ivis said before I could respond. “I was going to cook something for King Michael.” 
 
    “Very good,” Rune said, and he left the cabin before I could say anything. 
 
    “I hope that’s alright,” Ivis said with a suddenly sheepish smile. “I guess I should have asked first…” 
 
    “That’s very alright,” I assured her with a soft smile. “I didn’t know you could cook.” 
 
    “I can do a few things,” Ivis said. “I was thinking I could make meatballs and garlic toast.” 
 
    “That sounds delicious,” I hummed. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Can you dice onions?” Ivis asked as she pulled an apron from the kitchenette like she knew where everything was. 
 
    “I think I can handle it,” I teased. 
 
    Ivis grinned as she handed me a second apron, and we set to work. I hadn’t needed to make so much as a peanut butter and jelly sandwich in months, but it felt good to get a chef’s knife back in my hands. My cooking skills were subpar at best, but I did enjoy the satisfaction of a good chop with a sharp knife. 
 
    Ivis pulled out a large cutting board and deposited two white onions in front of me with a smile. 
 
    “How small do you want them?” I asked as I sliced the ends off. 
 
    “About this small…” Ivis said as she held up her hand and pinched the air between her index finger and thumb. 
 
    “Right away, boss,” I said in a playful tone. 
 
    Ivis giggled and blushed that strangely beautiful shade of green again, and she turned to dig out the other ingredients. She was entirely distracting as she moved through the yacht’s kitchen, and I had to force my eyes away from her delightful curves so I didn’t accidentally cut off a finger. 
 
    With my eyes glued to the cutting board and onions in front of me, I was able to really enjoy the sounds of an evening with Ivis. She liked to hum as she worked, and it made me smile. 
 
    She was well in control of the kitchen and told me exactly what she needed, and I couldn’t help but fantasize how she might be in bed. Would she tell me exactly where she wanted my hands and mouth the same way she told me exactly what to do with all the onions I’d diced? 
 
    Goddess, I hoped so. 
 
    Ivis moved through the kitchen like a pro, and she genuinely seemed to enjoy the act of cooking. She mixed the ground beef, Italian sausage, spices, and onions together by hand, and then she balled them up and laid them carefully in a glass dish. 
 
    “Now, while these cook, we can make some garlic bread,” Ivis said as she carried the dish to the oven. 
 
    I almost had to catch my jaw as she bent over to put the meatballs into the oven, and I thanked whoever designed this kitchen to have an oven on the floor. The hem of her skirt rode up to the lowest curve of her ass, and if she’d bent any further I would have gotten a full view. 
 
    “Okay,” Ivis said, and her voice was very breathless as she stood up. 
 
    The blush across her cheeks had spread all the way down her throat and across her collarbone, and I wondered if she’d bent over like that on purpose. My best manners and the fact that I respected her as a person was the only thing that had kept my hands off the backs of her thighs, but I promised myself, if she did it again, I wouldn’t be so controlled. 
 
    “Garlic bread?” I asked, and my voice was husky from arousal. 
 
    “Yes,” Ivis breathed. 
 
    The rest of the dinner prep was a blur of sex-crazed restraint, breathy one-word answers, and quick glances from under heavy lashes. It was obvious that Ivis was feeling the same thick tension in the air that I was, but she seemed hesitant to make the first move. 
 
    We managed to find enough things to keep our hands busy while we waited for the meatballs to cook, and then we sat down with the table between us. 
 
    “This smells delicious,” I said, and I realized I was hungry for food, too. 
 
    “I hope you like them,” Ivis said with a proud look in her brown eyes. “I’ve tweaked the recipe for the last ten years, and I think it’s finally perfect.” 
 
    I cut a bite off and blew on it before I tasted it. She’d heated the sauce over the stove to reduce it, and then she’d smothered the meatballs with shredded mozzarella cheese. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” I hummed as the rich and savory flavors combined on my tongue. “Oh, that’s so good.” 
 
    “You like them?” Ivis asked with relief. 
 
    “Mmmhmm!” I nodded emphatically. “They’re so good.” 
 
    She grinned brightly at me and watched as I had two more bites before she joined me in eating. The garlic bread was fantastic, too, and the hearty meal managed to quench some of the burning desire in my gut so I could focus on our conversation. 
 
    Ivis told me about her closest friends from her time at the Eternal Realm University, and the parrot she’d had as a child. I told her about our family dog my sisters and I had shared until he’d had to be put down when I was ten. 
 
    “My dad couldn’t bear to go through that again,” I said. “We had some fish for a while, but my mom hated them, and then I went off to college and started working. I didn’t really have time for pets after that.” 
 
    “Perhaps once things are a bit more settled you could have a pet again,” Ivis suggested sweetly. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “I’d like to have a dog, I think. I’m sure Poppy would enjoy a pet, and I bet Dinah would get a kick out of it. I’m not really sure how Helena feels about animals, though.” 
 
    I chuckled, and I could picture my Grecian beauty with one of those trendy teacup dogs or something huge like a Saint Bernard or a Great Dane, but nothing in between. 
 
    “They are very kind,” Ivis said in a soft voice like she wasn’t sure if it was her place to give an opinion on my wives and her queens. 
 
    “They like you,” I said both because it was true and in an effort to put the half-dryad at ease. 
 
    “Do they?” Ivis asked with a tremor of hope in her voice, and she twisted her fingers together on the table. “I hoped they did. I mean…” 
 
    I waited for her to continue, but she shook her head. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked gently. “I want to know what you think.” 
 
    “Well…” Ivis took a deep breath and pushed the words out in a rush. “I know you’ve been courting me, obviously, and I was hopeful it was becoming more serious. Then you invited me to accompany you on this trip, and I, well…” 
 
    I couldn’t have wiped the smile from my face if my life depended on it, and I could see how flustered Ivis was getting. 
 
    “Oh.” Ivis scrunched her face up and covered it with her hands as she laughed nervously. “I guess what I’m trying to say is I’m hoping this continues… the way it’s going.” 
 
    I reached out, wrapped my hands around her wrists, and gently pried her hands away from her face. She scooted her fingers down and peered at me from over the tips. 
 
    “It’s going to,” I promised her. “I like you. A lot. I think you’re great. You’re beautiful, and kind, and you have all the things I could want in a queen.” 
 
    Ivis smiled shyly as she moved her hands away from her face, and she sighed with relief. 
 
    “You’re sexy, too,” I added because I was feeling ballsy. 
 
    Ivis grinned wildly and hid behind her hands again. Her shoulders scrunched up by her ears, and she turned a deep shade of green all across her body. For a second, I thought I’d gotten too ballsy, but then she looked back at me. 
 
    “You’ve very sexy, too,” Ivis whispered. 
 
    We stared at one another for a good long moment as that delicious tension from earlier permeated the entire cabin once more. It was like static electricity had cropped up in every square inch of air between us, and I half-expected my hair to start standing up like I’d jumped into a ball pit. 
 
    “We should…” Ivis murmured slowly, and I held my breath as I waited for her to finish. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right,” I sighed. “We have a long day tomorrow.” 
 
    I would have jumped at the chance to spend more time with Ivis tonight, but I got the impression she wasn’t one hundred percent ready to have sex just yet. I had all the power and money in the world, but it wouldn’t mean shit if I abused it by pushing her into sex before she was ready. I would be patient, and I would wait. 
 
    And I knew it would be so fucking worth it when I finally had her naked and writhing in my arms. 
 
    “May I walk you to your room?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Ivis said in a warm voice, and she seemed to have most of her composure back. 
 
    I stood up from the table and pulled her chair back like the gentleman I was trying to be. She took my arm when I offered it and glanced back at the table. 
 
    “Should we…?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “No, someone will clean it up,” I said. 
 
    Though leaving a dirty dinner table still went against everything my mother had taught me growing up, I’d learned it was best not to do the job of my staff. Isla especially became very perturbed when she found me clearing away dishes. 
 
    The yacht’s stairs were narrow and steep to conserve space, and they ended on a long narrow hallway with several doors. The one at the end of the hall had a crown engraved on the door, and I knew it would be my room, so I led Ivis to the one right beside it. 
 
    “Good night, your majesty,” Ivis murmured as she turned the doorknob. 
 
    “Good night,” I sighed. 
 
    She closed the door slowly, and we continued to stare at one another until the door completely blocked her from my sight. I pressed my palm to the doorframe and heaved a deep sigh before I walked into my own room. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered. 
 
    Ivis was so fucking sexy. 
 
    I collapsed on the large bed without even taking a look around the room, and I buried my face in the pillow for a long moment. Then I tugged my clothes off and climbed between the sheets. I didn’t feel especially tired, but the gentle motion of the yacht easily lulled me to sleep. 
 
    I dreamed about Ivis all night long, and somewhere in the middle of my dreams, Gemma showed up and swam through the air in her mermaid form. 
 
    I woke up in the morning and realized I’d never seen Gemma’s mermaid form for myself, or any mermaids for that matter. As I laid in my bed and stretched the sleep from my bones, I wondered if they looked like what Disney and other pop culture sources portrayed them as. Would the revered commander of the merfolk army wear a seashell bra? I figured that was probably unlikely, but the image brought a smile to my face anyway. 
 
    I flung the blankets aside and found my suitcase on top of the wide dresser across from the bed. A small porthole window showed that I was currently halfway below the level of the ocean, and I remembered I was about to spend a few days deep at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed. 
 
    It took me several minutes to get dressed because I had no idea what the weather would be like in Salirius City. Would it be chilly? Would I want extra layers? Did merfolk even have a need for some kind of heating system? 
 
    I had no idea about any of it. All my research into the merfolk had been into their politics and how they’d come to be a part of the Eternal Realm. I hadn’t looked into their day-to-day life at all. 
 
    This was going to be a learning experience, and I was pumped for it. 
 
    In the end, I selected a pair of gray cotton trousers that were medium weight, and a blue long-sleeved shirt that I could easily push up to my elbows. I grabbed a dark gray cardigan just in case, and because I trusted the triplet valets who’d packed my luggage. There was always a reason for the clothes they sent me away with, so I figured it would be foolish to ignore the soft wool sweater. 
 
    The entire outfit gave me a sexy college professor who likes to flirt with his teaching assistant vibe, and I kind of loved it. 
 
    I smirked to myself as I went out into the narrow hallway, and I could feel that the yacht was no longer cruising through the water as I walked. We must have arrived at our destination, and I pondered whether or not a boat this size had an anchor at all, or if it would even reach the seafloor. 
 
    And if it did, would it land on some poor merfolk’s head? 
 
    I rapped my knuckles on Ivis’ door, but there was no answer, so I assumed she was already up on deck. I hurried up the stairs, and the top deck cabin was full of excitement. 
 
    Ivis chatted with Nyxx at the table, and Rune leaned against the wall closest to them as several more shadow nymph guards worked outside. They hurried around the deck and set up a mirror for our portal into the city. Despite it being much lighter than the one we used at the mansion, it was braced with large feet and tripod-like contraptions on both sides. 
 
    It looked absurd, but it made sense. We weren’t exactly on solid ground here, and I didn’t want to know what would happen if a mirror broke while someone was still inside the portal. 
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” I said to Ivis and Nyxx as I walked over to join them, and I gave Rune a joking smile. “Rune.” 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” the golden-haired fae replied with a grin. 
 
    “How did you sleep, my king?” Nyxx asked, and that sultry, raspy quality in her voice sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    “Very well, thank you,” I said. “Are we almost set for our mirror portal?” 
 
    “Just about.” Rune nodded. “I’ll go make sure we’re on schedule, your majesty.” 
 
    I nodded as he hurried outside to where the shadow nymph guards were securing the mirror in place. 
 
    “How did you sleep, Ivis?” I asked, and I picked up a few strips of bacon from the table. 
 
    “Very well, thank you,” the beautiful half-dryad said. “The fresh sea air helped put me to sleep.” 
 
    I smiled as I took a moment to take in her outfit. Ivis wore a pair of straight-leg pants that cuffed at the ankles and cinched around her waist perfectly, and a soft yellow button-down blouse that looked like it felt like butter. She’d pulled her long green hair into a fishtail braid over one shoulder, and I spotted a pair of brown ankle boots as she recrossed her legs. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” I murmured. 
 
    “You look very fine yourself, King Michael,” Ivis replied, and she blushed. 
 
    Nyxx’s shadowed face was nearly unreadable in her shadow nymph form, but I knew her well enough to see the little smirk at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “I’m certain you look fantastic as well, Nyxx,” I chuckled, and I leaned down to give her a quick kiss. 
 
    Nyxx wanted to keep things business-like and professional while she was on the clock, but sometimes I just couldn’t help myself. And it was crazy good fun making her flustered like that. 
 
    I caught the shy blush on Ivis’ face as she tried not to stare at the little exchange. She knew about my relationship with Nyxx. I’d seen no reason to hide it from anyone, and Ivis blushed the same way when I kissed any of my wives, too, so I figured it was just an endearing part of her personality. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune said as he stuck his head through the door, and then he cleared his throat. “Pardon. We’re ready to go.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, and I offered a hand to each of the ladies at the table. “Ladies?” 
 
    Ivis smiled prettily as she stood up and took my arm, and Nyxx looked like she longed to do something mischievous to get me back for that kiss. 
 
    I laughed and led them out to the salty air on deck, and I could see the bright blue ocean reflected in the mirror. We were good and truly in the middle of the damn ocean, and if I didn’t know better, I would have believed we were the only people for hundreds of miles in every direction. 
 
    “Allow me to go first, your majesty,” Nyxx said, and her voice was all business again. 
 
    The head of my shadow nymph guards didn’t wait, and she stepped into the mirror and disappeared right through it. Two more guards followed right behind her, and after a moment, Rune gestured for us to follow. 
 
    “Together?” I asked, and I gave Ivis’ tense fingers a little squeeze. 
 
    “Alright.” She nodded. 
 
    I led her through the portal, and it surrounded us in that same sensation of warmth and bright light for a moment before we stepped out into a place unlike anything I’d ever seen before. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as I got my first glimpse of Salirius City.
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 Chapter 3 
 
    Months of using my best manners and the little tips from Poppy was the only thing that kept my mouth from hanging open like a codfish as I stared around at the merfolk city. 
 
    It was absolutely, stunningly gorgeous. 
 
    We stood in a large circular room that was like a giant bubble. There weren’t real walls to speak of, just clear membranes that kept the crushing pressure of the ocean at bay. Beautiful glowing spheres served to give us plenty of light, and they seemed to hang in the walls like when soap bubbles merged into one another. 
 
    Beyond the bubble-building was an entire city of similar structures intertwined with more traditional-looking buildings constructed of sedimentary rocks that had been carved into blocks. They were various muted shades of brown and gray, and they gave the whole city a medieval feel. But the bubble-buildings were completely futuristic, and I couldn’t help but think of the Gungan city in Star Wars: The Phantom Menace. 
 
    The two completely different structures intertwined with one another like wrestling snakes, and it gave the whole place an utterly magical feeling like two different worlds had been slammed together. 
 
    All around the edges of the two styles of buildings were long tangled masses of deep green and red seaweed, and huge patches of coral filled the ocean floor in between the bubble and stone buildings. Huge schools of deep-sea fish swam past all over the place, and I spotted dozens of squid and jellyfish as well as a pod of what I guessed were whales in the distance. 
 
    “Incredible,” I breathed. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Ivis nod dumbly, and I knew she was just as amazed by the city as me. 
 
    It was so incredible, in fact, that I gawked at it for a full minute before I realized Gemma was standing about ten feet in front of me, as gorgeous as the city around us. 
 
    The badass commander of the merfolk army was as stunning as I remembered her. Her aquamarine hair fell in sleek sheets to her shoulders, and her bangs framed her face beautifully. The indigo color of her scales were a bit more on the purple side in the lighting of the glowing magical spheres of her city, and she wore a crop top style shirt that exposed the smooth skin of her abdomen, and a knee-length sarong that covered her thighs. She was barefoot, and indigo scales wrapped around her ankles the same way they ringed her wrists like bracelets. 
 
    “Welcome, your majesty,” Gemma said with a playful smile, and she gestured to the city behind her, “to Salirius City.” 
 
    I vaguely registered the sound of Rune coming through the portal behind us, and he stopped dead in his tracks as he caught his first sight of the city. 
 
    “Whoa.” Rune’s teal eyes were as round as dinner plates. 
 
    “I know, right?” I whispered to him, and I patted his shoulder. 
 
    Rune cleared his throat and straightened up once more. 
 
    “Salirius City is a sight to behold,” Gemma said in a warm tone, and she gestured at our amazed reactions. “We get a lot of this.” 
 
    She smiled at Ivis in a friendly way, and I finally remembered my manners. 
 
    “Gemma, have you met Ivis?” I asked. 
 
    “We met briefly at the presentation last month,” Ivis said. “It’s lovely to see you again, Commander. Thank you for inviting us to your city.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Gemma chuckled and waved her hand dismissively. “Call me Gemma. I’m glad you were able to accompany his majesty. I understand you two have developed quite an affection for one another.” 
 
    Ivis’ eyes went wide, and her lips pressed tightly closed as her cheeks flushed a darker green. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    “We have,” I confirmed, and I made sure to bring a teasing light into my smile to silently assure Gemma I had a similar affection for her. 
 
    She narrowed her magenta eyes and smirked at me, and I knew she read my expression correctly. 
 
    “It’s lovely to see you again, Ivis,” Gemma said. “Would you care for a tour of the city before we get down to business?” 
 
    “I would love that,” I said, and I turned to Nyxx. 
 
    “I have assigned two guards to coordinate with Commander Gemma’s staff and to see to our luggage,” Nyxx reported before I could ask for that exact thing. 
 
    “Of course you have.” I grinned. “Excellent. You’ll come with us on the tour, then.” 
 
    “I would love to,” Nyxx said, and I could hear the tiniest current of childlike excitement in her raspy voice. 
 
    We walked over to where Gemma waited for us, and I realized the floor beneath our feet was a finely polished flagstone. It was a deep slate-gray color, and yet, in the magical glow of the sphere lights, it was warm and welcoming. 
 
    “This is my right hand, Moon,” Gemma said, and she gestured to a sea nymph who stood loyally by her side. “Moon has acted as my advisor and assistant for many years.” 
 
    “It’s an honor to make your acquaintance, your majesty,” Moon said in a softly feminine voice. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Moon,” I said, and I could see why the name had been given to this particular sea nymph. 
 
    All sea nymphs were some shade of blue, and Moon was a particularly light and soft color that reminded me of cool moonlight. Other than her color, she looked much like Lord Trent in form and body. Sea nymph features were so enmeshed in their faces it was hard to tell where their eyes ended and their forehead really began. It was like someone had begun to sculpt a person from clay and given up after the basic features were shaped out. 
 
    “As you can see,” Gemma began as she led us through a circular doorway into a long tunnel. “The city consists of two types of structures. The ancient mercity walls, and the more modern bubble areas.” 
 
    I tried to focus on Gemma’s explanation of the city, but I was so enthralled by the tunnel. It was like those huge shark tunnel displays at big aquariums. 
 
    But it wasn’t just fish and sharks that swam by. There were plenty of underwater animals, but there were hundreds of merfolk, sea nymphs, and sea sprites, too. 
 
    The sea sprites were small like the sprites my dryad gardener, Thistle, employed back at home. The brightly-colored people were no bigger than a foot and a half tall, and they looked like some painter’s idea of fish combined with fairies. They had brightly-colored fins like Poppy had wings, and they stared back at me with bulbous eyes that were somehow still beautiful. They looked completely made up by my imagination, and they smiled and waved as they caught me staring. A few of the small people even tried to bow in the water outside the bubble tunnel’s membrane. 
 
    “When we merfolk agreed to become a part of the Eternal Realm,” Gemma continued. “We knew we would need to accommodate the people of the upper world in order to allow them to visit us.” 
 
    Gemma walked a few feet in front of me, and I couldn’t help but stare at the gentle swish of her sarong around her hips as she moved. There was a bit of seductive sway in her curvy hips, and I wondered if she did that on purpose or not. 
 
    “Part of our physiology allows us to easily walk on land,” Gemma said, and she smiled at me over her shoulder as she gave her ass an extra little sway to accentuate the current status of her human legs. “But fae, dryads, humans… none of them have such physiology. So the bubble buildings were created, and we built them around our existing cities.” 
 
    “Do all merfolk cities have these bubble structures?” Rune asked. 
 
    “No, not all of them,” Gemma said, and she turned around to walk backward. “The largest cities, like Salirius City, were updated first, and then we began work on the smaller and further-away cities. There are still small merfolk towns that have no access for land-folk.” 
 
    “Sort of like how broadband is still getting out to really rural parts of the United States,” I murmured to myself. 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Gemma said with a grin. “Technological advances take time to expand.” 
 
    “Salirius City is the capital of the Atlantic Ocean merfolk, right?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Gemma said, and she tilted her head from side to side. “We don’t really have capitals like many human governments do, or like how the capital of the Eternal Realm is in Orlando. Salirius City is the largest merfolk city in the Atlantic, and so it’s the most populated and most popular, but it’s no more important than any other.” 
 
    “I get the feeling that…” I paused as I tried to figure out the best way to word my thoughts. “That having the cities be more equal to one another makes for a more unified population across the oceans.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” Gemma nodded and smiled. 
 
    Finally, we came to the end of the tunnel, and I figured the mirror portal location was further away from the main parts of the city as a security measure. 
 
    The tunnel ended in another large dome-like bubble room, and a dozen merfolk soldiers awaited us. They wore metal armor across their shoulders and upper arms, and their chests and abdomens were bare. They stood on human legs with sarongs that looked almost like fishnets around their hips and upper thighs, and I was starting to get the feeling that all merfolk wore sarongs or skirts here in the city. 
 
    Which made perfect sense for when it came time for them to transform into their classic merfolk forms. Pants of any kind would be a huge obstacle for merfolk tails, after all. 
 
    The soldiers stood in rigid stances with long tridents at their sides, and they seemed to stiffen even further when their commander walked forward. 
 
    “At ease,” Gemma said in a commanding tone. 
 
    The soldiers relaxed their shoulders by a fraction of an inch, and they set the ends of their tridents down on the stone floor. 
 
    “It is our greatest honor to welcome, His Majesty, King Michael, to Salirius City,” Gemma announced. 
 
    “Huh!” the soldiers responded in a perfectly synchronized shout that made the hairs on the back of my neck rise up. 
 
    I could almost hear Poppy and Helena’s voices in my head telling me to greet the soldiers and thank them for their service. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said in a strong voice. 
 
    They didn’t move a muscle aside from the steady rhythm of their breathing, and I nodded in appreciation at their focus. 
 
    “Enough lollygagging,” Gemma instructed. “Back to work, soldiers.” 
 
    Without another word, the dozen merman soldiers turned on their heels and marched over to a circular doorway that led straight out into the open ocean. One by one they stepped into the crushing water, and they transformed in front of my eyes. 
 
    Their legs merged together into one long fish tail as soon as they were fully submerged in the water. Each soldiers’ tail was a vivid gem color, and together they were a rainbow of shimmering scales. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” Gemma smirked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. 
 
    “I would love to show you around the entirety of Salirius City,” Gemma said with a sigh. “But I must go and check on the patients in the infirmary. We can view a fair portion of the city on route, though. I suspect you are impatient to see the survivors of Rhaiden’s actions as well.” 
 
    “I am,” I sighed. “I’ve been worried about them since the day of the hurricane. They’re a high priority right now, and I want them to know I’m here.” 
 
    “I think they will find comfort in that, your majesty,” Ivis murmured, and she placed her fingers on the sleeve of my forearm again. 
 
    “I’m hoping comfort is the least of what I can do for them,” I said, and I placed my hand over hers. “In the long run, that is.” 
 
    “Ivis is right, your majesty,” Gemma said with a warm smile, and she elegantly brushed the curtain of her bangs behind her ear with one finger. “The people will be very comforted by your presence in the city.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded, and I gestured for Gemma to lead us to the infirmary. 
 
    She veered off into a side tunnel that led further into the maze-like city structures. The fully-submerged stone parts of the city looked much older as we started to move deeper into Salirius. They towered over our heads like an underwater version of Orlando, but instead of shiny steel and glass buildings, they were dark stone. The same magical spheres of light were dotted everywhere, and the entire city glowed. 
 
    As I walked, I wondered if this place would give me time blindness. I’d heard about those towns in the far north areas of Alaska that had weeks without sunlight at certain points of the year, but I wouldn’t mind if I got a little turned around down here. The life of merfolk was so utterly different from anything I knew, and I wanted to experience it all. 
 
    “The main part of the infirmary isn’t in a bubble building,” Gemma explained as she led us toward a large structure. “But there are some who have been out of the oceans for such a lengthy period of time, they haven’t reacclimated to it. We can visit that section of the infirmary today, and I can show you the older part another time.” 
 
    “Whatever you think is best,” I said. 
 
    Gemma led us through the end of another tunnel to a large bubble room that was sectioned off with dozens of curtains that had been woven from seaweed. They were hung up around the space like curtains in an emergency room, and between each set of curtains was either a bed or a large bathtub. More than three-quarters of the spaces were occupied by sea nymphs, merfolk, and sea sprites in various states of recovery. Most of them had vacant and confused looks in their eyes that reminded me of Lord Trent’s often distant look. 
 
    Too many of them looked gaunt and like they’d been underfed and malnourished for a long time. There were mostly faded bruises in a few conspicuous places as well, and more than a couple had scars that didn’t look completely healed yet. 
 
    The sight of my people in such states made my blood boil, and if Rhaiden wasn’t already good and dead, I would have hunted him down and slowly strangled the life from him. 
 
    I thought the trauma these people had endured at his hands had been entirely psychological, but they had obvious physical wounds, too. Even if Rhaiden hadn’t hurt them directly, they were hurt because of him. 
 
    Then one of the mermaids in a nearby bathtub looked up and spotted me, and her dull gray eyes sparked to life. 
 
    “King Michael?” the mermaid whispered in a weak voice. 
 
    She looked to be about middle-aged, with long brown hair that was tangled in places, and her orange scales were dull rather than shiny like Gemma and the soldiers I’d met. Her arms were folded on the edge of the bathtub closest to me, and a large orange-and-red tail stuck up out of the other end of the tub. 
 
    I could see her tail was once a brilliant mix of colors that would have looked like the sunset, but in her weakened state, they were dull and muted. 
 
    “Yes, it’s me,” I said automatically, and I slowly walked over to her. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The brunette mermaid looked confused, and her eyes were unfocused for a long second before she closed them and forced her lips to move. 
 
    “Pearl…” she muttered slowly. “I think my name is Pearl.” 
 
    “That’s very good, Pearl,” a yellow-haired mermaid in human form praised Pearl. 
 
    I guessed she was like a nurse or doctor in the infirmary because she looked much healthier than the survivors. She wore clothing made of a light fabric that was woven together into a sort of short dress, and she had bright pink scales over her eyebrows that dipped down in a point at the bridge of her nose. Her forearms and shins were covered with more pink scales, and she had a warm smile on her face. 
 
    “I’m Nori, your majesty,” the yellow-haired mermaid said. “It’s so kind of you to visit.” 
 
    “How are they doing?” I asked, and I looked around at the other survivors. 
 
    “Pearl is doing well today,” Nori said, and she spoke to all the members of our group. “She has recalled her name every time I’ve asked, and she was able to tell me what she had for breakfast this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s wonderful news,” Gemma said in a softly soothing voice. “Well done, Pearl.” 
 
    “Captain Gemmaline?” Pearl asked with a spark of sudden clarity. 
 
    It reminded me of the elderly neighbor down the street from my parents in the midst of his Alzheimer’s. Every so often, he’d have lucid days, and he would recognize me when I came by to mow their lawn for them. He’s always commented on how much I’d grown or how tall I had gotten. 
 
    Pearl looked at Gemma now with the same question in her gray eyes. 
 
    “Hello, Pearl,” Gemma said. “Are you feeling well?” 
 
    “I’m feeling much better, Captain,” Pearl said. “I’ll be back to my post in no time at all.” 
 
    “No need to rush,” Gemma said softly. “We’ve got your post covered. I want you to focus on getting better, and that’s an order, soldier.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Pearl said with a weak smile, and she lifted her right hand to touch her left shoulder in a sort of salute. 
 
    “I’ll come see you again very soon,” Gemma assured Pearl. 
 
    Gemma gestured for us to follow her, and Nori came with us. As we stepped away, I thought I saw a bit more vibrancy in the color of Pearl’s tail. 
 
    “She still can’t reconcile the lapse in time with her previous memories,” Nori said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Yes, I can see that,” Gemma sighed, and she turned to explain to Ivis, Nyxx, Rune, and me. “Pearl was once a soldier in my battalion when I was a captain. That was more than fifteen years ago.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “She disappeared one day while on patrol,” Gemma explained. “We never knew what happened. We suspected a shark attack or something else. Pearl wasn’t the kind of soldier to leave without cause or reason. The scouting troops came across her two weeks ago. She was delirious and on the brink of starvation when they found her.” 
 
    “Why are some of the survivors recuperating in these tubs?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Well, as I’m sure you know,” Gemma said. “The water pressure this deep is significantly greater than that of the surface. It can reach above fifteen thousand psi in the deepest parts of the oceans. It’s closer to nine thousand here, but that’s still an enormous difference, and in their weakened state, these survivors wouldn’t be able to withstand the pressure.” 
 
    “They’re not strong enough,” Ivis muttered in a sad voice. 
 
    “Correct.” Gemma nodded. “Many of Rhaiden’s victims had remained in the ocean during their time under his influence, and so their bodies never became unaccustomed to the intense pressure. But some of the survivors spent the majority of their lost time on the surface.” 
 
    “Like Pearl,” I surmised. 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma sighed. “You can think of it like sea legs. I understand this is something humans experience when they travel on smaller ships for days or weeks at a time.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “It takes a few days to get used to the constant motion of the water under your feet.” 
 
    “The water pressure is similar but much greater,” Gemma said. “Pearl, and the others here, need to get their sea legs back.” 
 
    “Ironic,” Rune snorted softly. 
 
    “Tragic,” Ivis sighed. 
 
    “What can I do for them?” I asked. 
 
    There was a deep and powerful desire in my heart to do something. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    I wanted to wave my hands and make these people better, but I knew that was futile. My magic didn’t work that way, but I did have a lot of power and money behind me that I could throw at this problem. 
 
    “What do you need?” I asked Gemma and Nori. “Money? Resources? More workers? More beds?” 
 
    “There isn’t a whole lot more we can do, your majesty,” Nori said with an apologetic frown. “We have some of the best healers in the world in Salirius City right now. They’re doing everything they can to help the survivors. We have more beds and supplies than we really need. Sadly, these people need time, affection, and emotional support.” 
 
    “Healing isn’t linear,” I sighed as I recalled what Helena had told me before I’d left Orlando. 
 
    “Exactly,” Gemma murmured. “These people need a kind of cleansing of their minds that doesn’t exist. The most we can do for them is support them and give them a safe and caring place to work through the tangled mess Rhaiden’s mind control left behind.” 
 
    There was something I could do, though, and that was to keep anything like this from ever happening again or to anyone else. Rhaiden was dead, but his allies were still out there. 
 
    My staff’s research had gathered enough information to prove that Rhaiden hadn’t been working alone. There was too much going into his plans for him to have done it all by himself. We hadn’t gotten any solid leads about who those people were, but I knew they couldn’t hide forever. Sooner or later, we would uncover them, and that’s how I could help. 
 
    “We are doing everything there is to do,” Gemma assured me. “And your presence here will bring them comfort and strength. You should meet as many of them as you can.” 
 
    I started to nod, but then a question came to me. 
 
    “How did Pearl know who I was?” I asked with confusion. “She had trouble remembering her own name. How did she know mine?” 
 
    Gemma smiled and pointed to a nearby table. I turned to follow her finger, and I saw a copy of my coronation photo in a picture frame with my name written in simple bold letters. 
 
    “Even in their weakened and confused states,” Gemma murmured, and her voice was filled with affection and admiration, “your subjects love their king. It’s the one new detail they all can latch onto and keep as a solid thing in their minds.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    I was overcome with a torrent of emotions for a long moment, and Ivis gently stroked my arm. Nyxx’s fingers touched my shoulder in a subtle and comforting way, and Gemma reached out to clasp my hand, too. 
 
    “You are their king,” Gemma said. “The love they feel for you is deep in their hearts. Much deeper than Rhaiden could have ever reached.” 
 
    “Do we have time?” I asked. “I want to go around and meet them.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Nyxx said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Speak with as many as you like,” Gemma agreed, and she waved in a welcoming gesture. 
 
    I spent the next few hours walking around the bubble part of the infirmary and speaking with the survivors. They were all in various states of healing. Some were ready to reenter the ocean in the next few days, others had only just been brought in by the scouting teams, and most of them were somewhere in the middle. 
 
    Gemma informed me that they were still finding survivors, but the frequency was dropping dramatically now. 
 
    The sea sprites had tiny and high-pitched voices that reminded me of Christmas bells, and they recuperated in small tubs that were only a few gallons. The sea nymphs occupied most of the large bathtubs, and the merfolk were in more of the beds. After the first dozen merfolk, I started to be able to guess how far along they were in their healing journey based on the brightness of their scales. The ones who were preparing to reenter the ocean in the next few days had the brightest scales, and I mentioned my observation to Gemma. 
 
    “You noticed.” Gemma grinned at me. 
 
    “It’s kind of obvious,” I whispered. 
 
    “A merfolk’s health can be assessed by their coloring,” Gemma said in a voice filled with humor. “But most outsiders have trouble telling the subtle differences. It takes a trained eye to see.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with disbelief. “It’s so clear to me.” 
 
    “I can see that their scales aren’t as bright or shiny as yours, Gemma,” Ivis commented. “But I see no difference among the survivors.” 
 
    “Which is why I’m so impressed by King Michael’s assessment,” Gemma murmured, and she gazed at me like I was a fascinating and challenging puzzle she was trying to figure out. 
 
    “Have we met all the survivors in this section?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “We have,” Gemma answered the shadow nymph while still staring at me with curious eyes, and then she turned to look at the others. “Your presence will give them hope and bolster their resilience.” 
 
    “I wish there was more we could do,” Ivis sighed. 
 
    “There is a group of merfolk who have requested the honor of your presence for dinner this evening,” Gemma said. “Members of old families that have long-standing reputations among my people.” 
 
    “High merfolk society?” Rune asked with a touch of humor. 
 
    “Sort of.” Gemma nodded and grinned. “Merfolk society isn’t all that different from surface dwellers. We have political affiliations and strings we can pull, too. Anyway, there is a royal representative among them.” 
 
    “Lord Finn?” I guessed. 
 
    It would be nice to see Gemma’s brother. Since so much of the damage from Rhaiden’s actions had been inflicted on the people of the ocean, he’d been as busy as I had been since the hurricane. It would be nice to catch up in person and see how his work was going. 
 
    “No, my brother is checking in with the merfolk in the rural areas off the coast of Brazil,” Gemma said. “This is a representative you haven’t met yet, your majesty. Lord Zale.” 
 
    “Lord Zale?” I repeated the name, but it didn’t ring any bells. “I don’t know anything about him.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Gemma said in a dry tone. “Lord Zale doesn’t go onto the surface anymore.” 
 
    “He’s what you might call a tenured representative, your majesty,” Rune said with a slight grimace. 
 
    The phrase immediately brought up the image of an aging college professor who refused to retire despite his inability to stay awake during his own lectures anymore. 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed. “Right.” 
 
    “He was appointed by King Roman early in his reign,” Gemma said. 
 
    The sexy mermaid started to lead us out of the infirmary through another door and down a longer bubble tunnel. We turned closer to the center of the city, and soon we were walking under stone archways and beneath towering stone buildings. Merfolk swam all over the place like pedestrians in New York City, and most of them stopped to gawk and wave at me. I did my best to put on a friendly face and waved to as many of my subjects as I could manage. 
 
    The whole thing felt a bit like a reverse fish tank, just as I’d imagined, and I wished there was a way I could swim with them instead of being isolated behind the bubble walls. 
 
    “Lord Zale was a very hard-working and well-loved representative for decades,” Gemma said as she led our group. “He did incredible work for the merfolk, and he earned a place of great respect. Now, he’s well on in years, but he refuses to step down from the position.” 
 
    “If I recall correctly,” Rune said, “King Vairn didn’t see any reason to appoint someone new to his position. The work was getting done.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma said, and she grimaced over her shoulder at me. “My brother and the other representatives of the region have filled in for Lord Zale. They’ve picked up the slack, so to speak, so King Vairn wouldn’t have noticed any issues.” 
 
    There was a frown in Gemma’s magenta eyes, and I could tell she wasn’t thrilled by this arrangement. I decided to see what could be done about Lord Zale and his region. 
 
    “Why does he refuse to step down?” Ivis asked the question I was wondering, too. 
 
    “Because he is old,” Gemma scoffed. “He enjoys the status and perception the title allows him.” 
 
    Maybe I could persuade him with an honorary title to relinquish the representative’s seat, and then I could appoint someone new to the position. 
 
    “Be sure to speak clearly when you meet him later,” Gemma added, and she pointed to her ear. “His hearing isn’t what it used to be.” 
 
    I grinned at the comical look on her beautiful face, and she smiled back at me. 
 
    “These are our guest suites,” Gemma said, and there was a slight blush to her cheeks. “It’s sort of like a human hotel. I’ll show you to your rooms.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I realized we’d walked straight through the heart of Salirius City to the opposite side. The large buildings were behind us now, and the infirmary was clear across the maze-like city. 
 
    Gemma led us down a long bubble corridor that was much more opaque than the ones we’d seen so far. They were like frosted glass windows, and they offered good privacy to each of the bubble rooms behind the circular doorways. 
 
    “Rune, your room is here,” Gemma said as she pointed to a doorway, and then she raised her other hand to indicate a door right beside it. “Nyxx, your room is here.” 
 
    I could see the urge to insist on being as close to my room as possible for security purposes, but before Nyxx could object, Gemma continued. 
 
    “His Majesty’s room is right there,” Gemma said, and she pointed to the room across the hall from Nyxx’s. “And Ivis’ room is right beside his. So you’re all right next to one another.” 
 
    Nyxx nodded her head, and I could see the nearly imperceptible smirk at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Rune said, and he stuck his head through the frosted bubble doorway to have a look. 
 
    “Do the bubble walls work the same way as the doors?” Ivis wondered as she stared at Rune’s body halfway through the frosted membrane. 
 
    “No,” Gemma chuckled. “The walls are made with a more dense material, so you can’t just pass through them like that.” 
 
    Gemma extended her arm and pointed at the clear structure that made up the circular door frame. 
 
    “This frame here keeps the membrane in place,” Gemma explained. 
 
    “It’s strangely fascinating,” Rune chuckled as he stood up straight again. “And it’s nearly soundproof. I could hear you saying something but only just barely.” 
 
    “Your bags should already be in your rooms.” Gemma smiled. “I’ll have a member of my staff come to collect you in a few hours for dinner.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I searched for a reason to reach out and touch her. 
 
    Gemma’s eyes sparkled as she stared at me, and a zap of electricity crackled in the air between us. “Let me know if there’s anything you need, your majesty.” 
 
    The sultry shift in her voice and the way her eyes narrowed just a fraction of an inch completely altered the tone of her sentence, and my skin got hot. 
 
    “Alright, see you all later,” Rune said, and without another word, he stepped through the doorway into his room. 
 
    “I’m going to check out my room,” Ivis said in a breathy voice, and she walked a few feet to her doorway and disappeared inside. 
 
    “Is there anything you need, your majesty?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “No, I’m good,” I said. “Take a break for a little while. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Nyxx nodded, walked into her room, and left me alone in the hallway with Gemma. 
 
    “We’re all very glad to have you here in the city, your majesty,” Gemma whispered. 
 
    “I’m glad to be here,” I said, and I leaned a bit closer to her. “The city is beautiful.” 
 
    Gemma smiled, and she lingered in the corridor like there was more she wanted to say. Then she shook her head slightly and cleared her throat. 
 
    “I have some business to attend to before dinner tonight,” Gemma said, and I could hear the disappointment in her voice. 
 
    Despite her excuse, she still didn’t make a move toward leaving, and I figured now was a good time to make a move. 
 
    “I’d like to spend some time alone with you while I’m here,” I said in a voice that was bolder than I felt. 
 
    “Is there a matter you wanted to discuss?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “No.” I smirked. “I wanted to spend some free time with you. If you have any to spare, that is.” 
 
    Gemma’s smile spread slowly across her face until she was grinning like a schoolgirl. She pressed her lips back into a more casual smile and nodded confidently. 
 
    “I would enjoy that very much, your majesty,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Good,” I murmured, and my voice was raspier than normal. 
 
    I leaned in closer than good manners would have allowed, and I let my eyes rake down her frame to make sure there wasn’t a bit of confusion in my next sentence. 
 
    “You look stunning, by the way,” I purred. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gemma chided me with a playful grin. “Your correspondences have been quite flirtatious.” 
 
    “As have yours,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma hummed. “I was worried the flirtations would stop when you arrived in the city. I’m very glad to see they haven’t.” 
 
    Gemma leaned closer to me, and she was so close to me in height that I would barely have to bend down to kiss her. 
 
    “Me, too.” I grinned. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Gemma sighed and straightened back up. “I really do have some urgent business to attend to. I have a scouting team returning any minute now. Hopefully they will have information that will help us in our investigation of Rhaiden’s allies.” 
 
    “That is very important business,” I agreed in a serious tone. “I really appreciate all your hard work, and the hard work of your soldiers and scouts.” 
 
    “We are honored to assist the crown in any way we can,” Gemma said in a loyal tone, but her eyes were filled with mischief. “I will see you later for dinner, your majesty.” 
 
    “See you later.” I smirked. 
 
    Gemma narrowed her eyes playfully at me before she walked away, and I felt zero guilt about watching her until she turned a corner and disappeared out of sight. 
 
    “Aahh,” I sighed, and I walked into my room. 
 
    The room was as gorgeous as the rest of the city I’d seen so far. It was a large dome shape with several small porthole-style windows that were the clear bubble membrane, and the rest of the bubble walls were the same frosted membrane as the hallways. A massive bed took up most of the back quarter of the room, and a large couch sat across from it. There wasn’t any art to speak of, but there were tropical plants positioned in stone pots around the floor. 
 
    I suddenly realized the temperature of the bubble buildings was very pleasant, and I wondered again what kind of heating system they had. I knew the ocean was freezing cold this deep, but the air in the bubbles felt like a comfortable seventy-two degrees. 
 
    I scanned the room and spotted my luggage on the cushioned bench at the foot of the bed, and then I noticed a circular doorway that was positioned conspicuously close to what would have been the wall of Ivis’ room. 
 
    My eyebrows raised with curiosity as I walked over and inspected the doorway. There wasn’t anything solid to knock on, and I debated how best to get Ivis’ attention. Rune had said the frosted bubble walls were nearly soundproof, and I considered just sticking my hand through to wave at Ivis. 
 
    “Nah.” I shook my head. 
 
    I didn’t want to scare her. 
 
    I stood there for another few seconds, and then I nearly jumped out of my skin when Ivis’ green hands suddenly thrust through the membrane from her side of the bubble walls. 
 
    Her disembodied arm waved awkwardly, and then she clenched her fingers into a fist and yanked her hand back into her side. I chuckled lightly at the obvious embarrassment of the action, and I slowly moved my hand through to her side and gave a little wave. Then I curled a finger in invitation and stepped away from the door. 
 
    Ivis hesitated only a second before she walked straight through the membrane and into my room. 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured softly because I couldn’t form any other words even if my life had depended on it. 
 
    Ivis had changed out of her clothes and wore a shiny silky bathrobe that ended mid-thigh. It was a beautiful shade of green that was the color of sea foam, and it did nothing to keep me from seeing the pointed tips of her nipples. 
 
    “I…” Ivis breathed nervously. “I wasn’t sure how to knock.” 
 
    “Neither was I,” I said with a smile, and I let my eyes roam over the shape of her body under the silky robe. “You look stunning.” 
 
    Ivis blushed that pretty shade of green, and she fisted her hands like she was forcing herself not to try and hide behind them. Then she stuck out her chin boldly and yanked the tie of her robe until the silky fabric slid open and revealed her naked body. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed.
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 Chapter 4 
 
    Ivis’ nipples were a darker shade of green like the blush that I’d come to love so much, and her body was completely smooth. There wasn’t a single patch of bark-like skin anywhere in sight, and as I stared at her, that delightful blush spread across her full breasts and down between her thighs. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Ivis asked in a shy voice, and she started to close her robe. 
 
    “No,” I growled softly as I stepped forward, and I grabbed the silky material to keep her from hiding from me. “I want to look at you.” 
 
    Ivis sucked in a shallow breath and let her hands drop to her sides as I held the robe open to enjoy the curves and planes of her body. 
 
    “You’re so fucking sexy,” I purred. 
 
    I moved slowly so she had plenty of time to stop me, but I prayed to the Goddess she wouldn’t. My hands slid around her waist, and I gently urged her forward until I could capture her lips with mine. 
 
    “Oooh,” Ivis gasped the second before I kissed her. 
 
    She tasted like the forest, and I could smell the arousal coming off her in waves. Her lips parted under the probing pressure of my kiss, and I laid my palms flat on the small of her back. With a little push, she stepped forward, and I molded her body to the shape of mine. 
 
    Having her nearly naked in my arms while I was still fully clothed was wildly arousing, and she gasped around my kiss when I pressed her against my erection. I took full advantage of the opportunity and pushed my tongue into her mouth. 
 
    I’d kissed Ivis plenty of times over the last several weeks, but it had been nothing like this. There was a pounding passion in my veins, and I could taste the desire on her tongue stronger than ever before. It only sent my own arousal higher. 
 
    My hands wandered freely under her robe until they came up to her shoulders, and I pushed the silky fabric to the floor. Then I delved my fingers up into her green hair, and I was amazed at how soft the dark green oak leaves of her hair were. I’d expected them to feel like ordinary leaves from a tree, but they were just as soft and supple as the rest of her hair. 
 
    I raked my fingers up into the heavy mass, and I cradled her head in my hands. With a few gentle movements, I angled her head to exactly where I wanted her, and I deepened our kiss. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Ivis hummed, and she opened for me with a trusting innocence that had me shaking. 
 
    I forced my lips away from hers because I needed to know before we went any further. 
 
    “Are you a virgin?” I asked, and my voice was like gravel. 
 
    “Y-yes,” Ivis whispered, and I could hear the nerves in her voice. 
 
    I pulled back to look at her, and I was ecstatic to find that her nervousness wasn’t from her lack of experience. She stared at me with anticipation, and I knew she was nervous about how I might react to the news. 
 
    “Good,” I purred. “Then you’re all mine.” 
 
    Ivis gasped hard at that, and her cheeks blushed a deeper shade of green as her brown eyes sparkled with passion. 
 
    I took possession of her mouth with mine as my hands wound around and down to cup her ass, and I picked her up off the floor. Ivis’ naive fingers dug into my hair, and her legs instinctively wrapped around my hips. 
 
    It only took me a few long strides to bring us over to the bed, and I laid her down gently on the crisp white blankets. 
 
    I stood up and gazed down at her as I began to slowly strip my clothes off. A smug smirk came over my lips as her eyes went wide with every new bit of my body she got her eyes on. 
 
    “Aaahh,” Ivis sighed, and her thighs pressed together like she didn’t have total control over her body anymore. 
 
    Once I was naked except for my boxer briefs, I paused and arched an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. 
 
    “I feel like I’m on fire,” Ivis breathed, and then she got a devilish look in her eyes. “Your majesty.” 
 
    “Shit,” I chuckled. 
 
    I didn’t think I’d ever get used to what a turn-on that was for me. Any time my wives, and now Ivis, said my royal title in the heat of passion it sent molten gold along my nerves. My cock twitched and strained against the fabric of my underwear, and Ivis’ eye went wide. 
 
    I chuckled and flexed the muscles in my lower abdomen to do it again, and I was rewarded with another sultry gasp from my half-dryad beauty. 
 
    “Did you do that on purpose?” Ivis asked, and she looked up to meet my eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed, and I leaned forward over the bed. 
 
    With my knuckles braced on the mattress on either side of Ivis, I captured one of her dark green nipples between my lips. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Ivis moaned. 
 
    The sound sent fire scorching down my spine, and I flicked my tongue over the sensitive bud until it was hard and tight between my lips. Then I moved over and gave the same attention to her other breast. 
 
    Soon, Ivis was arching up off the bed underneath me, and I knew she was striving for any kind of friction on her overly stimulated body. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to give it to her just yet. 
 
    “Be a good girl,” I purred as I stood up and back away a single step. 
 
    “Michael,” Ivis groaned, and she stared at me with accusing eyes. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows as I hooked my fingers into the waistband of my boxer briefs, and I slowly peeled them down over my raging erection. My cock sprang free and pointed directly at Ivis like it had a mind of its own, and her eyes went wide as she stared at my shaft. 
 
    “I know the facts about sex,” Ivis said in a voice that was thick with passion. “I understand the anatomy of it all… and I’m on birth control… so you don’t have to worry about that… but…” 
 
    “But?” I prompted. 
 
    “You’re so…” Ivis said in barely a whisper, and she swallowed hard. “Big.” 
 
    I laughed deep in my chest at that, and the nervous look on her face. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I promised her. “Your body stretches to accommodate me.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that,” Ivis said with a hard blush. “But… Goddess…” 
 
    “I’ll go slow,” I murmured, and I leaned back over her. “I promise.” 
 
    I didn’t give Ivis another second to be nervous about how we would fit together, I just climbed over the top of her, and I started to kiss her again. The more riled up and turned-on she was, the less nervous she’d be. 
 
    So I spent the next several minutes doing just that. 
 
    I lavished her breasts with attention, and I nudged her knees wide with mine. I kissed her until she was writhing beneath me and practically begging for it. 
 
    “Michael,” Ivis moaned. “Please, I want you to touch me.” 
 
    “Where?” I teased, and I pressed a kiss to the underside of her breast. “Here?” 
 
    “Aahh,” Ivis sighed with pleasure. 
 
    “Here?” I asked as I kissed the sensitive side of her stomach. Then I moved down to press a hot kiss to the inside of her thigh. “Maybe here?” 
 
    “Ooooohh,” Ivis groaned, and her legs went wide in silent pleading for my touch on her pussy. 
 
    I smirked at the desperation in her breathing, and I traced one finger through the slick folds of her pussy lips. 
 
    “Here,” I said, and there was no question in my teasing voice. 
 
    “Yeeessss,” Ivis moaned, low and long. 
 
    A thousand wild centaurs couldn’t have dragged the smile from my lips at that moment. 
 
    I leaned forward and pressed a hot kiss directly over the top of her clit, and it throbbed with need beneath my lips. 
 
    “No,” I teased as I sat up a bit more. “I want more than that.” 
 
    “Are you going to make love to me now?” Ivis asked, and her voice was much more playful than I’d expected. 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled. “Scoot up and put your head on the pillows. You’ll be more comfortable.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ivis murmured, and she did as I said. 
 
    Once she was lined up in the center of the bed with her green locks spread out across the pillow, I climbed over her and settled myself in the cradle of her hips. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked as I positioned the head of my dick at her slick entrance. 
 
    Ivis bit down on her bottom lip and nodded with confidence. 
 
    I cupped her face with my left hand, and I guided my shaft into her hot pussy with my right. She tensed at first, and I paused for a moment to let her adjust. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Ivis moaned, and her eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    I took that as a good sign, and I slowly thrust in until I was buried balls deep in her tight tunnel. It took every bit of my self-control to hold still as I felt her inner walls stretch to accept my girth, and I captured her lips in another searing kiss. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Ivis moaned into my mouth, and she tilted her hips just a tiny bit. 
 
    I took that as an open invitation, and I started to pull out and thrust into her pussy. 
 
    “Ooooh, fuck,” Ivis gasped as I filled her again. 
 
    “You like that?” I asked, though I was pretty sure she fucking loved it. 
 
    “Yeees,” Ivis moaned. “More, please!” 
 
    “Whatever you want,” I purred. 
 
    I set a slow and steady rhythm to ease Ivis into it, but she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me into her harder and faster. 
 
    “Mooooore,” Ivis groaned. “Please, Michael, I want more.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed. 
 
    I matched the demanding rhythm Ivis tried to set with her legs around my hips, and she relaxed into the bed with a groan of pleasure. 
 
    “Yeeeesss,” Ivis moaned. “Oh, that feels amazing.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I gasped. “You like it rough.” 
 
    “I guess I do,” Ivis said in a breathy laugh that turned into another long moan. “Oooooh.” 
 
    I fucked Ivis hard and slow, and I reveled in every second of it. Never would I have pegged the sweet and light-hearted half-dryad to be one who liked a good hard fucking, but the discovery turned my insides to flames. 
 
    “Faster,” Ivis begged, and she dug her fingers into the muscles of my lower back. “It feels so goooood.” 
 
    I braced myself on my elbows and lifted myself into a low plank to give her exactly what she craved, and every fast stroke of my cock in her pussy sent my own pleasure higher until it teetered in a precarious tower of gold. 
 
    Somewhere in the back of my mind I thought it was a good thing that these bubble walls were nearly soundproof, or the entire city was going to know exactly what we were up to. 
 
    Ivis was loud. 
 
    “Yeeees!” Ivis shouted with pleasure, and her voice reached a higher octave than normal. “Yes, Michael! Just like that!” 
 
    “Fuck, your pussy feels so good,” I groaned. 
 
    “Ooooh, Goddess!” Ivis groaned in response. 
 
    I got the feeling she liked it when I talked dirty, so I said more to test the theory. 
 
    “You like my rock-hard cock inside you like this?” I asked. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Ivis cried out. “Yes! I do! Fuck me, Michael!” 
 
    All coherent thought was erased from my brain at the wild abandon of Ivis’ passion, and I let go of all restraint. I fucked her as hard and fast as she demanded, and I leaned down to suck her nipple between my teeth. 
 
    “Yeeeeeesss,” Ivis gasped at the added sensation. 
 
    My hips rose and fell at a demanding rhythm that threatened to shatter every ounce of control inside my being, and I felt Ivis’ thighs tense around me with her impending climax. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yeeesss!” Ivis gasped and moaned, and then her voice turned into nothing more than a tiny squeak of air. “Oh!” 
 
    To put her the last few inches over the edge, I wedged a hand between us, and I flicked the pad of my finger over her throbbing clit. That was all it took for her to explode into a million pieces of pleasure. 
 
    “Aaaaahhhhh,” Ivis groaned as her pussy rippled in waves around my cock. 
 
    The intensity of her orgasm pushed me over the edge right behind her, and her inner walls milked me for everything I was worth. Lightning sizzled down my spine, and light flashed behind my eyes as I exploded deep within her pussy. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck,” I groaned as the fire took hold of all my senses. 
 
    My hips twitched of their own accord as I rode out the waves of my pleasure, and I had just enough sense left to stroke my finger gently over Ivis’ clit to coax her through her own ecstasy as my seed filled her. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Ivis sighed as her breathing started to return to normal, and her entire body relaxed under me. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed in agreement. “Wow is right.” 
 
    I rolled slowly to the side to keep from crushing Ivis, and I planted a warm kiss at her temple. 
 
    “That was…” Ivis murmured with a lazy smile. 
 
    “Incredible?” I suggested helpfully. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    I laughed, too, and I turned onto my side to gaze at her sex-flushed face. 
 
    “You’re incredible,” I said. 
 
    Ivis smiled softly, and she looked away as a blush colored her cheeks. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and I brushed a long lock of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I love you,” Ivis breathed, and she couldn’t quite look me in the eye. “You don’t have to say it back. In fact, don’t unless you mean it…” 
 
    I grinned like a lovesick puppy at that, and I realized I felt the same way. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, Ivis had burrowed deep inside my heart like a squirrel preparing for winter, and now that I had her, I was never going to let her go. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said. “And, in case it wasn’t obvious already…” 
 
    I paused and waited for her to look up at me. 
 
    “I’m planning on marrying you,” I finished. “If you’ll have me.” 
 
    Ivis blushed so deep I wondered if there was any blood left in her extremities, and she smiled like a kid on Christmas morning. 
 
    “If you want me,” Ivis said with so much joy in her voice. “Then I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Good.” I grinned, and I pulled her into my arms. “I’m really glad you came with me on this trip.” 
 
    “I’m really glad you invited me on this trip,” Ivis giggled. “I was prepared to just miss you terribly while you were away, but instead, I got you all to myself.” 
 
    She snuggled closer to my chest, and I stroked my hand down the length of her spine. 
 
    I imagined bringing Ivis home to my three wives and laying in my bed with all four of them together, and my heart felt like it would explode from how much happiness and love was inside it. 
 
    “So…” Ivis murmured a moment later. “Was that an official proposal or…?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I laughed. “Are you saying yes?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Ivis teased, and she held up her left hand to make a very obvious point at the lack of a ring on her third finger. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Oh!” I laughed as I rolled her onto her back, and I laid on top of her once more. “You want a ring, huh?” 
 
    “A little something maybe,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    “A diamond maybe?” I teased, and I kissed the sensitive skin under the corner of her jaw. “Maybe something with emeralds the color of your nipples.” 
 
    “Michael!” Ivis gasped like I’d just said the most scandalous thing in the world. 
 
    “Nobody would know but us,” I laughed. “And maybe Poppy, Helena, and Dinah…” 
 
    “What?” Ivis asked, and this time she looked scandalized, too. “How would they know?” 
 
    “We all have sex together sometimes,” I said with a little shrug. 
 
    It wasn’t a big deal to me at all, it was just a part of my life and marriages now. I realized too late it might be too much, too soon for Ivis, but she surprised me again with a shy smile. 
 
    “Really?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I murmured. “It’s completely up to you if that’s something you’d want, but I know I’d love to fuck all of you at the same time.” 
 
    “Greedy, aren’t you, your majesty?” Ivis asked, and her tone was devilishly playful despite the hard blush across her cheeks. 
 
    “Maybe a little,” I laughed. 
 
    “I suppose we should get cleaned up,” Ivis said with a little pout. “We won’t want to keep those diplomats waiting.” 
 
    “Eh,” I scoffed playfully. “I’m the king. I’m allowed to make people wait.” 
 
    “Your majesty!” Ivis giggled. 
 
    I smothered her collarbone with kisses, and I felt the passion ignite again between us. There was a clock on the driftwood bedside table and it showed we had another hour before proper dinner time. 
 
    “We’ve got time for round two,” I purred as I licked up the length of her slender neck. 
 
    “Aaahhmm,” Ivis breathed. 
 
    “If you’re up for it,” murmured, and I let my hand trace up the curve of her narrow waist. 
 
    She seemed undecided, and I wondered if she was unsure about having sex again so soon or worried about being late to the dinner. Ivis bit down on her bottom lip for a moment, and I moved my hand up to cup her breast. One stroke of my thumb over her nipple, and she decided. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” Ivis moaned, and she arched up into my hand. 
 
    I started to move over her body, but Ivis stopped me with a hand on my shoulder and a fiery look in her eyes. 
 
    “Lay back, your majesty,” Ivis purred, and she rose up to climb across my hips. 
 
    “Feeling daring, are we?” I teased. 
 
    “Maybe,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    My cock was already hard by that point, but when Ivis straddled my hips and braced her palms on my chest, my shaft throbbed with need. I reached up and caressed her thighs with both hands, and I let them wander freely over her beautiful body. 
 
    Ivis furrowed her eyebrows in concentration for a moment as she tried to angle her pelvis and catch my dick with her pussy. I fought the urge to do it for her, and after a third try, she grinned victoriously as my head found the slick entrance of her sex. 
 
    Ivis’ lips fell open as she slowly sank down on my cock, and when I was buried deep inside her, she ground down on my pelvis for a long moment. 
 
    “Damn,” I moaned. 
 
    I tried to let her lead the way, but I couldn’t keep my hands off her sweet body. My hands caressed around her hips, and I reached down to cup the perfect globes of her ass. 
 
    “Oh!” Ivis gasped. 
 
    I gave her a little squeeze as she circled her hips on me once more, and then I lifted her up until just the tip of my dick was nestled between her swollen pussy lips. Then I released my hold and let her drop down hard. 
 
    “Oooh!” Ivis moaned loudly, and she stared down at me with amazement in her brown eyes. 
 
    “Again?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Ivis nodded dazedly. 
 
    I smirked as I lifted her again and let her drop back down on my cock, and we fell into the rhythm together. A slow lift and separation followed by a hard and fast rejoining of our bodies. 
 
    This position gave Ivis much more control, and she reveled in that. In a matter of minutes, she dug her hands up into her hair as she bounced on my cock, and then she let them slide down her chest until she began to fondle her breasts. 
 
    The view was enthralling, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her dark green nipples as she discovered what she liked. After some pinching and caressing, Ivis decided on a light flicking motion with both of her middle fingers. 
 
    I longed for a third hand to give her every bit of stimulation she clearly desired, and I imagined how ecstatic she would be to join in with my wives. Ivis liked it all apparently, and I imagined Poppy’s fingers on Ivis’ green nipples as Helena kissed along the slender curve of her throat. Then Dinah came into the mental image, and I imagined her straddling my face and putting her dripping pussy right over my mouth while she kissed Ivis. 
 
    “Uuuuhh, fuuuck,” I groaned as the pleasure started to pool like liquid lightning in my gut. 
 
    “Michaaaaeeeel,” Ivis moaned. 
 
    Then Ivis started to add a new movement into our rhythm that threatened both of our sanity. Every time she dropped down onto my cock, she tilted her hips to take me deeper, and I felt her clit press against my pelvis each time. 
 
    “Aaaaahhh, yeeeessss,” Ivis groaned. 
 
    The ecstasy cascaded through my veins like an electric current, and it felt like it was pulling my entire body apart in the most delicious burst of sensation. 
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore, and I gripped her ass in both hands. 
 
    “Lay on me,” I ordered in a harsh voice. 
 
    “Ooohh,” Ivis moaned as she obeyed. 
 
    Then I took control, and I fucked her like my life depended on it. Which, at the moment, it probably did. My sanity was on the brink of destruction if I didn’t get what we both needed. 
 
    My fingers dug into the toned muscles of Ivis’ ass, and I held her firmly in place as I thrust up into her. The slick friction of her pussy around my cock was the sweetest torture in the world, and I was caught between never wanting it to end and reaching the powerful climax I felt on the horizon. 
 
    It only took another moment, and the catch in Ivis’ breathing that told me she was about to cum, to reach the point of no return. 
 
    “Ooooohh, yeeeessssss,” Ivis cried as her pussy quivered around me, and she dug her fingernails into my shoulders. 
 
    “Cum for me,” I growled as I crashed over the edge right behind her into blissful oblivion. 
 
    The pleasure exploded behind my eyelids in a million bright sparks of light as a tongue-numbing orgasm ripped through my body. I pumped whatever I had left deep inside her pussy as every one of my muscles clenched tight from ecstasy. 
 
    Ivis writhed on top of me for a long moment before she collapsed with utter satisfaction, and she lifted a lazy hand to brush her hair away from her face. 
 
    “Whoa,” Ivis breathed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumbled in agreement. 
 
    “Is it supposed to be this good?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “What?” I chuckled with surprise. 
 
    “I mean,” Ivis murmured. “I’ve heard about bad sex. Especially first-time sex. I didn’t expect it to be this… good.” 
 
    I laughed at that because she had a point. I remembered how awkward and disappointing losing my virginity had been. Granted, I was a teenager, and she’d been a virgin, too, so neither of us knew what we were doing. 
 
    “Good sex takes a bit of knowing what you’re doing,” I said as I stroked a finger down the curve of her cheek, and I gave her a charming smirk. “So… thanks for the compliment.” 
 
    “You definitely know what you’re doing!” Ivis laughed. 
 
    “Chemistry has a lot to do with it, too,” I said. “We have great chemistry, and you’re really responsive. It’s easy to read you.” 
 
    “Goodness.” Ivis blushed hard. 
 
    I hugged her close and took a glance at the clock. 
 
    “We really should get cleaned up now,” I grumbled. “Or we will be late for dinner.” 
 
    As if to emphasize my point, Nyxx’s shadowy hand reached through the door and knocked on the stone floor. 
 
    “Oh, that’s smart!” Ivis giggled. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” I chuckled. 
 
    I rolled Ivis over and left her tangled up and mussed in the bed sheets as I padded naked over to the doorway. I stuck just my head out, and I came face to face with Nyxx in the hallway. 
 
    “Ahem,” Nyxx cleared her throat and grinned. “It’s time for dinner, your majesty.”

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Great, thanks, Nyxx,” I said, and I started to pull my head back into the room. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Nyxx said, and her voice was sultry and teasing. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “Make sure you do something about that sex hair,” Nyxx said, and I could see the knowing smirk on her shadowy face. 
 
    “Jealous?” I teased. 
 
    “Yes, quite.” Nyxx grinned. “But I’ll have my turn with you soon enough.” 
 
    “You bet that sweet ass, you will,” I assured her. 
 
    Nyxx laughed as she turned away, and I watched the extra sway she threw into her hips as she went. 
 
    I was glad I lingered to watch Nyxx walk away, because just before she walked through the doorway into her room, she glanced back over her shoulder and saw me watching her. That would give her a little something to think about until her turn came. 
 
    I sighed and walked back over to the bed where Ivis was sitting up. 
 
    “All my things are in my room,” Ivis said. 
 
    “Go on.” I smiled. “Have a shower, get dressed. I’ll meet you in the hallway in a little bit, and we can walk down together.” 
 
    “How fancy is this thing?” Ivis asked. “I’m not sure what to wear.” 
 
    “Classy casual?” I shrugged. “I’m not sure, either, but there weren’t any suits in my luggage, so I think a pretty dress will do nicely.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ivis smiled. 
 
    She stretched up on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek and then hurried back into her room without another word. She went so fast, in fact, that she left her silk robe on the floor of my room. 
 
    I scooped up the smooth material, held it to my nose, and breathed in the earthy scent of my half-dryad lover. 
 
    “Ah,” I sighed. 
 
    I laid it carefully on the end of my bed, and I turned my attention to getting ready for a political dinner. 
 
    The bathroom was a part of the main room, and it was sectioned off by folding screens on three sides. There was a large bathtub with a shower head, and it felt a bit odd to sit down while I showered, but it got me clean. 
 
    I wondered if bathtubs were generally preferred by merfolk because of their tails. I imagined trying to shower standing up with a fishtail was probably impossibly difficult. 
 
    After I was clean and dry, I took a moment to shave my face, and then I began to rummage through my luggage. Sunny, Birch, and Matis had provided me with a good selection of slacks, button-down shirts, and blazers. None of the pieces were complete suits so anything I picked would give a well put-together business casual look. I chose a dark blue blazer and black slacks with a cream-colored polo shirt. Then I slid my feet back into my boat shoes because they were surprisingly comfortable, but I figured any shoes that were more than a few thousand dollars had to be comfortable. 
 
    Once I was dressed, I stepped out into the hallway and found Rune waiting for me. He looked impeccable as always in a crisp dark gray suit jacket with black pants. 
 
    “Miss Ivis indicated she will be one more minute,” Rune reported. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “And Nyxx?” 
 
    “She went ahead to confer with the security detail,” Rune said, and he pointedly looked at a nearby shadow. 
 
    I knew he was telling me we still had at least one guard with us, and I nodded at the dark spot. 
 
    “Good, thank you,” I said. 
 
    Ivis stepped out of her room then, and she looked as beautiful as always. She wore a soft yellow dress, and I tried to remember if I’d seen her in that color before. It had a sweetheart neckline and dainty little sleeves that puffed out just a little bit. The skirt flowed away from her body in a beautiful swish of fabric, and she had simple black heels on her feet. Her leaf-filled hair was pulled over one shoulder in pretty waves, and she wore a bit of gold eyeshadow that brought out the warmth of her irises. 
 
    “How do I look?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I murmured with a smile. 
 
    “Quite queenly, if you ask me,” Rune said. 
 
    “Thank you.” Ivis smiled widely. 
 
    “Shall we go?” I said as I offered her my arm. 
 
    “Do we know where we’re going?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Follow me,” Rune said. 
 
    At the same time, the dark shadow darted forward fast enough to be ignored by most people, but Rune and I were used to seeing the shadow nymphs move in such a way. We followed the hidden shadow nymph down the frosted bubble tunnel and back out toward the heart of the city where the tunnels were completely transparent. 
 
    It was amazing how confusing the sea-through tunnels were, and I was glad that someone knew which way we were going. After a few minutes, we met up with Gemma and her assistant, Moon. 
 
    “Good evening, your majesty,” Gemma said. 
 
    She looked stunning in a two-piece ensemble in a shade of pink that matched her eyes. The top was cropped just above her belly button, and it had an asymmetrical neckline that clung to her left shoulder. The skirt was snug around her hips and then flowed around her knees, and she was barefoot again. I figured that was another aspect of merfolk life like the skirts and sarongs. Shoes wouldn’t do well with leg-to-tail transformations. 
 
    I thought about how Lord Finn usually wore shoes, and I wondered if that was an effect of his extended time on the surface. 
 
    “We’ll meet our party in the formal dining hall,” Gemma said as she took over leading our group. 
 
    A moment later, Nyxx joined us, and then we arrived in a large bubble room that was different from any of the others we’d seen so far. It was constructed of both the bubble membranes and the oceanic stone as the original cities. 
 
    There was a long driftwood table in the middle of the dining hall with at least twenty chairs positioned around it. I was relieved when I saw only nine spots had place settings in front of them, so we were only expecting four guests including the aging Lord Zale. 
 
    There was a large circular membrane door frame at the far end of the room that led directly out into the ocean, and four figures appeared on the other side. 
 
    They stepped into the bubble and stone dining hall one by one, and I took a good look at each of them. 
 
    The first was a sea nymph who was much more plump than I thought sea nymphs could be. The top of her viscous head bulged out like she had a full head of curly hair, and she was a shade of green that reminded me of algae-filled pond water. Overall she looked like an unpleasant person, but she greeted me with a kind voice. 
 
    “Good evening, your majesty,” the plump sea nymph said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Miriam. I’m the last member of one of the founding families of Salirius City. The only sea nymph founding family, in fact.” 
 
    Her tone was proud but not boastful, and she sounded sincere. 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you, Miriam,” I replied. 
 
    She smiled sweetly at me and then moved to find her chair along the right side of the table. 
 
    The next person was a merman who’d had a slate-gray tail just a few seconds ago. Now he stood in front of me with muscular human legs and water dripping off his knee-length sarong. His white hair was cropped very short on the sides and a bit longer on the top of his head like a mohawk, and I wished I’d gotten a better look at it in the water. He looked to be about thirty-five, but I knew enough about merfolk not to trust that assessment. 
 
    “Hello, your majesty,” the mohawked merman said. “My name is Jonah. My father and I helped develop the bubble technology that you’re standing in right this moment.” 
 
    That told me Jonah was definitely older than the thirty-five years he looked. 
 
    “It’s very impressive,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jonah said as he moved to find a seat across from Miriam. 
 
    The next figure I’d spotted through the door was a middle-aged mermaid with long hair the color of a creamsicle push-pop. She wore a sheath-style dress in a wine-red color, and she was also barefoot. She smiled apologetically at me before she turned back to the doorway. 
 
    She hovered nearby as a much older merman came through the door, and it took him several seconds longer to transform into human legs. He had thin patches of gray hair that wrapped around the back of his head, and his face was more wrinkled than a shar-pei. He wobbled on his legs for a moment, and I knew this had to be Lord Zale. 
 
    The creamsicle-haired mermaid helped him shuffle over to greet me, and I saw that his milky eyes had once been a brilliant orange color. His hands shook as he looked up at me with hunched shoulders, and the muscles in his face were clearly weak with old age. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Lord Zale croaked. 
 
    Then his lips mumbled more words, but no sound came out. I looked to the creamsicle-haired mermaid for clarity. 
 
    “Lord Zale says he’s honored to meet you, your majesty,” the middle-aged mermaid said, and she smiled in a friendly way. “I’m my father’s caretaker. My name is Ty.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” I said in a clear and loud voice. 
 
    Lord Zale made a sound that was half-mumble and half-chuckle, and he pointed a trembling finger at a chair beside Miriam. 
 
    “Yes, please, let’s sit,” I said, and I encouraged everyone to find a seat. 
 
    As formal protocol instructed, no one actually sat down in their chairs until I lowered myself into the seat at the head of the table. Ivis sat down on my left, and Gemma took the seat on my right. Rune and Nyxx sat at the end of the group, and our guests were positioned in the middle. 
 
    As soon as everyone was settled into their chairs, several merfolk and sea nymph servants came out of nowhere to begin filling our plates with all kinds of delicious seafoods. There were salads of seaweed, fresh oysters and mussels, and salmon that looked like it had barely passed through a warm room on its way to my plate. The servants moved around and filled our glasses with sparkling water or red wine. 
 
    “I’d like to introduce Miss Ivis to everyone,” I said. “She is the niece of King Roman–” 
 
    “May he rest with the Goddess,” came the reflexive response from everyone at the table at the mention of a previous monarch. 
 
    “Terribly sorry I’m late,” came a familiar voice. 
 
    I looked up to see Lord Finn entering the dining hall with a smile on his face. He hurried over to give his sister a quick hug, and he laughed at her surprised face. 
 
    “I thought you were off the coast of Brazil,” Gemma said. 
 
    “I was.” Lord Finn smirked. “But then I heard our king was coming to visit, and I simply couldn’t miss that.” 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Lord Finn,” I chuckled. 
 
    Jonah moved down a seat so Lord Finn could join us, and a sea nymph servant hurried to bring another place setting. 
 
    “How are you liking Salirius City, your majesty?” Lord Finn asked. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” I said. “I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it’s so much bigger than I’d thought it would be.” 
 
    I looked at Jonah as I continued. 
 
    “The bubble technology is really impressive,” I said. “I can see how much it’s changed the city’s structure.” 
 
    “Nuisances,” Lord Zale grumbled loudly. 
 
    Ty looked embarrassed, and I wondered if Lord Zale had meant to mutter his comment under his breath. 
 
    “The bubble buildings were a bit of a controversy, your majesty,” Miriam explained. “Some of the… more seasoned members of our city thought they would ruin the beauty of Salirius.” 
 
    “Change can be difficult,” I said loudly so Lord Zale could hear. 
 
    He grumbled like a crotchety old man, and I started to see why no one had forced the old man from his position. It was probably much easier to let him keep enjoying the title and just get the work done without him. 
 
    “Progress can be scary,” Jonah agreed. “But my father found a way to keep the beauty of Salirius City in place while working to make visits from our king possible.” 
 
    “How does the bubble technology work?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Trade secret, I’m afraid,” Jonah said with a charming grin. “We’ve filed for a patent with the crown, though it hasn’t been approved yet.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Well, it might have gotten lost in the paperwork mill. I’ll see what I can do when I get back to Orlando.” 
 
    “That would be greatly appreciated, your majesty,” Jonah said with sincerity. 
 
    The conversation was great, and the food was delicious as we enjoyed a casual meal together. I discovered that the bubble parts of the city were heated using naturally occurring hydrothermal vents. It was part of the trade secrets Jonah and his father had used to build the bubble buildings, and I could see Jonah was especially proud of it. 
 
    “My dad worked for days to figure out how to use the heat without bringing in the toxic gasses from the vents,” Jonah said. “It was probably his proudest accomplishment.” 
 
    “You speak about him in the past tense,” I observed. “Is your father no longer with us?” 
 
    “Sadly, no,” Jonah said with a bittersweet frown. “He died… oh… thirty-three years ago this spring.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “It sounds like he was an amazing merman.” 
 
    “He was,” Jonah agreed. “He had a mind for puzzles. I think he would have liked you very much.” 
 
    “Well, that’s always a nice thing to hear,” I chuckled. 
 
    The conversation diverted a little away from me after that, and I had a chance to speak with Gemma for a while. I learned she wasn’t just the commander of the merfolk armies, but she helped run the city, too. 
 
    “It’s rather dull work,” Gemma laughed lightly. “But it’s important, and I find value in it.” 
 
    “I know exactly what you mean,” I said, and I thought about the utter lack of satisfaction I’d found in every middle management job I’d had before I’d won the lottery and become king. “There’s something satisfying about knowing your paper-pushing is affecting people’s lives in a positive way.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Gemma grinned. 
 
    “Now if only my dear sister could find a hobby!” Lord Finn laughed boisterously. 
 
    “I have hobbies!” Gemma protested. 
 
    “And when was the last time you enjoyed one of these…” Lord Finn raised his fingers and made quotation marks in the air as he finished his question, “hobbies?” 
 
    Gemma pressed her lips together for a moment before she broke out in laughter. 
 
    “Alright,” the aquamarine-haired mermaid chuckled. “That’s fair. It’s been far too long.” 
 
    “What kind of hobbies do you enjoy?” I asked. 
 
    “I used to garden quite a bit,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said as I recalled the first time I’d met the enticing mermaid. “You said garden plants are especially fickle.” 
 
    “Yes.” Gemma’s lips spread in a slow smile, and she narrowed her eyes at me like she was impressed I’d remembered. “I did say that.” 
 
    “What’s so fickle about them?” I asked. 
 
    “They don’t like to be told where to grow, you see,” Gemma said, and her magenta eyes lit up with interest. “You have to convince them they’re still in the wild, or they wilt and die.” 
 
    “That does sound tricky,” I chuckled. “My mom likes to grow roses, and she complains about how picky they are. She says dandelions will grow in concrete, but roses will commit plant suicide if the soil pH is wrong.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Gemma laughed. “Plus, I’m sure you’ve noticed, we don’t get a whole lot of sunlight this far below the surface. We have our spheres, but they’re useless for photosynthesis.” 
 
    “They’re beautiful, though,” I said, and I gazed at one of the magical spheres in the bubble wall nearby. “I figured they’re created with magic?” 
 
    “They are,” Jonah answered. “They work a lot like heating a wire until it glows, but they’re powered with an isolated source of magic. They’ll run for a hundred years before they need to be replaced.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said with surprise. “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “Very energy efficient,” Ivis agreed. 
 
    We chatted for a while longer before I noticed that Lord Zale had fallen asleep in his chair. I managed to catch Ty’s eye, and I gestured slyly to alert her to her father’s current state. 
 
    “Oh, bother,” Ty muttered with a roll of her blue eyes, and then she shook her father’s hunched shoulders. “Father!” 
 
    “Confound it!” Lord Zale shouted as he was startled awake. “What’s the trouble?” 
 
    He leaned forward like he was going to launch out of his seat and into battle, but his hands trembled as his milky eyes flicked around the room. 
 
    “It’s time for bed!” Ty said loudly. “I’ll help you home!” 
 
    “Silly girl,” Lord Zale grumbled, and he tried to brush his daughter’s hands away as she hauled him from his seat. 
 
    Two merfolk servants hurried forward and helped the creamsicle-haired mermaid to carry her father over toward the exit. 
 
    “Thank you for a fine evening, your majesty!” Ty called back to me as she fought with her father. “Enjoy your visit to Salirius City!” 
 
    “Thank you!” I called back. “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ty sighed with resignation for the task ahead of her. 
 
    I didn’t envy her the job at all, and I wondered if there were retirement homes in the merfolk city. 
 
    “I should be going, too, your majesty,” Miriam said in that kind voice of hers. “My jelly is waiting for dinner.” 
 
    “Aw,” Ivis cooed. “What kind of jelly do you have?” 
 
    “A golden frill,” Miriam said with pride. “Won best tentacles in the regional show three years running.” 
 
    “It was wonderful to meet you,” I said with a friendly smile. 
 
    Miriam’s plump body wobbled slightly as she made her way over to the door, and then she swam out into the ocean without another word. 
 
    “Jonah, I was wondering if you had some free time this evening,” Lord Finn said. “I’ve got an idea about a new structure for the city, but it may need some adjustments to your bubble technology.” 
 
    “Yeah.” The mohawked merman nodded. “I’ve got some time now, actually. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Something fun,” Lord Finn said with a devilish grin on his face. 
 
    “I like fun,” Jonah replied with a chuckle, and he turned to me. “It was an honor to meet you, your majesty. I know you’ve come to the city for work regarding the survivors in the infirmary. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “It was really good to meet you, Jonah. Keep up the great work.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Jonah said with a touch of surprise in his voice. 
 
    Lord Finn clapped him on the shoulder and waved to me and his sister as the two mermen left the dining hall. 
 
    “Speaking of your reasons for coming to the city,” Gemma said. “I would like to have a meeting with all of you so we can go over everything my scouts have collected so far.” 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea,” I said. “When did you want to do it?” 
 
    “In the morning,” Gemma said with a casual wave of her hand. “It’s been a long day already, and we should go over everything with fresh minds.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Rune said, and he yawned widely. 
 
    “Shall I walk you back to your rooms?” Gemma asked. 
 
    Rune, Nyxx, and Ivis all looked at me for the answer, and I nodded. 
 
    “That would be nice,” I said. “So long as it’s not too much trouble.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble at all,” Gemma said, and she stood up. 
 
    We moved back out into the bubble tunnels, and I found myself walking between Ivis and Gemma with Nyxx a step behind me. Rune lingered a few steps behind us like he could sense the sexual tension in the air, and I silently thanked him. 
 
    Gemma pointed out a few important or interesting buildings as we walked back toward the guest rooms, and we paused for a moment to watch a pod of whales swim by overhead. 
 
    “Those are Cuvier’s beaked whales,” Ivis breathed as we stared up at the whales. 
 
    They swam over the city like birds in the sky, and it reminded me of how upside down this place was in comparison to the surface world. 
 
    “Very good,” Gemma said with an impressed nod. “They are the deepest diving whales in the oceans.” 
 
    I smiled affectionately at my half-dryad beauty before I gave Gemma a smile that was more flirtatious. All the while I could feel Nyxx’s dark eyes on my butt as we walked. It was crazy how turned on I was despite having two intense orgasms with Ivis just a few hours ago. 
 
    Gemma led us down the hall of frosted bubble walls, and she paused outside of Nyxx and Rune’s doors. 
 
    “Good night, your majesty,” Rune said, and he shuffled tiredly into his room without a backward glance. 
 
    “I’ll have a guard posted outside your doors, your majesty,” Nyxx said, and then she slipped into the shadows. 
 
    “Thanks,” I whispered. 
 
    “Good night, Gemma,” Ivis murmured softly, and then she turned to whisper to me. “You may sleep in my bed tonight, your majesty, if you want.” 
 
    I smiled and gave her a tiny nod before I turned to say goodnight to Gemma. 
 
    Ivis disappeared into her room as a dark green blush spread up over her cheeks. 
 
    “She’s very sweet,” Gemma observed with a little smile. “You’re well suited.” 
 
    “She is,” I agreed, and I gave Gemma an appraising look that invited her to say more. 
 
    “I’d like to spend some time with you tomorrow,” Gemma said, and she gave me a sultry smile. “Alone, if we can manage it. There are parts of the city I’d like to show you.” 
 
    “I’d like that very much,” I murmured, and I let the hunger show in my eyes. 
 
    Gemma lingered for a long moment before she cleared her throat, and she smiled longingly. 
 
    “I’ll have Moon show you to my council room in the morning,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Alright,” I murmured. 
 
    I loved how obviously affected by me she was, and I hoped we could get that time alone she’d mentioned. 
 
    “Good night,” Gemma breathed, and she turned to walk away. 
 
    “Good night,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    As she walked away, I couldn’t help but wonder what she would think about coming to live with me in my mansion in Orlando. I didn’t think it would be easy or simple for her to drop all her responsibilities here in Salirius City like Dinah had dropped everything in the Philippines. But I also suspected that, if she really wanted a life with me, Gemma would figure it out. 
 
    And I knew I wanted her in my life in whatever capacity I could have her. 
 
    I sighed as I walked into my room, and my heart filled with love when I saw Ivis curled up against the pillows in my bed. 
 
    “I thought we were sleeping in your bed?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “This one is much larger,” Ivis said simply. 
 
    “This one it is, then.” I grinned. 
 
    I quickly stripped down to my boxers, figured out how to turn the sphere lights off, and padded over to the large bed. Ivis flung the blankets aside for me, and we curled up together. 
 
    The room was a comfortable temperature, but the stone floors tended to be cooler than I would have liked. Ivis shivered as she curled up next to me, and I wrapped my arms around her to warm her up. 
 
    “Mmm,” Ivis hummed. “You’re so warm.” 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered in her ear. 
 
    I could feel the huge smile on Ivis’ face against my mouth, and it made me smile, too. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Ivis said. 
 
    We settled in, and within a few minutes, we were both toasty warm under the blankets. Ivis fell asleep soon after that, and I drifted off to sleep easily. 
 
    I wasn’t used to sleeping in such a silent place, and I slept hard without the constant buzz of cars, planes, and electricity all around me. When I woke up several hours later I had no idea what time it was. The room was still pitch black without the sphere lights, and we were so deep in the ocean that the sun couldn’t penetrate. 
 
    I glanced at the glowing number of the clock and found it was only a bit later than I normally woke up, and I admired the strength of my internal clock. 
 
    Ivis stirred beside me, and she grumbled as she stretched. 
 
    “What time is it?” Ivis asked in a sleep-rough voice. 
 
    “A little after nine,” I said, and I found her in the darkness for a kiss. 
 
    “Mmm, good morning,” Ivis said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We should get dressed and ready for this meeting.” 
 
    “We?” Ivis asked. “You want me to come to the meeting, too?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “If you’re going to be queen consort, you should get used to this sort of thing.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ivis breathed. 
 
    “I know I don’t have a ring for you,” I said as I stroked her face lovingly. “But I meant what I said yesterday…” 
 
    I paused for a moment. 
 
    “Ivis, will you marry me?” I asked. 
 
    I regretted asking in the pitch black of the room because I couldn’t see her reaction at all, and Ivis didn’t say a word or make a sound. 
 
    “Ivis?” I asked tentatively. 
 
    “Yes,” Ivis whispered, and her voice was thick with tears. 
 
    “Yes, you’ll marry me?” I asked to make sure. 
 
    “Yes!” Ivis laughed. “Yes, I’ll marry you, your majesty!” 
 
    Ivis continued to giggle as she jumped up onto the bed and began to bounce like an excited little kid. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Yes!” she laughed, and her excitement was contagious. 
 
    “Woohoo!” I grinned. 
 
    “Alright,” Ivis sighed as she plopped down on the bed. “How do we turn on these lights?” 
 
    “I’ll get them,” I chuckled as I got up and crossed the bubble room. 
 
    I turned the lights on, and I got my first look of Ivis adorably rumpled from sleep. Several of the dark green oak leaves in her hair stuck straight up in wild directions, and her gold eyeshadow and black liner from last night was smudged under her eyes. 
 
    “My hair is always a mess in the morning,” Ivis said, and she reached up to try and smooth it down. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” I assured her. 
 
    Suddenly, the pale blue hand of Gemma’s assistant reached through the door and knocked on the stone floor three times. 
 
    I stuck my hand out through the doorway and gave her the universal signal for, “give me a minute” before I turned back to Ivis. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We’ve gotta go.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you in the hallway in a few minutes,” Ivis said, and she scurried across the room to our adjoining doorway. 
 
    I smiled after her giddiness and moved to get dressed. I picked something comfortable but professional-looking, and I skipped the sweater this morning. The mercity was surprisingly comfortable, and the hydrothermal vent heating system was impressive in its ability to keep the bubble buildings warm. 
 
    A few minutes later, I stepped out into the hallway and found Moon waiting with a nervously impatient look and a clipboard in her pale blue hands. Rune was there as well, and he nodded in greeting to me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Moon said with a deep sigh of relief. “If you’ll follow me–” 
 
    “Just a minute,” I interrupted. “Miss Ivis is coming with us.” 
 
    “But, your majesty–” Moon started to object, but a single arched eyebrow from me shut her protests down. “Apologies, your majesty.” 
 
    I gave her a polite little nod to let her know I wasn’t upset, and I figured she was just trying to do as Gemma had asked. Moon seemed to be painfully loyal to the beautiful mermaid commander, and I couldn’t fault her for that. Plus, she’d relented easily when her king had overruled whatever request Gemma had made, and I suspected Gemma would have agreed had she been present. 
 
    “Okay, I’m ready,” Ivis said as she stepped out into the hallway. 
 
    Her brown eyes went wide as she saw the nervously exasperated expression on Moon’s face. 
 
    “Hurry, please?” Moon pleaded in a worried tone. “Commander Gemmaline doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    She started to race down the hall, and we hurried to keep up with her. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Ivis whispered to me. “I wasn’t sure what to wear…” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered back. “I think Moon just doesn’t like to disappoint Gemma. You’re fine, and if there’s any complaints about us being late, they can be brought to me directly.” 
 
    Ivis smiled with relief. 
 
    “It’s one of the many perks of being with the king,” I teased. 
 
    “One of the lesser perks,” Ivis giggled as she looped her fingers around my arm. “If you ask me.” 
 
    “Nyxx?” I glanced at Rune with a questioning look as we walked. 
 
    “She went ahead to confer with the guard,” Rune reported. “She said she will meet us in the council room.” 
 
    Moon’s pace hastened as she led us down the long bubble tunnels to a new area of the city, and we passed a few merfolk soldiers along the way. Then the walls became frosted again, and the circular exits into the ocean became few and far between. It was obvious to me that we were moving further into a more militarized zone of the city. 
 
    A few minutes later, Moon’s feet were flying across the stone floor, and we were nearly jogging to keep up with her. I shared a silent laugh with Ivis and Rune at the urgency that radiated off the sea nymph in waves. 
 
    “Ah, thank the Goddess,” Moon breathed when we came to a skidding halt outside a circular doorway. 
 
    She scribbled something rapidly on a piece of paper and then slid it into the room. 
 
    A second later, Gemma stepped out into the hallway to greet us. 
 
    “Thank you, Moon,” Gemma said, and she arched a curious eyebrow at the frazzled state of her assistant. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry we’re late, Commander,” Moon said. 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” Gemma assured her. 
 
    “I know how you like things to run on schedule,” Moon said in a dejected voice. 
 
    “There are exceptions to all things,” Gemma said in a light voice. “And His Majesty is allowed to take advantage of them all.” 
 
    Moon sighed heavily with relief, and she stepped away with somewhat relaxed shoulders. 
 
    “She really wanted us to be on time,” I said with a wry smile. 
 
    “I demand strict promptness from my staff,” Gemma explained, and she waved for us to follow her into the council room. “And my soldiers, but like I said, you aren’t beholden to those standards, your majesty.” 
 
    “Still,” I chuckled. “I hope we didn’t keep you waiting. I’m used to being woken up by the sun, but that doesn’t really happen here, does it?” 
 
    “No,” Gemma laughed. “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    The council room was similar in size to the dining hall where we’d eaten last night, and it was filled with two large tables with a dozen chairs. I was a bit surprised to see several high-tech laptops open on the table among stacks of papers and manilla folders. Nyxx was standing on the other side of the room with a merfolk soldier in sleek black armor, and she nodded at me as we entered the room. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Gemma invited us. “There’s a lot to discuss.” 
 
    We started by sharing all the intel we’d each collected so far, and I was pleased to see we were all on the same page for the most part. 
 
    Rhaiden Shaddstem had been working behind the scenes for a disturbing number of years to weasel his way into oceanic society and lure his victims under his control. His plan had been to unseat me by ruining my reputation with the Eternal Realm after the massive hurricane destroyed the whole of Orlando. I had no idea what his plan had been after that. It’s not like he would just become king even if he’d killed me. The king was chosen in the Goddess’ lottery, and Rhaiden should’ve known he never stood a chance. 
 
    There had to have been more to his plan, I just had no idea what it was. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    Since his death, more than two thousand survivors had been found and brought to various locations to recover. The majority of whom had come to Salirius City because there was more space and resources available here than anywhere else. The survivors who hadn’t come here were brought mostly back to their homes because they were in overall better condition. 
 
    “We’ve also found out a good deal about the Cetus,” Gemma said. 
 
    “What did you learn?” I asked with immediate interest, and I hoped there would be some news that might bring the paranormals of Greece a speck of comfort. 
 
    “It was ancient,” Gemma said. “Even in comparison to the incredibly long lifespan of its species, the Cetus was very old. My scientists report that the Cetus should have died of old age long ago.” 
 
    I remembered how odd I had found it that the Cetus had simply died when Rhaiden’s mental hold on it was gone, and I wondered again if the bastard had some other kind of power we didn’t know about. What if he’d been able to suspend creatures in a sort of state of hibernation in regards to aging and death? 
 
    That was a horrifying thought, and it made me shudder. 
 
    “Is it possible Rhaiden had enough influence over the Cetus to force it to stay alive?” I asked, and the words were bitter on my tongue. 
 
    If he had, it would be salt in the wounds for the people of Greece. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of a power like that,” Rune said. 
 
    “Neither have I,” Nyxx agreed. 
 
    “I suppose it’s possible such a power exists,” Gemma replied. “But we’ve seen no such evidence of that in the survivors we know were under Rhaiden’s control.” 
 
    “Perhaps it was one of his accomplices?” Ivis suggested. 
 
    “Which would mean there’s the potential for more people or creatures to be under that kind of control,” I growled. “What do we know about these so-called ‘powerful friends’ of his?” 
 
    As if on cue, a merfolk soldier with mint-green hair stepped into the room and walked right over to Gemma. 
 
    “Commander,” the soldier said, and he handed a manilla folder to Gemma. 
 
    “Thank you,” Gemma mumbled as she opened the file. 
 
    We all waited silently as she scanned the report, and my heart started to race as her aquamarine eyebrows rose up with each line she read. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “A report from the north Atlantic,” Gemma said with a stunned look in her eyes. “There’s mention of Lady Rain’s disappearance.” 
 
    “What does it say?” I asked. 
 
    “When the Kraken fled north,” Gemma said, “I had a scout team follow it to see where it was going, and it went directly to Niernan.” 
 
    “Niernan?” I repeated the name, and I tried to figure out why it sounded familiar. 
 
    “It’s the mercity in the north Atlantic,” Gemma explained. “The one in the center of Lady Rain’s region.” 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed. 
 
    The Kraken fled directly to where Lady Rain was supposed to be?
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 Chapter 6 
 
    “What’s the report say?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “Lady Rain has been missing longer than we’d thought,” Gemma said with a frown. “And what’s more worrying is that Lord Crane has been spotted in the city.” 
 
    “Why is that worrying?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Lord Crane was the representative of the north Atlantic region,” I said. “At least he was, until King Roman replaced him with Lady Rain.” 
 
    “Yes.” Gemma nodded. “Lady Rain seems to have disappeared not long after she was appointed to the position.” 
 
    “So do we know where Lady Rain is now?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Gemma sighed. “Though my team reported that they are following up on a potential lead. They couldn’t say more in this report for fear of it getting into the wrong hands, and I trust their judgment.” 
 
    “Do they need backup?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “We have a code if they require further assistance,” Gemma said. “I hand-picked this team and trained them myself. They’re very good, and they haven’t used the code to call for backup. I’m prepared to give them time to investigate. They’ll report back when they have more information.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “Is there anything else about Niernan?” 
 
    “Troubling news.” Gemma nodded as she read further. “The city center has been walled off, and there are reports of Näkki going in and out of the walled-off areas.” 
 
    I sorted through my mental catalog of paranormal creatures until I dug up what I’d read on the Näkki when I’d first been crowned king. 
 
    The Näkki were a specialized species of water sprites. They couldn’t come above the surface for more than a few minutes at a time, so they hardly spent any time in the surface social circles of the Eternal Realm. There had been a drawing of a Näkki in the books I’d studied, and I recalled the small person with fins, gills, and scales. They looked much more like fish than merfolk did, and they were about half the size of an average human. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said as I recalled more of what I’d learned about the Näkki. “The Näkki only live in a few isolated locations in the world. Near Finland, right?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Gemma said as her eyebrows furrowed. “It’s very strange that they would be so far west of their home regions. The Näkki are creatures of habit. They don’t stray far from home.” 
 
    She studied the report again, and her magenta eyes filled with confusion. 
 
    “This is very strange.” Gemma mumbled. “There are also mentions of Vodyanoy, Navki, and Nykur in the city.” 
 
    “Nixies?” Rune asked with a spark of astonishment. 
 
    I quickly ran through the facts I knew about the Voydanoy, Navki, and Nykur. The Vodyanoy were odd frog-like people, and the one drawing I remembered seeing illustrated a rather ugly creature. The Navki were sort of a mix between sea nymphs and merfolk, and the Nykur were a lot like nixies, like Rune had said. 
 
    All three paranormal species were well west of their native regions, and the clues started to string together in my mind like puzzle pieces falling into place. 
 
    “I need a map,” I said, and I looked around at the few support staff members in the room. 
 
    The mint green-haired merman who’d delivered the report to Gemma turned one of the open laptops toward himself, typed and clicked rapidly for a moment, and then turned the computer screen to me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” he said. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Gregor, your majesty.” He dipped his chin in a respectful manner. 
 
    “Thank you, Gregor,” I said. 
 
    I tilted the screen to get a good view of the world map, and I started to zoom in on the oceans north of Europe and the western side of Russia. The map brought back the rest of the information about the Vodyanoy, Navki, and Nykur that I was looking for. 
 
    All three species originated in the seas north of Finland, Sweden, and Russia. They should have been in the Kara Sea, and Barents Sea, maybe as far west as the eastern side of the Norwegian Sea. They were hundreds of miles out of their usual area. 
 
    “Who are the representatives for this region?” I asked, and I pointed at the seas where these creatures should have been. 
 
    “I’m not sure off the top of my head,” Gemma said as she snapped her fingers at Gregor, and she pointed at a folder on the table. 
 
    He picked up the folder and handed it to Gemma as I looked at Rune. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know, your majesty,” Rune said. “From what I understand, the populations of those seas are so small that they have just one representative.” 
 
    “Just one per species?” I asked. “That would still be at least–” 
 
    “No, your majesty.” Rune shook his head. “One representative for the entire region.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with surprise. 
 
    “He’s right,” Gemma said as she pulled a sheet of paper from the folder. “Lord Vagin is the representative for all the ocean species in that region. Once you reach the land, there are more representatives for the other species, but all of the ocean-dwellers are Lord Vagin’s responsibility.” 
 
    “Is that normal?” I asked. “To have just one representative for more than one species?” 
 
    “It used to be commonplace centuries ago,” Gemma answered. 
 
    “When populations were small,” Rune agreed. 
 
    “As the world became more populated,” Gemma added, “the need for more representatives became obvious. You won’t find this kind of situation in very many places anymore, your majesty.” 
 
    I made a mental note to find out all the locations around the world where this sort of overlapping of responsibilities was still happening, and to resolve the issue. 
 
    But for right now, it would have to wait. 
 
    “We need to get in contact with Lord Vagin,” I said in a firmly commanding voice. “We need to know why so many of his constituents are so far away from their homes. We need to know why they’re going in and out of this walled-off area in Niernan, and we need to know what connections they have with Lord Crane and Lady Rain.” 
 
    “Lord Vagin is a Nykur,” Gemma added. 
 
    I already felt suspicious of the guy, but I honestly hoped Lord Vagin was some ancient paranormal who just wasn’t capable of doing the job anymore. That would be preferable to a representative who’d willingly and intentionally worked against me and the entire Eternal Realm. 
 
    Which brought my thoughts back to Niernan and Lord Crane. 
 
    “I suspect Lord Crane has taken over control of Niernan,” I said. “Either with manipulation and getting Lady Rain out of the way, or by brute force. We should be prepared to encounter a veritable fortress behind that wall.” 
 
    “I will send my spies out immediately to garner information about Lord Vagin,” Gemma said. “They will report back what they find, and perhaps we can establish direct contact with him.” 
 
    “Instruct them not to make any moves forward without direct orders from us,” I said. “I want as much information as possible before we put our people into possibly dangerous areas.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Gemma nodded and conferred with Gregor for a moment before she turned back to me. “We can have a team there in a matter of hours.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said with surprise. “That soon?” 
 
    “Merfolk are really strong swimmers,” Gemma said with a teasing glint in her eyes. 
 
    “Right.” I smirked. “I also want to prepare as many soldiers as we can from every region available between here and Niernan. I want three times as many forces as we’ll probably need, just in case. We don’t know what these assholes have up their sleeves, and I won’t go in underestimating them.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gemma said. “Do you want them gathered here, closer to Niernan, or…?” 
 
    “No need to induce panic with a huge, amassed army,” I said. “Have them on standby. Are there outposts or bases or something where they can gather?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gemma nodded. 
 
    The beautiful mermaid came around to look at the map I still had open in front of me, and she pointed at three locations between here and Niernan. 
 
    “These bases will allow for shorter response times,” Gemma said as she turned her face to look at me. “And they’re out of the way from the public, so no panic.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I breathed as I realized Gemma was close enough that I could smell the salt water in her aquamarine hair. 
 
    Gemma gave me a tiny smirk that made me think she knew exactly the turn my thoughts had taken, but then she straightened back up. 
 
    “Ahem,” I cleared my throat in an attempt to clear my head. “I don’t like this walled-off shit in the city. Do we have any intel on how long it’s been like that?” 
 
    “Nothing concrete,” Gregor reported. “They weren’t especially new, though. The stones had begun to show biogrowth all over them.” 
 
    “So they’ve been in place and undisturbed long enough for algae to start making it home,” Rune said. 
 
    “Not algae,” Gregor said. “Barnacles. Big ones.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with the life cycle of barnacles,” Rune said in a dry tone. “What time frame are we talking about here?” 
 
    “These barnacles were fully grown,” Gregor said. “So the wall is seven or eight months old, bare minimum, but they were present across massive sections of the wall. Since barnacles are immobile, they reproduce with their nearest neighbor, and by the looks of things, there have been years of reproducing. My best guess is that the wall has been up for at least a few years.” 
 
    “Wow,” Rune said with a shocked expression. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “I had no idea barnacles could be so…” 
 
    “Informative,” Nyxx finished in a mildly disgusted voice. 
 
    Gregor enlightened us with a bit more information on the life cycles of barnacles and presented the evidence for his estimation on the wall’s age. 
 
    But all this wall bullshit made me think of the Berlin wall and the long-standing effects it had on Germany. The symbol of the Cold War had left scars across the city even to this day, and I worried what a similar wall would do to Niernan. I was also worried about what we would find behind that wall, and what it might take to cross it. 
 
    It was unlikely to be just a simple stone wall like the Berlin Wall had been. We were deep in the ocean here, it wasn’t like merfolk and sea nymphs were leashed to the ground the way humans on the surface had been. Any merfolk, sea nymph, sea sprite, or hell, even a fucking goldfish could swim right over the top of a simple stone wall. 
 
    No, there had to be more to it than just that, and I suspected there were heavy magical elements to it, too. 
 
    “Enough about barnacles, Gregor,” Gemma said, and her voice brought my attention back to the room. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” Gregor nodded and stepped back. 
 
    “I’ll put out an alert to all the reserved soldiers within a thousand-mile radius of Niernan,” Gemma said. “We can have ten thousand soldiers on standby in the next twenty-four hours. 
 
    My eyes went wide for a second as I was filled with shock at the numbers of soldiers I would imminently have at my command. Gemma may have been the commander, but I was the king. Any soldiers she gathered would follow my orders. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    “We should inform Firo of the situation,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. 
 
    “We can call in shadow nymphs to help us,” Nyxx said. “Niernan has bubble buildings, too, right?” 
 
    “It does.” Gemma nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Nyxx said. “Shadow nymphs will be well suited to working within the bubble buildings, and that will allow the merfolk and sea nymphs to focus on the open-water areas.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea,” Gemma agreed. “Will you be leading the shadow nymphs, Nyxx?” 
 
    “Yes, she will,” I said immediately. 
 
    “Good,” Gemma replied without skipping a beat. “We will coordinate our teams.” 
 
    “Do we have a mirror?” Rune asked. “I can call Firo right now, if you’d like, your majesty.” 
 
    “Yes, one moment,” Gemma said. 
 
    A second later, one of her staffers dug a small circular hand mirror from somewhere and passed it to Rune. He placed his palm on the smooth glass, and a moment later Firo’s name blazed on the glass in an elegant script. 
 
    “Oh, that’s cool,” I murmured. 
 
    I’d never seen a mirror call from this side before, I’d only ever been the one who’d been called, so it was a new experience for me. 
 
    After a few seconds, the elegant script faded away, and Firo’s flame-colored hair and stern face appeared in the small mirror. 
 
    “Yes, Rune?” Firo asked. “Is his majesty in danger? I can get there immediately—” 
 
    “Calm your flames, Firo,” Rune said, and he passed the mirror over to me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said with relief in his slitted orange eyes. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Nyxx, Gemma, and I want to update you on everything we’ve learned,” I said. 
 
    It took us several minutes to relay all the information to Firo, as well as our plan, and then I passed the mirror to Nyxx so the two heads of my security could arrange additional shadow nymphs to join us in Niernan. 
 
    “There is a small bubble tunnel that’s not completed yet on the outskirts of the city,” Gemma explained. “Your shadow nymphs can mirror portal to that location. It’s well outside of the wall’s perimeter.” 
 
    “Good,” Firo said. “We can create a jump point from another of his majesty’s yachts. We’ll leave from the coast of Newfoundland and Labrador and hop across in small groups to join you there. How many do you think we’ll need, Nyxx?” 
 
    “I’d like at least three hundred,” Nyxx said without hesitation. 
 
    “I’ll bring five hundred,” Firo countered. 
 
    “Very good.” Nyxx nodded. 
 
    We arranged the details about our rendezvous location and how Firo would bring the guards through. His plan was to bring them all to the royal marina closest to Niernan, bounce them one by one onto the yacht, and then down into the city’s incomplete bubble tunnel. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think about a wild game of leapfrog, but I trusted Nyxx and Firo to come up with the most straightforward and sound plan to get our troops where we needed them. 
 
    “Have them gather at the marina in Newfoundland and Labrador,” I said after all the other details were decided. “We’ve got scout teams going out to gather more information, so we’re not going in just yet.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    “We’ll be in contact before we move,” I said. 
 
    Firo nodded dutifully before we ended the mirror call, and I heaved a deep sigh. 
 
    We were far from the end of this whole mess, but I felt better knowing we had a solid plan in place for the next phase. Plus all the soldiers we could need, and then some. 
 
    “I will let you know as soon as my scouts come back from Lord Vagin’s region,” Gemma said, and her tone said the meeting was wrapping up. 
 
    “Great, thank you,” I said as I stood up. 
 
    “I’d like to look into any maps you have of Niernan,” Nyxx said. “So I can form a plan for my shadow nymph warriors.” 
 
    “I can help you with that,” Gregor offered. 
 
    “As can I,” Gemma said. “I know the city well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “Would it be alright if I explored the city a little?” Ivis asked, and she glanced between me and Gemma as if she didn’t know whose permission she needed. 
 
    “Of course,” Gemma said with a chuckle. “You’re guests here, not prisoners.” 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” I asked. 
 
    “I would like that very much.” Ivis smiled. 
 
    “I have more to do here,” Gemma said with a sort of sadness in her voice. “I believe we’ll have to push back our time.” 
 
    “I know,” I said softly. “This is important work, and I appreciate all you and your staff are doing. Don’t worry, I can be patient.” 
 
    Gemma smiled, and I could see she was as disappointed as me about not being able to spend some time together today. This was really important stuff, though, and I knew we weren’t limited on time. 
 
    Nyxx and Gemma set right to work figuring out the layout of Niernan and which areas the shadow nymphs would need to prioritize when it came time to enter the city. Ivis and I walked out of the council room and found the city to be lit exactly as it had been earlier this morning. 
 
    “It’s so difficult to keep track of time down here,” Ivis observed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “It feels like perpetual night.” 
 
    We walked back down the bubble corridor we’d come through this morning, and I followed my gut on which way to go. My sense of direction was pretty good, and the transparent quality of the bubble buildings meant we could use the more distinctive shape of the stone buildings as landmarks. Besides, I knew there was at least one shadow nymph guard within a few feet of us, and we could ask for directions if we got turned around. 
 
    “I don’t think I could do it,” Ivis said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Do what?” I asked, and I worried I missed something she’d said while I was deciding which direction to go. 
 
    “Live here permanently,” Ivis clarified. “It’s beautiful, but I find it kind of… gloomy.” 
 
    I could see what she meant. Salirius City was dark, but I kind of loved it. There was a majestic beauty to the eternal twilight, and the sphere lights made everything glow like Christmas lights. 
 
    “I’m half-dryad, though,” Ivis said as if she felt like she needed to explain herself further. “Dryads thrive with the sun.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said, and I thought about how my full-dryad gardener always seemed sad on rainy days. 
 
    We strolled down the bubble tunnels for a while until we came to a wider and busier location. The tunnel was three times as wide as most of the bubble corridors, and twice as tall. About a dozen merfolk and a few sea nymphs were enjoying walking through this area, and it took me a second to realize we’d stumbled into a small market of sorts. 
 
    Driftwood carts and stands were lined up on either side of the large bubble tunnel, and they were stacked with various goods. Some of them had clothing items, another had something round and orange that I guessed was a deep-sea vegetable of some kind, and a third had small sculptures carved out of coral and driftwood. 
 
    Ivis’ brown eyes lit up as she moved over to a cart that displayed jewelry made of deep sea pearls. None of them were perfectly spherical, but it gave the pieces a novel aesthetic that I liked. 
 
    “Oh, these are beautiful,” Ivis exclaimed to the elderly mermaid behind the cart. 
 
    The older mermaid had short gray hair that sat in damp waves around her wrinkled face, and she actively strung another long necklace of soft pink pearls while she tended her cart. The scales around her temples were a bright shade of green, and I wondered if scales didn’t age the same way hair did. It didn’t look like they lost any of their vibrancy with age, though I knew they faded immensely from poor health. My guess was that this mermaid was in very good health both mentally and physically to have such bright and shiny scales still. 
 
    “See anything you like, dear?” the old mermaid asked without looking up. 
 
    Ivis glanced at me shyly and mouthed the current lack of any money in her pockets. 
 
    “Pick something,” I whispered. “As a gift from me.” 
 
    “What a gentleman,” the old mermaid said, and her blue eyes went wide as she looked up at us for the first time. “Oh, your majesty. Welcome to my little business. Pick anything you like, and it’s on me.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” I argued. “Your wares are beautiful, and I insist on paying.” 
 
    I would never hurt for money again, and I knew this little jewelry cart might be the old mermaid’s only source of income. I wasn’t sure how merfolk economics worked, but from what I understood, they used money just like the rest of the world. I didn’t mind accepting gifts from businesses who wouldn’t be hurt by it, but I wouldn’t risk putting this kind old woman in financial trouble. 
 
    I scanned the cart and found a pair of hair clips for Poppy, a bracelet for Helena, a necklace for Dinah, and a pair of earrings for Gemma. Meanwhile, Ivis picked up a necklace that had just one large green pearl anchored in the middle of a dainty gold chain. 
 
    “We’ll take all of these,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, your majesty,” the old mermaid said with awe. “Would you like me to gift wrap them?” 
 
    “Please.” I smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Not mine,” Ivis said with giddy excitement. “Will you put it on me, please?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and I took the dainty necklace from her hand. 
 
    I clasped the necklace behind Ivis’ neck, and she gazed into the little mirror on the cart to admire her new jewelry. 
 
    “I love it,” Ivis giggled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said with warmth in my heart, and I turned to give the account information the old mermaid would need to receive her payment. “And if there’s any trouble, contact my advisor, Cove, directly. He’ll see that it’s sorted out.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” the older mermaid said, and she finished wrapping the gifts for my other ladies. 
 
    “Have a pleasant day,” I said as we started to turn away. 
 
    “It’s a good business day today, Mags,” the old mermaid said to herself while we were still close enough to hear her. 
 
    Ivis giggled as Mags squealed with delight about her big sale as we went back to our stroll. 
 
    Several of the people milling around the little market bowed and greeted us with polite excitement as we passed through, and I acknowledged each of them. They were respectful of our personal space in a way the people of Athens hadn’t been, and it made our walk through the market very pleasant. 
 
    “Do you think they have restaurants here?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed. “Probably.” 
 
    I stopped at the last vendor’s cart and softly asked the sea nymph selling little sculptures what he would recommend. He gave me quick directions to a little cafe-style spot that was close by, and he said it was his favorite place to grab a quick bite. 
 
    I thanked him and led Ivis through the bubble tunnels until we found the spot the sea nymph had pointed us toward. It was a cute little bubble building that was stuck right on the side of a stone building like an addition. There was a large sign on the stone building that identified the place as “The Sea Star” and a mermaid with human legs greeted us at the entrance. 
 
    “Two?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    The purple-haired mermaid led us over to a small table and handed us two menus. 
 
    “Someone will be right over to serve you,” she said as she started to walk away. 
 
    “Oh, look,” Ivis said with surprise as she pointed at the menu. “They have burgers.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with disbelief, but sure enough, there was an entry for beef burgers on the small menu. “They must have a bubble kitchen.” 
 
    “We do,” a slender sea nymph who was a vivid shade of blue said as she walked up. “We serve surface folk as well as ocean-dwellers here. That’s why we’re the star of the sea!” 
 
    She said the words like it was the restaurant’s well-beloved slogan, and then I noticed it at the bottom of the menu. 
 
    “Great,” I chuckled. 
 
    “What can I get for you?” The sea nymph asked. 
 
    Ivis and I both ordered the burgers and a plate of fried shrimp as an appetizer to split, and we chatted comfortably as we waited for our food. She was so easy to talk to, and I felt completely at ease in her presence. She didn’t put any pressure on me to be anything more than myself, and I knew she was going to fit smoothly into the family I was building with my three wives. 
 
    Soon to be four wives. 
 
    I smirked to myself as our food came, and I was impressed with how delicious it was. They were topped with seaweed instead of lettuce, but the beef was seasoned well and cooked to perfection. 
 
    “I feel so tired,” Ivis yawned once we finished eating. “I think it’s the lack of sunshine.” 
 
    “I bet it really messes with your internal clock,” I said. “How about we head back to the rooms and rest for a while?” 
 
    “Alright.” Ivis smiled. 
 
    I flagged down our waitress and tried to take care of the bill, but the vivid blue sea nymph told me the owner had already comped the meal. 
 
    “It’s not very often the king comes to our little spot,” the sea nymph laughed. 
 
    “Well, tell the owner we said thank you,” I chuckled. “And we’ll make sure to rave about this place to anyone who will listen. It really was delicious.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to let the chef know,” she said. “Have a great day, your majesty.” 
 
    I led Ivis back through the bubble tunnels, and I managed to get us back to our rooms without any trouble. There was a sort of circular logic to the layout of the city, and it reminded me of the grid layout that New York boasted. It made things easy to navigate, and we were back to our rooms in no time. 
 
    When we stepped back into my room, I found a small mirror laying on the bed, and it was blinking Poppy, Helena, and Dinah’s names like the call we’d made to Firo earlier today. 
 
    “That’s weird,” I murmured. 
 
    “It’s a message,” Ivis explained. “Like a missed phone call, or a voicemail.” 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed as excitement bubbled in my chest. 
 
    “How do I… listen to it?” I asked as I turned the mirror over in my hands. 
 
    “Like this,” Ivis giggled, and she took my hand and pressed it to the flat glass. 
 
    The three names of my wives disappeared, and their faces appeared in the mirror. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy squealed. “We love you!” 
 
    “We’re just checking in on you,” Helena laughed. 
 
    “We miss you!” Dinah added. 
 
    “Give us a call back when you can,” Poppy said. 
 
    All three of their beautiful faces lit up with smiles and laughter before the message ended, and I stared at my own face once more. 
 
    “Would you like me to call them back for you?” Ivis offered. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I murmured. 
 
    It was pretty handy having so many fae and half-fae ladies around. I watched as Ivis made a return call on the mirror, and once it started to ring on the other side, she handed it to me. 
 
    “I’ll give you some privacy,” Ivis hummed. 
 
    She walked across the room and ducked into her adjoining room before I could say anything, and then Helena’s face appeared in the mirror. 
 
    “Hey, you,” Helena said with a wide smile, and she turned away from the mirror to shout. “Poppy! Dinah! He’s calling!” 
 
    “Michael?” Poppy’s voice came from somewhere off the screen. 
 
    Then all three of my wives were crammed together on the small mirror’s surface, and their smiles were as bright as the sun. 
 
    “Michael, we miss you!” Dinah said. 
 
    “How are things?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Have you gotten any good leads?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled. “I miss you all so much. Things are good. The city is beautiful, and we have teams out right now gathering more information. We have reason to believe Lord Vagin is involved somehow, but we’re not sure if he’s another victim like Lord Trent, or if he’s a suspect like Lord Crane.” 
 
    “That’s all good,” Poppy said, and she waved her hand dismissively. “But we knew you were going to make all kinds of steps forward with the investigation. We want to know about Ivis!” 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah grinned. “You have sex yet?” 
 
    A deep and sudden laugh burst from my chest, and I was glad Ivis had given us some privacy. 
 
    “She might be in there,” Poppy giggled at Dinah. 
 
    Dinah’s brown complexion blushed a deep shade of red as she pressed her full lips together. 
 
    “She’s not,” I assured them. “And to answer your question, yes.” 
 
    “Woo!” Poppy squealed with delight. 
 
    Helena laughed in a deeply sensual way, and Dinah clapped her hands adorably at the news. 
 
    “Well done, my love,” Helena said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed. “That’s not all, though.” 
 
    “Oh?” Poppy chirped with curious eyes. 
 
    “I sort of asked her to marry me,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy giggled. “Did she say yes?” 
 
    “Did you have a ring this time?” Helena laughed. 
 
    “A new sister!” Dinah grinned. 
 
    “Yes, she said yes.” I smiled at their excitement. “No, I didn’t have a ring.” 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy laughed at me. 
 
    “Have you had a ring for any of your proposals?” Helena teased. 
 
    “Um,” I snorted with laughter. “No, I haven’t. I guess I shouldn’t break the streak now, though, it seems to go very well for me.” 
 
    “That is true,” Dinah giggled. 
 
    “Congratulations, love,” Helena said with affection deep in her caramel eyes. 
 
    I took a moment to gush about Ivis’ best qualities, and how well suited she was to life in the role of queen consort. My wives were genuinely happy for me, and they praised my excellent choice in women. 
 
    “You would know,” I teased. 
 
    “So has there been any progress on Lord Crane’s involvement in all of this?” Helena asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, and I shared all the information we’d gained since I’d departed from Orlando. “So we’re waiting for the scouts to come back with any information about Lord Vagin, and then we’re going to Niernan directly.” 
 
    “Will you stop by Orlando before you go?” Helena asked. 
 
    “You should,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Where is Niernan?” Dinah asked my fae and harpy wives. 
 
    “It’s north of here, in the Atlantic ocean,” Poppy answered. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Dinah nodded emphatically. “You should come home before you go there.” 
 
    All three of my wives nodded, and their vastly different eyes sparkled with the same mischievous glint. The hunger in their expressions matched the longing in my chest for them, and I knew I wanted to see them before I went to the next mercity. Plus, it would be nice to spend a day on the surface and see the sun for a few hours. 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “I’m not sure when we’ll be heading up to Niernan, but it should be in the next few days. I’ll make a stop at home, too.” 
 
    “Yay!” Poppy clapped her hands with excitement. 
 
    “And I’ll give all three of you the fucking you need,” I promised. 
 
    “Mmm,” Helena hummed. “Yay.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Dinah said with another deep blush. 
 
    “I’m sure Ivis would like a chance to see the sun, too,” I laughed. “The darkness here doesn’t suit her very well.” 
 
    “I’m sure it doesn’t,” Poppy said. “Dryads love plenty of sunlight.” 
 
    We talked for a while about the past few days, and I realized how deeply I missed them. I’d become so accustomed to having my wives around all the time, and now that I was away, it felt like a part of me was missing. I was really glad they’d suggested a stop in Orlando before I went to Niernan, especially because I didn’t know how much longer I would have to be away. 
 
    I looked forward to a time of peace in my reign when I wouldn’t have to travel without them at all. 
 
    “I miss you all so much,” I said, and I looked longingly into each of their eyes for a long moment. “I can’t wait to see you.” 
 
    “Neither can we,” Helena said while Poppy and Dinah nodded emphatically. 
 
    “I love you,” I said, and I looked at each of them again. 
 
    “We love you, too,” they all said at the same time. 
 
    It made my heart swell with warmth, and I grinned like a lovesick puppy. We chatted for a bit longer, and I asked Helena if she’d had a chance to discuss a memorial for the Cetus with her people in Athens. 
 
    “They love the idea,” Helena said. “Lord Oba apparently started to tear up when the news reached him.” 
 
    “Really?” I laughed. “He doesn’t seem the type.” 
 
    “He’s very interested in status,” Helena said with a little roll of her eyes. “But he does have a good heart in there somewhere.” 
 
    I smiled at the mental picture of the balding harpy tearing up in the middle of one of his opulent parties with the gold-painted living statues. He was a man hellbent on putting on a good face, but I agreed with Helena. There was kindness in him. 
 
    “The people are eager to know what you have planned,” Helena said. 
 
    “Honestly,” I sighed. “I don’t have any idea what would even be a good memorial.” 
 
    Then I had an idea. 
 
    “We should get the people involved,” I said. “Accept submissions for ideas, drawings, sketches, plans. Whatever, and then we can hold a sort of presentation and have the people vote on it.” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea,” Poppy said cheerfully. 
 
    “The Cetus was important to the people of Greece,” I said. “Way more than it was to me. The memorial should be planned and decided by them.” 
 
    “That’s a really lovely idea, Michael,” Helena murmured with compassion deep in her caramel eyes. “I’ll begin arranging and organizing an announcement and a way for people to submit ideas.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “We should let you go,” Poppy sighed. 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah agreed. “You have big work to do.” 
 
    “I do,” I grumbled playfully. “But I’ll be seeing all of you very soon, and you’d better be ready.” 
 
    “We will always be ready to honor and worship our king,” Helena said with a devilish smile. 
 
    “Mmm, just how I like it,” I teased. 
 
    After that we said our goodnights, and I watched the mirror until all three of their faces disappeared. Then I sighed as my own reflection looked back at me, and I set the mirror on the bedside table. 
 
    I got up from the bed and decided to take a shower. The shampoo and body wash smelled like sea salt and fresh air, and it left my hair feeling very soft. I made a mental note to see if I could get this stuff up on the surface. 
 
    I pulled on a pair of comfy cotton pants and a plain white undershirt, and I strolled across to the doorway between Ivis’ room and mine. I stuck one arm in and gave a little wave, and then I pulled my hand back and waited. 
 
    A moment later, Ivis’ beautiful green hand appeared on my side of the door and started to wave. I laced my fingers through hers and tugged her gently into the room with me. 
 
    “Oh!” Ivis giggled with surprise. 
 
    “Hey.” I grinned. 
 
    She was wearing that silky robe again, and a soft white nightdress underneath it. Her dark green hair was wet like mine, and I could smell the sea salt shampoo on her. 
 
    “Ready for bed?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m a bit hungry, actually,” Ivis said in a sheepish tone. “Do you think they do room service here? Gemma said it was like a hotel.” 
 
    “Hmm, I don’t know.” I tilted my head as I thought. “But I have another idea.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” I whispered in a conspiratorial voice. 
 
    I walked over to the doorway that led out into the hall and stuck my head through. 
 
    “Guard,” I said. 
 
    A shadow nymph rose up out of a nearby shadow in a flash and took a mildly defensive stance. 
 
    “Your majesty?” the guard asked in that raspy voice all shadow nymphs had. 
 
    “I know this definitely isn’t in your job description,” I said as a way of apology. “But I was wondering if you could find someone to bring us a little dinner?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” The shadow nymph nodded. 
 
    A moment later, a second shadow nymph moved at blinding speed down the hallway, and the first nodded at me to let me know the task was underway. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with sincerity, and I ducked back into my room. 
 
    Ivis raised her dark green eyebrows at me in a silent question. 
 
    “Food will be here in a little bit,” I said, and I walked over to plop down on the bed. “Join me?” 
 
    “Okay,” Ivis said with a smirk, and she hopped up onto the bed beside me. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said as curiosity sparked inside me. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “Before you won the lottery,” Ivis said. “What were your career plans?” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with disbelief. 
 
    Ivis nodded shyly, and I could see honest interest in her warm brown eyes. 
 
    “Well,” I sighed. “I didn’t really have any to be honest with you. I was working in a management position for my sister’s company. My only goal was to make enough money to be able to pay my bills and have a little fun after that.” 
 
    “Really?” Ivis asked with amazement. “I never would have guessed that about you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I had a desire to do something… worthwhile, but I didn’t know how to go about it. I always felt sort of adrift when it came to my goals in life.” 
 
    “I bet becoming king has solved that problem for you,” Ivis said with an endearing smile. 
 
    “It has,” I agreed. “I find so much value in the work I do now. Even the paper-pushing and bureaucratic stuff. It’s all important, and I know the things I decide, the changes I make, they have real impact on people’s lives. It’s satisfying work.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Ivis murmured. “I’ve always wanted to be able to do something important with my life and time. I used to volunteer when I had free time at University. Now that I’ve graduated and I’m done with my studies, I hope to be able to dedicate more of my time.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” I said, and I reached out to tuck a long lock of green hair behind her ear. 
 
    A soft scraping sound at the doorway caught our attention, and we both looked over as a pair of shadowy hands pushed a covered dinner tray into the room. I hurried over, stuck my head through the door, and murmured a quick thank you before I brought the tray over to the bed. 
 
    Ivis and I enjoyed a quiet dinner in bed together before we settled in for the night, and as soon as my head hit the pillow, I realized how tired I was. I was pretty sure I fell asleep before Ivis, and I slept deeply all through the night. 
 
    I woke up in the morning with Ivis’ lean legs tangled between mine and the bedsheets, and the soft smell of her hair in my nose. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed with pleasure. “What a wonderful way to wake up.” 
 
    “I look forward to waking up this way many more mornings in the future,” Ivis said in a groggy voice. 
 
    “Me, too,” I chuckled. 
 
    A sudden tapping sound had me wide awake, and I looked over to see a shadow nymph hand knocking on the floor. I hopped out of the bed and went over to find Nyxx waiting for me in the hallway. 
 
    “Do you sleep?” I asked in a playful voice. 
 
    “Only when I have to,” Nyxx replied in a coy tone before her voice turned serious. “Commander Gemma has requested your presence in the council room. There’s news.”
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 Chapter 7 
 
    A serious mood dropped over me like a cloak, and I nodded at Nyxx. 
 
    “We’ll be right out,” I said. 
 
    Ivis and I dressed quickly, and in a matter of minutes, we entered the hall to find Rune and Nyxx waiting for us. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    We strode purposefully through the bubble tunnels, and several of the paths had started to look familiar to me. I was pretty sure I knew which way the little market was from here, and I knew which turn would bring us to the frosted tunnels of the secured areas and council rooms. 
 
    Gemma, Gregor, a few other soldiers and shadow nymph guards, and two sea nymphs who were a startlingly dark shade of blue were waiting for us around the large table. 
 
    “What’s the news?” I asked in a serious tone. 
 
    “These are my two best scouts, your majesty,” Gemma said as she indicated the sea nymphs. 
 
    “We searched for Lord Vagin all night, your majesty,” the first one said in a vaguely Nordic accent. “He was nowhere to be found in his region.” 
 
    “He’s missing?” I asked. 
 
    “No, your majesty,” the second sea nymph said in a similar accent. “He is in Niernan with Lord Crane.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with shock. “Shit. They’re working together.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the first sea nymph confirmed. “Lord Vagin appeared well within his right mind. We see no reason to believe he was not acting of his own free will.” 
 
    “We need to move.” I frowned with determination. “I need to go back to Orlando and coordinate with Firo. We’ve got to move sooner than we thought.” 
 
    “I agree.” Gemma nodded. “I will take care of things here. We will stay in contact and meet you on the outskirts of Niernan.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Rune, how soon can we get back to Orlando?” 
 
    “The yacht has been waiting for us on the surface,” Rune said. “We can portal to it as soon as you like and be back to Orlando in the morning.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said, and I turned back to Gemma. “Is it safe for us to arrive in the outskirts of the city?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma confirmed. “Lord Crane and Lord Vagin remain locked behind their wall, and we will arrive with a strong force. You will be safe there.” 
 
    “How soon can you get your troops there?” I asked. 
 
    “We can meet you tomorrow evening,” Gemma said after a second. 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “Nyxx, Rune, Ivis, let’s get our stuff and get out of here. We have shit to do.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said. “I’ll tell the captain we’re coming up.” 
 
    Before I could say another word, the golden-haired fae was gone. 
 
    Nyxx collected a few paper maps and other documents she must have compiled with Gemma’s help, and she gave me a fast kiss before she followed Rune out into the hallway. 
 
    I offered Ivis my arm, and together we walked back to our rooms. I wasn’t surprised to find a pair of shadow nymph guards piling my clothes into my luggage quickly, and I made a note to make sure the guards on this trip received bonuses. This kind of work wasn’t exactly in the realm of their duties, but they were too loyal to say anything. 
 
    “I’ll finish up,” I said. 
 
    “Very well, your majesty,” one of the guards said. “We will wait for you in the corridor.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Neatness was at the bottom of my priority list at the moment, so I just tossed all my things into the bag and tugged the zipper closed. Thankfully, expensive luggage was also good quality luggage, and it closed without too much trouble. 
 
    A moment later, Ivis came back into my room with her luggage behind her and a nervous expression on her face. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Ivis breathed. “I’m just nervous about telling the queens about our engagement.” 
 
    “I already told them.” I grinned. “They’re ecstatic.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Ivis groaned suddenly. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “I thought you’d be relieved about that.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” Ivis muttered. “I have to tell my mother.” 
 
    “Oh,” I chuckled. “She’ll be happy about it, won’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the problem,” Ivis said with a wry laugh. “She’ll be so excited she’ll demand to start planning right away.” 
 
    “Well it’s up to you how much you let her plan,” I said, and I pulled Ivis into my arms. “I don’t really have many opinions about the flowers, colors, venue, or any of that. The only thing I want is to marry you sometime during the day.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ivis giggled, and she took a steadying breath. “I can handle my mother.” 
 
    “Good.” I grinned. “And don’t let her boss you around. You’re going to be queen consort. Nobody gets to push you around anymore.” 
 
    Well, except for me and maybe even my other queens… in bed. 
 
    Ivis smiled brightly at me as I offered my arm once again, and we went out into the corridor to find three shadow nymph guards waiting for us. 
 
    We moved through the bubble tunnels swiftly until we came back to the large room we’d entered the city in. The large mirror was waiting for us, and Rune had just finished opening the mirror portal to the Majestic Seas. I could practically smell the salt air and feel the sunlight on my face. 
 
    “Mmm,” Ivis hummed with anticipation. 
 
    We stepped through the portal and came out on the yacht’s upper deck. The sun was rising high in the sky, and the ocean was bright and calm. After so many days in the darkness of Salirius City, the sunlight was blinding for a moment. By the time my eyes adjusted, Nyxx and the rest of the shadow nymph guards had joined us on the yacht. 
 
    “Ready ter go, yer majesty?” Captain Ross asked in that gruff voice of his. 
 
    “Yes, captain,” I said. 
 
    Ross tipped his hat and marched off to bring us back to Orlando. 
 
    “I’ve asked him to get us back as soon as possible, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    “Tomorrow, then,” I assumed. 
 
    “More likely tonight, actually,” Rune said with a smirk. “Captain Ross is a witch, you see. He can enchant the Majestic Seas to cut through the water faster than any traditional yacht. We’ll be back in Orlando tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I said with surprise. “That’s great, thanks.” 
 
    “You’re most welcome, your majesty,” Rune said with a smug little look. 
 
    That would be very nice, and it would give me a bit more time with my wives before I had to leave again. I wanted to invite Ivis to go to Niernan with me, but I was worried about her safety there with what was going to be happening. I decided it would be better if I invited her to stay at the mansion while I was away. 
 
    Ivis and I settled in for a much shorter journey on the yacht, and we ended up watching a hilarious comedy on the large TV to pass the time together. 
 
    Rune was right, I could feel how much faster the yacht was racing over the ocean today compared to our journey out to the middle of the Atlantic, and we made it back to the marina as the sun was fading beyond the horizon. 
 
    We didn’t waste any time with pleasantries as we continued through our second mirror portal of the day and ended up right back at my mansion’s front steps. 
 
    “I suppose you don’t know when you’ll be back from Niernan,” Ivis said as my staff came out to bring my luggage inside. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” I said. 
 
    Ivis nodded and smiled sadly. 
 
    “But I want you to come and stay at the mansion while I’m away,” I said. “Spend some time with Poppy, Helena, and Dinah. Get to know them better.” 
 
    “Oh, that could be fun,” Ivis said with a smile. 
 
    “And you can start to plan our wedding.” I grinned. 
 
    “Alright,” Ivis murmured. 
 
    “But I think you should go home and see your mother tonight,” I said. “Tell her the good news.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” Ivis teased. 
 
    “I think you should.” I grinned. “That way you can set the expectations early about how involved in planning she will be. Rein her in from the start.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Ivis sighed. “Very well.” 
 
    “I love you,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Ivis murmured. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” Cove said as he walked over to us. 
 
    “Thanks, Cove,” I said. “Will you have Garrett drive Miss Ivis home, please?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” Cove nodded, and his long blue hair fell forward over his shoulder. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy screeched with excitement from the front door. 
 
    “I’ll have Garrett pick you up tomorrow morning,” I said quickly to Ivis. 
 
    “Okay,” Ivis giggled as all three of my wives hurried down the front steps in a bubble of excitement. “Have a good night.” 
 
    “You, too!” I chuckled as Helena, Poppy, and Dinah grabbed hold of my arms and started to drag me into the mansion. 
 
    “We want to hear more about the mercity–” Helena said. 
 
    “But you promised us sex,” Dinah interrupted. 
 
    “A lot of sex,” Poppy added with a devilish look in her purple eyes. 
 
    “I did,” I laughed as arousal ignited in the base of my spine. “And you promised to worship and honor me.” 
 
    “Oh, we will,” Helena promised. 
 
    “We have a plan for you,” Dinah giggled. 
 
    That’s when I noticed they were wearing matching silk robes with huge puffy sleeves, and their usually bare feet were encased in pantyhose. Poppy’s were a fun shade of pink, Helena wore sexy black, and Dinah’s were a pretty cream color. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder what else they wore under those robes, and I had a feeling I would find garter belts holding their stockings in place. If their pantyhose went all the way up over their asses, I hoped they didn’t care too much about them because they were going to be torn to shreds in about two minutes. 
 
    Helena, Poppy, and Dinah giggled the entire way up to our bedroom, and then they pushed me back on the bed. Even if I’d wanted to resist, there was no way I could have objected when they ganged up on me like that. 
 
    Honestly, it was outrageously sexy that they had conspired together like this, and I leaned back on my elbows to enjoy whatever mischief they had planned. 
 
    “You’ve had a long journey, your majesty,” Helena murmured, and she stroked a finger along the underside of my jaw. 
 
    “Sit back and relax,” Dinah added as she stroked her hand across my thigh. 
 
    “We’ll take care of you,” Poppy added. 
 
    Poppy dragged a finger down the middle of my chest. Her hand stopped just above my rock hard dick, and then she smirked at me as she stepped back. Helena and Dinah moved beside her, and my three gorgeous wives lined up in front of me. 
 
    “We have a surprise for you, your majesty,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “We hope you like it,” Helena teased. 
 
    They shared a quick look before they dropped their robes to the ground and revealed a trio of the sexiest lingerie I’d ever had the pleasure of viewing. 
 
    Poppy wore a bright pink bodysuit that was little more than ribbon wrapped around her chest, waist, and hips. It looked like it was desperately trying to keep her breasts in place, and it was losing. One swift movement would have her spilling completely out of the ribbons. Her pantyhose were held in place at the tops of her thighs by a matching garter belt with little bows on them. 
 
    Helena was wearing a bra and panty set made of fine black lace, and the miniscule string that wrapped around her hips made it clear there was nothing more than a G-string in the back. The bra was nearly see-through, and I could easily make out the dark edges of her nipples through it. Her stockings sat just above her knees, and they were caught in the clips of a garter belt that sat at the smallest part of her waist. 
 
    Dinah’s was the least revealing, but I still got an eyeful of her beautiful brown skin through the creamy silk teddy. It had tiny spaghetti straps at her shoulders, and the neckline plunged deep between her breasts. There was a strip of elegant lace along the neckline and a wider one around the hem that barely managed to cover the apex of her thighs. But what intrigued me most was the wide, circular cutout in her pantyhose at the top of her inner thighs. Her stockings did go all the way up, but I wouldn’t have to rip them up since they were crotchless. 
 
    My mouth started to water at the delicious display in front of me, and my cock ached with need. 
 
    But clearly, my ladies weren’t done teasing me or each other. 
 
    Poppy turned to Dinah, and they started to kiss as Helena began caressing her hands over her own body. Dinah dug her fingers tentatively up into Poppy’s teal waves, and my fae wife wrapped her hands around my black-haired wife’s curvy hips. 
 
    “Uhh,” I groaned softly, and I fought the urge to rub my hand over my dick. 
 
    I knew waiting for their hands on me would bring much more pleasure than if I was to cut the tension this early. 
 
    Poppy gently pulled Dinah flush against her body, and that’s when Helena joined the trio. My gorgeous harpy walked around and pressed her body behind Dinah so my Filipino wife was caught in a sandwich. Poppy’s iridescent wings and Helena’s tawny feathers fluttered seductively on either side of them. 
 
    Helena caught my eyes as she leaned down to lick along the length of Dinah’s throat, and she slid one hand around Dinah’s hip. My harpy lover pulled Dinah’s hips back until her round ass pressed into the curve of Helena’s thighs. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” Dinah gasped for breath. 
 
    Poppy took the opportunity to bend forward at the waist, and she stuck her ass out as she slid the lacy neckline of Dinah’s teddy out of the way. Then my teal-haired fae locked her lips around my Filipino bride’s dark nipple and sucked. 
 
    “Oooohhhh,” Dinah moaned. 
 
    And I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    I stood up from the bed and ripped my shirt off so fast, I heard at least three stitches pop. I tried to walk over and join my ladies, but Poppy broke apart from the group and pushed me back onto the bed. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” she teased me with a little shake of her head. “Sit back down, your majesty.” 
 
    “Only if you sit with me,” I purred as I grabbed her around the waist, and I pulled her down onto my lap. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Poppy gasped playfully as she pressed her crotch down on my erection. 
 
    “It’s been too many days since I’ve tasted you,” I said as I laid back on the bed. 
 
    “Oooh,” Poppy cooed. “It has, but you can’t miss the show.” 
 
    Poppy leaned out of the way so I could see Helena and Dinah again, and while I’d been distracted, my Grecian beauty had slid Dinah’s teddy to the floor. My Filipino bride stood there in nothing but the cream-colored stockings, and they ran up the outside of her hips and wrapped around the smallest part of her waist. By design, the crotch was completely missing, and she wasn’t wearing any panties. Her long black hair fell down her back like a curtain of silk, and her brown skin was flushed with desire. 
 
    Helena looked up to make sure I was watching, and then she locked her mouth around one of Dinah’s nipples. 
 
    I sat up to get a better view as Helena shifted one of her hands between Dinah’s thighs, and I felt Poppy move around behind me. 
 
    “Fuck me while you watch them,” Poppy purred in my ear. 
 
    The feel of her breath on my neck and the bold words sent a shiver down my spine, and I couldn’t help but do as she said. 
 
    I stood up and started to reach for my belt, but Poppy’s hands came around my waist and she expertly undid the buckle. My teal-haired beauty tugged my pants and boxers out of the way as I watched Helena thrust a finger up into Dinah’s slick pussy. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh, kalokohan,” Dinah moaned, and she gripped onto Helena’s shoulder for balance. 
 
    My gorgeous harpy’s tawny wings stretched out a little to stabilize them both, and Poppy tugged on my hips with both of her hands. 
 
    I blindly moved where Poppy guided me, and in a flash she was on her hands and knees in front of me. Poppy perched on the foot of the bed with her iridescent wings wide and flat against her shoulders. She sat on her heels, and I could see the string of her lingerie bodysuit wedged in the swollen flesh of her pussy lips between her ass cheeks. 
 
     “You’re delicious like that,” I groaned. “But back that ass up so I can fuck you properly.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Poppy moaned, and she looked over her shoulder at me. 
 
    My teal-haired fae bit down on her bottom lip as she lifted her ass into the air and scooted her knees back to give her a more stable position on the bed. She moved slowly, and I struggled to enjoy the movement of her ass and the way Helena teased Dinah’s pussy a few feet away. 
 
    After what felt like an hour, Poppy was on her hands and knees in front of me, and I caressed my left hand up the length of her spine. With my right middle finger, I tugged the narrow ribbon to the side of her pussy. 
 
    I could hardly wait to bury my cock deep inside her pussy, but I decided to tease her a bit first. 
 
    I watched the slow, almost lazy movements of Helena’s finger through Dinah’s pussy lips, and I treated Poppy to the same relaxed rhythm. I spread her juices all around her hot entrance and swollen clit with my middle finger until she was trembling with built-up passion. 
 
    “Michaaaeeel,” Poppy begged. 
 
    Helena watched me with hungry eyes, and all of Dinah’s focus was locked on not falling to the ground as she languished in the attention of my harpy’s fingers in her tight tunnel. 
 
    Helena seemed to understand that I was torturing Poppy the same way she was torturing Dinah, and she got a devilish look in her caramel eyes as her hand stilled between my Filipino bride’s thighs. 
 
    “Aaahh,” Dinah groaned with frustration. 
 
    I grinned at Helena as I positioned the head of my cock at Poppy’s entrance. Then I arched an eyebrow at my Grecian beauty, and we filled Poppy and Dinah at the same time. 
 
    “Oooohhhh,” Poppy moaned. 
 
    Her tight inner walls stretched around me, and I held still deep inside her for a long moment as I watched the tendons in Helena’s wrist work. I could tell she was massaging the tip of her finger into Dinah’s g-spot, and it sent flames licking down my spine. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Helena purred. “Would you like it if I ate Dinah’s pussy while you fuck Poppy?” 
 
    “I would,” I said, and my voice sounded like I’d been gargling glass for a month. “But I have a better idea. I want Dinah to eat yours.” 
 
    Dinah gasped with shock, and her red-brown eyes flew open. She blushed a deep red all over her body as she looked at me nervously. 
 
    “If you’re up for the challenge,” I said with a devilish smirk. 
 
    “Yes, King Michael,” Dinah whispered, and her tone was sultry rather than shy. 
 
    Meanwhile, Poppy’s pussy was throbbing around my cock, and I could feel her juices starting to drip down between our thighs. I hadn’t moved once since I’d filled her up, and I knew she was on the edge of insanity by this point. 
 
    But I wasn’t about to give her anything until Helena and Dinah were ready. 
 
    My Grecian beauty gazed hungrily at me as she shifted to lay on her back on the floor, and her tawny feathers spread out underneath her back like pillows. 
 
    Dinah’s hands shook just a tiny bit as she reached up and pulled Helena’s G-string down. Helena kept her eyes locked on me the entire time, and she reached up to tug the cups of her bra down to expose her perfect breasts. 
 
    Then Dinah leaned forward and propped her elbows on the plush rug between Helena’s thighs, and she pulled her long black hair over one shoulder to give me an unimpeded view. Then Dinah licked up the length of Helena’s dripping pussy. 
 
    “Aaaahhhh,” Helena moaned. 
 
    I pulled out of Poppy’s hot tunnel, and I thrust slowly back in. The sudden wealth of sensation ripped up my spine, and flames rushed across every inch of my skin. 
 
    “Oooooh, yeeeesss,” Poppy sighed with pleasure. 
 
    My hips fell into an almost automatic rhythm as I fucked Poppy, and I intensely watched Dinah lick Helena’s clit. 
 
    Poppy’s pleasure started to climb hard and fast, and I was amazed at how quickly she got close to cumming. 
 
    “Fuck, you’re so hungry,” I growled as I pounded my cock into her pussy. 
 
    “Yeeeesssss,” Poppy groaned, and she arched back against me to take me deeper. “Touch my clit, your majesty. Pleeeaaassse.” 
 
    “Whatever my queen wants,” I gasped. 
 
    I reached around and found the tight bundle of nerves with my middle finger, and I caressed it in tiny vertical strokes. 
 
    Poppy’s thighs started to tremble, and her moans grew loud as she raced closer to release. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Helena gasped, and her eyes were locked on my teal-haired wife’s face. 
 
    Poppy’s ecstasy was contagious, and Helena watched intently as Dinah worked between her thighs. My Grecian beauty reached up to tweak her own nipples as my Filipino bride’s tongue stroked her clit, and I could see she was racing to the peak right beside Poppy. 
 
    I wondered who would cum first, and I couldn’t wait to find out. 
 
    “Goddess!” Poppy cried out. 
 
    I pressed on Poppy’s clit, and that was all she needed to go careening over the edge into bliss. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck,” Poppy groaned low in her throat. 
 
    Her iridescent wings fluttered and twitched as her pussy clamped around my cock, and I kept thrusting to draw out her pleasure for as long as I could. 
 
    A second later, Helena’s breath caught in her throat, and her eyes rolled back in her head as she followed Poppy into oblivion. 
 
    Dinah greedily lapped up all of my harpy wife’s juices, and I clamped my teeth around my own self-control as I watched two of my wives cum simultaneously. 
 
    Dinah and I coaxed Helena and Poppy through the rough waves of their pleasure, and I couldn’t wait to get my hands on Helena next. 
 
    Once their breathing started to even out into a more normal rhythm, I gently eased my throbbing cock from Poppy’s tight tunnel, and I curled a finger at Helena. 
 
    “Get your ass over here,” I said. 
 
    “And where would you like me, your majesty?” Poppy asked as she rolled onto her side on the bed. 
 
    “You’re going to give our girl Dinah some attention now,” I said, and I turned to gaze at my brown-skinned beauty. “Come here, baby.” 
 
    “Yes, King Michael,” Dinah purred in that gentle accent of hers. 
 
    We all climbed up onto the bed together and positioned ourselves into a new combination for the next round of pleasure. Poppy laid down on her back in the middle of the bed while Dinah straddled her face, and then I guided Helena to put her head between my fae lover’s thighs to create a delicious pussy-licking chain. 
 
    “Aaaaahhhh,” Dinah moaned as her head fell back. 
 
    I knew that meant Poppy’s tongue was on my Filipino bride’s clit. Then I watched as Helena leaned forward, tilted her head to the side, and gave me a perfect view of her tongue on my teal-haired beauty’s clit. Helena glanced at me from the corner of her caramel eyes as she tilted her ass back toward me in a silent plea for my dick. 
 
    I grinned as I caught Helena’s curvy hips in both of my hands, and I nestled the head of my shaft between her swollen pussy lips. I watched her face closely as I slowly thrust forward and filled her tight tunnel with my cock. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Helena moaned against Poppy’s clit. 
 
    Which made Poppy moan into Dinah’s pussy. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Dinah joined the chorus of pleasure. 
 
    I set a slow and hard rhythm as I fucked Helena, and I reveled in the triple show of pleasure laid out before me. 
 
    It was good to be the king. 
 
    Poppy’s masterful tongue brought Dinah close to the edge in a matter of minutes, and being in the middle of this sex pretzel drove my teal-haired wife’s pleasure up fast. 
 
    I didn’t want Helena to lag behind, so I reached around her hips and found her swollen clit with my fingers. After several tiny circles around her clit, Helena was pushing her hips back to meet each one of my thrusts, and it turned into a race to see who would cum first. 
 
    Dinah reached her release first, and it was like a row of the most delicious dominos in the universe as Poppy quickly followed. Then I rapidly stroked my two middle fingers over Helena’s clit and pushed her over the edge right behind my other wives. 
 
    My own pleasure threatened to overpower me, but Dinah and I were still trying for a baby. I was determined to fill her with every last drop of cum I had, so I held on tight to myself as Helena’s tunnel rippled around my shaft. 
 
    Once my ladies came back down from the height of their bliss, I pulled my aching cock from Helena’s dripping pussy, and I laid back on the bed. 
 
    “You haven’t cum yet,” Poppy observed with a sigh of satisfaction. “Have you?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said with a little pop on the p sound, and I gazed at Dinah with hungry eyes. 
 
    The spent passion on her face reignited, and I could see the pleasure start to build up in her once more. 
 
    “Come here, baby.” I smirked as I patted my lap. 
 
    “Do you mind if we enjoy the show?” Helena asked in a playful voice as she cuddled up next to Poppy. 
 
    “And give you a little something to enjoy at the same time?” Poppy added. 
 
    “You know I would love that,” I said in a raspy voice. 
 
    Dinah blushed as she climbed over my hips and hovered over the tip of my dick. Then Helena laid down next to me and opposite so her ass was near my head, and Poppy climbed on top of her so they could eat each other’s pussies at the same time. 
 
    I swallowed hard as a flood of arousal washed through me, and I blindly reached up to cup Dinah’s heavy tits in my hands. 
 
    “Grab my cock,” I ordered her in a soft voice, “and put it inside you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Dinah gasped. 
 
    She blushed hard as she did what I said, and then she sank slowly down on my shaft. I pinched her nipples between my fingers and thumbs as she impaled herself on my cock. 
 
    Meanwhile, beside us, Poppy had lowered her mouth between Helena’s thighs, and they were at just the right angle that I could see my fae lover’s tongue as it stroked through my harpy’s pussy lips. 
 
    Dinah started to bounce on my cock, and I reached down to cup her ass. It reminded me of fucking Ivis, and I fantasized what it would be like to add the sexy half-dryad into this mix. Then I started to imagine Nyxx joining us, too, and I hardly had enough brain power to accept all the stimuli around me. 
 
    “Aaaaahhhh,” I hissed through clenched teeth as I felt the pleasure start to stack like Jenga blocks in my spine. 
 
    I squeezed Dinah’s ass and lifted her faster on my cock as I watched Poppy’s tongue go wild on Helena’s clit. 
 
    The room was filled with the moans of ecstasy from our shared pleasure, and my brain couldn’t decide where to focus. I was assaulted with the delightful sounds, smells, and sensations of my three wives. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned. 
 
    “Michaaaeeel,” Dinah moaned. “Fill me with your seed.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I gasped. 
 
    “Put a baby in me!” Dinah mewled. 
 
    “Give her what she wants, Michael,” Poppy moaned before she went back to licking Helena’s clit. 
 
    My teal-haired wife’s eyes rolled back in her head, and I could only imagine the pleasure my harpy lover was giving her. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yeeeessss!” Dinah whined with pleasure, and her inner walls started to quiver around me. “Oooooh, Goddesssss!” 
 
    Dinah’s mouth fell open as she crashed into another shuddering orgasm, and the rippled waves of her ecstasy smashed through any self-control I had left. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” I groaned. 
 
    Golden lightning arced all along my nervous system, and I barely had enough brain power to keep breathing as my entire body clenched with pleasure. I pumped my hot seed deep inside Dinah’s trembling pussy as we came together, and the tongue-numbing pleasure nearly consumed me whole. 
 
    I only half-recognized Poppy and Helena’s moans as they reached another orgasm beside me, and I wondered if I’d ever be able to think straight again. 
 
    The four of us collapsed in a tangled pile of blissful satisfaction, and it took several minutes before any of us had the willpower to speak. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Poppy finally sighed as she rolled off of Helena. 
 
    “I concur,” Helena laughed lightly. 
 
    “I will never stop loving this,” Dinah giggled. 
 
    “Neither will I,” I agreed. “And just for the record, I feel utterly worshiped and honored.” 
 
    “Good.” Poppy gave me a lopsided grin as her head drooped toward the bed. 
 
    “That was the plan,” Dinah hummed. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m so tired,” I sighed. 
 
    Every bit of energy in my body was completely spent, and I could feel my eyelids drooping heavily. There was no way I had anything left to give tonight, but I was pretty sure my ladies were just as satisfied and satiated as me. 
 
    “Sleep sounds almost as good as those orgasms,” Helena said in a tiredly playful tone. 
 
    “Oooh, yeah,” Poppy agreed with a yawn. 
 
    We cuddled up around one another, and I had never felt so loved or cared for. 
 
    “When do you have to leave again?” Dinah said in a sad sort of voice. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I sighed. “Hopefully it won’t take more than a few days before I’m right back here again.” 
 
    “And hey,” Helena said. “Being apart definitely makes the sex really good.” 
 
    “Oooh, true,” Poppy giggled. “That buildup of longing and anticipation? Mmm, so good.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dinah laughed. “That is true.” 
 
    “Definitely.” I grinned tiredly. 
 
    Poppy reached over to turn off the bedside light, and the room plunged into darkness. It wasn’t nearly as pitch black as the room in Salirius City had been, though, and it was comfortably familiar. My three wives and I fell asleep quickly and slept soundly through the night. 
 
    It was wonderful to be woken up by sunlight streaming around the edges of our curtains the next morning, and I loved how the light told me exactly what time it was without having to look at my clock. 
 
    “Good morning,” I murmured, and I kissed Poppy and Dinah. 
 
    Helena was on the other side of Dinah so I couldn’t reach her, but I blew a kiss anyway. 
 
    “Good morning,” my three ladies said. 
 
    I longed to linger in the blissful bubble of love we’d built around us, but duty started to gnaw at my mind. There was a lot to do, and I couldn’t really relax with so much king stuff to do. 
 
    “I have to get to work,” I grumbled lightly. “I wish I could stay here forever…” 
 
    “But duty calls,” Helena finished for me. 
 
    “And the king’s work is never done,” Poppy added. 
 
    “We know what it is to be married to you, Michael,” Dinah said with a warm smile. 
 
    “The duty and honor that drives you is part of why we fell in love with you,” Helena said. 
 
    “Too true,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “I’ll see you in a little while,” I chuckled as I climbed out of the bed. 
 
    I made sure to kiss each of my ladies before I walked across the room and got dressed, and then I headed downstairs to look for Firo, Nyxx, Rune, and Cove. 
 
    My two fae advisors were already gathered together in the kitchen as they picked at the wide breakfast spread, and they nodded in greeting when they saw me. 
 
    “We have work to do,” I said as I grabbed a few strips of bacon and a hard-boiled egg. “Find Firo and Nyxx, and meet me in my office.” 
 
    “Right away, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    My blue and golden-haired advisors hurried off in opposite directions as I headed toward my office. 
 
    My fawn-fae maid, Nymerial, scurried up behind me with a large cup of steaming coffee for me. 
 
    “Ah, thank you,” I murmured. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Nymerial said as she dipped in a curtsy. 
 
    It was so good to be home where my staff knew exactly what I wanted and needed at any given moment of the day. 
 
    I walked into my office with a sense of ownership I hadn’t really felt before. Maybe it had been good for me to be in Gemma’s space where she was in command. Now my office felt more like a command post or a center of operations rather than just a place where I toiled over paperwork. 
 
    While I waited for my advisors and security staff, I sorted through a few reports that had piled up while I was in Salirius City. There wasn’t anything big, and it only took me a few minutes to sign what needed to be signed and approve what needed approval. 
 
    Then a knock came at the door, and I called for them to enter. 
 
    Nyxx, Firo, Rune, and Cove filed into my office and took up their spots across from where I sat behind my desk. 
 
    We quickly made sure Firo and Cove were up to speed with the rest of us, and then Nyxx cleared her throat. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Nyxx said. “Just minutes ago, I received an updated report from Commander Gemma’s scouts.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    And it wasn’t just a report that was good, but the fact that Gemma’s scouts were passing information directly to Nyxx as well. That would save time and limit any miscommunication from passing information between too many parties. 
 
    “What’s the report say?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s about the wall in Niernan, your majesty,” Nyxx said. “The barricades were constructed with magic.”
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 Chapter 8 
 
    “I figured they would be,” I sighed. 
 
    “They’re unlike anything I’ve seen before, your majesty,” Firo said with a deep frown, and there was a current of worry in his voice that caught my attention. 
 
    I glanced at my team, and I found Rune, Cove, and Firo all looked much more tense than normal. Cove had his hands folded behind his back, but the muscles in his arms and shoulders were tense. Rune was actively gnawing on the inside of his cheek in an obvious way. Firo had his arms crossed over his chest so tightly that the short sleeves of his shirt threatened to burst at the seams. Even Nyxx’s nearly unreadable face was contorted with concern, and her stance was filled with stress. 
 
    “Wait, why do you all look so worried?” I asked. “I mean, it had to be made with magic, right? A regular wall would be pretty damn useless against paranormals who can just swim over it.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune agreed. “But…” 
 
    “It’s not the presence of magic that’s troubling, your majesty,” Cove finished. “It’s the kind of magic. It’s a magical skill that is incredibly rare among even the most powerful beings.” 
 
    “It means the person who constructed it is very powerful,” Rune added. 
 
    “It’s going to make infiltrating the city much more difficult than we’d anticipated,” Nyxx explained. “We won’t be able to mirror portal past the wall. Thankfully we hadn’t planned on that, but I was hoping it would be an option if we needed it.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I sighed, and I could tell by the tense expressions on their faces that there was more. “What is it? Do you know who made the walls?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Cove said. “It was Lord Vagin.” 
 
    “Of course it was,” I grumbled. I wasn’t surprised to learn he was so deeply involved. “And we’re not just assuming it was him? I suppose we have good evidence to show he was the one who made the wall?” 
 
    “We have an eye witness who claims to have seen Lord Vagin working on the wall,” Cove said. “A merfolk who has lived in Niernan for their entire life. Commander Gemma says the source is trustworthy, but it’s also possible they misinterpreted something they saw.” 
 
    “Eyewitness accounts are notoriously unreliable,” Rune agreed. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Rune was right. Human experiences and memories were so biased and susceptible to influence. I didn’t see any reason paranormals would be impervious to the same things. 
 
    People remembered things wrong all the time. They saw things that they wanted to see, and when they only had a small piece of the picture, they could jump to incorrect conclusions. 
 
    I didn’t like the idea of trusting a source I didn’t have the name or face of, but if Gemma trusted them, I would hold my judgments for the time being. Even if their information was wrong, I didn’t see how it would be dangerous to our mission. We knew Lord Vagin was involved in all of this somehow, even if he hadn’t been the one to construct the wall. 
 
    “What else do we know about Lord Vagin?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, as you know, he is a Nykur, but he’s also the longest serving representative in the entire Eternal Realm, your majesty,” Cove said, and he pulled out a tablet and tapped on the screen a few times before he passed it over to me. “He’s served in that region for centuries, and he’s somewhere around fifteen hundred years old.” 
 
    Cove had pulled up an old black-and-white photo of Lord Vagin on the tablet, and I immediately recognized him as one of the men in the Goddess’ memories of Rhaiden. At the time, I’d assumed he was either a siren, witch, or perhaps a fae. 
 
    I recalled that Nykur were a great deal like sirens. The main difference was that they came from the sea north of Sweden, Finland, and Norway. 
 
    The legends around Nykur had a long history of luring unsuspecting victims into the water and eating them for dinner. But much like all the human legends of paranormal creatures, I knew that wasn’t the whole story. 
 
    The vast majority of Nykur, like any other species I had become familiar with, just wanted to live their lives. It had been the few bad apples over the centuries that always got too conspicuous for the greater good and drew too much attention from the human population. That’s where most legends came from, especially for these smaller regional populations. 
 
    I studied Lord Vagin’s face for a moment, and though the photo was in black and white, I recalled that he had brown hair and brown eyes. He had a wide jaw and an icy-cold look in his eyes. 
 
    “I’ve seen him before,” I said. “In the memories the Goddess showed me after the hurricane. He was one of the men Rhaiden had worked with over the centuries. He’s heavily involved in this all somehow.” 
 
    “Yes.” Cove nodded. “We suspect there are others involved in all of this.” 
 
    “So do I,” I said, but then I considered the fact that he was a Nykur a little more closely. 
 
    I tried to recall what kinds of magic Nykur had, but I couldn’t remember anything that would allow them to construct a magical barrier like the one in Niernan. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Firo said, and he seemed to follow my train of thought. “Nykur shouldn’t have magic like this…” 
 
    That was true, but then I remembered my own bloodline. I was mostly human, but I had mirror magic from the small bit of DNA that could be traced all the way back to Rhaiden himself. 
 
    “He must have fae or witch blood,” I reasoned. 
 
    “Most likely, your majesty.” Cove nodded. “That would be the best explanation for how he has such a rare form of magic.” 
 
    “That is, if the source is correct,” Nyxx countered. “It’s still possible Lord Vagin wasn’t the one to construct the wall.” 
 
    “What do we know about Lord Vagin’s family line?” I asked. “Knowing for sure what’s in his bloodline might give us useful information about the range of his abilities.” 
 
    “And it will give us more evidence to be sure he built the barricades,” Rune added. 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Cove said with a thoughtful expression. 
 
    “I’ll pull up what we know about his family line,” Rune said, and he picked the tablet back up. 
 
    “My money would be on witch blood,” Firo said as he uncrossed and recrossed his thick arms over his chest. “I’ve never heard of a fae with magic like that. Witch magic is much more versatile, and it can be honed to the user’s desires.” 
 
    “Good point.” I nodded. 
 
    Firo was right. Witches had a much more general kind of magic that they then honed into specific uses. My witch housekeeper, Isla, for example, had honed her magic into space expansion among other things, and it allowed her to create the bigger-on-the-inside parts of the mansion. I knew many witches tuned their magic into the healing arts, so it made sense that Lord Vagin could tune his magic into this barrier construction thing. 
 
    I sighed as I thought about the wall. I’d been sure it wasn’t outside of the realm of normal magic for members of the Eternal Realm, but my advisors had assured me that it was a rare magic. I wondered why Gemma hadn’t known that, but I figured it wasn’t exactly her job to know that kind of stuff. 
 
    Cove and Rune, on the other hand… It was their exact job to gather useful information like this and present it for me. They were like walking encyclopedias, and I valued their dedication so much. 
 
    “Here,” Rune said, and he laid the tablet back on the desk for me. “His maternal grandmother was a witch.” 
 
    The tablet screen displayed a long and complex family tree that branched out over two thousand years. The top of the diagram showed only six people who’d lived at the start of the record keeping for Lord Vagin’s family, but the lines and connections spread out wide as the years went by. By the bottom of the diagram, it spanned four times the width of the screen, and I had to swipe side to side to see it all. 
 
    “Here’s Lord Vagin,” Rune said, and he indicated a portrait close to the top of the family tree. Then he skipped over Lord Vagin’s mother to her mother and tapped the screen. “Ester was a well-known and powerful witch of her time. I read a biography on her years ago.” 
 
    “So, not only did he have witch blood,” I said as I stared at the old drawing of the witch. “But he was only one generation removed from it.” 
 
    “Correct.” Rune nodded. 
 
    “That would give him a large portion of witch blood,” Cove pointed out. 
 
    “And witch power,” Firo added. 
 
    “So the likelihood that Lord Vagin constructed the wall is very high,” Nyxx surmised. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief, and I felt more confident that we only had the two Lords to deal with at this time. There were certainly more of Rhaiden’s “powerful friends” out there to deal with, but it was looking good that we could focus on Lord Crane and Lord Vagin for the time being. 
 
    “So how do we defeat them?” I muttered as I thought out loud. “If we can’t infiltrate the city…” 
 
    My advisors and security were silent for a moment as I pondered the problem in front of us. 
 
    “We draw them out,” I said simply. 
 
    It didn’t feel simple, though. Lord Crane and Lord Vagin were burrowed into their hold in Niernan like loa loa worms. They’d dug under the skin of the mercity, and they were happy and content to lay their evil eggs deep in the city’s heart. 
 
    So how did we pull them out? 
 
    “That may be the best plan,” Firo said in a contemplative voice. “Draw them out and force them to face us on our terms.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “But how do we do it?” 
 
    “Niernan isn’t a fortress,” Nyxx said, and her voice became more and more invested in the plan as she spoke. “We have numbers on our side. We can lay siege to the city indefinitely. If we march… or swim to the city in a brute show of force, they’ll see that we can eventually beat our way in. If they have any knowledge of strategy, they’ll know coming out while they’re at their strongest will be in their best interests. Otherwise, we would cut them off from supplies, wear them down, and weaken their forces until we squash them underfoot like bugs.” 
 
    By the end of Nyxx’s speech, her voice was filled with eagerness to defeat our enemies, and I could see a smirk of bloodlust at the corners of her shadowy mouth. 
 
    “Ew,” I said in a playfully dry tone. “But you’re right. And even if they do decide to hole up inside the city and try to wait us out, we still have the advantage.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “Eventually we’d find a way to break through,” I said. “And by then, they’d be too weak to really put up a fight.” 
 
    “Or we simply wait until they all die of old age,” Rune said with a wry smirk. 
 
    “I’d like this to be done before we reach that point,” I chuckled. 
 
    “They’ll have stored supplies, though,” Firo pointed out. 
 
    “Yes,” I conceded. “But they won’t last forever. Over a long enough period of time, they’ll either have to ration to an extreme, or they’ll be forced to starve out their soldiers and be left undefended.” 
 
    “No matter what they choose,” Cove concluded with a spark of hope. “They cannot win.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Their best move is to come out and fight us, and that’s exactly what we want them to do.” 
 
    “Shall we discuss formation, your majesty?” Firo asked, and he seemed more excited about the upcoming battle than he had before. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    Nyxx explained all the information she’d gained about Niernan in her meetings with Gemma, and then Firo, Nyxx, and I lined up where all the shadow nymph ranks would form. Nyxx explained to me that shadow nymphs could fight within the water if they needed to, but they would be better suited to fighting within the bubble walls. 
 
    Nyxx also informed us about Gemma’s plans to surround the city from the southern borders to both the east and west with her merfolk and sea nymph soldiers. Lord Crane and Lord Vagin would be blocked in on three sides by our forces, and the northern side of the city was backed up against an undersea mountain. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed as I realized how much different the battle under the water was going to be. “But how do we fight? I mean… it’s not like we can all don scuba gear. The majority of our forces are ocean dwellers, but the rest of us will need bubble buildings.” 
 
    “Gemma has recruited Jonah to construct a temporary structure for us to use as a command post,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “Who’s Jonah?” Firo asked. 
 
    “He’s the merman who helped invent the bubble building technology,” I explained. 
 
    “He said he’s been tinkering with a portable bubble for a few years,” Nyxx explained. “Gemma wanted to surprise you with it, your majesty. So please act surprised when she reveals it?” 
 
    “That’s incredible.” I shook my head with wonder. 
 
    “Jonah said the technology is nearly ready to be revealed to the general public,” Nyxx continued. “But when things started to come up about Rhaiden and trouble stirring in the north, he held off. He said he thought this might be useful to you, so he wanted its existence to be a secret.” 
 
    “He was right,” I said, and I turned to Rune. “I know this is a really low priority right now, but add him to the short list for that honorary title thing I’m supposed to do next year.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Rune smirked. 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “Okay… what else?” 
 
    For the next few hours, we went over every possible detail we could think of that might come up. Some of them had simple solutions, like what to do if we found more confused survivors of Rhaiden’s mind control. 
 
    “I’m still in communication with Gregor,” Nyxx said. “I can have him arrange for transport for any survivors we may find with the scouts that are already doing that job.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I’m sure Gemma will want them brought to the infirmary in Salirius City.” 
 
    Other problems were more complicated, like what to do if Lord Crane and Lord Vagin decided to hunker down and try to wait us out. Firo suggested that if it came to that, we organize our many troops into teams, and they could guard the city in shifts. 
 
    I agreed to that because I didn’t think it was especially likely that Lord Crane and Lord Vagin would make that choice, and because it seemed like the best option. 
 
    I was pretty confident Lord Crane and Lord Vagin would be itching to meet me on the battlefield. They didn’t seem the kind to hunker down and hope for the best. In fact, I continued to be suspicious that they had more tricks up their sleeves. 
 
    “That’s possible, your majesty,” Cove said when I brought it up. “But their numbers are limited. The magical barrier they’ve set up impedes mirror portals in or out of the barricades. They’ve effectively cut themselves off behind the walls, so any troops or supplies would have to come through the city and then be passed through the barricades on foot… or rather, on fin?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled at the confused look on my advisor’s face. “It’s kind of weird trying to organize and prepare for an underwater battle.” 
 
    As we laid out all the details, it became more and more real that we were about to go to war, and I was sure I’d made the right choice in asking Ivis to stay here at the mansion. I’d considered bringing her with me just to have some more time with her, but she wasn’t a fighter, and I wouldn’t put her in danger. 
 
    Besides, it would be really good for my wives and Ivis to spend some quality time together. It would allow them a chance to bond and get to know each other. 
 
    “Will you have me continue to look after things here, your majesty?” Cove asked. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. “Rune, Nyxx, and Firo will accompany me to Niernan. Oh, and Miss Ivis will be staying at the mansion with the queens while I’m away.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe Garrett left a short time ago to pick her up from her mother’s home,” Cove said. 
 
    “Good.” I smiled. I was glad I would get the chance to say goodbye to all my lovers before I left for Niernan. “I assume Jonah is going to bring his new mobile bubble thing to Niernan alongside Commander Gemma?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nyxx answered. “Gregor informed me earlier this morning that the first troops have already begun moving toward the city. They’ll arrive later today and set up a camp to await the rest of our forces.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “No one makes a move until I’m there.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” Nyxx nodded. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “I guess that’s everything, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I believe so, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    “Let’s get ready to leave, then,” I said. 
 
    Rune and Cove nodded before they departed my office, and Nyxx faded into the shadows. Firo stalled for a second, and I could see there was still a fair bit of tension in his slitted orange eyes. 
 
    “What is it, Firo?” I asked. “Do you have another concern?” 
 
    “Not exactly, your majesty,” Firo said in a grumbly voice before he cleared his throat. “I’ve been to mercities before. I’m not especially fond of them.” 
 
    “Why not?” I wondered. 
 
    “Being that deep in the ocean…” Firo shivered visibly. “It makes me claustrophobic.” 
 
    “Really,” I said, and I tried to hide my shock at Firo being unsettled by anything. 
 
    Firo frowned deeply at me, and I knew he was uncomfortable showing any kind of vulnerability. But I was glad he’d shared with me. It made the stern dragon-man just a bit more relatable. 
 
    “Would you prefer to stay here, Firo?” I asked as casually as I could manage. “My wives will all be at home, after all. They need protecting–” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Firo said firmly. “I will not shirk my duties to you or the crown. I simply wanted to… let you know so you would understand if I’m especially more… sour than usual.” 
 
    I focused hard on controlling all the muscles in my face and burying the smirk that tried to claw its way to the surface. 
 
    “I appreciate your candor,” I said. 
 
    Firo gave me a dry glare before he nodded and stalked out of the room. 
 
    Once the door was closed, I waited another ten seconds before I allowed myself to move at all. Then I grinned like a fool and let a wild chuckle bubble out of my throat. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed with humor as I shook my head. 
 
    It felt a little like when I was eight, and I’d learned that my dad was afraid of spiders. He’d always been this fearless, steadfast figure in my life, until the afternoon I’d heard him shriek like a little girl. That was the day I’d learned my mom was the one who’d always handled any wayward arachnids that had found their way into our house. 
 
    It was a strange sensation learning people like that had vulnerable parts, too. 
 
    Time started to creep into my mind, and I felt the minutes slipping past. We needed to get going. There wasn’t much time to waste. 
 
    I tidied up my desk a bit so I wouldn’t come home to a massive pile of papers on top of a mess, and then I made my way through the mansion to the front doors where everybody was already gathered. 
 
    My werewolf driver, Garrett, was just climbing back into one of my six-figure town cars, and Ivis was being greeted by all three of my wives in the driveway. 
 
    “We’re so glad you’re going to stay with us,” Poppy said. 
 
    “It’ll be so nice to get to know you better,” Helena added. 
 
    “I’m excited,” Ivis said in a soft voice, and then her eyes lit up as she saw me. 
 
    Dinah was the first to notice, and she turned around. Her red-brown eyes lit up, too, and she threw her arms out wide. 
 
    “Michael,” Dinah said. “Ivis is staying here with us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I thought it would be a great time for you all to get to know each other, and I figured you could help her with some wedding planning.” 
 
    “Eeeeh!” Poppy squealed with delight, and she did a little victory jig that just about made my heart burst open. “Um, yes!” 
 
    I took several minutes to hug and kiss each of my ladies as we said goodbye for now, and I assured them I would be home again as soon as I could. 
 
    “I love you all,” I said, and I took a moment to gaze at each of them. 
 
    Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Ivis were so different in so many ways, and yet they’d all given me their hearts. They’d agreed to lay aside everything to put me first, and I was so grateful for everything they gave me. They made my life full and bright, and I would miss them. 
 
    Then Nyxx sauntered up and walked past us to where my triplet valets were gathering, and I realized I was going to have some solid time with her and Gemma. 
 
    The feeling of homesickness at saying goodbye to the four beauties in front of me turned into excitement at what lay ahead, and I wondered if I would come home with a sixth beauty to add to my ranks. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune said in an apologetic tone. “It’s time.” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed 
 
    I gave Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Ivis one more kiss each before I turned to look for a car. I’d expected we would take my private jet north to Newfoundland and Labrador, but there wasn’t a single vehicle in sight. 
 
    What was standing in the driveway was the mirror we used for portals, and I arched a confused eyebrow at Rune. 
 
    “Um? What?” I asked. “We can’t take a mirror portal all the way to Niernan. It’s too far.” 
 
    “Not a normal mirror portal, no.” Rune smirked. “We’re going to take a nesting portal.” 
 
    “A what now?” I asked.
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 Chapter 9 
 
    “A nesting portal,” Rune repeated. “It’s a colloquial name for a much more powerful form of portal than what you’re used to, your majesty.” 
 
    “Okay…” I said. “I’m still confused.” 
 
    “A nesting portal is a portal inside a portal,” Rune chuckled. “It will cut down our travel time significantly.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” I said. 
 
    “This kind of portal requires a great deal of energy, your majesty,” Rune said. “That’s why Birch, Sunny, and Matis are here.” 
 
    I glanced over at the green, yellow, and pink hair of my valets, and the way their dragonfly-wings glistened in the sunlight. 
 
    “Watch the triplets, your majesty,” Rune said with a bemused grin. “A nesting portal explains itself much easier than I can.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at my golden-haired advisor, but I turned to where my bright-haired valets were. They were standing in a half-circle around the front of the mirror we used for portals. Birch stood on the left side of the mirror with his left hand on the glass, and his right hand in Sunny’s. The yellow-haired brother stood in the middle and held both of his triplet’s hands. Matis stood on the right, and his right hand touched the smooth surface of the glass. 
 
    They’d made a sort of circuit between themselves and the mirror, but I still didn’t know what was about to happen, or why it required all three of my valets. 
 
    Despite my confusion, I continued to watch the triplet faes as the mirror’s reflective glass began to waver and change. After a long moment, the image in the mirror became clear once more, except it didn’t reflect back the faces of my valets. 
 
    The mirror was filled with a series of images within one another, like when two mirrors sat opposite each other and reflected back and forth an infinite number of times.  
 
    Except each layer within the reflection was a completely different place.  
 
    I saw a forest, what looked like a dimly-lit back alley, a grassy field, and even a layer that was consumed by white. My best guess for that layer was a snowy landscape, but I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as I gazed at the incredible sight. 
 
    My triplet valets sighed with satisfaction, and they dropped their hands as they stepped away from the mirror. They looked rather pleased with themselves and utterly exhausted. 
 
    “That was amazing, guys,” I praised, and I patted Birch on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” the green-haired fae said in a breathy voice that sounded like he’d just run a marathon. 
 
    “So… why didn’t Lord Trent use this kind of portal when we invited him to the mansion last month?” I asked. 
 
    We’d called the sea nymph to the mansion to gain information, but all we’d discovered was that he was fully locked in Rhaiden’s control. He’d taken a series of portals that had taken hours to journey through. 
 
    “It requires a familial connection to create a nesting portal, your majesty,” Rune explained. “You need at least three fae with a strong blood connection to do it. The more faes, the less energy each one has to contribute.” 
 
    “That’s why we look like we’ve been dragged through hell, your majesty,” Matis chuckled with a smirk. 
 
    “It’s really impressive,” I said as I gazed at the stacked layers of the nesting portal. 
 
    “It’s job security,” the pink-haired fae joked. “That’s for sure.” 
 
    “Ah, Matis,” I laughed. “You don’t have to worry about job security, not so long as I’m king. Can you imagine what I’d look like without the care you three give me?” 
 
    “Ripped jeans and a threadbare t-shirt,” Sunny said with a shiver. “Ugh.” 
 
    Matis clutched his heart and sent his brothers a loaded glance. “Crocs…” 
 
    “How dare you,” Birch muttered. “Not our king.” 
 
    We all had a good laugh about that, and then I thanked the valets again for opening the portal. 
 
    “Alright, are we ready?” I asked, and I looked around the group. 
 
    My wives and Ivis were huddled together with exaggeratedly sad looks on their faces, and Cove stood just off to the side with Isla and my cyclops butler, Tristan. Firo and Nyxx stood beside me with several more shadow nymph guards at their backs. I knew Jet, Ena, and Kage had been assigned to stay at the mansion and be in charge of my ladies’ security while I was gone, and it made me feel good to know they were on top of it. 
 
    “I insist Nyxx and I go first, your majesty,” Firo said. “To make sure the path is clear. We’ll briefly pass through each point of the nesting portal. Nyxx and I will leapfrog one another through each one to make sure they’re secure before you pass through.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “I’ll be right behind you, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    “And my team will take up the rear,” Nyxx concluded, and she nodded at the other shadow nymph guards nearby. 
 
    I nodded and gestured for Firo and Nyxx to start through the portals. 
 
    “Oh…” Rune stopped me as I started to step toward the mirror. “The portal is going straight through to Niernan. So the last layer might be a bit… intense.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. 
 
    We’d discussed the best way to pass the last bit of the journey, and I was glad my staff had decided to go straight through to Niernan. 
 
    Firo and Nyxx had disappeared into the mirror, and Rune waited for me to follow them. 
 
    I stepped forward and expected a similar transition of warmth and light as I passed through the first layer of the nesting portal, but it was a whole new sensation. 
 
    There was a brief flash of warm light that passed so quickly, I could have imagined it, and then I felt the brisk breeze of an early autumn day. I smelled the distinctive rot of fallen leaves and drying hay, and I saw the colors of autumn leaves all around me. 
 
    Then it was gone in a flash as I moved through to the second layer. 
 
    Another flash of warm light passed, and this time I knew I hadn’t imagined it. 
 
    Then I was surrounded by the damp smell of a wet alleyway, and the pungent odor of a Chinese restaurant dumpster. I saw old brick on one side and newer cinderblock on the other, and the sounds of street traffic echoed from somewhere to my right. 
 
    The second layer of the nesting portal was gone as swiftly as the first, though. I passed quickly through another burst of warm air. 
 
    Each layer of the mirror was filled with a fast assault of smells, colors, and sounds before it was simply gone. It didn’t take more than ten seconds to pass through each layer, but I felt the strange dragging of time anyway. It felt like someone had turned the playback speed down on my life, and those dreams I’d had as a kid where I tried to run through four feet of ultra-thick pudding. 
 
    And yet, my mind could tell it was only seconds between each layer. The effect was slightly nauseating, and by the time we passed through the tenth landscape, I was wondering how many were left. 
 
    All the while, I walked like I was just going for a simple afternoon stroll through my gardens, but the ground seemed unstable beneath my feet. 
 
    “Last one, your majesty!” Rune’s voice echoed from somewhere close by and yet very far away. 
 
    After the next brief flare of warm light, I felt a powerful crushing feeling all around my body like someone was squeezing me on every side. My ribcage was cinched tight around my lungs, and I couldn’t have taken a breath even if I’d tried. The pressure in my ears ramped up like they’d been stuffed full of expanding foam, and I wondered if this was what it felt like when a neutron star collapsed into a black hole. 
 
    Then it was gone. 
 
    My lungs sucked in a deep breath without needing the signal from my brain, my ears popped hard, and my body suddenly felt three times as heavy as normal. My vision was completely blacked out, and I caught my hands on my knees to keep from toppling onto the ground. 
 
    “Your majesty, are you okay?” Rune’s gentle voice whispered near my ear. 
 
    I didn’t trust my voice just yet, so I gave him a tiny nod as I sucked in a more normal breath and waited for my vision to clear. 
 
    After a few more regular breaths, the darkness faded away to the edges of my vision, and I saw the smooth stone floors of a mercity beneath my feet. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “What was that?” 
 
    “We passed through the entire depth of the ocean, your majesty,” Rune explained. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve done that twice in the last week,” I grunted. “It didn’t feel anything like that.” 
 
    “Nesting portals, your majesty,” Rune said in an apologetic tone. “You experience much more of your surroundings in a nesting portal than a regular one.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I sighed. 
 
    I took one more deep breath, and then I stood up to have a look around. 
 
    Firo, Nyxx, Rune, and the other shadow nymph guards stood around me like a wall in a large bubble building deep in the north Atlantic Ocean. Beyond the transparent membrane of the bubble was a much smaller city than Salirius. 
 
    Niernan looked a lot more like a small town than a city, and the gray and brown stone buildings were no taller than a two-story house would be on the surface. But what really caught my attention was the chill in the air, and the lack of vegetation around us. 
 
    There were barnacles all over the stone walls of the city, but I couldn’t see much algae or seaweed. Salirius City had been covered in the stuff like a lush garden, but Niernan was much farther north. I hadn’t really considered the shift in temperature since we were on the ocean floor in both places, but I guess latitude made a significant difference, too. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Gemma’s voice came from somewhere beyond the wall of guards. 
 
    I could hear her concern, and I felt bad for worrying her. A single nod to my guards, and they stepped aside. 
 
    Gemma waited on the other side of the oblong bubble building with Gregor, Jonah, Moon, and a few merman soldiers on either side of her. She wore much thicker clothing than she had in Salirius City, and I was intrigued by the design. Her shoulders and upper arms were encased in a supple brown leather top that laced up the front, and she wore a heavier skirt of the same material that hung in two layers to her knees. Her feet were still bare, though, and I smiled at the sight of her toes on the stone floor. 
 
    “Gemma,” I sighed as the last bits of discomfort from the nesting portal faded away. 
 
    “You’ve never been through a nesting portal before now.” Gemma gave me a lopsided smile. “Have you?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “I haven’t. It was pretty intense.” 
 
    “I’ve only been through a nesting portal one time,” Gemma said. “You handled it better than I did.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with a touch of dry humor. 
 
    “I was quite ill afterward,” Gemma admitted with a smirk. 
 
    I could see that, but I knew I wasn’t going to be sick. My stomach was uneasy, but I’d never really been susceptible to getting motion sickness. 
 
    “I don’t feel quite that bad,” I laughed. 
 
    “I’m sure you remember Jonah,” Gemma said, and she waved for the merman inventor to join us. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” the white-mohawked merman said with a smile. “It’s a pleasure to see you again so soon.” 
 
    “Thank you for joining us,” I said. “And thank you for lending us your work.” 
 
    “It’s an honor,” Jonah said, and he bowed his head respectfully. 
 
    “I’ve also brought Gregor along to act as my second-in-command,” Gemma said before she leaned in to whisper and wink at me. “He’s about due for a promotion. I thought this could be a good opportunity for him to earn it.” 
 
    “Your majesty.” The clean-cut merman soldier put his right hand up to his left shoulder in what I’d come to know as the traditional merfolk salute. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Gregor,” I said. “I understand you and Nyxx have been working together to coordinate this.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gregor said, and he nodded at my shadow nymph lover with nothing but respect. 
 
    I trusted Nyxx implicitly, and I knew she’d beat the shit out of anyone who tried to disrespect her. But it was reassuring to see that Gregor was an honorable soldier. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo interrupted. “Can we perhaps gather somewhere to discuss everything? I would like to make sure we’re all on the same page.” 
 
    “Gemma?” I asked. “Is there somewhere we can do that?” 
 
    “Honestly, your majesty,” Gemma said with a little grimace. “This room is our base of operations for the most part. There’s a tunnel that leads into the city from here, but it ends right beside several homes that are still occupied. We’ll be safe in those areas, they’re well outside the barricade, but I don’t feel comfortable discussing things of a sensitive nature that close to listening ears.” 
 
    “Good call.” I nodded. “Alright, we’ll set up here, then.” 
 
    As if my statement had been a direct order, the guards and soldiers in the room jumped into action. Gemma’s merfolk soldiers began to unpack large black cases. Folding tables, laptops, and what I assumed was sonar equipment popped up all over the room. Nyxx instructed her shadow nymph guards to assist in whatever way the merfolk needed, and Firo, Gemma, Jonah, and I stood back to watch. 
 
    Moon observed the whole thing from the sideline, and every once in a while, she made a correction based on what she perceived Gemma would want. 
 
    “No, put that over here,” Moon said as she pointed at a piece of equipment. 
 
    A shadow nymph guard appeared by my side suddenly, and only my familiarity with their appearances from the shadows kept me from leaping out of my skin. But Jonah wasn’t so familiar with them, and he jumped back with a startled shout. 
 
    “Holy shit,” the mohawked merman gasped. “You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Not very familiar with shadow nymphs, are you?” I chuckled. 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Jonah sighed as he clutched a hand over the center of his chest. 
 
    I smirked and turned to the female shadow nymph. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “We were patrolling the tunnel that connects this room to the rest of the city, your majesty,” the shadow nymph said in a raspy voice. “An old merman tried to come down the tunnel, and we apprehended him.” 
 
    “Gray-blue hair?” Gemma asked. “Dark blue eyes? Green scales?” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” The shadow nymph nodded. 
 
    “That’s our informant,” Gemma said. “His name is Airric.” 
 
    “Bring him to us,” I said. 
 
    The shadow nymph disappeared as quickly as she’d materialized beside us, and Jonah blinked rapidly at the empty space where she’d been. 
 
    About two minutes later, the shadow nymph walked into the new command center alongside a male shadow nymph, and an old merman with gray-blue hair, dark blue eyes, and green scales walked between them. 
 
    “Hello, Airric,” Gemma said in an almost fond voice. “Sorry about the mix-up there.” 
 
    “Eerr,” the old merman grunted, and he turned his steely gaze on my shadow nymphs. “Told you.” 
 
    I could almost hear the shadow nymphs’ eyes rolling in their heads, and I gave them a slight nod to let them know they’d done the right thing. They melted back into the shadows and returned to their posts. 
 
    Airric might be the informant, but that didn’t mean he’d be allowed to just walk right up to the king any old time. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gemma said, and she glanced between me and the thin-haired merman. “This is our eye witness who saw Lord Vagin working on the barricades.” 
 
    He eyed me with cold suspicion for a moment before he looked around the room. When he saw all the equipment we’d brought with us, his eyes went wide, and his mouth pursed with begrudging admiration. 
 
    “Lived here for decades, your majesty,” Airric said in a less hostile tone. 
 
    “What can you tell us about Lord Vagin and the barricade?” I asked. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I spotted Gregor quickly set up several chairs at one of the empty tables for us. Once he was done, he gave me a nod, and I led our group over to sit down. Airric lowered himself into the chair at the speed of molasses. 
 
    “It went up…” Airric scratched at his chin. “About eight… maybe ten years ago, I’d say.” 
 
    “That long?” I muttered with amazement. “Damn.” 
 
    “Mmhm,” Airric grunted. “It wasn’t long after Lord Crane returned.” 
 
    “Lord Crane’s been here that long?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Yep.” Airric nodded once. 
 
    “Around the time King Roman died,” Firo murmured. 
 
    “Yeah, ‘round then,” Airric said. 
 
    “But Lord Crane was removed from his position by King Roman,” Rune said with confusion. “Why didn’t anyone contact the crown about his return?” 
 
    “Or about Lady Rain’s disappearance?” Nyxx added. 
 
    “Well, we didn’t know what had happened to Lady Rain,” Airric said. “We’d heard that sometimes representatives went away on missions for long stretches of time, or they go to the capital and serve nearby the king. We figured she was doing something like that, and she popped in every few years or so. We knew she was still around, and things were fine here, so we had no reason to worry. Least not ‘til Lord Crane came back.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “You still saw Lady Rain sometimes?” 
 
    That was different from the intel we’d had up to this point. We’d been sure she’d been gone for decades. 
 
    “When was the last time anyone saw her?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh…” Airric scratched his chin. “Maybe… fifteen years ago? I’m not too sure. I’m not great with time. When you get to be my age… well, things start to blend together.” 
 
    Great, so our informant was about as reliable as I’d expected. Which wasn’t a whole lot. 
 
    “And you still didn’t contact the crown when Lord Crane returned?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Lord Crane said he’d been reappointed,” Airric said with a shrug. “We had no reason not to believe him. He didn’t exactly answer questions, either.” 
 
    “And the wall went up a short time later?” I asked to confirm the timeline from Airric’s point of view. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Airric said. “Things got bad real fast after he came back. People started to change.” 
 
    “Change how?” My eyes narrowed with suspicion as we got closer to Rhaiden’s involvement. 
 
    “They started getting hostile,” Airric said. “Neighbors I’d known for years were cold and distant. Some were acting just… crazy. They’d be fine one day, and then angry the next. It was like they weren’t themselves anymore. Then people started to disappear, too.” 
 
    I nodded. Rhaiden had started to recruit for his army of minions. 
 
    “When did you first see Lord Vagin in the area?” I asked. 
 
    “Hmm,” Airric hummed as he thought. “Few years ago, I think.” 
 
    “And you saw him working on the barricades?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Airric said. “He and Lord Crane were out there about a year ago. They were looking at the stones and pushing on them, and then Lord Vagin would wave his hands around. The water would light up and sort of tremble all the way up from the wall.” 
 
    Airric shaped his hands into a sort of wall and then raised them up and toward one another into a mock dome shape. 
 
    “That sounds like magic wielding to me,” Firo said, and he crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    I took an extra look at the dragon-man, and I couldn’t help but notice the tension that filled his entire body. I knew he had to be uncomfortably aware of the crushing weight of the ocean just above our heads, but he was remarkably calm despite it. 
 
    “I agree,” Gemma said. “As far as I’m concerned, we have enough evidence to believe Lord Vagin has constructed, or at the very least, maintained the barricades.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Which makes him just as guilty as Rhaiden or Lord Crane.” 
 
    I glanced at Airric, and I could see the shine of trapped tears in his dark blue eyes. His wrinkled hands were clenched tight in his lap, and he was in danger of gnawing right through his lip. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Airric,” I said, and I reached over to lay a hand on his bony shoulder. “We’re here to help. We’re going to sort out this mess and bring Niernan back to what it should be.” 
 
    “What about all the people?” Airric asked, and one small tear slipped from the corner of his eye. “My sister… she’s one of them who disappeared.” 
 
    “We’re going to do everything we can to find them and bring them home,” I said. “We’ve also found thousands of survivors over the last few weeks. Most of them were brought to Salirius City, and they’re recuperating. Your sister might already be there.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “Pearl,” Airric said with a deep frown. 
 
    “Brown hair, gray eyes?” I asked. “Scales like the colors of a sunset?” 
 
    “Yes!” Airric said with a burst of hope. “That’s Pearl. She was a soldier, and she used to write to me every week.” 
 
    “Oh, my goddess,” Gemma breathed. “You’re Ricky!” 
 
    “That’s what she used to call me,” Airric laughed through tears. “You know Pearl?” 
 
    “She was one of my soldiers when I was still a captain,” Gemma explained. “She used to talk about you all the time. I had no idea!” 
 
    “Is she alive?” Airric asked. “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “She’s in Salirius City,” Gemma said with a wide smile. “She’s still suffering from some of the effects of the mind control. She gets confused a lot, but we’ve found that familiar things help to strengthen the mind.” 
 
    “Oh, Pearl,” Airric said, and he dropped his face into his hands. 
 
    “When this is all over,” I said. “We’ll bring you to Salirius City to see Pearl.” 
 
    “Really?” Airric asked with cautious hope in his voice. “Do you think she’ll remember me?” 
 
    “Not only do I think she’ll remember you, Airric,” Gemma said. “I think your presence will help her in her recovery process.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Commander,” Airric said, and he reached over to clasp Gemma’s hand in his. Then he turned to me with wet eyes. “Thank you, your majesty. Thank you.” 
 
    One of Gemma’s soldiers walked up beside her then and silently handed her a single sheet of paper. 
 
    “Thank you,” Gemma mumbled as she started to read. 
 
    I watched her face, and I could tell it wasn’t good news as her aquamarine eyebrows drew together. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Lord Crane’s forces,” Gemma said. “He has greater numbers than we originally calculated.” 
 
    “How much greater?” I asked. 
 
    “Nearly twice,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed under my breath as I tried to do the math in my head. 
 
    “That would mean we still outnumber them,” Firo said. 
 
    “Yes, but only slightly,” Gemma confirmed. “It doesn’t put us at a disadvantage, but it does mean the battle could stretch out longer than we’d planned.” 
 
    She turned to me with a look of relief in her magenta eyes. 
 
    “It was a good call to prepare so many troops, your majesty,” Gemma praised me. 
 
    “Commander?” Gregor asked, and it was clear he was ready for whatever order she was about to give. 
 
    “Send for more supplies,” Gemma said to him. “Food and medicine mostly.” 
 
    “Right away.” Gregor nodded, and he immediately walked over to one of the machines that I guessed was a way of communicating with Salirius City. 
 
    “So what do we do next?” Rune asked after a moment of silence. 
 
    “We wait,” I said. 
 
    “Our guards should begin arriving any time now,” Firo said, and Nyxx nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We’ve secured a series of caves nearby,” Gemma said. “My troops are setting up there to await further orders…” 
 
    Gemma’s words trailed off as she went back to reading the report. 
 
    “There’s more.” I could read it on her face. 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma said. “There’s a potential lead about Lady Rain’s whereabouts. They sound confident in it…” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “That’s good news. If they’re sure this lead is promising, I’d like to arrange a team to investigate it.” 
 
    “I will lead the team, your majesty,” Nyxx volunteered at once. 
 
    I thought about what she’d said about shadow nymphs being able to fight in the water, and how they were better suited for above-water conditions. I worried for a second about her going out into the open ocean, but I knew she wouldn’t push herself beyond what she could handle. Not after the last time she did, anyway. 
 
    That lightning strike she’d taken when she’d investigated the hurricane had been a lesson well learned, and ever since I’d made it clear how important to me she was, Nyxx had made a point to be a bit more careful. 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “Get a full debrief on the situation, and then take a team of Gemma’s soldiers with you.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Nyxx agreed, and I could hear the humor in her voice. 
 
    I knew she found it cute that I worried about her, and I knew she enjoyed it. 
 
    Nyxx quickly gathered a group of six merfolk soldiers, packed a few supplies and tools, including some headlamp style globe lights, and then they set off through the one exterior door of the bubble building. 
 
    I had all the critical information I could get for the time being, but there was something I was curious about. 
 
    “Airric,” I said. “What can you tell me about Lady Rain?” 
 
    “Oh, well,” Airric said, and he seemed surprised by my question. “Lady Rain was lovely. She wasn’t exactly warm… but she did her job well. She took care of us those first years after her appointment. She helped rebuild parts of the city that had begun to crumble, and she got the bubble buildings approved.” 
 
    I could hear the affection in Airric’s voice, and I saw sadness in his eyes. It was clear to me that he missed being represented by Lady Rain. 
 
    “Lady Rain was well loved by the people of Niernan,” Airric continued. “Not necessarily for a warm and fuzzy personality, but for how hard she worked. It was obvious to us that she cared about us and cared about doing a good job. Her appointment to Niernan brought hope to our little city, and we thought things would get better under her care.” 
 
    Airric’s wistful smile turned sad then. 
 
    “And they did for a while.” Airric frowned. “I think that was part of why we stayed quiet when she faded away. We hoped she was working hard for us in the capital, and that she’d come back someday. We hoped for too long, and then it was too late. Then Lord Crane came back.” 
 
    Airric’s lower lip and chin quivered, and his dark blue eyes became distant for a long moment. Then he shook his head and cleared the emotion from his throat. 
 
    “Shall we break for lunch?” Rune asked in a gentle tone. 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” I said as I stood up. 
 
    My body was stiff and sore from sitting, and I took a moment to stretch and get the blood flowing again. 
 
    “Would you like to stretch your legs a bit with me, your majesty?” Gemma asked. 
 
    A moment alone with the sexy mermaid commander? Yes, please. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    Gemma patted Airric on the shoulder and invited him to stay in the command center, but he insisted on going back into the city. 
 
    “Don’t want to draw attention to you,” Airric said. 
 
    “Lord Crane will know we’re here before too long,” Gemma said. 
 
    “If he doesn’t already,” I said. 
 
    Airric said thank you again, and then he walked back down the long tunnel toward the heart of Niernan. Gemma and I walked at a more leisurely pace, and four shadow nymph guards came along to make sure Nyxx’s orders that I was never without security were followed. 
 
    The waters around the bubble tunnels were much less populated than around Salirius City, and the merfolk we saw moved at a much slower pace. All around, this city gave off smaller town vibes, and no one seemed to be in a hurry. I hoped that was part of Niernan’s charm, and not a lingering effect of Lord Crane’s control. 
 
    We’d know for sure very soon. 
 
    Gemma led me to some of the homes that were on the outermost edges of the city, and there was a long bubble tunnel that connected them all like an enclosed sidewalk. Many of the merfolk we passed waved at Gemma before their eyes went wide as they looked at me. It was pretty clear they knew who I was, and their faces filled with cautious hope just like Airric’s had. 
 
    “I spent some time here early in my military career,” Gemma said as we strolled. “That was long before Lady Rain was appointed.” 
 
    “Did you know Lord Crane then?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Gemma said. “I saw him around the city, but I never had the chance to meet him. He always looked like an unpleasant person, though.” 
 
    “Unpleasant seems to be one of his better qualities,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Mmm.” Gemma nodded. “True.” 
 
    We didn’t go very far since the city was so small, but I got a good view of the barricade for myself. 
 
    The stone part of the wall only rose up from the seafloor about eight feet, and there was a barely-visible forcefield that arched over the circular wall like a huge dome. Its presence was easiest to see by the lack of movement within its perimeter. No fish, jellies, or other animals went within four feet of the magical barrier, even though there were plenty around in the outer rings of the mercity. 
 
    It made my heart heavy to see the merfolk boarding up their windows and preparing for the impending battle. I could almost imagine that under different circumstances they might be outside tending to gardens or playing with their strange underwater pets. 
 
    But there was an ominous fog in the water that wouldn’t let any of us forget the danger that lurked deeper inside the heart of Niernan. 
 
    “We should be getting back,” Gemma suggested. “In case they need us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed with a sigh. 
 
    I wasn’t sad to turn away from the strained looks on the merfolks’ faces. My presence had brought them a spark of hope, but it wasn’t enough to make them stop preparing for the worst. 
 
    Gemma was quiet and a bit brooding on our walk back to our command center, and I couldn’t blame her. My thoughts were locked up in what lay ahead of us, too. 
 
    I couldn’t stop picturing the vacant and confused faces of Pearl and all the other survivors of Rhaiden’s magical influence. There was so much rage inside me at all the people who had played a part in him getting so much power over so many paranormals. 
 
    And it wasn’t just willing participants and allies like Lord Crane and Lord Vagin. It was the nameless, faceless “they” of the system who’d allowed faraway regions like this to operate unchecked. I didn’t know who to blame, or even if there were specific people to blame. Maybe things had just fallen through the cracks over the centuries. 
 
    And in the long run, it didn’t really matter. None of it would change where I was now, or the broken mess I was determined to fix. 
 
    In my old life, I’d never had reason to think about how insanely huge the world was, but now that I was literally king of everything, I was faced with the truth. 
 
    The world was so big, and that made it really easy for things to fall through the cracks. I was determined to do better than my predecessors and to fill the gaps as much as paranormally possible. I would call together a special council of top advisors and representatives to help me find all the cracks like the ones that had surrounded Lord Vagin. Together with those loyal to me, we would make the Eternal Realm a better place. 
 
    I forcibly shoved away the desire to find someone to blame, and instead, I turned the rage into fuel. I let it burn hot inside me, and I would let it push me to do what needed to be done. 
 
    I let the burning anger solidify my resolve for what had to be done. 
 
    I would free this city, I would save the Kraken, and I would do whatever I could to help the paranormals who’d been hurt by my heinous twelve-times great-grandfather and his asshole friends. 
 
    By the time we walked back into the command center, my will was as hard as steel, and I was determined to succeed in our mission. 
 
    Just a few minutes after we returned to the room, Nyxx and her team of merfolk soldiers burst back in through the door to the open water. Nyxx sucked in a huge breath like she’d been holding it for several minutes, and she hurried over to me with shaking hands. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Nyxx said in a breathless voice. “We found something.”
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 Chapter 10 
 
    My heart jumped into my throat, and my brain dumped a gallon of adrenaline into my bloodstream. In an instant, I felt like I was ready to take on the entirety of Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s forces. 
 
    “What did you find?” I asked with barely-contained intensity. 
 
    Nyxx waved at one of the six merfolk from her scouting team, and he stepped forward to share the information while Nyxx caught her breath again. 
 
    “We’ve narrowed down Lady Rain’s location,” the merman soldier said. 
 
    “She must be close,” Gemma said. “If you were able to make it back so soon.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” The merman nodded. “She’s lost in a deep trench about twenty miles from here. It’s pitch black, but the scent-tracking fish located her within the trench.” 
 
    “And you’re certain it was Lady Rain?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” the merman insisted. “We weren’t sure at first, but then…” 
 
    “Then what?” I demanded. 
 
    Nyxx stood up, and her breathing was back to normal. 
 
    “We heard her talking,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “She’s alive,” I said with perhaps too much enthusiasm. 
 
    “How can you be sure it was Lady Rain’s voice?” Firo asked with a skeptical look in his slitted orange eyes. 
 
    “I worked in private security before I joined the merfolk army, sir,” the merman said. “I had the honor of guarding Lady Rain for a few weeks when she was first appointed here in Niernan. It’s why I volunteered for Commander Gemma’s team for this mission, you see.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” Firo said sternly. 
 
    “Sorry, sir,” the merman cleared his throat. “Lady Rain has a distinctive lisp. I’d know it anywhere.” 
 
    Bells chimed in my mind like I’d just unlocked the next boss level in an incredibly enthralling video game, and I stood from the table. 
 
    But before I could say a single word, I realized there was a massive roadblock to me being able to go and rescue Lady Rain. 
 
    I couldn’t exactly breathe underwater, and I’d never been a great swimmer. I wondered if there was any scuba gear available. 
 
    “I need a team to go after her,” I sighed. 
 
    Everyone looked at me, and I knew Nyxx, Rune, and Firo could see the disappointment on my face. But apparently Gemma could see it, too, because she smiled slyly at me. 
 
    “You don’t need a team, your majesty,” Gemma said. “What you’ll need is backup.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “I can’t exactly go out there and help–” 
 
    “I have something I haven’t told you about, your majesty,” Gemma revealed. “An aspect of my magic that will be immensely useful in this particular situation, but you will need to practice it before we go out on any rescue missions.” 
 
    “Okay…” I narrowed my eyes with intense suspicion and curiosity. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Gemma smiled devilishly as she stood from the table, and she motioned for me to follow her. I walked a few steps behind her, and Rune, Nyxx, and Firo also followed with looks of suspicious interest on their faces. 
 
    “I can transform you into a merman for a short period of time,” Gemma said as she positioned herself beside the doorway to the open water. 
 
    “What?” I nearly choked on my shock. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think of the movie Splash with Tom Hanks and Daryl Hannah where the mermaid could get legs for a week or something. The whole thing sounded completely fantastical. But then again, I was married to a fae, a harpy, an aswang, as well as engaged to a half-dryad, and I was fucking a shadow nymph on the side. 
 
    My entire life was a fantasy, so why was turning into a merman for a short time so unbelievable? 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “What do I need to do?” 
 
    “Not much,” Gemma said. 
 
    Then she reached up to put her hands on my shoulders. She looked down at me for a second before she glanced around the room. 
 
    “Um… on second thought,” Gemma said in a quiet voice. “Let’s go somewhere else for this. We don’t need an audience.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Gemma said to my security team. “I’ll protect his majesty, and we’ll stay close to the city while he practices.” 
 
    “Very well,” Firo said. 
 
    It was a good thing Gemma was such a powerful commander in the merfolk army, or Firo never would have agreed to such an arrangement. Although, I knew we’d be close enough to Nyxx that I could access her shadow blade magic if I had to defend myself. 
 
    Gemma led me back through the bubble tunnel, but instead of turning toward the nearby homes of the merfolk, she steered me in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s an exterior door over here,” Gemma said. “There shouldn’t be anyone there.” 
 
    We stopped at a small bubble room that was completely empty except for a single circular doorway that led out into the open ocean. Gemma tugged my arm until I walked over to the door with her, and then she grinned at me. 
 
    “Take off your pants,” Gemma said. 
 
    “What?” I laughed with surprise. 
 
    I mean, I had no problem at all if Gemma wanted me naked, in fact I’d been looking forward to it, but I thought we were doing something different. 
 
    “You need to take your pants off,” Gemma giggled. “Unless you want them fused in the middle of your tail of course…” 
 
    “Oooooh!” I chuckled with understanding as I pictured all the merfolk sarongs and skirts I’d noticed. “Right. Okay, that makes sense.” 
 
    “I’ll turn around,” Gemma said with a sly grin. 
 
    I was pretty sure we both knew that wasn’t necessary, but she did it anyway. I couldn’t help but watch her shoulders for any signs of movement as I tugged my belt free of the loops and slid my pants down to the floor. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think about what Gemma was wearing under the leather skirt at that exact moment, either. She must always be prepared to return to her mermaid state with very little notice, and it was entirely logical that she wasn’t wearing any underwear at all. Which also meant she hadn’t been wearing any that day on the beach. 
 
    The thought of her naked pussy so close to my reach made my skin hot, and I wondered what mermaid anatomy was like. Did they even have vaginas? 
 
    I had no idea, but I didn’t expect it really mattered to me. I was pretty sure when Gemma and I finally did have sex, it would be in human form. Which was good, because I didn’t know if mermen had dicks. 
 
    I shook my head to clear away the decidedly distracting thoughts, and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Um, ready,” I said. 
 
    Gemma peeked over her shoulder at me before she turned around, and she kept her eyes dutifully glued to my face. I could almost feel the desire to look down, but Gemma was a lady. 
 
    “So how does this work?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m going to put my hands on you,” Gemma said, and she raised her hands slowly toward my chest. “You’ll feel the magic flow through you, but it shouldn’t be painful or even uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Alright,” I murmured. 
 
    The prospect of Gemma’s hands on me while I was naked from the waist down was pretty damn distracting. 
 
    “Are you ready, your majesty?” Gemma asked. 
 
    Her magenta eyes flicked down in the fastest glance over my body. It was so fast, I wondered if she’d even had enough time to see me, but there was a tiny smirk of appreciation at the corners of her lips. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said in a raspy burst of sound. 
 
    Gemma grinned like she knew exactly what she was doing to me, and she probably did. My dick was getting hard, but I didn’t think she minded. Then she placed both of her palms on my chest, and the fabric of my shirt grew warm under her touch. 
 
    My throat clamped around the soft moan that tried to escape, and I took a steadying breath through my nose. 
 
    Gemma’s hands got much warmer like a heating pad, and the warmth radiated out through my body from her palms. The warmth of her hands left behind a tingling sensation all through my body, and I expected my legs to begin shifting into one large fish tail. 
 
    But Gemma just smiled and pulled her hands away from my chest. 
 
    I glanced down, and I was shocked to see that nothing seemed to have happened. I still had two human legs, a half-hard cock, and ten toes that wiggled on command. 
 
    “Um? Did something go wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Gemma chuckled. “Step into the water. You’ll shift the rest of the way when your skin gets wet.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said. 
 
    That made sense to me since I couldn’t stop picturing Daryl Hannah in Tom Hanks’ bathtub. 
 
    “I’ll go in first so you can see,” Gemma said, and she took off her leather skirt and let it drop to the stone floor like it was nothing. 
 
    My eyes flew up to the top of the bubble building because I might be lusting for her, but I was still a gentleman. 
 
    “So polite,” Gemma teased me playfully. 
 
    “Um, I was under the impression you could do this sort of thing with the skirt on… like I’ve seen several others do,” I chuckled a bit nervously, and I forced my eyes to train on her face. I could almost make out the delicious line of her narrow waist where it swelled out into the curve of her hips, but I wouldn’t let my eyes wander. 
 
    “That is one option, yes,” the sexy mermaid said lightly, and she chose not to embellish. 
 
    I took this to mean she knew damn well what she was doing to me and chose to go right on doing it, which I didn’t mind in the slightest. 
 
    Then she stepped right up to the circular doorway and passed her right arm into the freezing cold water on the other side. A shiver raced down her spine, goosebumps rose all over her skin, and an indigo fin extended out along the line of her forearm. 
 
    “Oooh, refreshing.” Gemma grinned at me. 
 
    Then she stepped out into the water like it was the most normal thing to pass into the crushing weight of the entire Atlantic Ocean. Which, for her, I supposed it was. 
 
    As soon as the water covered her entire body, I couldn’t help looking down. The transformation taking place was mesmerizing to behold. Her legs melded together as indigo scales took over every bit of skin from her waist to her toes. And her toes completely disappeared as a wide fishtail took their place. Her scales were a beautiful shade of indigo with a deep purple undertone, and they glistened like Poppy’s wings despite the incredibly low light in the water. 
 
    Gemma curled a finger at me as a trail of small bubbles rose from her mouth. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    I passed my right arm through the doorway just like she had, and the tingling sensation in my arm condensed along the outer line of my forearm. A deep blue fin rose out of my skin just like it had from Gemma’s arm, but I was more shocked to find that the water wasn’t uncomfortable at all. I’d expected it to be freezing and sharp with the feeling of pins and needles, but it felt like slipping into a cool swimming pool on a sweltering summer day. 
 
    I instinctively took a deep breath before I stepped the rest of the way out into the water. The tingling sensation that Gemma had filled my body with coalesced and intensified around my waist, and in a flash my legs melted together and dark blue scales covered every bit of my skin. My feet stretched out into a large fishtail, and the breath I’d taken and held was starting to burn in my lungs. 
 
    “Breathe, Michael,” Gemma said. 
 
    The sheer shock that I could hear her voice through the water forced the air from my lungs, and a burst of bubbles rose quickly up toward the distant surface. I anticipated panic and the lizard part of my brain to do anything to survive, but my lungs were relaxed, and I felt comfortably oxygenated. The prickling, burning, screaming sensation of not having any air never came, and I looked at Gemma with astonishment. 
 
    “Your body will absorb all the oxygen you need through your scales,” Gemma chuckled. 
 
    Her voice was slightly warped and a bit muffled in my ears, and no bubbles escaped from her mouth as she spoke. Her aquamarine hair flowed out all around her head, and her magenta eyes seemed to glow a tiny bit. 
 
    It was all so completely alien, but it was possibly the coolest fucking thing I’d ever experienced. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I said, and my voice was muffled and warped, too. “Merfolk breathe through their scales?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Gemma said. “Have you ever heard about how some amphibians breathe through their skin?” 
 
    “Yeah, they don’t have lungs at all,” I said. 
 
    “It’s sort of like that,” Gemma said, and she swam around me in an elegant spiral. “We absorb the oxygen directly from the water.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but stare at her magenta eyes as they continued to glow just a tiny bit. I’d thought I was imagining it, but the longer I stared, the more sure I was that it was really happening. 
 
    “Are your eyes glowing?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma laughed. “So are yours.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with amazement. “Why do they do that?” 
 
    “In these forms, our eyes have a reflective layer called a tapetum lucidum, much like cats do, that helps us see in the darkness of the open ocean.” Gemma grinned. “Would you like to try swimming?” 
 
    That’s when I realized I’d just been floating where I was, and whatever currents in the water had pushed us about twenty feet away from the bubble building’s doorway. 
 
    “Yeah, is there a technique to it?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Gemma said. “Or at least, I don’t think so. I’m not sure, honestly. I’ve been swimming my entire life. It was walking that was hard.” 
 
    “Good point,” I laughed. “Humans learn to walk around our first birthdays, so I don’t remember learning how to do it at all.” 
 
    Gemma smiled at me, and I flapped my tail tentatively. I didn’t want to go flying through the water, but I discovered it was a lot like wearing swim fins on my feet. I didn’t have to worry about trying to coordinate my legs together, though, because it was just one huge fin. And the fishtail was way better at propelling me through the water than the rubber fins I’d worn that one time my family had gone snorkeling on vacation. 
 
    Gemma swam lazily around as I tried to figure out how to move my new body through the water. I wanted to swim like a human would, and I kept trying to use my arms to move me through the water for a few moments. But then I glanced over at Gemma and noticed she held her arms out more like how Superman would fly. Once I stopped trying to push with my arms, I discovered it was much more intuitive than I thought. 
 
    With my tail as my main form of propulsion, and my arms for steering, I got the hang of pivoting and turning through the water. 
 
    “That’s great!” Gemma laughed. “Would you like to explore a little?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    We were still well within the ring of light from Niernan’s sphere lights, and I was curious what seeing in the darkness would be like. If I was going to go down into that trench to rescue Lady Rain, I needed to be able to maneuver in the dark. 
 
    “Follow me,” Gemma said. “And keep up if you can!” 
 
    Gemma giggled like the devil before she blasted forward at top speed, and she was a good forty feet ahead of me in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Damn!” I chuckled. 
 
    I pushed myself forward with all the strength in my tail, and I was impressed that I caught up to her so quickly. We raced over the uneven ocean floor, around random boulders, and past large schools of silver and blue fish. 
 
    The fish darted out of the way and glared at us with disgust as we left them in a wake of our bubbles. 
 
    Gemma pivoted suddenly to the right and flung her tail in front of her to come to a sudden stop in the water. 
 
    “Whoa!” I laughed at the impressive move. 
 
    I tried to match her movements, but my attempt wasn’t as elegant or efficient as Gemma’s. It took me three times the distance to kill the momentum I’d built up, and I turned around to find Gemma giggling at me. 
 
    “That was good!” Gemma said with a bright smile and humor in her glowing magenta eyes. 
 
    “Was it?” I laughed. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Gemma nodded. “It’s really difficult to stop when you’re swimming at such high speed. You did it really well considering it was your first time ever.” 
 
    Gemma swam right up next to me and started to reach for my hands, but she stopped before she touched me like she was waiting for me to bridge the distance. 
 
    I mirrored her movement, and I reached up and pressed my palms against hers. 
 
    Gemma’s lips spread in a joyful smile, and she folded her fingers to lace through mine. 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to do this with you for weeks,” Gemma murmured. 
 
    “Hold hands?” I teased. 
 
    “No,” Gemma laughed. “Swim.” 
 
    “It’s incredible,” I said. “It’s unlike anything I’ve experienced before.” 
 
    “How is your sight?” Gemma asked. “Can you see alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and I took a look around. 
 
    It was dim, but I could see all the shapes and movement around me for at least a hundred feet. 
 
    “There’s still plenty of light from Niernan,” I assumed. 
 
    “Oh, no.” Gemma shook her head, and her aquamarine hair flowed around her head like it was stuck in slow motion. “We’re well outside of Niernan’s lights. You’re seeing in what would look pitch black to human eyes.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with surprise. 
 
    It wasn’t like I was looking around in the broad light of day, but I could see well, and I didn’t feel lost at all. I remembered how dark the bedroom in Salirius City had been when the lights were off, but this wasn’t anything like that. 
 
    “Merfolk eyes are really efficient at gathering every tiny bit of light around,” Gemma explained. 
 
    “It’s amazing,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not all merfolk can do,” Gemma said with a sly smirk. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s the deal with the size-changing weapons?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you–” Gemma looked confused for a second before understanding hit. “Oh, you mean Finn’s trident?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not a common skill,” Gemma said. “In fact, I don’t know anyone else who can do that.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. 
 
    “Merfolk have individual magic, much like fae do,” Gemma said. “My brother can alter the size of things, but his skill is most useful for weapons like his trident.” 
 
    “Huh,” I grunted with surprise. “That’s so interesting. Do you have a unique magic, too?” 
 
    “I do,” Gemma said with a sly look at my tail. “It’s this.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with surprise. “The merman thing? That’s… incredible. I figured it was something all merfolk could do, like how fae can make mirror portals. It’s just you?” 
 
    “It’s just me,” Gemma said with a smile. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I smiled. 
 
    I grinned at the magenta-eyed beauty, and I felt a rush of heat wash over my body. I was so turned on, and it felt like my cock was still rock-hard. But I couldn’t figure out where the hell it was. It seemed to be completely gone, but I could still feel it throbbing with desire. I shrugged it off as best I could and enjoyed a leisurely swim with Gemma for a while longer. 
 
    But the whole time, it felt like I was swimming around with a big hard-on between my legs, and I kept glancing down to make sure I wasn’t flapping my dick in the breeze. 
 
    Or water, as it were. 
 
    Finally, I got used to the strange sensation, and I just enjoyed the tingle of arousal that sang through my veins. 
 
    Gemma was beautiful in the water, and I could see the aspects of her mermaid self that hid when she was in a human form. 
 
    The indigo scales of her tail weren’t perfectly indigo. They seemed to shift through an almost multichrome spectrum from blue, to purple, to green. Their main color was that deep indigo, but from certain angles and in some light, I saw bursts of purple and green shining through. 
 
    They were beautiful. 
 
    And her eyes. Fuck, her eyes were so gorgeous as they glowed lightly in the utter darkness of the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    I could have stared at her all day, but after a while, Gemma suggested we return to the bubble tunnel. 
 
    “The magic will only hold for a few hours at a time,” Gemma explained. “And the less rest time you have in between, the less endurance you’ll have for the shift.” 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “I want to be as strong as possible when it comes time to rescue Lady Rain.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gemma said. “And I know Nyxx would have told us if she were in immediate danger. A few more hours won’t make much difference.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Rushing into anything is rarely the right choice.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Gemma nodded. 
 
    We swam back toward the city, and I blinked a few times as my eyes readjusted to the presence of Niernan’s sphere lights. 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “It’s amazing how bright these things are.” 
 
    “Your eyes were adjusted to the complete lack of light in the depths,” Gemma said with a smile. “It’s just like when you turn on the light first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. 
 
    Gemma passed back through the doorway first, and I got an amazing view of her ass as she shifted back into her human form. The salt water dripped down her toned legs and puddled at her feet, and I nearly swallowed my tongue with the rush of desire that came over me. 
 
    I swallowed hard and followed her through the portal. 
 
    The same tingling sensation that had filled me when Gemma laid her hands on my chest returned, and it seemed to dissipate at the same time my fishtail turned back into my legs. Another puddle of water pooled around my feet, and I felt the cool air of the bubble building on the hot flesh of my erection. 
 
    For a split second, I tried to decide if I should attempt to hide it, but before I could even complete the thought, Gemma turned around. 
 
    The commander’s eyes shifted slowly to my crotch, and her lips opened as she sucked in a sharp breath. Then she let out a tiny sound that could only be described as a moan as she licked her bottom lip and pulled it between her teeth. 
 
    It only took a half-second for her reaction to happen and for my brain to register what it meant. Then a tidal wave of arousal swamped through my veins, and I gasped at the intensity of it. 
 
    I felt my cock throb as the wave washed down my spine, and at the same instant, Gemma’s eyes went wide as an eager smile pulled at her lips. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gemma whispered in a sultry tone as she walked across the few feet between us. 
 
    “Commander,” I replied in an equally teasing voice. 
 
    She stopped right in front of me, and I waited to see what she would do. Then Gemma dropped to her knees and wrapped her hands around the base of my cock. 
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” I teased with one arched eyebrow, and I prayed to the Goddess that she wouldn’t let go. 
 
    “This,” Gemma purred, and she wrapped her lips around the head of my shaft. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” I groaned.
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 Chapter 11 
 
    Every bit of my brain zeroed in on the feeling of Gemma’s hot mouth around my dick, and then she threw another burst of sensation through me as she cupped my balls with her hand. 
 
    I shifted my feet apart just a little to give myself more stability, and I couldn’t stop my hand from fisting in the wet hair at the back of Gemma’s head. 
 
    Then she looked up at me from under the fan of wet black eyelashes, and her magenta eyes were filled with hunger as she sucked my entire length down her throat. 
 
    “Uuuugghh,” I groaned. “Fuck, that feels so good.” 
 
    I was aware of the total lack of privacy we had here, but I couldn’t bring myself to give a fuck. She sucked my cock in long and lazy strokes for a moment before she released my shaft with a popping sound. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “You know, when we first met, I never expected this.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Gemma asked as she kissed her way up my torso, and she pulled my dripping wet shirt off at the same time. 
 
    “I didn’t think you wanted anything to do with me,” I chuckled. “I mean, you were polite and friendly, but that was sort of it. I didn’t see any interest from you…” 
 
    “Well, there wasn’t.” Gemma smirked as she tossed my shirt away, and it landed with a wet plop several feet away. “I didn’t know you yet, but then we started to communicate more, and I discovered how much you care about your people.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you were really flirting with me or not,” I said. “I hoped it was real, but…” 
 
    I gave a little shrug. 
 
    “It was real,” Gemma said in a coy voice. “I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to happen between us, but flirting with you was fun. Then we got to spend the last several days together, and I found the flirtations were even better in person.” 
 
    Gemma paused as she tugged at the lacing of her leather top, and I was gifted with the rest of her naked body. She was astoundingly sexy with full breasts and dusky-pink nipples, and I realized she didn’t have any hair between her thighs. I wondered briefly if that was a personal grooming choice or if it was an aspect of her mermaid nature. Not that it mattered, she would be sexy either way. 
 
    “Definitely better in person,” I purred. 
 
    “And when you came out of the water…” Gemma moved her hands back down to cup my erection in her hands. “Well… I couldn’t resist having a taste.” 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t…” I hummed. 
 
    My words trailed off as Gemma sank back to her knees and pulled my dick back into her mouth. 
 
    “Aaaaahhhh,” I moaned and closed my eyes. 
 
    Gemma lavished attention on my shaft with her tongue, and after a moment, I thought I felt her smile. I couldn’t be bothered to open my eyes to check, though. 
 
    But then something happened that made my eyes fly open. 
 
    A second pair of hands caressed down the muscles of my chest, and I found Nyxx in her human form, naked in front of me. She stared back at me with passion in her sapphire-blue eyes. 
 
    “Nyxx?” I breathed. 
 
    “I had a message for you,” Nyxx said in what sounded like a moan. “But it can wait.” 
 
    All the while, Gemma continued to suck my dick, and before I could say anything, Nyxx sank to her knees beside the sexy mermaid commander. Gemma shifted to the side to make room for the seductive shadow nymph, and then they both wrapped their lips around the sides of my shaft. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I gasped. 
 
    My left hand was in Gemma’s damp aquamarine hair, and I dug the fingers of my right hand into Nyxx’s long dark locks. Then they both stuck their tongues out to lick along the underside of my dick, and they moved toward the tip where they tangled their tongues together in a scorching kiss. 
 
    “Uuugh, hell,” I groaned. 
 
    I tightened the grip on their hair, and I pulled them up to their feet. 
 
    Nyxx grazed her lips and tongue along the underside of my jaw as I locked onto Gemma’s lips, and I moaned low in my throat as their hands started to wander around my naked body. 
 
    “Your skin is so cold,” Nyxx purred in my ear. 
 
    “Mmm,” Gemma hummed in agreement as she broke our kiss. “Let’s warm him up, shall we?” 
 
    “I already feel like I’m on fire,” I growled. 
 
    I pulled Nyxx in for a rough kiss, and I made sure she felt all the passion that scorched through my veins before I released her and turned to Gemma. Then I locked my arms around the sexy mermaid’s waist, and I stared deep into her magenta eyes. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you now,” I said. 
 
    “Thank the Goddess,” Gemma moaned with relief. “I’ve wanted your cock inside me for weeks.” 
 
    “Good.” I smirked, and before I lost the last bit of sense left in my brain, I asked how far I could safely go. “Can I cum inside you?” 
 
    “Yes.” Gemma grinned. “We’re safe.” 
 
    “Goooooood,” I groaned, and I hoisted Gemma up into my arms. 
 
    The aquamarine-haired beauty wrapped her legs around my hips easily, and she perched on me like some sort of exotic bird. Without any assistance from me, Gemma positioned herself right above my eager dick, tilted her hips to catch my tip, and then slowly lowered herself down on my shaft. 
 
    “Your majestyyyyy,” Gemma moaned as her slick pussy stretched around my cock. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned in response, and part of me wondered where Nyxx had gone. 
 
    She was as silent as any good shadow nymph, and I couldn’t see her around the bright colors of Gemma’s body in my arms. Then I felt Nyxx’s hands caress up the fronts of my thighs, and it sent a shiver up my spine. 
 
    But what she did next nearly made my knees give out underneath me. 
 
    Nyxx’s hands shifted around to the spot just below Gemma’s thighs on my hips, and her hot tongue stroked up the middle of my balls. 
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped at the new sensation. 
 
    “Did you like that?” Nyxx asked in a coy voice from somewhere below Gemma. 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed. 
 
    “Would you like me to do it again, your majesty?” Nyxx purred. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I muttered. 
 
    All the while, Gemma clung to my shoulders and raised her entire body up and then dropped back down on my cock until my tip slammed into the deepest parts of her tight tunnel. 
 
    Gemma took control of the deep thrusts of my cock inside her pussy while Nyxx stroked me with her tongue, and it was all I could do to keep myself upright. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck!” Gemma cried out. 
 
    The tiniest part of my mind wondered if anyone had heard her echoing cries of ecstasy, but I figured Rune would keep any nosy people in the command center from investigating. Not that it mattered, I didn’t give a fuck what anybody might think if they stumbled upon me balls-deep in their commander with my head shadow nymph guard licking said balls. 
 
    Gemma’s short nails started to dig into my shoulders, and she bounced harder and faster on my cock. Her mouth hung open, and I longed to capture those moans with a deep kiss. 
 
    “Kiss me,” I growled. 
 
    “Uuuuh,” Gemma moaned, and she leaned down to obey. 
 
    Then I saw Nyxx’s pale hand come up around Gemma’s right thigh as the sexy shadow nymph stood up beside me. Nyxx slipped her hand down between Gemma and me, and I felt the motion of her fingers as she started to rub the mermaid’s clit. 
 
    “Oooooh, fuuuuck,” Gemma moaned. 
 
    The mermaid commander’s bouncing became wildly erratic, and I scooped up her ass in both of my hands to take over. I braced my feet a bit further apart and fucked Gemma as Nyxx played with her clit. It didn’t take long for us to shove her over the edge into a shuddering climax. 
 
    “Michaaaaeeeel,” Gemma moaned deep in her throat as her pussy trembled around me. 
 
    I felt my own orgasm forcing its way up my spine, and I glanced at Nyxx with longing. 
 
    “Cum for her, your majesty,” Nyxx purred in her raspy voice. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” I gasped. 
 
    My orgasm exploded through me then, and I pumped my hot seed deep inside Gemma’s quivering pussy. The molten lava deep in my gut poured through my limbs as the toe-curling pleasure threatened to knock me to the ground. I massaged my fingers deep into the muscles of Gemma’s ass and rocked her gently on my cock as we rode out the remaining waves of our ecstasy together. 
 
    A long moment later, Gemma took a deep breath and managed to pry her eyes open to look at me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gemma sighed. 
 
    “Commander,” I replied in a teasing voice. 
 
    “That was the best fuck of my life,” Gemma said with a surprised laugh. 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Nyxx laughed in a sultry way. “His majesty has a way with pussy, and a phenomenal cock.” 
 
    “You would know,” I teased. 
 
    “I would like to be reminded,” Nyxx purred. 
 
    The sultry look in her sapphire eyes made fresh arousal stir in my gut, and my cock started to grow hard deep inside Gemma’s dripping tunnel. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” Gemma hummed as she felt me stiffen inside her. 
 
    “My turn?” Nyxx said in a playfully pleading voice. 
 
    “Your turn.” I smirked. 
 
    “Goodie.” Nyxx grinned. 
 
    I chuckled lightly as I set Gemma down on her feet, and I kept my hands on her as she wobbled for a moment. Once I knew she wasn’t about to fall over from the fucking I’d given her, I turned to Nyxx. 
 
    The sexy shadow nymph was ready for me, and she pounced on my mouth like a hungry tiger. Nyxx kissed me with a slow burning passion that I loved about her, and she placed her hands on my shoulders. 
 
    “You stay there,” Nyxx said. 
 
    Then she turned around and put her ass against my crotch, and she reached out for Gemma’s hands. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Gemma moaned in a breathy way as she took Nyxx’s hands in hers for support. 
 
    Then Nyxx bent forward at the waist, pushed her wet heat against the length of my cock, and looked over her shoulder at me with hungry eyes. 
 
    I dug my fingers into her hips and slammed my cock into her pussy with zero warning. 
 
    “Ooooh!” Nyxx shouted with shock and pleasure as her eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    I didn’t have any control left, and I immediately set a hard and fast rhythm that had both of us trembling. Nyxx’s hands clutched at Gemma’s forearms, and the sexy mermaid stared directly into my eyes as I railed the shadow nymph from behind. 
 
    “Ooooh, fuuuuck!” Nyxx cried out. “Mooooore, pleeeaaase! Moooooore.” 
 
    “Give her what she wants, Gemma,” I growled as I slammed the front of my thighs into her perfect ass over and over again. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gemma cooed, and she crouched down. 
 
    I slowed my thrusting while my mermaid lover got into position, and I waited to see what she was going to do. 
 
    I peered around Nyxx’s creamy pale skin, and I watched as Gemma turned around to face the same direction as me. Then she scooted back until Nyxx’s dripping pussy was right above her face. I felt the slight tickle of her aquamarine hair on the insides of my thighs, and I shifted my feet a bit further apart. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Nyxx hissed through her teeth. 
 
    And I knew Gemma’s tongue had found her swollen clit. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I picked up the pace once more. 
 
    I used a bit more care now that Gemma’s head was right between my thighs, but I fucked Nyxx just as hard as before. The soft lapping sound of Gemma’s tongue combined with the slapping sound of my skin against Nyxx’s ass and my shadow nymph’s moans, and the chorus accosted my ears with seduction. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I groaned. 
 
    The pleasure poured through my veins and coated my atoms in a thick layer of liquid gold, and I reveled in the intensity of it all. My thrusts became a bit erratic, and Nyxx’s thighs started to tremble as we both got close to release. 
 
    “Michaaaaeeeel,” Nyxx moaned. “Oh! Yes, Gemma, right theeeeere!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped. “Gemma, help me make her cum.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” was the only noise Gemma made other than a wet licking sound. 
 
    “Oooooh! Shiiiiiiit!” Nyxx cried out. 
 
    She bent forward to brace her hands on the floor, which only served to let my cock push even deeper into her quivering pussy. Nyxx arched up on her tiptoes as her long dark hair draped to the floor like a silken waterfall, and she moaned deep in her throat. 
 
    “Yeees, Michael!” Nyxx cried out. “I’m gonna cuuuuum!” 
 
    “Good,” I growled. “Cum all over my cock.” 
 
    “Only if you cum so deep inside me,” Nyxx mewled as she tumbled over the edge. 
 
    The combination of Nyxx’s sultry demand and the rippling waves of her pussy clenching around me sent me into the abyss right behind her. 
 
    “Aaaah, fuuuuuck,” I groaned as I exploded deep inside her dripping tunnel. 
 
    I filled Nyxx with whatever I had left, and I eased her through the forceful waves of her orgasm with gentle nudges of my cock against her g-spot. I felt the slick combination of our juices drip down the insides of her thighs, and then I heard the sound of Gemma hungrily lapping them up. 
 
    The mental picture that fact shoved into my brain sent another harsh wave of pleasure up my spine, and I groaned again. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck.” I gripped Nyxx’s hips tight in both hands. 
 
    “Shit, that was hot,” Gemma sighed. 
 
    I gently pulled myself from the heat of Nyxx’s body, and she knelt down on the floor beside Gemma. That’s when I saw that Gemma had been toying with her own clit with one hand the whole time, and she was clearly ready for more. 
 
    “Ah, fuck,” I moaned. 
 
    Gemma looked up at me from between my legs with a pleading sort of hunger in her magenta eyes, and I felt my cock twitch in response. 
 
    I’d never had more than two orgasms in one sex session before, but it looked like Gemma was going to try and break that record today. I wouldn’t have thought I could even get hard after two such intense climaxes, but the sexy mermaid proved me wrong as she turned around and put my dick back into her mouth. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Gemma hummed as my shaft hardened deep in her throat to the point it made her gag softly. “Aaaahh.” 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I breathed as fresh arousal moved sluggishly through my body. 
 
    “Incredible,” Gemma breathed as she released my cock from her mouth. 
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged with a cocky smirk. “I don’t like to leave a job half-done.” 
 
    “Thank the Goddess for that,” Gemma giggled. 
 
    The sexy mermaid laid back on the cool floor, and a shiver of pleasure coursed through her entire body as she spread her legs in invitation. 
 
    “Fucking gorgeous,” I growled. 
 
    I lowered myself down between her thighs, and I knelt low on the floor with my feet underneath me and my knees spread wide. I hooked my hands under Gemma’s hips and dragged her up into my lap. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Gemma purred. 
 
    She tried to sit up and wrap her arms around my neck, but I stopped her. 
 
    “No, no,” I chuckled. “Lay back down. I have an idea.” 
 
    Gemma arched one blue eyebrow at me, but she did as I told her. While I settled her ass on my thighs and angled my hips so my dick was positioned at her entrance, I caught Nyxx’s gaze and pointed at Gemma’s mouth. 
 
    “There,” I commanded my shadow nymph. 
 
    Gemma’s eyes went wide with excitement, and Nyxx’s eyelids drooped with desire. My pale shadow nymph breathed heavily as she straddled Gemma’s head, and I pulled the sexy mermaid closer to me until I filled her dripping pussy with my shaft. 
 
    “Oh!” Nyxx gasped. 
 
    This time, I had the perfect view of Gemma’s pink tongue sliding through Nyxx’s slick folds, and it sent another harsh wave of arousal through me. 
 
    I held Gemma in place with my hands locked around her narrow waist, and I rocked my hips in shallow thrusts. Nyxx reached up to fondle her own breasts, and I was surrounded by delicious stimuli on all sides. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I breathed. 
 
    That seemed to catch Nyxx’s attention because her blue eyes opened and locked on mine. Then she leaned forward just enough to reach down between Gemma and me with one hand while she pinched her left nipple with her other hand. 
 
    The back of Nyxx’s knuckle brushed against my pelvis every time I thrust into Gemma’s pussy, and I didn’t know where to look. It was all so sultry and delicious. 
 
    Gemma’s tongue buried between Nyxx’s dripping pussy lips. 
 
    Nyxx’s fingers twisting her own nipple and flicking in tiny circles over Gemma’s clit. 
 
    The hungry gaze in Nyxx’s eyes. 
 
    The slight flush over Gemma’s breasts as her nipples tightened with desire. 
 
    I didn’t have enough eyes to appreciate it all, so instead, I glanced between all my options like a four-way tennis match, and I never lingered on one for very long before I moved on to the next. 
 
    And that didn’t even take into account the sounds that echoed through the bubble room. Gemma’s slick tongue made a delicious slurping noise that I could practically feel, and both of my sexy lovers moaned like top-rated porn stars. 
 
    My brain was surrounded by erotic sensations, and it made me want to drag out our pleasure for as long as physically possible. 
 
    My thrusts were shallow and short from the position we were in, and I rocked my hips slowly as I filled Gemma’s pussy. I wanted to inch her slowly toward another climax and then drag her away from it just before she crashed into ecstasy. I wondered how many times I could do that before we all lost our minds. 
 
    As it turned out, only once was all Gemma and I could handle. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” Gemma moaned into Nyxx’s pussy, and her legs shuddered around my waist. 
 
    I immediately stopped my thrusting and held still for five long seconds with the tip of my dick just barely touching her swollen pussy lips. When Gemma’s shuddering turned to writhing, I thrust back in, and she was done. 
 
    “Fffuuuuuhhhh,” Gemma groaned. 
 
    The hot inner walls of her body clenched around my cock, and they shattered through whatever self-control I’d managed to cling to. 
 
    “Uuuuggghhh,” I moaned as an almost painfully intense third orgasm gripped me by the balls. 
 
    Every muscle in my body clenched as Gemma’s pussy sucked the last few drops of cum I had, and my eyes were filled with specks of brightly-colored light until I couldn’t see anything at all. 
 
    I only half-registered the sound of Nyxx’s pleasure peaking, but I did feel the scrape of her short fingernails down the muscles of my chest. The sensation sent a small aftershock of pleasure down my spine, and I gasped at the amount of overstimulation my body was caught in. 
 
    “Holy fucking hell,” I mumbled when the pleasure finally started to release its death grip on me. 
 
    Nyxx rolled sideways and sighed with pleasure as she sprawled out on the cool floor like a cat in a sunny spot. I eased myself from Gemma’s lithe body, and I laid down on the floor on her other side. 
 
    “Your majesty.” Gemma smiled over at me with utter satisfaction. 
 
    “Mmm?” I hummed. 
 
     “You can consider that job fully done,” Gemma giggled. 
 
    “Mmmhmm!” Nyxx nodded emphatically in agreement. 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. 
 
    Nyxx smiled lazily and gave me a playful thumbs up, and Gemma laughed. 
 
    “That was pretty fucking incredible,” I agreed. 
 
    We sighed and lingered in the post-sex haze for a moment, but then Nyxx straightened up and cleared her throat. She didn’t like to put business down for long, and apparently she was back to work. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Nyxx said in her usual polite tone. “Most of our troops have arrived in the cave system nearby. They’re ready to go at a moment’s notice, and they’re awaiting orders directly from you.” 
 
    “Good,” I sighed. “They’re just on standby at the moment. I want to get Lady Rain out of that trench sooner rather than later, and I don’t like the idea of leaving her there until after the battle starts.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Gemma agreed. “She’s far too vulnerable there once things get going. We should rescue her before that.” 
 
    “I will let the troops know their order is to remain on standby for the time being,” Nyxx said as she pulled her clothes back on. 
 
    Gemma stood up and struggled to put her still-wet leather top and skirt back on, and I took a moment to locate all of my discarded clothes. My pants and boxers were dry, thankfully, but my shirt was still pretty wet. Not that it mattered a whole lot, I was going to go back out into the water shortly. I could get some dry clothes when all this was done. 
 
    “We should regroup with the others,” Nyxx said. “Firo was just getting another report when I left to come find you.” 
 
    “Do you know what it was about?” I asked. 
 
    “No, your majesty.” Nyxx shook her head. 
 
    We quickly finished dressing, and then Gemma led us back down the halls to what had become our command center in the city of Niernan. 
 
    Firo and Rune were staring at a map on a laptop screen, and Gregor was pointing out a location just north of the city when we came into the room. 
 
    “It was here,” Gregor said. 
 
    “What was?” I asked. 
 
    “The Kraken, your majesty,” Firo said. “One of our scouts spotted the Kraken.” 
 
    “How did it look?” I asked. “Was it injured? Enraged? What do we know?” 
 
    “It seemed to be resting, your majesty,” one of Gemma’s merfolk soldiers reported. “It wasn’t injured that I could see, and it didn’t seem angry or anything.” 
 
    “Did it see you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure, your majesty.” The merfolk soldier shook his head. 
 
    “The Kraken is to be protected if at all possible,” I declared. “It should be restrained, not killed. Do whatever it takes to keep it alive. You have my permission to use whatever resources you need.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the merfolk soldier said in an awe-struck kind of tone. 
 
    “We’ve already lost the Cetus to Rhaiden’s evilness,” I said. “We won’t lose another legendary beast, not if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” The merfolk soldier nodded with conviction. 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I took a steadying breath. “Now, it’s time to go find Lady Rain and bring her home.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Gemma insisted, and it was obvious there was no arguing with her. 
 
    “I much desire to go with you, too, your majesty,” Nyxx said with a regretful tone in her voice. “But I’m afraid I reached the limit of my underwater abilities earlier today.” 
 
    I nodded as I thought about how starved for air the shadow nymph had been when she returned from the scouting mission earlier. Nyxx had looked like she was on the verge of passing out from oxygen deprivation, and I wasn’t going to let her endanger herself like that again. 
 
    “Good, stay here and help Firo coordinate with the shadow nymphs,” I said. 
 
    “You will need more support than Commander Gemma alone, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    “I know, that’s why we’ll take a squadron with us,” I said. 
 
    “Of course,” Gemma agreed, and she turned to Gregor. “Get your soldiers ready, Major.” 
 
    “Major?” Gregor asked with a sort of star-struck look in his eyes. “Really, Commander?” 
 
    “Prove me right on this mission,” Gemma said with a proud smile. “And the title, and the honor that comes with it, are yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander,” Gregor said in an awed voice. “I won’t let you down, your majesty.” 
 
    I grinned at the soldier’s excitement and gestured for him to hurry and follow his commander’s orders. 
 
    Gregor hurried off to sort out the six soldiers that would accompany us on our rescue mission, and Gemma offered me some leather merfolk armor to replace my wet shirt with. 
 
    “What kind of leather is this?” I asked as I touched the supple gray material. 
 
    “Gray seal,” Gemma said with a strange mix of emotions in her voice. “They are hundreds of years old, and merfolk have always hunted seals as responsibly as possible.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said with surprise. “How are they in such good condition still?” 
 
    “We enlisted a witch to enchant them centuries ago to make them last,” Gemma explained. “We didn’t want to endanger the gray seal populations, but their skin is the best for our armor and clothes. It’s well suited to the water, and the cold. It helps keep our bodies regulated in the freezing temperatures of the deep.” 
 
    “Huh,” I grunted lightly. “It didn’t feel that cold to me at all.” 
 
    “That’s part of the magic I used to change you,” Gemma said. “Your anatomy isn’t suited for the deep, cold water, so just like the breathing thing, your temperature was maintained with magic. Ours is more naturally suited to cold waters, but even we can become hypothermic from too much exposure.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” I breathed as I shrugged on the gray seal leather jacket. 
 
    “Didn’t you read about all the paranormals of the Eternal Realm?” Gemma teased me in a soft voice. 
 
    “I did,” I chuckled. “But I read so much, I don’t think my brain could hold it all. Some things must have just fallen right out.” 
 
    Gemma provided me with a selection of weapons to choose from as well, and as much as I wanted to pick the trident, I had almost no training or experience with it. I picked a more familiar sword instead, and Gemma handed me a sheath and belt that I secured around my waist. Then she added another layer of metal bracers to her forearms and picked up her trident. 
 
    “Be safe, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    “Rely on your team,” Firo advised. “This is not a solo mission, your majesty.” 
 
    “I will,” I assured the dragon-man. 
 
    He was looking more anxious than usual, and I figured the looming presence of the crushing water above our heads might be getting to him. 
 
    In a short amount of time, Gregor had six fellow merfolk soldiers armed and ready to join us on our mission to save Lady Rain. I was glad to see the merman who’d previously worked in private security and was familiar with Lady Rain was among the group, and I patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “What’s your name, soldier?” I asked. 
 
    “Henter, your majesty,” the merman said. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re on the team with us, Henter,” I said. 
 
    I hadn’t really paid much attention to the merman’s appearance the last time we’d spoken. I was too occupied with his report about Lady Rain’s whereabouts, but I was surprised to notice he had a much darker coloring than many other merfolk I’d known. 
 
    His skin was a medium brown tone that reminded me of the wood from a walnut tree. His stark black hair was cropped short around his head, and he had deep brown eyes. There was a small scattering of black scales across his forehead that shimmered like black opals in the right light. Every so often a burst of deep red, vivid green, or bright blue would appear among the scale. 
 
    “It’s an honor, your majesty,” Henter said. 
 
    “You’re familiar with Lady Rain,” I said. “Do you think she would remember you under normal circumstances?” 
 
    “I think she would,” Henter said thoughtfully. “We had some similar interests and found time to talk during my weeks serving in her protective duty.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “I’m hoping a familiar face might help her.” 
 
    Henter nodded with sympathy, and I turned to address the other soldiers who were coming with us. They waited in a lined formation with their right hands touching their left shoulders. 
 
    “We don’t know exactly what state Lady Rain will be in when we find her,” I cautioned. “We should assume she will be confused, scared, possibly aggressive. Don’t make sudden movements, and don’t make any gestures that could appear threatening.” 
 
    The soldiers nodded in understanding, and waited for me to continue. 
 
    “If she’s too unstable to talk to,” I said with a sigh. “I might have to connect with her mind to get a feel for her mental state and how best to bring her back safely. Do not make any moves without my or Commander Gemma’s direct instruction. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the soldiers replied in perfect unison. 
 
    It struck me for a second that I was in command of one of the largest armies in the Eternal Realm, and this was just a tiny taste of the power I was going to wield on the battlefield when the time came to face Lord Crane and Lord Vagin. 
 
    “Anything to add, Commander?” I asked Gemma. 
 
    “One thing,” Gemma said. “Regardless of anything else, protect his majesty.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nyxx scoffed quietly. 
 
    “Only if it comes down to it,” I amended with a chuckle. “I can protect myself, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty. Yes, Commander,” the soldiers replied again. 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Gregor, lead the team out first,” Gemma instructed. “His Majesty and I will follow right behind you.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander,” Gregor said, and he led Henter and the others out into the open ocean. 
 
    I stepped over to the exterior door and waited for Gemma to lay her hands on me, but she just smirked down at the pants I was wearing. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Wait,” Gemma laughed, and she hurried over to the trunk of clothing she’d pulled the leather jacket from. She brought over a short leather skirt and handed it to me. “There you go, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked because she definitely could have given this to me earlier, but then we might not have had incredible sex. 
 
    Firo, Rune, and the other staff and soldiers in the room turned around so I could change into the leather skirt, and Nyxx waited to take my pants from me. Once I was dressed in a much breezier outfit, I turned back to Gemma. 
 
    “Much better,” Gemma giggled, and she reached up to lay her hands on my chest. 
 
    The same warm, tingly sensation I’d felt earlier spread through my body, and this time I was ready to step into the water. I was grateful Gemma had insisted on a quick trial run so I wouldn’t have to flail around in front of Gregor and the other soldiers. 
 
    I smiled at the sexy mermaid as I stepped out into the water, and the tingling spread through my body as my tail and fins returned. 
 
    I was surrounded by bright and vivid shades on the soldiers’ scales, and it felt like swimming in a rainbow. 
 
    “Henter,” I said, and my voice was muffled and warped. 
 
    “Your majesty?” the black-haired merman replied. 
 
    “You’ve been to the trench already,” I said, and I gestured vaguely away from Niernan. “Lead the way, please.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Henter said. 
 
    Henter took the lead, and the other soldiers swam into a formation around Gemma and me. In a minute or two, I recognized the transition out of the sphere of Niernan’s light, and into the darkness of the open ocean. 
 
    I felt my eyes adjust this time, and I was again impressed at how well I was able to see in the utter blackness of the deep sea. 
 
    We swam what I thought was west for several minutes over mostly even terrain. There were plenty of small and medium-sized boulders down here, and several schools of fish that had at least a few hundred members each. A massive shadow crossed over us, and I glanced up to see a pod of whales swimming overhead. 
 
    Gemma must have noticed me looking at the huge beasts because she leaned closer to me. 
 
    “They’re at least six hundred feet above us,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Six hundred feet?” I repeated in a baffled tone. “That’s crazy.” 
 
    I was shocked that I could see them so clearly through so much salt water. Normally I was lucky if I could see ten feet in front of my face in the crystal clear water of my lagoon-style pool in the middle of broad daylight. 
 
    Whatever magic Gemma filled my body with must have enhanced my eyesight, too, and I was amazed at how different merfolk were from humans. 
 
    We swam a bit longer without much trouble, and I noticed the ocean floor started to shift deeper into the earth’s crust. Large cracks started to form below us, and we saw fewer and fewer fish. 
 
    Suddenly, Henter came to a fast halt in front of us, and I spotted a strange pink glow somewhere nearby. 
 
    “Why–” I started to ask, but Gemma silenced me with a sharp look. 
 
    “Mega Jellies, your majesty,” Gregor whispered as quietly as possible. 
 
    I silently mouthed the words to Gemma, and she gave me a single nod of confirmation. Her magenta eyes were wide with awareness, and I turned back in the direction the merfolk soldiers were staring. 
 
    A second later, a massive glowing blob of gelatinous pink flesh wobbled up from behind a shallow crevice in the sea floor. It was easily the size of a fully-grown wolf from snout to tail, and it was almost completely round. Ten-foot-long tentacles drooped down from its globular body, and they seemed to scream with danger. 
 
    Then several dozen more of the Mega Jellies rose up, and we were face to face with a massive swarm of the venomous creatures. 
 
    “Shiiiit,” I breathed silently.
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 Chapter 12 
 
    Gregor held up a hand for us to remain perfectly still, and no one so much as blinked an eye until the bright pink swarm shifted to our right and moved further away from us. Finally, after a few minutes, the Mega Jellies were safely far enough away from us that Henter, Gregor, Gemma, and the others relaxed with relief. 
 
    “That was the biggest smack of Mega Jellies I’ve ever seen,” Henter said with amazement. 
 
    “A smack?” I asked with confusion. “I thought a group of jellyfish was called a swarm.” 
 
    “It can be,” Gemma replied. “But they’re also commonly referred to as a bloom or a smack.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I chuckled. “I didn’t know they could be that… massive!” 
 
    “Mega Jellies are absurdly large, your majesty,” Gregor said with a slight smirk. “They’re also incredibly venomous and dangerous. One small sting could paralyze you for a week.” 
 
    “Damn,” I gasped. “That sounds like a really bad time.” 
 
    “It is,” Gregor grumbled. “Trust me. I made the mistake of pissing one off in my youth.” 
 
    A forceful shiver raced up the green-haired merman’s spine. 
 
    “Ooooh,” I hissed between my teeth. 
 
    “Never again.” Gregor frowned. 
 
    “Thankfully,” Gemma countered, “so long as you give them plenty of space, they’re fairly docile.” 
 
    “That’s why we stopped and stayed so still,” I figured. 
 
    “Yes.” Gemma nodded, and then she raised her voice. “Carry on, Henter.” 
 
    Henter nodded and proceeded to lead the group further west along the cracks in the ocean floor. I watched them with curious eyes as the splits grew wider and started to coalesce into one long break. Then I realized it wasn’t several breaks combining into one, it was one huge trench that had multiple fractures spiderwebbing from its end. 
 
    “We must be getting close,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, your–” Henter started to say, but his words quickly turned into a gasp of horror. 
 
    “Sharks!” Gregor shouted at the same time. 
 
    Everything moved in slow motion for the next several seconds as a pack of two and three-foot-long sharks swam toward us out of the dark. They had smooth gray bodies, large black eyes that were perfect for seeing in these dark waters, and two dorsal fins along their backs. 
 
    Gemma raised her trident in a defensive position as Gregor pulled out a sword like the one I’d chosen, and the other merfolk soldiers wielded weapons on their own. 
 
    The sharks swam in an ominous circle around us, and it was immediately clear they outnumbered us. 
 
    “What do we do, Commander?” one of the younger-looking soldiers asked in a voice that was steady despite the fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Defend,” Gemma said. 
 
    “What are these?” I asked. 
 
    “Dogfish sharks,” Gregor answered. “Watch out. They have venomous spines on their backs.” 
 
    “They’re territorial,” Gemma added. “We’ve probably stumbled into their hunting grounds.” 
 
    “Do we kill them?” the young soldier asked. 
 
    “No,” I said before anyone else could answer. “They’re not our enemy. We’re in their space. We should fight them off with as little damage to them as possible.” 
 
    If one of these beady-eyed fuckers wanted to try and bite my arm off, I’d hack its brains out, but I’d much rather let the poor animals be if we could manage it. They were no more at fault for this predicament than the Cetus or Kraken. 
 
    “His majesty is right,” Gemma agreed with admiration clear in her voice. “Dogfish sharks are endangered in this region, too. Their numbers are dangerously low. Hit them square on the nose, and they’ll flee.” 
 
    The conversation only took a matter of seconds, but it had been long enough for the sharks to swarm all around us on every side. I could hardly see anything but their smooth gray bodies and large black eyes. 
 
    “Besides, they’re small,” I said. “We shouldn’t have too much trouble fighting them off…” 
 
    As if the shark had taken my assumption as a personal challenge to its honor, one of the largest in the group broke away from the pack and swam directly at me. 
 
    I darted out of the way with a less-than-elegant backflip through the water, and I pulled my sword and sheath from my belt. Leaving the blade in its leather holster was a calculated decision, and I hoped the blunt weapon would serve my purposes of pushing the sharks back without hurting them too much. 
 
    From the corners of my eyes, I could see Gemma and the others take similar defensive positions as the dogfish sharks darted toward us. 
 
    I gripped my sword by its handle like a baseball bat, and I tried to swing at the shark’s snout. The drag and resistance of the water made traditional attacks and strikes nearly impossible, though, and I knew I had to fight much differently than I ever had before. I shifted to a more direct approach with strikes that moved straight forward through the water like a torpedo. 
 
    When the shark came back around, I lunged my sword through the water and bashed the sheathed point into the shark’s smooth snout. 
 
    The ferocious animal immediately veered far to the right and swam harmlessly around me as it shook its head. My strike couldn’t have felt good, and hopefully the giant fish would think twice before trying to attack me again. 
 
    It seemed to have learned its lesson as the large dogfish shark swam back into the herd and disappeared, but two more smaller sharks shot toward me. They looked younger than the first, though I couldn’t figure out how I knew that, and I wondered if they didn’t have the wisdom of their more senior packmate. 
 
    The pair opened their mouths and displayed a large array of sharp teeth as they drew closer, and I almost wished I still had feet so I could kick the beasts. But that would have left me dangerously in harm’s way because my merman tail gave me the power and agility to swim out of the path of their attack in the nick of time. 
 
    I rolled in a somersault through the water and came back around behind the sharks as they swam in much wider angles. That’s when I realized I had a serious advantage over the sharks in my ability to move through the water. 
 
    They were stuck on mostly a horizontal plain, but I could flip and turn in nearly any direction with the use of my forearm fins. They were still animals on the hunt after all, and I knew eventually I would be too difficult of a target for them, and they’d give up. The animal world was defined by a cost-to-reward ratio, and I was happy to make the cost way too high for these sharks to pay. 
 
    I quickly perfected my swimming skills in my new, temporary merman body, and I evaded the sharks as much as possible. Some of them wouldn’t give up, though, and I had to smash more than a few of them in the snout with my sheathed sword. 
 
    My muscles were warm from the exertion, but I didn’t feel out of breath at all. In fact, my chest felt like I was just sitting around my mansion or maybe taking a lazy stroll through the gardens. Being able to absorb all the oxygen my body needed right through my skin was remarkably efficient, and I almost wished humans could do it, too. 
 
    “Your majesty!” Gregor’s voice warbled through the water to me. 
 
    I turned and saw a group of six sharks heading right toward me, and somehow I’d managed to move myself away from the rest of the group in all my flipping and twirling. 
 
    I quickly analyzed my options, but there was no way I could punch the sharks into submission before one of the group chomped into my body. My team was swimming as quickly as they could toward me, but they were fighting through dozens of other sharks. 
 
    I had no choice but to draw blood, and I pulled my sword from its sheath. The sheath dropped to the ocean floor some twenty feet below, and I focused on the shark closest to me. I needed to be efficient and quick, or I was in serious danger of turning into chum. 
 
    “Don’t make me kill you,” I grumbled to the dogfish sharks. 
 
    The first shark didn’t heed my warning. It opened its mouth wide as it lunged toward my left shoulder. 
 
    Suddenly, the young-looking merman appeared at my side with his sword raised, and he let the shark slice its own flesh along the edge of his blade. 
 
    “No!” I hissed through my teeth, but it was too late. 
 
     With only a tiny bit of force, the sword cut about an inch into the shark’s smooth hide, and blood started to seep out of the wound. 
 
    The shark quickly realized we weren’t worth the trouble, and it veered past the young merman and disappeared into the pack. 
 
    But the scent of blood was in the water now. 
 
    “Fuck.” I frowned. 
 
    The sharks started to swarm into a frenzy, and I knew we were in real trouble. 
 
    “Stop them whatever it takes!” Gemma shouted to her soldiers. 
 
    I had to agree. I wanted to preserve as many of the sharks’ lives as possible, but not at the cost of our limbs or lives. 
 
    “What have I done?” The merman realized his mistake too late. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that now!” I shouted. 
 
    Gregor and the other soldiers quickly unsheathed their weapons as the sharks started to swarm around the blood and the injured member of the pack. 
 
    I watched with horror as the sharks quickly tore their injured packmate to pieces, but it didn’t satisfy them at all. They quickly turned on us.  
 
    Suddenly, we were surrounded by millions of teeth and smooth bodies that were ready to draw blood from anything and everything. Blades were drawn by all my soldiers, and the water was quickly filled with the blood of a few dozen sharks. 
 
    I added my own sword to the mix, and I quickly decided on a fighting technique that was effective and fast. I let the sharks swim directly onto the point of my blades, and I dragged it out through the corner of their mouths before I moved onto the next one. 
 
    My blade slashed through the thick hide of the sharks one after another, and I was still amazed that I didn’t even feel close to out of breath despite how hard my muscles were working. 
 
    “Ugh!” I grunted as I slashed through the particularly thick hide of a scarred dogfish shark. 
 
    Then I quickly pivoted around to the next, and I moved so fast, I caught the beast right in its left eye. It opened its mouth wide in a silent scream as it fled from my sword. 
 
    That was possibly the creepiest part of this battle. The sharks were utterly silent in their attacks and their pain. They made no sound other than the pressure of water moving past my ears as we swam around and churned up currents all around us. 
 
    I managed to catch a brief break between the scarred dogfish and the next wave of attacks, and I was able to watch Gemma fight for a second. 
 
    The beautiful mermaid commander slipped through the water like an eel, and she struck in clean lines with her trident. She struck out at a dogfish shark with one arm and steered herself through the water with her left. Then she dove into a forward roll and circled back around to stab another beast that had approached from behind. 
 
    That was all I was able to see of Gemma’s fighting before I was dragged back into the battle by another shark. 
 
    The three-foot-long beast managed to smash its nose into my side, and I expected for all the wind to be knocked out of my lungs. But all I felt was the blunt impact of something hard against my body. There was no sensation of breathlessness or panic of not being able to breathe. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s so cool,” I muttered to myself as I moved around to face the head-butting shark. 
 
    The bastard opened his mouth and made a face that I could only describe as a snarl. Then it flapped its tail fin hard and slipped through the water right at me. 
 
    I gripped my sword in a two-handed hold, and I angled it up and across my body as I shifted just slightly through the water. The move put me exactly where I needed to be to catch the shark’s underbelly with the broad side of my sword, and I gutted the giant fish with its own momentum. 
 
    Blood seeped out into the water, and three nearby dogfish sharks were drawn in and finished off the beast for me. 
 
    “Your majesty!” Gemma shouted, and her voice was warped and muffled as she waved me over in a hurry. 
 
    Henter, the other soldiers, and I darted over to join Gemma on the outskirts of the shark pack. 
 
    “They’re distracted,” Gemma said quickly. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Gregor immediately took charge of his soldiers and started to lead them out of the blood-soaked area we had created. I took a half-second to glance back, and I saw what Gemma had said was true. 
 
    We’d injured and killed dozens of the dogfish sharks, and it was enough to lure the uninjured ones away from us. They had plenty to eat and were well and truly distracted for the time being. 
 
    We swam north for a few minutes to put the pack behind us before we turned further west on Henter’s lead, and I knew we were back on course to Lady Rain’s location. 
 
    “Commander,” the young soldier who’d drawn first blood said after a few minutes of tense silence. “I’m so sorry. I–” 
 
    Gemma held up one hand to silence the young soldier. 
 
    “It was an error in judgment,” Gemma said in a voice that stung with irritation. “I hope it will be your last.” 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” The young merman glanced at me before he looked away in shame. 
 
    I sighed heavily. There wasn’t anything I could say to make him feel better. Gemma was right, he’d made a bad call, but he’d also possibly saved me from a brutal shark bite injury. I couldn’t exactly be mad at him since everything had turned out alright in the end. 
 
    One of the other soldiers had taken the time to retrieve my sword’s sheath for me, and he handed it to me without a word. I nodded my thanks as I strapped it back into place on the belt around my waist and slid my sword into it. 
 
    Gemma held her head high as she moved to the front of the group, and I joined her. She glanced at me and gave me a little grimace that was trying to be a smile. 
 
    It was clear she was deep in thought, so I waited patiently until she spoke. 
 
    “Do you think I was too hard on him?” Gemma asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    I looked at her with some surprise. She had years and years of experience leading her troops, but here she was, seeking my council on this topic as if she truly needed someone to confide in. 
 
    I imagined it was probably quite lonely at the top for a woman like her, and my chest warmed a bit as I realized how badly I wanted to be the person she could come to about things like this. 
 
    “No,” I said instantly. “You were right. He fucked up a bit there, and he needs to know that. It wouldn’t serve anybody to sugarcoat the issue.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Gemma said. “I don’t shy away from disciplining my soldiers, but it never feels especially good.” 
 
    “It’s important, though,” I pointed out. 
 
    “It is,” Gemma agreed. “I suppose it’s not worth dwelling on.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I said. 
 
    “Your majesty, Commander,” Gregor said as he came to a halt just in front of us. 
 
    I spotted Henter about ten feet in front of the green-haired merman, and he was staring intensely ahead. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Henter said there’s a current just ahead,” Gregor informed us. “He informed me about it when we left Niernan, but apparently it’s picked up intensity since they came this way earlier.” 
 
    “How intense is it?” I asked. “Should we go around it?” 
 
    “We can’t,” Gregor said with a slight frown. “It crosses directly between us and the trench for miles in both directions, and it goes up at least two hundred yards.” 
 
    “So, what?” I asked, and I glanced between Gemma and Gregor. “Can we go through it?” 
 
    “We’re going to have to,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “How do we do it?” 
 
    “Henter is looking for a pocket in the current,” Gregor said, and he must have seen the confusion on my face. “It’s like… um…” 
 
    “Do you know how airplanes can hit pockets in the air?” Gemma asked me. 
 
    “Yeah, it causes turbulence, or it’s part of turbulence,” I said. “Or something.” 
 
    “Well, a pocket in an ocean current is similar,” Gregor said. “It will be a small area where the current breaks up just a little bit. That will be the safest and easiest place for us to cross.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded slowly. “Sounds kind of like avoiding a riptide.” 
 
    “In a way, yes,” Gemma murmured. 
 
    I could feel the weight of time starting to press on me, and I felt the urgency to go find Lady Rain. There was no way to know how long she’d been suffering out there alone in the darkness of the trench, and I wanted to get her out. She’d never deserved such a horrible fate, and I was anxious to release her from it as soon as possible. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do it,” I said. 
 
    Gregor swam forward to confer with Henter, and Gemma and I watched for a few minutes as they pointed at different spots and analyzed the current. The rapid motion of the water as it rushed past us in the cross-current became uncomfortably obvious after just a few minutes, and I definitely didn’t look forward to swimming into it. 
 
    “Don’t worry, your majesty,” Gemma said softly. 
 
    “It feels kind of hard not to right now,” I said in a dry voice. 
 
    “We’ve crossed currents many times before,” Gemma said. “Some were more dangerous than this one. We will get across safely.” 
 
    I gazed into her magenta eyes for a moment, and I knew I trusted her. Gemma had lived most of her life in the ocean, and that life was much longer than all of my years. 
 
    If spending the time to swim up and over the current was truly safer, I knew that would have been Gemma’s decision, so I waited patiently as the merfolk soldiers debated about three possible pockets in the current. 
 
    Another few minutes later, Gregor and Henter swam back over to us, and they seemed to be in agreement about their plan. 
 
    “We’ve identified a good pocket, your majesty,” Gregor reported. 
 
    “Great,” I said. “What should I expect when we go in? Is this going to just blast me sideways or…?” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Gregor said with a straight face, but I could hear a little humor in his voice. “The motion inside the pocket will be a bit more like a whirlpool.” 
 
    “How does that happen?” I asked. 
 
    “A current goes in both directions,” Gregor explained. “Like a highway, things like a difference in water temperature or the salinity of the water create a rush of opposing forces. The pockets occur where the line between the two blur together. Think of it a bit like the eye of a hurricane, if that helps. It’s not easy or placid, but it is much safer than the rest of the storm.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. 
 
    The soldiers gathered together, and one of them pulled out some rope that looked like it had been woven from seaweed. They began tying it around their waists and connecting themselves to one another. 
 
    “Added safety?” I asked. “Or definitely, totally necessary?” 
 
    Gemma smiled at me as she accepted the rope from a soldier and began to tie it around my waist. 
 
    “Somewhere in between,” the sexy mermaid commander answered. 
 
    Once we were all tied together with Henter in the lead, Gregor in the second position, and Gemma and I in the middle with the other soldiers behind us, we moved toward the edge of the current. 
 
    “Is it smart to go single-file like this?” I asked. 
 
    “Henter’s individual magic is that he can swim much stronger than any other merfolk,” Gemma explained. “That’s why he’s in the lead. He will help to pull the rest of us through the current.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. 
 
    I idly wondered what other extra magical skills merfolk had, and I was again reminded at how insanely different and wondrous my new world was. 
 
    Human talents were often boring things like a talent for math, a bit of artistic ability, or a great singing voice. Paranormals had way cooler talents and skills, and I was amazed that I got to be a part of this world. 
 
    I wondered briefly if I could connect with Henter’s enhanced swimming abilities through my mirror magic, but there wasn’t time to figure it out right now. 
 
    Henter slipped into the current, and the seaweed rope immediately was pulled taut around our waists. Henter’s shimmering black tail pushed hard through the water, and he began to drag the rest of our line into the current behind him. 
 
    Gregor entered the forceful water, and he struggled much more obviously than Henter to move forward against the currents. His mint-green hair slammed around his head, and I realized he probably kept it so short for this exact kind of situation. 
 
    Gemma swam into the current next, and her aquamarine hair was immediately in her face and all over the place. She clung to the seaweed rope with one hand and her trident with the other as she pushed herself forward with her indigo tail. 
 
    I reflexively tried to take a deep breath before I entered the current, but my lungs refused to suck in any of the water around me. And I didn’t need it anyway, my body continued to absorb all the oxygen I needed through my skin. 
 
    Then I passed into the current, and my entire body was slammed into by the most forceful wall of water I’d ever experienced in my life. The water seemed to crush on me from the left and the right at the same time, and it wasn’t anything like what I’d expected. Gregor had made it sound like there wouldn’t be much of any current in the pocket they’d chosen, but it was the exact opposite. 
 
    The pocket was filled with currents from every direction. 
 
    I could only imagine how dangerous the current was outside of our little pocket where the motion would push all in the same direction. I knew this had to be the safest way, but it wasn’t fucking easy. 
 
    It felt like moving through thick pudding that pushed back, and it took every bit of my strength to push myself forward as I felt the rope pulling me at the same time. I was so grateful for Gemma’s swimming lesson and the seaweed rope around my waist, and I shuddered to think what would have happened to me if we’d come straight out here without our practice session. 
 
    “Fuck!” I growled through clenched teeth. 
 
    It felt like the water was going to pull my hair right out of my scalp, and I was glad my team had taken the time to pick up my sheath and stick my sword back in it. If I’d been holding it in my hand, it would surely be gone. 
 
    The current was so strong it affected my eyesight, too, and it felt like trying to keep my eyes open that time my best friend, Robin, and I had taken our bikes down the steepest hill we could find. If I wasn’t already completely submerged in water, I knew my eyes would be tearing up from the pressure. 
 
    I could just make out the moment when Henter reached the other side of the current, and then Gregor followed a few seconds later. Gemma was easier to see as she passed through the barrier between the current and the open ocean, and then the three of them pulled me out by the rope. 
 
    “Well done, your majesty,” Gregor commended me. 
 
    “Let’s get the others through,” Gemma instructed in a firm voice. 
 
    I swam a few feet further away from the current before I turned around and gripped the rope with both hands. It was a lot easier to pull each member of our team out as each of us reached the other side. By the time we tugged the final merfolk soldier of our group through, it felt like almost nothing. 
 
    “Well done, everyone,” Gemma praised the group. 
 
    We took a few moments to untie the rope from ourselves, and then one of the soldiers coiled it back up and returned it to his hip. 
 
    “How far are we from the trench?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s just up ahead,” Henter answered, and he turned to the soldier who’d been last on the line. “Wist, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Wist said. 
 
    I hadn’t paid much attention to Wist until that moment, but he had shockingly pale coloring. His hair was a pastel shade of blue that almost looked white. His yellow eyes were so pale that his irises were nearly lost in the white parts, and his tail glowed like a neon-blue light that was nearly white. 
 
    Wist was the easiest to see among our group, but this only became more obvious as he demonstrated his unique magical ability. 
 
    Wist started to glow with a soft neon blue light from a series of dotted lines all along his body. The bioluminescent lines of his body were dotted around his tail, arms, and face seamlessly with the shape and locations of his tail, fins, and scales. 
 
    “Woooow,” I breathed in amazement. 
 
    Wist began to light up the darkness around us, and even though I could see well, his light made it much easier to see little details. 
 
    “Pretty cool, huh, your majesty?” Wist chuckled in a light French accent. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s awesome,” I said. 
 
    “Alright,” Gemma laughed lightly. “Enough gawking, let’s go.” 
 
    Wist took the lead, and Gregor and Henter flanked him on either side. About thirty feet later, the ocean floor dropped down below us in a vertigo-inducing way. 
 
    The trench was shockingly dark even with my merman eyesight, and I was glad we had Wist to light the way. I couldn’t even begin to guess how deep the trench was, and I glanced at Gemma. 
 
    She gave me a tiny but reassuring smile before she nodded for Wist to enter the trench. 
 
    The glowing merman swam forward and let himself sink down into the darkness. He glowed like a shining beacon of light, and I couldn’t help but think of that freaky scene in Finding Nemo with the angler fish. 
 
    I clamped my teeth together as we followed Wist into the depths, and we sank down for several minutes before we reached the jagged rocks of the bottom of the trench. 
 
    “Which way do we go?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    I couldn’t explain why I felt the need to whisper, but I was a bit relieved when Gregor whispered his response. 
 
    “North,” the green-haired merman said softly. 
 
    Wist nodded and began to swim slowly north along the trench, and it felt like my ears were straining for any kind of input. Henter had reported that Lady Rain had been mumbling when they’d searched for her earlier, so I figured I was trying to listen for any noise. 
 
    But it also felt like that lurking fear I felt for characters in horror movies when they had to go explore the creepy basement to find the circuit box. I wanted to put out as little sound as possible while also taking in any sound that would give away the location of whatever random serial killer was out to get us. 
 
    I shook my head at the silly notion, and I longed to take a deep breath to settle myself. 
 
    Maybe this no breathing thing wasn’t all good after all. 
 
    We followed silently behind Wist for a few more minutes, and I was starting to lose hope that Lady Rain was still alive. We had no idea how long she’d been out here, and there were definitely dangerous animals lurking all over this region. Perhaps she had died in the time between Henter and Nyxx’s scouting mission and now. 
 
    “Aaaaahhh!” Wist suddenly shrieked. 
 
    The sound made my skin crawl, and I gasped despite a complete lack of the need for air in my lungs. 
 
    “What?” Gregor demanded in a sharp voice. 
 
    But before anyone could answer, a gaunt and hollow-looking figure appeared in the glow of Wist’s light. 
 
    “Thixteen rockth in a line,” the haunting figure said in an eerie sing-song voice. 
 
    “Lady Rain,” Henter sighed with relief and horror. 
 
    “Only one ith divine,” Lady Rain mumbled. 
 
    “Lady Rain?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “It’s definitely her,” Henter confirmed. 
 
    She had the distinctive lisp Henter had mentioned, and she was a mermaid lost out here in the trench. She looked horribly emaciated, though, and her hair was stringy and knotted in what looked like an unsalvageable mess on the left side of her head. The skin of her face hung from her bones, and I wondered how long it had been since she’d eaten anything. Her scales were so muted and dull I couldn’t even tell what color they had once been, and I shuddered to think what had brought her to such a poor state. 
 
    “Lady Rain,” Henter said gently as he swam in front of her. 
 
    Lady Rain’s eyes were utterly vacant, and they twitched from side to side in a dizzying lack of focus. 
 
    “Thixteen rockth in a line,” she repeated. 
 
    “Thirteen rocks,” I repeated as if I could make it make sense. 
 
    Then I shook my head and tried to speak to her. 
 
    “Lady Rain,” I said in a soft and calm voice. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Thixteen rockth…” Lady Rain mumbled slowly, and her eyes tried to focus on my face. 
 
    There was the briefest of seconds where I thought she saw me, but then she smiled in a lopsided way. 
 
    “The cup ith in the thpoon,” Lady Rain said in an overly joyful voice that only managed to add to the crazed look in her purple eyes. “It thqueakth when it rainth.” 
 
    Lady Rain swam right around me like I wasn’t even there, and she continued along the line of the trench. 
 
    “She’s horribly thin,” Gemma said. “It looks like she hasn’t eaten in months.” 
 
    “But how could she still be alive?” Gregor asked. 
 
    “The Cetus,” I muttered as I recalled the reports of the horribly decrepit and sickly state of the Grecian sea monster. 
 
    We’d been wondering if Rhaiden, or one of his allies, had the power to keep beings alive despite all the factors that should have killed them. As far as I was concerned, Lady Rain’s horribly emaciated state was more evidence that such a power existed, and that it probably hadn’t been Rhaiden’s. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter right now,” I said. “We need to get her out of here and get her the help she needs.” 
 
    “But how?” Wist asked. 
 
    Lady rain had started to swim out of the circle of Wist’s glowing light, and the light-haired merman followed her instinctively like a loving guard dog. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can get her to come with us,” I suggested. “Maybe we can invite her along.” 
 
    “It’s worth a try,” Gemma agreed. 
 
    “Lady Rain,” I said in my most gently charming voice. “Will you swim with me? I have a lovely collection I’d like to show you.” 
 
    “Dribble bibble drip drop,” Lady Rain chirped and she seemed to almost look at me again. “Thixteen rockth in a line.” 
 
    “Come with me,” I said in a voice like I was trying to coax a feral cat out of an alleyway dumpster. “Let’s count the rocks together.” 
 
    “Noooo!” Lady Rain suddenly shrieked, and she reached up into her matted hair with both hands like she was going to rip it all out at the roots. “Muthn’t count the rockth. Thixteen. There’th alwayth thixteen. Thixteen. Thixteen.” 
 
    Lady Rain started to sway gently from side to side as she comforted herself with the number sixteen. 
 
    “No, of course not.” I followed her lead as best I could. “We won’t count them. You’re right. There’s sixteen.” 
 
    “Thixteen,” Lady Rain mumbled, but her tone seemed relieved. 
 
    Then she looked up at me with a sudden flash of what could almost be described as clarity. Her purple eyes locked on my face for a fraction of a second before she smiled oddly and glanced away. 
 
    “The cup ith in the thpoon, dear,” Lady Rain chirped. 
 
    “Can you help me find the spoon, dear?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeth,” Lady Rain said, and she nodded wildly for a moment. “It wath jutht…” 
 
    Lady Rain looked around confused for a moment like she’d lost something. 
 
    “I know where the spoon is, Lady Rain,” Henter said in a soft voice. “I know which spoon is your favorite. I’ve kept it safe for you since the last time we saw each other.” 
 
    “Oh?” Lady Rain asked as she perked up with interest, and she stared at Henter like there was still recognition buried somewhere deep inside her muddled brain. “It thqueakth when it rainth.” 
 
    “Every time,” Henter agreed with a comforting smile, and he offered his arm to Lady Rain. 
 
    “A gentleman,” Lady Rain said in a faraway voice, and she took the black-haired merman’s arm. “It thqueakth when it rainth.” 
 
    “Doesn’t it always?” Henter said in a friendly tone that spoke of shared sentiments over squeaking spoons in the rain. 
 
    Henter started to lead Lady Rain up from the bottom of the trench, and Wist expertly followed them so they remained basking in the light of his glow. Gemma gave me a strange look and a little shrug before the rest of us began to follow. 
 
    “We can’t bring her through the current,” I muttered to Gemma. 
 
    “No, I think you’re right,” Gemma sighed. “We’re going to have to spend the time and go over. It will add at least an hour to our journey, maybe more.” 
 
    Gemma seemed very displeased by the added time to our journey, and I wondered if it was a concern for Lady Rain’s safety and state of mind. 
 
    “But we have her now,” I said. “And she can’t handle the force of the current.” 
 
    “No, she can’t.” Gemma frowned in agreement. 
 
    She turned to speak with Gregor, and then the green-haired merman passed the information forward to Henter and Wist. 
 
    While they discussed the return journey, I took a moment to gaze into Lady Rain’s distant eyes. 
 
    They were still a vivid shade of purple, and they were the most lively thing about the poor mermaid. Which was really saying something, considering they looked right through me with a hollow stare. 
 
    “Lady Rain?” I asked gently. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Thixteen rockth,” Lady Rain repeated in a conspiratorial whisper like it was the funniest joke she’d ever heard. 
 
    I decided to try and test her mind and see what I might find in there. 
 
    Reflexively, I wanted to take a deep breath, but there was no air for my lungs to breathe in, so a mental breath had to suffice. I reached out toward the mermaid representative’s mind, and I found something unlike any of the other minds I’d ever encountered before. 
 
    The place where Lady Rain’s mental signature should have been was like a hollow sunken hole in the ground. It reminded me of the time my dad had hired some men to cut down an old elm tree in our backyard. The tree had split up the trunk and was in danger of crashing into the house. It was so rotten the tree cutters were able to just shove it over with their excavator, and it had left a large rotting hole in the ground where the great tree’s roots had once been. 
 
    Lady Rain’s mind was hollow where her thoughts and magic should have been, and the only thing that lingered was the slippery and slimy presence of Rhaiden’s influence. I’d felt it in Rhaiden’s mind as well as Lord Trent’s, and I found a sort of residue now in Lady Rain’s mind, too. 
 
    I searched for anything that felt like Lady Rain’s natural presence, and deep in the recesses of the rotting hole, there was a tiny spark of something. 
 
    As gently as a paleontologist, I brushed away the rotting essence of Rhaiden’s influence, and I tried to uncover what was beneath. The spark was a tiny flicker of purplish light that seemed to rock back and forth like a frightened child. 
 
    “Lady Rain?” I whispered softly. 
 
    “He muthn’t find me,” Lady Rain said in a tiny and terrified voice. “I mutht hide.” 
 
    The fear in her voice radiated out from that tiny purplish spark deep in her mind, and I pulled back to keep from frightening her more. 
 
    But that had been the real Lady Rain. She was still in there somewhere. Maybe, with enough time and care, she could be coaxed back out to the surface again. 
 
    “We’ll take care of you, Lady Rain,” I promised. 
 
    “The cup ith in the thpoon,” Lady Rain said, and the fear was gone from her voice. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Gemma said. 
 
    Once we were out of the trench, Wist let his glow fade slowly, and Lady Rain seemed comforted by a return to the amount of light she was probably more familiar with. 
 
    Lady Rain continued to ramble about sixteen rocks, cups, spoons, and squeaks on our way toward the current, and Gregor silently guided our group higher up at a gentle slope. I figured it was to avoid any sudden changes in direction or perhaps to keep the current out of the muddled mermaid’s sight. 
 
    It probably wouldn’t do her much good to see a massive and strong current right in front of us. 
 
    The journey back to Niernan was much slower than our trip out to the trench, but it was entirely uneventful. I was thankful we didn’t run into any more Mega Jellies or packs of sharks. 
 
    By the time we were approaching the lights of the city, Lady Rain looked completely worn out. I couldn’t help but think this was the most physical activity she’d had in months, and I was still pretty certain she hadn’t eaten anything in just as long. 
 
    “We’ll need to get her straight to a healer,” I said softly to Gemma. 
 
    “I had two come along with us from Salirius City in case we found more survivors,” the mermaid commander replied. “Your transformation will be coming to an end very soon, though, your majesty. Let Gregor and I bring Lady Rain to the caves.” 
 
    I frowned. I didn’t like the idea of letting Lady Rain out of my sight, but I knew I could entrust her care to Gemma. 
 
    As I thought about this, I started to feel a significant shift in the sensation of oxygen in my body. I was starting to feel just a little bit winded, and I definitely didn’t want to get caught out here without my merman anatomy. That would be a bad fucking time. 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded. “I want her transferred to Salirius City as soon as she’s strong enough to travel.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gemma murmured, and there was a flare of compassion and admiration in her magenta eyes. “We have very limited resources here to take care of Lady Rain’s… dire mental state, but we can provide her with food and assess any physical injuries she may have before she’s brought to Salirius City.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I sighed. “Do it.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Gemma nodded before she swam forward to speak with Gregor and Henter. 
 
    Wist and the young merman who’d made the first strike with the sharks remained with me, and the three of us swam toward the exterior doorway of the room we’d turned into our command center. I could see Rune’s shiny golden hair and Firo’s flame-colored hair through the bubble membrane. The stoic dragon-man was standing with his arms crossed over his chest while my pretty-boy advisor paced nervously back and forth through the room. 
 
    Firo must have been watching for us, because he pointed right at me as he said something to Rune. 
 
    I started to feel an alarming urge to take a deep breath just as we approached the doorway, and I could feel the individual shape of my toes under the blue scales of my merman tail. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Wist hissed with concern, and he grabbed me under my left arm. 
 
    The bioluminescent merman practically dragged me through the doorway, and I gasped for air at the same instant I felt my tail shift back into my feet. The tingling sensation washed away much faster and with less intensity than during my first excursion as a merman, and I stood dripping wet on my human legs. Though, the main reason I managed to stay on my feet was because of the merman soldier’s hands under my arms. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said with deep concern as he rushed over. 
 
    The seven-foot-tall dragon-man took Wist’s place and nearly carried me over to the nearest chair, and Rune hurried over with a large towel for me. 
 
    “We’re sorry, your majesty,” Wist said. “It’s impossible to tell exactly how long a shift will last, and the change comes to an abrupt end. It’s one of the drawbacks of that particular magic.” 
 
    I nodded as I sucked in another breath. 
 
    “It’s okay, Wist,” I said. “No harm done. I’m alright.” 
 
    “Where’s Commander Gemma and the others?” Rune asked as he glanced back into the open ocean. “Did you find Lady Rain, your majesty?” 
 
    “We did,” I said, and I felt like myself again. “She’s pretty delirious. Gemma and the rest of the team are bringing her to the cave system nearby. She said they brought some healers along with them from Salirius City.” 
 
    Nyxx melted out of a nearby shadow, and I felt a touch of relief at the sexy shadow nymph’s dark form. 
 
    “How was she?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “She’s in pretty rough condition,” I said. “It looks like she hasn’t eaten or slept in months.” 
 
    “Months…” Rune whispered with horror. “So we’re really thinking one of Rhaiden’s ‘friends’ has some kind of magic to keep beings alive despite things like starvation or age?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. I suspected it when we learned about the Cetus, but Lady Rain’s condition makes it nearly impossible to deny the possibility. I have no idea how it works, or what causes it to stop. I assume whoever that was is still alive, but then we have the question of why did the Cetus die?” 
 
    “Is it possible even that magic has its limits?” Rune wondered. 
 
    “That could be it,” I said. “Maybe the larger a being is, the less time it can be held in that state of forced survival. I suppose it’s also possible the Cetus was captured much longer ago than Lady Rain was.” 
 
    “We just don’t have enough details to build a solid theory yet,” Nyxx said with a deep frown. 
 
    “No, we don’t,” I agreed. “But whatever the parameters of that magic are, I’m glad we found Lady Rain alive.” 
 
    I took a moment to rub the towel over my head and arms to dry off a bit, and I started to feel better. 
 
    “What will happen to her now?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Lady Rain’s physical condition will be assessed by the healers,” I said. “Once she’s strong enough to travel, she’ll be brought to Salirius City to begin the long journey of recovery.” 
 
    “Do you think she’ll ever be the same, your majesty?” Firo asked, and there was no hope in his deep voice. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed heavily. “She was in pretty bad shape. We’re just going to have to wait and see how much fight she’s got left in her.” 
 
    A shadow nymph guard who looked familiar rushed into the room and skidded to a halt between Nyxx and Rune. 
 
    “Your majesty,” the shadow nymph said in a breathless voice. “The Kraken has been spotted moving toward the southern edge of the city, and Lord Crane’s troops are moving into formation all along the barricades.” 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and I stood up. 
 
    Before I could take a single step, a thunderous, booming voice echoed over the entire city. 
 
    “King Michael,” the voice announced in an ominous tone. “We know you’re present in the city.” 
 
    “Shiiiit,” I growled.
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 Chapter 13 
 
    “Your majesty?” Rune started to ask. 
 
    I held up a hand as I waited for the booming voice to speak again, but there was silence. Before I could give my first order, Gemma, Gregor, Henter, and the others came back into the command room. They dripped water all over the floor, and I shook away a question of how the merfolk kept the floors inside their bubble building so dry. 
 
    “It’s time,” I said without preamble. 
 
    “Where do you want us, your majesty?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Our forces are already swimming into position to meet Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s armies,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I figured their armies would consist of merfolk, sea nymphs, sea sprites, and the Näkki, Vodyanoy, Navki, and Nykur from Lord Vagin’s region. 
 
    I was thankful we’d had the forethought to make most of our decisions before we arrived in the city, and I turned to Firo first as I started to give my orders. 
 
    “You and Nyxx command the shadow nymphs inside the bubble buildings,” I said. “Gemma, Gregor, you’ll lead the merfolk troops. Jonah and Rune, you’ll come with me in Jonah’s bubble transport.” 
 
    “Shall we lead them from here, your majesty?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed, and I turned to Jonah. “Gather up whatever supplies you might need.”  
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” The white mohawked-merman nodded once before he jumped into action. 
 
    I turned to look at Rune as I gestured at the many high-tech laptops spread through the room. Magic was great, but sometimes even paranormals relied on technology. 
 
    “Are these set up to communicate with one another?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said. “I’ve already put all the maps and information we have onto one of them and installed a quick chat software so we can keep in touch with Firo here.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, and I felt utter gratitude for the hardworking pretty boy. “Alright, let’s go. We don’t want to be caught with our asses out.” 
 
    Everyone quickly moved toward their individual assignments, and I looked around for Jonah. The white-haired merman was pulling up to the circular doorway in the strangest contraption I’d ever seen. 
 
    The bubble transport was much like one of the bubble buildings on top, with a large circular doorway on one side and a fully transparent membrane that was about the size of the interior on a six-seater SUV. It seemed to have a solid floor like the bubble buildings, and six seats with a small round table positioned between them. Jonah sat at one of the seats where a small panel of buttons and controls was built into the table. Underneath the bubble transport were about a dozen frosted bubbles in a circular formation that appeared to act as the wheels of the device. 
 
    “That’s so fucking amazing,” Rune breathed as he came to stand beside me. 
 
    I glanced at him with an odd smirk, and he cleared his throat a bit nervously. 
 
    “My apologies, your majesty,” Rune mumbled. 
 
    “It’s good, Rune,” I chuckled. “It is really fucking amazing.” 
 
    Jonah waved for us to enter the odd vehicle, and Rune and I stepped through to the other side. 
 
    “This is really awesome, Jonah,” I said. 
 
    Rune and I sat down in the seats, and Jonah grinned at us with delight. 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Jonah said. “I call it a bubble mobile.” 
 
    “I like that,” I chuckled. “Alright, take us around to where I can see the barricades and both armies.” 
 
    “Right away, your majesty.” Jonah nodded. 
 
    Then he started to flick a few switches, and he gripped a little joystick that reminded me of vintage arcade games like Pac-Man. 
 
    The bubble mobile started to roll silently across the uneven terrain of the ocean floor, and I wondered why we hadn’t used this thing to go rescue Lady Rain. But I figured Jonah was still working out some kinks in it, and it was definitely more important that we had it for this situation instead. Besides, we wouldn’t have had room for all the members of our rescue mission inside the bubble mobile. 
 
    Jonah steered us around the western edge of the city while Rune opened the laptop and began typing. 
 
    “Firo and Nyxx are set up,” Rune reported a minute later. “The shadow nymphs have moved further into the city to where the barricade is. Nyxx reports the barricade cuts right through a series of tunnels that move into the heart of the city.” 
 
    Rune turned the laptop so I could see the satellite-like images, and I wondered if the merfolk soldiers had cameras strapped to pet jellyfish or something. 
 
    “Here and here,” Rune pointed at the screen. 
 
    Niernan was designed in a circular formation with straight lines that extended out from the center like spokes on a carriage wheel. The bubble buildings had been built in a similar fashion that blended pleasantly with the stone buildings. The barricade formed a nearly-perfect circle around the heart of the city, and it cut clear across all of the bubble tunnel spokes that entered the middle of Niernan. 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said. “We weren’t planning to move inside the barricade anyway. Tell Nyxx to keep her troops on our side of the wall. Have them defend the houses and citizens on the outskirts by stopping anyone who tries to move through.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Rune nodded as his fingers flew over the keyboard. 
 
    By then, Jonah had maneuvered the bubble mobile around the western side of Niernan, and I could see the massive lines of our army facing toward the stone-and-magic barricade. 
 
    On the opposite side of the wall, Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s army was lined up in much denser formations, and their numbers rivaled ours. 
 
    Our side consisted of merfolk, sea nymphs, and some sea sprites, as well as the shadow nymphs on the insides of the bubble tunnels. The enemy’s army, on the other hand, was a bizarre combination of creatures that lacked the cohesiveness of my troops. 
 
    Merfolk and sea nymphs swam beside Näkki, Vodyanoy, Navki, and Nykur. 
 
    The Näkki looked a lot like ethereal creatures, and they seemed to float even more than the rest of the ocean paranormals. Their long hair flowed around them like they existed on a slightly different plane, and they seemed to glow just a tiny bit. Mostly they appeared human, though, and it was eerie to look at them. 
 
    The frog-headed and fish-tailed Vodyanoy looked like a grotesque aberration of the merfolk I’d come to know. They reminded me of that horrific Fiji mermaid that P.T. Barnum had put into his circus in the mid eighteen hundreds, except instead of a monkey on the top, they were half-frogs. 
 
    The Navki appeared very similar to the merfolk in form, but they were much closer to the size of sea nymphs. They were only three or four feet in length, and they had much more muted colors in their hair, tails, and scales. I wondered how much of that was the difference in their biology from merfolk, and how much was from any lingering influence from Rhaiden. 
 
    The Nykur looked so much like sirens, I probably couldn’t have distinguished the two at first glance. 
 
    I had to remind myself that any of these paranormals who had entered this situation under Rhaiden’s magical influence were now either recuperating in Salirius City, or they were acting under their own free will. 
 
    That somehow made it scarier. 
 
    An army of mindless slaves could be easily forgiven for their actions seeing as none of it was their choice, but an army of volunteers made my skin crawl. Were there this many people against the monarchy of the Eternal Realm? How many of them had been made promises by Lord Crane or Lord Vagin for their services? How many simply had no idea what it was they were really doing? 
 
    Part of me hoped they had been fed a lot of wrong information, and that they could be brought back into the truth of the world, but there was only one way to find out. 
 
    During the short time I took to assess the armies lined up facing one another, the enemy forces started to climb over the wall. They didn’t seem to make any moves to attack, but they were in open territory now for my army. 
 
    “Firo is asking if our forces should take the offensive and attack first?” Rune said as if the dragon-man could read my mind. 
 
    “Tell him to send the signal,” I said in a solemn tone. “Reiterate my orders to incapacitate as many soldiers as possible. I’d prefer not to kill anyone unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said as his fingers flew over the keys. 
 
    About ten seconds later, our agreed upon signal lit up the ocean like a massive beacon. Gemma had told us about an old, spherical light in the city that had once been used like a clock tower to notify the citizens of different things. It had been the perfect signal for our troops, and we’d come up with a simple code for advance and retreat. 
 
    The light blared through the darkness in two quick bursts, and the squadron leaders of my army signaled for the troops to move. 
 
    In an explosion of movement, the lines of merfolk and sea nymphs rushed forward and clashed with the enemy forces, and I realized how massive this battle had become. 
 
    Or rather… 
 
    “War,” I breathed as horror raced along my spine. 
 
    I used to find pleasure in video games that depicted war, but now I shuddered as I watched the previously clear water start to turn murky with the blood of hundreds of soldiers. I was almost thankful that bubble membranes blocked most sound, and I watched from a safe distance as my soldiers fought for me. 
 
    But then I started to think about the loyalty these paranormals had for me to lay their lives on the line, and I needed to be closer so they could see me. I felt the urge to show them I was close by and to let them know I wasn’t holding up in some distant place far away from the danger. 
 
    These were my people, and this was as much my battle as it was theirs. Besides, I had trained for months for occasions much like this, and I wasn’t about to let them fight my battles without me. 
 
    “How close can we get?” I asked with a grimace of anticipation. “Wait, strike that. Where’s Commander Gemma?” 
 
    “Uh…” Rune droned as he clicked on the laptop for a moment. “She’s close by. Do you need to tell her something, your majesty?” 
 
    “Tell her to come here,” I said, and then I turned to Jonah. “Can she come in through this door from the water?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Jonah answered with a proud smirk. 
 
    “Great.” I said. 
 
    A moment later, Gemma swam up to the bubble mobile with a worried look on her face, and her shoulders sagged with relief when she spotted me inside. She swam through the doorway, and her human legs appeared in a flash. 
 
    “What’s wrong, your majesty?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “What’s wrong is I’m not out there,” I said. 
 
    Gemma and Rune both started to give me a stern look, but I stopped them before they could object. 
 
    “I don’t need to be on the front lines,” I said. “But I need to be out there, where my people can see me. I can inspire them and show them I’m not some leader who sits up on a throne far away from the danger and consequences of this kind of thing.” 
 
    “And it will be a great show of force to Lord Crane and Lord Vagin,” Rune added thoughtfully. “They are exactly the kind of ‘leaders’ that would sit far away in cushy chairs while they send servants out to do their dirty work.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. 
 
    “I insist on remaining at your side, your majesty,” Gemma said with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” I gave her my most charming smile. 
 
    Gemma narrowed her eyes just a fraction more, and Rune had a look on his face that said he knew better than to try and argue with me. Jonah looked like he would have rather been anywhere else, but it was obvious he was still intently listening for Gemma’s response. 
 
    “Very well,” Gemma relented. 
 
    Jonah released an almost silent sigh of relief, and Rune nodded like he knew that’s how it would go. Gemma glanced down and nodded as well when she saw I still wore the leather skirt she’d given me earlier. 
 
    “Are you ready?” the mermaid commander asked. 
 
    “Wait,” Rune said, and he grabbed something small off the table. “Take this, it’ll help you stay in communication.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I took the small device from his hand and saw that it was inside an air-tight container to protect it from the water, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to use it unless I was in a bubble building. 
 
    “It’s the best I have to offer, your majesty,” Rune said with an almost apologetic smile. 
 
    “It’s great, thank you,” I said, and I looked at Gemma. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Gemma placed her hands up on my chest, and I instantly felt the return of the warm tingling sensation. 
 
    “Take care of him, Commander,” Rune said. 
 
    I smirked at my advisor, and he gave me a little shrug that said, “it’s my job.” 
 
    “You know I will,” Gemma said, and then she stepped back out into the water without another word. 
 
    Her tail instantly returned, and her indigo scales shone in the light of the city. I took a breath of the air in the bubble mobile before I followed her out into the water. 
 
    The tingly sensation rushed to the middle of my body and flowed down my legs as they shifted into a blue tail. The cool touch of the water all over my body felt like taking a deep breath, and I took a quick second to enjoy the sensation. 
 
    “Tell me about the battle,” I said. 
 
    “Our armies are fairly matched, your majesty,” Gemma said. “There hasn’t been an advantage found on either side, yet.” 
 
    “Take me closer,” I said. 
 
    “There’s a tower we can go to,” Gemma suggested. “You’ll have a better view of the entire battlefield there.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. 
 
    Gemma led me around the city, and I saw the tower she had to be speaking about. It was one of only a handful of bubble towers I’d seen in both cities, and we swam low over the ocean floor toward it. I spotted a circular doorway toward the bottom that was guarded by two shadow nymphs on the inside. 
 
    They saw us coming and stepped to the side. 
 
    “Your majesty,” one of the guards said. “What can we do?” 
 
    “We’re going to the top of the tower,” I answered. “Keep guarding this entrance. Shout up to us if anyone tries to come through.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the guard said, and they took up their posts once more. 
 
    There was a long spiral staircase that led upward, and I started to climb the steps. The stairs were the same solid stone as all the other bubble buildings, and the walls were transparent membranes. 
 
    “What’s this tower for?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m not certain what its original purpose was, your majesty,” Gemma said. “It may have been intended to be a watchtower.” 
 
    The tower rose for about four floors in a straight spiral, and we had an incredible view of the battle. 
 
    “Oh, wooow,” I breathed as we reached the top level. “I can see it all from here.” 
 
    I scanned the length of the magical stone barricade, and I noticed that the enemy forces hadn’t all rushed over to join the fight. They’d sent about half their ranks out to the battlefield and left the other half behind. I wasn’t sure if it was an attempt not to run through all their numbers too early in the battle or not, but then I had another idea. 
 
    “Defensive troops,” I mumbled as the thought formed in my mind. 
 
    “What’s that, your majesty?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “They’ve left half their forces behind the wall,” I said, and I pointed. “What strategic advantage would that have when our numbers are so closely matched?” 
 
    “Defensive, I suppose,” Gemma said, and she gasped. “You’re thinking they’re concerned the barricade won’t keep us out?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, and I started to scan the wall for imperfections and weak spots. “If it’s this impenetrable force field, why wouldn’t they send out all their soldiers?” 
 
    Gemma shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “Did we have anyone test the barricade?” I asked. 
 
    “A little bit,” Gemma said. “My scouts tested a few spots along the areas above the stone wall, and they couldn’t get through.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a weak spot in the stone, then,” I said, and I pulled the little communication device from its container. “Rune? Firo? Nyxx? Who can hear me?” 
 
    “We all can, your majesty,” Rune answered. 
 
    “Where are you, your majesty?” Nyxx asked. “Do you need backup?” 
 
    “We’re at the top of the bubble tower,” I replied. “And no, I have an idea. Send a squadron to test the barricade for weak points.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Lord Crane and Lord Vagin have kept half their troops inside the walls,” Gemma explained. 
 
    “Why would they–” Nyxx started to ask, and then she gasped, too. “I’m on it, your majesty.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I hoped my analysis of the battlefield was right. “Also, that squad of sea nymphs near the west wall, have them push harder in. They’re losing ground by not being aggressive enough.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Firo replied. 
 
    A few seconds later, the sea nymphs I’d mentioned started to gain ground on the group of Nykur they fought. At the same time, several soldiers who were fanned out across the rear lines looked up and pointed at me as they spotted me. 
 
    My location was shared with our forces in bits and pieces, and I could see my soldiers turn and look at me like fans doing the wave at a huge sports game. They only glanced for a second or two, and then they returned to the battle with a bit more fervor than before. 
 
    I grinned as satisfaction filled my chest. They were bolstered by my presence, even if I was up above the battle. 
 
    I watched the battle for a while and made a few other tweaks and adjustments like that, and then I had an interesting idea. 
 
    “What if we push the enemy away from the barricades?” I asked Gemma. “Drove them to the outer edges of the city and put space between them and the walls?” 
 
    “That would give our team a better chance to check for weak spots,” Gemma said. “But how would we do it?” 
 
    “What if we wedged our numbers into lines to push through?” I proposed, and I drew over the battlefield with my fingers like an NFL coach on a whiteboard at halftime. “Then we span out and put ourselves between? They’ll be forced to back up.” 
 
    “That could work,” Gemma said after a moment of contemplation. 
 
    “Commander Gemma,” Gregor’s voice came through an identical communication device on the sexy mermaid’s jacket collar. 
 
    “They’re waterproof?” I asked as I looked at the wet device. 
 
    “Ours are enchanted,” Gemma answered quickly before she pressed a button on the comms device. “What is it, Major?” 
 
    “Another battalion of soldiers have just arrived from Baffin Bay,” Gregor reported. “Where shall I send them?” 
 
    “How many are there?” I asked. 
 
    “Two thousand spears, your majesty,” Gregor replied. 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. 
 
    Gemma and I quickly explained our plan to wedge and divide the opposing forces away from the barricades, and in a few minutes, the new army of sea nymphs appeared at the northwest side of the city. 
 
    The battle had been a close stalemate until that moment, but now I could see the tides turning in our favor.  
 
    I tried to contain the grin on my face as I watched my forces move below like pieces on a chess board.  
 
    The battle had naturally divided into smaller skirmishes of a few hundred soldiers each rather than one massive clashing of two armies. I watched as the new sea nymph battalions from Baffin Bay started to spearhead through the enemy forces and drive them away from the wall, and then our scouting team worked meticulously along the stone barricade in search of a weak point. 
 
    “Your majesty!” Gregor’s voice shouted over the comms a while later. “They’ve found a weak spot!” 
 
    “Can they get through it?” I demanded. 
 
    “They’re trying,” Gregor replied with a streak of excited hope. “They… they’re–” 
 
    But before I could hear the rest of the response from Gregor, the two shadow nymph guards from the bottom of the tower shouted up to us. 
 
    “Incoming!” they both shouted at the same instant. 
 
    Then a harsh clash of steel on stone echoed up the tower, and Gemma and I turned to look at each other in horror. Enemy forces were coming up the tower steps. 
 
    “How many?” I asked. 
 
    Gemma listened intently for a moment and then held up four fingers as she backed me up against the wall. 
 
    “Draw your sword, your majesty,” Gemma ordered me in a deathly whisper. 
 
    I started to reach for the metal sword at my hip, but the dark geometric presence of Nyxx’s mind rushed toward me. I knew she must have been alerted to our predicament and had raced to my rescue, but all I needed was the connection of her mind. 
 
    I reached out and felt the cool touch of her mind, and I grabbed a hold of her magic for myself. Before my heart had the chance to beat again, I had extended a shadow blade from my hand. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gemma gasped. “What–” 
 
    But then two Nykur and two enemy merfolk charged up the tower stairs. 
 
    “We come to collect you,” the lead Nykur said in a thick Norwegian accent, and then he sneered with disgust. “False king.” 
 
    “Who told you I was false?” I asked. 
 
    “We know of your lies,” the Nykur replied with irritation. “Lord Vagin tell us everything. Now come quiet, or we be forced to hurt you.” 
 
    “Care to share with the class?” I asked in a dry tone. 
 
    I was rather curious what lies Lord Vagin had told about me or claimed I was telling, but I wasn’t surprised when the Nykur just snarled at me with disgust. 
 
    “You come easy,” the Nykur said. “Or we force you.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I growled. 
 
    “Then we fight,” the Nykur snarled, and there was a look of delight in his bright green eyes. 
 
    He lunged at me with alarming speed, and I threw my shadow blade up to block his attack as the other three intruders bolted forward. Gemma caught the two merfolk with the head and handle of her trident, and she bared her teeth with the effort. The other Nykur started to lunge at me when Nyxx materialized out of nowhere to stand between him and me. 
 
    “Do not touch the king,” Nyxx growled, and she lunged forward at the Nykur. 
 
    Nyxx slipped into the nearest shadow and disappeared only to reappear in an instant behind her target. I longed to watch her skillful fighting, but I had my own opponent to contend with. 
 
    I twisted my arm around to push the Nykur’s blade away from me, and I mentally calculated how many limbs I would have to kill before he would give up. It seemed like at least two was the most logical answer, and I parried and blocked a few more strikes to get a feel for his fighting style. 
 
    The Nykur had an elegant style that spoke of years of training and sophisticated teachers. His movements were fluid with each strike, and he shifted from one attack to the next with no wasted movement. 
 
    I’d been practicing connecting with my opponent’s minds during battle over the last few weeks, and I put those new skills to the test now. As my arms shifted my shadow blade through the air to block each attack, my mind stretched out to connect with the Nykur. 
 
    He was easy to locate due to our proximity, but also due to the smooth edges of his mind. It felt like a finely polished glass ball, and within was a churning fog-like essence that I could only assume was his magical abilities. 
 
    Nykur had allure and charm magic like sirens, which was entirely useless to me at the moment, but I did discover an utter lack of the slimy residue left over from Rhaiden’s mind control. So this enemy at least was working fully of his own free will. 
 
    Though that was clearly based on misinformation and lies. 
 
    None of it really mattered at that exact moment, though. I longed to look back to the barricade to see if my team had gotten through, but I needed to deal with this asshole first. I’d gotten a feel for his movements and fighting style, so I shifted into attack mode. 
 
    I waited until he struck straight forward with his sword like a classic fencing master, and I blocked his strike. Then I pivoted my shadow blade around until the edge of my nearly ethereal blade caught the smooth skin of the Nykur’s forearm. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” the Nykur hissed as he pulled back from the pain. 
 
    I’d intentionally pulled my strike so the wound would be shallow. My intention was to show the Nykur what my shadow blade could do, and I knew I’d achieved my goal. 
 
    My green-eyed opponent placed his left hand over the bloodless wound and stared down at it for a second before he looked back at me with disbelief all over his face. 
 
    “What did you do?” the Nykur demanded. 
 
    “The same thing I’ll do to the rest of you if you continue,” I said. 
 
    He paused for a moment, and it gave me the chance to watch Gemma and Nyxx subdue the two merfolk. The other Nykur was already dead on the ground, and I suspected he’d been choked out early on by my shadow nymph guard. 
 
    Gemma faced off with a merman with vivid orange scales while Nyxx wrapped her thighs around the upper body and throat of the purple-scaled merman. 
 
    Nyxx effectively cut off the merman’s air supply with her entire body as she squeezed him like a boa constrictor, and I smirked at the fact that it was only possible because of their current human forms. In a matter of seconds, the purple-scaled merman’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped to his knees on the stone floor. Nyxx didn’t release him after he hit the floor, and I saw just a hint of her shadow blade as she eliminated her target. 
 
    But Gemma had just thrown a brutal blunt strike with the handle of her trident against the orange-scaled merman’s temple, and he dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes. The blow was hard enough that even if the merman woke up, he’d have severe brain damage. 
 
    “Lord Vagin said you would be an easy target,” the remaining Nykur said, and there was a streak of nervousness in his voice. “He was wrong.” 
 
    “He was wrong about a lot of things,” I said, and I lowered my shadow blade just enough to show I was only a threat if he forced me to be one. “What did he tell you about me?” 
 
    The Nykur’s lips pressed tightly together, and he stared at me with narrow eyes, like if he looked hard enough, he’d see the truth. 
 
    I waited patiently, and I motioned for Gemma and Nyxx to stand down for the moment. 
 
    The Nykur was well outnumbered, and he’d seen that he was also outmatched. He sighed heavily as he continued to hold the dead flesh of his forearm. His fingers wiggled a little, and I knew my strike had only killed part of his arm’s soul. He would retain almost full use of the limb, but that area of his arm would be dead to any feeling for the rest of his life. The skin around my strike had turned black within seconds, and it would remain that way like a scar forever. 
 
    But I wanted to know if we could get any useful information from him. 
 
    “What did Lord Vagin tell you?” I asked again. 
 
    “He said you took the throne,” the Nykur finally muttered. “That you bewitched the Goddess and stole the lottery. He said no human would ever be chosen…” 
 
    The Nykur narrowed his eyes again and looked down at the blackened skin of his arm with suspicion. 
 
    “But no human could inflict a wound such as this,” the Nykur said. “So there are lies in his words.” 
 
    “There are,” I confirmed in a gentle tone. 
 
    I could tell the Nykur was loyal to Lord Vagin, and it was probably all he’d ever known. He’d never had any reason not to believe what the representative of his region had claimed. 
 
    “First, I have fae blood,” I said. “Not much, but it’s in there. Second, I was chosen by the Goddess in the lottery, just like King Vairn and King Roman, and all the kings before them.” 
 
    “But why would he lie?” the Nykur asked with betrayal in his voice. “What would he gain from these lies?” 
 
    “Your loyalty,” I said with a little shrug. “Lord Vagin, Lord Crane, and a fae named Rhaiden Shaddstem–” 
 
    The Nykur’s eyes lit up with recognition at the mention of my twelve-times great-grandfather. 
 
    “You’ve heard of him,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” the Nykur said slowly. 
 
    “They’ve been working together for centuries to try and destroy the throne of the Eternal Realm,” I said. “They’re trying to take power for themselves.” 
 
    “Why?” the Nykur muttered. 
 
    “I don’t have an answer for that,” I said. “My best guess is an insatiable lust for power.” 
 
    Before the Nykur or I could say anything more, the floor beneath our feet trembled, and we all looked out across the battlefield. 
 
    The Kraken had emerged from wherever it had been hiding. 
 
    And it was rampaging through the outer rings of the city.  
 
    The beast was massive, and its tentacles were each at least a hundred and fifty feet long. The monstrous squid-like creature slammed its limbs down on the stone buildings, and they tumbled to the ocean floor like children’s blocks. 
 
    “I don’t have time for you right now,” I muttered to the Nykur before I turned to my shadow nymph. “Don’t kill him yet.” 
 
    Nyxx climbed up around his head and quickly choked him unconscious as I pulled my comms device out. 
 
    “We need to find a way to subdue the Kraken,” I said. 
 
    “I have a mermaid with magic that might help,” Gregor replied. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “If there’s any way to stop it without killing it, I want to do that.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gregor answered. 
 
    “Have they broken through the barricade?” I demanded. 
 
    “They have!” Gregor replied with a victorious tone. “I believe we’re–” 
 
    His voice was cut off as a massive crack in the magical force field opened up, and a ripple of broken magic raced outward in a massive shockwave as a swarm of my troops pushed around the west side of the city’s center. 
 
    I smirked with satisfaction as I saw that my soldiers were inside the barricade. 
 
    Most of the magical force field remained in place, but a huge split like a broken plate glass window had shattered and fallen away. The team that had broken through the wall moved in close to the sea floor, and dozens more of my soldiers forced their way forward through the broken gap. 
 
    Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s reserve troops scrambled with shock to try and defend their posts, and a new clash began. 
 
    My forces took no prisoners. Bodies were struck through quickly before the enemy troops managed to overcome their shock. 
 
    My hands clenched into tight fists as I watched my soldiers push the enemy back into the heart of the city, and they left a wave of dead bodies behind them. 
 
    After a few minutes of my troops just trampling the enemy forces, they seemed to get their shit together, and the opposing army started to really fight back. The forward momentum of my troops stalled, and there was even a slight push-back from Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s forces. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I willed my soldiers to get the advantage back, and I could feel the tension all through Gemma as she stood beside me. 
 
    My focus narrowed in on one group of three soldiers who pushed ahead of the entire army. They fought side by side with a well-practiced rhythm, and I wondered how long they’d worked together. The three of them moved like one well-oiled machine as they leap-frogged over one another and protected each other from a much greater number of enemies. 
 
    It was incredible to watch them fight, and they darted and pivoted through the water with the speed and agility of marlins. Their weapons moved on to their next target before the last even sank all the way to the ocean floor, and a cloud of blood wafted around them. 
 
    The three soldiers pushed forward like the spearhead of the army. 
 
    Excitement flashed in my chest as I saw the tide turning in our favor, and I knew we’d claimed the advantage back for our side. The faces of the enemy soldiers screwed up with fear and desperation that I could see even from this distance. Most of the soldiers cowered away from the trio of expert fighters as they came near, and some of them even swam away in terror. 
 
    One enemy soldier even dropped his weapon and threw his hands up like he was trying to surrender, but the trio didn’t even blink as they cut him down. 
 
    They fought with a ferocity that impressed me, and I was very glad they were on my side. I definitely wouldn’t want to run across any of the trio on a battlefield or in a dark alley. 
 
    “Those three are ferocious,” I muttered as a shiver raced down my spine. 
 
    “They are the most aggressive fighters I’ve ever seen,” Nyxx murmured with only admiration in her voice. 
 
    “They hold nothing back, your majesty,” Gemma replied in a cold voice. 
 
    I turned to look at the sexy mermaid, and I saw a touch of intimidation in her magenta eyes that made me think she was also a bit afraid of the trio of soldiers. It only made me more curious who they were. 
 
    “Are they… special forces or something?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Gemma said, and she turned away from the carnage below. “Sometimes you find a person who was born to be a soldier. They have a natural coldness to them and a skill for fighting. They’re a good asset to have on your side so long as they also possess a sense of honor and duty. Those three possess all these qualities, and it makes them a particularly intense force for our side.” 
 
    “Do you know them well?” I wondered. 
 
    “Only as their commander,” Gemma replied. “They aren’t particularly social, and they’ve spent most of their time training with one another. That’s their biggest weakness. They struggle to work well with others outside their group of three. They’re brothers, you see, and they experienced a hard childhood from what I understand. It hardened them and bonded them.” 
 
    “I’m glad they’re on our side,” I sighed. 
 
    “As am I, your majesty,” Gemma agreed. 
 
    But then the fighting came to a sudden halt when a booming sound rang out in the city. 
 
    The noise of two hundred trumpets blared through the city so loud I could see the waves of sound as they blasted through the water. The enemy forces came to an immediate stop, and it took my troops a second longer to pause and look around at their commanders for orders. The deadly trio of brothers were the last to halt their actions, but they stopped before they felled another enemy. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “They’re calling for a temporary truce, your majesty,” Gemma said. “They want to negotiate.” 
 
    “Stand down, everyone,” I said into the comms device. 
 
    I took a moment to consider my options. It wouldn’t be very diplomatic to slaughter all of the enemy troops when their leaders had requested a temporary truce to try and negotiate without bloodshed. If I was a citizen of the Eternal Realm, and I heard my king had mowed down an army that was told to stand down, I’d be pissed. All my faith and trust in that king would be shattered. 
 
    I had to see what they wanted to say. 
 
    Plus, even the Kraken had obeyed the trumpets and stopped demolishing the buildings. Besides, if negotiations went poorly or failed completely, I now had the confidence that we would win the battle. We’d breached their barricade and made a sizable push toward where I assumed the two lords were holed up. 
 
    So I had hope that we could end this with only two more lives being lost. The only two lives that had been doomed before we’d even begun. 
 
    Just as I decided to accept the truce, a small voice called up from the bottom of the tower. 
 
    “I’ve a message from Lord Vagin and Lord Crane,” the voice said. “I am unarmed, and I am coming up!”
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 Chapter 14 
 
    Gemma and Nyxx took a defensive position in front of me, and a moment later, a three-foot-tall Näkki scurried up the stairs. The Näkki’s features appeared masculine, though he wore no clothing and seemed to have no genitalia. He was dripping wet and had humanoid legs instead of a tail. 
 
    “I have a message from Lord Vagin and Lord Crane,” the Näkki said as he glanced between the three of us with a nervous look. “Please don’t kill me.” 
 
    “What’s the message?” I asked. 
 
    “Lord Vagin and Lord Crane propose a truce to negotiate terms of surrender,” the Näkki said. “They wish to meet with the false king and end this bloodshed.” 
 
    “Have they made their terms known?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “No,” the Näkki said. 
 
    I looked out over the city and found an open area a bit to the west that looked like it had once been sort of a town green before the stone wall had been constructed. It should serve our purposes, and it would force Lord Crane and Lord Vagin to come out of their protected fortress. 
 
    “Have your lords pull their forces away from that area there,” I said. “I’ll pull mine back, and they will have their meeting.” 
 
    “My lords will be pleased by this,” the Näkki said, and then he scurried back down the stairs before anyone could make another move. 
 
    We waited until we felt sure the messenger had left the tower before we spoke. 
 
    “We should regroup with Firo and Rune before we go to these negotiations,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Nyxx agreed, and she took a moment to restrain the Nykur who was still alive. 
 
    Then we headed down to the bottom of the tower, and Gemma took a moment to fill my body with the merman magic once more. We swam away from the barricades before we headed back around to the command center. 
 
    Firo, Rune, and Gregor were all there waiting for us, and they breathed with relief when we came splashing through the doorway. 
 
    “Have they contacted you with terms, your majesty?” Firo asked. 
 
    “They want to meet with me directly,” I said. “The messenger didn’t have any terms other than that.” 
 
    “Will you meet with them?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “It would look pretty bad if I ignored the call for a truce and just had my troops slaughter theirs. Not very kingly, I don’t think.” 
 
    “Good point,” Rune said with a dry smirk. “Cove would approve.” 
 
    “Yes, he would.” Firo nodded. 
 
    “What do you think they want?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said. “But if there’s any way we can sort this out between us, many lives will be spared today.” 
 
    “Do you intend to negotiate with them?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “I intend to hear what they have to say before I execute them both for treason,” I said. “If I’m going to get any more useful information from them, now’s the time.” 
 
    “You’re not going alone, your majesty,” Firo said, and it was clearly the closest thing to an order the dragon-man would ever give me. 
 
    “I agree,” Gemma said. 
 
    “You should take a full guard with you,” Nyxx added. 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled. 
 
    Gemma and Nyxx shook their heads slightly at me while Rune sighed with relief, and Firo smirked at me. I grinned at them before I turned to Gregor. 
 
    “Get a team of fifty soldiers together to come with us,” I instructed the green-haired merman. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gregor said. “Right away.” 
 
    Then I turned back to Firo and Rune. 
 
    “Where’s the Kraken?” I asked. 
 
    “It stopped rampaging when the trumpets sounded,” Rune reported. “I swear the giant beast looked relieved.” 
 
    “It did,” Firo agreed. 
 
    “According to our troops,” Rune added in a solemn tone, “there were scars on its body.” 
 
    “We suspect it was forced to comply,” Firo said. 
 
    “Fuck,” I sighed. 
 
    I hated to think of the legendary creature being tortured, but at the same time, that left us with a good chance that it could be freed and released without worrying about the beast coming back. 
 
    “Do you really intend to execute them, your majesty?” Jonah asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said in a firm tone. “They’ve committed treason against the crown as well as numerous crimes against the people and creatures of the Eternal Realm. There is no salvation for men as evil as them.” 
 
    “Will you have me at your side, your majesty?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    I knew she was asking if I intended to use a shadow blade to kill them, but I also knew the shadow nymphs as a species would prefer their weapon of choice remain out of the spotlight. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I looked at Gemma. “I intend to appear unarmed until it is time. Will you carry the sword for me, please?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Gemma said. 
 
    We took a few minutes to rest while we waited for Gregor to return, and when he stepped back through the doorway, I nodded at my people. 
 
    “Alright, everyone, let’s go,” I said to Gemma, Nyxx, and Gregor. Then I turned to Rune and Firo. “You two stay here.” 
 
    “Be careful, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    “Do not let your guard down,” Firo cautioned. 
 
    “I won’t,” I assured him. 
 
    Then Gemma placed her palms on me once more, and I felt the warm tingling sensation of her merfolk magic work through my body as Nyxx and Gregor stepped out into the water. Gemma and I followed them, and Gregor’s team of fifty soldiers were swimming there to wait for us. 
 
    I took the lead, and I brought my security team around the southern edge of the city until we came around to the waiting ranks of my soldiers. 
 
    They looked anxious as they waited around without anything to do, and they gazed at me with awe as we went past. Several of them mumbled words of encouragement and loyalty as they parted for me like the Red Sea. 
 
    The open area was just ahead of us, and I spotted the white-haired figure of Lord Crane, and his merfolk tail glistened in a shocking shade of green. He hovered beside a startlingly attractive older male that had to be Lord Vagin. It was odd to see the very human-looking Nykur just floating in the water like it was nothing. I’d come to anticipate fins, tails, or all blue bodies from the ocean dwellers, but Lord Vagin looked weirdly human. His brown hair was slicked back into a tight ponytail that floated in the water behind his head. He floated as easily in the water as if he were standing on the beach enjoying the sunset. 
 
    The both of them had smug looks on their faces, like there was no possible outcome other than their victory, and my stomach churned with disgust. I looked forward to proving them both wrong and putting an end to their miserable lives. 
 
    “Ah, welcome, your majesty,” Lord Crane said in a slick voice as I approached the neutral area of our meeting. 
 
    “We’re so pleased you had enough sense to meet with us,” Lord Vagin added. 
 
    “You look quite odd in that form, though,” Lord Crane laughed. “I must say.” 
 
    I bit my tongue and waited to see what else they would say, but I nodded in my best attempt at a civil greeting. Lord Crane had addressed me as your majesty, so he knew the truth in my right to the throne, even if his accomplice had been spreading lies to their followers. 
 
    “I understand you wish to discuss the terms of your surrender,” I said. 
 
    Lord Crane and Lord Vagin burst into laughter, and I felt acid in my throat. 
 
    “Goodness, no,” Lord Crane laughed. “We’re here to discuss the terms of your surrender, son.” 
 
    I could feel Gemma and Nyxx tense up where they floated just a step behind me on either side, and I silently willed them to remain calm. Not that I needed to, both women were full of honor, and they would never do anything to endanger me during a truce such as this. 
 
    “And what makes you think I intend to surrender?” I asked in a bland voice. 
 
    “Oh, dear, child,” Lord Vagin chuckled. 
 
    He started to swim lazily back and forth like he was pacing casually, and I bit back the rage in my gut at being called a child. It was true that both of them were hundreds or thousands of years older than me, but I was their king. They should show me more respect than that. 
 
    It was easy to despise them, and I bided my time until I had my chance to kill them both. 
 
    “The monarchy of the Eternal Realm has always been doomed to failure,” Lord Vagin said. “It’s not your fault, of course. You’re barely out of infancy, but you see, the system was broken before it was built. Now it’s your responsibility to deal with the consequences.” 
 
    “The system is faulty at its core,” Lord Crane agreed. “If the system worked, we never would have been able to gain the power we have now.” 
 
    They laughed again like it was all some big joke, and I curled my hands into fists as my blood boiled. 
 
    “One man cannot rule the entire world,” Lord Crane laughed. “It’s an impossible feat for the most capable of men, and it has been centuries since we’ve had anyone even close to capable!” 
 
    They laughed once more, and they clutched at their stomachs like the hilarity of it all was too much to bear. 
 
    “As you can see…” Lord Vagin said as he wiped a non-existent tear away from his eye. 
 
    I internally rolled my eyes at the stupid gesture, and I fought the urge to point out that we were completely submerged in the fucking ocean. 
 
    “We have the north quite under control here,” Lord Vagin continued. “We’d be willing to allow you to continue your little farce of a monarchy in what the humans call The United States, so long as you sign a decree that the oceans are returned to us.” 
 
    Lord Vagin gestured at himself like Vana White, and he smiled with a smugness that I longed to slap off his face. 
 
    “We’ll settle with that,” Lord Crane said. “For now, at least.” 
 
    They cackled again with far more humor than the situation warranted. 
 
    “Call it a consolation prize,” Lord Vagin chortled. 
 
    “Give up on the rest,” Lord Crane agreed. “It’s not worth your time, and you’d just make a horrible mess of it all anyway.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. 
 
    I could almost taste the shock that rolled off Gemma and Nyxx in waves, and Lord Crane and Lord Vagin both looked at me with surprised and curious expressions. 
 
    “Of course we are,” Lord Crane said. 
 
    “I will say, though,” Lord Vagin chuckled. “I’m surprised to hear you acknowledge it.” 
 
    “So, we’ll call the North American continent yours, and–” 
 
    “No.” I grinned with only my eyes. “You’re only right about one thing. The system has broken down.” 
 
    Lord Crane and Lord Vagin stared at me with confusion, and I continued before they could say anything. 
 
    “It’s not broken because of how it was built,” I said. “Cracks formed because previous kings became complacent. They were too willing to turn their eyes away from those cracks when they were small, and paranormals like you took advantage of that.” 
 
    Lord Crane visibly rolled his eyes while Lord Vagin chortled. 
 
    “No one man can rule it all,” Lord Vagin scoffed. “The world is too large–” 
 
    “My predecessors allowed your regions to become too isolated and neglected.” I interrupted. “So neglected that the two of you were able to usurp so much power. There were problems in the past, and they were ignored or missed, but I will do what’s right for the people of your regions.” 
 
    Lord Crane started to look a bit less sure in the presence of my confidence, but Lord Vagin’s smug smirk remained firmly in place. 
 
    “Oh, you silly boy–” Lord Vagin started to say. 
 
    “Silence,” I hissed with all the menace I could muster as I moved forward in threat. 
 
    There was the tiniest spark of uncertainty in Lord Vagin’s brown eyes, and his smile faded just a few degrees. 
 
    “It is possible for one man to rule the entirety of the Eternal Realm,” I practically growled the words. “Here I am, living proof of it. I’m fucking doing it already. I’ve found you out.” 
 
    Lord Crane leaned back just a bit as if he was afraid of my voice, and even Lord Vagin’s smug attitude had deflated significantly. 
 
    “You’ve caused plenty of damage, it’s true.” I scowled. “But now that the festering wounds you’ve created have come to the light, I will purge your disease from these regions. I will cleanse your evilness from the oceans, and I will set right what you have broken.” 
 
    I paused for a moment to let the intensity of my words sink in, and I felt the ranks of my soldiers behind me straighten in a collective stance of agreement. They would follow me through any battle no matter the cost, and my heart filled with gratitude for their support. 
 
    “Evil men like yourselves might gain power and support through lies, fear, and manipulation,” I said, and I let a bit of pity into my voice because I knew it would piss them off. “But true power comes from real loyalty, and that’s what I have.” 
 
    The lines of the enemy soldiers weakened as I continued to speak, and by this point, hundreds of them dropped their weapons. Dozens of the opposing soldiers in the back tried to flee, but I caught sight of my soldiers making chase. I knew none would escape. 
 
    “No region will fall into evil hands ever again,” I vowed. “Not as long as I’m king, and I intend to set up new, expanded systems to make sure no region ever slips through the cracks again.” 
 
    “And what’s to become of us?” Lord Vagin asked in a disgusted tone, and then he spit my title at me like it burned his tongue. “Your majesty?” 
 
    I paused and let the question of their fate hang in the water for a moment, and I stared hard into both of their eyes before I answered. 
 
    While I let them stew in the fear of my impending decision, I took a moment to reach out and touch their minds. I was curious if either of them had a power that would keep the Cetus and Lady Rain from dying despite old age and lack of food. 
 
    Lord Crane’s mind was pretty open, which surprised me, and I felt no trace of the slippery residue from Rhaiden’s powers, so the white-haired merman was working fully of his own accord. His mind was an oddly empty thing, though, like a huge room with a single chair and TV in it. The space obviously served a useful purpose, but there were no frills or excesses in sight. 
 
    Then I sensed a trace of green-tinted magic in the center of the large mental expanse, and I prodded it gently. It wobbled and reacted to my mental pushing like Jell-O. I couldn’t tell what the magic was capable of, but I did know it wasn’t especially strong. I started to get the feeling that Lord Crane had only been able to gain power here through a combination of removing Lady Rain and relying on Rhaiden’s manipulations of the citizens. 
 
    Shit. That still left me with no answers as to how the Cetus and Lady Rain had been… preserved, so to speak. 
 
    I turned my mind to Lord Vagin, and his mind firmly blocked me out like an impenetrable wall. It was cold, hard, and gave off a dark brown color like bricks. I prodded at the edges of his mind, and the brown-haired Nykur narrowed his eyes at me like he knew what I was doing. 
 
    That was good enough for me to confirm Lord Vagin’s ability to create strong magical barriers. In my experience, a person’s magic was often similar in some way to the presence and presentation of their mind, but this also left him as a non-option in terms of solving the mystery surrounding the Cetus. 
 
    I glared at the two of them as I pulled my mind back into myself, straightened my shoulders, and braced myself for the inevitable backlash my next statement would receive. 
 
    “Your punishment will be death,” I said in a frigid tone of voice before I spoke loud enough for both armies to hear. “For treason against the crown and crimes against the Eternal Realm, I hereby sentence you both to die.” 
 
    The backlash was swift. 
 
    All around me, Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s soldiers rushed forward to surround their lords, but I had brought enough of my own forces. The merfolk and sea nymphs on my side moved forward just a fraction of a second later, and the two forces clashed in the waters all around us. 
 
    A select few actually made it through to try and defend their leaders. 
 
    Gemma halted a Nykur guard who’d thrown himself between me and Lord Crane. Then she held the points of her tridents to the enemy guard’s neck, and he made the smart choice to drop his sword and keep his life. But the guard who’d gone to Lord Vagin’s rescue wasn’t so smart. 
 
    The frog-faced Vodyanoy who’d put himself between me and the brown-haired Nykur refused to back down even when Gregor got his sword into a lethal position. The enemy guard stubbornly glared at Gregor with hideous red eyes as he gripped his sword tight in his hands. 
 
    “You will go through me,” the Vodyanoy guard said. 
 
    “I will,” Gregor growled, and he ruthlessly pierced the Vodyanoy’s rib cage with his blade. 
 
    The bulging red eyes of the frog-faced paranormal rolled back in his head, and finally he sank to the ocean floor. 
 
    Now, the clashing of forces directly around us seemed to slow in their combat. I could practically feel the final few who were left fighting losing all hope and drive to continue defending the two men I’d sentenced to death. 
 
    Gemma, Gregor, and my other closest guards glared at the enemy forces as if daring them to keep trying, and only two more soldiers managed to swim forward with determined but bleak expressions. 
 
    They put themselves directly in front of Lord Crane and Lord Vagin. Their show of dutiful bravery must have emboldened the others, because three more enemy soldiers bolted between our sides. 
 
    I rolled my eyes slightly as they were quickly cut down by Gregor, Gemma, and their soldiers. About six more tried the same thing before finally, the point was made clear that we would go through whoever stood in our way. 
 
    A pile of corpses rested on the ocean floor, and I arched an eyebrow at the remaining enemy guards beyond the solid barricade of my own soldiers. 
 
    Not a damn one of them moved a muscle this time. 
 
    “Cowards,” Lord Vagin spat with bitterness. 
 
    I held out my hand toward Gemma, and the mermaid commander slipped my sword into my palm. Then it was as simple as cleaning house. I swam forward, and in the next second, I pierced the point of my blade clean through the center of Lord Vagin’s chest. 
 
    His face was a mask of horror and shock as I ripped my blade free and dealt the same fate to Lord Crane. Their blood seeped out into the water as their lives slowly slipped away, and in a matter of seconds, both bodies sank to the ocean floor. 
 
    It wasn’t quite as dramatic or messy as my first pair of executions, but there was a pleasant symmetry to the act that sat beside the sense of justice in my chest. 
 
    As soon as Lord Vagin’s body sank to the sea floor, the barricade behind him rippled, and the remaining parts of the magical force field cracked like shattered glass. The pieces exploded outward in a shockwave of magical energy that sent a tidal wave through the ocean that knocked everyone off balance. I worked to right myself in the water, and I wondered how far away it would be felt by others. 
 
    There was a short pause of shock from the opposing army’s soldiers before the fact of what I’d done seemed to hit them. Then all hell broke loose, and paranormals from every part of Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s army started to flee. 
 
    “Gemma,” I said in a deathly quiet voice. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gemma said, but her soldiers were already doing what I would have commanded them to do. 
 
    Hundreds of merfolk and sea nymphs from my forces chased after the enemies who’d tried to flee, and they didn’t get far. The soldiers who’d remained had dropped their weapons and put their hands up in surrender. 
 
    “Arrest them all,” I said with a tired sigh. “We’ll sort out levels of guilt and appropriate punishments later.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gemma and Nyxx both responded. 
 
    Then the two sexy fighters moved in opposite directions. 
 
    Gemma moved over to where the squadron leaders were gathered while their soldiers captured all of the opposing forces. Nyxx hurried to the nearest bubble building’s exterior doorway, and I figured the shadow nymphs would focus on securing the interiors of the bubble buildings. 
 
    I didn’t really have to worry about my staff not knowing what to do next. They knew what I wanted done, and I knew they would find the most efficient and effective ways to go about it. They were like a well-oiled machine, and they would complete their tasks well. 
 
    Gregor hovered nearby with Henter and Wist, and I figured Gemma had put them on guard duty while she handled more specific duties. 
 
    I floated around for a bit longer as I watched the organized chaos as my troops captured and detained most of the fleeing soldiers. There were some who resisted, and they were killed quickly. I couldn’t bring myself to feel bad about it, though. They’d seen what I was capable of, and they knew what they risked by making that choice. 
 
    After several minutes, maybe a hundred enemy soldiers chose that fate. By then, the futility of trying to fight back became clear, and the remaining paranormals began to surrender to my forces. 
 
    “Good,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    I didn’t revel in taking the lives of those who didn’t fully deserve it, though I knew it was necessary at times. I much preferred for them to surrender and possibly be punished and redeemed for their actions in all of this. 
 
    The Nykur we’d captured in the tower had proved that Lord Vagin had lied to at least some of the paranormals in his vast region, and I had hope that when they learned the truth, they would seek to right the wrongs they’d contributed to. 
 
    Gemma swam back over to me a short time later with a tired but pleased look on her beautiful face. 
 
    “We’ve detained or eliminated most of the enemy forces, your majesty,” Gemma reported. “My soldiers will continue working until every last one of them is found.” 
 
    “Good,” I sighed. “Are there any more survivors of Rhaiden’s control?” 
 
    “We’ve found none besides Lady Rain, your majesty,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Okay, that’s good.” I nodded as I thought about what would come next. “I want to arrange a team to stay in Niernan. Maybe two teams. One to help the merfolk and sea nymphs to rebuild their city, and another to help demolish what’s left of the stone barricade.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, your majesty,” Gemma said, and there was warmth in her magenta eyes as she gazed at me. “I’ll arrange for two teams. It may also be a good idea to leave a security team behind until you have the opportunity to appoint a new representative.” 
 
    “I was thinking that, too,” I said with a slight nod. “There’s a vacuum of power here now, and that’s exactly the kind of thing I promised I wouldn’t let fall through the cracks.” 
 
    I pulled out my comms device as I had an idea. 
 
    “Rune,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty?” Rune answered immediately. 
 
    “Contact Lord Finn and the other representatives of the ocean regions,” I said. “Have them compile a list of potential candidates to fill the open spot here in Niernan. I also want to categorize all the species in Lord Vagin’s former region. No more of this one representative per region bullshit. I need to know the population sizes of the areas.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said, and I could hear him typing rapidly as he spoke. “Shall I have similar information gathered for other regions as well?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I want a complete list of every representative, how long they’ve served, and an accurate data set on the paranormals in their regions. We’ve got some overhauling to do.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    “Would you consider reappointing Lady Rain, your majesty?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “I think that depends entirely on her recovery,” I sighed. “If she makes a full recovery and wants to take up her position again, I don’t see any immediate reason why she shouldn’t be given the opportunity. But we’ll need someone else in the meantime. It’s only been a few weeks since Rhaiden’s hold was loosened, and I suspect there’s a lot more healing ahead for the survivors.” 
 
    Gemma nodded thoughtfully and heaved a sigh as she looked around the city. 
 
    “I want to commend those three soldiers, as well,” I said. “Is there some kind of medal or honor that merfolk use?” 
 
    “We have something similar to the human medal of valor,” Gemma explained. “Would you like to honor them with that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I believe their fighting today was vital in forcing Lord Crane and Lord Vagin into calling for a truce, which directly led to countless lives being saved. In fact, the whole team that broke through the wall should be honored.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gemma said with a small smile that told me she agreed with my decision. “I will see to it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    I glanced around at the dead soldiers from both sides, Lord Crane and Lord Vagin had far more losses than we had, but there were still a few hundred deceased to deal with. 
 
    “What’s the traditional merfolk and sea nymph way to care for the dead?” I asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Their bodies will be returned to the ocean,” Gemma murmured as she offered a solemn salute to the fallen. “My troops will attend to them, your majesty.” 
 
    “Returned to the ocean?” I asked as I pictured their half-rotted paranormal bodies being scooped up by human fishing nets. “What does that mean exactly?” 
 
    “It’s similar to human burial, your majesty,” Gemma assured me. “We use stones rather than soil, though.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” I sighed. 
 
    “Is there anything else you want us to focus on, your majesty?” Gemma asked in an affectionate tone. 
 
    “I don’t think–” My words caught in my throat as an enormous tentacle suddenly thrust around the base of a nearby stone building. “Ah, fuck!”
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 Chapter 15 
 
    Screams and shrieks of terror echoed through the crowd as the Kraken came around to the battlefield. It glared at me with one huge yellow eye as it crawled forward on its massive tentacles. 
 
    If I’d been breathing, I would have gasped with horror, but instead, all the fear turned my spine into ice. I was trapped in the Kraken’s yellow gaze, and I couldn’t tell if it was pissed or relieved or hungry. 
 
    Gemma thrust herself in front of me and raised her trident in a defensive position, but there was a large mental presence coming off the Kraken that reminded me of the earth elementals I’d faced in the Philippines. It was like the giant beast was pushing its mind out to me to try and communicate, and I put a hand on Gemma’s shoulder. 
 
    “Wait,” I whispered. 
 
    Gemma looked over her shoulder at me like I was insane. 
 
    The Kraken had stopped about ten feet in front of us, and it hadn’t smashed any more buildings on its way over to me. In fact, the massive creature seemed to have moved very carefully through the city. 
 
    “Your majesty–” Gemma protested. 
 
    “Just wait a second,” I murmured in a reassuring voice. 
 
    I gently nudged Gemma until she moved aside, and I swam forward to meet the Kraken. 
 
    “You’re not here to hurt me,” I said. 
 
    I mentally stretched myself out to touch the legendary creature’s mind, and its yellow eye softened as we connected. 
 
    Much like the earth elementals, there was no language to speak of, but I could feel a huge surge of emotion and instinctual need. 
 
    The Kraken was relieved. 
 
    “And… sorry,” I murmured out loud as the surprising realization struck me. 
 
    The Kraken shared with me a sense of remembering sorrow and pain and anger, and through its mind, I could see the warped image of Rhaiden, Lord Crane, and Lord Vagin’s faces. They had brutalized the Cetus in front of the Kraken and used the Grecian beast’s mistreatment to keep the Kraken in line. 
 
    Then the legendary creature shared with me the image of my confrontation with the merman and Nykur. The memory was tinged with equal parts fear and hope, and then utter, overwhelming relief came when the Kraken recalled the moment of their executions. 
 
    “You were trapped,” I muttered. 
 
    The Kraken blinked its huge yellow eye at me as its massive tentacles drooped, and a powerful wave of exhaustion rolled off its mind. 
 
    I nodded in understanding as our minds continued to tangle. It was indescribable, sensing the sheer weight and complexity of its mental space. I’d heard all sorts of pirate tales of this mythical being, but not a damn one of them did it justice. Never in my life could I have imagined the depth of feeling this so-called monster was capable of, and it truly floored me for a long, quiet minute. I could barely remember to blink through it all, but a swell of pride slowly sifted through every inch of my body as I stood gazing into the legendary face of the Kraken. 
 
    I was its king, as much as I was king of all other paranormals. And here it was, meeting me without any aggression or hostility. 
 
    Only gratitude. 
 
    Then the Kraken turned and began to swim away, and it left behind a soft feeling of peace. 
 
    “What just happened?” Gemma asked in an astonished voice. 
 
    I blinked rapidly as I suddenly remembered how many hundreds of paranormals surrounded me right now. 
 
    “It was just as much a victim of their crimes as everyone else,” I mumbled with amazement. 
 
    “Was it under Rhaiden’s control?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “They’d tortured the Cetus in front of it. They kept the Kraken under their control through fear of the same fate.” 
 
    “Horrible,” Gemma grumbled and grimaced. 
 
    “I think it was thanking me,” I hummed. “I felt huge amounts of relief and gratitude coming off the Kraken’s mind.” 
 
    I glanced around the crowd and saw that the first reaction of fear had faded completely, and now the paranormals of Niernan gazed after the Kraken with wonder and awe. 
 
    “You saved it,” Gemma murmured with admiration. 
 
    “That was the plan,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You’re incredible, King Michael,” Gemma laughed as she turned back to me. 
 
    She paused for a split second before she threw her arms around me and kissed me on the lips. She felt incredible in my arms, and I pulled her close to me for a lengthy victory kiss. 
 
    Normally, I’d have to take a break during any great make-out session to take a deep breath, but in my current merman form, I could continue to keep my mouth sealed on Gemma’s. The salty ocean water added an extra flavor to our kiss that reminded me of the heady scent of sex, and it was possibly the most arousing kiss of my life. 
 
    “Praise King Michael!” someone in the crowd shouted. “Savior of Niernan!” 
 
    “Liberator of the Kraken!” another voice cheered. “King Michael has freed us all!” 
 
    More voices joined in the cheers, and in a matter of seconds, there was a huge collective of voices shouting praise for my work here. Sound was odd in the water, and the strange, warped, and muffled qualities were magnified by so many voices coming together. I felt it deep in my eardrums like a booming bass drum, and it was almost uncomfortable in its intensity. Still, I had to admit, I loved the praise, and it felt good to know I had helped these people. 
 
    But I hadn’t done it alone. 
 
    I raised my hands as I swam forward to address the crowd, and everyone grew silent to hear what I had to say. 
 
    “Thank you,” I called in a loud voice, though the water muffled my words, and I worried only a few would be able to hear me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Wist appeared suddenly with a strange object in his hands. “Try this.” 
 
    He handed me a large conch shell-shaped device that was something between a megaphone and a giant shell. It was light in my hands, and I could tell it had been made from a fabricated material like plastic or resin. 
 
    “It will magnify your voice,” Wist clarified as I stared with confusion. “It’s how Lord Crane and Lord Vagin announced your presence in the city.” 
 
    “Oh…” I murmured with interest as I turned the device over in my hand. “That’s cool. Thank you, Wist.” 
 
    The pale merman nodded politely before he swam out of the way. 
 
    I held the device up to my mouth, and Wist gave me a tiny nod of encouragement. 
 
    “Thank you!” I said in my normal voice, and the sound boomed out over the city. “But I did not free this city by myself! Commander Gemma, Major Gregor, Firo, Nyxx, and every soldier here today deserve your gratitude as well!” 
 
    Another long chorus of cheers and praise ripped through the ocean, and I waited for the paranormals to quiet down on their own. 
 
    “There’s a lot of work to be done to bring your city up to what it should be,” I announced. “I’ve arranged for several teams to stay here in Niernan to help you rebuild the city and repair the damage.” 
 
    Another series of cheers worked through the crowd. 
 
    “And there’s something we can begin right now!” I shouted, and I swam over to the barricade. “Let’s tear this wall down to nothing!” 
 
    That statement received the largest and loudest applause of all, and soldiers and citizens alike swam forward with swords, tridents, shovels, and what looked like sledgehammers. No one seemed quite sure where to make the first swing, and I looked around for a sledgehammer. 
 
    A burly sea nymph who was the shade of the evening sky offered me his tool, and I nodded my thanks as I took the hefty weapon into my hands. Then I hauled it back over my shoulder and swung the head straight down onto the top of the stone walls. 
 
    “Yaaah!” I roared as the vibration of the strike raced up my arms. 
 
    Even my teeth clattered, but the mortar between the stones cracked and crumbled beneath the blow. I could almost feel the amazement in the crowd before I turned around to look at everyone.  
 
    The paranormals stared back at me with wonder in their eyes for a solid three seconds before everyone rushed forward with their own tools. Metal items of every sort started to tear down the wall bit by bit, starting with the crushing blow of my first strike. Another group formed further west where my team had first broken through the wall, and that area was disassembled quickly. 
 
    I moved back to hover nearby with Gemma, and we watched as the rest of the barricade began to turn into rubble alongside the broken bits that had turned the war in our favor. Work groups quickly formed, and the strongest citizens wielded the sledgehammers and breaking tools, while others picked up shovels and began to move the debris away from the center of the city. A long bucket brigade style line formed, and larger stones were passed from merfolk to sea nymphs until they were handed off and dumped outside the city limits. 
 
    Gemma, Gregor, and I watched with amazement for a while as the citizens of Niernan tore down the wall faster than we could have anticipated. Victory had renewed the will of the citizens of Niernan, and it was like they had something to live and fight for now. Things for these paranormals had been so bleak and hopeless for so long, and now they saw their homes and lives within their reach. It was like the wall was the last hurdle between them and peace, and they didn’t waste any time or effort breaking through it now. 
 
    It was so satisfying to watch the wall come down piece by piece. My people were quite literally taking their homes back from the beings who had oppressed and divided them for years. The citizens of Niernan had been locked out of the heart of their city, and finally, they were able to take it back. 
 
    As I watched them work, I was taken aback by the resilience of people to withstand such horrors and still be able to come back and find purpose and the capacity for hope. It made me feel great honor and a sense of humbleness to be the king of such incredible beings. 
 
    I longed to push forward and track down whoever was left in this world with a desire to harm others. I wanted to go on a spree of vengeance to protect my people and the goodness of the world. 
 
    And that’s exactly what I was going to do, but I would do it smart. My team and I would plan and investigate and have every bit of details we could get our hands on. I vowed to myself that not a single person or paranormal would be put at risk by my actions. 
 
    After a while, Henter swam over to us and passed on a report from Nyxx. She was still inside the bubble parts of the city assessing the newly unlocked areas. None of Lord Crane or Lord Vagin’s soldiers remained within the walls, but they had located other paranormals. 
 
    “They’re like prisoners of war, your majesty,” Henter said. “They were held captive in the representatives’ houses and forced to serve them.” 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked. “And what kind of paranormals are they?” 
 
    “Mostly merfolk and sea nymphs, your majesty,” Henter answered. “Though we found a Nykur and a Näkki as well.” 
 
    Fresh anger started to build up in my spine, and I gritted my teeth against the urge to bring the lords back to life just to punch them in their fucking faces. 
 
    “Nyxx has set up a temporary med tent area for them nearby,” Henter continued, and he turned to wave an old mermaid forward. “This is Kinny, she says she was held captive to act as Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s housekeeper.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Kinny said in a voice that cracked with emotion, and tears welled in her silver-blue eyes. “Thank you, thank you! You’ve released us from a horrible fate.” 
 
    “It’s my responsibility to look after every member of the Eternal Realm,” I assured her in a soft voice. “I only wish your situation had never come to this. If you’re up for it, I would like to know what you can tell me about Lord Crane and Lord Vagin.” 
 
    “It will do my old bones good to help a leader such as yourself, your majesty,” Kinny said in a determined tone. 
 
    “Henter said you and the others were held captive?” I asked in a gentle tone. 
 
    I had to assume Kinny had been through something horrible, and I didn’t want to dig at fresh wounds unnecessarily. But any information this old mermaid was able to provide me with would help me going forward. There was still plenty of reason to believe there were more of Rhaiden’s friends out there plotting against me. 
 
    The Goddess had shown me at least one other paranormal in the memories she’d shared with me, and there was still the chance there were others even beyond that. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Kinny said. “Lord Crane and Lord Vagin threatened our families to keep us obedient. They said Mr. Rhaiden would force them to do unspeakable things that would get them executed. We had to obey to keep our loved ones safe.” 
 
    Kinny’s chin started to quiver, and the wrinkles around her silver-blue eyes pulled tight as she started to cry. 
 
    “Please forgive us, your majesty,” Kinny wept. “We didn’t want to help them. We didn’t want to serve them, but we saw no other choice!” 
 
    “Shhhh,” I soothed, and I touched her frail shoulder gently. “It’s okay. I understand, and you’re not in trouble. I’m not here to punish you for doing what you had to to survive. I’m here to help, and I want to know what you can tell me about any visitors Lord Crane and Lord Vagin may have had.” 
 
    “They had many visitors over the years, your majesty,” Kinny said in a tearful and confused voice. 
 
    “Were there any who came regularly?” I asked. “Maybe from faraway regions?” 
 
    Kinny’s old face concentrated for a moment as she tried to pull out the information I sought. 
 
    “There was a man…” Kinny said slowly. “We never saw him, but he came often enough that his voice was familiar. He spoke with an accent I’m not sure of. It sounded… perhaps Russian?” 
 
    Henter swam nearby, and I could see him making mental notes about this information. Which was fine by me. The dark merman had proven himself helpful and trustworthy so far, and I’d be glad to have him on our priority team. 
 
    “Do you know what kind of paranormal he was?” I asked. 
 
    “I never saw him, your majesty,” Kinny said with an apologetic shake of her head. “I suspect he was an ocean dweller of some kind. He often spoke of ocean currents and tides like he was very familiar with them. It’s not something people of the land take much notice of, in my experience.” 
 
    “Do you remember anything else he said that might be important?” I asked. “Anything about the plans they had, or the people involved?” 
 
    “They spoke about poor Lady Rain sometimes,” Kinny said, and her face contorted with heartache. “This other man spoke of a power he held over her…” 
 
    “A power over Lady Rain?” I asked to make sure I had heard her correctly. 
 
    This could be exactly the information we needed to tell us what we were up against next. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Kinny confirmed. “He spoke about the Cetus, too, and how… ‘the beast wouldn’t last much longer’ even with this power he held.” 
 
    I glanced up and caught Henter’s look of shock, and I gave him a tiny nod of agreement. 
 
    That was about all the proof I needed to be sure this possibly Russian paranormal had a power to keep beings alive well beyond a state that should have killed them. The answers to our questions were only bringing up more questions, though. 
 
    I still needed to know who this necromancer-style asshole was, where he came from, and how he was involved. Plus, it was possible he had others trapped in states like Lady Rain, and there were plenty of other legendary creatures he could have locked in his grip. 
 
    The questions spiraled in my mind, and in a matter of seconds I was trapped in a tornado of uncertainties. 
 
    “Did they say anything else about this power?” I asked. 
 
    “Lord Vagin joked about it sometimes,” Kinny said. “He claimed it was like a freezer for the mind and body. It would lock a person or creature in time. I overheard him and Lord Crane laughing one night…” 
 
    Kinny was quiet for a moment, and a look of fear came over her face. I placed a reassuring hand on her bony shoulder and waited for a moment. 
 
    “Go on,” I urged her gently. 
 
    “They were joking about Lady Rain,” Kinny finally muttered. “They laughed and called her a preserved pot roast. I’m not sure what a pot roast is, your majesty, but it didn’t sound like a compliment.” 
 
    It made my blood boil to think of the two dead bastards laughing about Lady Rain’s torture. They were the kind of people who would get joy from watching a train wreck and seeing all the carnage, and I wanted to crush them into dust under the power I wielded. 
 
    I forced myself to mentally take a breath, and I longed for a deep sigh of real air. 
 
    “Thank you, Kinny,” I said once I had my anger in check. “Your information has been very helpful.” 
 
    “I hope so, your majesty,” Kinny said. “We will never be able to thank you enough for what you’ve done here in Niernan.” 
 
    “I take my responsibilities very seriously,” I assured her. “So long as I live, I will not allow this kind of tragedy to happen again.” 
 
    I wanted to vow to the kind old mermaid right that moment that I would seek out every person guilty in this mess, including this Russian paranormal she’d overheard, but that wasn’t what she needed right now. 
 
    Kinny needed kindness and support, and to know she and the others were safe. She didn’t need to hear about how there were still who knew how many evil men with too much power out there for me to track down. 
 
    “You and the others are safe now,” I promised instead. “I’m going to leave a security team here in Niernan as well as the work teams to help rebuild the city. I’ve already got my most-trusted representatives compiling a list of potential replacements to fill Lady Rain’s spot.” 
 
    “Oh, poor Lady Rain,” Kinny muttered in a dejected tone. “She was such a kind and hardworking mermaid. She is sorely missed.” 
 
    Kinny’s use of past tense caught my attention, and I realized the paranormals of Niernan probably didn’t know Lady Rain was still alive. I considered telling her right then that Lady Rain had been rescued, but I didn’t want to give out false hope. I had almost no information about Lady Rain’s condition, or if she would survive. I decided to wait until I knew she would live before I released the knowledge of her recovery. 
 
    “If there’s anything you or the others need,” I said. “Please don’t hesitate to ask. I intend to do whatever needs to be done to help you all return to a peaceful and prosperous life.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Kinny said in a tiny voice. “Thank you…” 
 
    I started to feel the sudden need to breathe, and I knew my merman transformation was coming to a quick end. Henter must have seen it in my eyes because he moved forward to lead Kinny away, and I started swimming toward the closest bubble doorway. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Gemma’s voice was filled with concern as she called after me. 
 
    I tried to suck in as much oxygen from the ocean as I could, but I didn’t think it was a voluntary action like breathing could be. I forced myself through the doorway just as my legs started to return, and I sucked in a sharp breath as my lungs began to burn. 
 
    A shadow nymph guard appeared from the darkness in the bubble tunnel, and he leaned down to check on me. 
 
    “Your majesty, are you hurt?” the shadow nymph asked in a raspy voice. 
 
    “No,” I gasped and shook my head. “Just… out of… breath.” 
 
    The splashing sound of someone else following me into the bubble tunnel caught my attention, and I turned to see Gemma just as her toes finished forming. She crouched right beside me with a frown between her blue eyebrows. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gemma said with worry clear in her voice. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and took a deep breath. “The transformation ends pretty fast.” 
 
    “It’s the biggest downside of the magic,” Gemma said in an apologetic tone. “I don’t know how to adjust it, or even if that’s something I can do.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I felt it coming on that time.” 
 
    “Did you speak with the mermaid we’d discovered in the representative’s house?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Kinny,” I said as I pushed myself to my feet. 
 
    I wobbled just a little and realized it felt weird to stand up on two legs again. There was an instinctual state of relaxation that came along with the merman tail, and I must have gotten used to it during the last few hours. 
 
    “She basically confirmed that someone has the power to put beings into a state of suspension,” I said. “She spoke of a male voice with a Russian accent. Someone who used to visit Lord Crane and Lord Vagin regularly and from far away. She was pretty sure he was an ocean paranormal, but that was about all she could tell me.” 
 
    “Damn,” Gemma sighed. “I had hoped Lord Crane and Lord Vagin had been it.” 
 
    “That would have been nice,” I said in a wry voice. “But no, there’s more to do. Have Gregor and his team question the other captives from the representative’s house about what they heard. One of them may have seen this guy. A physical description, a region, a name, fuck, even a species will be helpful.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Have them do it gently, though,” I amended. “These paranormals have been through hell. We don’t want to make things worse for them in our pursuit of information.” 
 
    “I will assign them to work side by side with the healers, your majesty,” Gemma said. “We’re going to have a team arriving tomorrow from Salirius City to aid the people here. There are just too many of them to move.” 
 
    “It makes more sense to bring the healers here.” I nodded. “That way we can keep the people in their homes. Good call.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to the command center, your majesty,” Gemma said. “We should eat something.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I sighed, and I realized I had no idea of the last time I really ate anything. 
 
    I’d been shoving bits of protein and carbs into my mouth when I had a moment in the middle of an intel meeting or on the way from point A to point B, but I hadn’t eaten a real meal in a while. 
 
    The shadow nymph guard stayed close by as we moved through the bubble tunnel toward the command center, and I was greeted by relieved looks from my whole team. 
 
    Firo, Rune, Nyxx, and Jonah all welcomed me back with varying degrees of exuberance. 
 
    “That was incredible, your majesty,” Rune chattered with excitement for a moment as he replayed the course of the execution in a series of mimicked actions. “Then boom! Justice!” 
 
    “Thank you, Rune,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Mm,” Firo grunted slightly, but there was a firm look of admiration and pride on his stern face. 
 
    “Your training kept me alive today,” I assured him. 
 
    “Yes.” Firo nodded as if that wasn’t news to him at all, but then the corner of his mouth quirked up in a little grin. “Well done.” 
 
    Nyxx walked over and wrapped her shadowy arms around me in a hug, and I felt her breath against my ear as the strangely soft yet solid presence of her shadows brushed across me. 
 
    “You were a strong king today, your majesty,” Nyxx whispered in a sultry tone. “It was really sexy.” 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed as I gave her a kiss before she could escape my arms. 
 
    Her lips felt cool under mine in her shadow form, and I was reminded of the first time I touched her. It felt like she could slip right out of my arms in the blink of an eye, and I briefly wondered what it would be like to fuck her in this form. Then I snapped myself back to the present since I still very much had members of my army around me. 
 
    “It was an honor to be here to witness history, your majesty,” Jonah said from several feet away. “I only wish I could have done more to help.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I chuckled. “You’ll have plenty to do here in Niernan now. I believe these bubble buildings are ready to be completed now. Spare no expense, give the paranormals the city they deserve.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Jonah mumbled with amazement in his gray eyes. “Thank you.” 
 
    A shadow nymph guard hurried in with Gregor, and they both hesitated slightly as they passed Nyxx and Gemma. The pair came to stand right before me, and I could tell by the strange looks on their faces that they had something interesting to tell me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gregor started in an odd tone. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s a group amassing outside, your majesty,” the shadow nymph said. 
 
    “A group of who?” I asked with instant concern, and I wondered if some nearby rebels had somehow suddenly arrived on the scene seeking justice for the executed lords. “Subjects or enemies?” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gregor said in an almost reverent tone. “They’re haljita.” 
 
    My eyebrows furrowed together as I tried to bring up any memory around the unfamiliar word, but I couldn’t remember reading anything about a species with that name. 
 
    Meanwhile, everyone else in the room seemed to be in varying states of shock after hearing this announcement. 
 
    “Haljita, that’s…” Gemma murmured with disbelief. “But they never travel in groups.” 
 
    “I assure you, Commander,” Gregor said, and his eyes were wide with astonishment. “There are dozens of them gathering together outside, and there are more approaching from the northeast.” 
 
    “Go back,” I said with confusion. “Who are the haljita? I haven’t read anything about them.” 
 
    “They’re a rare and strange being,” Firo said with interest. “Commander Gemma is right, they hardly ever gather in groups larger than three.” 
 
    “But who are they?” I asked again. “Are they dangerous? Are they here to help?” 
 
    “The haljita are beings of immense power, your majesty,” Gemma said as a wondrous smile spread across her face. “They are creatures that aren’t entirely of this plane of existence.” 
 
    My first thought was of Goddess Raeva and her inability to remain on the physical plane for a long period of time due to all the radio signals and Wi-Fi. 
 
    “Like the Goddess?” I asked. “Are they celestial?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Gemma said, and her beautiful face screwed up as she tried to put it into words. “They’re not celestials, but they are connected to another plane of existence the way the Goddess is.” 
 
    “They’re creatures of healing, your majesty,” Firo added. 
 
    “They’ve requested an audience with you, your majesty,” Gregor said with a barely-contained grin. “They say they’re here to aid the honorable King Michael.” 
 
    My eyes lit up as I thought about what their presence could mean. We had thousands of survivors trying to heal from Rhaiden’s mind control, and now a large group of semi-spiritual creatures had shown up practically on my doorstep? 
 
    “Gemma, I need to go and welcome them,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, of course, your majesty,” Gemma said, and she laid her hands on my chest without hesitation. “May I come with you, please?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laughed from surprise. “Of course.” 
 
    I’d never seen Gemma so unsure and excited. She looked utterly starstruck, and it gave me a strong impression of how unique this situation was. I started to feel like the haljita were a rare and beautiful thing, like unicorns in the Harry Potter universe. 
 
    Gemma smiled uncontrollably as she pressed her magic into my body, and the warm tingle took over once more. 
 
    Then Henter swam back into the room and nodded at me to let me know he’d brought Kinny to be with the other captives from the representative’s house. I nodded my thanks, but I was already looking around in search of Nyxx, and she appeared at my side within a split second. 
 
    “Shall I accompany you as well, your majesty?” Nyxx correctly guessed. 
 
    “Yes,” I murmured before I turned to Gregor and Henter. “I’d like you both to accompany us, too.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Gregor replied. 
 
    “Anything for my king,” Henter said with a salute. “But where are we going?” 
 
    “Outside,” I said. “Apparently there’s a gathering of haljita.” 
 
    Henter’s dark eyes lit up with interest at that, and he moved over to join us. 
 
    We headed out into the open water, and the refreshing rush of my transformation was starting to feel familiar. But what still felt completely alien was the lack of sunlight. 
 
    I gazed around at the dim light of the ocean bottom, and I wondered what fucking time it was. I felt like I’d been awake for days at this point, and it was impossible to get a clue as to the time of day without the sun’s guidance. 
 
    Gregor led us around the southern side of the city to the area where I’d executed Lord Crane and Lord Vagin, and there were a few hundred strangely beautiful figures hovering all around. 
 
    They didn’t seem entirely solid, almost like the tentacles of small jellyfish. They glowed softly with blue, green, and yellow lights, and their bodies seemed to almost shift in form. I couldn’t quite get a handle on the shape of the haljita as they rippled almost like mist before me. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” I whispered to Gemma as we swam closer. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” Gemma agreed in an awed tone. “I can’t believe this… I don’t believe anyone has ever seen so many of them gathered together at once…” 
 
    “Never?” I looked at her with wide eyes. “Not even once in all of the Eternal Realm’s history?” 
 
    “Never,” she breathed as her gaze met mine. “And they’re here to see you, Michael.” 
 
    My spine tingled at the weight of this honor, but I maintained my composure as I came to a stop in front of the colorful group of paranormals. 
 
    One of the haljita who glowed with a soft, warm yellow light moved forward to greet us, and I assumed it was the leader of the group. Then I immediately amended the thought when I remembered Firo and Gemma’s comments about how they didn’t gather in groups larger than three. Maybe this yellow haljita was more like the chosen voice of this odd and rare gathering. 
 
    “Are you King Michael?” the yellow haljita asked in a voice that sounded like it came from far away. 
 
    “I am,” I said. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. What’s your name?” 
 
    “We have no names,” the yellow haljita replied in a wispy sort of tone. 
 
    It felt like the being’s words were as ethereal as the haljita, and I wondered if they had genders. The yellow voice of the group didn’t seem to have any defining features, and even their tone of voice was completely androgynous. Perhaps the haljita were an entirely sexless species. 
 
    “You may call me La for the convenience, your majesty.” La bowed their head slightly in a respectful gesture. 
 
    “Thank you, La,” I replied. “My guards informed me you wished to help in some way?” 
 
    “The word of the new human king has reached us from far away,” La explained, and I tried not to look too entirely flattered by this, even though I was still mind blown that this unheard-of gathering was occurring under my reign. “We have heard of the actions of evil in these regions, and we have come to help mend the minds and bodies of all those affected.” 
 
    “I understand you have powerful healing magic,” I said, and I took a moment to look out over the group that was still gaining in numbers. “Is that right?” 
 
    “We haljita have evolved to be one with the waters,” La said in that distant wispy voice. “There is great magic in the oceans, and we can use this strength to heal and mend.” 
 
    The haljita all seemed to nod in agreement as their bodies continued to waver and change before my eyes. I tried to keep track of their bodies for a moment, but it felt like trying to hold water in a sieve. 
 
    “The world has long been torn apart and hurting,” La continued. “We have watched your actions, King Michael, and we believe you have the power to unite all the peoples of this world.” 
 
    “That’s my hope,” I said. 
 
    “Ti was especially impressed with your care of the earth spirits,” La said, and they gestured vaguely to a green haljita nearby. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmured in an awed tone. 
 
    “We have heard of the many survivors in your city,” La said to Gemma. “We believe we can help them return to themselves.” 
 
    There were no words that could describe the sudden, intense relief I felt at hearing these words. The recovery of my subjects had been weighing heavily on me. I’d remained determined to fix things as best I could, but only now did I truly allow myself to believe they could be returned to their previous states. 
 
    At least, I hoped that’s what the haljita were promising. 
 
    Gemma looped her arm through mine and gave me a hopeful look. 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” I said in a grateful tone. “How… does it work? Your magic, I mean?” 
 
    “We excel in healing injuries and sickness of the mind and spirit,” La explained. “It is impossible to put into words with this language.” 
 
    “In English?” I asked. 
 
    “Corporeal,” La corrected. 
 
    “Oh,” I breathed with astonishment. 
 
    They were truly beings of spirit. 
 
    I wondered what their usual language was if not one spoken with lips, tongues, and vocal cords. Perhaps they communicated entirely telepathically, and that’s why they’d selected La to communicate with me on their behalf. 
 
    “I know you’ve come from far away,” I said. “Is there anything I can provide you with? Resources, supplies?” 
 
    I thought for a moment as La’s face wavered before me, and their features arranged into an almost confused expression. 
 
    “Food?” I asked in a blank tone. 
 
    “We require nothing from you but to show us to those who need our help,” La said. 
 
    I stared in amazement at La, Ti, and the multitude of other haljita for a long moment as I wrestled with the shock of what was happening. 
 
    Gemma and Firo had both made it clear the haljita never gathered together like this, but as La and I had spoken, more and more of them had arrived. There had to be at least five hundred of the ethereal creatures all around Niernan now, and it looked like more were still arriving. 
 
    And they were here because of me? 
 
    To help me? 
 
    Holy fucking shit. 
 
    It was impossible to wrap my head around the fact that my actions as king had inspired them to gather together with the desire to help my subjects. There had to have been numerous times in the history of the Eternal Realm that they could have given this kind of aid, but it had never happened before. 
 
    But they’d come for me. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” I murmured in a reverent tone. “Your presence and support are very appreciated.” 
 
    “Where are these lost and broken minds?” La asked as if they wanted to get right to work. 
 
    “Nearly all of them are located in Salirius City,” Gemma answered in a voice that was thick with emotion. 
 
    “We have one such mind here, though,” I corrected, and I whispered to Gemma. “Lady Rain.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma agreed in an emphatic whisper. 
 
    “Lady Rain is a special case,” I explained to La and the other haljita. “She’s here in the city and has been treated with brutality beyond what a person should be able to withstand. She was discarded in a trench nearby and left to wander in the absolute darkness for months. Please take extra special care of her, she’s a mermaid of great importance.” 
 
    “All minds and spirits are of great importance, King Michael,” La said in a polite, matter-of-fact tone. “We will give all our care to every spirit who needs it.” 
 
    “It should be noted…” I hesitated as I tried to figure out how to explain the control the Russian representative might still have over Lady Rain. “She might still be afflicted with an evil kind of magic.” 
 
    “What can you tell me of this magic?” La asked. 
 
    “Someone has the power to put beings into what I’ve been calling a state of suspension,” I explained, and I told La about the Cetus and the state of Lady Rain when we found her. “She looked like she should have starved to death months ago, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s only alive because of that power.” 
 
    “We will do what can be done for her mind and spirit,” La said in an almost reassuringly calm voice. “We will cleanse this magic from her if it lingers still. The physical healing will be up to the individuals.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said again, and I looked at Gemma. “Will you please coordinate a team for them? A point person, so to speak?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Gemma said. “I believe Wist will be an ideal candidate for this role.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said with a smile, and I thought about the merman demonstrating his bioluminescent glow for the ethereal creatures. 
 
    “We shall begin immediately,” La said, and they started to turn away. 
 
    “Wait,” I said in a polite tone. “Where are you from, La?” 
 
    “The seas north of what you call Finland,” La said. “But we have come from far and wide. There has been turmoil as far as the seas near what is known as the Siberian Sea and the Sea of Japan. This chaotic evil that has invaded our world has spread like a disease.” 
 
    “Russia,” I gasped to myself. 
 
    My eyes went wide as I put the pieces together. The visiting representative Kinny had spoken of had been Russian, and now La was pinpointing that whole region as being filled with “chaotic evil and turmoil.” 
 
    There was no question left in my mind of where we needed to look next for the paranormal who’d forced the Cetus and Lady Rain into their state of suspension. 
 
    “Yes,” La sighed in a wispy voice. “There is an ever-growing fog of mental anguish looming over that corner of the world. The minds and spirits of those beings are sick. They cling to the bodies far longer than they are meant to.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    That was about as concrete as if La had flat-out said, “The guy you’re looking for is in the oceans off Russia.” 
 
    There was no other way to put the facts together. Minds and spirits clinging to bodies? That sounded exactly like the Cetus and Lady Rain. 
 
    My jaw clenched with resolution, and I started to make mental lists of what needed to be done. I needed all the information on the species and representatives of those regions as I could get my hands on. It looked like I was going to the furthest eastern parts of Russia next, and I was determined to be exactly the king I’d told Lord Crane and Lord Vagin I was. 
 
    No one else would fall through the cracks. 
 
    Evil paranormals would not be allowed to continue hurting my subjects or hoarding power for themselves. I would purge them from the world even if I had to do it with my own hands, one by one. 
 
    I would protect my people, bring about a new era of peace, and I would make the Goddess proud. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 5
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    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. 
 
    Kinny: Merfolk One of Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s captives. White hair. Silver-blue eyes. 
 
    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. 
 
    La: Haljita Collective voice of the gathering of haljita. Glows with a soft, warm yellow light. 
 
    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 Rain: Merfolk Representative of the North Atlantic merfolk. Replaced Lord Crane when he was removed from the position. 
 
    Lady Shay: Gnome Representative of the New England gnomes. Thick auburn hair. Golden-brown eyes. Three feet tall. 
 
    Lady Tansea: Dryad King Roman’s sister and Ivis’ mother. Dark green oaks leaves. Brown eyes. Nearly seven 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 Crane: Merfolk Former representative of the North Atlantic merfolk. Stark white hair. Dark green eyes. Barrel chested. 
 
    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 Larry: Witch Representative of the American West Coast Witches. Short, curly brown hair. Brown eyes. 
 
    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 Trent:  Sea nymph Representative of the North Atlantic sea nymphs. Blue body that can turn into liquid form. 
 
    Lord Vagin: Nykur Deceased. Representative of all ocean-dwellers in the Kara Sea and Barents Sea region. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Looks mostly human. Possesses the power to create powerful magical barricades. 
 
    Lord Virgil: Dryad Representative of the Canadian dryads. Dark green, mossy hair. Light-brown eyes. Thick and broad like a redwood. 
 
    Lord Zale: Merfolk Representative of the South Atlantic Merfolk. Balding gray hair. Milky orange eyes. Very old. 
 
    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. 
 
    Miriam: Sea nymph Citizen of Salirius City. The last remaining descendant of the only sea nymph family to help found Salirius City. Plump body the color of algae-filled pond water. 
 
    Moon: Sea nymph Commander Gemma’s assistant. Pale blue color like moonlight. 
 
    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. 
 
    Nori: Merfolk Nurse in Salirius City infirmary. Yellow ponytail. Pink eyes. Bright pink scales, fins, and tail. 
 
    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. 
 
    Pearl: Merfolk One of the survivors of Rhaiden’s mind control, sister of Airric. Tangled brown hair. Gray eyes. Dulled sunset-orange tail. 
 
    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. 
 
    Rae: Witch Cousin of Lord Larry. Curly brown hair. Light-brown eyes. Lots of freckles. 
 
    Rhaiden Shaddstem: High fae Michael’s twelve times great-grandfather. Salt-and-pepper hair. Blue eyes. No wings. Possesses the power to influence and charm others. 
 
    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. 
 
    Ti: Haljita One of the haljita who observed Michael’s actions with the earth elementals. Glows with a green light. 
 
    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. 
 
    Ty: Merfolk Lord Zale’s daughter and caretaker. Creamsicle-colored hair. Blue eyes. 
 
    Wist: Merfolk Soldier in Gemma’s merfolk army. Pale blue, almost white hair. Pale yellow eyes. Nearly white scales, fins, and tail. Possesses the power to glow with bioluminescent energy. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Lottery King 5! 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. 
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    Other Sites 
 
    If you are looking to find more harem books like mine, check out the Haremlit Facebook group here. 
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