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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 
 
    “Yeeeaaaahh!” I cheered and laughed with my arms in the air and a shot of whiskey in my glass. 
 
    “Woooo!” The response from my loyal subjects and wedding guests was immediate and deafening, and it made me laugh even harder. 
 
    “I’m having so much fun!” Ivis, my newest wife giggle-shouted into my ear. 
 
    My cheeks hurt from smiling so much, and the look of the gorgeous half-dryad woman in her gauzy wedding dress made sure my smile wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. 
 
    The spaghetti-strap dress was covered in delicate lace designs across the bodice, and it floated down around her hips in dozens of sheer layers of the softest material I’d ever felt. One long slit up the side let the smooth skin of her right thigh peek out on a regular basis, and it helped to show off Ivis’ bedazzled heels. Her dark green hair cascaded down over her shoulder in perfectly placed waves, and there was a beautiful tiara of tiny diamonds and pearls tucked on top of her head. 
 
    Poppy, Helena, Dinah, Ivis, Nyxx, and Gemma danced around me in a circle, and they all looked more beautiful than a dream. My first three wives, the sexy shadow nymph in her human form, and powerful mermaid commander wore dresses in different designs that matched in color and fabric. They’d acted as Ivis’ bridesmaids in beautiful shades of jade green, and it had nearly brought tears to my eyes earlier in the evening when I watched them walk down the aisle one by one. 
 
    We were well in the middle of our wedding reception, and the party was in full swing. Our guests were well past tipsy, and the music was blaring from the speakers around the ballroom. 
 
    The song ended, and there was a long round of cheers and applause before the DJ could cut in. 
 
    “We’ll be cutting the cake soon, folks!” he announced through the microphone. “Then… we’ll get back to the party!” 
 
    The three hundred guests, which included members of all the local paranormal species, as well as many others from around the world, cheered in response. 
 
    The ballroom was covered in a rainbow of floral arrangements that Poppy and Ivis had organized in just two weeks. Little LED lights twinkled from every corner that wasn’t occupied by flowers or satin ribbons, and I shook my head with amazement at how quickly my first and fourth wives had thrown all this together. 
 
    The place was like something out of one of those bridal magazines, and it looked like it had taken a year to plan. 
 
    I shook my head and chuckled as I reminded myself it had been just two weeks since the events in Neirnan. The North Atlantic mercity was still in the midst of the clean-up stage, but they’d be on to repairs very soon. 
 
    While I’d been focused on my affairs as King of the Eternal Realm, Poppy had taken Ivis under her wing and helped her plan this massive wedding in record time. 
 
    “The floral arrangements turned out beautifully,” Helena observed. 
 
    A waiter with shimmering Tinkerbell-style wings came around with a tray of champagne flutes filled with the most expensive bubbly I’d ever bought. Each of my ladies picked up a glass, and my group of sexy women and I moved toward our head table to prepare for the cake cutting. 
 
    “They did, didn’t they?” Ivis smiled wistfully at the bunches of lilies, orchids, and violets mixed with some kind of greenery I didn’t know the name of that sat in the middle of our table. 
 
    “I love the twinkle lights, too,” Dinah added. 
 
    My Filipino bride’s English was vastly improved from where it was when we’d first met, and she continued to perfect the small nuances that were impossible to teach. 
 
    “Me, too,” I chuckled, and I leaned in to kiss Dinah’s round cheek. 
 
    “They were entirely Poppy’s idea,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    Poppy gave a smug sort of smile and did a tiny mock bow before her mask broke, and she giggled wildly. Her iridescent wings fluttered playfully, and her teal curls bounced. 
 
    “It was so fun planning this thing.” Poppy grinned. 
 
    “You know, I didn’t think you were going to be able to pull it off so fast,” I laughed. “Two weeks is not a lot of time to plan something this big and fabulous.” 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy gasped playfully and clutched at her pretend pearls. “You underestimate me.” 
 
    “Yeah!” I laughed. “I guess I did. I should have known when I could hardly ever find either of you.” 
 
    “They spent nearly every moment planning!” Helena laughed in that deep sultry way of hers, and she idly smoothed out a stray feather on her tawny wings. 
 
    “It was well worth it,” Gemma said as she tucked a shiny lock of aquamarine hair behind her ear. “I’m so glad you asked me to be a part of it.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Nyxx said in the raspy voice I found so attractive. 
 
    “Just because you insist on keeping on as Michael’s head shadow nymph guard,” Helena said, “doesn’t mean you’re not also part of this family.” 
 
    “Agreed!” Poppy chimed in brightly. Then she turned to point a friendly finger at Gemma. “And that goes for you, too, Commander!” 
 
    “Yes, my queen.” Gemma gave a playful salute to my first wife. 
 
    We all shared a good laugh that was well aided by the copious amounts of alcohol running through our veins, and we quieted down only when the DJ began to announce it was time to cut the cake. 
 
    Poppy, Helena, Dinah, Nyxx, and Gemma held up their champagne flutes in preparation for the event, and Ivis and I placed ours on the table before we stepped over to the next table where the seven-tier cake waited for us. 
 
    It was piled high with fresh flowers on top and cascading waterfalls of edible pearl decorations. Her hand trembled slightly under mine as we made the first slice in the bottom tier, and I held her steady as we pulled the slice onto a small porcelain plate. 
 
    “Smash it!” someone in the crowd shouted. 
 
    There was a round of laughter, but I refused to smash cake in my beautiful bride’s face. We gently placed a small bite of the delicious raspberry-swirl cake on each other’s tongue, and I closed my lips around her finger to lick the frosting off. 
 
    The crowd applauded with a chorus of sweet “awws”, and then we got back to the party. The DJ hardly waited for the wait staff to haul the huge cake away for further cutting before the next song was blaring through the speakers. 
 
    My ladies and I shared another dance while the staff prepared the plates of cake for our three hundred guests, and then the music mellowed out enough for people to have a break. Cake was passed out, and Ivis and I started our rounds. 
 
    We greeted our guests and thanked them for attending our special day. Most of the representatives hadn’t had a chance to see me since everything in the mercities had occurred, and I heard over and over again about how my actions had impressed and inspired them and the paranormals of their regions. 
 
    The merfolk and sea nymph representatives were especially gracious, and I thanked them for their praise and admiration. I made note that our work was far from done, and I renewed my promises to rebuild Neirnan and expand the reach of my protection to all the furthest corners of the world. Never again would representatives be allowed the room and neglect to gain more power than our system was built for. 
 
    The conversations were less than jovial, but they were necessary. Besides, it was all part of being king, and I was happy to bear these burdens in exchange for the good I could do for the world. 
 
    Plus, the money, women, cars, and houses weren’t exactly a burden. 
 
    After Ivis and I peeled ourselves away from an especially cloying group of older mermaids who were starving for the attention of their king, I scanned the room for my sister. 
 
    Katie had done a miraculous job of keeping my secrets entirely to herself. She hadn’t even made a hint of it to her husband, Jake, and I knew that had to be really hard for her. Katie was honest to a fault, and it couldn’t be easy for her to keep such an enormous secret from everyone she loved. I was pretty sure that’s why she’d been shoveling so much of her attention into her work. It must have been easier to keep my secrets when she was in her professional role as an educator. 
 
    She looked as happy as a pig in shit at the moment, though. 
 
    My closest-in-age sister stood where a ring of werewolves and vampires had gathered together in what looked like a dance battle. The circle was a mixed group of both species, but there were a few others, including Katie, in the small crowd. 
 
    One vampire stood in the middle of the circle with his shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows. He’d lost his suit jacket somewhere along the line, and his forearms revealed a long scar on the inside of his pale skin. 
 
    Across from him, a werewolf who’d done away with his jacket and shirt was having his turn in the dance battle. His suit pants strained as he finished with an impressive split, and his dark curls flung all around his head. He chuckled and returned to his feet as the crowd clapped for his moves. Another werewolf patted him on his tattooed shoulder, and he gestured for the vamp to go. 
 
    Katie had a red drink in her hand that I figured was her usual cranberry vodka, and she was clearly enjoying the dance battle. My sister was rocking her shoulders to the beat, and she pointed and exclaimed at an especially impressive dance move from the vampire. 
 
    Ivis looped her arm through mine as we turned away from the dance battle, and I knew Katie would fill me in on the winner later on. 
 
    Our guests were getting a bit rowdy, and it was clear most of them had been pounding back drinks all night. 
 
    Vampires and werewolves metabolized alcohol way faster than humans, and it meant they had to drink almost non-stop to maintain a good buzz. Fae had a tolerance level that was closer to humans, though still higher, and dryads, I learned tonight, had a very low tolerance for alcohol. 
 
    After our first champagne toast, Ivis was almost instantly tipsy, and she blushingly confessed the fact of her biology to me. Thankfully, her fae blood made it so that the drunken state didn’t last long, and she shifted between totally sober and wildly tipsy after every glass of champagne. 
 
    We continued our rounds, and Gemma’s brother, Lord Finn, caught our attention next. 
 
    “Congratulations, your majesty,” Finn said, and he bowed before us. “My queen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Finn,” Ivis said with all the royal poise she’d been raised with. 
 
    I had to hand it to her mother, Lady Tansea, the dryad had reared her daughter with all the respect, poise, and grace that befitted the station she now held. Not that becoming my queen was Ivis’ only dream in life, which I loved about her. Nevertheless, she fit the role perfectly. 
 
    Gemma walked up then, and she gave her brother a quick hug. 
 
    “Good to see you, brother,” the beautiful commander said. 
 
    “I’m glad you were able to make it up from the seas to be here tonight,” Finn said in a playful voice that screamed of years of sibling teasing. “It must have been difficult to pull yourself away from your work.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Gemma said with a roll of her magenta eyes, and she lightly slapped her brother on the arm. “You know I wouldn’t have missed this for all the pearls in the seven seas.” 
 
    “How are things in Salirius City?” I asked. 
 
    Gemma had arrived from the mercity late yesterday afternoon, and we’d only had enough time for a lusty evening of hard fucking before we’d had to find sleep. It had been the first time I’d seen her since I’d returned to Orlando, and I hadn’t realized how deeply I’d missed the sexy mermaid. My heart ached knowing she would have to return to the ocean soon, but her work in the city was so important. 
 
    “Moving along,” Gemma answered with a sigh. “The survivors continue to make progress at their own paces, though I do see that the work of the haljita is helping.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “I look forward to seeing the progress myself.” 
 
    “Just a few days,” Gemma said with a playful smirk. “They will be glad to see their king.” 
 
    There was a spark of mischief in Gemma’s magenta eyes that said there was plenty for me to look forward to when I visited Salirius City, and I couldn’t wait to have the sexy mermaid naked and in my arms again. 
 
    We chatted for a few more minutes before Katie made her way over to our little group. 
 
    “Hey, Mikey,” she whisper-shouted to me, and she gave me a slightly nervous smile as she eyed Lord Finn. 
 
    I realized the two hadn’t been formally introduced, though Katie had met Gemma before the wedding when she’d come to congratulate me. 
 
    “Hello, Katie,” Gemma said with a friendly smile. “This is my brother, Lord Finn.” 
 
    The blue-haired merman raised his eyebrows with interest as he eyed my sister, and Katie blushed under his gaze. She must have had a bit more alcohol than I’d thought, and I stifled a chuckle. She was handling herself very well despite being drunk, and I made a note to thank her later for behaving. 
 
    “This is Michael’s sister, Katie,” Gemma finished. “Well… one of your sisters, right?” 
 
    “There are three more of us,” Katie admitted with a little giggle. “I’m his favorite, though.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Finn grinned at Katie and me. “I know how that is. Gemma is my favorite sister.” 
 
    “I’m your only sister.” Gemma rolled her eyes again. 
 
    “That hardly matters,” Finn joked. “There are billions of sisters in the world.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Katie laughed. “I just wanted to congratulate you both before it got too late.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ivis hummed with affection. “We’re so glad you could be here.” 
 
    “I’m so glad, too,” Katie said, and the two women embraced each other in a sisterly hug. “It’s hard keeping this whole king thing to myself, but I’m really grateful I get to stay in the loop of Mikey’s life.” 
 
    “I’m grateful, too, Katie Lady,” I chuckled as I pulled my favorite sister in for a hug, and I lowered my voice for only her to hear. “I know it’s hard on you, but I really appreciate what you’re doing.” 
 
    “It’s worth it,” Katie assured me, and her hazel eyes filled with what I hoped were happy tears. “I should get going, though, Jake will be worried if I stay out much later.” 
 
    “Where does he think you are tonight?” I asked with a little grimace. 
 
    “With you,” Katie said with a sly smirk. “And Poppy… having dinner.” 
 
    “Well!” I laughed. “That’s not exactly wrong. You’re not driving are you?” 
 
    “No,” Katie assured me. “I’ve got an Uber coming.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded. “I love you, and remember–” 
 
    “You’ll be out of town for a bit,” Katie repeated obediently. “I know, I won’t come by until you tell me you’re back and done with your current king business.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned. “I’ll text you when we can hang out again.” 
 
    “Good,” Katie said. “I really like all your wives…” 
 
    Katie’s eyebrows furrowed, and she laughed. 
 
    “That’s never going to stop being weird, is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Probably not,” I said. 
 
    Finn chuckled, Ivis laughed, and Gemma gave me a curious look that made me think she was wondering if she would join the ranks of my brides at some point. 
 
    “Good night, Mikey,” Katie said before I could ponder that train of thought any more. “I love you, and I’m so happy you’re so happy.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I said, and I hugged her one more time. 
 
    Katie hugged Ivis again and waved at Gemma as she prepared to leave. 
 
    “It was lovely to meet you, Miss Katie,” Lord Finn said with polite charm. 
 
    “And you,” Katie said, and she blushed once more. 
 
    “Go home and sleep,” I chuckled. “And drink plenty of water before bed or you’ll have a wicked hangover tomorrow.” 
 
    “I will,” Katie promised, and she waved again as she walked away. 
 
    My sister stopped to say goodbye to my other wives and Nyxx before she left, and I was overcome by a burst of disbelief as I gazed at the six gorgeous and powerful women who were, in one way or another, committed to me. 
 
    And I realized I did plan to ask both Nyxx and Gemma to marry me. They were both so dedicated to their work, so it would take quite a bit of adjusting, but I knew I wanted them both in my life for the paranormal world to see. 
 
    “… glad to hear the survivors are making progress.” Lord Finn’s voice drew my attention back to the conversation he was having with Gemma. “I hope the haljita can help Lady Rain as well.” 
 
    “As do we all, brother,” Gemma said in a solemn tone. 
 
    In the two weeks since I’d executed Lord Crane and Lord Vagin, and since I’d rescued Lady Rain from that deep trench in the ocean, she’d been sickly thin and mostly out of her mind when Gemma’s soldiers had helped us track her down. From the daily correspondence the mermaid commander shared with me, Lady Rain’s healing journey had focused solely on building her physical health back up. The collective spokesperson for the haljita, La, had assured Gemma that without a strong and healthy body, Lady Rain’s mind would not be able to be mended to its fullest extent. 
 
    We were also worried about how much time we had to ensure Lady Rain’s survival, so her physical health was top priority. 
 
    The details we’d uncovered about some Russian guy who seemed to possess a power to force creatures and people to remain alive despite all other forces drawing them toward death circled in my mind. They threatened to destroy my mood, and my wedding night, so I shoved them forcefully away. 
 
    I had some of my best spies out there searching for information on who this Russian asshole might be. There was nothing I could do about it right now, and I deserved to enjoy my fourth wedding. 
 
    “No more business talk tonight,” I said, and I held out one hand to Ivis and the other to Gemma. “Let’s dance.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Gemma said with a decisive nod, and she placed her hand in mine. She turned over her shoulder as we headed toward the dance floor. “Find someone’s company to enjoy, oh brother of mine!” 
 
    Lord Finn chuckled and waved dismissively at his sister, and Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Nyxx quickly joined us on the dance floor. 
 
    I caught the DJ’s shining vampire eyes, and I gestured for him to kick it up a notch. 
 
    “This next one goes out to our beloved king,” the DJ announced with a smile, “and all our lovely queens!” 
 
    A killer dance beat started to thrum through the speakers, and a bassline that made the floor tremble under my feet came in a second later. A fae woman in a shockingly provocative dress made of tiny silver mirrors stepped up and began to sing along. 
 
    It felt as though the music had a magical hypnotic effect, and I lost myself in dancing with my ladies. It wasn’t long before I’d rolled my sleeves up and undid half of my buttons, and sweat started to bead at my temples. Somewhere in the back of my mind, behind the excitement, joy, and alcohol, I knew my feet were aching and I was playing with hangover territory. But I didn’t give a shit. 
 
    How many times does a man get married in life? 
 
    I burst into laughter at the very human thought, and I realized I would have at least two more extravagant weddings much like this one if I had my wishes come true. 
 
    My ladies and I partied for a few more hours before my attention was caught by the first round of representatives heading out for the night. Ivis seemed to disappear along with my other ladies as I said farewell to many of my guests. After a short time, Poppy came up to me. 
 
    “Thank you for joining in our celebrations,” she said to the representatives I was saying goodbye to. “It’s time for his majesty and our newest queen to bid adieu for the night.” 
 
    “Of course,” the female dryad whose name I’d forgotten said with a polite smile. “It was a pleasure to speak with you, your majesty.” 
 
    “Good evening,” I said with the royal charm I’d perfected since becoming king. 
 
    “Come on,” Poppy giggled once the dryad stalked away. “Ivis is waiting for your big departure.” 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled, and I let Poppy lead me out of the ballroom. 
 
    I spotted Helena and Dinah making their way around the ballroom, and I figured they were rounding up the last guests to give the new couple the royal send-off we deserved. 
 
    Poppy led me out into the venue’s main entryway and positioned me at the bottom of the grand staircase that led up to the groom and bridal suites on the second floor. 
 
    Ivis stood at the top of the stairs in a much shorter, and much sexier dress. It clung to her green skin like cellophane, and its v-neckline went halfway to her navel. There was a lacy strap of something that went horizontally under her breasts, and I ached to know where that lace went under the short dress. Her dark green hair had been tidied up a bit, with the oak leaves laid carefully back into place and her makeup freshened up. 
 
    Ivis looked like an angel come to life, and I couldn’t wait to have her all to myself. Thankfully, I wouldn’t have to wait long, as we’d arranged for a mirror portal to take us to our destination for the night. 
 
    Ivis came down the stairs like the main character going to prom in every teen movie I’d ever seen, and I felt the need to pinch myself as she seemed to move in slow motion. I was pretty sure it was just the overwhelming love and desire coursing through my veins that made my brain feel like utter mush. 
 
    “Hi,” Ivis whispered as she reached the last step. 
 
    “Hi,” I said as I held out my arm for her. “My queen.” 
 
    Ivis blushed that beautiful shade of deeper green that I found so endearing, and she tucked a long lock of dark green hair behind her ear as she took my arm. 
 
    “To the happy couple!” someone shouted. 
 
    Cheers and softer applause followed us as I led Ivis outside to the main drive. 
 
    It was the end of October, and so there was a slight chill in the air despite how warm the afternoon had been. I wrapped my arm around Ivis’ shoulders to make sure she wasn’t cold, and then a blizzard of bubbles surrounded us. 
 
    The iridescent soap bubbles floated all around us, and I looked over to see each of our remaining guests held a tiny bottle of bubble liquid. 
 
    “Was that your idea?” I chuckled. 
 
    “No!” Ivis giggled. “It must have been Poppy.” 
 
    I caught my fae wife’s gaze, and the glint of mischief in her purple eyes told me the bubbles had been her idea. With a loving smile at my first wife, I turned around to where my staff had set up our usual mirror for portaling. 
 
    Then Ivis and I stepped through the cool surface and into the odd sensation of mirror portals. In the blink of an eye, we stepped out on the other side. We’d come out into a small artificial pond, and just like the very first portal I’d ever gone through, we were completely dry as we stepped out onto the stone path before us. 
 
    My advisor, Cove, had suggested the mansion in the Florida Keys as our wedding night destination, and I’d agreed immediately because it had several benefits. 
 
    I hadn’t been to this piece of my real estate yet, it was close enough to Orlando to travel by portal, and it was located on a private island, so Ivis and I would have utter privacy. 
 
    The island was beautiful and lush with greenery. The ocean was calm nearby, and the moon shone down on its black surface to reveal just a hint of the vivid blue-green color it would be in daylight. A huge mansion sat in the center of the island, and it had several large balconies. A small dock was located off to my right, and a series of elegant lamp posts led the way down to it from the mansion. The same black lamp posts dotted along the path to the small wading pool where Ivis and I had stepped out of the portal. 
 
    A staff of three paranormals greeted us, and I smiled at them as they bowed in welcome. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” an older woman with silver-streaked hair said. “Welcome to Green Island. I am Sheila, housekeeper and caretaker of this mansion and island.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sheila,” I said. “It’s great to meet you.” 
 
    “If you’ll follow me,” Sheila said, and she gestured elegantly with one hand. 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and the older woman led us toward the mansion. Ivis held onto my arm as she navigated the slightly uneven stone of the path in her heels, and I kept my stride short to accommodate her smaller steps. 
 
    “We have everything you might need, your majesty,” Sheila said as she led us into the foyer. “We do wish you had the leisure to stay here for longer, but of course, we understand the duties of our king never end.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll find reason to return to Green Island again,” I assured her as I swallowed my amazement at the building. 
 
    It didn’t look like this mansion was magically bigger on the inside like my home in Orlando. It was just regular-huge. The ceiling of the foyer rose all the way to the second story, and a massive white staircase curled around the left and right sides of the room. White marble tiles shone across the huge floor, and there were more paintings that I knew had six and seven-figure price tags. 
 
    “I am sure you have eaten at the reception, your majesty,” Sheila said. “If you like I can show you to your rooms and have an evening snack prepared?” 
 
    “Uh…” I hummed and looked at Ivis. 
 
    My delicious bride blushed a dark shade of green as she maintained eye contact, and I knew she wasn’t hungry for food. 
 
    “I think we’re about ready to settle in for the night, Sheila,” I said as I tried not to smirk like an idiot. 
 
    “Very good, your majesty.” Sheila nodded. “Right this way. Jet has already had your bags delivered. They are waiting for you upstairs.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. 
 
    Nyxx had arranged for my three usual shadow nymphs to accompany us this evening. Jet, Ena, and Kage were not only the three guards I was most familiar with, they were also incredibly discreet and respectful of my privacy. Which was something I was eternally grateful for. 
 
    I’d learned that being king left very little of my life out of the public eye, so it was great to have private getaways like this without having to worry about too much gossip going on behind the scenes. 
 
    Sheila led us upstairs and down the hall. A deep wine-red rug covered most of the floor, and several lush green plants grew from heavy marble and stone planters along the way. We passed several open doors that led into large bedrooms, and I wondered how many guests this mansion could entertain at once. 
 
    The royal suite was located at the end of the hall, and I recalled how there had been a large balcony on this part of the mansion’s exterior. 
 
    “Your suite, your majesty,” Sheila said, and she opened the double doors for us. 
 
    There were a few dozen candles burning in the room, a massive bed in the center of the opposite wall covered in red rose petals, and a cherry wood table with two chairs. There were two doors on the wall to the right of the bed and two massive dressers between them. The balcony was on the opposite side of the room from the two doors, and sheer curtains wafted gently in the pleasant ocean breeze that came through the open doors. The room was expensively yet tastefully decorated with paintings of seascapes, a few more lush plants, and some elegant golden geometric sculptures. 
 
    “The bathroom is through there, your majesty,” Sheila said as she pointed to one of the doors. “The other is a sitting room.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as Ivis and I walked into the suite. 
 
    “There is a pull string if you need anything, your majesty,” Sheila said, and she pointed to an old-fashioned tasseled rope pull like I’d seen in movies. “Good evening.” 
 
    “Good evening,” I said. 
 
    Sheila nodded politely before she turned and hurried away down the hall. I closed the double doors behind her, and I found a silver key in the keyhole with a long red tassel. With a solid click, I locked the door, and I turned around to view my newest wife. 
 
    “Hi,” Ivis said in a sultry whisper. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed, and I walked over to pull her into my arms. 
 
    Ivis sighed softly as I caught her around the waist, and she leaned her head back as I moved in to kiss her. Her lips were warm and supple under mine, but she pulled away after just a moment. 
 
    “Do you mind if I freshen up really quickly?” Ivis asked with a glint of excitement in her brown eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” I said, and I gave her one more quick kiss. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ivis replied in a singsong voice before she turned and practically danced across the room to the bathroom. 
 
    “Aahh,” I sighed as I kicked off my shoes, and I took a moment to look around the room. 
 
    The balcony doors were extra wide and sat propped open, so I stepped outside to check out the view. The ocean spread out before me in nearly every direction, and the moon and stars shone down brightly on the gentle waves. The air was filled with the scent of salt water, and the night was quiet other than the gently lapping waves and the chorus of crickets in the well-maintained gardens of Green Island. 
 
    It was easy to see how the island had gotten its name. This place was covered in greenery. There were some patches of grass, but mostly it appeared the groundskeeper allowed the native vegetation to grow. There were a lot of ferns and a bunch of things I didn’t recognize enough to know their names. If it wasn’t covered in something green, it was a stone path or part of the mansion itself. 
 
    “I like it here,” I murmured to myself. 
 
    Then I heard the door behind me open, and I turned around to see my newest bride. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I moaned.
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 Chapter 2 
 
    Ivis leaned in the doorway of the bathroom in a stunning set of lingerie that consisted of nothing but thin straps that looked like ribbon and small panels of delicate lace that did little to conceal the shape and color of her nipples. The bra cups were barely there, and they looked about as sturdy as wet tissue paper. The panties were obviously little more than dental floss, and the thickest part of the ensemble was the garter belt around her tiny waist. The satin straps hooked onto sheer white stockings, and they had little bows where the clips grabbed onto the elastic bands around her thighs. The crisp white material was just a little bit shiny, and it was shockingly gorgeous against the green color of her skin. 
 
    I swallowed hard as heat flashed through my veins, and the low level of arousal I’d swam in all night surged into full force. 
 
    “What do you think, my king?” Ivis asked in a playful whisper. 
 
    “I think you’re absolutely gorgeous,” I said. “And dangerously sexy.” 
 
    I started to walk slowly across the room, like a tiger stalking its prey, and I reached up to unbutton the last few buttons of my shirt. 
 
    Ivis watched me as I moved closer, and her full lips parted slightly as her brown eyes turned hazy. She leaned on the doorframe on her right shoulder, and her left hand that had been propped on her hip slowly lowered like she was using every bit of her strength to stay on her feet. 
 
    I let my shirt fall to the floor before I dragged the cotton undershirt from my belt and yanked it over my head. By the time I reached Ivis in the doorway, I was naked from the waist up, and I stopped just six inches from her. 
 
    “Ah,” Ivis sighed harshly, and the puff of her breath fanned over my chest. 
 
    My eyes stayed locked on hers as I reached up with one finger, and I hooked it under the satiny strap on her left shoulder. 
 
    “I like this,” I murmured. “Too bad I’m going to rip it to shreds.” 
 
    Without another word, I shifted my finger down the length of the strap, and I roughly tugged the delicate lace cup away from her breast. The popping sound of ripping fabric filled me with satisfaction as I leaned down to lock my lips around Ivis’ exposed nipple. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” my bride moaned, and she arched her back to push her breast further against my face. 
 
    The corners of my mouth turned up as I suckled on her nipple, and I glanced up to see her right hand clutching the door frame for dear life. I teased her like that for another moment, with just the tip of my finger and lips touching her, and then I moved my other hand up to her side. 
 
    I let the very tips of my fingers caress over the sensitive skin at her waist and hip, and I tucked the end of my middle finger into the waistband of her thong. With a little tug, I pulled the band away about an inch, and then I let it snap back into place as I flicked my tongue over her nipple. 
 
    “Oooh!” Ivis hissed at the gentle sting of elastic on her skin, and a shiver racked her entire body. 
 
    Then I decided to stop teasing her with near-touches and the absence of my touch, and I wrapped my arm around her waist and hauled her up against me. Ivis instinctively hugged her legs around my hips, and I shifted my arm to support her by her ass. 
 
    My mouth shifted over to find her other breast, and I locked my lips around her nipple without even bothering to move the lacy fabric of her bra out of the way. The delicate material was soaked by the time I blindly found my way to the bed decorated with rose petals, and I laid my wife down on the white blankets. 
 
    “Michaaaeeeel,” Ivis moaned, and her hands came up into my hair. 
 
    I pulled away so I could enjoy the view of my newest wife splayed out on the bed. She was all green in a sea of white, and it reminded me of early spring flowers popping out of the last snow of winter. 
 
    My feet were planted on the floor, so I stood between her calves as they hung off the side of the bed, and Ivis rotated her hips to try and press her thighs together. It was a subconscious movement I’d learned was a sign that her arousal was high, and it made my cock throb with need. 
 
    “You’re so fucking perfect,” I breathed. 
 
    Ivis smiled as her cheeks flushed that beautiful shade of green, and she put the tip of her index finger between her teeth. Then her warm brown eyes skidded down the lines of my chest, which I was very pleased with after several months of hard training with Firo, and they landed on the shiny buckle of my belt. 
 
    I cleared my throat to draw her eyes back up to my face, and I arched a cocky eyebrow at her in challenge. 
 
    Ivis grinned, sat up, and scooted forward until she sat on the edge of the bed. Her thighs were spread wide around my legs, and she reached up with both hands to tug my belt buckle free. Then she looked up at me as she popped the button and pulled down the zipper of my pants. 
 
    “Uggh,” I groaned as the backs of her knuckles brushed lightly against the rigid length of my shaft. 
 
    “Mmm,” Ivis hummed. 
 
    My half-dryad wife pushed my pants and boxers down until my cock sprang free, and she pressed her palms flat on my thighs as she stared at the drop of precum that glistened on my tip. Obviously, she was enjoying her own moment of torturing me with the almost-touches I’d given her before, and I locked my muscles in place. 
 
    As much as I wanted to bury myself in her and ride her until we both came, there was something so sweet and delicious about waiting. 
 
    I’d never anticipated having more than one woman in my bed, but having sex with all my wives at the same time had really taught me the value and satisfaction of delayed gratification. Now, I sought it in every encounter with my gorgeous ladies. 
 
    My breathing grew harsher with every second Ivis gazed at my dick, and I was just about out of control when she moved her head forward. Ivis’ pink tongue poked out from between her lips, and she lapped up the drop of precum. 
 
    “Mmm,” Ivis hummed. 
 
    Then she wrapped her lips around my head, moved both of her hands to my hips, and pulled me deep into her throat. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” I gasped at the sudden assault of sensation. 
 
    All pretense of almost-touches were gone from my mind now, and I dug my right hand into the carefully arranged waves in her hair. Bobby pins went tumbling to the bed and floor, and her diamond and pearl tiara was knocked out of place. I gripped the back of her skull as Ivis moved her mouth up and down on my cock, and my knees locked to stop from going out under me. 
 
    Ivis looked up at me from her dark splay of lashes, and the sight of my cock buried in her mouth was powerfully arousing. If I’d wanted to, I could have cum right then, but what I really wanted was to bring her to climax. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed, and I fisted my hand in her hair. “My turn.” 
 
    Ivis’ eyes went wide as I held her head in place and pulled myself free from her sweet mouth. After I released her hair, I stepped back and out of my pants, and I quickly peeled my socks off. Then I looked back at Ivis. 
 
    My sexy bride was perched on the edge of the bed with her back arched, her knees wide, and her hands on her thighs. It was like every bit of her body was calling to me, and I was more than happy to oblige. 
 
    “Lay back,” I instructed. 
 
    Ivis pulled her bottom lip between her teeth as she started to lean back, and she pulled her knees up until her stockinged feet rested on the edge. Then she turned over and crawled across the bed, and the action gave me a full view of her ass with the tiny string of her thong nestled tightly between her pussy lips and ass cheeks. 
 
    “Fuck,” I mouthed silently. 
 
    Ivis crawled on her hands and knees until she was in the center of the bed, and then she looked back over her shoulder at me and wiggled her ass in the most devilishly teasing way possible. To top it with a sexy cherry, Ivis arched her back which only served to push her ass and pussy further back and more on display for me. 
 
    “You’re being awfully bad, your majesty,” I teased. 
 
    “Oh?” Ivis asked in the most exaggeratedly innocent voice I’d ever heard. Then she leaned her shoulders down and pushed her ass further into the air. “Am I very bad?” 
 
    “Uuuuh,” I groaned as desire thundered through my veins, and my heart hammered in my ears. 
 
    Then Ivis giggled playfully, and she rolled onto her back with a deep sigh of anticipation. She spread her legs wide and raised her arms over her head like she was prepared to wait as long as she had to for my touch. 
 
    The patient look on my lover’s face renewed my patience as well, and I decided to make her wait a little bit. With my eyes locked on her sexy figure, I walked across the room to the balcony, and I slowly shut out the cool ocean breeze. 
 
    I turned back to have another look at my sexy bride, and she smiled expectantly at me. A smirk tugged at my lips as I turned away from her again to pull the sheer curtains closed. 
 
    “Michael!” Ivis giggled. 
 
    I chuckled and strode back to the bed, and without another second of delay, I climbed onto the mattress. I laid down between her thighs and scooped her ass up with both of my hands until her pussy was right where I wanted it. 
 
    The heady scent of her arousal slapped me right in my brain, and I groaned softly as I slid my tongue up the slick entrance of her body. Until then, the wetness of her arousal had been pooled between her pussy lips, and after just a little attention from my tongue, her clit was slippery wet. 
 
    “Ooooohhhh,” Ivis moaned, and her legs tensed on either side of my shoulders. 
 
    I flicked my tongue in lazy circles around and over Ivis’ clit, and I kept her in place with my left hand under her ass as my right wandered freely over her taut abdomen. 
 
    Ivis moaned and writhed under me, and it wasn’t long before I felt the tension build toward orgasmic bliss. All it took to push her over the edge was a well-timed thrust of two fingers into her dripping tunnel synchronized with a gentle flick of my tongue in a vertical motion over her clit. 
 
    “Oooohhh! Michaaaaeeeeeelllll!” Ivis cried out as her thighs clamped around my head, and her pussy quivered around my fingers. 
 
    Her climax brought a fresh rush of salty-sweet juices onto my fingers, and I lapped them up like it was the only thing keeping me alive. I coaxed her through the rushing waves of her pleasure with a soft massaging motion from my fingers. 
 
    “Goddess,” Ivis gasped once the intensity of her orgasm leveled out. 
 
    I smiled and pressed a hot kiss to the tender skin of her inner thigh, and I moved to sit up as I stroked her clit with the pad of my thumb to rekindle her passions. I was ready to fuck her, and I wanted to fuck her hard and slow until we both couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    I shifted back on the bed until my feet slid off and landed on the floor, and I hooked my hands around Ivis’ ankles. She raised her eyebrows questioningly at me, and I smiled as I pulled her down the mattress. 
 
    “Roll over,” I ordered in a soft voice. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Ivis giggled in a breathless way. 
 
    My sexy half-dryad wife rolled onto her belly, and I gripped both of her hips with my hands. My feet were planted on the floor, and the bed was just a bit short, so I guided her to move up onto her hands and knees and lean her ass back over the edge of the bed. 
 
    Ivis’ pussy hovered in midair just above my hard cock with only that tiny string of white satin between me and her pussy. Plus, if I reached up, I could cup her heavy tits in my hands and feel them bounce while I fucked her. 
 
    “Right there,” I said with a slight groan. 
 
    I caressed my left hand over the curve of her ass to pull the string of her thong to the side, and I caressed up her spine with my right as I nudged the head of my dick between her swollen pussy lips. 
 
    “Oooh! Mmmm, yeeessss,” Ivis moaned, and she tried to lean back to force me deeper inside her slick entrance. 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” I chided her playfully as I tightened my hold on her hip. “Relax, baby. Let me fuck you.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Ivis whined with need. 
 
    A thousand rabid wolves couldn’t have pulled the smile from my face, and I thrust my hips forward in a slow and smooth motion until I was fully buried in my wife’s dripping tunnel. 
 
    Ivis’ hands knotted in the bed sheets, and her ass wriggled as if it had a mind of its own. But I refused to move for a moment as I languished in the sheer pleasure of her slick heat around my shaft. 
 
    “Goddess, you feel so fucking good,” I moaned. “You’re so tight.” 
 
    “Uuuhhh!” Ivis moaned, and another rush of her juices dripped down around the base of my cock. 
 
    With my left hand, I held Ivis in place and started to withdraw from the sweet pleasure of her pussy. My right hand slid softly over her back and sides, and I shifted it around to fondle her lace-covered breasts at the exact moment I filled her again. The texture of the lace cups seemed to give her nipples even more stimulation, and I took a moment to gently chafe the sensitive bud with the lace. Then I tugged the cup down and soothed the aching flesh with my fingers. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck, yes!” Ivis cried out with pleasure, and her upper arms trembled under her. 
 
    The sight of my half-dryad bride shuddering with pleasure sent electricity racing over my nerves, and I decided we’d both been patient long enough. I started to thrust in and out of her sweet pussy at a hard and steady pace, and I played with her nipple at the same time. 
 
    Pleasure stacked like golden Jenga blocks in the base of my spine as I watched Ivis writhe from the pleasure I was lavishing over her. The sounds of her moans combined with the soft slapping of my pelvis against her perfect ass only added to the eroticism of it all. 
 
    “Michaaaeeelll,” Ivis begged. “I want to ride yooouuu.” 
 
    “Shit,” I moaned, and I gave her one more hard thrust before I pulled out of her pussy without any warning. “I’d love that.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ivis whined at the sudden absence of my dick inside her, and she turned over her shoulder to look at me. 
 
    Then I moved swiftly over to lay in the middle of the bed, and I patted my lap invitingly. 
 
    “Get your ass over here and sit on my cock,” I said. 
 
    “Oooohhh,” Ivis moaned with desire as she took a second to pull the tiara from her hair. 
 
    My sexy fourth wife crawled up the bed with one of her tits bouncing freely from the delicate lace of her bra, and the sight of her soaked thong shoved to the side of her swollen pussy made arousal crash through my chest. I let my hands slide up the smooth green skin of her thighs as Ivis crawled onto my hips, and she angled her hips until my head slid between her swollen pussy lips. 
 
    “Yyyyeeesssss,” Ivis moaned as she sank down on my cock. 
 
    I reached up to tug the other cup of her bra out of the way, and the more animalistic part of my brain took over for a split second. The delicate lace didn’t stand a chance under the rough pull of my fingers, and the entire cup tore free so only the underwire and bands of her bra remained on the left side. 
 
    “Ooh, fuuuck,” Ivis cooed, and she reached down to grab hold of the front of her thong. 
 
    I thought she was going to pull it further out of the way, and she shocked me completely when she positioned the satiny material directly over her clit. I thought my brain would explode entirely when she started to pull on the fabric. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I groaned. 
 
    At that point, I couldn’t maintain control of my hands, and one flew up to her fully exposed left breast while the other found its way to where our bodies met. I found her poorly concealed clit with my thumb, and I rubbed the fabric over the top of the bundle of nerves. 
 
    “Ohh, oooohhh, oooohhhhhh!” Ivis’ moans quickly ramped up in intensity. 
 
    Her entire body flushed in that deeper shade of green, her nipples tightened, and the rhythm of her bounces became erratic. She was close to orgasm, and I was struggling to contain my own pleasure. 
 
    Quickly, I reached over to tear the remaining lace cup right off her bra, and I leaned up to suck her nipple between my teeth. I circled my thumb over her thong-covered clit at the same intense pace my tongue flicked over her nipple, and I pushed my hips up to meet each of her downward thrusts. 
 
    “Yeeees, I’m gonna cuuuuumm,” Ivis groaned. 
 
    A second later, her entire body tensed with blissful pleasure, and a rush of juices flooded down over my pelvis. The rippling waves of her orgasm quickly shattered what little control I had left, and her pussy brutally milked my orgasm from me. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck,” I growled as light flashed behind my eyes. 
 
    The golden bricks of pleasure in my spine exploded into a million glowing shards, and ecstasy rushed through my veins like the most potent drug in the universe. I pumped her full of my cum as my muscles clenched, and I coaxed her through her own orgasm as gently as I could manage. 
 
    After several seconds of shuddering pleasure, Ivis collapsed on my chest, and the shift of my cock inside her pussy sent another aftershock of ecstasy through me. 
 
    “Shit,” I gasped. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Ivis hummed in lazy agreement. 
 
    Now that all the arousal and pleasure had been sucked from my body, I realized how utterly exhausted I was. It had to be near three in the morning by this point, and I knew we were both ready for a night of deep sleep. 
 
    “I love you,” Ivis hummed softly. 
 
    “I love you, too,” I whispered, and I kissed her forehead. 
 
    As gently as I could manage in my exhausted state, I rolled Ivis to the side and pulled myself from her dripping body. Then I pulled the blankets out from under us and spread them across the bed. 
 
    “Mmm,” Ivis grumbled slightly and wriggled with tired agitation. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I wanna be naked,” Ivis whined. “Can you help me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. 
 
    I took a moment to rip the waistband of her thong, and I pulled the wet thing off her body to toss it aside. Then she reached back and unhooked her bra while I sorted out her garter belt and stockings. They went sailing across the room, too, and then we both settled heavily into the comfortable mattress. 
 
    “Mmm, thanks,” Ivis mumbled, and a moment later her breathing evened out in the rhythm of deep sleep. 
 
    I smiled tiredly as I nestled her green body close to mine, and I followed her into sleep less than a minute later. 
 
    The sun woke us up earlier than we might have liked, but unfortunately I had work to get back to. 
 
    The king’s job was never done. 
 
    Regardless, we lounged in bed for a while, silently cuddled together in our little bubble of post-nuptial bliss. Ivis laid with her head on my chest, and my hand stroked idly down the thick waves of her hair. 
 
    My mind was battling between staying right here forever and the nagging responsibility of the intel meeting I had scheduled for later today. 
 
    “I’m sorry I have to get back to work so soon,” I sighed finally. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Ivis said softly. “The king doesn’t really get time off. I understand, and I knew that long before we met.” 
 
    “I know,” I grumbled playfully. “I promise we’ll have a proper honeymoon as soon as we can. This stuff with Lady Rain, and whoever’s got control over her… it’s just…” 
 
    “It’s very important,” Ivis said in a firm voice as she looked up at me. “It can’t wait. Our honeymoon can. I’m just pleased as punch to be your queen now. To officially be a part of your life, and to join the family.” 
 
    Ivis smiled lovingly up at me, and my heart swelled with gratitude for her understanding. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I chuckled with amazement. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “I’m just me,” Ivis laughed lightly and shrugged. 
 
    “I love you,” I said. 
 
    Ivis smiled and blushed, and she let her fingers wander over the planes of my chest. 
 
    “I would love nothing more than to linger here with you in this bed all day and make love to you over and over again,” I said, and I sighed. “But I have work to get back to.” 
 
    “We should get going,” Ivis agreed. “Can we try out the shower before we go, though? It’s huge.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “Of course we can.” 
 
    Ivis grinned like a little kid as she climbed out of the tangled bed sheets, and I followed her into the bathroom. It was a huge space, and the shower was enormous. There were at least a dozen shower heads with various settings and a long bench on the back side of the shower. 
 
    We fiddled with and tested out the different settings for a few minutes before passion took hold of us once more. Before I knew it, we were making out like teenagers, and I pulled Ivis’ wet body down onto my lap as I sat on the bench. We fucked slow and lazily until we both came to a shuddering release just seconds apart. 
 
    After that, we washed and got ready to head home to Orlando. It didn’t take us long to get dressed for the day and pick up our scattered clothing from the night before. 
 
    I pulled on a simple light green button-down shirt one of my valets had chosen, and a pair of light gray slacks with my boat shoes. Ivis wore a beautiful white sundress with puffy little capped sleeves and a skirt that fell to her knees in the front and all the way to the floor in the back. She finished the look with a pair of gold sandals with a tiny leaf pattern across the straps. 
 
    While I jammed the last of our items into our bags, Ivis quickly braided her long green hair and twisted it up into a simple bun at the back of her head. She looked effortlessly beautiful and elegant, and my heart swelled with love. 
 
    “Come on,” I murmured as I held out my hand to her. 
 
    We headed downstairs where Sheila insisted on feeding us a good post-alcohol breakfast. There were thick round sausages, fried eggs, and wheat toast with a lovely raspberry jam spread over it. The witch housekeeper had also provided us with raw honey gathered straight from the hives on Green Island. 
 
    “It’s a hobby of mine,” Sheila admitted as she offered the honey to us. “I just love the nature of honeybees.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s such a lovely color,” Ivis commented on the jar of golden-amber goo. “Thank you.” 
 
    I also discovered Sheila made one hell of a pot of coffee, and I definitely felt renewed afterwards. 
 
    “Thank you, Sheila,” I said as the witch led us to the downstairs living room. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, your majesty,” the woman replied. “We hope you can return again soon.” 
 
    One of the other servants we’d briefly met the night before met us in the living room where a wall of mirrors awaited us. He had pastel purple hair, pointed ears, and as he reached up to open the mirror portal, I noticed a small filigree tattoo that swirled around his wrist. 
 
    “Safe travels, your majesty,” the fae said with just a touch of humor buried in the polite tone. 
 
    “Thanks.” I grinned. 
 
    Ivis and I stepped through the portal, and we found Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Nyxx waiting for us in my driveway on the other side. They all had huge smiles on their faces, and I was so happy to see them. 
 
    I wasn’t sure when it had happened, but the mansion gave me that warm, “coming home” feeling now when I saw it. There was something special about the little details I’d begun to notice since the first time I’d laid eyes on my new home. The little accents of wrought iron around the front door hinges, the regular rotation of different flowers in the planters on the front steps courtesy of my head gardener, Thistle, and the way the garden sprites flitted through the grounds like birds and butterflies. 
 
    It was all so alien and fantastical when I’d first come here with Cove, but now, it just felt like home. 
 
    The only thing that would have made it better was if Gemma could have been there with us, but I knew she’d had to return to Salirius City. There were so many things under her control right now, I was just glad she’d been able to visit for as long as she could. Plus, I’d get to see her very soon when I returned to the mercity to check on things there. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesties,” Helena said with a smile. 
 
    “How was your night?” Poppy asked with a coy look. “Refreshing?” 
 
    “Tantalizing?” Nyxx suggested. 
 
    Despite the shadow nymph’s shadow form, I could hear the sultry smile in her voice, and I couldn’t help but laugh as Ivis blushed beside me. 
 
    “Yes, quite.” I smirked. “I can’t wait for all of us to have such a tantalizing evening together.” 
 
    Dinah giggled girlishly at the idea while Poppy nodded, and Helena grinned. 
 
    “How was your evening?” I asked my ladies. “How is everyone feeling today? Any hangovers?” 
 
    “Ooh, yeeessss,” Helena groaned and laughed. “I overindulged a bit too much, but thankfully, Isla has a fantastic remedy for that.” 
 
    “We’re all quite well this morning,” Nyxx added in her raspy voice. 
 
    “Even better than that,” Poppy giggled, and she gave Dinah a significant look. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked with curiosity. 
 
    “What happened?” Ivis laughed, and she looked between Poppy, Helena, Nyxx, and Dinah. 
 
    “Dinah has news to share,” Helena said in a leading sort of way. 
 
    I raised my eyes and looked at my black-haired second wife. Dinah flushed a beautiful russet color under her brown complexion, and she smiled so wide that tears sprang up in the corners of her eyes. 
 
    Her happiness seemed to be contagious, and Poppy, Helena, Ivis, and I started to smile, too. Even Nyxx’s body language spoke of her joy, and I was dying to know what was going on. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked with an impatient laugh. 
 
    “I am pregnant,” Dinah said with a burst of happy laughter.
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 Chapter 3 
 
    My brain buzzed as Dinah’s words swirled around like a gentle snow flurry inside my head, and a huge smile slowly spread across my face. 
 
    “What?” I asked through a massive grin. 
 
    “She’s pregnant!” Poppy squealed with barely contained excitement. “I’m going to be an aunty!” 
 
    “That’s amazing news!” My voice was soft, but the emotion was thick in my words as I pulled Dinah into my arms. 
 
    “Really?” Dinah laughed a bit nervously. 
 
    “Yeah, of course!” I assured her. “This is awesome… I love you.” 
 
    I stared into Dinah’s red-brown eyes, and they filled with happy tears. My other wives and Nyxx gathered around us in a huge group hug, and my heart felt like it would burst from all the love around me. 
 
    “I love you all,” I said. 
 
    We hugged and laughed together for another moment before our hug ended, and I looked around at the bright smiles on my wives’ faces. Nyxx’s shadow form was difficult to read, but I’d become familiar with the shape of her jawline when she smiled. There was a wide grin on her face, too, and I reached out to touch her shadowy face. 
 
    “Do you guys know what this means?” Poppy asked suddenly, and she covered her cheeks with her hands. 
 
    “Uh…” Helena said with a chuckle. “It means there will be a baby in the mansion soon?” 
 
    “It means baby showers!” Poppy squealed again. “You know I love a good party!” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled, and I put an affectionate hand on my first wife’s waist. “Slow down, babe. We’ve got plenty of time, and I’d like just us to enjoy this news for a while. Once it gets out to everyone, we’ll never stop getting visitors and well-wishers.” 
 
    I laughed at the mental picture of a line of gifts a mile long outside our front door. This was the kind of news I wanted to linger in quietly and enjoy for a bit before we shared it. 
 
    “I agree,” Dinah said. “I would like to enjoy this within our little family for a while before we share it.” 
 
    “Alright,” Poppy sighed with a touch of playful disappointment. “But you won’t be able to stop me forever.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t dream of it,” Helena assured her with a laugh. 
 
    My harpy wife hugged Poppy, and their tawny and iridescent wings seemed to mimic the action as they wrapped around one another. 
 
    “Besides,” I sighed as the dark reality outside our happy bubble invaded my thoughts once more. “We have darker things to worry about first.” 
 
    “Very true,” Nyxx said with a nod. “We don’t have much time before our meeting is set to begin.” 
 
    “Right, right,” Poppy said as her excitement faded just a little. “World to save and all that.” 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. 
 
    I led my ladies inside the mansion, and we were promptly greeted by my cyclops butler, Tristan, my witch housekeeper, Isla, and my gnome head chef, Gerald. It was so reminiscent of the first time Cove walked me into this home that I was hit with a sense of déjà vu. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” Isla said, and she bobbed in a little curtsy before she smiled at Ivis. “Your majesty.” 
 
    “Thank you, Isla.” I smiled, and then her new tights caught my attention. 
 
    The grandmotherly witch who’d always reminded me of Nanny from The Muppet Babies had switched out her usual striped tights for a pair with a bright checkerboard pattern. 
 
    “Those are great,” I chuckled as I indicated her yellow-and-black squares on her lower legs. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, your majesty,” Isla giggled. “My sister sent them. They’re quite fun, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gerald spoke next. “I’ve taken the liberty of planning a special meal for you and the queens to enjoy out of doors today. Just a little something to celebrate your newest bride.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gerald,” I replied with a smile. “I look forward to it. We’ve got an important meeting shortly, would you prepare coffee and a snack platter for the occasion as well, please?” 
 
    “Most certainly.” The four-foot-tall gnome dipped in a quick bow before he hurried off, and his man-bun bounced the whole way. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” Tristan said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Nyxx, my wives, and I headed straight to my office after that, and when we arrived, each of my ladies filed into the room and tried to find a spot to sit. The office had felt spacious when I’d first seen it, but now, with five women plus my advisors gathering regularly for meetings, it was starting to feel cramped. I decided I would ask Isla about expanding the room’s dimensions and adding a few more chairs, but it would do for now. 
 
    I moved around to sit behind my desk, and I couldn’t help but note where each of my ladies chose to position themselves. 
 
    Poppy perched on the corner of my desk, and Helena pulled one of the office chairs up beside her. Dinah occupied the other chair in its usual place across from me while Ivis hesitated a bit before she leaned her hip against the other corner of my desk. Nyxx, who was clearly in security-guard mode, stood at attention closer to the door. 
 
    It was only about a minute before there was a knock on the open-door frame, and I greeted Cove, Rune, and Firo with a nod. Cove’s long blue hair seemed to have received a trim recently, and he had a calm look on his face. Rune’s bumblebee wings were tucked close to his back, which was a bit of body language I’d come to learn meant Rune was in a serious mood. My dragon-man head of security ducked his seven-foot-tall frame just a bit as he came through the door, and he closed it quietly behind him. 
 
    “It’s become almost tight in here,” Poppy observed with a little smirk. 
 
    “I was thinking about asking Isla to expand the dimensions,” I said with a lopsided grin. “It’ll be fine for now, though.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena agreed. 
 
    “Shall we begin?” Cove asked in a business-like tone. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and I leaned back in my chair. 
 
    Cove began by briefly going over the details and information my staff had gathered in the last two weeks. Rune had overseen the process of organizing and analyzing all the regions from Neirnan’s location in the north Atlantic Ocean all the way to the Sea of Japan. He’d compiled lists and spreadsheets of all the representatives in those locations, the general size of the population they represented, and all their reports and official communications for the last ten years. 
 
    Rune’s team had combed through all the data and provided a detailed report about each representative as well as a base evaluation of the job they were doing. 
 
    Nearly all of the representatives in those regions had a record of doing their jobs to a satisfactory, or above, degree, and I had approved the removal of most of them from our investigations. 
 
    “These twelve representatives have demonstrated a need for intervention by the crown, your majesty,” Cove concluded, and he handed me a manilla folder that was about half an inch thick. “Primarily, it seems they have become complacent in their positions. Lazy, if you will, and I believe a direct missive from you will put them back on track.” 
 
    “A little royal fire under their asses,” Rune added with a smirk. “If you will, your majesty.” 
 
    “Right,” I chuckled. “I’ll go through this and get a better idea about what each of them needs to work on, but we don’t think any of them are involved in this plot with the Russian guy, right?” 
 
    “Correct, your majesty,” Cove confirmed. “None of them are in the region the haljita indicated to us, so there is little reason to believe they are involved.” 
 
    “Nyxx and I have arranged for a few spies to travel to the areas and have a first-hand look, though,” Firo added. “Just to be extra cautious.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded, and I opened the folder Cove had given me. 
 
    The first page was a map that highlighted the general populations and borders of each representative’s regions. There were heavily populated areas where I would expect, most of Europe was blocked with several overlapping areas of colors and patterns, sections of Russia around Moscow looked similar, and India was a massive collection of overlapping circles. An area north of Japan caught my attention as it was entirely empty of any colors, and I pointed at the spot with one finger as I laid the map on my desk. 
 
    “What’s this area?” I asked. “Why’s it so blank?” 
 
    “I suspect that is an unpopulated area, your majesty,” Rune said after a short pause. “The colored areas are based on population density. They’re organized in groups of one hundred persons per square mile, so this area must have populations less than that.” 
 
    “Yes, the sea north of Japan is not a heavily populated area,” Helena agreed. “Lord Oba often traveled there when he needed some quiet.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. 
 
    I knew there were areas in places like North Dakota and Wyoming where you could go miles between homes or cities, so it made sense that there would be other places like this in the world. Hell, even Dinah’s village in the Philippines had been incredibly remote and isolated. Their population had been less than a hundred, so they wouldn’t have shown up on a map like this, either. 
 
    “So populations less than a hundred persons don’t have representatives at all?” I asked. 
 
    “They do not,” Cove confirmed. “King Roman had begun to toy with the idea near the end of his life, but it never got off the ground. King Vairn paid no attention to it. He believed populations that small could either fend for themselves without doing harm to the rest of the Eternal Realm, or they could request representation if they desired.” 
 
    “Do the populations know they can make such a request?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “We should make a royal announcement to them,” I said. 
 
    “We certainly can,” Cove said, and Rune nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Please.” I nodded. “If they feel comfortable the way they are, we can arrange occasional visits to check in if they need anything. But if they want representation, we will arrange that.” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    “So where are we in trying to nail down this Russian guy?” I asked. “Do we have any new leads?” 
 
    “We have discovered at least two more representatives who seem to be missing from their regions,” Rune reported. “We have teams looking into it and searching for information about their last known whereabouts and where they may be now. So far, there is nothing concrete to share.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Let me know as soon as something turns up, even if it’s just a lead. I want to know about it.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” Rune nodded. 
 
    “Where are these two representatives supposed to be?” I asked. 
 
    “One represents the pharaohs…” Rune said, and he pulled out another, much larger map. He pointed at the area in the southern part of the Sea of Japan. “Here in the Sea of Japan.” 
 
    “Pharaohs…” My eyebrows furrowed as I tried to recall what I knew about the paranormal species. 
 
    From what I could remember, they were sort of like merfolk from the Slavic region. 
 
    “The other is a representative of the witches of Mongolia, here.” Rune pointed at the map again. 
 
    “Okay, the pharaoh representative is the priority,” I decided. “He or she is closer to the area we’ve been looking at. Keep looking for both, though.” 
 
    “Yes, that was my instinct as well,” Rune agreed. “We also have found no information that would point to cyclopes being involved, your majesty.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I hummed. 
 
    Goddess Raeva had shown me at least one cyclops in the memories of my twelve-times great-grandfather, Rhaiden, but so far we’d turned up zero information in identifying him. I was starting to wonder how involved he had been, or if he was even still alive. 
 
    “No cyclopes, huh?” I wanted to double-check. 
 
    “There aren’t even any in the region, your majesty,” Rune said with a little grimace. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. 
 
    We’d kept that detail in mind during our searches, but I’d made sure to have my teams and scouts looking for any paranormal who fit the description of what we knew so far. Apparently we were looking for a different paranormal entirely. 
 
    “And the teams have been keeping low profiles, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Cove confirmed. 
 
    “It was made very clear to all of our scouts that discretion is of the utmost importance.” Firo nodded firmly. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Panic wouldn’t do anybody any good, and we definitely don’t want to tip off this guy that we’re onto him. I’m sure he’s already suspicious after I executed Crane and Vagin.” 
 
    “Well, the people were pleased by that news at least,” Poppy said. “Helena and I have been receiving reports that the people are impressed and grateful for your hard stance on such treachery.” 
 
    “Yes,” Helena added. “You’re quickly building a reputation as a king who gets the hard jobs done. One who has compassion and a firm moral compass.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I fought against a tidal wave of insanity. 
 
    Often, I was still struck dumb by the fact that I was King of the Eternal Realm, and I was responsible for the well-being, safety, and very lives of billions of people around the world. And it wasn’t just my paranormal subjects whose lives I impacted with my decisions. Even if it was only secondary, my choices and actions had impacts on the human population of Earth. 
 
    I sighed and brought my thoughts back to the situation at hand, and Cove cleared his throat before he spoke. 
 
    “I have more information that may help narrow our search area, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    “Okay, what is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Our scouts turned in new body cam footage from one of their missions,” Cove said, and he nodded at Rune. 
 
    My golden-haired advisor pulled a large touchscreen tablet out from a cabinet and brought it closer. As he tapped on the screen to bring up the footage, I looked at Cove. 
 
    His turquoise eyes were serious, and I knew this footage must have something new. All our scouts wore body cams during their missions both for recon and for their safety, and most of them had been uneventful viewings. I hadn’t watched more than a few of them since they usually ended up being boring and unhelpful. So if Cove was presenting this one to me, I knew there had to be something important about it. 
 
    “It was one of our merfolk teams,” Cove said. “The footage is from the squad leader’s camera.” 
 
    I nodded with understanding. I’d learned a few weeks ago that body cam technology didn’t work on shadow nymphs. Their shifts into real shadows had a negative effect on technology. Nyxx had explained to me that when they shift from their shadow forms into real shadows, there’s a burst of static electricity as the state of their bodies change. At best, it causes technology to glitch and the video becomes distorted. At worst it completely fries the processing chips in the cameras. 
 
    “The footage is rather graphic, your majesties.” Cove glanced at my wives with a concerned look on his face. “You may wish to leave.” 
 
    “We will stay.” Poppy stuck her chin out in a stubbornly dignified way. 
 
    “We can handle it, Cove,” Helena agreed. “Thank you.” 
 
    Dinah nodded in agreement, and though Ivis swallowed hard, she nodded, too. My wives all gathered around my desk to watch the footage with me, and Rune tapped the screen to begin the video. 
 
    The screen faded in from a black void, and it took me a second to adjust to the strange perspective of watching from the center of a merfolk soldier’s chest. The body cams always used a wide-angle lens that allowed for more of the action to be recorded, but it made things in the distance warped and strange-looking. 
 
    The soldier was swimming through murky water toward the surface, and there were at least half a dozen other soldiers with him. It was hard to tell exactly how many there were from the limited point of view. 
 
    About ten seconds later, the merfolk soldier broke the surface of the water. A rocky and snowy area came into view, and the camera lens was dotted with water drops. The soldier moved his arm in front of the camera in a silent signal to his fellow soldiers, and the rest of the group moved forward onto the rocky shore. 
 
    Icicles dripped from the underside of several rock formations that separated the immediate shore from the rest of the land beyond, and patches of snow were on every surface. Several mid-sized mountains rose up in the distance, and they looked utterly barren of plant life. Their caps were blindingly white with snow and ice, and they rose in sharp peaks. The ground in front of the merfolk soldier looked slick with dark green algae, and a small flock of white sea birds flew past in the distance. 
 
    The cameras had audio, but the only sound coming from the tablet was the soft lapping of the ocean behind the soldier and a single lonely cry from a distant bird. Then the crunching footsteps of the other merfolk sounded as they moved forward over the pebbly shore. 
 
    “Where is this?” I asked in an unintentionally hushed voice, like I didn’t want to startle the soldier in the video. 
 
    “The scout team was in the Sea of Okhotsk, your majesty,” Cove answered in an equally hushed tone. “They surfaced near Lesnaya. In their written report, the team says they had followed a pair of pharaohs who’d, in their words, ‘behaved suspiciously.’” 
 
    “That word again,” Dinah said with confusion deep in her red-brown eyes. “Pharaohs are from Egypt, yes? They were the people’s dead kings? Why are they swimming around in Russia?” 
 
    “They’re like Russian merfolk, right?” I said. “Half-human, half-fish… but when they come on land…” 
 
    “They become creatures more similar to bears or large cats,” Ivis provided. 
 
    “Right.” I nodded and shook my head at the strange combination. “Did the team say why they thought the pharaohs were suspicious?” 
 
    “They report the pharaohs were discussing someone who fit our description,” Cove explained. “The main detail, however, was that they mentioned, quote, ‘the old merbitch with the lisp’ end quote.” 
 
    “Lady Rain,” Helena gasped softly. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Cove nodded. “The team decided it was worth following up on immediately.” 
 
    “They made the right choice,” I said, and I turned my focus back to the video. 
 
    The soldier wearing the body cam had lingered back at the shore while the rest of the team moved forward, and now I could see nine other soldiers in the shot. 
 
    They ducked behind large boulders, and the camera angle was briefly blocked by an out-of-focus and too-close shot of a rough stone with several barnacles on it. 
 
    “Targets straight ahead,” a male voice said in a harsh whisper. 
 
    The voice was close, like someone talking directly into my ear, so I figured it was the squad leader wearing the body cam. 
 
    The squad leader lurched into sudden action, and the video became nearly impossible to follow. It was like the worst kind of Hollywood action films, where everything was too close and too shaky, and it made my eyes hurt a little to watch. 
 
    I tried to make sense of what I was seeing, but the soldier ran so quickly it was hard to tell. The crunch of pebbles underfoot shifted suddenly, and I could tell the soldier had reached more solid rocks. Then the singing sound of a sword being drawn caught my attention just as the camera stilled. 
 
    Two dark, furry figures stood about twenty yards in front of the camera, and they glared just above the lens with strange golden eyes. They looked like giant bears with nearly black fur, but their snouts were too short to be those of regular black bears or grizzlies. 
 
    One of the merfolk soldiers edged into the shot from the left, and he said something I couldn’t quite hear. I was pretty sure it wasn’t English, though, so it didn’t matter much, and I knew if it was important Cove or Rune would have presented it from the report. 
 
    “We represent the King–” the squad leader started to say. 
 
    But the two bear-like creatures suddenly darted away and out of sight. There was a loud splash from the distance, and the voice sighed heavily. 
 
    “Shit,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Should we follow them, sir?” the soldier on the left of the video asked. 
 
    “Yes, you and Mer–” before the squad leader could complete his instructions there was an eruption of noise and action. “Shit!” 
 
    The video became chaotic and messy again, but about ten dark, furry, bear-like pharaohs suddenly jumped out from behind the crag of rocks. Five more large cat pharaohs quickly joined them, and the merfolk in the video raised their weapons. 
 
    “Defend!” the body cam-wearer ordered. 
 
    The sound of swords and tridents clashing with claws and flesh rang through my office as the squad leader’s body cam recorded the results of the ambush. 
 
    The pharaohs only outnumbered the merfolk soldiers by two or three, but the sudden attack had given them the advantage. 
 
    A pharaoh with strange golden eyes slashed one massive paw across the torso of a merfolk soldier, and blood spewed out everywhere. The bear-like paranormal’s fur was doused in the red liquid, and the merfolk screamed as he dropped to the ground. 
 
    “Fuck,” the squad leader cursed. 
 
    Then the camera lens was completely filled with the wet fur of a large cat pharaoh. We couldn’t see much more than the coarse brown hairs on the paranormal’s body and the bulging muscles of the squadron leader’s arms as he defended himself. 
 
    I found myself leaning hard to the side in a futile attempt to see around the cat-creature’s body to the soldiers behind, and I silently scolded myself. My muscles were tense, and my heart pounded in my chest as I watched the merfolk soldier try to fend off the lion-sized paranormal. 
 
    “I will… kill you!” the squadron leader growled at his attacker. 
 
    The only response was a sharp hissing sound, and in a second, the squadron leader’s right arm appeared in the shot as he slammed his sword straight into the pharaoh’s throat. Blood squirted out all over the feline paranormal’s fur, the merfolk soldier’s arms, and the camera lens. 
 
    For several long seconds, we stared at nothing but a splotchy red screen as we listened to the horrific sounds of someone drowning in their own blood and the grunts and screams of others fighting in the background. 
 
    I looked up at my wives briefly to check on them. 
 
    Poppy’s hands were locked on the lower half of her face, and her purple eyes were shining with tears. Helena’s hand was clutched to her chest, her eyebrows were knitted tightly together, and her lips were pressed into a thin grimace. Dinah stared blankly at the screen almost like she was in shock, and her usually russet complexion was pale. Ivis stared at the screen with a sort of disgusted determination that caught me off guard, and she leaned forward with her fists clenched tight on my desk. 
 
    “Ugh!” The squadron leader’s grunt of exertion brought my attention back to the recording. 
 
    The edges and corners of the camera lens weren’t as covered with blood as the center, and I could tell the soldier was on his back with the camera facing up to the sky. 
 
    A second later, a thumb wiped the blood away from the lens, and we got a full view of the dead pharaoh’s body. Apparently they didn’t return to their more merfolk-like shape when they died, and the large cat’s strange golden eyes stared lifelessly at the camera. 
 
    “Ugh,” the squadron leader grumbled. 
 
    But it wasn’t over yet, and one of the bear pharaohs stalked toward the squadron leader. The dark and furry paranormal pounced on the merfolk soldier suddenly, and the squadron leader grunted as they tumbled. 
 
    Then the video was nothing but flashes of bright sky mixed with blurry shots of dark fur all set to the soundtrack of the two paranormals’ grunts and the sounds of fighting in the background. 
 
    “What do you want!” the squadron leader demanded through what sounded like gritted teeth. 
 
    But the pharaoh didn’t respond other than to growl loudly, and the sound was quickly followed by a sharp gasp and a bloody gurgling sound. 
 
    My fists clenched until my knuckles turned white, and I realized I was holding my breath. I forced the air out of my lungs and sucked in another breath as I waited to see what would happen next and who had won the fight. 
 
    The dark fur started to move away from the camera lens, and I leaned in closer to the tablet. After only a second, it was clear the pharaoh was crawling away from the merfolk soldier and not the other way around. The camera was sideways, and a puddle of dark red blood started to pool on the left side of the screen. 
 
    The squadron leader was dead. 
 
    “Shit,” I grumbled under my breath. 
 
    The pharaoh stalked away like nothing happened, and then he pounced on another merfolk soldier who was already pinned by one of the large cat paranormals. 
 
    My ladies hissed, and Poppy and Ivis both turned away from the screen as the two pharaohs tore the merfolk soldier to pieces. 
 
    I started to wonder how the footage had gotten back to us because the scene looked like an utter massacre, but then a group of six merfolk soldiers with long tridents launched themselves onto the two pharaohs from both sides of the screen. 
 
    My office was filled with battle cries and the sounds of sliced flesh as the half-dozen merfolk soldiers cut the two pharaohs to bits. It didn’t take them long to slaughter the large cat and bear paranormals, but it was too late to save their fellow soldier. 
 
    My heart lurched into my chest as one of them gently closed the eyes of their fallen companion. The rest of the pharaohs had either been killed off-screen or fled back into the water, and one of the merfolk soldiers walked over and knelt down in front of his squadron leader. He had vivid orange hair and blue scales around his blue eyes that were filled with tears as he moved his arms under the squadron leader’s body. 
 
    “Back to base,” he said. 
 
    “Should we pursue the ones who fled, sir?” another merfolk asked from off-camera. 
 
    “No.” The camera showed the replacement leader shaking his head from below. “It’s not worth the risk.” 
 
    We watched his solemn face from below for another two seconds before the video cut to black. 
 
    My office was silent enough to hear an ant fart for a good long moment, and I looked up to see my wives silently comforting one another. There was little sadness inside my chest, however, and all I felt was rage at whoever was the cause of such violence. 
 
    “Only six returned from this scouting mission, your majesty,” Firo reported in a heavy tone. 
 
    “Where did this occur, again?” I asked. 
 
    Rune lifted the tablet from my desk and silently moved to put it away as Cove leaned forward over the map. 
 
    “Here, your majesty,” Cove answered as he held his long ice-blue hair out of the way with one hand. “The Sea of Okhotsk.” 
 
    I studied the large map in front of me as I tried to place the details we were sure of together. Between the information of the haljita, the missing pharaoh representatives, the low populations north of Japan, and the new body cam footage, I was starting to narrow in on an area I wanted to search more thoroughly. 
 
    “I think we should focus on this region,” I said. 
 
    With two fingers, about an inch and a half apart, I indicated an area that spread from the north of Japan to the western edge of the Aleutian Islands. 
 
    “You own a mansion in the outer islands of Alaska, your majesty,” Cove suggested. “Kiska Island. It could be a good operational headquarters during this mission. It’s close enough to allow us easier access to the region, but far enough away to give us more security and safety. Especially if their majesties will be joining us?” 
 
    Cove glanced questioningly at Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Ivis. 
 
    My ladies had regained their collective composure, and they held stubbornly strong looks in their eyes. 
 
    “I would like to be close by to aid his majesty,” Poppy said in the most proper tone she could muster. 
 
    “As would I,” Helena agreed. “We can provide helpful information as well as advise his majesty as is our job as both queens, and as representatives.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Dinah said with a hesitant smile. 
 
    “I have always wanted to see Alaska,” Ivis added with a little shrug. 
 
    I chuckled at my beautiful brides’ strength and resilience. They were incredible, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have them in my life. 
 
    Nyxx was obviously going to come with me as head of my shadow nymph guard, and I knew if Gemma wasn’t so busy in Salirius City, she would come, too. Obviously, I always wanted my wives nearby, and they all made great points about being useful. 
 
    But I had really wanted to give Ivis a luxurious tropical honeymoon. Alaska in late October into early November was not nearly the same. 
 
    “Cold, snowy, and dark Alaska wasn’t exactly the honeymoon I had in mind,” I said in a wry tone, and I reached over to take Ivis’ hand in mine. 
 
    “Oooh,” Ivis hummed with affection. “Michael…” 
 
    “We will still have so much fun in Alaska,” Poppy assured me with a smile. 
 
    “And we can still do a tropical vacation later,” Helena added. 
 
    “This is very important,” Dinah agreed. 
 
    “Your queens are right, your majesty,” Nyxx said in a loving tone. 
 
    If it had been any other shadow nymph who’d chimed in on this conversation, they would have been way out of line. But Nyxx wasn’t just any shadow nymph guard. She was my lover, too, and she and I both knew she’d be joining us on whatever honeymoon we had. Her opinion mattered to me just as much as my wives’ did. 
 
    “I promise,” I chuckled in light-hearted defeat. “We will have a tropical honeymoon.” 
 
    “Of course we will,” Ivis murmured, and she leaned down to kiss my cheek. “But first, business.” 
 
    “I love you,” I hummed. “You’re amazing, and I really appreciate your understanding.” 
 
    “I would be a terrible queen and wife if I didn’t understand and support the responsibilities of our king,” Ivis pointed out, and then she gasped with excitement. “Maybe we’ll see the northern lights!” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve always wanted to,” Poppy squealed happily. 
 
    “They are quite beautiful,” Helena laughed lightly. 
 
    “What are northern lights?” Dinah asked with confusion. 
 
    “Oh, they’re incredible,” Poppy said. “It’s like someone painted the night sky. I’ll show you a photo later.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dinah said with a grin. 
 
    “Where’s the mansion?” I asked. 
 
    “Um…” Rune hummed as he leaned forward over the map, and he stared closely at the tiny text that labeled the various locations. “Here.” 
 
    Kiska Island was at the furthest end of Alaska’s long tail of islands. It was the furthest-west land mass in a small group called the Rat Islands. It was right on the eastern edge of the region I wanted to focus on, and it was technically not within the human world’s Russian borders. It seemed like the best place, and I nodded praise to Cove for the suggestion. 
 
    “Shall I arrange the details, your majesty?” Cove asked after a brief pause. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said. “I have my trip to Salirius City tomorrow. I should only be there one day, and I’d like to head out to Alaska pretty soon after I get back.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Cove said. “I shall handle everything.” 
 
    I sighed as Cove and Rune discussed the arrangements for a moment. The pharaohs were skilled fighters, and their large predator forms gave them a huge advantage on land. I wondered if they were roughly the same size as merfolk in their ocean forms, or if we might have an advantage in the water. 
 
    The report about the two pharaohs mentioning Lady Rain made me certain they were working for or with our main target. This Russian asshole had quite the fighters on his side, and that was on top of his own magic. 
 
    I grimaced slightly as the question I’d been wondering about in the back of my mind since we’d rescued Lady Rain presented itself to the front of my brain. There was no putting it off now, it had to be asked. 
 
    “We can’t let this guy continue while we try to find all his hostages,” I said. “It’s not feasible, and he’s not the kind of person you can just let continue scheming and hurting people…” 
 
    “We should deal with him as soon as possible,” Helena agreed. 
 
    “We need to go to Alaska and find out who he is,” Poppy added. 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “We do… but what happens to Lady Rain and all the others he has under his control once we take him out?” 
 
    Everyone stared at me in silent horror for a moment, and I realized they either hadn’t considered this, or they’d intentionally ignored it for as long as they could. 
 
    “We know magic dies with the user,” I said. “Every paranormal Rhaiden had under his control was freed the second I executed him. We still don’t even know for sure if this guy’s victims are able to be brought back from his control, but if they can… Well, we know only the ones with the physical strength to survive will do so.” 
 
    As I spoke, a wild and dangerous idea sparked to life in my mind. It seemed so obvious but so outrageous at the same time. I didn’t know if it was even possible, but if it was, it would be the best solution to this issue. 
 
    “There is a way…” Helena murmured, and her caramel eyes locked with mine. 
 
    My harpy wife raised her eyebrows questioningly at me as she gave me a pointed look, and I knew she had the same idea I did. 
 
    “I’m going to take over keeping them alive,” I said. 
 
    As soon as the words left my lips and slipped into my ears, it didn’t seem nearly as impossible as I’d thought. Wasn’t that exactly what my mirror magic allowed me to do, after all? 
 
    “But… how?” Ivis breathed. “Don’t you need practice with new magic?” 
 
    “This will be an enormous strain on you,” Dinah agreed with a concerned look at me. 
 
    “Dinah and Ivis are right,” Poppy said in a serious tone. “This would be the biggest magical challenge Michael has faced, but he can do it.” 
 
    “And it is the best way to protect the innocent victims long enough for the haljita to help them,” Helena added. 
 
    “I have no doubt Michael has the strength for it,” Ivis said with an admiring glance in my direction. “But how will you figure it out? Surely this magic is astonishingly complex if he has been able to keep Lady Rain alive from hundreds or even thousands of miles away? And she is not the only one. There may be thousands of more victims out there.” 
 
    Ivis had a solid point. This wasn’t going to be anything like figuring out Poppy’s silver shield magic or even Nyxx’s shade blade. It felt like trying to suddenly juggle a thousand fragile figurines in the air, except every single one of them was a person. 
 
    Cove and Rune looked at one another with a helpless sort of frown, and I knew they had no ideas at the moment. 
 
    “I know someone who may be able to help,” Firo said.
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 Chapter 4 
 
    “There is someone you know with this kind of magic?” Poppy asked. “Do you trust them? Are we sure they’re not responsible–” 
 
    “Beg your pardon, your majesty,” Firo interrupted my wife. “She does not have this kind of magic exactly. She could not be our suspect.” 
 
    “Who is she?” I asked. 
 
    “A witch,” Firo answered. “She specializes in magical connections with the physical body. Our enemy’s magic seems to be very specialized, but it relies on a connection to the physical to work. Sveta would be able to give you more information about how his magic works than anyone else likely would.” 
 
    “How do you know Sveta?” I asked. 
 
    “She is an old mentor of mine, your majesty,” Firo explained, and he folded his hands behind his back like the mention of his former teacher involuntarily put him into a stance of obedience. “She can help you practice a form of magic that is likely the closest you will get to the Russian’s until you face him directly.” 
 
    “That could definitely help,” I said with a big breath out. 
 
    “It will not be exact,” Firo cautioned. 
 
    “But it will be much better than going in blind.” I gave my head of security a lopsided smirk. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Firo nodded in agreement. “Her magic is similar to the haljitas’, but where they focus on a mental and spiritual connection, Sveta’s is entirely physical.” 
 
    “Sounds like exactly the teacher I need,” I said. “Will you set that up, please, Firo?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Firo said with a slight bow. 
 
    “As you all know,” I said as I shifted topics. “I’m going to Salirius City tomorrow to check in on Lady Rain and the other survivors. I will be meeting with the haljita as well as Commander Gemma and her teams to check on the progress of everything there.” 
 
    “I have transportation all arranged for the morning, your majesty,” Rune said. “The helicopter will arrive at the airport bright and early, so we can depart as soon as you’re ready.” 
 
    “Great. Thank you, Rune.” I nodded. 
 
    The first time I’d visited Salirius City, Ivis and I had taken my yacht to the point in the Atlantic where we could mirror portal. Due to the urgency of events this time around, Rune had suggested a helicopter instead to cut down on travel time, and I’d agreed. Now that we were moving along with our investigation, and we had plans to travel to Alaska, I was even more sure of using the helicopter. It would cut our travel time in half, and time was starting to feel like it was slipping through my fingers. 
 
    The Cetus had died in the midst of this guy’s thrall because it had simply been far too old for even the Russian’s powerful magic to keep it alive. I had no idea how many more of his hostages were on the brink of death, and I felt the need to move quickly. 
 
    “We will make sure everything is packed for Alaska,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said with a warm smile. “Matis, Sunny, and Birch tend to overpack just a little bit, so rein them in if you have to. I’m sure I won’t need a royal power suit in Alaska.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Helena laughed in a deep and sultry voice. 
 
    “Is there any other business to discuss?” Nyxx asked, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, and I glanced around at my wives, advisors, and security. “No?” 
 
    Everyone shook their heads, and I stood up from my desk. 
 
    “Alright, then,” I said. “You have your assignments. I think I’m going to lounge around for the rest of the day and enjoy some sunshine before I go to the bottom of the ocean and the freezing cold of Alaska.” 
 
    “That sounds like the perfect way to spend the day,” Ivis said with a little giggle. 
 
    “I think we should swim,” Poppy chirped happily. 
 
    “Great idea!” Dinah agreed. 
 
    “Very good, your majesty,” Cove said with an indulgent smile. “I shall come find you if there are any issues with the Alaska arrangements.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cove,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll make sure everything is ready for tomorrow, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    “And I will contact Madame Sveta,” Firo said before he shook his head just a bit. 
 
    The title caught my attention, and it reminded me of old Russian ballet instructors and how they always required their dancers to bow and address them as “Madame.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure the security team for tomorrow is ready, your majesty,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “Great, I want Ena and Kage on the team,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Nyxx said, and the raspiness of her voice sent a shiver of delight down my spine. 
 
    Nyxx, Firo, Rune, and Cove headed out of my office, and I was left alone with my four wives. 
 
    “To the pool?” Poppy asked with a mischievous smirk. 
 
    “I think we should put on our swimsuits first,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    “Ugh, fine,” Poppy grumbled playfully. 
 
    “That’s entirely up to you ladies,” I laughed. “I’m going to wear my trunks, but if you want to just strip down and jump in, that’s fine by me.” 
 
    We all stood up and started to head out of my office. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind going topless this morning,” Helena murmured. “I could use all the vitamin D I can get before we go to Alaska.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Dinah giggled. “I have not gone without on the beach since we have left the island.” 
 
    I knew she was talking about her home in the Philippines, and I hoped she would decide to go topless alongside Helena. Poppy might join them as well, but I had a feeling Ivis wouldn’t be nearly as comfortable with the idea just yet. 
 
    We walked upstairs to our bedroom, and I started a bit as I stepped into the newly expanded sitting room space. Isla had magically stretched the dimensions of our private suite as a sort of wedding present for Ivis and me, though it was a real treat for all of us. The sitting room had grown a bit, and our table had been replaced by one that could accommodate me, all four of my wives, Nyxx, and Gemma, should we ever have the occasion for us all to be in the room at the same time. 
 
    The bigger change had happened in our bedroom, and I chuckled as I walked through the doors that adjoined the two rooms. 
 
    “Turn it down this far, you dimwit,” Sunny, my yellow-haired valet grumbled at his pink-haired brother. 
 
    “But then the undersheet shows through,” Matis grumbled back. 
 
    Birch sat idly to the side as he watched his triplet brothers squabble over the correct orientation of our new bedsheets on our custom-made bed. It was twice the width of a California king bed, and the sheets had been specially made for the King of the Eternal Realm and his queens. 
 
    My green-haired valet nodded at us in greeting, and Matis and Sunny continued to argue about the sheets and pillows. 
 
    “Spread the pillows out so they can all have one,” Matis insisted. 
 
    “But then they look so sad,” Sunny argued with a pout. 
 
    “What we need is twice the number of pillows,” Birch countered with a smirk in my direction. “Luckily for us all, I already thought of this, and I’ve had them ordered. They will be here in a matter of hours.” 
 
    “Thank you, Birch,” Helena laughed in that airy way of hers that screamed of royal parties and high society. 
 
    “You’re welcome, your majesty,” Birch replied. 
 
    “A thousand apologies, your majesties,” Sunny said in a clearly embarrassed tone. He gripped one of our pillows between his fingers and lowered his chin in disappointment at himself. 
 
    “We wanted to finish this before you returned, your majesties,” Matis explained. “As usual, Sunny and I had differing opinions.” 
 
    “Would you even be brothers if you didn’t squabble like that?” I laughed. “The bed looks great, and we won’t be needing it until later, so there’s plenty of time for you to figure out the best way to fold back the covers.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Matis chuckled with a hint of embarrassment. “We have prepared your bags for your trip to Salirius City.” 
 
    The pink-haired valet gestured at a leather Coach bag over near the door, and I nodded in thanks. 
 
    “We’re heading out to Alaska after I get back from Salirius City,” I said. “I’m not sure how long we’ll be there, but I estimate I’ll need at least a week of clothes. Anything more than that, we can probably wash…” 
 
    “We will get the full details from Cove, your majesty,” Sunny assured me. 
 
    “Will their majesties be joining you?” Birch asked, and he glanced between me and my wives. 
 
    “Yes, Birch,” Poppy answered. “We will all be going, but we can ask Nymerial to assist us in our bags. You can just take care of his majesty’s things.” 
 
    “Very well, your majesty,” Birch nodded. 
 
    “For now,” I said in a lightly dismissive tone to let them know we would like the room. “We’re going to change and spend the rest of today by the pool.” 
 
    “Excellent choice, your majesties,” Sunny said with a slight bow. “We can finish this in a little while.” 
 
    “Enjoy your afternoon, your majesties,” Matis added as Birch smiled. 
 
    The three brothers headed out into the hallway through our sitting room to wait for us to leave so they could finish arranging the new bed to their perfectionist tastes. 
 
    “It’s quite lavish, isn’t it?” Ivis mused as she gazed at the eight pillows and folded throw blanket at the foot of the bed. 
 
    “Nothing less than the best for my queens,” I chuckled. 
 
    I walked into the walk-in wardrobe which had also been expanded to accommodate all my wives moving in with me, and I wondered what the limit to this magic was. There had to be a point where the bigger-on-the-inside magic reached a breaking point, and the room would just snap back to its real size. 
 
    My ladies followed me into the walk-in closet, and we all changed into our various swimsuit choices. Helena and Dinah both ended up in just bikini bottoms, and they slung coordinating robes over their shoulders for the walk through the house. 
 
    Helena’s cream-colored bottoms hooked high over the arch of her hip like those work-out videos from the eighties, and Dinah’s maroon-colored bottoms were a more modern cheeky design that immediately climbed between her ass cheeks and made themselves at home there. 
 
    Poppy picked a bright pink swimsuit that was technically a one-piece, and it looked like some kind of mind puzzle as she wrangled herself into the tangled mess of straps. When she was done, the bright pink fabric twisted around the back of her neck, down the middle of her breasts just enough to cover her nipples, around her waist to the back, and then it twisted around again to finish between her thighs. It was like someone had tied her up like a Christmas present rather than dressed her in a swimsuit, and I loved it. 
 
    As I’d anticipated, Ivis’ swimsuit was the most modest of the group, though the two-piece string bikini still put a fair amount of her green skin on display. It was a beautiful shade of jade green just a few shades darker than her skin, and it had a cool shimmery quality that made it look like it was covered in a layer of opalescent paint. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I muttered to myself as I looked at my four sexy wives. 
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    I chuckled and glanced down at myself. 
 
    My shark-patterned swim trunks were fun if not pretty standard, but I was pleased with all the definition I’d gained in my chest and abs from months of solid training with Firo. My arms were looking pretty good, too, and I took a moment to flex in front of the full-length mirror. 
 
    “It’s good to be the king,” I said in my best Mel Brooks voice as I smirked at my reflection. 
 
    “What is that voice?” Dinah asked in a burst of laughter. 
 
    “It’s from one of my favorite movies,” I chuckled. “We’ll have to watch it some time. Come on, let’s go get some sun.” 
 
    We headed outside, and I was delighted to find the sky a bright and cloudless blue as far as we could see in every direction. It was a perfect day for sunbathing and swimming, and I was so grateful for the gorgeous climate of this region. 
 
    Sometimes I wondered if I would have been selected as King of the Eternal Realm if I had moved out of state for college and taken a job wherever that had been. I suppose the goddess would have found me wherever I was if I had moved somewhere else. It wasn’t like her power was located solely in that state of Florida. 
 
    “Good afternoon, your majesty,” my dryad gardener greeted us as we stepped out into the backyard. 
 
    “Hello, Thistle,” I said with a polite smile. “I love the new plants in the front. They look great.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Thistle said, and she brushed her orange-tree leaves away from her barky face. “I was looking to do something a bit different. I’m glad you enjoy them.” 
 
    “Your work is always impeccable,” I assured the six-foot-four dryad. 
 
    Thistle gave me a friendly smile before she turned back to her work in the gardens. The garden sprites flitted around the grounds like hummingbirds, and I smiled at the serene beauty of my home. 
 
    Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Ivis had rearranged the lawn chairs so they could all lounge around side-by-side and they seemed to have chosen a topic of conversation while I’d chatted with the gardener. 
 
    “What about Kinsey for a girl?” Poppy suggested. 
 
    “Kinsey?” Dinah asked, and her rounded nose wrinkled up to show she didn’t care for the suggestion very much. “I have never heard this name before.” 
 
    “It’s very trendy with the humans, I believe,” Ivis explained. “Were you thinking of something more classical?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah said with a touch of relief. “I would like a name that speaks to my family, too.” 
 
    “Well, what are some good Filipino names?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, well…” Dinah blushed softly. “For girls, I guess I like Althea or Carmelita. Nimuel, that’s a boy’s name. Maybe… Gabriel.” 
 
    “Oh, I like that,” Helena said. “Gabriel is a very strong name.” 
 
    “I like that name, too,” I agreed. “Don’t worry, though, we still have plenty of time to think about it.” 
 
    “Have you figured out your estimated due date, yet, Dinah?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “I do not know how to do that,” Dinah admitted with a deeper blush across her russet cheeks. 
 
    “Oh…” Now Ivis blushed. “Well, when was your next period due?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Dinah hummed thoughtfully. “Last Monday.” 
 
    “Then you’re probably due…” Poppy said, and she counted out on her fingers. “In early July!” 
 
    “Oh, a cancer baby!” Ivis squealed. 
 
    “Probably.” Helena nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Wait,” I chuckled. “Do you believe in that zodiac stuff?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ivis answered. 
 
    “The zodiacs were originally interpreted by fae,” Poppy said. “It wasn’t a human invention.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with surprise. “Huh, I always found my horoscope was weirdly accurate.” 
 
    “It’s not as silly as some humans would like to think,” Helena said. 
 
    “You’re a pretty typical taurus, babe,” Poppy giggled at me. 
 
    “Yeah?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Helena agreed with a burst of laughter. “Hard-working, sensible, ambitious…” 
 
    “Dedicated to those you love,” Poppy added with a knowing look at my wives. 
 
    “That’s pretty true.” I smirked. 
 
    Helena and Dinah took a moment to slide their robes off their shoulders and lay back on their lounge chairs. I couldn’t take my eyes off their tanned skin, and the smooth plane of Dinah’s belly. I tried to imagine it swollen and round with my child, but it seemed impossible. 
 
    My thoughts wandered, and I started to daydream about a small boy with stark black hair, brown eyes, and my bone structure. Would he inherit his mother’s aswang magic or my mirror magic? Was this child guaranteed to have some kind of magic? 
 
    I had to assume magic was genetic much like eye and hair color, but I didn’t know for sure. Plus, my fae blood was pretty watered down after so many generations of humans in my family tree. 
 
    The question of whether he, or she, might have Rhaiden’s kind of magic snarled at me from the corner of my mind, and I consoled myself with the idea that Dinah’s magic was much stronger due to her less human bloodline, therefore it was probably the dominant genetic trait. 
 
    “Since we’ve spent the last few hours discussing the big problems ahead of us,” Poppy interrupted my thoughts “and since we’re kind of at a standstill at the moment… Can we talk about baby shower plans?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said, and her hopeful excitement brought a smile back to my face. 
 
    “I would like something that is not too large,” Dinah said in a cautious voice. “I would not feel comfortable with a guest list as long as Helena and Ivis’ weddings were.” 
 
    “Alright,” Poppy said with a little pout. “You’re the mommy-to-be. If you want something small and intimate, that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dinah said with relief. 
 
    “So like… a hundred people then?” Poppy asked with exaggerated innocence. 
 
    “Fifty,” Dinah countered with narrowed eyes and a sly smirk. 
 
    “Okay,” Poppy laughed. “Fifty. Would you like to invite your father, or anybody else from back home?” 
 
    I leaned back on my lounge chair and let my ladies discuss the initial guest list for what would inevitably be a much fancier party than Dinah anticipated. Helena, Ivis, and I might have to rein Poppy in a little bit or risk making my Filipino bride uncomfortable at her own party, but we could deal with that later. 
 
    For now, I enjoyed the light chatter and cheerful laughter of my four gorgeous wives, and I daydreamed about getting to see Gemma again tomorrow. Her presence here, as well as Nyxx’s would have been the only thing that could have made this afternoon any better. 
 
    My wives moved their conversation into the lagoon-style pool, and they swam lazy laps back and forth across the salt water. I climbed in and waded through the shallow end while my mind wandered around their conversations. 
 
    After a while, Poppy and Dinah had agreed on a color scheme for the baby shower as well as doing a reveal of the baby’s sex at the party. Dinah wanted to go with Ivis’ simple suggestion of cutting into a cake that had either pink or blue frosting inside, but Poppy wanted something more dramatic. 
 
    “I’ve seen something quite fun that humans have started to do,” Helena interjected. “It’s like a pre-planned race. One runner in pink, the other in blue, and they race through an obstacle course. They plan out scuffles between them to make it more interesting, and whoever ‘wins’ the race reveals if it’s a boy or girl.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s fun!” Poppy squealed, and she turned to Dinah. “What do you think?” 
 
    “My father would enjoy that,” Dinah laughed. “I think that idea sounds like fun. Alright, we will do a race.” 
 
    “Yay!” Poppy clapped her hands excitedly. “Perhaps we can get Matis to play the role of the pink runner since his hair would fit so nicely!” 
 
    “He’d have a lot of fun with that, I think,” I chortled. “Do you think we could convince Cove to be his opponent?” 
 
    “We should try!” Helena laughed. 
 
    We were all laughing like teenagers when Isla appeared at the sliding glass doors with Nymerial at her side. The fawn-fae’s soft brown ears twitched lightly as a soft breeze blew through the backyard. We climbed out of the pool together, and the patio was instantly soaked from all the water that ran off our bodies. 
 
    “We thought you might be getting hungry, your majesties,” Isla said in her usually cheerful tone. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Can we get you anything else?” Isla said as the two women placed the trays on the table. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said as I looked at the beautifully assembled charcuterie boards. 
 
    “Enjoy, your majesties,” Nymerial said as she and Isla headed back inside. 
 
    “Uugh,” Dinah grumbled softly as she stared down at a bowl of expensive caviar. “That smells horrible.” 
 
    “Your tastes will change a lot while you’re pregnant,” Helena said. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Dinah said, and she picked up several small crackers. “I had hoped the morning sickness might wait a while.” 
 
    “I’m not much for caviar, either,” Ivis said with an empathetic smile. 
 
    “I can definitely live without it,” I said, and I turned another bowl upside down over the display of shiny black eggs. “I’ll ask Isla to put it away for a while.” 
 
    “Thank you, King Michael,” Dinah said in a loving tone. 
 
    She ate a cracker slowly, and Helena offered her a glass of ice water with a fresh slice of lemon in it. After a few minutes, her color returned to normal, and she opted for something with a bit more flavor. 
 
    Once I was certain Dinah wasn’t going to be sick, I started to stack some cheese and cold meats together on the crackers. I spread a bit of pesto sauce on another cracker and topped it all together like a tiny sandwich. My mouth watered from the delicious combination of flavors, and I assembled several more. 
 
    I’d never thought much about the meals I ate in my somewhat lonely life as a middle-management bachelor. I ate a lot of burgers, chicken breasts, steaks, and things like tacos or meatloaf, and sometimes I treated myself to takeout. But I’d never really considered how many meals a trained chef and full staff could provide for us. The food was never boring, and even when we had similar courses, the flavors and sauces were unique and delicious every time. 
 
    “The progress on the Cetus memorial is going very well,” Helena said, and she licked a bit of pesto sauce from the tips of her fingers. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “They’re going with the statue near the shore, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” Helena nodded. “I know the spot they picked, and it’s a beautiful location with a lovely view of the sunset.” 
 
    The Cetus had been a beloved creature of legend in Greece, and its torture and death had been a real tragedy. Nothing could really make it right, but I was glad my Grecian subjects had a project like this to pour their grief into. 
 
    “There will also be a small circular path and garden for meditation,” Helena added. “They’ve hired a well-loved siren sculptor to carve the statue from marble.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I said. “Has the committee hired a contractor for the foundation and stone path yet?” 
 
    “Just yesterday,” Helena replied with a nod. “A gorgon, actually.” 
 
    “Huh,” Poppy chuckled. “Is that ironic or just suiting?” 
 
    “It’s a little ironic, I think,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    “Either way.” Helena grinned. “The project should be completed by next summer.” 
 
    “Congratulations, babe,” I said to my Grecian beauty. “I know you’ve worked hard organizing this whole thing, which couldn’t have been an easy task to do from the other side of the world.” 
 
    “There have been more than a few mirror calls,” Helena said with a dry laugh. “It’s all been worth it, though.” 
 
    “We’ll go to Greece for the unveiling,” I said. “We can have a whole proper ceremony for it.” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea.” Helena’s caramel eyes were warm with love. “The people of Greece will love to host you again.” 
 
    “And I’ll love to show them my new wives,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    The last time we’d traveled to Greece, not even Poppy had been my wife yet. I didn’t even know Dinah, Ivis, or Gemma yet, and Helena was more fantasy than girlfriend. It would be so different enjoying the city with my loves by my side. 
 
    We lounged around the pool for a while longer and enjoyed our lavish buffet-style picnic dinner as the sun set in the distance. Only once the lamp posts turned on, and the fireflies came out to play did we start to move back inside. In unspoken agreement, we all headed upstairs and straight into the shower to wash off the salt and sunscreen before we got ready for bed. 
 
    I could tell by the occasional yawn and the tired slump of their shoulders that my wives were as tired as I was, and I had a big day ahead of me. 
 
    “What we need now is a good night’s sleep,” Helena said as her tawny wings drooped like a toddler at bedtime. 
 
    “Ugh,” Poppy grumbled as she climbed into the bed that now had more pillows than we actually needed. Poppy tossed two off to the side and clambered under the blankets. “I couldn’t agree more even if I tried. Which I can’t because I’m too tired.” 
 
    Ivis giggled, and she climbed into the bed on the other side. I grinned at my sleepy fae and climbed in as Dinah joined us. 
 
    “Besides,” Poppy added through a yawn. “There will be time for mind-blowing sex in Alaska.” 
 
    “True,” Helena laughed. 
 
    Despite the sheer exhaustion in my mind, the thought made a sly grin spread across my face as we snuggled up close together. We ended up with a fair amount of empty space on both sides of the stupidly wide bed that made me chuckle. It didn’t take more than two minutes before someone’s gentle snoring filled the room, and a smile pulled at my face.  
 
    Sleep took hold of us all, and I wafted through deep, restful unconsciousness until the morning sun streamed around the edges of our curtains. 
 
    I fought off the nagging sense of responsibility for as long as I could while my ladies continued to sleep soundly on both sides of me. But eventually, the need to get up and do my job dragged me from the warm comfort of my bed and my lovers’ arms. 
 
    I got dressed quietly in clothes that would keep me comfortable in both the journey to Salirius City and in the cooler climate of the bottom of the ocean’s bubble buildings. Layers made it possible, and I ended up with a long-sleeve shirt over my short-sleeve polo as well as a dark gray sweater slung over my arm for later. 
 
    Once I was ready for the day, I headed downstairs to let my beauties sleep in a little more. There was still a bit to do before I left this morning, and I knew they would be up in plenty of time to send me off. 
 
    Firo found me before I’d even made it halfway down the stairs, and his flame-colored hair was still damp from his morning shower. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” the dragon-man said. 
 
    “Morning, Firo,” I replied. “You look like you have business. What’s up?” 
 
    “I have gotten in touch with Sveta, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    My heart picked up its pace just a bit, and it felt like everything, our entire plan, and all those lives, were dependent on the answer to my next question. 
 
    “Great,” I said with bated breath. “Has she agreed to help train me?” 
 
    “Yes.” Firo nodded. “She will meet us in Alaska, your majesty.”

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Tension rushed out of my chest as I breathed out, and my anxiety morphed into a desire to get started. I would have liked to start right that second, but it wasn’t exactly possible. Several hours of my morning would be spent on a helicopter over the Atlantic Ocean today, and then I had plenty to attend to in the merfolk city before we departed for Alaska tomorrow. 
 
    Meeting us there was the best option, even if it wasn’t as soon as I would have liked. 
 
    “That’s good,” I said. “Thank you, Firo.” 
 
    There must have been something in my tone that caught the dragon-man’s attention because he frowned. 
 
    “It’s difficult for Sveta to travel, your majesty,” Firo explained in a tone that was far less sure and confident than usual. “Alaska is much closer for her, and she refused to meet us here only to have to travel back to Alaska tomorrow.” 
 
    “No, no,” I said in a reassuring tone. “It’s fine. We wouldn’t have time to do anything before we’re in Alaska anyway…” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Firo as he sighed with relief, and I wondered what I might have done to make him so anxious. 
 
    “Are you okay, Firo?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Firo sighed, and he rubbed his chin as he let out a self-deprecating chuckle. “Madame Sveta tends to put me on edge. She’s a very demanding person. I guess, even after decades of not being her student, she still puts me in an uncertain mood.” 
 
    “Damn,” I chuckled. “Is she that ruthless of a mentor?” 
 
    “She is very tough,” Firo admitted with a wry grin. “But it’s not without good reason. I suppose part of me felt torn between old conditioning as her student and my loyalty and job responsibilities to you, your majesty.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Firo,” I said, and I reached up to pat his broad shoulder. “I know you’re loyal, and you’re really good at your job. Don’t let her get to you, you’re not her student anymore.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Firo said, and his voice was more normal. 
 
    “Where does she live?” I asked. 
 
    “She lives in Russia, your majesty,” Firo said. “She grew up on the Kamchatka Peninsula, so she is familiar with the region and may be able to provide more information about what’s happening on land.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I’ve got some things to sort out before we leave for Salirius City. If you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    Firo bowed politely, and I nodded and turned away as a streak of nervousness slithered around my heart. 
 
    “Now I’m her student,” I mumbled to myself as I walked toward the kitchen. 
 
    I had only been excited to begin a new kind of training that would be the best option for helping me save an untold number of lives, and I still was. But now I was a bit nervous about this witch, and I wondered how tough she was going to be on me. 
 
    Well, no matter how tough she was, I would rise to the challenge. There hadn’t been a single challenge yet that King Michael couldn’t face, and this old witch wouldn’t be any different. 
 
    I sighed as I went into the kitchen and poured myself a cup of coffee from the pot Isla had prepared for me, and I strolled over to gaze out the back windows at the pool and yard. 
 
    It wasn’t long before my wives came downstairs in a group of fresh faces and comfortable pajamas that they definitely hadn’t slept in last night. I smirked at the adorableness of putting on pajamas after they woke up, and I greeted each of them with a kiss. 
 
    We enjoyed a quiet and lazy breakfast as my staff bustled through the house around us, and maybe thirty minutes later, Rune walked in with a business-like look on his face. 
 
    “Time to go,” I said. 
 
    “Boo,” Poppy grumbled lightly. 
 
    “He’ll be home tomorrow, Pop,” Helena said in a teasing voice. 
 
    “Good point,” my fae wife giggled. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we won’t miss him while he’s gone,” Ivis pointed out. 
 
    “Sometimes I miss him when he’s sleeping beside us,” Dinah sighed. 
 
    “Awww,” I chuckled as love swelled in my heart, and I held my arms open for a big hug. “I’ll miss you all, too, but Helena’s right. I’ll be back tomorrow, and then we’ll go to Alaska together.” 
 
    “Brrr,” Ivis teased and giggled. 
 
    We all laughed as I wrapped my arms around my four wives, and I pressed a kiss to each of their mouths. 
 
    “A tropical honeymoon,” I said as I stared into Ivis’ brown eyes. “I promise.” 
 
    “I want to go to the Great Barrier Reef,” Ivis said with bright eyes. 
 
    “Australia it is.” I grinned. 
 
    “Yes!” Ivis cheered softly and gave me one more kiss. 
 
    My ladies followed me through the mansion and out the front door where Rune, Nyxx, Ena, Kage and four more shadow nymphs waited beside Tristan and the large mirror we used for portaling. As we walked down the front steps, Nymerial appeared back through the portal with Matis. They picked up my luggage and stepped back through the portal with my bags. 
 
    “We’re all ready to go, your majesty,” Rune said. “The chopper is fueled up and ready to leave as soon as we arrive at the helipad.” 
 
    “Great work, Rune,” I said. “Thank you.” 
 
    The boy band-looking fae nodded with a slight smirk and turned around to wait for me. I gave Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Ivis one more long kiss each, and then I nodded at Rune and Nyxx. 
 
    The sexy shadow nymph slipped through the mirror portal first, and I followed behind a moment later. By the time I arrived on the other side of the bright portal, Nymerial and Matis had already loaded Rune’s and my bags into the helicopter as well as whatever supplies and luggage my shadow nymph guards had. 
 
    Rune stepped out of the mirror a second behind me, and we loaded into the helicopter. I’d pictured something out of a military movie with open sides and a dull green paint job, but the helicopter was just as luxurious as every other mode of transportation I owned as king. 
 
    It was a sleek black thing with wide windows that would allow for amazing views during our whole flight to the ship where we’d mirror portal down into Salirius City. The seats were upholstered with plush cream-colored leather, and even the floor was covered in thick gray carpet. 
 
    I strapped myself into one of the cushy seats, and Nyxx lowered herself into the spot beside me. Rune chose a seat opposite from us, and Ena, Kage, and the rest of their team slipped into the shadows for the flight. We wouldn’t have all fit inside the four-seater helicopter without their ability to travel within the shadows, and I was grateful for the curious nature of the shadow nymphs’ biology that allowed for me to have so many guards with so little trouble. 
 
    The front end of the helicopter was occupied entirely by a compact cockpit, and two pilots with short deer horns sat in the pilots’ seats. I watched with mild interest as they flicked a bunch of switches and spoke in flight code that sounded like a foreign language as they prepared for takeoff. 
 
    After about five minutes of checks and rechecks, the pilot on the right seemed satisfied, and he nodded to his co-pilot. 
 
    “Pre-flight checks complete,” he said. 
 
    The co-pilot on the left nodded, flipped one last switch, and the rotors above us started to turn. It took longer than I would have thought for them to reach full speed, and they were somehow way quieter than I would have thought. 
 
    “It’s so quiet,” I said in a hushed voice. 
 
    I could feel the vibrations of the rotors as they spun at absurd speeds above our heads, and I could see them out my window, but they were nearly silent. 
 
    “The cabin has been enchanted with sound-buffering magic,” Nyxx explained. 
 
    “Its engine speeds have also been enhanced, your majesty,” Rune added. “It will cut several hours off our flight time.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” I said with an impressed sort of look. 
 
    Taking a leisurely pace to arrive in the merfolk city the first time had been nice since I’d had Ivis’ new company to explore, but there was way too much shit to do this time to be slowed down by taking the yacht. I was anxious to get going, so it was pretty nice to have the extra speed on our side this time. 
 
    “Alright, your majesty,” the pilot on the right said. “Here we go.” 
 
    I chuckled with surprised exhilaration as we lifted off from the ground, and my stomach did a strange sort of flip-flop as the helipad slid away underneath us. 
 
    Rune immediately rested his golden-haired head back in his seat and closed his eyes. A chuckle slipped past my lips, and I leaned back in my cushy seat to enjoy the view. Nyxx settled in beside me, and we were peacefully quiet during the flight over the Atlantic. 
 
    I watched the sun shine on the bright blue water, and after a while we spotted a pod of whales near the surface. They entertained me for several minutes before we outpaced them and left the beautiful mammals behind. After that, I closed my eyes and let the vibrations of the helicopter lull me into a half-awake catnap. 
 
    My brain shifted back to complete alertness when my body sensed the shift in our altitude, and I opened my eyes. 
 
    “We’re about to land on the aircraft carrier, your majesty,” Rune explained. 
 
    “Cool,” I breathed, and I looked out the window. 
 
    About three hundred feet below us was a massive ship that looked like a piece of road floating in the middle of the ocean. Rune had explained that it was a retired US navy ship that the crown had acquired nearly three decades ago for exactly this sort of situation. It made me wonder what other kinds of cool gadgets I owned. Maybe I had a rocket. 
 
    That would be fucking cool. If I didn’t have one, I kind of wanted to buy one just so I could say I had it. 
 
    My heart lurched into my throat as the helicopter’s landing gear touched the helipad of the aircraft carrier, and the pilots started flipping switches again. They cut the engines, and the rotors slowly came to a stop. Once they were still, Rune and Nyxx shifted from their seats, and I followed them. 
 
    A small staff of fae, merfolk, witches, and sirens waited for us on the aircraft carrier’s top deck. They stood in rigid military stances, and only the one at the front moved forward to greet me. 
 
    He was a merman with silvery-blue scales around his temples and cheekbones, and he offered me the traditional merfolk salute of his fist touching the opposite shoulder. 
 
    “Your majesty,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to have you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Sergeant Jolt, at your service,” the merfolk soldier said. “Commander Gemmaline is waiting for you in Salirius City. We have the mirror over here for you, your majesty. If you’ll follow me.” 
 
    I waved for him to lead the way, and Rune and Nyxx walked at my sides and Ena, Kage, and their team followed behind. Two of the other merfolk soldiers picked up our luggage and trailed a few paces after that. 
 
    The mirror was a sturdy-looking rectangle without any flash or flair, and it felt perfect for the fairly militarized atmosphere of the aircraft carrier. Rune hurried forward and began to open the portal to Salirius City. 
 
    “I wanted to take this opportunity to thank you for your service, your majesty,” Jolt said while we waited. “Your work both in Neirnan and Salirius City will remain a highlight in the history books for centuries to come.” 
 
    “I’m just happy to improve the lives of my subjects, Sergeant,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve done much more than that, your majesty,” Jolt insisted before he straightened up and saluted me again. “Safe travels.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I turned around to see that Rune had completed opening the mirror portal. 
 
    “Allow me to go first, your majesty,” Kage said in his raspy voice. 
 
    I nodded my agreement, and the shadow nymph motioned for two of his team to join him. They slipped into the mirror, and a moment later, Ena and the other followed. Rune and Nyxx remained at my side, and one by one, we passed through the mirror portal next. 
 
    After the briefly blinding light of the portal, I found myself back in the bubble buildings of Salirius City. The dark ocean surrounded us in a crushing way on all sides, and the transparent walls of the bubble buildings defied all logic by holding the oppressive weight of the ocean at bay. 
 
    “Welcome back, your majesty,” Gemma greeted me with a wide smile and a sultry look in her magenta eyes. 
 
    Captain Gregor stood dutifully at Gemma’s side, and I nodded at the mint-green-haired merman. He was a great soldier and a good person, and I was pleased to see him again. Gregor had proven himself several times over during the events a few weeks ago, and Gemma had promoted him on the spot. 
 
    “Good to see you again, Captain,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Gregor said, and there was a bit of a proud smirk in his green eyes. “It’s good to have you back in Salirius City.” 
 
    “We’re very pleased to have you,” Gemma said. 
 
    Her tone held all the properness of a commander speaking to her king, but there was a devilish glint in her magenta eyes that was just for me. I couldn’t wait to get her alone, but first, business. 
 
    “The staff in the infirmary are awaiting our arrival, your majesty,” Gemma said in a tone that spoke of practiced patience. 
 
    That, plus the slight flush in her cheeks, made me think she was just as anxious as I was to be done with work so we could get to play. I swallowed hard against the rush of arousal, and I nodded for her to lead the way to the infirmary. 
 
    Nyxx gave me a small smirk that I could only read through her shadow form after receiving so many similar expressions from the sexy nymph. Rune politely avoided looking me in the eyes as best he could, and we followed Gemma further into the city. 
 
    Salirius City was just as huge and remarkable as I remembered, and we took a slightly winding path through the city to the infirmary section. We visited the largest area first, and it was much like the last time I’d visited. The area was divided by large curtains and filled with bathtubs and beds for each of the patients. The merfolk staff moved through the air-filled bubble building alongside the strange haljita. 
 
    The paranormals’ bodies shifted and changed constantly, and it was impossible to identify any of them, so I was a bit startled when one came up to me and addressed me like they knew me. It took me a second to realize it must have been the selected collective voice of the haljita, La. 
 
    “Welcome, your majesty,” La said in that strangely androgynous voice of theirs. “We are pleased you could come to see the progress of our patients.” 
 
    “It looks like many of them have made significant progress since I was last here,” I observed. 
 
    There were far fewer beds and several more tubs than the last time I’d been here, and I remembered how the nursing staff had informed me the survivors had to rebuild strength before they could take on the punishing pressure of the ocean’s depths. The large bubble building had fewer patients, and I had to assume it was because many of them had graduated to the next level of their healing journey. 
 
    “Yes,” La said, and they moved their head in a way that looked like nodding. “Nearly a third of our patients have moved back into their ocean dwellings. It is very good progress, and we are pleased with the results we haljita have been able to help them achieve.” 
 
    “That’s great,” I said with a smile. 
 
    La started to move like a mist through the rows of beds and tubs, and I recognized some of the faces of the survivors. One in particular drew my attention and warmed my heart. 
 
    Pearl, who’d been rather delirious the last time I’d seen her, was looking much improved. Her scales had been dull and almost colorless when I’d met her two weeks ago, and now they had more of their vivid sunset colors again. 
 
    “Hello, Pearl,” I said in a friendly voice. “I came to visit a few weeks ago–” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Pearl said in a voice filled with recognition and cheer. “I remember! It’s so nice of you to visit.” 
 
    “You remember?” I asked with a wide smile. 
 
    Pearl had been having trouble remembering her own name when I’d first met her, and now she could remember our meeting. That seemed like huge progress to me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” a male voice I recognized came from behind me. “How good of you to visit.” 
 
    I turned around and smiled at Pearl’s brother, Airric returning with a tray of food. Airric lived in Neirnan and had provided helpful information during our liberation of the city from Lord Crane and Lord Vagin’s clutches. It was only after everything had gone down that I learned Pearl was his sister who’d disappeared from Gemma’s battalion years before. 
 
    It warmed my heart to see them reunited. 
 
    “Hey, Airric, how are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Very well, your majesty,” Airric said. “La says Pearl can begin returning to the sea tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll have my first swim,” Pearl announced with great excitement. “They said Ricky can come with me!” 
 
    “That’s great news,” I said with a smile. “I’m really glad to see you doing so well.” 
 
    “It’s all thanks to you, your majesty,” Airric insisted. 
 
    “I feel like the haljita have done more to help Pearl,” I chuckled. “But I’m glad I could be helpful.” 
 
    “You saved us all, your majesty,” Airric insisted. “And if it wasn’t for your integrity, the haljita never would have come together.” 
 
    I felt a swelling in my heart at the merman’s praise, and I gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. 
 
    “It was good to see you,” I said, and I smiled at Pearl. “Keep up the great work, Pearl.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Pearl said with a wide grin. 
 
    We moved on and checked on a few of the other patients in the main recovery area. 
 
    “How is Lady Rain doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Would you like to see her, your majesty?” La asked. 
 
    “Please.” I nodded. 
 
    La started to lead us to the back of the bubble area, and I saw several regular wooden doors I hadn’t noticed during my first visit to the infirmary. 
 
    I furrowed my eyebrows with confusion, and Gemma must have noticed, because she leaned close to me. 
 
    “Those are the exam rooms,” Gemma explained. “They have regular doors to allow for privacy and communication through them. Sometimes staff need to call for assistance, and the frosted bubble doorways don’t allow sound through.” 
 
    “Oh,” I hummed and nodded. That was pretty smart. 
 
    La continued in the other direction from the exam rooms and down a long hallway that was made of the frosted-glass bubble walls. There were several smaller recovery rooms that led off the hallway, and I knew Lady Rain must have been given a more private area. 
 
    “Lady Rain is doing better,” La reported as we followed behind them. “Her physical health is much improved, and she has begun to gain weight, though she is still fairly weak.” 
 
    “What about her mental well-being?” I asked. 
 
    “Lady Rain still has frequent bouts of confusion.” La stopped at a frosted bubble doorway and turned back to face me. “She has much work ahead of her, and we still do not know if she will make a complete recovery.” 
 
    “I assume the tether to whoever did this to her is still there,” I said, and there was very little question in my tone. 
 
    “Correct,” La confirmed. “We can sense its presence, but we cannot trace its origins. Nor do we know how to remove it from her.” 
 
    “I’m working on that,” I said. 
 
    La made no indication of having an opinion about my statement, but Gemma arched a sleek eyebrow at me as the haljita moved into Lady Rain’s room. 
 
    Gemma, Rune, Nyxx, and I followed La through the frosted doorway. The room was spacious and well furnished with both a bed and a large soaking tub that was filled with ocean water. There was a wardrobe off to one side and a shelf filled with books, puzzles, cases of markers and paints, and a lovely bunch of freshwater lilies. 
 
    Lady Rain sat on a cushy armchair in the corner with her legs tucked up under her like a pretzel. Her once-black hair was much less tangled and matted than when I’d rescued her from that pitch-black trench, and her face looked less like a skeleton with skin. There was some fullness in her cheeks, and her scales weren’t quite as colorless as before. She wore a thick bathrobe in a calming shade of blue, and she sat twisting her fingers together as she stared up at the frosted ceiling of her bubble room. 
 
    “Thixteen,” Lady rain mumbled. 
 
    So she was still rambling nonsense about sixteen rocks and probably cups in spoons that squeak when it rains. I reminded myself it had only been two weeks, and of what Helena had told me about intense recovery. Healing wasn’t linear, and Lady Rain had a long journey ahead of her. 
 
    She looked much better, though, and I was hopeful that she would survive the process of the Russian asshole’s ties being cut if my plan of taking over them ended up failing. 
 
    I shoved those negative thoughts away because they served absolutely zero purpose at the moment, and instead, I focused on the progress Lady Rain had made. 
 
    “Lady Rain?” I said in a tentative voice as I walked closer. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Hello,” Lady Rain said in a daydreamy kind of voice. It took her purple eyes several seconds before they managed to focus on my face, and then they lit up with recognition. “Your majethty.” 
 
    “Hi,” I said with a wide grin. “You know who I am?” 
 
    “Yeth, yeth,” Lady Rain said with a nervous little nod, and she reached up to smooth her messy hair. “King Michael. I wathn’t expecting company. Can I get you thome tea?” 
 
    Lady Rain looked around with an embarrassed smile, and when she didn’t immediately find a tea tray to offer me, her eyes filled with sadness and anxiety. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Lady Rain muttered. “Where are my mannerth? No, no, thixteen rockth…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Lady Rain,” I assured her, and I crouched down to make a less imposing figure of myself. “I’m not much for tea. I just wanted to see how you’re doing. You look well.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Lady Rain said, and her anxiety melted away like ice in August. “It’th been tho long thince I’ve had company. It’th very lovely to have you here, your majethty…” 
 
    Lady Rain’s eyes became unfocused, and there was a shadow in their purple depths. Her eyebrows furrowed together as her lips worked like she was trying to say something, but her mind couldn’t quite put the words together. 
 
    “D– d– dark…” Lady Rain finally uttered. “It wath tho dark… in there…” 
 
    “Lady Rain?” I asked in the gentlest voice I could manage. 
 
    My heart started to race, and I became hopeful that she was remembering something useful. The identity of who did this to her was locked away in that mind of hers, and if she could just give me the right memory or detail, we could break this thing wide open. 
 
    “Do you remember where you were the last time I saw you?” I asked in a slow and soft tone. 
 
    “Blackneth,” Lady Rain muttered. “Tho black… tho cold…” 
 
    Lady Rain started to shiver, and La hurried out of the room. 
 
    “Michael, be careful,” Gemma cautioned me. “Her mental state is still very fragile.” 
 
    I ignored Gemma’s warning and reached out to take Lady Rain’s hand in mine. Her hand was more solid than I expected, and it was reassuring to feel the bones in her hands were solid under my touch. She’d looked like she was about to crumble into dust the last time I’d seen her, but now her hand was reassuringly sturdy in mine as she clutched at my fingers. 
 
    Her purple eyes became crystal clear as she quickly leaned close to my face, and I could smell the seaweed juice she’d had recently as she whispered. 
 
    “Thixteen rockth,” Lady Rain insisted. “Thixteen rockth in a line.” 
 
    “Sixteen rocks.” I nodded like I knew exactly what she meant by the nonsensical sentence. “Lady Rain, do you know who did this to you? Who put you in that trench?” 
 
    “Thixteen rockth,” Lady Rain reiterated, and she shook my hand urgently in hers before her eyes went a bit hazy again. Her friendly smile returned, but her eyebrows remained locked in confusion. “Hello, King Michael, it’th tho nithe to thee you again. Would you like thome tea?” 
 
    Lady Rain started to look around for some tea again, and La hurried into the room with one of the merfolk nurses. They hurried forward and urged me to move out of the way. 
 
    “Here you are, Lady Rain,” the nurse said in a gently coaxing voice, and she wrapped a blanket across the former representative’s lap. 
 
    Behind Lady Rain, La extended their strangely shifting arms around the patient’s head. Long finger-like appendages that seemed entirely made of glowing energy slipped into Lady Rain’s messy hair and disappeared right into her head. Lady Rain’s shoulder started to relax, and the confusion, fear, and tension seeped out of her body. 
 
    After a few moments of La’s ministrations, and soothing words from the merfolk nurse, Lady Rain was returned to the calm and fairly lucid state we’d found her in when we’d arrived. 
 
    We chatted lightly for a few more minutes, and I discovered that she was pretty lucid and calm with light and everyday topics. She told me about her pet jellyfish whom she adored, and how much she loved red sea kelp in her salads. Occasionally she mentioned a cup in a spoon and how it would squeak when it rained, but she didn’t bring up the sixteen rocks again. 
 
    “You mutht try it thomeday, your majethty,” Lady Rain insisted in a much lighter tone than earlier. “It’th quite delithious.” 
 
    “I will.” I smiled warmly at the older mermaid. “It was lovely to visit with you, Lady Rain. I hate to leave, but I have some business to attend to, and it just can’t wait.” 
 
    “Of courthe, your majethty,” Lady Rain said with all the polite charm of her years in royal society. “It wath wonderful to thee you. I hope you can vithit again thoon.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to come back soon,” I promised her, and I lifted her frail hand to place a gentlemanly kiss on the back. 
 
    The mermaid flushed and twittered about it like a schoolgirl, and the merfolk nurse couldn’t hide her smile either as she remained to care for Lady Rain. 
 
    “Would you like lunch soon, Lady Rain?” the nurse asked. 
 
    Gemma, Rune, Nyxx, and I followed La back out into the hallway, and we lingered for a few more moments to discuss Lady Rain’s condition. 
 
    “Has she remembered anything that could lead us to whoever did this to her?” I asked. “A distinguishing detail? A location? A name? Anything?” 
 
    “She has mentioned a few men in our healing sessions,” La said. “There was one we believed to be fae, she spoke of wings and white-and-black hair.” 
 
    “Rhaiden,” I said, and Rune nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Another she identified by name,” La continued. “Lord Crane.” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed. “They’ve both been identified, judged, and executed for their crimes. Was there anyone else?” 
 
    “You must have noticed how agitated she became when you spoke of the trench…” La said. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset her,” I said in an apologetic tone. 
 
    “You were not at fault, your majesty,” La assured me. “It occurs at random and with little warning. But when Lady Rain speaks of the sixteen rocks… sometimes she mentions a man.” 
 
    My ears perked up instantly, and La had my complete and undivided attention. 
 
    “What kind of man?” I asked. 
 
    “She has revealed only one detail about this man,” La said. 
 
    I was starting to wonder if the genderless haljita was intentionally drawing the reveal out, and I felt my eyes growing wider by the second as I tried to be patient. 
 
    “What was it?” I asked when La remained silent. 
 
    “I hesitate to share this detail,” La said, and their tone seemed apologetic. “For it seems impossible.” 
 
    “Regardless,” I said with as much patience as I could muster. “I insist you share it.” 
 
    “Lady Rain claims the man had tentacles on his face,” La finally said, and they shook their head in an uncertain manner. “I do not know of any kind of paranormal that has such facial features.” 
 
    I turned to look at Gemma, Nyxx, and Rune, and the three of them looked as bewildered by the information as La. My mind immediately brought up the image of Bill Nighy in his full Pirates of the Caribbean CGI make-up, and I wondered if Davy Jones was as real as all the other legends. Judging by the looks on my companions’ faces, I guessed he wasn’t. Or if he was, he looked nothing like the squid-face Hollywood had imagined. 
 
    “There aren’t any paranormals that have tentacles on their faces?” I asked to make sure. 
 
    “None that I am aware of,” La confirmed. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Rune said. 
 
    “I have met or heard of every kind of ocean-dwelling paranormal at some point or another,” Gemma sighed. “I have never known one to have tentacles anywhere above the waist.” 
 
    “Great,” I grumbled. “Alright, let’s keep that detail in the backs of our minds, but it might just be more of Lady Rain’s confusion coming through.” 
 
    “That was my instinct as well, your majesty,” La said. “I must apologize, I have many patients to see before the day is through.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Thank you for your time, La.” 
 
    La nodded as they shifted again to a more oval shape, and they wandered away down the frosted bubble hallway. Rune, Nyxx, Gemma, and I stood in the hall a moment longer, and I sighed. I’d really hoped Lady Rain would come up with a useful detail that could narrow down our lengthy list of suspects, but I reminded myself I was just glad she was alive. 
 
    “I believe that’s enough work for one day,” Gemma said, and she looked at me. “I want to invite you to stay at my home this evening. There is plenty of room for you all. I have guest accommodations.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Rune said with a casual shrug. 
 
    “I’ve seen what I came here to see.” I nodded. “There’s not much more I can do for the survivors today, and I’ve got another whole day of travel ahead of me tomorrow. Relaxing in private sounds pretty good.” 
 
    Gemma smiled and started to lead us out of the infirmary. 
 
    “Are you traveling somewhere other than Orlando tomorrow, your majesty?” Gemma asked as we walked. 
 
    “Alaska,” I said with a wry smirk. 
 
    Nyxx, Rune, and I filled Gemma in on the details of our meeting yesterday and the bit of information we’d gained from the merfolk soldier’s body cam footage. 
 
    “Yes,” Gemma said in a solemn voice. “Henrick was a fine soldier. The pharaohs are powerful beings. It’s disheartening that they are our enemies in this situation.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kind of got the feeling it would be better to have them on our side,” I chuckled with dark humor. 
 
    Gemma’s home wasn’t far from the infirmary, and I was amazed at its size and complexity. I hadn’t really thought about where she lived, but her home was made up of nearly equal parts submerged stone structures and air-filled bubble buildings. A bubble tunnel led right to the side of her home, and Nyxx released a soft sigh of relief. 
 
    “My guest rooms are down this corridor,” Gemma said, and she pointed to her left. “I assume you have more shadow nymphs present at the moment. There should be plenty of rooms for you all.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gemma,” Nyxx said. “We will see you in the morning, your majesty.” 
 
    There was a subtle hint of something in Nyxx’s raspy voice, and I knew she was allowing me the space to enjoy Gemma’s company. Nyxx, and all my wives, understood that the time I got to spend with Gemma was precious because of how busy she was. I was grateful for the chance to focus some well-needed attention on the sexy mermaid. She missed out on so much of my affection due to her busy life as a soldier. 
 
    “Good night,” I murmured to Nyxx, and I pulled her in for a kiss before she could walk away. 
 
    Her shadow-form lips were cool under mine, and she felt like she could just evaporate in my hands. 
 
    “Right,” Rune droned in a light-hearted tone. “Enjoy your evening, your majesty.” 
 
    Rune, and I assumed the other shadow nymph guards, were gone by the time I released Nyxx. 
 
    “I’ll finish this in Alaska,” I whispered to the sexy shadow nymph. 
 
    In my mind’s eye, I could see the hard flush that was spreading across her pale skin under her shadow form, and I hoped she would go to sleep tonight thinking about my cock buried deep inside Gemma’s heat. 
 
    “Yes, you will,” Nyxx replied in a husky whisper before she slipped away into the shadows. 
 
    I smirked after her invisible form, and then I turned to give Gemma my full attention. 
 
    “Would you like a tour?” Gemma asked, and her voice was thick with arousal. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, and I walked forward until my body was just inches from hers. “How about we start with the bedroom?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Gemma hummed and bit down on her bottom lip.
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 Chapter 6 
 
    Gemma reached behind as she started to walk backwards, and she blindly undid whatever was holding her scalloped blue top on. The shiny material fell away to the floor, and my eyes zoomed right in on her perfect breasts. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed as I quickened my pace to catch her up in my arms. 
 
    We were somewhere in what I assumed was a living room based on the presence of some comfortable-looking armchairs, but I was too busy kissing Gemma to register much else. 
 
    “Aaahh,” Gemma sighed as she tore her mouth from mine. “Come along, my king…” 
 
    The mermaid’s magenta eyes twinkled with mischief as she took me by the hand, and she led me down another short hallway to her bedroom. The room was weirdly ordinary for a mermaid’s home, and I wondered if merfolk could sleep in their merfolk forms. 
 
    The frosted bubble room had a king-sized bed with coral-colored blankets in the middle, and three tall dressers made from driftwood pieced together were lined up to one side. Several potted plants dotted the stone floor, and they looked well despite the utter lack of sunlight here at the bottom of the Atlantic. 
 
    But I had little brain capacity for how the ferns survived down here as Gemma reached over to pull the tie of her pleated blue skirt. The flowy garment wafted to the floor with a soft whooshing sound, and Gemma stood before me in all her naked glory. 
 
    “Ugh, you’re so fucking gorgeous,” I muttered as I strode across the room. 
 
    My arms wrapped around her narrow waist, and I pressed my hands flat on her lower and middle back to mold her body against mine. Gemma’s lips were soft and willing under mine as I kissed her with all the hunger that built up during our two weeks away from one another. 
 
    The night before my wedding to Ivis had been filled with an urgency neither of us could deny or quench, and we’d fucked hard and fast. Tonight, we had all the time in the world, and I was going to explore her body so slowly it would drive us both insane. 
 
    Gemma’s skin grew hot under my hands as I guided her back toward the bed, but halfway there, she clutched at my shoulders and turned me around. Then she shoved playfully at my chest, and the bed knocked my knees out from under me. 
 
    “Oh!” I chuckled with surprise as I fell back on her mattress. 
 
    “You’re always taking care of everyone, Michael,” Gemma said, and she twisted a lock of her aquamarine hair around her finger. “I want to take care of you tonight.” 
 
    “Funny,” I laughed. “I wanted to smother you with my affection and attention tonight.” 
 
    “Too bad.” Gemma grinned teasingly, and she crawled over me on the bed. “You might be king, but this is my room. And I wanna be in charge tonight.” 
 
    “Well.” I smirked. “Guess I can’t argue with that. It’s your house after all.” 
 
    Gemma grinned so wide her nose crinkled up in the most adorable way. I smiled back at her as I folded my arms behind my head and settled in to enjoy whatever she had in store for me. 
 
    Gemma’s skillful hands made quick work of my belt, and I lifted my hips to help her pull my pants down. She left my boxers in place, and my erection strained against the front. Then the sexy mermaid climbed onto my hips, and she tugged at the hem of my shirt until it bunched up around my chest. 
 
    “Alright,” Gemma giggled. “A little help here would be good.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lady,” I teased. 
 
    I set up, yanked my polo off, and tossed it aside with the rest of my clothing. 
 
    “Such a gentleman,” Gemma cooed. 
 
    She scooted backwards until she straddled my knees, and she leaned down low as she gently pulled at the waistband of my boxers. Her eyes went wide, and her tongue slipped out to lick her lips as she stared at my cock. 
 
    Gemma only moved off me enough to pull my boxers out of the way, and she curled her fingers around the length of my dick. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed with pleasure at her gentle touch. 
 
    My eyes were superglued to Gemma’s pink lips as she opened them wide and wrapped them around the head of my shaft. Her tongue was slick as she bobbed her head down on my lap, and the slippery sensation sent shivers down my entire body. 
 
    After just one long suck of my shaft, Gemma released my tip with a gentle popping sound. She paused for a long second before she pulled me into her mouth again. 
 
    “Uuuuuhhhh,” I groaned with pleasure. 
 
    Gemma moved her lips and tongue at a torturously slow pace up and down my cock a few more times before she released me again. Then she stared right into my eyes as she flicked the tip of her tongue over the head of my dick, and she hummed with arousal. 
 
    “Delicious,” Gemma breathed. 
 
    Then she dove back onto my cock, and she sucked my length into her mouth over and over again like it was the only goal she had in life. 
 
    Electrified pleasure built up in the base of my spine like a growing pool of molten gold, and my lower back and legs started to tense from the intense sensations. 
 
    Gemma shifted her lower body slightly, and I felt the intense heat of her crotch on the length of my right shin. She wiggled her ass slightly until she found exactly the position she wanted, and I felt the slick wetness of her pussy. I couldn’t tell if she was doing it on purpose, or if she was just desperate for friction on her clit, but I tensed my leg slightly to give her a little more. 
 
    “Uuuh,” Gemma moaned softly in the back of her throat. 
 
    The vibrations of her voice moved through my cock with a delightful new sensation, and I reached down to knot my fingers in her hair. Gemma’s hand found its way to mine, and she pushed lightly on the back of my hand. My mouth fell open with surprise and arousal as I understood her meaning. 
 
    Tentatively, I pushed her head down harder on my cock, and Gemma moaned in response. 
 
    I nearly came from the sheer erotic shock of it all, and I clamped down on my teeth and my self-control 
 
    “Fuuuck,” I groaned between gritted teeth. 
 
    Once I wrangled my control back into place, I relaxed back on the bed and enjoyed the slippery hot feeling of myself in Gemma’s mouth for a few more minutes. Her tongue was exquisite, and she did this flicking thing that sent ecstasy racing along my nerves. 
 
    “Come here,” I growled, and I gestured with both hands for her to crawl up my body. “Allow me to take care of you for a little bit.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Gemma hummed as she licked the corners of her mouth. “That sounds like a fantastic idea, your majesty.” 
 
    A chuckle escaped my throat at the sexy mermaid’s little smirk, and she put on a bit of a show as she crawled on her hands and knees over my hips. I cupped her breasts with both hands and gave them a gentle squeeze before I pinched her nipples between my fingers. 
 
    “Aahh!” Gemma sucked in a harsh breath. 
 
    I released her nipples and slid my arms between her thighs and my torso so I could hook my hands around her hips from the back, and I half-dragged her all the way up until she straddled my face. 
 
    “Ooh,” Gemma purred as she looked down between her perfect breasts at me. 
 
    “Uuuhhmm,” I replied as I stuck out my tongue and slid it through her hot folds. 
 
    The salty-sweet taste of her arousal spread across my tongue and sent a series of shockwaves through my brain. Apparently sucking my dick was a huge turn-on for the sexy mermaid, and I tucked the information away for future adventures. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” Gemma moaned. 
 
    Her hands clutched at the driftwood headboard of her bed, and I could almost hear her well-manicured nails digging into the wood. She alternated between letting her head fall back and gazing down at me as I slid my tongue all around her slick entrance and clit. 
 
    I shifted to give her entrance some attention, and I spent a good two minutes tongue-fucking her until she managed to drag her eyes back down to look at me. I waited until Gemma’s gaze locked with mine, and then I stroked her clit with the widest part of my tongue. 
 
    Her pulse was thundering so hard, I could feel it beating under the super sensitive tip of her clit. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” Gemma moaned low and long, and she shifted one of her hands down from the headboard to fist in my hair. “That feels so fucking goooood.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed against her pussy, and I was not disappointed by her response. 
 
    “Shit!” Gemma gasped hard, and she tilted her hips to press her clit down harder onto my mouth. 
 
    I desperately wanted to feel her cum all over my tongue, so I edged my right arm back from between our bodies, and I thrust my middle finger right into her dripping entrance. I splayed my other fingers out so I could finger-fuck her all the way to the palm of my hand, and I curled my finger in a coaxing motion to massage her g-spot. It gave easily under the pressure of my finger, and Gemma cried out with pleasure. 
 
    I found a pressure and rhythm that made Gemma squirm, and then I added a swift and ultra-light circling of my tongue over her clit to give her nowhere to go but over the cliff of ecstasy. 
 
    It didn’t take long to push the sexy mermaid right into bliss, and her thighs tensed on either side of my head as her fingers dug into my hair. 
 
    “Yes, yeeessss, yeessssss!” Gemma cried out as she crashed into a powerful orgasm. 
 
    I drew out the peak of her release for as long as physically possible before I let her tumble down the other side, and I coaxed her lovingly through the trembling waves until she was limp above me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gemma breathed, and she released the death grip she had on my hair. “That was incredible, and I really needed it.” 
 
    “I thought you felt a little tense,” I teased, and I placed an affectionate kiss on the tender skin of her inner thigh. 
 
    “I think it’s my turn again, your majesty,” Gemma murmured in a seductive voice. 
 
    She rose off my face in a strange and beautiful way, and she pushed her ass into the air as she kept her upper half folded down. Gemma kissed me hungrily as she leaned on the headboard and walked her feet backward. She positioned her knees on either side of my hips and hovered over the tip of my cock for a long moment as I teased her nipples with my fingers. 
 
    The desire to take my time and explore her body returned, and I sat up to cover her right nipple with my mouth. I locked my left hand around her hip to hold her firmly in place, and I lavished her nipples with attention from my tongue. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh, yeesssss,” Gemma moaned. 
 
    She arched her back which pressed her nipple harder between my lips, and I closed my teeth gently around the tight bud. 
 
    “Fuck!” Gemma gasped again, and she nodded erratically. “Mmhmm, I like that.” 
 
    I nipped a bit harder at her nipple, and then I sucked on it hard with my whole mouth. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” Gemma moaned loudly, and her hand came up to grasp the back of my skull. 
 
    After a long, hard suck on her nipple, I moved to give the same stimulation to her other breast, and by the time I was finished, Gemma was trembling with need. I cradled her head with both of my hands, and I nudged my hips up until the tip of my cock nestled between her dripping pussy lips. 
 
    “Put that pussy on my cock, baby,” I growled softly. 
 
    “Yes, my king,” Gemma breathed, and she looked down at me with heavy-lidded eyes. 
 
    My sexy mermaid lover adjusted the angle of her hips as she braced her palms on my chest, and then she sank slowly down. Gemma moaned the entire way down, and I joined her as I felt her slick inner walls stretch around my girth. 
 
    “Ooooohhhhh,” Gemma moaned, and she licked her lips and nodded. “Mmmmmmmmm.” 
 
    “Goddamn, you’re so tight,” I groaned, and I moved my hands to cup the underside of her luscious ass. 
 
    “Lift me,” Gemma gasped. 
 
    I anchored my shoulders against the mattress, and I lifted her off my cock by her ass. Then, without any warning, I released the muscles in my arms and let her drop back down on my rock-hard shaft. 
 
    “Fuuuck!” Gemma made a sound between a gasp and a cry of ecstasy. “Again, pleeeaaasssseeeee.” 
 
    My heart thundered in my chest, and I gave her what she wanted. With each separating movement, I lifted Gemma from my lap, and then I let her drop down with the force of her body weight onto my cock. Over and over again, my cock slammed up into her pussy with the rush of her fall, and every time she cried out with intense pleasure. I gave her a good few minutes of this slow and torturous fucking before I took matters more into my own hands. 
 
    I locked my hands around her hips, and I held her off me enough that I could thrust roughly up into her pussy from below. Suddenly thankful for all the weighted squats Firo had me do in training, my ass and leg muscles clenched as I pounded into Gemma’s dripping pussy from beneath her. 
 
    “Goddess, yeeesssss,” Gemma mewled, and she dropped forward onto my chest. “Fuuuck meeeeee!” 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Gemma’s back, and in one swift motion, I flipped us over so I was on top. She moved her legs further up and extended her feet out in a wide spread that gave me unfettered access to her entire body. I braced myself on my elbows, and I leaned down to suckle at the tender skin of her throat as I started thrusting into her needy tunnel again. 
 
    My mouth blazed across every inch of pale skin I could reach as I set a demanding and harsh rhythm. I’d intended to fuck her slowly, but it seemed Gemma wanted it rough. Not that I was complaining. A good hard fuck was just as delicious as a slow and lazy one, especially with a lover as responsive as the mermaid commander. 
 
    With each of Gemma’s cries, I felt the urge to fuck her a bit harder. Soon, my thrusts became so forceful, her driftwood bed frame started to scrape across the stone tiles of her bubble home. Some small part of the back of my mind worried I might accidentally shove us straight through the bubble wall and into the open ocean, but I couldn’t bring myself to really care. 
 
    Gemma’s hot pussy felt so fucking good that the pleasure rushed through my veins like an avalanche, and the tension in Gemma’s limbs told me she was close, too. 
 
    I managed to wedge one hand down between us, and I found her tightly swollen clit with my thumb. It only took a few precise circles over the little bundle of sensitive nerves to shove Gemma right into blissful oblivion. 
 
    “Ffffffuuuuck!” Gemma cried out as she shattered into a million blazing pieces. 
 
    Her eyes slammed closed as her mouth fell open in ecstasy, and the sight of her climax tore away every last shred of my self-control. The rippling waves of her pussy milked me for everything I was worth, and I filled her with my cum. 
 
    The mind-bending ecstasy coursed through my veins like a billion little explosions, and my cock throbbed with electric pleasure as I coaxed us both through the rushing waves. A series of descending aftershocks trembled through Gemma’s body, and each one sent a lingering ripple of delight through me, too. 
 
    “Fuck,” Gemma breathed when she finally returned to the bottom of the ocean. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed in a rush of air, and I rolled gently to her side. 
 
    “Like, holy hell,” Gemma reiterated. “You’re so good at that.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed. 
 
    Gemma snuggled in close to my side, and I wrapped my arms around her as she rested her head on my chest. 
 
    “Your heart is pounding still,” Gemma whispered a moment later. 
 
    “Fucking you like that is kind of a workout,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well,” Gemma giggled and turned her head to look up at me. “All your hard work is greatly appreciated.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” I chuckled. 
 
    Gemma smiled and folded her hands under her chin on my chest as she gazed up at me. I couldn’t help myself, and I reached up to tuck a strand of aquamarine-colored hair behind her ear. The indigo scales around her eyes shone in the gentle spherical lights of her bubble home, and I felt an overwhelming surge of love in my heart for the powerful and kind-hearted mermaid. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” Gemma murmured in an almost shy tone before I could say anything. “I didn’t realize how… lonely my life is until you came into it.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too,” I said, and I touched the indigo scales by her left eye. “I know how important your work here in Salirius City is, and how much there is to do… Especially now, fuck, but I wish you had more down time.” 
 
    “I feel like you understand better than most,” Gemma said with a smirk. “You take your responsibilities very seriously. I really admire that about you.” 
 
    “So do you,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I wish I had more free time, too,” Gemma sighed, and she turned to rest her head on my chest again. “I’m hoping things will settle down once we sort out all this bullshit. You know, this Russian asshole’s going to get a piece of my mind just for interrupting my plans for a little peace!” 
 
    Gemma turned back to smirk at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh at her sense of humor. 
 
    “Were things a lot quieter than this before all that shit with Rhaiden, Crane, and Vagin started?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, they certainly weren’t this busy…” Gemma said. “Or this dire. These are dark times…” 
 
    Gemma’s magenta eyes grew sad, and I pulled her a little closer to me. 
 
    “Before all of this happened,” Gemma said, “I’d been toying with the idea of stepping back from work a little bit.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and I did my best to keep my boyish excitement at the implications of that idea to myself. 
 
    “Yes.” Gemma nodded. “I’ve worked diligently and very hard for pffft… Well, let’s see… I was promoted to the rank of Commander in nineteen… sixty-five? I think it was sixty-five.” 
 
    I felt my eyes bulge just a little bit as she put a number to that, and I had to remind myself she was much older than the fifty-odd years she’d been in this particular role. It’s not like Gemma strolled right into the role of Commander the day she was born. She would have had to work up to that, and if the merfolk armies were anything like the United States military, she would have been at least eighteen before she could even join. I swallowed hard and said what I hoped was a reasonable response as my brain buzzed. 
 
    “You’ve worked really hard,” I said. 
 
    “I was close to feeling like I was ready to retire,” Gemma said. “But when Rhaiden showed up… and that hurricane… Ugh, then all these survivors? I couldn’t leave my city to new leadership in such a time of need. Merfolk are going through enough upheaval as it is right now.” 
 
    “That’s incredibly honorable of you,” I murmured. 
 
    “The idea of stepping down just doesn’t sit well with me,” Gemma sighed. “But I am ready to retire. I’m ready to settle down a little more and have some peace and quiet.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the happy grin that spread across my face at her words, and Gemma blushed and looked away as I stroked my finger over her high cheekbone. 
 
    “I know we haven’t really talked about it…” I murmured. “But I think I’ve made it pretty clear how much I enjoy spending time with you.” 
 
    “You have made it abundantly clear, your majesty,” Gemma giggled. 
 
    “Good.” I smirked. “I never want to stand in the way of your duties, but when you feel the time is right, I would be entirely thrilled to have you as a constant figure in my life.” 
 
    For some reason, I couldn’t actually get the question to exit my lips. It felt like Gemma wasn’t ready for an official proposal, not with so much still to take care of. But I could sense that she understood the true meaning behind my words, and I was pretty sure she would say yes when I did finally ask. For now, while the world continued to bask in chaos around us, this was enough, and I was filled with happiness. 
 
    “I love you,” I hummed, and I smoothed her aquamarine hair with my hand. 
 
    “I love you, too,” Gemma said. “And I would love to be a constant figure in your life.” 
 
    The sexy mermaid laughed brightly, and I reached down to tickle the sensitive skin where her tail began in mermaid form. 
 
    “Good!” I laughed. 
 
    Gemma and I laughed and play-wrestled in the bed for a moment, and we each got several good tickles in before there was a sturdy knock on the floor near the bedroom doorway. 
 
    I looked over and saw the distinctive shape of Rune’s hand sticking through the frosted doorway. 
 
    “Something must have happened,” I said in a suddenly serious voice, and I jumped out of bed. 
 
    I yanked my pants up as I crossed the room, and I stuck my head through the doorway. 
 
    Rune’s golden hair whipped around as he turned to look at me with a look of concern that sent my heart racing. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Gregor is at the Commander’s door, your majesty,” Rune reported. “There is an incident in the infirmary.” 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. 
 
    “He’s requesting Commander Gemma immediately, your majesty,” Rune said with an apologetic grimace and a concerned look on his face. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “We’ll be right there.”
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 Chapter 7 
 
    Rune nodded as he turned away to relay the message to Gregor, and I hurried back into Gemma’s room. 
 
    “We have to go,” I said, and I started to rush around the room and collect our clothes. “Gregor said there’s an incident in the infirmary. Rune looked worried. We should hurry.” 
 
    Before I’d even gotten halfway through my statement, Gemma had hurled herself out of bed and started putting her clothes back on. She rummaged at top speed through one of her dressers and added a leather item that looked like a mix between a shoulder holster and a pair of pauldrons to her outfit. 
 
    “Let’s hurry,” she said, and she didn’t even wait for me to respond before she was out the door. 
 
    “God, I love her.” I smirked to myself, and I moved faster to catch up with the sexy commander. 
 
    Rune and Gregor were waiting anxiously at the front doorway to Gemma’s home, and my advisor looked slightly relieved when he saw us. The look of concern didn’t move from Gregor’s stern face, though, and he started jogging immediately. 
 
    Gemma hurried to match his pace, and Rune and I followed a second behind. 
 
    “What’s happened?” Gemma asked. 
 
    “Some of the patients seem to be having a psychotic break, Commander,” Gregor reported as we ran. “They were really agitated and then started to become aggressive. I was close by when the call came through, and I knew you’d want to be informed immediately.” 
 
    Gregor glanced over his shoulder with a regretful expression as we rounded the last corner toward the infirmary. 
 
    “I’m sorry I had to interrupt,” he said in a politely apologetic tone. 
 
    “No, you did the right thing,” I assured him. 
 
    We hurried into the main area of the infirmary, and there was absolute chaos happening inside. 
 
    Most of the patients had voluntarily fled, or been herded, to one corner of the room, and they were huddled together with worried looks. Some of them shook, and a few had tears streaming down their faces. The room was filled with angry and terrified voices that shouted from the opposite end of the infirmary. 
 
    Several nurses and haljita were gathered around where the voices were coming from, and Gregor headed right in that direction. Gemma followed him without hesitation, but I paused to give Rune an order. 
 
    “Find Nyxx,” I commanded. “Now!” 
 
    Rune bolted in the opposite direction, and I wondered if we’d left Gemma’s home so fast none of my guards had realized we’d even left. Firo was gonna be pissed at my guards if they couldn’t keep an eye on me, but I wasn’t worried. I was with Gregor and Gemma, plus the entire staff of the infirmary, and it wasn’t like I was some powerless weakling. 
 
    I hurried over to where Gemma and Gregor were, and the situation became more clear. 
 
    “… two sea nymphs, and a merman,” La was saying as I moved closer. “One of our haljita inadvertently triggered a traumatic memory. The merman went into a psychotic break, and his agitation and shouting dragged the sea nymphs into a state of trauma as well.” 
 
    “Is the merman the most hostile?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Gregor confirmed. “He’s got Nori.” 
 
    The mint-green-haired merman shifted to the side, and I got my first look at the scene. 
 
    The sea nymphs and merman had taken over one of the private exam rooms and literally trashed the place. Metal trays and various medical equipment were strewn all over the floor. The bed had been turned completely on its side, and several glass jars of gauze, herbs, and salves were shattered everywhere. 
 
    One of the sea nymphs who was a vivid shade of cerulean blue sat in the corner with his arms around his body, and he was rocking back and forth like a scared little kid. He appeared not to be much of a threat, and I guessed he’d gotten dragged down by the overall atmosphere of the room. 
 
    The other sea nymph was a lighter sky-blue color, and she was pacing back and forth across a four-foot-span of the room. She was knocking her hand against her head and muttering to herself. Every few seconds she grabbed something from a shelf or the floor and hurled it against the wall. Shattered glass continued to accumulate everywhere as she raged to herself and destroyed more objects. 
 
    But the main threat was the merman in the middle of the room. He stood behind the overturned bed, and his green eyes were wild like a caged animal. He had one burly arm wrapped around Nori’s throat, and his other hand held what looked like a scalpel at the corner of her jaw. 
 
    The yellow-haired nurse stared at me with fear in her pink eyes, and she mouthed a silent plea to help her. 
 
    “Stay back!” the merman shouted, and he hauled Nori back a step. “I’m not going back there! You can’t make me!” 
 
    “Go back where?” Gemma asked in a firm but nonthreatening voice. 
 
    “Stay back!” the merman screamed so hard a vein bulged in his forehead, and his entire face turned red. 
 
    Nori flinched hard, and she tried to recoil from his rage-filled voice. The merman tightened his hold on her throat, and her pink eyes went wide with panic. 
 
    The pacing sea nymph shrieked in a crazed sort of way, and she grabbed a doctor’s stool off the floor. She hurled it into the corner, and it narrowly missed the male sea nymph curled into a ball. 
 
    I placed a hand on Gemma’s shoulder, and I took a few slow steps forward. My hands were raised to show I wasn’t holding anything, and I forced my face into a mask of open friendliness. 
 
    “Hey, hey, easy,” I said like every hostage negotiator I’d seen in every big Hollywood movie. “No one’s going to make you go anywhere.” 
 
    “Stay back!” the merman shouted again, but this time he looked a little less certain. 
 
    I knew he was confused, and I decided to try and talk him down. Maybe he still had enough sense in his deranged mind to take an order from his king. The main commonality between all the survivors of Rhaiden’s influence was that they had hope whenever I visited. I figured it was worth a shot right now. 
 
    Whatever happened, I had to keep that scalpel from going into Nori’s throat, maybe I could distract him long enough for the staff to medically sedate him. 
 
    I looked at Nori to try and give her some reassurance, and her pink eyes were overflowing with panicked tears as she trembled all over with fear. 
 
    “You’re safe here,” I said to the merman, and I took another step forward. 
 
    “No!” the merman screamed, and his voice and body were filled with desperation and utter hopelessness. “Nothing is safe! He’ll find me! I’m not going back there!” 
 
    Then everything changed in the blink of an eye, and it felt like the entire world flipped upside down. 
 
    The merman shoved Nori away, and the crazed sea nymph stopped her pacing and smashing. The sea nymph caught Nori up in her arms, and she started to screech at the top of her lungs like a banshee. 
 
    “Aaaah! Aaaah! Aaaah!” The sea nymph’s voice was like a tea kettle whistle amplified through rock concert-quality speakers. “Aaaaaah!” 
 
    Nori started to sob uncontrollably, and the sea nymph grabbed a large shard of glass from one of the shattered jars. Once more, a lethally sharp object was held to the yellow-haired mermaid’s throat. 
 
    But before I could even process it all, the deranged merman threw himself at me, scalpel first. 
 
    On pure instinct, I caught his forearm with both of my hands, and I managed to catch him before his weapon reached my torso. The surgically sharp blade tore through the cotton fabric of my polo shirt, but my body was safe from the first attack. 
 
    At the same time, a blurry figure moved like a bolt of lightning from out of nowhere, and he slammed the door closed. 
 
    “Michael!” Gemma’s panicked scream sounded clearly through the closed door, and it was followed by frantic rattling of the locked doorknob and a hard pounding of fists. “Who was that? What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened, Commander,” Gregor replied. “There wasn’t anyone else in the room, I swear!” 
 
    I only half-registered this irritated and worried conversation between my mermaid lover and her soldier as I fended off the deranged merman’s attacks. 
 
    “I’m not going back!” the merman screamed again, and his brown eyes filled with terrified tears. “You can’t make me!” 
 
    He yanked his burly arm out of my grip and tried to attack again with the scalpel. He was huge, but he was also confused as hell, and that gave me the advantage I needed. 
 
    I shifted back at the same time he did, and I kicked him in the elbow during his next attack. The scalpel was knocked from his hand, and it went skidding across the tile floor. But that didn’t stop the merman from attacking. Instead, he lunged at me with open hands, and I ducked out of the way to swoop up behind him. 
 
    Without much thought, I jumped onto his wide shoulders, and I snaked my right arm around his neck like Nyxx had taught me. I locked my forearm under the line of his jaw, and I pulled up and back to block the blood flow to his head. 
 
    “Gurrhh,” the merman gurgled and gasped as he tried to pry my arm away from his neck. 
 
    All the while, the sea nymph continued to scream like the steam screeching from a boiling kettle, and my brain was starting to ache from the high-pitched sound. 
 
    And I had no idea where the blurry figure who’d slammed the door had gone. Maybe it had escaped the room and shut the door behind themself, but I couldn’t be certain they weren’t still in the room with us. 
 
    Just as the merman’s hands started to go limp on my forearm, a dark shadow I would have known anywhere slipped under the door and into the room. Her puddle-like shadow form shifted around the edges of the room, and I figured she was assessing the situation before she did anything. 
 
    I had my arms locked securely around the large merman’s throat, and I could just imagine the purple color of his face as his brain tried to get just a bit of oxygen. Nori was still held hostage with a blade of glass at her throat by the screeching paranormal, and I wasn’t sure if the sky-blue sea nymph even knew what was happening. 
 
    Nyxx must have assessed that I had the merman under control because her shadow nymph body formed out of the puddle of darkness right behind the screeching sea nymph. Her black arms snaked around the sea nymph’s liquid limbs, and Nyxx took control of both arms. 
 
    The shard of glass dropped to the ground and shattered into a hundred smaller pieces, but the sea nymph retained a hold on Nori’s shoulders. Nyxx grunted slightly as she tried to pry the sea nymph’s arms off the mermaid nurse. 
 
    Suddenly, the sea nymph stopped screeching, and my ears rang with the sudden absence of sound. The sea nymph jerked without warning, and she threw Nori to the side. 
 
    Nyxx didn’t have the chance to catch the yellow-haired nurse as she fended off the sudden barrage of sea nymph fists. 
 
    A second later, the sound of Nori’s head slamming against a metal storage cabinet made my entire body cringe. She dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes, and a splotch of red blood appeared in her yellow hair. 
 
    The male sea nymph who’d been trembling in the corner moaned with fear, and finally, the burly merman in my chokehold went limp. His large body drooped, and my feet caught the floor as he slumped to the ground. 
 
    I heaved a deep breath, and I caught sight of a blur of movement from beside the door. 
 
    The hidden figure was still in the room, and I had no idea how hostile and dangerous they were.  
 
    Then a lightbulb went off suddenly in my mind. 
 
    If I could connect with him, I could learn how dangerous he or she was, and maybe I could talk them down enough to bring this confrontation to an end. 
 
    I took a steadying breath, and I reached out with my mind. It had been weeks since I felt like I’d officially mastered this part of my mirror magic, and I located the person’s presence easily. 
 
    In my mind’s eye, I could tell the hidden paranormal was a merman, and his magic swirled around him like a series of long tentacles. They shifted easily in color and texture, but they held their form. It was like the weaving strands of a tapestry, and I watched as the tentacle-like magic wove the image around him. 
 
    It only took me a second after connecting with his magic to realize he had camouflage. 
 
    That was why no one had seen him. He’d been hiding quite effectively from all eyes. 
 
    I followed the magical tentacles of the merman’s mind back to their source, and I worked at luring them to my control instead. It took some coaxing, and I wondered if this was what snake-charming was like. 
 
    “Come on out,” I whispered to myself as I wrangled the merman’s magic to my use. 
 
    Finally, the shifting color and texture of the merman’s magical tentacles began to obey me instead, and his body slowly shifted into view. 
 
    The merman was older than I’d expected, and he looked far too thin for my liking. It was clear he was another victim of abuse at either Rhaiden or the Russian asshole’s hands. His gray eyes were vacant, and I truly understood the saying ‘the lights are on, but nobody’s home.’ 
 
    I gently pried the rest of his camouflage away, and he didn’t make another move. It wasn’t clear to me why he’d shoved the door closed, but I didn’t think he knew what he’d been doing. He looked just as confused and scared as the sea nymph huddled in the corner. Maybe he had been trying to hide away from all of this, and he’d just gotten stuck on the wrong side of the door. 
 
    “You’re safe,” I murmured in as soothing a tone as I could manage. “It’s okay.” 
 
    As slowly and discreetly as I could manage, I motioned for Nyxx to come unlock the door. She slipped behind me in her shadow form, and slowly, she let the door open. 
 
    I locked eyes with Gemma as she started to push her way in. Her shoulders sagged with obvious relief when she saw that I was alright and had calmed the situation down. 
 
    “Nobody’s going to hurt you,” I said to the merman in a soft and reassuring tone. 
 
    Another member of the nursing staff and two of the haljita followed Gemma into the room. 
 
    “This nice mermaid is going to help you,” I said to the camouflaged merman, and I gestured at the nurse. 
 
    “Everything is okay, Kri,” the nurse said in a soothing and melodic voice. “Let’s get you back to bed.” 
 
    The camouflaged merman nodded slowly, and he started to peel himself off the wall. The nice nurse slowly took one of the old merman’s hands, and a haljita shifted around behind them. They held up their strange shifting hands and a soft light emanated from the haljita’s body into the merman’s head. The camouflaged merman’s vacant eyes closed a second later, and his whole body slumped to the floor. 
 
    The nurse released a huge sigh, and she turned to look up at me. 
 
    “What happened?” Gemma asked. “Who closed the door, and where did this merman come from?” 
 
    “He’s got camouflage magic,” I explained. “That’s why no one saw him. He was in here the whole time.” 
 
    “Kri has camouflage magic?” the nurse who’d sedated him asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I connected with him, but Nori’s hurt. She needs help.” 
 
    That’s when Gemma looked over at the coaster-sized splotch of blood in Nori’s yellow hair, and my mermaid lover gasped. 
 
    “Shit,” Gemma hissed, and she turned to call in some more nurses. 
 
    The room became a flurry of motion once more, but instead of violent chaos, it was well-organized medical attention. Nori was checked, and it was determined she probably had a small concussion as well as the need for a bit of magical healing. She was carefully carried out of the room, and I was assured she would make a full recovery.  
 
    The choked-out merman was quickly checked, and the staff assured me I hadn’t done any permanent damage to him. Then he was carried away to a private room where he could be reassessed upon regaining consciousness.  
 
    The screeching female sea nymph who Nyxx had stopped had shriveled into a blubbering ball on the floor, and she was quickly sedated like the old merman had been. The male sea nymph who seemed to have been a victim of circumstances during the entire altercation was given a much milder form of sedation from the haljita. It just helped him calm down without putting him to sleep, and he was guided out of the destroyed exam room, too. 
 
    Once the room was empty aside from Nyxx, Gemma, and myself, the two women sagged with relief. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Gemma asked me. 
 
    “Yeah,” I assured her. “I’m fine. Nori took the worst of it.” 
 
    “You’re incredible,” Gemma sighed, and she pressed her body against me. 
 
    “I just acted,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Your chokehold was impressive,” Nyxx said, and the cool exterior of her shadow nymph form was betrayed by the emotion in her voice. 
 
    “I was taught by the best,” I said, and I pulled the sexy nymph into my arms. 
 
    “I was pretty angry at Gregor,” Gemma admitted. “I thought he’d done a poor job of assessing the situation.” 
 
    Gregor shifted by the doorway, and he gave me a deeply regretful look. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, your majesty,” Gregor began, but I stopped him. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” I said. “That merman had really good camouflage magic. He’s completely invisible when he’s standing still, and I think he was just as deranged and scared as the sea nymph in the corner had been.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gregor breathed with shock, and his shoulders relaxed with relief. “Really…” 
 
    “You couldn’t have handled it any differently,” I assured him. “And no one was seriously hurt.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Gregor said. 
 
    “Gregor,” Gemma said, and her tone was apologetic without actually saying sorry. “Will you make sure everyone is okay in there? Arrange for whatever supplies or food they might need? Make sure there is enough staff on hand. I know it’s not exactly your job–” 
 
    “Of course, Commander.” Gregor straightened up, and it looked like he was pleased to be useful again. 
 
    The mint-green-haired merfolk soldier quickly left the room, and I was once again alone with my lovers. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re safe,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Me, too,” I agreed. 
 
    The three of us embraced in a relieved hug for another long moment before La returned and cleared their throat. 
 
    “Pardon the interruption, your majesty, Commander,” La said. “I wanted to let you both know things are returning to order. The patients have been calmed and sedated. Nori is awake, and a member of the staff has healed her injury.” 
 
    “Thank you, La,” Gemma said. “Does that include the concussion?” 
 
    “No, sadly,” La replied. “That will have to mend on its own, but it should not take more than a week.” 
 
    “Please tell Nori I’ll come check on her tomorrow morning,” Gemma said. 
 
    “Yes, Commander.” La nodded and turned to me. “I apologize for the disturbance, your majesty. Healing the mind is a difficult task, and not all our patients respond the same way.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I understand,” I said in a kind tone. “Healing isn’t linear.” 
 
    “No,” La hummed in a thoughtful way. “It’s not. That’s a very wise observation, your majesty.” 
 
    “It’s something someone important told me once,” I said with a grin as I thought about my beautiful Grecian wife. 
 
    “We are grateful for your assistance, your majesty,” La added. “Now, I must return to the work at hand.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “We’ll get out of your way.” 
 
    La bowed their head politely and went back out to the main area of the infirmary. 
 
    “I think it’s time for dinner,” Gemma sighed, and she looked between Nyxx and me. “Shall we go back to my home?” 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” I said. 
 
    “I refuse to allow his majesty out of my sight again,” Nyxx said, and she lowered her voice apologetically. “You should not have been able to leave Gemma’s home without one of our guards accompanying you.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Nyxx,” I said, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “We moved so fast, and without any warning. There was no reason to think we were in danger in Gemma’s home. I’m not mad.” 
 
    My ladies still looked at me for a moment like they felt like they needed to make it up to me, and I pulled them into my arms again. 
 
    “Everything’s okay,” I reassured them. “Come on, let’s go eat.” 
 
    Gemma led us back to her home, and Ena, Kage, and their team were waiting for us in the corridor outside the front doorway. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Kage said, and he dropped to one knee. 
 
    The rest of the team followed his lead, and they all bowed their heads in shame. 
 
    “We will accept whatever punishment you see fit,” Ena added. 
 
    “I don’t see any need for punishment,” I said. “Stand up.” 
 
    Ena and Kage looked at one another with disbelief before they slowly rose to their feet, and the other shadow nymphs on their team were much slower to join them. 
 
    “Listen,” I said. “You had no reason to expect me to go back out again, we ran out of here fast, and none of us stopped to tell you what we were doing.” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Kage insisted in a polite but firm tone. “We were negligent in our duties, and we will not allow it to happen again.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled. “Just know I’m not upset. I’m not some damsel in distress, and I’m not some weakling who can’t defend myself. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Ena nodded. 
 
    They seemed okay, but I got the feeling they weren’t going to be as easy-going about my security detail from here on out. 
 
    I chuckled as Nyxx, Gemma, and I headed into Gemma’s home. Rune was waiting patiently in the living room for us, and he smiled when he saw we were all together. 
 
    “Everything okay, your majesty?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re all good,” I said. 
 
    “Good.” Rune smiled. 
 
    “Rune?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty?” he asked. 
 
    “You’re off duty,” I informed him. “Go have some fun. Explore the city, and be back in the morning.” 
 
    Rune’s teal eyes went wide with surprised excitement, but he didn’t seem to want to question my instructions. He just grinned, nodded, and headed toward the door. I couldn’t help but notice the slight shift in the breadth of his shoulders as he disappeared through the frosted doorway. 
 
    “How about I cook us some dinner?” Gemma offered. 
 
    “That sounds good to me,” I said. 
 
    “Any preferences?” Gemma asked. 
 
    Nyxx and I glanced at each other and shook our heads in unison. 
 
    “I think we’re pretty open to whatever,” I said. 
 
    I walked over and plopped onto one of Gemma’s overstuffed armchairs, and Nyxx took a moment to let her shadow form slip away. Her fair skin was flushed from the events of the last half-hour, and her long, almost-black hair was twisted up in a tight French braid that kept it out of the way. She wore the full bodysuit of flexible black leather, and flat ankle boots on her feet. 
 
    “Aaahh,” Nyxx sighed with relief. 
 
    She unzipped the front of her bodysuit as she walked over to plop into the chair beside me, and I couldn’t help but stare at the swath of pale skin on her chest. 
 
    The sounds of clinking dishes and chopping vegetables came from the next room, and I wondered what Gemma was going to cook for us. My mind didn’t linger on dinner for long, though, and after a moment, Nyxx placed herself in my lap. 
 
    Before long, the sexy shadow nymph and I were fucking on Gemma’s chair, and after one especially hard thrust followed by a low moan, the sexy mermaid walked out and joined us. 
 
    Nyxx rode in my lap, and Gemma climbed over my face for the second time today. We fucked right there in her living room until we were entirely spent and our dinner was cold on the counter. 
 
    Not that any of us cared, a hot fuck was better than a hot meal any day, but some angry stomachs pushed us toward the kitchen. Gemma’s cooking was pretty good, though it didn’t compare with Gerald’s perfection. 
 
    Sated and fed, Gemma invited Nyxx to join us in her bed, and we all fell asleep swiftly. My dreams wandered between making love to the sexy women beside me and cutting the head off a ten-foot-tall man with large tentacles crawling out of his face. It was a pretty messed-up combination, and I felt restless and exhausted when morning came. 
 
    “Uuuggghh,” I groaned and rubbed the sleep from my eyes as I tried to get my brain to wake up. “I need coffee.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Nyxx grumbled beside me. 
 
    “I have some, don’t worry,” Gemma sighed. “Finn makes fun of me for having it.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with amazement. “Do merfolk not drink coffee or something?” 
 
    “Not usually,” Gemma replied. “Don’t ask me why, I don’t understand it myself. I developed the habit years ago when I was stationed near the shore. I started going to this little cafe every morning, and the habit just stuck, I guess.” 
 
    “Less talky,” Nyxx mumbled. “More coffee.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Gemma laughed. 
 
    We all climbed out of Gemma’s bed, got dressed, and moved into her kitchen for a strong cup of pick-me-up. It was exactly what I needed, and I felt more like myself after the caffeine hit my brain. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Rune’s voice called from the vicinity of Gemma’s front doorway. 
 
    “Come in, Rune!” Gemma called. “Want some coffee?” 
 
    “You have coffee?” Rune gasped, and he hurried into the kitchen. “Oh, you are a queen among peasants.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at his sheer excitement, and a blush spread across Gemma’s face as she looked at me. I could only guess she was thinking about our conversation last night about her being a more constant figure in my life. We’d basically gotten informally engaged without actually getting engaged, and it made my heart swell with love. 
 
    “Why don’t any merfolk have coffee?” Rune whined as he helped himself to a cup. 
 
    “There’s cream and sugar over there,” Gemma said with a laugh. 
 
    “Ugh, thaaaank you,” Rune said, and as he poured a spoonful of sugar into his cup, he turned to look at me. “Also, your majesty, the aircraft carrier is in position and waiting for our arrival.” 
 
    Nyxx slipped into her shadow nymph form easily at Rune’s words, and I nodded at my two lovers. 
 
    “Time to go,” I sighed.
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 Chapter 8 
 
    Gemma stood by, and her mood instantly sank into the bottom of the Mariana Trench. Her beautiful mouth morphed into a sad pout, and she put her coffee cup down on the counter. 
 
    “I wish you could come with us,” I said as I pulled her into my arms. 
 
    “Me, too,” Gemma sighed, and she put on a brave face. “But I have work to do here.” 
 
    “You do, and it’s very important work,” I agreed, and I leaned in to kiss her. “But as soon as we sort out all this shit, I want you to come and visit Orlando. Spend some time with me and the queens.” 
 
    “I would love that,” Gemma murmured, and a genuine smile lit up her face. 
 
    I grinned and kissed her again, and then we moved to pick up my few belongings from around her home. Rune and Nyxx remained in the kitchen and discussed the travel plans ahead to make sure everything was in order, and about five minutes later, we headed out. 
 
    “You know, this city is really growing on me,” Rune observed as we walked through the bubble tunnels toward our exit point. 
 
    “It has a unique kind of charm,” Nyxx agreed. 
 
    A group of merfolk youth swam by like they were on their way to school together, and they gawked openly when they spotted us. I waved up at their astonished faces, and the mermaids in the group squealed like fangirls. 
 
    I chuckled as we continued past, and I thought I would never get used to that kind of attention. There were probably teenage paranormals all across the world with giant posters of my face hanging in their bedrooms, and I honestly wasn’t sure what to think of that. 
 
    It was amazing, and it was definitely good for my ego, but it was so foreign of an idea that the whole world knew my name and face. Fame was a weird thing, and I shook my head as we arrived in the bubble building where we’d entered Salirius City. 
 
    Gregor and a team of merfolk soldiers were waiting for us, and they held the mirror between them. Rune walked over and began to open the portal for us, and I turned to say goodbye to Gregor. 
 
    “It was good to see you,” I told the mint-green-haired merman. “Keep up the good work.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Gregor said as he lifted his right arm in the merfolk salute. “Safe travels, and we are always here if you need our assistance.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder, and I wondered if he might be a good fit to take over for Gemma when the time finally came for her to retire. She probably had a shortlist of potential candidates, and I figured Captain Gregor was at the top. Their relationship felt a lot like a mentor and her protege, and I knew she trusted him deeply. 
 
    “It’s time, your majesty,” Rune said as he stepped to the side of the mirror. 
 
    Ena, Kage, and their team of shadow nymph guards rose up out of the darkness, and they moved through the portal without needing a command from me. They were well-trained soldiers, and they knew our routine well by this point in my reign. 
 
    I gave Gemma another longing kiss goodbye, and then my brain shifted into an almost autopilot mode as I stepped through the portal and arrived on the aircraft carrier on the surface of the ocean. Sergeant Jolt welcomed us back to his ship, and we loaded onto the helicopter. The pilots flipped their switches and pushed their buttons, and after a few minutes of pre-flight checks, we were in the air again. 
 
    The magically-dampened roar of the rotors was a pleasant rumble in the cushions of my seat and in my ears. It lulled my exhausted brain into a deep nap, and I didn’t even realize I’d fallen asleep until Nyxx shook me awake. 
 
    “We’ve landed, Michael,” Nyxx murmured in my ear. 
 
    “Mmm,” I grumbled as I forced my eyes open. “Fell asleep, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nyxx hummed. “You didn’t sleep very well last night.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” I chuckled tiredly. 
 
    “I’m glad you got some rest,” Nyxx said, and she straightened up. 
 
    “I needed it,” I said as I followed her out of the helicopter. 
 
    Two werewolf servants with dark bushy hair were waiting nearby with a mirror that was all ready to bring us back to the mansion, and I chuckled as I realized Nyxx must have let me snooze until the last possible second. 
 
    “Thank you,” I mumbled to the werewolves out of habit as we passed through the portal. 
 
    The familiar rush of bright light and warmth from the portal was somehow comforting among all the blur of activity from the last few days, and it felt like it set my mind back to a state of readiness. 
 
    Tristan and Cove welcomed us back home, and my staff quickly tucked the mirror away. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I looked around for my wives. “Where is everybody?” 
 
    “Their majesties are finishing packing for the trip to Alaska,” Cove explained. “They have decided a limousine will be the most suitable transportation to the airport, your majesty.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I said with surprise. 
 
    I’d assumed we would take another mirror portal, and it took me a second to readjust to the new plan. 
 
    “Any reason why?” I asked. 
 
    “They insist the sheer amount of luggage they are bringing would make using a mirror portal unnecessarily cumbersome,” Cove said, and there was a hint of humor in his turquoise eyes. “Queen Dinah is also still fairly uncomfortable with mirror portals, so Queen Poppy, Queen Helena, and Queen Ivis agreed they would forgo such travel for now.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said, and my heart warmed to know my wives were looking out for one another. “Thanks, Cove.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty.” Cove dipped in a slight bow. 
 
    Before I could make it all the way through the front doors, a parade of my wives and maids with at least a dozen pieces of expensive luxury-brand luggage started down the main staircase. Poppy was at the head of the line, and she grinned and raced down the rest of the steps when she saw me. 
 
    “Michael!” Poppy squealed as she threw herself into my arms. “I’m so happy you’re home.” 
 
    “So am I,” I said, and I smiled up at Ivis, Helena, and Dinah as I hugged my fae wife. “I missed you all so much.” 
 
    “We’ve just finished packing,” Ivis told us, and she stepped forward for a hug. 
 
    Dinah came over next and hugged me tight as she put her mouth by my ear. 
 
    “I think they have packed far too many things,” Dinah giggled in confidence. 
 
    “I heard that!” Poppy laughed. “And we are queens now, we can never have too many things!” 
 
    “That’s true,” Ivis agreed with a playful smirk at me. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hey,” I murmured to my half-dryad wife. “Did you ladies have fun without me?” 
 
    “We watched movies all night,” Ivis laughed. 
 
    “And ate way too much chocolate!” Poppy added. 
 
    “Ugh,” Helena groaned. “I never want to see another Twix bar in my life.” 
 
    I chuckled at my Grecian beauty’s playful grimace, and I pulled her in for a hug. 
 
    “So are all these bags yours?” I asked my four wives. “Or is one of them for me, too?” 
 
    “Oh, Michael,” Poppy giggled and rolled her eyes. Then she pointed at two large bags. “These are both yours.” 
 
    “Great.” I smirked as my eyes went wide with bemusement. 
 
    “Your majesties,” Tristan said. “Garrett is bringing the cars around now.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tristan,” I said. 
 
    My ladies and I went outside, and our army of staff brought all the luggage out for us. After all the traveling I’d done since my coronation, it still felt super weird not to carry a bag for myself. I pushed the odd feeling away and reminded myself I paid my staff very well to do this exact sort of task. No one was underpaid here, and none of them remained in my employ unwillingly. 
 
    My werewolf driver pulled the limousine forward in the driveway and parked it right in front of the steps. The parade of maids with our luggage skipped right past it and headed for the second car in line. I chuckled as I thought about how my suitcase got its own vehicle to bring it to the airport. 
 
    What a weird-ass path my life had taken. 
 
    A third car that looked like a luxury version of a passenger van was waiting at the end of the line, and I assumed my advisors and security staff would ride to the airport in that. 
 
    Garret held the door open for my wives, and they all climbed into the limo. 
 
    “We will follow you to the airport, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    Firo, Cove, Nymerial, Ena, Kage, and Nyxx waited beside my golden-haired advisor, and they nodded slightly in agreement. 
 
    “Nyxx, come ride with us,” I said. 
 
    No one made any indication that my request was odd, and Nyxx only hesitated a half-second before she followed my wives into the limo. 
 
    We’d done absolutely nothing to keep our relationship a secret, but I knew Nyxx preferred to keep business and pleasure separate where it was feasible to do so. The short limo ride to the airport didn’t seem like a good enough reason to keep up the professional barrier, and I wanted her to feel more included in my family. 
 
    “See you at the airport,” I said to the other members of my staff, and I climbed into the limo with my lovers. 
 
    Garrett nodded politely as he closed the limo door behind me, and I looked down the length of the stretch limo at my sexy women. 
 
    “I hope it’s not trouble to take the car,” Dinah said with an apologetic smile. “Mirrors make me nervous…” 
 
    “Of course it’s not trouble,” I assured my Filipino bride. “Mirrors are kind of weird, you know… when I was a kid they used to freak me out.” 
 
    “Really?” Helena gave me an adoring smile. 
 
    “Why?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “I used to think my reflection would do something that I wasn’t doing,” I admitted with a chuckle. “It always looked like a whole other world inside there. A backwards and freaky world.” 
 
    “Yes!” Dinah agreed enthusiastically. “They are very strange, and I’m still getting used to seeing them all over the place. We did not have mirrors on the island.” 
 
    “I bet it was really weird when you learned fae can travel straight through them,” Poppy said with empathy. 
 
    “Yes.” Dinah nodded slowly. “I am sure I will do it someday, but I am not ready for it just now.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem.” I smiled lovingly at my wives and Nyxx. “It’s a short drive anyway, and it would have taken twice as long to carry all our luggage through!” 
 
    “That’s true!” Helena laughed. 
 
    We arrived at the private airstrip a short time later, and Garrett drove the limo right to where my jet was waiting for us. It was a larger airplane than the one we’d taken to Greece and the Philippines, and I had to assume it was because we had more people coming with us this time. 
 
    Garrett hurried around from the driver’s seat to open the rear door for us, and I preceded my ladies out onto the tarmac. 
 
    Someone had wheeled a long staircase with red-carpeted steps up to the jet’s open door, and Nymerial was directing the flight crew in loading our luggage from the second car. Ena and Kage were in the midst of directing their team in doing one final security sweep of the plane, and one of them was speaking with the pilot. 
 
    He was a middle-aged man with shiny eyes that identified him as a vampire, and he wore a well-tailored pilot’s uniform. The shadow nymph guard said a few more things, the pilot nodded, and then they both headed into the jet. 
 
    A moment later, Rune came over and nodded at me and my ladies. 
 
    “We’re ready for boarding, your majesties.” Rune gestured toward the red-carpeted stairs. 
 
    Poppy grinned excitedly and jogged up the stairs without delay. Her iridescent wings shimmered beautifully in the mid-morning sunlight, and I couldn’t help but fall in love with her all over again. 
 
    Helena laughed in that sultry way of hers, and a gentle breeze wafted past that ruffled the baby feathers at the inner edges of her tawny wings. 
 
    Ivis and Dinah climbed the stairs side-by-side, and I loved the friendship they were quickly developing. 
 
    Poppy and Helena had known each other for years before they’d both become a part of my life. Though their stations in society had kept them from really getting to know each other, they were far more familiar with my world than my Filipino and half-dryad brides. It was natural that they’d easily become close friends, and I was really glad to see Ivis and Dinah were developing a similar relationship. Nyxx lingered at the bottom of the stairs as I watched my wives climb up, and I wished Gemma were here with us. 
 
    Gemma was the only thing missing at the moment, and I suspected Nyxx missed the mermaid’s companionship as much as I missed her, well, everything. It was fascinating how all my lovers had sort of found best friend material in one another, and it had a nice symmetry to it. 
 
    “Life is weird,” I murmured to myself. 
 
    “What’s that?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I chuckled. “Come on.” 
 
    I was surprised to find the cabin was completely empty, and I wondered where my ladies had gone off to. I didn’t have to wonder for long because Poppy stuck her head through a purple velvet curtain. 
 
    “Come on!” my fae beauty giggled. 
 
    Apparently, the jet was divided into two sections. It was like a commercial flight with just first class and business class. The business class seats had been as nice as commercial airlines’ first-class sections, and I knew Firo, Rune, Nymerial, and the shadow nymph guards would be very comfortable during our flight.  
 
    The seats in my private jet’s version of first class were wide and upholstered in supple cream-colored leather with golden embroidered seams. There were ten seats in this area of the cabin, and my wives had all chosen theirs for the flight. There were six more seats open for Nyxx and me to choose from, and I smiled at the sexy shadow nymph. 
 
    “You can probably relax, you know,” I murmured, and I stroked a finger down the length of her arm. 
 
    I knew she had to still be wearing the sleek black bodysuit she’d put back on this morning in Gemma’s home, but I couldn’t feel it at all. The only sensation I got when I touched her was a wisp of cool air. 
 
    “I’ll relax after we take off,” Nyxx said, and I could hear the smirk in her voice. “Your majesty.” 
 
    I chuckled and walked over to lower myself into one of the seats, and I sighed with pleasure at its luxuriousness. 
 
    “They have a vibrating massage option,” Poppy whispered loudly. 
 
    “Really?” I asked and laughed. “That’s so fancy.” 
 
    There was a hidden control panel of buttons and switches on the left armrest that controlled the massage features, and I quickly tested some of them out. It was like a hundred tiny sprites were dancing across my back, and I feared it would put me right to sleep again. 
 
    “Wow, that’s so nice,” I chuckled as I turned the feature off for now. 
 
    “There’s a warming setting, too,” Helena pointed out. 
 
    “That will be nice in Alaska,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    Firo walked through the velvet curtain then, and he had to duck slightly as he strode down the center aisle of the jet. I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing at the seven-foot-tall dragon-man’s predicament, and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    “Firo,” I replied with a smirk. 
 
    “Sveta is on schedule to arrive at the mansion tomorrow morning,” Firo reported. 
 
    “Great,” I said, and the news only added to my pleasant mood. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Enjoy the flight,” Firo said with a light smile before he turned and went back to business class. 
 
    A pretty flight attendant in a navy-blue skirt and jacket combo walked into first class from the front of the plane, and she smiled at us. She had a cute little deer nose like Nymerial, and white freckles sprinkled across her chin, but her ears were pointed like Poppy’s. 
 
    I figured she must have been half fawn-fae and half high fae, and I smiled to myself at how much I’d learned about the various paranormal species. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, your majesty,” the deer-nosed flight attendant said, and a hard flush crossed her cheeks before she introduced herself. “My name is Bambi. Yes, like the Disney movie, except I was born first.” 
 
    “That must be a pain in the butt,” Poppy said with an empathetic and friendly smile. 
 
    “Yes,” Bambi agreed with a wry grin, and a lighthearted roll of her green eyes. “It has been… unfortunate.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” I said with a kind smile. 
 
    “Can I bring you any drinks or snacks once we’ve taken off?” Bambi asked. “Pillows? Blankets?” 
 
    “I’d like an extra pillow please,” Dinah said. 
 
    Bambi nodded politely as my ladies and I made our requests for various goodies. 
 
    “Very good,” Bambi said. “We will be taking off in a moment, and once we reach cruising altitude, I’ll bring all those out for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave her a friendly grin. “How long is the flight?” 
 
    “It will take about six hours, your majesty,” Bambi answered. 
 
    “Okay, great,” I said. 
 
    A voice crackled over the intercom then. 
 
    “Welcome aboard your majesties,” the pilot said through the speakers. “It’s a pleasure to have you aboard this afternoon. It looks like we’ve got clear skies all the way to Anchorage, where we will land and switch to a smaller plane to complete our journey to Kiska Island. Please strap in, we are about to take off.” 
 
    “I’ll be back after we reach altitude,” Bambi said, and she hurried away. 
 
    I couldn’t stop the smile that crossed my face at the fawn-fae’s adorable deer tail that stuck out of the back of her navy-blue skirt as she disappeared through the curtain. Then my wives and I all buckled our seatbelts, and we settled in for the ear-popping motion of takeoff. 
 
    The engines started to roar somewhere below us, and the tarmac started to whiz by through the windows. Dinah leaned hard against the window, and I smiled at her child-like excitement. She’d only ever flown one other time, when we’d brought her home from the Philippines. 
 
    Poppy and Helena were less enthusiastic about takeoff, and Ivis looked a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked my green-skinned lover who looked a little more pale than usual. 
 
    “I don’t like takeoffs,” Ivis admitted. “Once we’re in the air, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “They’re my least favorite part,” I agreed. 
 
    Ivis’ nervousness made me more aware of the stomach-dropping sensation as the wheels lifted off the ground, and we rose into the air. I swallowed hard to make my ears pop, and Ivis took a deep breath. 
 
    “Ugh,” my newest wife grumbled. 
 
    “It’s so strange to be this far above the ground,” Dinah mused as the earth fell lower and lower beneath us. 
 
    “What should we do with the next six hours?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “I am going to watch the ground go by,” Dinah said with an endearing grin. 
 
    “I’d like to have something to eat,” Helena said. “But then we could play some games to pass the time.” 
 
    “I want to hear about Michael’s visit to Salirius City,” Poppy said. 
 
    “We can do all those things,” I assured my ladies. 
 
    A few minutes later, the pilot’s voice came over the intercom again, and he told us we’d reached cruising altitude and that it was safe for us to move about the cabin. Bambi appeared through the curtain a second later with a metal cart of wheels that was loaded with all kinds of things. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Bambi said as she offered Dinah a pillow and blanket. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dinah replied. 
 
    Bambi passed out our drinks and snacks, checked to make sure we had everything we wanted, and informed us to push the call button if we needed anything else. 
 
    “And I’ll come check on everyone in a little while,” Bambi concluded. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Bambi smiled once more before she wheeled her now empty cart back through the curtain. I wondered for a moment if she had a cushy seat up there like we had back here. 
 
    “I love airline salted peanuts,” Poppy said as she tore the package open. 
 
    “They’re really good,” Helena agreed with a chuckle. 
 
    We took a moment to open our snacks and lay out the spread on our individual little tables, and I could see Poppy nearly bursting with curiosity while she waited. 
 
    I looked at Nyxx and arched a single eyebrow at her shadow nymph form, and a second later, the dark form slipped away to reveal the sexy black bodysuit underneath. Nyxx narrowed her sapphire-blue eyes at me playfully as she popped a salty peanut between her full lips. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” I hummed in appreciation. 
 
    Once everyone looked settled, and Poppy was nearly exploding with impatience, I swiveled my chair slightly so I was facing everyone. 
 
    “Okay, so Lady Rain has made significant progress,” I began. 
 
    “Finally,” Poppy squealed under her breath. 
 
    I suppressed a smile at my adorably excitable first wife, and I told them all about the progress Lady Rain had made so far. My wives were pleased by her clarity of mind, and mildly concerned about how often Lady Rain continued to ramble about nonsensical rocks and cups. 
 
    “La said the connection with the Russian asshat is still there,” I explained. “But Lady Rain looked physically much stronger than when we found her. They were hopeful she’d have the strength to survive the connection being severed.” 
 
    “Do they know what might happen to Lady Rain’s mind once the connection is cut?” Helena asked. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “It seems like there’s no way to tell. I got the impression the haljita have never dealt with anything like this before.” 
 
    “And there are probably so many more victims out there,” Ivis sighed heavily. 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “None of them will have the advantage of weeks of physical recovery before the connection is cut…” 
 
    My ladies’ faces turned solemn, and I knew we were all thinking the same thing. 
 
    “The best chance of saving them is for me to take over the Russian guy’s magic,” I said. 
 
     “Which is exactly what you will do,” Poppy said like the most supportive partner in the world. 
 
    “This witch will give you the guidance you need to do it,” Helena said with a nod. 
 
    Ivis and Dinah nodded enthusiastically in agreement. 
 
    “Our teams are working on figuring out who is under his control,” Nyxx said. “But until we know who he is, it’s incredibly difficult to identify anyone.” 
 
    “Did Lady Rain remember anything that might lead to his identity?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “Not… really,” I said, and my eyebrows pushed together as I glanced at Nyxx. 
 
    The sexy shadow nymph gave me a little shrug that said we might as well tell them even if the detail was probably nonsense. 
 
    “La told us that Lady Rain said he had tentacles on his face,” I said in a voice thick with doubt. 
 
    “Tentacles?” Poppy asked with confusion. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a paranormal.” Helena shook her head. 
 
    “That’s very strange,” Dinah agreed. 
 
    “I have studied ocean-dwelling paranormals,” Ivis added, “and I have never heard of any with tentacles on their faces.” 
 
    “It sounds like those pirate movies humans love,” Helena mused. 
 
    “Pirates of the Caribbean,” Poppy said with excitement. “I love those movies.” 
 
    “So do I.” I grinned. “And that was my thought, too. I suppose Davy Jones isn’t a real paranormal?” 
 
    “No,” Helena said. “That’s one legend that is only legend.” 
 
    “Do you think he might have been wearing a disguise around Lady Rain?” Ivis wondered. 
 
    “Maybe…” My voice was heavily skeptical. 
 
    From what we knew about the Russian guy, as well as Lord Crane, Lord Vagin, and Rhaiden, they didn’t seem the kind to try and hide their identities with cheap disguises. Rhaiden especially had come across as too confident to even consider such tactics. 
 
    “I doubt it, though,” I concluded. “I suspect it’s just more of Lady Rain’s delirium coming through.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Dinah sighed. 
 
    “Besides,” I said in a voice meant to rally my ladies. “This is why we’re going to Alaska in the first place. To track this guy down, find out who he is, and fucking stop him.” 
 
    “Right.” Poppy pumped her fist with enthusiasm. 
 
    “If anyone can do it, it’s you.” Helena smiled, and her caramel eyes were filled with love. 
 
    “Definitely!” Ivis agreed. 
 
    I chuckled at their undying praise and support, and I gently shifted the subject to a few games to pass the rest of our flight. Poppy pulled out a stack of cards, and we played several rounds of games. 
 
    My mind wasn’t really in the game, and I couldn’t help but think about how closely I intended to work with the scouting teams on the missions ahead. I knew my wives would worry about my safety, but I wasn’t going to sit idly by while my staff and scouts got down in the trenches. 
 
    They wouldn’t have any place to really argue with me anyway, I was king after all, and I knew their worries came from a place of love for me. I just didn’t think there was much point in worrying them about my involvement until it was time to do it. 
 
    But when the time did come, we’d have to move fast. The closer we got, the more dangerous it was, and the greater the chances of us being found out were. I needed to be close at hand and ready to fucking go when we nailed down this asshole’s identity. If he got any tip-offs that we were closing in, he could run, and then we’d be even more fucked. 
 
    No, we needed to sneak in close to his inner circle and snatch him out of nowhere before he caught wind of our plans. Besides, there was a very real chance that he could decide to snip the lifelines of every one of his hostages before I had the chance to secure their lives. 
 
    I could feel my own thoughts bringing me down, so I reminded myself I wasn’t alone in all of this. 
 
    Sveta was going to train me on how to use a physical connection style of magic. I had a huge team of scouts, soldiers, and intel analyzers to help solve this puzzle, and there was a huge team of haljita and healers to help support the survivors. 
 
    I dragged my own mood back up by its bootstraps, and then I forcefully shoved all those thoughts aside. They were a waste of energy and time at the moment, and I decided to enjoy some downtime with my ladies. 
 
    Poppy demonstrated her impressive skills at cards, and Helena and I secretly teamed up to try and beat her. Ivis dropped out after a few more hands, and she laughed as she pulled out a sketch pad to entertain herself. Dinah mostly enjoyed watching us play, and she tried to pick up on all the rules and strategies of the various games we played. 
 
    Hearts ended up being her favorite, and Poppy, Helena, and I took some time to teach her all the rules before she joined us for a few rounds. 
 
    Bambi returned a few times during our flight to clear away snack wrappers, replenish our drinks, and later to bring us dinner. I was impressed with the quality of the food, and I wondered if there was a full-ass kitchen behind the curtain. 
 
    “This is way too good to be airplane food,” I chuckled after Bambi went through to check on my staff in business class. 
 
    “Well, it’s not technically airplane food,” Helena laughed lightly. 
 
    “It sort of is,” Ivis argued with a smirk. 
 
    “It is food,” I chuckled. “And we’re on an airplane.” 
 
    “True!” Helena laughed. “But it’s not the same kind of pre-packaged food tossed in a microwave that humans have on commercial flights.” 
 
    “Helena’s right,” Poppy agreed. “It’s magically dehydrated before the flight, and then it’s brought back to this state with a bit of water.” 
 
    “That’s really fucking cool,” I mused as I stared down at my steaming steak and vegetables. 
 
    And it was pretty fucking delicious, too. Rarely could anything hold a candle to Gerald’s cooking, but he had the distinctive advantage of cooking for me on a daily basis, so he’d learned my particular food preferences. 
 
    This was by far the best food I’d ever had a mile in the air, though, even compared to the inflight meals we’d enjoyed on our flights to Greece and the Philippines. I had to assume this larger jet had a bigger kitchen and thus more resources, either way, I was pretty pleased with the experience. 
 
    After we’d eaten, my wives settled into their plush seats and rested their heads back. It wasn’t long before Dinah and Helena slipped into a peaceful nap. Poppy had pulled out a book and was curled into an adorable ball in her seat, and Ivis set her sketch pad aside to gaze out the window at the setting sun. 
 
    Since we were flying in a mostly western direction, the sun was taking an abnormally long time to set, and Ivis seemed mesmerized by the shifting shades of orange, pink, and purple. 
 
    I entertained myself by watching her smile as the vivid colors reflected in her brown eyes. 
 
    “We should be landing soon,” Nyxx murmured as the sun finally began to outpace the jet. 
 
    I nodded and turned my eyes to the ground below. The lush green landscapes dotted with muddy bodies of water of Florida had fallen behind us hours ago, and now the ground was rocky and white with snow. Bunches of dark green evergreens popped up through the snowy blanket all over the place, and there were a few ice-cold lakes among the spread-out city of Anchorage. 
 
    The airport seemed to be on the northwest side of the city, and we came in for a smooth landing on one of the outer landing strips. I wondered how much attention our luxurious jet would draw, and Nyxx must have seen something in my face. 
 
    “This is a private airstrip,” Nyxx explained as we came to a screeching halt on the end of the tarmac. “It’s hired out by only the most prestigious of clients. We won’t be bothered by the main airport traffic.” 
 
    “Great.” I smiled. 
 
    “We have another plane to take, yes?” Dinah asked as she rubbed the sleep from her eyes.” 
 
    “Yes, it will only take another hour and a half,” Nyxx said. “That plane is also magically enhanced, but because it’s smaller, its overall capabilities are more limited than this jet.” 
 
    My ladies and I gathered up our bags, and I couldn’t help but gather my trash into an orderly pile for Bambi. We walked back through the curtain toward the jet’s exit, and Firo and our security detail were already outside securing the area. 
 
    “We’ll wait here just a moment, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    I nodded tiredly, and I realized how much traveling Rune, Nyxx, and I had done since this morning. We’d woken up at the bottom of the middle of the Atlantic Ocean this morning, and now we were in Alaska. And we weren’t even done yet. We had roughly another twelve hundred miles to fly until we reached the Rat Islands and my mansion on Kiska Island. I shook my head at the sheer size of Alaska’s tail of islands, and I took a steadying breath. 
 
    “It’s going to be cold out there,” Poppy grumbled as she pulled on a thick wool coat, and she took a moment to gently tuck her iridescent wings inside the outerwear. 
 
    “It’s going to be literally freezing,” Helena joked. 
 
    “The local outdoor temperature is thirty-one degrees Fahrenheit, your majesties,” Bambi provided helpfully as she cleaned up the jet. 
 
    “Brrr.” A shiver raced down my spine at just the thought of such cold temperatures. 
 
    We pulled on the heavy coats and scarves that had been set aside for us, and I was eternally grateful for my triplet valets’ attention to detail. 
 
    Firo must have signaled that it was safe for us to depart the plane because Rune nodded and stepped aside from the door to let us pass. My security team led us straight from the steps of the jet to a much smaller plane that sat nearby on the double-wide airstrip, and there was a flurry of movements as flight attendants and crew moved our luggage. 
 
    We hurried into the twin engine plane, and I spotted the words “King Air B200” on the side. For a second, I thought that was the name of the plane, like how boats always had names, but I realized it was the style and model number when I saw it written on a few safety diagrams just inside the hatch. 
 
    The inside was a great deal smaller than the jet had been, but it was no less luxurious. There were two rows of plush seats upholstered in a pretty caramel color. The seats were organized so that half of them faced forward and the other half faced backward, and there was a spacious gap between where they met in the middle. I quickly counted ten seats, and there were just enough for everyone except all but one of my shadow nymph guards. They would have to travel in their full shadow forms, and I hoped it wasn’t too uncomfortable for them in that state. 
 
    We settled into our seats, and Firo extended his long legs out into the middle space with a deep sigh. I sat down across from my flame-haired head of security, and Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Nyxx filled in the seats around me. Rune ended up in the seat beside Firo, and Nymerial sat behind him. Which left Ivis standing awkwardly for a moment before she started to sit down beside the fawn-fae maid. 
 
    I could have smacked myself for not paying closer attention, and I instantly started to stand up to trade with my newest bride so she could sit with Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Nyxx. 
 
    Rune, being the observant and attentive advisor he was, moved to an empty seat further back without needing instruction or asking any questions. 
 
    “Actually, Ivis, how about you come over here?” I offered. “I’d like to talk with Firo about Sveta.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ivis smiled warmly. 
 
    We quickly played a little game of musical chairs, and my wives all looked more comfortable once we’d rearranged ourselves. I felt better about it, too. I’d considered taking a nap on the flight, but I was actually curious about Sveta. 
 
    Unfortunately for that plan, by the time we had taken off and begun our flight, Firo was snoring lightly beside me. I chuckled at the child-like expression his usually stern face took on in sleep and ended up dozing as well. 
 
    I didn’t really wake up until we landed on the longest side of Kiska Island, and I looked out to see the mansion on the northern end of the island. It stood out from the rocky landscape like a living statue made of hard stone and shining glass. A large snow-capped mountain rose up directly behind the mansion, and the ground dipped in a tiny valley between it and the airstrip. The island looked like it continued for at least another mile in both directions, but it all looked like a rocky landscape that wasn’t great for much of anything. The whole place was somehow medieval and modern all at once, and I instantly loved it. 
 
    We were all pretty quiet as we braced ourselves against the frigid ocean winds, and we moved quickly across the path that led from the airstrip up to the house. My security team led the way as usual, and they did a full sweep of the house while the skeleton staff introduced themselves to me and my queens. 
 
    “Your majesty,” an older gentleman that made me think of Bruce Wayne’s butler said in a proper English accent. “Welcome to Kiska House. It’s lovely to have you. My name is Buckley. I’m a witch, and I am the butler, house manager, and groundskeeper here.” 
 
    “It’s good to meet you, Buckley,” I said, and I chuckled at the addition of his species. It must have become common knowledge among my vast pool of employees that I liked to learn more about various paranormals. “I understand you had to hurry to open the mansion for us. I really appreciate that you were able to do it so quickly.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Buckley confirmed in a stiff-upper-lip kind of voice. “The mansion is rarely occupied, so it’s usually left in a state of winterization to keep anything from going wrong due to the freezing temperatures. We turned the water on yesterday when we arrived, and the furnace has been serviced and started for your comfort. The house was still coming to temperature this morning, but it is a pleasant seventy-two now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with sincerity. 
 
    Before I could say anything more, a sharp intake of breath sent my heart racing into my throat, and I turned around to find the source of shock. 
 
    “Goddess!” Dinah gasped again.
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 Chapter 9 
 
    “What?” I asked in a sharp voice. “What is it?” 
 
    My first thought was something with the baby, and my hands hovered nervously toward Dinah’s lower abdomen. 
 
    “The sky is alive,” Dinah breathed with astonishment. 
 
    That’s when I realized she was staring straight up into the sky, and relief flooded me as I followed her gaze. 
 
    The night sky was bright with intense swirls of green and purple. Millions of stars dotted the blue-black darkness, and the shining strips of light that swirled like an artist was dragging a watercolor-soaked paintbrush through the air. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Ivis murmured with a soft tone. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Nyxx whispered in a raspy voice. 
 
    I had to agree, the northern lights were absolutely stunning, and it was way more impressive in person than any photograph I’d ever seen. They shifted slowly like lazy flames burning in a fireplace, and they looked close enough to reach up and touch. 
 
    My brain felt instantly awake as I stared up at the living sky, and my lovers and I stared up in awed silence for a long moment. 
 
    “There’s a legend about the northern lights,” Helena mused in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. “What is it?” 
 
    “They say the lights were created by a fae,” Helena said. “She’d painted the sky with vivid colors to pay tribute to the Goddess Raeva. It was said this fae fancied herself in love with the goddess, and she pined for Goddess Raeva her entire long life. It took all of her remaining energy to fill the sky with such beauty, and she died, alone and pining for the one she could never have.” 
 
    “Is it true?” I asked Helena. 
 
    At this point in my reign, I’d come to not take anything at face value. Sometimes legends are just that, but other times, like when I’d personally met the Greek hero Achilles at the Library of Alexandria, they were just as real as I was. 
 
    “It’s just a story,” Helena said with a little shrug. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful,” Poppy hummed. 
 
    “And so sad,” Ivis sighed. “I prefer the scientific explanation. It has much less heartache.” 
 
    “What is the scientific explanation?” I asked. “Something about the electromagnetic field or something?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Ivis said. “The lights are created by electrically charged particles flying through the Earth’s upper atmosphere from outer space. They fly off the sun in solar winds. Most of the solar wind particles are deflected by our magnetic fields, but some get through and they’re dragged to the north and south poles. That’s why you can only see an aurora this close to the poles.” 
 
    “But what makes them glow?” Dinah wondered. 
 
    “They collide with the molecules and atoms in our atmosphere,” Ivis explained. “It excites the particles and makes them glow with energy.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s a pretty cool explanation, too,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Science can be just as magical as magic,” Ivis said, and then she scrunched up her nose and laughed. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    We laughed and watched the streaming lights for another few minutes, and then Ena and Kage came to report their team had completed the security sweep. The mansion was deemed safe, and we were given the clearance to go inside. 
 
    “Good, I’m hungry!” Poppy said with a touch of dramatic flair. 
 
    “Me, too,” Helena laughed. 
 
    Firo and Rune preceded us into the mansion as Buckley held the door open. An adorably plump and grandmotherly-looking fae with butterfly wings and graying pink hair waited for us in the foyer. 
 
    “Welcome, your majesties,” the pink-haired fae greeted us in a soft voice. “My name is Flora, I am the cook and head maid here, and I’m sure you can tell I am fae. It’s a pleasure to meet you all. Welcome to Kiska House.” 
 
    “Thank you, Flora,” I said as I gazed around the huge open-concept main floor. “The house is gorgeous.” 
 
    There was a massive sitting area to our right with two huge sectional sofas and a fireplace wide enough for Firo to stand upright inside it. On the left was a large kitchen Gordon Ramsey would have shit himself to cook in and a massive dining table with at least a dozen chairs around it. I wondered how often this mansion was used to warrant such large and expensive furniture, but I supposed when a king had all the money in the world, they could buy unnecessary things and furnish all the mansions they wanted. 
 
    There was clear evidence of cooking in the kitchen, and several places were set at the heavy wooden table. 
 
    “Dinner is ready to be served whenever you are, your majesties,” Flora said. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Poppy cooed suddenly. 
 
    I turned to see my fae wife had wandered over toward a pair of glass doors, and she was staring out at a large balcony. 
 
    “Hot tub,” Poppy said as she looked over her shoulder at us. “Can we eat on the balcony?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Flora said with a grin. “Whatever you’d like.” 
 
    The pink-haired fae shuffled over and flipped a light switch that set the whole balcony aglow with a soft yellow light. There was indeed a huge-ass hot tub on the balcony. It was set into the stone floor of the balcony, and it was wide enough to fit a full-sized SUV inside, with room to spare. There was a stone fire pit beside the hot tub, and with another flip of a switch, the fire pit flared to life. 
 
    “Ooooh!” Dinah squealed with excitement. 
 
    “Gas logs,” Flora explained with a smile. 
 
    “I think we’ll eat outside, Flora,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty,” Flora hummed. “I believe your bags have been brought upstairs by now, shall I show you to your room?” 
 
    “Please.” I nodded. 
 
    My wives, Nyxx, and I followed the plump fae up the white staircase to the second floor and down the hall. The main suite of the mansion was just as expensive and luxurious as any of my homes had been. The bed was massive, the carpet was incredibly soft underfoot, and an open door to the right revealed a huge bathroom with white marble and glass accents. 
 
    Our luggage was lined up in neat rows beside another door that had to be a massive closet, and the opposite side of the room was a literal wall of windows. The green and purple streaks of the aurora borealis shone cheerfully through the windows, and I couldn’t wait to fall asleep staring at the amazing display. 
 
    “Thank you, Flora,” I said. 
 
    “You’re welcome, your majesty,” the sweet fae replied. “I’ll arrange for dinner to be served on the balcony.” 
 
    I nodded, smiled my thanks, and closed the door. 
 
    “This place is so nice,” Ivis giggled as she dug in her luggage. 
 
    “It’s pretty fantastic,” Poppy agreed. “But I wish it wasn’t so cold!” 
 
    “We should try to visit in the summer,” Helena suggested. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “Though we do have a bunch of mansions all over the world we should explore. Maybe once everything calms down, and we get a little bit of time, we can plan a world tour of all my properties.” 
 
    “That is a great idea,” Dinah agreed. “Do you think we could visit the Philippines, too? It would be nice to see my father.” 
 
    “Of course,” I agreed. 
 
    “That would be a really fun trip,” Nyxx agreed as she slipped into her human form. “It would probably take at least four months unless you plan to visit each location for only a day or two.” 
 
    We changed into our swimsuits, and my ladies slid their thick winter coats on over their bikinis and skimpy one-pieces so they wouldn’t freeze during the ten steps from the balcony doors to the hot tub. 
 
    As we changed into our suits, I realized this was the first time I’d had the chance to see Nyxx in any kind of swimwear. She didn’t join us at the pool very often since she’d been so busy with her responsibilities as my head shadow nymph guard, and I was so glad she was taking the time to relax with us. 
 
    I had noticed she’d been passing more duty to Ena and Kage, and it made me wonder if she was working closer to retirement like Gemma. Nothing would have made me happier than to have the sexy shadow nymph and mermaid put their work-related duties on the backburner to spend more time with me. 
 
    Nyxx’s pale skin was an erotic and stark contrast to the black string bikini she put on, and Poppy’s suit was an adorable polka-dotted yellow number. Ivis went with a more daring suit than the last time we went swimming, and it made my mouth water. The chocolate-colored one-piece zigzagged across Ivis’ body in diagonal lines that only just barely managed to cover all the fun bits. It was dotted with tiny clear gems along all the seams that drew my eyes to the curves of her breasts and hips. Helena and Dinah wore beautiful cream-colored bikinis that showed off the deeper tones of their skin. They decided to wear tops as well as bottoms tonight, and I tried to suppress a childish pout about that fact. 
 
    They were my wives, after all, it wasn’t like I didn’t have plenty of opportunities to see them completely naked. In fact, I would probably get exactly that after the hot tub. All my wives enjoyed a good shower after a swim session to wash the salt or chlorine from their hair, and I suspected they would be as eager as me to try out that massive shower in the bathroom. 
 
    It only took us a few minutes to change, and then I walked over to the door. 
 
    “Everybody ready?” I asked, and as if it was answering my question, my stomach grumbled loudly. 
 
    “Yes!” Poppy laughed. “I’m hungry, too.” 
 
    Nyxx gave me a bright smile, and I realized how much I missed her face when she was in her shadow nymph form. That was another reason I longed for her to take a smaller role in my security detail. Plus, despite how powerful and badass she was, I still worried when she was out working. I’d prefer to have the loves of my life close, where I knew they were safe. 
 
    I shoved those thoughts away as we headed downstairs. 
 
    “We kept the food in here, your majesty,” Flora said as my wives scurried over to the balcony. “We didn’t want it to get cold.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “You can bring it out now.” 
 
    Flora nodded, and my fawn-fae maid, Nymerial, hurried forward to help the older cook. 
 
    I stepped outside to join my lovers, and I saw that Flora, and I assumed Nymerial, had moved the place settings onto wooden lap tables that were positioned along one edge of the hot tub. 
 
    All four of my wives and Nyxx were huddled close together on a wool mat that ran the length of the sliding doors of the balcony. They were all barefoot, and the stone floor of the balcony was definitely going to hurt to walk across. It looked like no one was ready to go first. 
 
    “Fuck it!” Helena declared with resilience as she slid her coat off. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. Shit, it’s so cold!” 
 
    “I don’t wanna,” Poppy whined playfully as she clung to the thick fabric of her coat. 
 
    “But it’ll feel so good in there,” Ivis grumbled as she eyed the hot tub. 
 
    “Oooohhh,” Helena moaned as she sank into the bubbling water. “It dooooes.” 
 
    “That looks so inviting,” Nyxx laughed. 
 
    The sexy shadow nymph tossed her coat over the back of a chair and skidded across the freezing stone balcony. She climbed down into the hot tub without delay and sighed as the bubbling water covered her up to her shoulders. 
 
    “Oh, it feels so good in here,” Nyxx agreed. 
 
    “Come in!” Helena laughed. 
 
    “Aaaahhh!” Dinah yelled playfully as she tossed her coat aside and darted over to the hot tub. 
 
    My Filipino bride stepped down into the steaming water, and she submerged herself in a quick dunk up to the shoulders. 
 
    “Fuck it!” Poppy laughed, and she hurried into the hot tub. 
 
    That left just Ivis standing beside me, and I offered her my hand. I hadn’t bothered to bring my coat outside, and the below-freezing temperature was quickly turning me into a frozen statue. 
 
    Ivis shrugged her coat off her shoulders, took my hand, and we hurried over together. 
 
    “Oh, fuuuuck,” I moaned softly as I sank into the water. 
 
    The sudden shift from cold to hot was sharp at first, but then it quickly soothed all the cold and ache from my body. 
 
    Poppy, Helena, and Nyxx moved over to select a wooden tray just as Flora and Nymerial arrived with our steaming dinner plates. Buckley followed with two more trays, and as soon as the plates were placed in front of my wives, the staff disappeared back inside to bring the rest. 
 
    My lovers and I each selected a tray, and I took a moment to enjoy the colorful display of our dinner. 
 
    Flora had prepared a small roast bird that I guessed might be pheasant, and there was a delicious spread of asparagus in a thick butter sauce. Mashed potatoes filled the other corner of our plates, and they were practically drowning in a savory peppercorn gravy. I glanced over and saw that Poppy’s plate had a tofu alternative, and I smiled. Either Cove, Rune, Isla, or Gerald had made sure to let the Kiska House staff know of Poppy’s vegetarian lifestyle. 
 
    We sat on the built-in bench at the side of the hot tub, but Dinah stood up so that her upper chest and shoulders were above the water. I wondered if the water was too hot for her, and then I remembered something my eldest sister had said during her first pregnancy. Hot tubs could be dangerous if a person spent too much time submerged in the heat, but since Dinah was so early in her pregnancy, she could combat the hot water by keeping her upper body exposed to the cold air as it would help regulate her temperature and allow her to stay partially submerged without causing any harm to our unborn child. 
 
    I figured Poppy had already started to read up on everything pregnancy and baby related, and she probably informed Dinah of this tidbit of knowledge. My teal-haired fae loved to dive into new topics and learn everything she could, and I gave her a grateful smile. 
 
    Poppy tilted her head with a touch of confusion, but she smiled lovingly back at me. I shifted over and leaned in close to her pointed ear. 
 
    “Did you tell Dinah to keep her upper body out of the hot tub?” I whispered, and I pulled back enough to see Poppy’s face. 
 
    “Yes.” Poppy blushed softly. 
 
    “Already devouring all the information you can about pregnancy, huh?” I teased her. 
 
    “I have for a while now,” Poppy admitted with a shy smile. “Not just for Dinah…” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow, and my heart started to race as my thoughts wandered down a new path. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked in a soft tone. 
 
    Poppy bit her lip and nodded. 
 
    “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” I asked in a hushed whisper. 
 
    “I want to try for a baby, too,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    I couldn’t have torn the grin from my face if my life had depended on it, and I pulled Poppy into my arms. 
 
    “I take it you like that idea?” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Yes I like that idea, and yes, we can start trying whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    “Okay.” Poppy grinned brightly. “Maybe we should sort out this Russian guy stuff first, though?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    My ladies and I devoured our dinners, and I was pleased to see they enjoyed the meal as much as I did. Then we lounged around in the hot tub for a while, and just enjoyed one another’s company and the bright lights in the skies. 
 
    The hot water, gas fire pit, and silent evening around us was so relaxing. After a while, I could feel the ancestral fire in Helena’s mind start to radiate warmth against my mind. It burned like an ancient fire deep in her blood, and I let it wash over me like a lingering touch. 
 
    The heat mingled easily with the calming energies of Dinah’s magic, and the combination could have lulled me into a perpetual state of relaxation. The bright, sparkling essence of Poppy’s magic swirled into the mix and added a current of energy that felt like that first cup of coffee in the morning. 
 
    It all swirled inside my head in a poetic dance of magic, and it took me a while to pinpoint the dark geometric presence of Nyxx’s shadow nymph magic. Then I realized I hadn’t connected with Ivis’ magic at all, and I started to idly search for it. 
 
    There was so much magic swirling around me it took a few moments to wade through the pleasant fog of sensations. But then I started to identify a new sensation, and I knew it had to be Ivis. 
 
    Her mind was open and pleasant like a spring breeze over a field of lavender. But there was also a rooted quality in her presence that made me feel grounded and safe. I figured the combination was due to her mixed dryad and fae parentage, and it made me wonder what all of our children might be like. 
 
    The entire evening seemed to bring about a state of arousal in my mind while it pushed my body into a state of pure relaxation. I felt alive and completely aware of every thought and sensation, but there wasn’t a single atom in my body that had a desire to move. 
 
    We talked for a while about light and insignificant things, and by the end of the evening, I could hardly remember a third of what we’d talked about. It had felt like a long and restful dream, the kind that, when I woke up, just left me with a state of utter peacefulness. 
 
    “It’s getting kind of late,” Nyxx murmured after a long and pleasant silence. “We should get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed. “Got a busy day tomorrow. Sveta should be arriving sometime in the morning.” 
 
    “You’ll need your sleep for training.” Helena nodded. 
 
    “I’m very tired,” Dinah agreed. “And my fingers are all wrinkly.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Ivis giggled. 
 
    “I could use a shower before bed,” Poppy said as she rang the chlorinated water from her teal hair. “Anybody else?” 
 
    “Ooh, yes please,” Ivis hummed. “I get itchy if I don’t wash the chlorine off my skin.” 
 
    “I want to try out that shower anyway,” I chuckled. 
 
    We lingered in the hot tub for another long moment before we decided a collective burst into the frigid air was our best option. 
 
    “Like ripping off a bandage,” Ivis said with no conviction, and she grimaced. 
 
    “Your majesty!” Flora’s voice called from the kitchen. “Wait a moment, please! I’m bringing hot towels!” 
 
    “Ugh, thank the goddess!” Helena laughed. 
 
    The graying pink-haired fae hurried outside with a stack of towels so high, I couldn’t even see her face. She positioned herself right by the hot tub’s stairs, and my ladies and I quickly grabbed towels and wrapped them around our dripping bodies. We barely dried ourselves off before we scurried into the house, and Flora hurried in after us to close the doors. She deftly flipped the switches to turn off the fire pit, hot tub jets, and balcony lights. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get for you, your majesties?” Flora asked. 
 
    “No, thank you, Flora,” I said. “We’re going to turn in for the night.” 
 
    Flora nodded politely before she went back to finish cleaning the kitchen. My ladies and I made sure we weren’t dripping wet anymore, and then we headed upstairs to our suite. 
 
    Almost as soon as I closed the door behind us, damp towels and wet bathing suits littered the floor, and I was presented with five naked and gorgeous women. My heart filled with love, and if I hadn’t been so tired and so relaxed from our time in the hot tub, I would have had a raging erection. But my mind was crisp and clear, and I was able to maintain a good hold on my self-control. 
 
    We headed into the bathroom and piled into the huge shower together. It was clearly designed by a former king who enjoyed showering with more than one of his wives at a time. There were six shower heads in total and plenty of room for us all. The shower shelves had been stocked with our favorite soaps, and I wondered what I would do if I ever ended up back in my old life having to do all these things for myself. 
 
    I was never ungrateful for the work my staff did, but I had become comfortable with not having to tend to the little details of life. 
 
    I was pretty sure I didn’t have to worry about ending up back in my old life, though, and I smirked to myself as I grabbed a thick cotton towel. I was either going to be king for the rest of my life, or I’d die trying. 
 
    “So sleepy,” Poppy mumbled as she dried herself off. 
 
    “Mmm,” Helena hummed in agreement. 
 
    Ivis and Dinah nodded silently, and we all headed toward the bed. I noticed a large gas log fireplace in the bedroom beside the door to the hallway, and there was a small remote sitting on the mantel. With the push of a button, the logs flared into toasty life, and I smirked at the romantic atmosphere. 
 
    “Is that good?” I asked, and I turned back to look at my lovers. 
 
    Poppy was already asleep on the bed, and Helena was trying to wrestle a bit of blanket away from her. 
 
    “I guess so,” I chuckled. 
 
    Dinah and Ivis nodded at me as they crawled in on the other side, and Nyxx was standing almost nervously to the side. 
 
    “I haven’t spent the night in bed with you all before,” Nyxx said in a tone of realization. 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything.” I grinned and put the remote back in its place. 
 
    Nyxx smiled softly at me as I looped an arm around her waist, and I pulled her into the bed with me and my wives. In my heart, I knew Nyxx would be counted among my wives before much longer, and it felt so comfortable to have her in the huge bed with us. 
 
    “Good night,” I said, and I looked side to side at my beautiful ladies. 
 
    Helena, Ivis, and Nyxx replied with loving sentiments, and Dinah let out a soft and endearing snore that made the rest of us giggle. 
 
    I settled my head back against the pillow, and I was practically asleep before I closed my eyes. My sleep was deep and restful, and my unconscious mind tried to solve the riddle of the Russian guy’s tentacled face. I kept picturing Bill Nighy trying to stick rubber tentacles to my face with an Elmer’s glue stick, and I woke up in the morning with a sense of complete oddity in my mind. 
 
    Reflexively, I reached up to make sure there weren’t cheap prosthetics still stuck to my face, and I shook my head at the dreams as they quickly faded into nothing. 
 
    After that, and thanks to the deep, restful sleep I’d gotten, I was wide awake. My ladies were still asleep, but it looked like Nyxx was beginning to wake up. I climbed over Helena and Poppy’s sleeping forms as gently as I could manage, and I walked over to my luggage to get dressed. 
 
    Sveta was supposed to arrive today, so I picked a pair of black sweatpants I could train in and a forest-green thermal shirt with long sleeves. I assumed we would train outside, but then I figured the mansion likely had a training facility, so I threw a simple cotton t-shirt on before adding the thermal on top. I sat down to tie my sneakers, and a raspy voice drew my attention back to the bed. 
 
    “Not wasting any time this morning, huh?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    She sat up in the bed while Helena, Poppy, Ivis, and Dinah continued to sleep on either side of her. Her long dark hair was messy and adorable around her sleep-pink face, and I just wanted to tickle her until she giggled. 
 
    “Nope.” I grinned and walked over to the bed. “You’re so adorable when you wake up.” 
 
    Nyxx furrowed her eyebrows playfully at me as she reached up to smooth down her unruly morning hair. 
 
    “Sveta is supposed to arrive this morning,” I said in a soft tone so we wouldn’t wake up my wives. “I want to warm up before she gets here.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Nyxx murmured. “I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “You can sleep in if you want, you know,” I chuckled softly. 
 
    “Once I’m awake…” Nyxx shook her head and climbed out of the bed. “I’m all the way awake.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said, and I kissed her cheek. 
 
    Nyxx looked only a tiny bit surprised to see her luggage in the room with us, and I smirked at the fact that she still thought of herself as separate from my wives. I made a promise to myself to make sure she knew her place was beside me for as long as she wanted it. 
 
    The sexy shadow nymph started to pull out clothes, and I went into the bathroom for a minute to get ready for the day. When I came back out, Nyxx had dressed in a pair of well-fitting black canvas pants and a long-sleeved black turtleneck. She held a black leather jacket in one hand, and she’d slid her feet into chunky army-style boots that made her look as totally badass as she was. 
 
    “I need coffee,” Nyxx said with a smirk. 
 
    “Me, too,” I chuckled, and I held out my hand for hers. “Let’s go hunt some down.” 
 
    Nyxx and I went downstairs and found Flora and Nymerial busy in the kitchen. The whole space smelled like frying bacon, eggs, and fresh hazelnut coffee. A wide spread of breakfast foods including three kinds of eggs, bacon, sausage, fresh fruit, and both wheat and white toast was waiting for us on the heavy wooden dining table. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” Flora said, and her round cheeks were as pink as the parts of her hair that hadn’t yet turned gray. “Nymerial here has informed me of all your favorite breakfast options. I hope you like it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a warm smile for them both. 
 
    “Your preferred coffee is on the table as well, your majesty,” Nymerial said. 
 
    “Ugh, thank you,” I mumbled, and I headed straight for the steaming cup. 
 
    Nyxx and I sat down for breakfast, and my four wives joined us slowly over the next twenty minutes. Each of them came over and kissed me good morning before they picked a seat at the long table, and I felt luckier and luckier as each of my ladies filled the spots. 
 
    “Oooh, tofu bacon,” Poppy said with excitement as she inspected the breakfast buffet. 
 
    “Nymerial told me you’re vegetarian,” Flora said cheerfully. “I am, too. This is my favorite brand, but if there’s one you like better, I will make sure to have it brought in for you, your majesty.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Poppy hummed with pleasure as she tasted the plant-based bacon, and she shook her head. “No, this is so good!” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” Flora grinned. 
 
    “Fruit,” Dinah almost drooled on her plate as she spotted the freshly sliced pineapple. 
 
    “I’m glad to see your appetite is good,” I said with a loving smirk at my pregnant wife. 
 
    “I think I’m having my first craving,” Dinah giggled as she took a heaping pile of the sweet yellow fruit. 
 
    “Is there enough to share?” Ivis teased, and she pretended to hesitate as she reached for the platter. “I don’t want to lose a finger.” 
 
    Dinah laughed and passed the fruit platter to my half-dryad wife. 
 
    Nyxx took a more protein-based route for her breakfast, and she had two fried eggs and three links of sausage before she was done. 
 
    Helena was the last to join us, and I understood why it had taken her so long to come downstairs when I looked at her tawny wings. The light brown feathers had the fluffy sheen they always got after a thorough brushing, and I knew Helena had spent some time pampering herself this morning. 
 
    It had never occurred to me until Helena moved in with us that her wings would need such care, but when I’d first seen her sit down with a soft bristled brush and begin to tend to the downy feathers, it made perfect sense. A few days later, I had Rune find the highest quality silver-backed brush for her feathers. 
 
    “Do we have an ETA on Sveta?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “I was going to look for Firo after breakfast. I figured I should warm up before she gets here.” 
 
    “I’ve trained you well, your majesty,” Firo chuckled as he entered the house from the balcony. 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. “You have. Have you heard from Sveta? Will she be here soon?” 
 
    “Yes.” Firo nodded, and he took on that soldierly stance with his hands behind his back again. “She will be arriving momentarily, your majesty.” 
 
    “Oh, great,” I said, and I started to stand from the table. “Let’s go outside to greet her.” 
 
    “She will appreciate that,” Firo said. 
 
    My ladies grabbed their winter coats, shrugged them on, and we all headed outside with Firo. Rune was already waiting on the front steps, and he was staring up at the cloudless sky. 
 
    “Is she taking a mirror portal?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Firo answered. “Sveta is flying in.” 
 
    “On a helicopter?” Helena guessed, and she started to look up for the craft. 
 
    “Ahem,” Firo covered a sudden laugh by clearing his throat. “No, your majesty. She is flying…” 
 
    A small round shape came into view in the distance, and it took several long seconds for my brain to process what I was seeing. 
 
    A woman with long gray hair flying out from behind her head was perched inside a huge bowl-shaped object. It looked as if it were carved out of dark stone, and she gripped a long stone pole that vaguely resembled a fence post in her bony hands. A wide grin spread across her wrinkled face as she flew closer and maneuvered the bowl lower toward the stony earth in front of Kiska House. 
 
    “She flies a…” Poppy asked in a completely confused voice. “A bowl?” 
 
    “No!” Ivis gasped, and she giggled with nerdy excitement. “It’s not a bowl. It’s a mortar and pestle!” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty.” Firo smirked at my green-skinned wife. “Sveta is the original inspiration for the Russian legend of Baba Yaga.” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I chuckled as the name rang a bell. “Baba Yaga? The old witch who lives in a house with chicken legs?” 
 
    “Yes,” Firo said with dry humor. “Though the house doesn’t move like the legend says.” 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to ask any more questions as Sveta landed her mortar with a wide skidding motion on the slick stone that acted at the mansion’s front yard. 
 
    “Madame Sveta,” Firo said in a respectful tone. The seven-foot-tall dragon-man stepped forward and bowed at the small woman in the mortar. “Welcome to Kiska Island.” 
 
    “Be quiet, Firo,” Sveta said with a playful smirk. “Vhere iz my king?” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said, and he gave me a severe look behind the old witch’s back. “May I present Madame Sveta? Madame Sveta, His Majesty, King Michael of–” 
 
    “Yez, yez, I know title,” Sveta said in a thick Russian accent, and she waved her hands at Firo in a motion that clearly told him to shut up. “Let me have look at you.” 
 
    I immediately liked the old witch. It was clear she didn’t take shit from anyone, and she didn’t like ass-kissing. 
 
    My spine straightened involuntarily as the short woman walked forward. She was probably about four and a half feet tall, and my grandmother would have said she was as thin as a rail. Her body looked frail, but she moved easily and almost gracefully across the slick rocks. 
 
    “Come here,” Sveta said once she reached me, and she crooked a bony finger at me. 
 
    I knelt down on one knee to bring my face closer in line with hers, and she arched a single gray eyebrow at me. The old witch’s steely gray eyes were bright and clear, and I could see that she was as sharp as a razor blade. 
 
    “Mmm,” Sveta hummed as she stared at me. 
 
    A slight breeze came by, and the unruly mass of her gray hair swirled like a nest of snakes. I wondered if she had some gorgon blood, or if her hair was just wild on its own. 
 
    “Vhat you have for breakfast?” Sveta asked as she circled around me. 
 
    “A cup of coffee, eggs, and bacon,” I answered without delay. 
 
    “You sleep good last night?” Sveta asked. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I’m rested and ready to train.” 
 
    “This good,” Sveta said. “You ever try physical connection before, king?” 
 
    “I used a gorgon’s magic once to turn him into stone,” I said, and I caught Poppy and Helena giving me a very strange look. “I’m not sure if that counts…” 
 
    I gave my wives a questioning look, and they stared back at me with wide eyes. Then Sveta walked back around to face me, and she stared into my face with that steely gaze of hers. 
 
    “That is good start,” Sveta said, but her mouth didn’t move at all. “Ve have much to vork on.” 
 
    My brain reeled with confusion.
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 Chapter 10 
 
    “I’m sorry…” I shook my head with disbelief. 
 
    There was no way I’d seen what I thought I had. Sveta had clearly asked me a question, but her lips had remained pressed tightly together. It had to have been the old witch, though, the words had that thick Russian accent that sounded like she was going to bite every “w” sound in two. 
 
    “What did you say?” I asked mostly so I could make sure I wasn’t losing my fucking mind. 
 
    “You know vhat I say,” Sveta said without moving her mouth, and there was a twinkle of enjoyment in her steely eyes. 
 
    “Madame Sveta likes to test new students,” Firo explained softly. 
 
    “Ve start now,” Sveta said out loud for everyone to hear. Then she abruptly grabbed hold of my sleeve and started to tug me around to the side of the house. 
 
    “She was talking inside Michael’s mind?” Poppy asked in a sharp tone. 
 
    “Yes, and she doesn’t like an audience…” Firo said, and his voice faded behind me. 
 
    I followed obediently as Sveta dragged me around to the side of the house where the hot tub was. The rocky ground off the balcony was pretty smooth, and I figured the old witch thought it was a good place to train. 
 
    Firo followed us a moment later, and he was alone, so I risked a glance over my shoulder at the glass doors that led inside. My wives, Nyxx, and Rune stood lined up behind the glass, and I smothered my smirk. 
 
    “Firo show you how to reach minds, yes?” Sveta asked without preamble. “He say you have mirror magic.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s correct,” I answered. 
 
    “Good.” Sveta nodded, and she pointed at a spot on the rocky ground. “Stand here.” 
 
    I nodded and planted my feet hips-width apart in the spot she’d indicated. I relaxed my shoulders and took a deep breath like I would for any practice with Firo. 
 
    In response, the old witch arched a curious eyebrow at me, and she gave me a little frown that almost looked like she was impressed. I refused to let it go to my head, though, and I remained open and ready to learn. 
 
    “How do you reach minds?” Sveta asked. “Describe to me.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said with a touch of surprise, and I tried to figure out how to explain it. “Well, I try to reach out with my mind… sort of like it’s another sense. Like how I might try to identify a far-away sound by turning my head to better locate it? Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded. “Prodolzhay.” 
 
    I had no idea what she’d said, but based solely on her body language, I assumed the old witch was telling me to continue. 
 
    “So I kind of stretch my mind outward,” I said with a bit of uncertainty. “And other people’s minds and magic kind of appear in my mind’s eye. It’s like using my imagination… but it’s not mine to control. I just sort of witness it? I don’t know, it’s really hard to explain.” 
 
    “It sound like riddle,” Sveta said, and she tapped a bony finger on her temple. “But I know this. Go on.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” I mumbled. “So once I locate a person’s mind and magic, I try and bring it into me, and then I can use it like it’s my own.” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded thoughtfully. “You have much potential for this magic. I vill train you. Listen to me close, and you vill succeed.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and a grin of relief tugged at my lips. 
 
    I hadn’t realized it until Sveta said I could succeed, but I’d started to worry she wasn’t going to be able to help. Now she looked confident as she walked over and faced me. 
 
    “Physical connection is very different from what you do,” Sveta explained. “This magic you use is in the soul. Firo explained your target’s magic. It is not of soul. It is of body.” 
 
    “I don’t think I understand,” I admitted. 
 
    “Do not get lost in this,” Sveta insisted, and she waved her hands vaguely around. Then she tapped her fists against her chest like a gorilla. “It is here.” 
 
    “Okay…” I droned. 
 
    That didn’t really clarify it for me, but I was determined to just go with it for now. 
 
    “Close eyes,” Sveta instructed, and she took a calm and steady stance with her arms by her sides and her eyes closed. “Do this reach with your mind. But not to my magic. Instead, I vant you look for my life essence.” 
 
    An expression of confused panic gripped my face, and I looked to Firo for guidance. Maybe there was a language barrier happening with the Russian witch, and Firo strolled a bit closer to me. 
 
    “Look for Madame Sveta’s heartbeat,” Firo explained. “The rhythm of her breathing. Try to feel the heat of her body.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the way Firo had only called her Madame Sveta since the witch’s arrival, despite only using just her name in our previous conversations.  
 
    “Okay.” I took a deep breath, and I closed my eyes. 
 
    I steadied my mind like I would with any new mirror connection, and I started to reach out with my mind. 
 
    Every paranormal’s mind whom I’d connected with seemed to fit their personality, and Sveta was no different. 
 
    The old witch’s magical presence seemed to materialize in my mind immediately. It was a huge swirling mass of dark greens and browns. It moved like a thick stew, and I couldn’t help but think of the classic imagery of a witch’s cauldron filled with some kind of potion. The viscous fluid of her magic bubbled with energy, and I could almost hear it sizzling. 
 
    I longed to explore the thick mass of her magic, but I kept myself on task. I instead shifted to searching for the steady beating of her heart or the rhythm of her breathing. 
 
    It took a moment to readjust myself, and then I started to notice a pattern in the bubbling of her magical stew. It was a steady series of pops, a large one followed by a smaller one, then a pause before it happened again. 
 
    It took me several seconds to figure out why it felt familiar, and then I realized it was the rhythm of the flow of blood through her veins. I followed the popping bubbles like I would follow a paranormal’s magic, and I mentally tried to dive through the swirling stew of her magic to what was underneath. 
 
    But I couldn’t seem to get deeper than the essence of her magic. I tried to come at it from another angle, but I couldn’t get closer no matter how I tried. Sweat had started to bead on my forehead, and my muscles were tight with exertion. 
 
    “Vhat do you see?” Sveta asked. 
 
    I sighed and opened my eyes. 
 
    “Well, I found your magical presence,” I said. “That was easy, and I think I found a pattern… it was like the rhythm of your heartbeat hidden within your magical presence, but I couldn’t go any further or do anything with it.” 
 
    Sveta nodded, and she snapped her fingers at Firo. The flame-haired dragon-man instantly perked up like a nervous puppy, and he shot into an attentive stance. 
 
    “Firo,” Sveta said. “Here.” 
 
    “Madame,” Firo said in an obedient voice, and he shifted to stand right where the old witch pointed at the ground. 
 
    I pressed my lips together to hide my smirk, but I was sure my eyes shone with mirth as Sveta gave me a little smirk of her own. 
 
    “Try vith him,” Sveta instructed me in a suddenly humorless tone. 
 
    “Yes, Madame Sveta.” I nodded without realizing what my mouth had said until it had been said. 
 
    Firo faced toward me with a spine of steel and a placid face, and his slitted eyes encouraged me to have another deep breath. I sucked as much air as possible into my lungs and closed my eyes as I released it. 
 
    The dragon-man’s mind was easy to locate due to how familiar we were, and I instantly located the burning fire of his magical presence. It was like a tall pillar of blue-and-orange flame that burned from a steady and solid block of gray. I wasn’t surprised at all that the dragon-man’s magical presence took on the shape of what looked like an enormous Olympic torch. 
 
    “Do you have him?” Sveta asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied without losing focus or opening my eyes. 
 
    “Good,” Sveta said. “Keep away from Dragon Flame.” 
 
    “Uh…” I droned because it was the only thing I was seeing at all within Firo. “I’m not sure how to do this, then…?” 
 
    “Vhat do you mean?” Sveta asked in a sharp voice. 
 
    “Firo’s entire magical presence is flame,” I explained. 
 
    “No, no,” Sveta said, and I could practically hear her shaking her head. “Dragon Flame is bigger. Deeper. You will know if you touch it.” 
 
    “Um, okay,” I said. 
 
    I swallowed hard. That wasn’t exactly reassuring. 
 
    “Try to locate pattern,” Sveta guided. 
 
    I could sense her walking around us in a lazy circle, and I nodded my head. 
 
    After a few moments of observing the flickering flames of Firo’s magic, I started to notice a steady rhythm in their size. The outer perimeter of Firo’s inner flame expanded and shrank just slightly every two seconds or so, and it suddenly reminded me of the way a rib cage would expand and contract with steady breathing. 
 
    “I think…” I hesitated a second to watch it one more time. “Yeah. I found his breath.” 
 
    “Good.” Sveta’s voice was firm, and her praise was nearly invisible, but it was there. 
 
    Clearly, Firo had learned his teaching techniques from Sveta, and I fought a chuckle at the similarity between student turned teacher and his former mentor. 
 
    “Firo, test for king,” Sveta instructed in a brisk voice. “Deep breath.” 
 
    The sound of Firo’s deep inhale reached my ears at the same instant that the mental image of his inner flame expanded to its largest size yet, and it returned to its original width as Firo exhaled slowly. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “I found his breath.” 
 
    I tried to search within the flame. I wanted to follow it like a blazing trail to the physical body of my flame-haired head of security, but once again, I couldn’t go any deeper. My eyebrows furrowed with frustration after a moment, and I shook my head. 
 
    “I can’t go any deeper,” I sighed and opened my eyes. “I can’t… grab it or whatever.” 
 
    “This is okay,” Sveta assured me. “You have found physical.” 
 
    “But what good is that if I can’t connect with it?” I asked. 
 
    “It is first step, king,” Sveta said, and there was a tiny spark of humor in her steely gray eyes. She nodded and gestured for me to prepare myself. “Ve continue.” 
 
    Next, Sveta led me in trying to locate a different physical attribute of Firo and herself, and I was able to use what I’d learned in the first two tries to locate her breathing rhythm and his heartbeat. 
 
    Sveta’s breathing pattern turned out to be hidden within the swirling motion of her magical stew, and it seemed so obvious once I identified it. Then my two teachers traded places again, and I switched back to focusing on Firo. 
 
    “Find heartbeat,” Sveta guided as she circled around us again. 
 
    I closed my eyes and located the burning torch of Firo’s magical presence. It was easy to spot the rhythm of his breathing, and I studied it for a moment to see if I could locate the pattern of his heart. 
 
    “Physical body has life of its own,” Sveta said. “You must learn before you can control. Let heartbeat come to you.” 
 
    My jaw clenched with confusion and frustration, but I took a deep breath and forced myself to remain in control. 
 
    Firo’s inner magical flame was steady and strong, much like the dragon-man himself, and I took a figurative step back to just observe for a moment. I pulled in some of the meditation techniques Helena had shown me and a bit of the deep yoga breathing Poppy was so fond of, and I let my mind relax. 
 
    It reminded me of Nyxx’s shadow nymph magic, and how it was almost tentative at first. The harder I’d tried to hold onto the shadow blade, the less solid it was in my grip. 
 
    And suddenly it worked. 
 
    The steady drumming of Firo’s pulse appeared hidden in a subtle vibration in the stone pillar part of his magical presence. It was so steady and small in comparison to the massive burning flame part that I hadn’t even noticed it before. 
 
    “I found it,” I whispered like I might accidentally startle it away if I spoke too loud. 
 
    “Good,” Sveta said, but her tone sounded doubtful. “Now try to make effect on Firo’s physical body. Change heart rate or breath. Even alter temperature.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Remember not to touch Dragon Flame,” Sveta advised. 
 
    “I remember,” I whispered. 
 
    My mind was so completely focused on trying to connect in an influential way with Firo’s physical processes that the presence of his Dragon Flame appeared like a monster from the shadows. 
 
    A deep blue flame flared out from the center of the burning pillar like an angry beast lashing out. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed, and I actually jumped back a step without even realizing it. 
 
    “Dragon Flame,” Sveta said in a dry tone as she nodded. “Very dangerous.” 
 
    “It came out of nowhere,” I said, and I laid a hand on my chest where my heart pounded behind my ribs. “It was just… all of a sudden there.” 
 
    “Mmmm.” Sveta nodded as if she knew exactly what I’d experienced. “Again.” 
 
    “Right,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    Firo smirked slightly at me, and I wondered if he’d intentionally and willfully ignited the Dragon Flame within him. The dragon-man wasn’t usually one to show off, but I had asked about his magic in the past. Maybe he felt I was ready to get a small taste of it. 
 
    I shook out my limbs to work the sudden shock from my body, and it took me another moment to reconnect with Firo. This time, I was much more wary of his Dragon Flame, and I skirted around it as I tried to manipulate the steady rhythm of his breathing. 
 
    I went at it like I would with anyone’s magic, and I tried to coax it toward me like a scared animal. But no matter how hard I concentrated or what I tried, I couldn’t get it to do anything under my will. All I could do was observe it, and I wondered if this was a doomed venture ahead of us. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned after several fruitless moments. “I can’t change it. I can only see it or feel it.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Sveta hummed and nodded. “That is enough for today. Rest now while I talk.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I blinked rapidly with confusion. 
 
    “I believe we face someone vith vitch blood,” Sveta said, and she started to pace around in her circle again. Her gray hair swirled wildly around her head with the slightest breeze, and it looked like it had a life of its own. “Maybe full-blood vitch, maybe mix of fae blood.” 
 
    Sveta’s steely gray eyes narrowed with suspicion, and there was something odd about her tone that made me think she had a deeper theory about our enemy. I figured if she thought it was worth sharing, she would say it, though. Sveta seemed to be pretty straightforward, and I didn’t get the impression she would hide something important. 
 
    “Vitch magic can be used many vays,” Sveta continued. “Many paths for vitch to master. I believe enemy has mastered physical and bodily magic. This gives him power to control breath, heart rate, temperature… to force life to continue even when death should come.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “Sort of like how the haljita can connect with the spirit and mind? I assume Firo has told you about how they came to help the survivors.” 
 
    “Is evil!” Sveta snarled, and she spit on the ground. “But yes. I suspect this. Much like haljita, this enemy use magic to force life forvard.” 
 
    Sveta scowled for a moment as she continued to pace around me, and the constant circling was starting to make me dizzy. 
 
    “But what good is any of this if I can’t…” I circled my hands around one another like I was trying to juggle the thoughts in my mind. “I can’t control it. So how am I supposed to do what I need to do?” 
 
    “The enemy vill have pover,” Sveta pointed out. “Your magic mirrors others, da?” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “Firo has no power to control physical,” Sveta said. “Or me. But enemy… enemy had this pover. Training today about learning to see the physical, the breath, the pulse. Now you not be blind vhen time come to use enemy power to save others.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I muttered as it all clicked into place. “I guess I thought you had a power like this enemy of ours. I thought I was going to figure out how to use it today.” 
 
    “Nyet.” Sveta shook her head. “I teach only how to see these. Time to control, to hold life in hands… that come later, vhen you face enemy.” 
 
    That made sense. I couldn’t very well risk tapping into this asshole’s magic and then not be able to see what I needed to do. Now that I knew how to locate a paranormal’s breath and pulse, I felt more prepared for what lay ahead. It felt almost like getting a sneak peak at the format and style of a final exam that was ninety percent of my grade. I didn’t have the answers, but I knew what to expect now. 
 
    “How did he learn to harness magic like this?” I wondered mostly to myself. 
 
    “Is possible he had natural talent for physical connection,” Sveta said. “Vitches who master this kind of power, strength… they vork for centuries, or they have natural ability.” 
 
    “So he’s either been at this for a thousand years…” I sighed. “Or he was born with a natural talent.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Sveta nodded, and her steely eyes had that look like there was more she wasn’t saying. “I suspect he has magic similar to great-great-grandfather.” 
 
    I glanced at Firo for confirmation the old witch was talking about my twelve times great-grandfather, Rhaiden. 
 
    “I gave Madame Sveta all the relevant information, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    I nodded and turned my gaze back to the pacing witch. 
 
    “Perhaps a kind of influencing ability.” Sveta swirled her hands around each other like she was tossing pizza dough in the air. “Now he tvists magic for evil, like Shaddstem. He must be stopped.” 
 
    The finality in Sveta’s voice was as hard as steel and just as cold. Firo and I nodded in silent agreement, and a heaviness sank down around us like a fog. 
 
    I wasn’t worried about stopping this Russian bastard, I’d had enough training and done enough executions at this point that I knew I could kill him easily enough. And it wasn’t like I was going into this thing alone. I’d have plenty of shadow nymph guards with me to keep me safe and stop this asshole from getting away. 
 
    What I was truly worried about was keeping the hostages safe. 
 
    We still had no idea how many paranormals this asshole had locked in his grasp, and if I just went in there, guns blazing, and killed him, they’d all die along with him. Or at least the ones who’d been in his control for long enough to reach a point of starvation like Lady Rain had. 
 
    That was too many lives to risk. I had to take over his control of their lifelines. There wasn’t any other acceptable option in my mind, and that was going to be the difficult part because nobody could do it but me. 
 
    I wouldn’t be alone in whatever physical fight came, but I would be flying entirely solo on keeping the hostages alive until we could get them into the care of the haljita and healers. 
 
    “Fuck,” I sighed heavily. 
 
    “I think we should spar some, your majesty,” Firo said. “I seriously doubt this enemy witch is going to go down willingly. You should train the magical observation simultaneously with a physical fight.” 
 
    “Firo right,” Sveta said with a brisk nod. “More training. Podgotovit’.” 
 
    The old witch snapped her bony fingers and pointed at two spots on the rocky ground opposite one another. I took my position and tried to clear the doubts and worry away. Fighting with a mixed-up head was one of the biggest mistakes I could make. 
 
    “Good point,” I said in a dry tone, and I forced a little smirk for Firo. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “For safety’s sake,” Firo began, and he rolled his sleeves up to his elbows. “Let’s begin with open hand sparring for now. We can move onto weapon training later.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Sveta hummed in agreement, and she shifted her pacing circle to be wider to allow us more room. “Nachinat’.” 
 
    The old witch’s Russian commands were clear by the tone of her voice, and Firo raised his hands in a mildly offensive manner. He hesitated for a moment while I shook out my shoulders and took a breath, and then I stepped forward to join the seven-foot-tall dragon-man in the middle of our improvised circle. 
 
    We warmed up with a few rounds of familiar strikes and blocks, and it felt like a normal training session. After a few minutes of warming up, Firo started to add a few more powerful and sudden punches and jabs like he often did in our sparring sessions. 
 
    He was a familiar sparring partner, and I enjoyed the challenge he posed for me and my technique. I blocked a right jab with my forearm, grasped his wrist, and maneuvered around behind him to lay a hard elbow to the back of his rib cage. 
 
    “Uh!” Firo grunted softly at the half-strength strike, and he pivoted back around to face me again. “Good.” 
 
    The corner of my mouth turned up at the single word that was high praise from my head of security, and we went again. 
 
    After another ten minutes, my muscles were fully warmed up, my mind was focused on the fight, and I was feeling good from the rush of endorphins from physical exertion. 
 
    Firo came at me out of nowhere with a hard knee jab at my gut, but I spotted the jerk of movement in his hips in time to throw both my arms down in a defensive block. I gripped his pants around the knee, and I yanked up to throw him off balance. 
 
    “Shit!” Firo gasped as he fell backward onto the hard ground. 
 
    “Mmm,” Sveta hummed, and she had a look on her face that almost looked like she was impressed. It faded quickly, though, and she snapped her fingers at us. “Again.” 
 
    “I think we should bring in the magic element now,” I suggested, and I glanced between my two trainers. 
 
    Sveta looked at Firo, and he shrugged back at her. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Sveta asked. 
 
    “I’m warmed up,” I said. “And we don’t have a whole lot of time to work on this. I think we should try it.” 
 
    “If his majesty feels ready…” Firo said in an agreeable tone. 
 
    Sveta pursed her lips for a second before she nodded. 
 
    Firo and I faced off again, and I took a moment to clear my mind. 
 
    “Would you prefer I attack first?” Firo asked. “Or do you want to connect to me first?” 
 
    I considered for a second before I decided to rip the training wheels off. 
 
    “Surprise me,” I said, and at the same time, I reached out with my mind to locate his magical presence. 
 
    As soon as the essence of his inner flame flickered in my mind’s eye, Firo darted forward with a series of quick, but low-power jabs and strikes. He was taking it easy on me, and I quickly realized it was the right choice. 
 
    It was like my conscious brain tuned to the static of an AM radio station as my body took over and moved on muscle memory alone. I blocked and threw some counter strikes, and it took me a few seconds to remember I was supposed to be tapping into his physical rhythms. I dragged my attention back to that side of my task, and I reached out to locate his magical presence once more. 
 
    The magical flames of his mind roared with movement as Firo threw another rapid series of jabs at me. I found my attention divided between blocking his fists and trying to observe his essence. Each time I reached out to find his breathing, Firo got past my defenses. 
 
    “Ooph!” I grunted as a hard jab connected with my ribcage, and I started to reconsider my technique. 
 
    It felt like older video games where the boss had a specific pattern that I had to discover and work around. Firo didn’t have any kind of regular pattern to his attacks, but there were natural pauses between strikes. After all, a person could only attack so quickly, and he only had two hands. 
 
    I started to see the points I would be able to attack if I was connected with the Russian asshole’s powers as we predicted I would be. I studied the pattern between Firo’s strikes, and I imagined grabbing onto his breath in the pauses. It felt like shadow boxing against an imaginary opponent, but I knew that was as useful a training technique as using a punching bag. 
 
    I’d always thought my magic only allowed me to connect with another person’s magic, but now I was starting to see that magic was deeply rooted within a person. 
 
    Up until now, I had thought of magic as just something within a paranormal, but it was way more integral than that. But paranormals didn’t just have magic, they were magic, and my mirror abilities allowed me to view all of that. I wondered if any magical paranormal could view and observe another’s internal power like this, or if it was the nature of my mirror magic that allowed me to tap into another person. 
 
    And I knew I could do this. I could save the hostages, and I would. 
 
    “I think I found a good pattern,” I said as I lowered my hands. 
 
    “Do you feel better about viewing while engaging in the physical fight?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Da?” Sveta asked. “You find good way to divide focus?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I said. “I feel like once I connect with this bastard’s power, I’ll be able to use it to… like, grab onto a person’s breathing. I bet I could even use it against him if I needed to.” 
 
    “I expect that would be…” Firo swallowed hard. “Horrifying. Like being choked without a person touching you at all. 
 
    “I wonder if the hostages feel like that constantly,” I muttered, and my anger started to rise at the thought. “Is this asshole forcing them to continue breathing with every single breath they take? If they start to run or exercise, would their breathing change naturally? Can they fucking do anything for themselves, or does he have control over it all?” 
 
    “I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” Firo said, and his slitted orange eyes turned dark. “What do you think, Madame Sveta?” 
 
    “Good vork today, king,” Sveta said after a thoughtful pause. “You vill save these peoples.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a deep sigh. “Should we go again?” 
 
    Sveta passed the choice on to Firo with a pointed look, but before the dragon-man could answer, Rune came jogging up. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune said in a rushed voice. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I have an update.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “The scout team is arriving, your majesty,” Rune said. “They told me to come and get you. I think they have something.”
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 Chapter 11 
 
    “It is time for break, king,” Sveta said before I could ask. “Too much vork bad for everyone. Body needs recovery time.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” I said, and I gave her a grateful half-smile before I turned back to Rune. “Gather the scout team and security team. Ask Buckley or Flora if there’s somewhere we can meet.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said, and he hurried away to get that done for me. 
 
    “Come inside with us,” I offered to the old witch. “I’ll have my staff show you your guest rooms for your stay.” 
 
    “Nyet.” Sveta shook her head. “I bring my home vith me.” 
 
    The old lady gestured back toward her flying mortar and pestle, and I wrangled my shocked eyebrows into submission before I could offend her. 
 
    “If you’re sure,” I said. “We’d be happy to offer accommodations.” 
 
    “Do not vorry about me, king,” Sveta said, and there was a bit of a chuckle in her voice. “I am big comfortable.” 
 
    “Alright,” I chuckled lightly. 
 
    We walked back around to the front of the house where Sveta had parked her strange flying transport. I was curious to see if she would climb right in and huddle up like a turtle in its shell, but to my surprise, the old witch leaned in and pulled out a small box. 
 
    Her gray hair flew all around her head with another brisk breeze, and she walked a few paces over to a nice flat area. She set the small box down, and I realized it was a small dollhouse with dark wooden siding and tiny little shingles. The strangest part was that it didn’t sit on a regular block foundation like I’d have expected. Sveta stood the dollhouse up on two small stalks that were most definitely chicken legs, and my mouth hung open with surprise. 
 
    “I set up here,” Sveta said. 
 
    She gave the dollhouse a little pat on the top, stepped away, and snapped her fingers three times before she headed up the front steps of Kiska House without a backward glance. 
 
    I, on the other hand, couldn’t drag my eyes away from her tiny house as it stretched and expanded like a hot air balloon being filled up with air. My lower jaw fell all the way to the ground as my eyes tried to bulge right out of my head. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I asked under my breath. 
 
    In the span of about ten seconds, her one-foot-tall dollhouse had stretched to stand twenty feet in the air. It continued to balance easily on two thin chicken legs that were now a foot in diameter around their scaly ankles. But the weirdest fucking part was that two beady eyes popped out between the upper windows and blinked at me. 
 
    I half-expected the house to squawk at me, and I shook my head with disbelief. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Firo chuckled with uncharacteristic humor. “The team is arriving.” 
 
    “Right…” I droned as my eyes continued to stare at the old witch’s weird-ass chicken house. 
 
    I turned away and started to walk up the front steps with Firo, but I couldn’t help taking one more glance over my shoulder to look at Sveta’s home. Clearly “bigger on the inside” magic could also be “smaller on the outside.” 
 
    Sveta had marched into Kiska House without needing an invitation, and I spotted her standing with Rune and Nyxx while Flora and Buckley suggested options for our meeting. 
 
    “The conference room may be the way to go,” Rune said. 
 
    “Why don’t we just meet in here?” I asked, and I gestured around the massive open living space. 
 
    It wasn’t like we had a bunch of staff to worry about privacy or anything, and my ladies were always welcome to join in meetings like this. There was enough space for everyone to sit comfortably, and we could enjoy the gorgeous views from the large picture windows. 
 
    “If that pleases you, your majesty,” Buckley said with a polite nod. 
 
    “It does,” I said. “Flora, would you please arrange for snacks and drinks. I’m sure the scout team will be hungry.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Flora said, and she bustled into the kitchen before she even finished her sentence. 
 
    Firo, Nyxx, Rune, Sveta, and I picked seats on the huge sectional sofas, and Ena and Kage melted out of the dark shadows to join us. 
 
    “I will welcome the scout team, your majesty,” Kage said. 
 
    He moved silently back to the front doors and slipped underneath it without delay. A few moments later, Kage opened the front door, and a pair of shadow nymph guards walked in behind him. The width of their shoulders and heaviness of their footsteps told me they were both male, and I nodded in greeting. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” I said. “Please, have a seat and tell me what you’ve found out.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” the first shadow nymph guard said. “My name is Zeek. This is Pike.” 
 
    Kage and the other two guards sat down beside Ena, and I leaned forward to give them my full attention. 
 
    “We have found no trace of any cyclopes in the region, your majesty,” Zeek said. “There simply are none of them anywhere in this part of the world.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded, and I figured the cyclops I’d seen in the memories the goddess had shown me was someone else entirely. “What about trying to figure out who this bastard has in his control? Have you made any progress there?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no, your majesty,” Pike said. “It’s nearly impossible to tell who might be under such control by just looking at them, and it’s not like we’d found any records or anything.” 
 
    “I think our best bet is still to find the enemy first,” Zeek said. “Then we can follow him to the hostages.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking, too,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “I knew trying to find the hostages first was going to be difficult, but I didn’t want to leave any stones unturned. So have you found anything that will lead us to the bastard directly?” 
 
    “We have not,” Pike said, but it was clear in his tone there was something more. “We have been working with a local group of selkies who have done scouting and intel work for the crown in the past. They have long-ago proven their loyalty to our teams, and they are narrowing in on the region by process of elimination.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a spark of hope. “That’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Zeek agreed. 
 
    “We’ll go meet with the selkies,” I decided. “We’ll work with them to continue to narrow it down.” 
 
    “‘We,’ your majesty?” Pike asked. “Do you intend to accompany us?” 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded, and I glanced around the room to see if anybody would try to stop me. 
 
    Nyxx’s shadowy face had the vague shape of a loving smirk, and Firo had an expression that said he knew better than to try and stop me. Ena and Kage obviously had no issue either way since the decision was above their pay grade, and the old witch gave me a look that made it pretty obvious she was impressed with my choice. 
 
    “Very well,” Pike with a bit of a stutter. “When do you wish to go?” 
 
    “Immediately,” I said, and I stood from the couch. “Every moment we delay, this asshole could be snaring more hostages into his clutches. I’m done letting him linger in anonymity. Let’s go find out who the hell he is.” 
 
    “Very good,” Zeek said, and there was a note of admiration in his raspy voice. 
 
    “What form of travel have you been using?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Jet skis for long distances, sir,” Pike said. “We have also been swimming and hiking to keep our presence as silent as possible.” 
 
    “Good,” Firo said, and he turned to look at Buckley. “I believe there is a speedboat on the island…? 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir, there is,” Buckley confirmed. “Shall I prepare it?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” I nodded. “I have to tell the queens about the plan. I need all of you to get everything ready so we can head out as soon as possible.” 
 
    “We’re on it, your majesty,” Firo said firmly. 
 
    “I will gather some supplies for you, your majesty,” Rune added. 
 
    “I vill come, too,” Sveta said, and the sharp tone of her voice left no room for debate. 
 
    Not that I would have complained about the powerful witch joining us. Who knew what kind of information she would be able to gather with her abilities? I saw no reason to stop her. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Everybody meet out front in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Nods came from all around, and I gave Nyxx an affectionate look before I went in search of my queens. I found them lounging around in an upstairs sitting room with some music playing in the background while they enjoyed a lunch platter. 
 
    I walked into the room and smiled lovingly at my wives. 
 
    “Done already?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “No…” Helena said as she gave me a searching look. “Something’s changed.” 
 
    “Sveta’s training is going to be helpful,” I said in response to my fae wife’s question, and then I nodded at Helena. 
 
    Quickly, I explained to them what the shadow nymph scouts had discovered, which admittedly wasn’t much, and our plan to go to the selkies and help narrow down the location. My ladies responded with varying degrees of concern and admiration, but none of them tried to stop me from going. They knew me well enough by now to know I wasn’t going to be an idiot in this, nor was I going to give up. 
 
    “Be safe,” Helena said with a deeply affectionate look in her caramel eyes. 
 
    “You know he will be,” Poppy said with a brave smile and tears in her eyes. “He always is.” 
 
    “And he won’t be alone,” Ivis reminded us. 
 
    “Nyxx will look after him,” Dinah agreed. 
 
    “I love you all,” I said, and I took a few moments to give each of them a long hug and a deep kiss. “I’ll send word when things change to keep you posted about what’s happening. Rune will be here with you, and I’m going to have Ena and Kage’s team stay for your security detail.” 
 
    “Don’t leave yourself without a team,” Poppy said with worry in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not,” I assured her. “The scout team will be with me, and Firo, Nyxx, Ena, Kage, and Sveta. Plus, the other team of selkies we’re meeting up with. I’ll have plenty of protection. Don’t worry.” 
 
    My ladies nodded, and the four of them crammed around me in a smothering hug before I kissed them all one more time and headed back downstairs. By the time I returned to the main living space, it was in full-blown motion. Rune brought a hiking pack over to me and quickly listed off the clothing, weapons, and supplies inside. Nyxx was giving orders to the security team that was staying behind with my wives, and Firo and Sveta were discussing something in rapid-fire Russian. 
 
    My eyebrows rose up as I walked over to join the pair of teachers. 
 
    “I didn’t know you spoke Russian, Firo,” I said. “I thought you were Norwegian?” 
 
    “I am.” Firo smirked. “But I spent many years training with Madame Sveta. Magic and fighting were not our only subjects.” 
 
    I pursed my lips with admiration and nodded. Maybe I’d ask the dragon-man to teach me Russian one day. I suspected he knew more than just that and English, but those were goals for Future Michael to think about. 
 
    “The boat is ready, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    I heard a sharp sniffle from the top of the stairs, and I looked up to see my wives coming down to watch my departure. Poppy’s face was damp with tears, and Helena had her arm looped through my teal-haired wife’s. Their wings brushed close together, and Ivis took Poppy’s other hand. Dinah gave me a brave smile as she leaned her head on Ivis’ green shoulder, and I blew a few kisses up to them. 
 
    Firo, Sveta, Nyxx, Ena, Kage, the two shadow nymph scouts, and I headed outside. Sveta walked right over to her chicken-legged house, snapped three times, and it shrank right back down to the size of a dollhouse. 
 
    “That is so fucking cool,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    “It’s the same kind of magic Isla uses to expand the mansion in Orlando,” Firo said to me in a hushed tone. “Sveta uses it in one direction while Isla uses it the other way.” 
 
    “I thought so,” I said with an appreciative nod. “Must be nice to always have your home when you travel.” 
 
    “Very nice!” Sveta called as she walked over to her mortar and pestle. “I travel this vay. I follow you.” 
 
    “Of course, Madame Sveta.” Firo nodded and guided me around to the docks on the other side of the island. 
 
    Buckley was there waiting for us with the speedboat all ready to go. It was quite a bit larger than the one we’d used during Poppy’s and my honeymoon in the Philippines, and I was glad to see it seemed to have a small cabin to get out of the freezing wind. I’d grabbed a thick winter coat before we headed outside, but still, this air at high speeds would be biting at best. 
 
    Firo climbed onto the boat first, and he went over to inspect the controls. Nyxx and I climbed down and picked some seats while Ena and Kage assisted with the boat’s mooring lines. It wasn’t long before we were ready to head out, and the two shadow nymph scouts came over to us on a jet ski. 
 
    “We’ll lead the way, your majesty!” he shouted over the rumble of its engine. “We’ve got a ways to go before we’ll need to cut the engines, and we’ll meet up with the selkies before that.” 
 
    “Sounds good!” I shouted back. 
 
    The guard nodded and turned his jet ski around before he regrouped with a dozen other shadow nymphs on half as many jet skis. They sat in pairs, and I assumed it was to try and reduce the overall number of motors in the group. 
 
    “Safe travels, and best of luck, your majesty,” Buckley said as he climbed back onto the dock. 
 
    “See that my wives have anything they want,” I said. “Put all the costs on the royal tab.” 
 
    “Your majesty.” Buckley bent in a deep bow. 
 
    Firo backed the boat away from the dock, and I was jerked back in my seat as he sped off to follow the group of shadow nymph guards. Nyxx pulled something out of a pack, and then she handed me a thick wool hat. 
 
    “Your ears will freeze,” she said, and I could hear the smile in her voice. 
 
    “Thanks, baby,” I said in a hushed voice, and I tugged the black beanie on. Then I nodded at the shadow nymphs in front of us. “So why are they on jet skis? Wouldn’t it make more sense to travel on the water like you have before?” 
 
    “That’s like running cross country for a hundred miles,” Nyxx explained with a laugh. “It’s pretty tiring after a while. This way they can save their energy for when we’re closer.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I nodded. 
 
    I supposed that made sense. If I had the option to choose between jogging to work or taking a motorized vehicle, I’d make the same choice, and I knew my scouts were plenty smart enough to park their jet skis far enough away to not blow our cover. 
 
    My wives were huddled together in thick coats on the front steps of Kiska House with Flora and Nymerial a step behind them. They all waved as we zoomed past, and I threw up both of my arms to wave back at them. 
 
    “Eeeh! Hee! Hee!” Sveta cackled like the old witch from Looney Toons as she lifted her mortar and pestle into the air. 
 
    The old witch cackled again as she swooped low over the rocky ground and blasted past the speedboat in a showy display of flying skills. 
 
    “She’s hilarious,” Nyxx chuckled softly beside me. 
 
    “I like her.” I grinned in agreement. “She’s really no-nonsense. 
 
    “I’m grateful she agreed to help,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “Me, too,” I murmured, and I reached down to lace Nyxx’s fingers with mine. 
 
    “Do you feel more confident about taking over the lifelines after working with her?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “A little bit,” I said. “I think I understand the nature of magic more now, and what I figured out seems like it will be useful when the time comes.” 
 
    “Good, I’m really glad,” Nyxx hummed. 
 
    I glanced around at the icy water that was whizzing past at an almost alarming speed, and I realized we were going way faster than we should have been able to go. The wind was biting into the skin of my face, and my eyes were starting to water from the cold. 
 
    Firo was grinning like a kid on Christmas morning at the helm, and I almost expected him to start laughing any second. 
 
    “We’re going really fast!” I yelled. 
 
    “Buckley has a talent for enhancing engines!” Firo shouted with pure joy in his voice. “He’s done a number on this beauty!” 
 
    I looked forward and saw the jet skis were also going insanely fast, and I knew they had been magically enhanced, too. Having all the money in the world was pretty great, but getting the magically enhanced stuff on top of high-quality mechanics was even better. 
 
    I didn’t know exactly how far we had to go, but I knew the journey would be a lot faster like this. I leaned back and watched the scenery pass as we headed closer and closer to Russia. 
 
    Rain clouds filled the sky, but thankfully the actual rain held off, and we only had a good deal of fog to contend with. Not that I was complaining, a bit of fog could be useful for trying to lay low. 
 
    After what felt like an hour and a half of windburn-inducing speeds, Firo laid off the throttle a little, and one of the shadow nymph scouts came over on his jet ski. 
 
    “We’re approaching Bering Island, your majesty,” the scout reported. “The selkie team will meet us there.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    “Lead us in,” Firo said. “I’ll follow you.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the scout nodded at Firo, and then he turned his jet ski back around. 
 
    It took us about five more minutes of travel at a mostly normal speed before the rocky shape of Bering Island came into clear view through the fog. The team of shadow nymph scouts veered into a small cove, and their jet skis ran up on the sand right at the edge of the water. I suspected our boat wouldn’t be able to get as close, and Firo confirmed my suspicions when he killed the motor about twenty feet off the rocky beach. Kage quickly dropped an anchor off the side of the speedboat, and I looked around with a touch of confusion. 
 
    “Are we gonna swim to shore?” I asked. 
 
    “I vill bring you in,” Sveta said, and she brought her mortar and pestle down to hover right beside the boat’s stern. “Come in.” 
 
    “Will we all fit?” I asked with a skeptical look. 
 
    The mortar was spacious for the old witch by herself, but altogether it wasn’t much bigger than a Lay-Z-Boy recliner. It didn’t look like Firo would even fit in there comfortably beside the thin-framed witch. 
 
    “We can help with that, your majesty,” one of the shadow nymph scouts said. 
 
    He and three other shadow nymph scouts floated right by the side of the boat on their jet skis. They sat solo on their crafts, and I figured they must have dropped off their partners on the beach before turning around to get us. 
 
    Firo, Nyxx, Ena, and Kage climbed onto the jet skis, and I scrambled over the thick wall of Sveta’s mortar. I was a bit surprised to discover the large flying mortar was carved out of stone, and its edge was at least five inches thick. 
 
    “Sit,” Sveta said in a quick order, and she pointed at the rounded bottom of the mortar. 
 
    I hesitated for a second before I settled into a low crouch at the back of the mortar, and Sveta grabbed hold of the thick pestle with both hands. She steered it like a rudder on a small sailboat, and we flew across the freezing cold ocean water to the rocky beach. 
 
    I looked around for the group of selkies we were supposed to be meeting. I was pretty sure selkies were sort of like merfolk in that they had human forms on land, but instead of fish-tailed forms in the water, they turned into seals.  
 
    There didn’t seem to be any seals here, and all I could see was a herd of about thirty sea lions about twenty-five yards down the beach. 
 
    The two shadow nymph scouts we’d met with in Kiska House started walking toward the blubbery mammals, and I felt a rush of adrenaline. I was pretty sure sea lions were an incredibly territorial animal, and I didn’t think they would like us just walking up to their sunbathing spot. 
 
    When the two shadow nymph scouts were about halfway across the distance, the largest sea lion started to waddle forward in an awkward lumbering motion. But a half-second later, it started to stand up on its thick tail. 
 
    My mouth dropped open as the sea lion’s entire body shifted into that of a man. He had thick shoulders, thick brown hair, and a scruffy beard. He wore zero clothing, and I pointedly kept my eyes glued to his face as he walked over to greet the shadow nymph scouts. 
 
    “Zeek, welcome back,” the sea lion selkie greeted in a soft Russian accent before he turned to look at the rest of us. “King Michael, I presume?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I cleared my throat. “I take it you’re the selkie scout team Zeek and Pike told us about?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the sea lion selkie replied. “My name is Grey. This is my team.” 
 
    Grey gestured backward at the herd of sea lions as they shifted into human forms. There were men and women among the group, and they all had larger frames and a fair amount of bulky muscles. It reminded me a little bit of a bodybuilding competition. They all stood around naked, and I figured it had to be a functional choice like how merfolk tended to wear skirts instead of pants to make their transformations easy and quick. 
 
    “What can you tell me?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ve spotted several more pharaohs in the area,” Grey reported. “We’ve tracked them all over the region from Lesnaya to the Yam Islands.” 
 
    “Do we have a map?” I asked, and I looked around at several among our team. “I’m not familiar with this region.” 
 
    “Uh…” Grey hummed, and he looked around for a second. “Yes, it’s over here…” 
 
    Grey led us over to a pile of large boulders that, as we got closer, revealed itself to be a camouflaged sort of desk with maps and ledgers tucked away in the crevices. The selkie leader bent forward over one of the boulders, and I pointedly diverted my gaze until I heard the sound of hands smoothing over paper. 
 
    “We’re here,” Grey said, and he pointed at a small island off the easternmost coast of Russia. Then he pointed at a larger peninsula across the sea. “This is the Krai Peninsula. Lesnaya is here, and these are the Yam Islands. We’re definitely looking somewhere here in the Okhotsk Sea.” 
 
    All the areas Grey indicated were in the northern parts of the Okhotsk Sea, but that still spanned a few hundred square miles. 
 
    “That’s a pretty big area, still.” I blew out a weary breath. “Where are the pharaohs most active?” 
 
    “They seem to be favoring this area here,” Grey said. 
 
    He traced a circle on the map with his finger that encompassed the shorelines on both sides of the narrowest part of Okhotsk Sea. We were still at least a hundred and fifty miles away from the spot, and it was going to be dark within the next few hours. 
 
    “We need to get closer,” I decided, and I tapped on the map right in the center of Grey’s circle. “What’s the best way for us to get over here?” 
 
    “We can use a mirror portal, your majesty,” Grey replied. “We have a half-selkie, half-fae on our team for this exact purpose.” 
 
    “Great.” I nodded. “Where will that take us?” 
 
    “We have a secondary outpost here,” Grey said, and he pointed at the map again. “It will cut out about ninety-five percent of the distance to the area.” 
 
    I nodded again, and I tried to think of anything we might be missing. Nothing came to mind, and I was ready to get moving. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” I said, and I glanced around at the selkie leader, the shadow nymph scouts, Nyxx, Firo, and Sveta. “That sound good?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Firo nodded, and Nyxx silently agreed with him. 
 
    Sveta gave a little shrug that said she was just along for the ride, and the selkies and shadow nymphs were happy to follow the lead of their king. 
 
    “It will take us a few minutes to close our camp,” Grey said. “But then we can head on our way.” 
 
    Grey headed over to give his team directions, and Firo and Sveta went over to put a magical concealment over our boat and the jet skis. Nyxx, Ena, and Kage lingered around me, and I found my heart racing with the kind of anxiety I used to get before a job interview. 
 
    “You should eat something,” Nyxx said, and she grabbed something from her bag. “Here.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a deep sigh. 
 
    She’d given me a small pack of jerky and cheese, and I ate it faster than I expected. Apparently I was hungrier than I thought. 
 
    By the time I was done, Firo and Sveta had returned, and Grey’s team had converged together. We started walking toward a small rocky alcove further down the beach, and I figured they must have a mirror stashed away out of sight. 
 
    A female selkie who was at least my height and had the strong shoulders of a professional swimmer nodded as we entered the cave. There was a plain mirror with a small crack in the bottom left corner leaning up against the back wall, and the selkies were passing through to the other side. 
 
    It wasn’t very deep so only a handful of us could fit at a time, and once the Selkies filed through, Ena, Kage, Zeek, and Pike went next. Firo, Sveta, and Nyxx remained close at my side as the shadow nymphs stepped through the tall selkie’s mirror portal. Grey and the tall selkie remained as well, and then it was my turn to step through. 
 
    After a quick burst of bright light and warm air, I stepped back out into the frigid evening of Russia in late autumn. We came out into another small cave, and my shadow nymph guards were all there waiting for us. 
 
    Grey and the tall selkie came through next, and they moved forward to lead the way. 
 
    “This way, your majesty,” Grey said. 
 
    The broad-shouldered selkie crouched low as he hurried forward, and he ducked down behind an outcropping of large rocks. Firo moved in a similar way, and Ena and Kage melted completely into the shadows. Nyxx remained by my side as we headed over to join them, and I lowered myself silently down behind the rocks next to Grey. 
 
    “Here, your majesty,” Zeek said, and he handed me a pair of binoculars. “They’re powerful enough to see across a hundred miles, and thanks to the particular magics at play here, the curvature of the Earth is no restriction. You should be able to see the opposite shore with them.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Zeek and Pike moved along the group as they handed out a few more pairs of binoculars, and I figured they’d been magically enhanced like the vehicles I was used to. 
 
    The sun was starting to lower toward the distant horizon, but we still had a fair amount of daylight before we’d be plunged into darkness. I scanned our new location with just my eyes first to get my bearings for where we were. 
 
    The landscape was pretty similar to Bering Island, with large rocky areas, lots of ice and snow, and the occasional evergreen tree or scraggly brush. We were directly on the edge of the Krai peninsula, and the ocean was about twenty feet in front of our rocky hiding spot. The shoreline went back on both sides of our location like we were on a bit that stuck out from the rest of the peninsula. It was pretty ideal for scanning the area, and I had a feeling it wasn’t a coincidence. 
 
    I brought the binoculars up to my eyes and took one look through them before I dropped them away from my face with a shocked expression. 
 
    “Whoa,” I breathed softly as I pulled the powerful binoculars back up. “Holy shit.” 
 
    They made the distant shore across the narrowest part of the Okhotsk Sea look like it was only twenty feet away, even though it was closer to thirty miles away. I rechecked my sight without the binoculars one more time to make sure the opposite shore really was that far away before I grinned and started to really scan the shorelines. 
 
    “No pharaohs in sight, sir,” one of the selkies reported to Grey in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Damn,” Grey muttered in response. “We won’t get any new information without them.” 
 
    I figured that was because Grey and his team were familiar with the landscape, and they must have already checked the area for obvious clues and found nothing. But a fresh pair of eyes was always a good thing to have on a problem, so I continued to study the landscape. 
 
    It was all just empty nature as far as I could see, and the areas south of our location were pretty wooded. I supposed it was possible there was a hideout or something hidden away in the trees, but it was unlikely Grey, his team, and my shadow nymph scouts hadn’t already thought of that and ruled it out. 
 
    I shifted my gaze further north across the Okhotsk Sea, but there wasn’t a whole lot of anything over there, either. I was starting to get a bit discouraged when I turned my gaze further north along the Krai Peninsula’s shoreline. 
 
     A tall stone stood up from the flat ground on a small island that probably wasn’t more than a quarter-mile across in any direction. The island sat just off the coast of the peninsula, and it was pretty empty aside from the tall stone that had an unnaturally sharp edge to both sides. 
 
    “Wait…” I muttered to myself, and I studied the landscape more closely. “What the fuck?” 
 
    That’s when I realized there wasn’t just one stone on that tiny island. The one I’d spotted was just the first in a long line of them, and I lowered my binoculars and handed them to Nyxx as a sentence I’d heard repeated with a heavy lisp several times over played in a loop in my mind. 
 
    “Look at that,” I said, and I pointed out toward the island that looked like a speck without the binoculars. 
 
    “Did you see something, your majesty?” Grey asked, and he raised his binoculars toward where I’d pointed. 
 
    “Those stones,” I said. “What are they?” 
 
    “Oh, those?” Grey asked without much interest. “They’ve been there for centuries. They’re sort of like Stonehenge, they’ve just always been there.” 
 
    “How many stones are there?” Nyxx asked, and her tone said she was thinking the same thing I was. 
 
    “Uh…” Grey said with uncertainty. “I’m not sure. Maybe a dozen and a half?” 
 
    “Sixteen?” I asked as an ominous chill raced down my spine. 
 
    “I suppose,” Grey said with a shrug, and then he narrowed his eyebrows at me. “You have an idea.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, and I turned to Ena. “I need you to get closer.” 
 
    “Lady Rain?” Ena asked with what sounded like a smirk on her face. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Ena melted into the darkness of the sunset’s shadows before I could blink, and I took a steadying breath as I looked back at Grey. 
 
    “I assume you know about Lady Rain?” I asked, and I continued after a short nod from the selkie. “She was delirious when we rescued her, but she kept saying something about sixteen stones in a line. She was pretty insistent about it. We went to visit her before we came to Alaska, and when I asked about how he had hurt her, she got really upset. She was visibly distraught, and she kept bringing up the sixteen stones again. I don’t think this is a coincidence.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty,” Grey said with an astonished look in his brown eyes. “I didn’t know that detail…” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured him. “We had no reason to think it was a credible detail to investigate. She talked about cups inside spoons and how they squeaked when it rained, too. There was a lot of nonsense in there.” 
 
    Grey nodded slowly, but I could see he was still a bit worried he’d disappointed me. Ena returned a moment later, and she rematerialized out of the darkness. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Ena said with an excited tone. “There are–” 
 
    “Sixteen,” I finished for her, and I couldn’t stop the smirk on my face. 
 
    Ena nodded, and Grey gasped behind her. 
 
    “There is strange aura around stones,” Sveta spoke up suddenly. 
 
    She sat quietly on Firo’s other side until now, and when I looked over at her, her steely eyes were locked on the tiny island and the sixteen stones. 
 
    “Ve must look closer,” Sveta said. 
 
    “I agree.” I nodded. 
 
    “It shouldn’t take long to hike up the shoreline,” Grey said. “Maybe twenty minutes or so?” 
 
    “Let’s get going, then,” I said. “No point in wasting the daylight.” 
 
    We all started to move further north without further discussion, and as we hiked closer and closer, I started to feel something coming off the stones, too. 
 
    It was strange, and I struggled to find the words for it. It made me think of the way air got all charged up before a good thunderstorm, and I kept glancing at Sveta to gauge her reactions.  
 
    Her steely eyes narrowed occasionally, and her gaze was as piercing as a hawk targeting its next dinner. 
 
    By the time we reached the small island, the sun was halfway behind the horizon, and it was rapidly becoming nighttime. But as far as I was concerned, that gave us a nice shroud to work within. 
 
    We stopped walking and Firo, Nyxx, Sveta, Ena, Kage, and Grey all gathered around me to hear what my plan was. 
 
    “Madame Sveta,” I said to start, and I looked at the old Russian witch. “What can you judge about the stones from here?” 
 
    “Let me look,” Sveta said. 
 
    She walked over to the rocky edge of the shore where the frigid sea water lapped, and she gazed across the short distance to the island. The old witch raised her arms and tilted her head side to side like she was trying to convince the island and stones to speak their secrets to her, and after a few minutes, she turned back with a frustrated look on her face. 
 
    “They are wrong,” Sveta said, and her wrinkled face contorted with confusion. 
 
    “Wrong how?” I asked. 
 
    “I must look closer,” Sveta said. “Ve must go over.” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I sighed. 
 
    “We haven’t found anything about the stones, your majesty,” Grey said. 
 
    “Have you inspected them directly?” I asked. “Or just looked at them from here before?” 
 
    “Uh…” Grey hesitated, and it was clear what his answer would be. “We haven’t inspected them directly, your majesty.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “If this is important, it will be guarded. Ena, Kage, Zeek, Pike, Grey. Tell your scouts and teams to keep their guards up. We can’t be caught with our pants down.” 
 
    I grimaced slightly as I realized the cliche I’d picked probably wasn’t the best, considering Grey and the other selkies’ utter lack of pants. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said with a little shrug. 
 
    “It’s fine, your majesty,” Grey chuckled lightly. “No offense taken.” 
 
    “Anyway…” I got back on track. “Sveta will investigate the stones to see what’s up, everyone else, keep your eyes open, and be prepared for anything.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Kage said. 
 
    Zeek and Pike nodded like obedient soldiers, and Grey turned to relay the information to the other selkies. 
 
    “How will we get across?” Firo asked. 
 
    “I can help vith this,” Sveta said, and she dug in one of the pockets of her cloak. 
 
    She pulled a small leather pouch out and dumped a pile of what looked like rock salt into her other palm. Then she raised her hand up to her mouth and blew the rock salt out across the water. Before my eyes, the icy sea water froze in a long narrow path across the thirty-foot gap to the tiny island. 
 
    “Hurry!” Sveta urged. “It does not last long!” 
 
    Grey’s eyebrows flew up, and he ushered Firo, Nyxx, and myself across the slippery ice bridge. The other selkies stepped into the water like those lunatics who did the Polar Bear Plunge every winter in Maryland, and they quickly swam across. The shadow nymph scouts melted into the shadows and swiftly rushed across the surface of the water like it was nothing. 
 
    I forced my eyes to remain on the sixteen stones ahead so I wouldn’t lose my mind as I walked across the temporary ice bridge. Less than a second after my feet landed on the flat rocks of the tiny island, the ice bridge melted in a flash and the sea water returned to its previously liquid state. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Vitch magic have many uses,” Sveta said with a smug wink. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” I chuckled, and I turned to give an order to my team leaders. “Spread out. Keep watch. Give signal if you spot anybody coming.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Grey said. 
 
    The broad-shouldered selkie turned and relayed the information with a series of silent hand signals to the rest of his team. The naked paranormals spread out across the island, and the shadow nymph scouts spread out evenly among them. 
 
    Firo, Sveta, Nyxx, Ena, and Kage remained at my sides, and we walked over to the first stone together. It was about four feet tall and a foot wide in both directions. It shot up out of the ground like a tree grew from the soil, and it was rough like it had been carved by hand with primitive tools. 
 
    Grey had been right, it looked weirdly similar to the photos I’d seen of the massive sarsen stones at Stonehenge, and before I was even within six feet of it, I could feel the power radiating off the stone like heat from a gas fireplace. It reminded me of the powerful magical auras that had come off the earth elementals in the Philippines in its size, but the quality of the magic was very different. 
 
    While all the paranormals and magic beasts I’d encountered had a magic that had a very obvious quality of life about them, these stones’ magic was cold and lifeless. Not that they were cold in temperature, just in a lack of any organic qualities. 
 
    Sveta circled around the first stone three times and studied it from different angles as she touched, tapped, and caressed the cold stone with her bony hands. 
 
    “These are wrong,” Sveta said with a perplexed voice. 
 
    “What’s wrong about–” I started to ask. 
 
    But the sharp whistle of a warning signal pierced through the cold evening air. 
 
    “We have company.” Firo frowned, and his body instantly took on a defensive stance. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered.

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   



 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Michael, we have to get you out of here,” Nyxx said in a rushed voice as she grabbed onto my arm. “Sveta, with me.” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded without question, and she started to march back to the bit of island where we’d arrived. 
 
    “No,” I said, and my voice was firm. “I have to stay and test their minds. I have to know if there’s any of that lingering mental stain from Rhaiden, or if they’re some of this asshole’s hostages. Rhaiden’s actual influence will be gone, but there was always that bit of evidence left behind like a slime in his victims. Maybe I can learn something from them that no one else could.” 
 
    The sounds of fighting were starting to reach us from the northern end of the island, and I knew we only had a minute tops before the fight came to us. 
 
    “Mmm.” Sveta pursed her thin lips thoughtfully. “King has point.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, and I gave the old witch a grateful look before I gazed into the dark places where I knew Nyxx’s eyes were hidden. “We knew this could happen, and I can use your magic to protect myself.” 
 
    Nyxx hesitated for half a second before she nodded, and Firo smirked at me over the top of her dark head. 
 
    “Prepare to fight,” I said in a firm and loud voice to the shadow nymphs and selkies who weren’t already battling the enemy pharaohs. “Take no prisoners!” 
 
    Firo grinned, and his flame wings emerged from his back with the intensity of a Hollywood car explosion. Nyxx, Ena, and Kage extended their shadow blades from their hands like the liquid killer from Terminator 2: Judgement Day, and I reached across to connect with the familiar geometric presence of Nyxx’s mind and magic. 
 
    And then the battle reached us. 
 
    A line of two dozen bear and large-cat pharaohs raced across the flat island out of the dark of sunset, and they barreled forward on all fours. But what surprised me most was the presence of a half a dozen merfolk and ten Vodyanoy. The weird frog-headed paranormals were familiar after the fight in Neirnan, and I saw little doubt left that we were heading directly toward our main enemy. 
 
    A bear-pharaoh with ruddy brown fur raced toward me, and I prepared my shadow blade from Nyxx’s magic. But Firo lunged in front of me before I could defend myself, and he blasted a long stream of fire from his mouth like a flamethrower. 
 
    “Michael!” Nyxx’s voice drew my attention. 
 
    I pivoted around just in time to catch a Vodyanoy lunging forward with a chipped blade in his meaty hands. I threw my shadow blade up to block the strike, and the frog-man’s bulging eyes nearly popped out of his ugly face at the strange weapon. 
 
    I used his shock against him, and I wrenched my blade around his arm. The ethereal edge of my shadow blade sliced through the flesh and muscle of the frog-man’s forearm, and the entire limb dropped as its soul died. 
 
    The Vodyanoy grunted something that was filled with shock, and he kept his round eyes on me as he tried to bend forward to retrieve his blade. Before he could even make it halfway to the dropped weapon, I slashed my shadow blade straight through his thick neck, and I severed his soul in two. 
 
    His entire body drained of color, and he dropped dead to the ground in a huge plop of fleshy meat. 
 
    Nyxx fought with her back to me, and there were three dead bodies at her feet. 
 
    I didn’t get the chance to see her next strike as an enemy merfolk lunged toward me with a long trident in both his hands. He posed a greater challenge than the Vodyanoy had simply because his weapon was longer, and it made it harder for me to reach him with my shadow blade. 
 
    I blocked and parried the merman’s lunging strikes, and the wind shifted to fill my nose with the acrid stench of burning flesh and fur. Large spots of bright burning light flickered behind my enemy and made it more difficult for my eyes to focus on him, but I knew it meant Firo was tearing his way through our enemy attackers. 
 
    The blasts of his fire breath and light of his flame wings illuminated the whole tiny island with an eerie flickering light worthy of a B-level horror film. It cast harsh shadows across the bodies on the ground, and I spotted at least two selkies among the dead. 
 
    Then Ena and Kage popped up in front of me, and I suddenly had a triple shadow nymph shield all around me. I kept a light and steady grip on my shadow blade, and I watched with admiration as my guards took down any enemies who came at us. 
 
    Ena cut the knees right out from under a merman with neon-green hair, and he started to wail when he realized he couldn’t crawl away. 
 
    “Silence,” Ena grumbled under her breath, and she rammed the tip of her shadow blade through the merman’s heart. 
 
    His soul-dead body flopped to the rocky ground like a dead fish. 
 
    My gaze moved past the shield of Ena, Kage, and Nyxx’s bodies, and I found Grey’s broad-shouldered form. He’d gotten a dagger from somewhere, and I tried hard not to think about where he might have had it stashed as the brown-haired selkie fought off one of the cat pharaohs. 
 
    The huge panther-like paranormal pounced on Grey, and the two went tumbling head over heels twice before the pharaoh let out a sharp cry of pain. They came to a stop with the pharaoh on top, and for a second I wasn’t sure what had happened. 
 
    But then Grey let out a loud grunt, and he rolled the dead cat off his chest with the dagger still jammed between the black paranormal’s ribs. Grey yanked his blade out, and a long spurt of blood shot out all over his naked chest. 
 
    “Ugh,” Grey grumbled as he turned around to face one of the Vodyanoys. 
 
    My ears were assaulted by the sounds of clashing blades, splattering blood, crackling flames, and the occasional thump of a body hitting the ground. It was chaotic, and so much louder than I expected. 
 
    My triple shadow nymph guard kept me protected, and I was eternally grateful for them as I tried to get my bearings in the depth of the chaos. 
 
    Then a dark gray bear pharaoh started racing toward us, and his paws pounded on the rocky ground. 
 
    Ena and Kage turned to face the pharaoh together, but he crouched ten feet in front of us and launched himself into the air. The huge gray bear jumped clear over Ena and Kage’s heads, and his enormous paws landed right on my shoulders. The five-hundred pound paranormal started to knock me to the ground as he roared loudly in my face. Drops of spit flew out and splattered across my face as we fell backward, and my arm reacted on pure instinct. 
 
    The shadow blade almost hummed in my hand with energy as I pierced it up into the bear pharaoh’s torso. 
 
    “Raaaaaarr!” the pharaoh roared with pain. 
 
    The echoing sound stopped when I twisted my shadow blade between the paranormal’s ribs, and I felt a burst of pressure under my hand. Judging from the location and sudden gasp for air from my enemy, I knew I had found his lung. 
 
    The bear pharaoh’s huge body sagged on me, and I felt crushed under the slow pressure of his full weight. But I knew his lungs were rapidly decaying now, as I started to pull my shadow blade from between his ribs. 
 
    The grunts and cries of battle continued all around me as my lungs were slowly compressed. Just as I was starting to crave the sweet sensation of oxygen in my lungs at a desperate level, the weight of the dead pharaoh was lifted from me. 
 
    Ena and Kage stared down at me as Firo and Grey’s broad-shouldered forms removed the dead bear from my chest. The second I was free, I sucked in a huge breath of air, and my head stopped spinning as Nyxx crouched down at my side to cradle my head lovingly in her arms. 
 
    “Michael,” my shadow nymph lover gasped, and her raspy voice was thick with emotion. “Are you okay? Are you hurt? Are you bleeding? Are–” 
 
    “Nyxx,” I said in a firm voice to cut off her worried volley of questions. “I’m okay. He was just heavy. That’s all. Let me up.” 
 
    The night had turned silent between the moment I’d felt the pharaoh’s life drain from his body and when I rose back to my feet. The bear and large cat paranormals were either dead on the ground or had fled, and my shadow nymph and selkie scouts had gathered around. 
 
    Grey’s face was a mask of sorrow, and Zeek and Pike’s shoulders were hunched. I recalled the two dead selkies I’d seen on the ground, and I knew we hadn’t gotten out unscathed. 
 
    But we had come out victorious. 
 
    Sveta’s wrinkled face was half in shadow, but Firo’s flame wings showed her angry expression in harsh detail. It perfectly reflected the rage that simmered deep in my chest with my next words. 
 
    “How many?” I asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Three selkies,” Nyxx replied softly. “And two shadow nymphs.” 
 
    “Damn,” I cursed. “Their deaths will not go ignored or forgotten.” 
 
    “We all knew what we signed up for, your majesty,” Grey said in a brave voice. “It takes sacrifice to stop true evil.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Sveta nodded slowly. “Vell said.” 
 
    “We’ll care for the fallen, your majesty,” Grey said, and then he gestured at the stones with an uncertain sort of look. “You do whatever it is you need to do with those so we can find whoever’s responsible for all this shit… if you’ll excuse my language, your majesty.” 
 
    “Nothing to excuse, Grey,” I said. “I completely agree with you.” 
 
    The two teams of selkies and shadow nymph scouts dispersed around the island, and Firo, Sveta, Nyxx, Ena, Kage, and I returned to the first stone in the line of sixteen. 
 
    “I think we’re well past the realm of reasonable doubt that these are involved,” Nyxx said. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Pharaohs alone left a bit of room for doubt, but the fact that the Vodyanoy and merfolk showed up, too… That just reeks of this whole mess.” 
 
    “Ssshhh!” Sveta hissed at us. “I listen to rocks. Quiet.” 
 
    I silently mouthed an apology, and I shot Nyxx a playful grimace while we gave Sveta the quiet she demanded. 
 
    The old witch waved her hands slowly over the carved stone without actually touching it, and then she leaned in close to listen to it. She tapped the stone in a few places and listened for a second, and then she sniffed the thing. But what really shocked me was when the old witch poked her tongue out and touched the very tip of it to the carved rock. 
 
    The whole time, I could feel the power and energy rolling off the stones like a noxious fog. It was overwhelming in its ferocity, but I kind of liked it. It felt like getting hit by lightning and drinking a few hundred espresso shots condensed down into a one-ounce glass. 
 
    I felt like I’d never need to sleep again, and like I could have lifted an entire car with one hand. It was intoxicating, and that frightened me. This amount of power was surely the kind that would corrupt anybody over a long enough period of time. 
 
    “Madame?” Firo asked after another long pause. 
 
    “There is very powerful magic here,” Sveta concluded. “Like huge nuclear reactor of magic. Very dangerous.” 
 
    “I can feel it, too,” I said, and there was a bit of fear in my voice. “It’s kind of terrifying how much energy there is…” 
 
    I paused for a moment. I’d never been able to feel magic like this before, without trying, or from an object. It worried me. Maybe I’d injured my mirror magic somehow, or maybe I was just starting to experience magic in a wider way since my first lesson with Sveta. 
 
    “It’s not you, your majesty,” Firo said in a reassuring tone. “I can feel it, too. It’s the stones. They’re oozing with magic.” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded. “Magic leaks into air around us from stones. They are too full and is overflowing.” 
 
    “But how?” I asked. “How did they get crammed with all this magic? Where did it come from?” 
 
    Sveta shook her head as she stared at the carved stone again. 
 
    “It’s wrong.” Sveta frowned without answering any of my questions. 
 
    I started to theorize answers for myself, and the only logical conclusion I could come up with was that all the Russian asshole’s hostages were linked to him through these stones. I asked about my theory, but Sveta shook her head. 
 
    “Nyet,” Sveta said in a certain voice. “Only vone life force here. The source of energy.” 
 
    “What?” I asked with shock. “This magic is coming from a person?” 
 
    “Da, like fuel in battery,” Sveta explained, and she walked over to the next stone in the line. “Being has magic, magic flows into stones, enemy use magic to make evil.” 
 
    Sveta moved her hands through the air like she was building a tower with invisible blocks as she spoke, and I had so many more questions now. 
 
    “But who’s fueling it?” I asked. “The Russian bastard? Is he, like, storing his energy for later or something?” 
 
    “Nyet,” Sveta said. “Stones are wrong. Impossible.” 
 
    Sveta shook her head and started pacing along the line of carved stones, and I felt a current of desperation bubbling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as calmly as possible. “They’re right here in front of us. They can’t be impossible.” 
 
    “No person has this much power,” Firo explained in a hushed voice. 
 
    “No paranormal exist to make this much magic,” Sveta growled, but her steely gray eyes weren’t angry. They were frustrated and more desperate than I felt. 
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked because I couldn’t make my brain accept their words for truth. 
 
    “Too much magic,” Sveta said, and she sighed. “No vone have this big of magic.” 
 
    “There’s more magic here than any one paranormal has ever been known to have,” Firo explained. 
 
    “So we’re dealing with something completely unknown,” I concluded with a heavy sigh. “Great.” 
 
    Now I started to pace along the stones as I considered our next move. 
 
    “Are the stones doing anything?” I asked. “I mean, can you feel the magic going anywhere? Maintaining a spell or enchantment or something?” 
 
    “Glamour,” Sveta said. “Biiiiig glamour.” 
 
    “They’re powering a glamour,” I repeated because it was definitely not on the list of possible things I was expecting Sveta to say. “What?” 
 
    Sveta just shrugged her shoulders and waved at the stones. 
 
    “But there aren’t any humans around here for miles,” I said. “Why would the locals possibly be worried about hiding from people who aren’t even here?” 
 
    “Not glamour for humans.” Sveta shook her head. “This glamour for paranormals. It hide magic from magic beings.” 
 
    “What?” My voice was a flat little burst of sound as my mind reeled with confusion and disbelief. “That’s a thing?” 
 
    “It’s very rare,” Firo said. “But it can happen. The king before King Roman used glamours against paranormals. He liked to hide at parties and social events to hear what his people really thought of him.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at that idea, and I couldn’t help but think that king must have had a masochistic side to want to hear the unfiltered truth of his subjects’ opinions of him. 
 
    “So what’s being hidden from us here, then?” I asked mostly of myself, and I began pacing back and forth again. 
 
    What if we destroyed the stones or severed their connections to bring the glamour down? That was a possibility, and we’d be able to see whatever it was hiding, but then any other paranormals in the area would know the glamour was gone. 
 
    My lips curled up in a silent snarl of disapproval at that consequence. 
 
    We had to assume the Russian asshole’s scouts, spies, security, whatever, were still actively running around in this whole area. If we gave away our position with such a huge and obvious move, there would be nothing stopping the enemy from killing every single hostage he had, including Lady Rain. 
 
    No, tearing down the glamour wasn’t an option. 
 
    But maybe we could lift it away long enough to look behind it. I couldn’t help but think of the glamour as a sort of theater curtain, and I wondered if it would even be possible to peel it away for just a moment. 
 
    “There’s obviously something important hidden behind this glamour,” I said “Can we lift it to look behind it?” 
 
    Firo blinked dumbly, and he turned to look at Sveta for the answer. Ena, Kage, and Nyxx were as silent as they had been the entire duration of our conversation, but they all turned to look at the old witch, too. They were clearly as invested in the answer as I was. 
 
    “Mmm…” Sveta hummed thoughtfully. “Vozmozhnyy. Maybe possible…” 
 
    Sveta crouched in front of the nearest stone, and she tapped, tested, and listened to it once more. Then the old witch stood up and looked at me with pursed lips and narrowed eyes. It was an expression of pure skepticism, but there was a spark of hope in her steely eyes. 
 
    “Maybe…” Sveta hummed and nodded slowly. “Vill take enormous magic, but perhaps ve make a… plotina… a…?” 
 
    Sveta looked at Firo for help, and he nodded as he translated. 
 
     “A dam,” Firo said. “To move just a bit of the magic out of the way long enough for us to look behind the glamour.” 
 
    “Will our enemy be able to sense that we’ve moved a portion of the glamour?” I asked. 
 
    “Nyet.” Sveta shook her head. “Ve not remove magic, only shift around a bit. Enemy not notice or be able to trace to us.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said, and I fought the surge of hopeful excitement that we might just get some real fucking answers here. “What do we need to do?” 
 
    “Plotina only last short time,” Sveta said in a warning tone. “Ve get very short look and that all.” 
 
    “That’s all we need,” I insisted. 
 
    “Etot korol nadeyetsya.” Sveta smirked. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder what the old witch had said in Russian, and Firo’s startled chuckle and abashed expression made me all the more curious. But there wasn’t time to waste, so I pushed my curiosity away. 
 
    “Ve could use selkies’ help,” Sveta said thoughtfully, and she looked at Firo. “Bring them here.” 
 
    “Yes, Madame Sveta,” Firo said, and he hurried off to round up the selkies. 
 
    “You vill mirror me, king,” Sveta explained. “Do as I do, and ve use their magic to power us.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. 
 
    I figured it would be like leaning on the full support of the team while the key players did the lion’s share. The specifics didn’t matter much to me as long as it was possible and successful. 
 
    Firo returned a moment later, and the selkies and shadow nymphs followed him to us. Sveta quickly guided everyone into their places around the sixteen stones, and she positioned herself between the fifth and sixth stones. Then Sveta indicated where I should stand. We ended up with five behind each of us and six stones between us. We stood facing one another with the rest of our people around us in a long oval. 
 
    “What do you need from us, Madame Sveta?” Firo asked from his place at the end of the line. 
 
    “Nothing,” Sveta said. “Stand there. Open minds. Do not fight.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring,” Nyxx whispered teasingly where she stood just to my left. 
 
    I fought a smirk at her humor as I tried to keep my mind focused on the task at hand, and I took a deep breath. 
 
    “Follow me, king,” Sveta said, and she closed her eyes. 
 
    Sveta’s mind was familiar to me now, and I had no trouble locating the cauldron-like swirling mass of her magical presence. The bubbling aura seemed more energized than the last time I’d connected with the old witch, and then I sensed the added warmth of Firo’s inner flame. 
 
    The old witch must have connected with Firo, and she seemed to be pulling the strength of his dragon-flame into herself to fuel her magic. It was an odd combination, and it only got weirder as the selkies and shadow nymphs’ magics started to pool into her mind, too. None of the additional presences added much more than a tiny hint of their own auras, and it felt like Sveta had added a bunch of ingredients into the cauldron of her mind. 
 
    I continued to wait patiently as I stayed connected with her, and I simply observed the connections she made with those around us. 
 
    After a few minutes, Sveta’s mind felt like it was going to overflow from the edges of her mental cauldron, and I wondered what it felt like inside her head. 
 
    “Now ve find the flow of magic in stones,” Sveta said, and her voice lacked any kind of inflection at all. “Follow, king.” 
 
    I nodded slightly, and I watched as Sveta’s mind started to flow out of the cauldron. Mentally, I coaxed Sveta’s magic toward me, and it seemed to split like a cell dividing into two. One stayed within Sveta’s grasp, and the other became mine to control. 
 
    That’s when I realized this was the first time I’d really worked cooperatively and simultaneously with someone else’s magic. Normally, I used it for myself while they were distracted or willingly letting me use it. It was a new experience, and I found it really fulfilling to work alongside the old witch. 
 
    The swirling liquid of her magic seemed to shift into a long river, and I realized it was joining into the radiating magic that rolled off the stones. I shifted my copy of her magical presence to move alongside hers, and the flowing river of magic that pulsed inside the stones was suddenly dwarfed by ours. 
 
    The stones’ magic flowed easily through the center of the stones like electricity through copper rods, but as we shifted it, it started to zigzag around the stones. It started to remind me of a small stream flowing around rocks and along the dips and curves in the riverbank. 
 
    “Moooore,” Sveta guided in a low voice. “Almost…” 
 
    The magic suddenly shifted out of its path through the center of the last stone, and it flowed around instead. 
 
    “Goddess!” Nyxx gasped suddenly beside me. 
 
    And I knew it had worked. We’d moved some of the glamour aside just enough for my shadow nymph lover to see whatever was hidden behind it. I locked my focus in place, took a deep breath, and opened my eyes to see for myself. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I gasped.
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 Chapter 13 
 
    Just off the western coast of the tiny stone island sat a much larger island. It was probably a few miles across. The far side of the island was one giant mountain topped with snow, and there wasn’t a single tree in sight. The front of the mountain looked like it had been carved down to the ground, so long arm-shaped ridges curled around the flat area at the front. A castle had been carved directly into the mountainside, so the back wall just disappeared directly into the rocky slope. The front part had high turrets with dramatic points and iron spikes on their tops. It was an enormous castle, and I had to guess it was close to half a million square feet inside. The place must have a few hundred rooms. 
 
    “Fucking shit,” I breathed as I took in the insane sight before me. 
 
    A low stone wall ran the perimeter of the flat area on the eastern side of the island, and a medieval-looking village filled every square foot. It was covered in small stone homes with thatched roofs that were packed as tightly together as sardines. They didn’t appear to have any windows, and the doors were simple wooden things with metal rings for door handles. 
 
    “A village?” Firo asked with surprise. 
 
    “Not just a village,” I said. “A castle and a village. It looks like a medieval fortress.” 
 
    “It’s a literal fiefdom,” Nyxx murmured in awe, and she handed me a pair of binoculars. 
 
    The whole place looked like something out of paintings from the middle ages, and all I could think about was the documentary I’d once watched about Vlad the Impaler of Romania. I wondered if this was what his castle had looked like, and I double-checked to make sure there weren’t a hundred severed heads on pikes around the stone wall. 
 
    After my initial shock wore off, I raised the binoculars to my face, and I realized there were people walking around the village.  
 
    This place was inhabited. 
 
    There were men and women of all ages, but I didn’t see any children. Though it could be that they were all in their beds by this time of night. The people wore rough fabrics that looked like wool, and they were drab colors like browns, muddy yellows, and dark reds. The men wore long beards, and the women almost all had their hair braided in simple plaits down their backs. 
 
    The people looked too thin for my liking, and I had to assume they were among the Russian asshole’s hostages. 
 
    Nearly every small stone house was connected to the ones on either side, and as far as I could see, the only exception was a smaller, more worn-down, house at the far south corner of the village. It sat apart from all the others, and the people seemed to give it a wide berth whenever they walked anywhere in that direction. 
 
    There was a small square in the center of the stone village, and a crowd had gathered around and caught my notice. They mingled for another second before they continued on their way, and what was revealed made my heart clench with rage. 
 
    An old fae with dragonfly wings that drooped like withering flower petals against his bony shoulders stood alone in the center of the village square. He wore a tan tunic of the same rough wool and a brown sleeveless cloak that fell to the dirt. It looked far too big for him like it had either been given to him by someone larger, or like he’d lost too much weight since he’d first owned it. He stood with his spine hunched beside a tall wooden post that looked like a telephone pole, and he wasn’t moving aside from the shallow rhythm of his chest as he breathed. 
 
    His skin was pale like tissue paper, and his cheekbones seemed hollow under pale blue eyes. He was pale all over, and I couldn’t help but be reminded of the two-thousand-year-old fae at the Library of Alexandria. Achilles had the same sort of colorless appearance, though he’d looked like he’d been a much healthier weight than this old fae. 
 
    What made my blood boil was the heavy wooden chain locked around both of his skinny ankles. 
 
    Dark red stains marked the bottom of his tunic and cloak, and I knew he must have all kinds of wounds from the chains. Who knew what other injuries he’d sustained. 
 
    I dragged my eyes away from the old fae, and I turned to look at Sveta. Her gray eyebrows were furrowed together with concentration, and she was staring right at the old fae. 
 
    “Did you see?” I asked Sveta, and I pointed right at the ancient-looking fae. 
 
    “This fae look familiar,” Sveta said, and she reached one hand out in a sort of grabbing motion. 
 
    “Give her some binoculars,” I instructed the shadow nymphs closest to her. 
 
    One of them pulled out a pair, and Sveta took a much closer look at the too-thin fae imprisoned in the village square. 
 
    “Who…?” Sveta breathed, and she sounded confused about the fae’s identity. 
 
    A sudden thundering noise that reminded me of rushing river rapids sounded in my ears, and I refocused quickly on the stream of magic around the carved stones of the island. The original current of magic was starting to break free of our influence, and I knew it was a matter of seconds before the whole thing burst back into its original path. 
 
    “We’re losing it,” I said in a warning tone. 
 
    “Let it go,” Sveta said without much concern. 
 
    As if the magical stream could hear the old witch’s words, it broke free, and the air shimmered with a burst of magical energy setting loose into the air around us. The glamour slipped back into place and the village, castle, and island wavered away like a mirage in the desert. 
 
    In a flash, we were once again staring out at the empty churning water of the Okhotsk Sea. The island and all its inhabitants had vanished like they didn’t even exist. 
 
    “Looks like we know where this asshole is now,” Nyxx muttered under her breath. 
 
    I nodded at the sexy shadow nymph, and I took a deep breath. We’d made a huge discovery, but now we had almost as many new questions as we had answers.  
 
    Was the too-thin fae the source of all the magic in the stones? Who were all the other villagers? Why did everyone avoid that one house like it emanated the plague out of its very brickwork? Was our target lounging around inside that castle at this very instant? 
 
    “Pizdets,” Sveta cursed suddenly, and she turned to me with bright anger in her steely gray eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, and I knew she’d realized something important. 
 
    “I know this fae,” Sveta hissed, and she waved one hand back to where the imprisoned fae was hidden by the glamour. 
 
    “You know who it is?” I asked, and I walked past the stones to where the old witch stood. 
 
    “Da,” Sveta said. “I know his name, and I know him. He is old friend, Lorenzo.” 
 
    “His name is Lorenzo?” Nyxx asked with curiosity. 
 
    “Lorenzo is ancient teacher of magic,” Sveta explained. “Like me. Ve mentor those who are vorthy of our skills. Ve lost touch past eighty years. I vas thinking he died.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said, and I held up both hands like I could pause the whole world around me. “Lorenzo has mentored paranormals like you did with Firo?” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded. “There is whole network of teachers like this. Ve share students and try to look after each other. Lorenzo vas good friend, then one day, he was gone. Like poof, disappear. I never heard from him since then.” 
 
    “What kind of magic did he teach?” I asked, and I felt like I was about to get the big reveal at the end of a horror movie. 
 
    “Glamour magic,” Sveta said, and her voice was barely audible. 
 
    “So he’s the one fueling the stones?” Nyxx asked with confusion. 
 
    “Nyet,” Sveta said. “No, the stones fuel his magic to make glamour. He is prisoner.” 
 
    “Yes, the chains made that pretty clear,” Ena said with disgust. 
 
    “So there’s still someone else pouring all this magic into the stones?” I asked. “And part of it’s being pumped into Lorenzo to maintain the glamour over the entire island?” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded. “Still impossible. No paranormal has this big of magic.” 
 
    “None that you’re aware of,” I pointed out. 
 
    Regardless of what any of us knew, here it was right in front of us, and there had to be a source for it all. 
 
    “Does anybody see any reason not to think this is the enemy fortress?” I asked after a moment. “Any reason to think we shouldn’t focus all our energy right here?” 
 
    “I believe we have found him, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded. 
 
    “I agree,” Nyxx murmured. “There’s too much evidence leading us right here.” 
 
    “We need to investigate this place,” I said. “And we’ll either rule it out, or we’ll find him.” 
 
    “We are very close, your majesty,” Firo said, and I knew it was supposed to be reassuring. 
 
    But all I felt was the sudden crush of the task ahead of me. 
 
    We had to sneak into this literal fortress, find the guy without tipping him off to our presence, and take him alive so I could do the real work of keeping all those hostages alive. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I muttered. 
 
    “This should be easy,” Nyxx said in a voice as dry as the Sahara Desert. 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoffed, and my voice sounded a bit insane even in my own ears. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Nyxx said in a properly polite voice, and I knew she was about to propose something I might not like. “ 
 
    “Yeeeesssss?” I dragged the word out slowly. 
 
    “I propose I stay with a team of shadow nymphs to investigate,” Nyxx said, and I couldn’t help but notice the ramrod straightness of her back. “We can go in under the cover of shadows and get the lay of the land. We can map out the castle in complete secrecy and get all the intel we could possibly need for infiltrating this fortress.” 
 
    “I volunteer,” Ena said without letting even a fraction of a second pass. 
 
    “Me, too,” Zeek said next. 
 
    I sighed with admiration at the dedication and loyalty of my shadow nymphs as six more stepped forward to volunteer for the dangerous mission of invading the enemy camp. 
 
    They were right, of course, and going in without the information they would gain was a stupid-ass idea. But I had one question for Sveta before I agreed, so I turned to the old witch. 
 
    “Can they get through the glamour?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, da.” Sveta nodded easily. “Glamour is only barrier of sight. No physical barrier. They go in easy.” 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed and nodded at Nyxx and her team. “Stay silent and invisible. Do not do anything except gather information. Make sure you get out before sunrise, and come back to Kiska House as soon as you’re done.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Nyxx said, and there was a hint of sexy teasing in her tone meant just for me. 
 
    “Get ready to return to Kiska House, everyone,” I said, and I caught Grey’s eyes. “You’re all welcome to join us if you want.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Grey said, but he shook his head graciously. “We will accompany you back to Bering Island, and then we will return to our camp.” 
 
    I nodded respectfully, and our teams dispersed to prepare for the two different journeys ahead. I pulled Nyxx aside for a moment of privacy before she went into the lion’s den. 
 
    “Be safe in there,” I said, and I let a bit of kingly command enter my voice. “Don’t do anything too stupid.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Nyxx said in an earnest voice. “I promise. I’ll see you tomorrow at Kiska House.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I pulled her into my arms. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” Nyxx murmured against my throat, and she took a deep breath like she was trying to memorize the smell of me. “Be safe. Stay close to Firo.” 
 
    “I will,” I chuckled, and I caught her gaze even though I couldn’t actually see her eyes. “I promise.” 
 
    A few moments later, Sveta created another temporary ice bridge across the water to Krai Peninsula while Nyxx and her team skirted across the shadowy surface of the sea water. I stayed near Firo as I’d promised, and Kage flanked my other side with the selkies and shadow nymph scouts surrounding us like a defensive shield. We hiked back south to the small cave we’d come out of, and the tall half-fae selkie reopened the mirror portal for us. 
 
    Once we were back on Bering Island, the selkies prepared to leave, and I took a moment to thank Grey again for his service. 
 
    “I really appreciate your help in all of this, Grey,” I said. 
 
    “It’s you we appreciate, your majesty,” Grey insisted. “Apparently there’s been a lot of trouble hiding between the cracks in this region for a long time. I look forward to all those hostages being freed…” 
 
    There was a tentative look of hope in his eyes, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d lost someone years ago. Maybe he was hoping that person was among the hostages and would be returned to him after everything was done. 
 
    “I’d like it if you and your team could visit Orlando sometime when this is all over,” I said. “Consider this a formal invitation.” 
 
    “That’s greatly appreciated, your majesty,” Grey said. “I’ll be sure to share the offer with everyone when the time is right… I’m sure you understand, we have more dire things to worry about at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” I agreed. “I’ll be honest, I had to put off my fourth wife’s honeymoon to deal with all of this mess, so I totally get it.” 
 
    “Really?” Grey chuckled, and he reached up to rub the back of his neck. “Ooph, she must be one wonderful woman… or you’ve got one hell of a raging tornado to go home to.” 
 
    “It’s the former,” I said with a grin. “Queen Ivis is a very understanding woman. All my wives are.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that, your majesty.” Grey smiled. “You’re a good king, you deserve kind-hearted women as your queens.” 
 
    “I’ve been really lucky in that regard,” I assured the selkie. 
 
    “Might I ask you for a firm handshake, your majesty?” Grey laughed. “Maybe some of that luck will rub off on me.” 
 
    “It’s worth a shot!” I snorted. 
 
    Grey gave me a wide grin as he stuck his hand out, and I willed some good luck onto the selkie as I grasped his hand firmly. We had a good handshake, and I gave him an extra pat on the shoulder for good measure. 
 
    “We’ll be here waiting when you’re ready to infiltrate that island,” Grey said, and his grin turned to a hard look. “I’m sure you’ll need all the backup you can get.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “It’ll be good to have you on the team. Take care of yourself until then.” 
 
    “And you.” Grey nodded, and then he turned back to check in with his team. 
 
    Firo, Sveta, Kage, the other shadow nymph scouts, and I headed back to the beach. Firo and the shadow nymphs hovered around me while Sveta lifted the camouflage from the boat and jet skis, and then we all boarded onto our crafts. 
 
    “Will you return to Kiska House with us?” I asked Pike. 
 
    “We can if you would like us to keep watch tonight, your majesty,” Pike replied. “But we have a camp if it’s an inconvenience for you.” 
 
    “There’s no inconvenience.” I shook my head. “Just hospitality. We have room for your team if you want a warm place to stay tonight and a good meal.” 
 
    Pike turned to look at his team, and there were some tired nods. When the shadow nymph scout turned back, I could hear the humor in his voice. 
 
    “That would be great, your majesty,” Pike said. “Shall we lead the way?” 
 
    “You know the waters here far better than I do,” Firo said, and he nodded. “I’ll follow you.” 
 
    “And I vill follow you,” Sveta said as she clambered inside her mortar. 
 
    I watched with a tired smile on my face as the old witch cackled with joy, and she flew her mortar and pestle up into the air. 
 
    There had to be an intense sense of freedom to fly like that, and I’d gotten just a tiny taste of it when she’d brought me across the sea in that very short trip. I liked Sveta a lot, she was free and didn’t feel the need to follow anybody’s rules. But she did it without being disrespectful or traitorous, which was a nice change of pace from the people I’d been dealing with lately. 
 
    I settled back into my seat on the boat, and I pulled my hat further down over my ears as the wind kicked up. It was even colder now that the sun had gone down, and my eyes started to stream with tears from the biting wind. I tried to keep them open mostly to see if I could, but there was hardly anything to see anyway. 
 
    The speedboat was equipped with running lights, but Firo hadn’t turned them on. I figured dragon-folk must have night vision like cats. They had slitted eyes like a cat anyway, and Firo followed the sounds of the shadow nymph scouts’ jet skis without much trouble. 
 
    We were all quiet on the boat ride back, and with my eyes closed against the frigid wind, I slipped into a state of half-sleeping. It made the journey feel much shorter than it was, and the sudden silence after the engine was killed jolted me awake. 
 
    “We’re back at Kiska Island, your majesty,” Kage said in a hushed voice. 
 
    “Oh, good,” I said in a groggy voice. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Do you need anything else tonight, your majesty?” Kage asked. 
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head partly to answer his question and partly to wake up my mind a little. “Take it easy for the rest of the night. It’s been a long day, and you’ve earned it.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Kage said. “I’ll set up guard duty shifts to make sure the island remains secured.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said. 
 
    Buckley rushed up toward the docks, and he helped two shadow nymph guards tie up the boat and the jet skis while Firo, Kage, and I climbed onto the dock. Sveta sailed her mortar and pestle overhead and flew back around to the front of the house where she’d first landed much earlier today. 
 
    Fuck, was that just this morning? 
 
    So much had changed during the daylight hours, and we were so fucking close to this Russian asshole now. As we walked along the path from the docks, I wondered where Nyxx was at that moment. 
 
    Had she gotten inside the castle? Had she laid eyes on this bastard? What else had she discovered in the depths of his castle fortress? 
 
    I sighed and pushed the speculative thoughts away. I would have my answers soon enough. For now, my wives were going to be out of their minds happy to see me back home so soon. 
 
    The thought brought a smile to my face as I walked closer to the front steps, and I arrived just in time to watch Sveta’s chicken-legged house expand into its full size. 
 
    “That’s so fucking cool,” I chuckled to myself. 
 
    “It very useful,” Sveta agreed with a sly smirk. “Sleep good, king. Busy days ahead.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. “Good night, Madame Sveta, and thank you.” 
 
    “Da, da,” Sveta said in a dismissive tone, and she waved away my thanks with a lazy hand. 
 
    I couldn’t help but peer into Sveta’s house as she opened the front door and walked inside. It reminded me of my favorite part of trick-or-treating when I was a kid. Don’t get me wrong, the candy was definitely a big perk, but I really loved getting to peek inside the houses of neighbors and strangers. That was what really interested me, and it was why I went trick-or-treating maybe a few too many years into my teens. 
 
    The second Sveta opened the door, a few dozen wax candles suddenly sputtered into life by themselves. There was a cozy-looking couch with a knitted blanket tossed over the back. A large black cauldron sat in front of a rock fireplace, and the back wall was covered with a few hundred glass jars. In the quick glance I got, I spotted all kinds of dried leaves and herbs. There were also a few jars that had more suspicious-looking things like short tentacles, lizard tails, and one jar was filled with eyeballs. I could have sworn they turned to look at me, but then Sveta closed the door. 
 
    “Yikes,” I mumbled to myself, and I shook my head with amazement. 
 
    “Madame Sveta still uses some very old traditions in her magic,” Firo said with an observant tone. “She can use modern technology, but don’t tell her I told you that. She’d deny it until her last breath.” 
 
    A surprised laugh burst out of my chest, and Firo gave me a little conspiratorial nod before we headed into Kiska House. 
 
    “Good night, your majesty.” Firo offered me a little wave without turning back. 
 
    “Good night,” I mumbled. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, and I gazed up at the star-filled sky for a moment before I headed inside. 
 
    The house was quiet, and my wives were nowhere in sight. I figured they were probably asleep upstairs, and I kicked off my boots before I walked across to the staircase. As quietly as I could, I padded down the hallway and to our door. I gripped the handle in my palm, and I tried to open it silently so I wouldn’t disrupt my wives’ sleep. 
 
    Not that it mattered. 
 
    When I opened the door, Poppy, Helena, Dinah, and Ivis were all sitting on the foot of the bed stark naked with seductive looks on their faces. 
 
    “Oh, hello, ladies,” I said with a smirk.
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 Chapter 14 
 
    A tidal wave of heat washed through me, and my eyes flew to the way my wives were sitting. Poppy’s knees were pressed together in a mock display of modesty. Helena had chosen a more seductive pose with one leg tucked up under her, and I could see the triangle of dark curls between her thighs. Ivis was kneeling on the edge of the bed with her hands resting on her knees, and Dinah had her left leg crossed over her right. I half-expected her to pull a classic Basic Instinct move and flash me, but instead she toyed with the long strands of her black hair that draped over her full breasts. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” Ivis said in a sultry voice. 
 
    “Were you waiting for me?” I asked as I shrugged my coat off. 
 
    “I saw Sveta fly by the window a few minutes ago,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Then we heard the speedboat’s motor,” Helena added. 
 
    “I hope we didn’t wake you up,” I said, and I yanked my thermal shirt off. 
 
    “We were still awake,” Dinah said, and she glanced over at the table. 
 
    There were two large trays with a spread of breads, meats, cheeses, veggies, and a few delicate pastries that oozed with some kind of red filling. The food was more than half-eaten, and I was glad to see my ladies were being well taken care of. My stomach growled hungrily at the pile of perfectly rare roast beef. 
 
    “There’s plenty more to eat,” Helena said. “How about I make you something?” 
 
    “And we’ll give you a full body massage?” Poppy added. 
 
    “Oooh,” I groaned. “That sounds incredible.” 
 
    “Good,” Ivis chirped. “Get over here.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I teased. 
 
    Helena stood up from the bed first, and she stopped long enough to press the tips of her nipples to my chest before she walked over to the food. 
 
    I couldn’t help but turn and watch the sway of her hips and ass under the bottom edge of her tawny feathers as she walked, and my cock started to throb with mounting desire. 
 
    Poppy stood up, and her iridescent wings shimmered in the soft light from the lamps on the bedside tables. She curled one finger at me, and she pointed at the center of the bed as Dinah and Ivis scooted out of the way. 
 
    “Lay down,” Poppy murmured. “It’s been a very long day.” 
 
    “I’m not going to complain about some pampering,” I chuckled. “But do you want to hear about what we learned?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Helena hummed as she walked to the head of the bed with a plate full of food. “Let yourself relax, and let us take care of you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned, and then I looked down at my t-shirt and pants. “Should I…?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Poppy said with a devilish grin. 
 
    My sexy fae immediately reached for the buckle of my belt, and she made quick work of removing my pants and pulling my t-shirt over my head. She gave me an approving smile as her purple eyes roamed down the length of my body, and she reached out to cup the hard length of my erection with her hand. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed with appreciation. 
 
    My eyes rolled back in my head for a second, and then I looked over at Dinah and Ivis. 
 
    My wingless lovers had scooted close to one another, and they were watching with riveted gazes as Poppy stroked me through my boxers. 
 
    “You seem tense,” Poppy whispered in my ear as she removed her hand with a suddenness that made me groan. “Lay down so we can give you a deep tissue massage.” 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned, and I crawled up onto the bed. “On my stomach or…?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dinah said, and she stroked one finger down the length of my torso. “We’ll get to your front soon.” 
 
    Then Dinah winked at me, she actually fucking winked, and I thought I might explode from the sexy expression alone. Apparently, I was in for some good fucking attention. 
 
    Helena crouched on the edge of the bed and laid the plate on her lap as I settled myself in the center of the mattress. Once I was comfortable, my Grecian beauty lifted a wheat cracker piled with a piece of cheese and a slice of roast beef to my lips. 
 
    “Mmm,” I hummed as the salty meat touched my tongue. “That’s so good.” 
 
    Helena smiled in the most adorable way that made her nose crinkle up, and she prepared another bite for me. But before I could open my mouth to enjoy it, three sets of hands touched my back and both legs. 
 
    I couldn’t tell who was where, but one of my wives had her hands on my shoulders. She kneaded the tension from my traps with slow and gentle movements. At the same time, my other two wives focused on my calves, and the long strokes up and down the backs of my legs had my jaw going slack. 
 
    “Uuuhhhh,” I groaned as the tension was pushed from my muscles. 
 
    “Eat, my love,” Helena murmured. “I suspect you haven’t had anything all day.” 
 
    “Not since…” I mumbled, and I tried to make my brain work through all the coursing waves of pleasure from the triple massage. “I don’t know, breakfast maybe?” 
 
    “Right.” Helena smirked. “Open up.” 
 
    “Aaah,” I hummed as I opened my mouth to accept the next delicious bite of sustenance. 
 
    It was delicious, and I didn’t even give a damn about the cracker crumbs that fell to the sheet under my face. We could brush them off the bed later. All I cared about right that moment was the mouth-watering meat and cheese combos Helena was literally hand-feeding me, and the shiver-inducing massage from Poppy, Dinah, and Ivis. 
 
    Helena continued to feed me, and she popped in some veggies dipped in some kind of spicy ranch sauce every once in a while. Poppy, Dinah, and Ivis moved their massaging touches up the backs of my thighs and down the length of my spine. 
 
    After a while, I felt like a puddle of contented human goo. I was so relaxed, I didn’t know if I’d even be able to move if I tried. All the while, though, my dick throbbed with need, and I had that buzzing sensation of deep arousal in my nervous system. 
 
    I felt one of my lovers lean over my shoulders, and a long lock of hair tickled the skin between my back and bicep. 
 
    “Roll over, baby,” Poppy whispered. 
 
    “If I can,” I said in a teasing voice. “I’m so relaxed, I feel like I’ll never move again.” 
 
    “You’ll have to move if you want my mouth on your cock,” Poppy whispered, and she nipped at the curve of my ear with her teeth. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed, and I smirked at her. “You’ve convinced me.” 
 
    “Twisted your arm, didn’t I?” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Would you like more?” Helena asked as she fed me one more cracker with cheese and roast beef. 
 
    I shook my head as I chewed, and then I rolled onto my back. Ivis was to my right, Dinah was on my left, and Poppy knelt gracefully on the edge of the bed beside my hips. 
 
    Poppy didn’t waste a second, and she curled her fingers around the base of my dick. She locked her eyes with mine, and she folded forward until her mouth sank right down around my shaft. 
 
    “Uuuhh,” I moaned with pleasure as the heat of Poppy’s mouth consumed me. 
 
    Then Ivis and Dinah laid their hands on my lower legs, and they started to massage that long muscle that runs along the outside of the shins. I had no idea what it was called, but it felt incredible as my lovers pressed their thumbs along its length. 
 
    I dug my right hand into the teal waves of my fae wife’s hair, and I relaxed even more completely back against the pillows. 
 
    Helena had walked away to return the plate to the table, and when she returned, she took my left hand in hers. Gently and lovingly, my Grecian beauty worked the pads of her thumbs into the palm of my hand. I didn’t even know that part of my body could be massaged let alone that it could feel so fucking good. 
 
    “Aaaah,” I moaned as my eyes closed. 
 
    The mixture of relaxing massage combined with the thrilling sensation of an expertly executed blowjob was wild. My spine seemed to battle within itself as to whether I was relaxed or aroused, and it added an extra sense of buzzing pleasure to the erotic moment. 
 
    At first, all I could register was pure pleasure on every part of my body, but after a moment, I realized Helena had my hand resting in her lap close to the tops of her thighs. I opened my eyes and glanced over, and I saw the tips of my fingers just a fraction of an inch away from that delicious place where her thighs met. 
 
    I knew my wives had intended to lavish me with their undivided attention, but I wasn’t content to do all the receiving. Laying pleasure all over my ladies brought me just as much satisfaction as getting pleasure from them, so I gently wedged my hand further down between Helena’s thighs. 
 
    “Aah,” Helena gasped softly, and I let my eyes rake up the length of her stomach, over the heavy globes of her tits, and to her beautiful face. 
 
    Helena’s lips were parted with ecstasy, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away as I slid my middle finger further down. I pushed forward until I felt the slick heat of her pussy lips on my fingertip. 
 
    “Oooohhh,” Helena moaned softly. 
 
    The sound brought the gazes of my other three wives to my hand, and I could feel Poppy’s lips smile around my cock. Then she started to suck my dick with more vigor, and she added a hand around the base to the mix. 
 
    “Oooh,” Ivis whined quietly. “I want some…” 
 
    “I’ve got two hands, you know,” I pointed out with a cocky smirk. 
 
    Ivis grinned like she’d just won an Oscar, and she hurried over to perch beside Poppy on the bed. Her green thighs looked exotic and alluring as she settled herself on my arm, and I curled my fingers up into her pussy lips. I spread Helena and Ivis’ slick juices around their folds and up around their clits in a lazy and unhurried kind of way. 
 
    Poppy gave my cock one more long stroke with her tongue, and then she released me from her mouth with a seductive popping sound. 
 
    “Dinah, come here,” Poppy said with a coy smile, and she pointed at my slick shaft. “Have a seat.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Dinah hummed, and she bit down on her bottom lip. “Yes, please.” 
 
    I thought Poppy might crawl around and sit on my face so I could lick her clit while Dinah fucked me, but she apparently had other plans. My heart thundered in my chest, and I continued to stroke Helena and Ivis’ clits with lazy little circles as Dinah climbed onto my lap. 
 
    My sexy Filipino bride started to settle on me, but I had another idea. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, and I paused my fingers on Helena and Ivis’ clits. “Turn around, Dinah.” 
 
    “Okaaay,” Dinah said with a touch of confusion, and she arched one dark eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Poppy,” I said. “I want you to help me give her the most incredible orgasm.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed with excitement, and a huge smile spread across her lips. “Okay.” 
 
    “And then you two can switch,” I finished. “And Dinah will give you the same pleasure.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Dinah gasped as she turned around. 
 
    “I want something else, too,” I said suddenly as my mind filled with erotic scenarios. 
 
    “What’s that?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Helena, Ivis,” I said, and I glanced at my brown and green-haired beauties. “Come over here where I can see you…” 
 
    With my chin, I motioned beside where Helena already was, and the Grecian beauty smirked as she laid back. Then Ivis stood up and walked with a sultry sway to her hips all the way around the bed. 
 
    “Ivis, lay down on your back,” I instructed with an almost greedy smirk. “Helena, give her your pussy and your tongue. I want to watch you both make each other cum while I fuck Dinah.” 
 
    “Whatever you desire, my king,” Helena mused. 
 
    Ivis’ eyes were wide with excitement as she settled herself on her back beside me, and I laid a hand on the small of Dinah’s back to tell her to wait while we watched Helena climb on top of my half-dryad wife. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed with pleasure. 
 
    Helena carefully positioned her knees on either side of Ivis’ head and lowered her pussy down to where my green-skinned beauty could reach it. Then she flipped her wavy chocolate-colored hair over her shoulder to make sure I had as unobstructed a view as possible. Helena’s caramel eyes flicked to where Dinah’s pussy hovered over my cock, and then back to mine. 
 
    Ivis stroked her tongue up along the length of Helena’s pussy lips, and my Grecian beauty’s eyes rolled slightly. But she didn’t lower her tongue to Ivis’ clit until I thrust my cock up suddenly into Dinah’s dripping tunnel. 
 
    “Oooooh!” Dinah cried out at the sudden intrusion, and she groaned as she relaxed on my shaft. “Fuuuuck.” 
 
    Helena smiled seductively, and she lowered her head between Ivis’ green thighs. Then I felt hands on my thighs, and at first, I thought it was Dinah. But when I looked up, Dinah’s hands were twisted up in the heavy black curtain of her hair. 
 
    It must have been Poppy’s hands on my thighs, and a second later, I knew why. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Dinah cooed, and she looked down between her thighs. 
 
    Poppy must have added her tongue to Dinah’s clit just like I wanted, and the thought made fire burn through my veins. To help make Poppy’s job a little easier, I locked my hands around Dinah’s hips, and I thrust up off the bed into her tight tunnel. As soon as I got a good rhythm going, I turned to watch Helena and Ivis eating each other’s pussies. 
 
    Ivis had gone above and beyond by adding a finger into the mix, and I watched the tendons in her forearm work as she fucked Helena and licked her clit. Helena’s lower back was arched, and I could almost imagine the taste of her throbbing clit on my tongue as I watched them push each other closer to climax. 
 
    I almost felt bad that Poppy was the only one of my wives not receiving any pleasure at the moment, but then I remembered our conversation in the hot tub the night before. Maybe she was prioritizing Helena, Dinah, and Ivis so she could get me last. The idea of burying my cock deep inside Poppy’s pussy while I exploded with pleasure only served to make me harder inside Dinah’s sweet heat. 
 
    “Ooooh,” Dinah moaned. 
 
    “Make her cum, Poppy,” I growled, and I fucked Dinah harder as I watch Helena and Ivis. 
 
    “Ooooh, mmmmmm!” Dinah moaned, and she leaned her hands back onto my hip bones for support. 
 
    Poppy must have been working some kind of magic over there because my Filipino bride shattered into release a second later, and the rippling tension in her pussy almost ruined me. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck,” Dinah groaned, and she ground herself down on my pelvis. 
 
    Even Helena paused and lifted her head to watch Dinah’s shuddering orgasm as I rocked my hips to coax my black-haired beauty through the powerful waves. 
 
    “Can I get some of that?” Helena asked in a sultry tone. 
 
    “That depends.” I smirked. “Did you make Ivis cum yet?” 
 
    “No,” Ivis pouted from between Helena’s thighs. 
 
    Helena giggled playfully as I made a teasing tsk sound at my harpy wife. 
 
    “We can’t have that,” I said. “Ivis, come here, Helena, you’re in Poppy’s place. We can finish your work together, and then you can have your turn.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Helena hummed with desire, and her tawny wings stretched like a cat waking up from a nap in the sunlight as she climbed off my half-dryad wife. 
 
    “Actually…” I smirked. “I have an idea I’d like to try.” 
 
    “That sounds exciting,” Ivis giggled. “Do I still get to be fucked next?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I said. 
 
    I climbed off the bed, and Dinah rolled lazily to the side while Poppy followed her over. Once I stood at the foot of the bed, I pointed in front of me, and I stared at Helena. 
 
    “Lay on your back with your head here,” I instructed Helena. “Ivis come on top of her, and I’m going to fuck you while Helena eats your pussy.” 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Helena hummed and licked her lips. 
 
    “Okay,” Ivis barely breathed. 
 
    Poppy smiled coyly at me, and it was clear by the patient set of her shoulders she was definitely waiting for her turn to be last. I had zero problem with that, and I didn’t think any of my other lovers would, either. It took us about half a minute to get into position, and then I had Ivis’ ass in the air in front of me with Helena’s long chocolatey waves draped over the end of the bed underneath her. 
 
    I took a half-step back to enjoy the sight of Helena’s tongue ready to flick all over Ivis’ clit while I pounded into her pussy, and I let the ecstasy of it all wash through me slowly. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed. 
 
    Without wasting another millisecond, I stepped back up to Ivis’ ass, grabbed her hips with both hands, and thrust into her soaking wet pussy. 
 
    “Oh goddeeeeesssssss!” Ivis cried out, and she arched back to take me even deeper. “Yeeessssssss.” 
 
    I let myself fall into the passion of Ivis’ slick heat for a few minutes, and I hardly noticed anything around me except the tingling sensation of sexual pleasure. It wasn’t until Helena must have found the exact right spot, and Ivis started to gasp and shudder that I was able to focus on anything. 
 
    Ivis’ entire back was covered in goosebumps, and her shoulders were arched back with tension. She must have been close, and I wasn’t about to deny her the powerful orgasm that had been building for some time now. 
 
    I shifted my thrusts just a bit so they were a little slower and a little harder, and I turned my gaze to Poppy and Dinah. They were watching Helena, Ivis, and me with riveted expressions on their gorgeous faces and lazy fingers on their clits. 
 
    Poppy’s purple eyes were hazy with desire, and I figured she was building up the tension for an incredible orgasm with me. Dinah looked less focused, and I guessed she was just following what felt good from one second to the next. 
 
    “Fuuuuck!” Ivis cried out suddenly, and her pussy locked around my cock as she tumbled into the abyss. 
 
    Instantly, I pushed forward and filled Ivis completely with my shaft, and I gave her a few extra nudges against her inner walls with my tip. 
 
    “Yes, baby, cum all over my cock,” I growled as I grasped an iron grip around my self-control. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Poppy gasped. 
 
    I coaxed Ivis through the powerful waves of her orgasm, and then I slowly pulled my rock hard cock from her sweet heat. 
 
    “Uuuhhh,” Ivis moaned like she could barely keep herself upright. 
 
    Then my green-skinned wife rolled tiredly to the side, and I saw a huge grin of satisfaction on her face. 
 
    “Mmm.” Ivis nodded and smiled at me. “Helena definitely earned herself a good hard fucking.” 
 
    “Yes, pleeeaaassseee,” Helena mewled, and she looked up at me. 
 
    “Turn around.” I smirked. “Put your ass in the air.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Helena moaned with anticipation, and she hurried to follow my order. 
 
    Ivis slowly crawled up the bed to lounge beside Dinah, and the three of them watched as I slowly thrust into Helena’s dripping pussy. 
 
    “Yeeeessssss, fuck!” Helena moaned, and her shoulders collapsed onto the bed. 
 
    The shift in her position only allowed me to sink deeper into her pussy, and that made her cry out again. 
 
    “Michaaaaeeeeellll!” Helena’s voice was like music. 
 
    By this point, I was barely clawing to my self-control, and I knew Helena loved a good rough fuck as much as Nyxx and Gemma did. 
 
    So that’s what I gave her. 
 
    The sound of my hips slapping against Helena’s ass echoed around the room and mingled with her gasps, moans, and cries of pleasure. Meanwhile, Poppy, Dinah, and Ivis were teasing their own clits and nipples while they watched me fuck my harpy wife. 
 
    Their eyes on us only heightened my own pleasure, and I knew I didn’t have much left in me. I reached around with both hands, and I hauled Helena upright. I grasped her tits with one hand, and I wedged my other between her thighs. 
 
    My fingers were instantly soaked with her juices, and I took a moment to enjoy the brush of my cock in and out of her pussy before I found her clit. I circled my middle and ring fingers around her clit in rapid feather-light touches while I slammed my cock up into her dripping tunnel. 
 
    “Your pussy feels so fucking good,” I growled softly into Helena’s ear, and I nipped at the tender skin of her throat. “I’m gonna make you cum all over my cock.” 
 
    “Fuuuuuck,” Helena moaned, and then her breathing became really erratic. 
 
    With two more rough thrusts, and a few more well-practiced strokes of her clit, Helena crashed into an orgasm that had her melting in my arms. 
 
    “Oooh, uuuuh!” Helena groaned, and her upper body went limp like she couldn’t hold herself up through the intense pleasure. 
 
    I locked my arms around her, and I pulled her hard against my body as her tunnel rippled around my cock. I rocked her gently back and forth in my arms as she rode out the intense waves of her pleasure, and when her breathing finally returned to an almost normal rhythm, I laid her gently on the bed. 
 
    “Fuck,” Helena gasped, and she rolled over to look up at me. “That was so fucking intense.” 
 
    “And now it’s time for the grand finale,” Poppy declared in her best show voice. 
 
    Dinah and Ivis giggled at my fae wife, and Helena gave a sultry deep-throated laugh that sent a fresh wave of intense arousal through my chest. 
 
    I grinned and curled an inviting finger at Poppy, and she and Helena shared a gleeful smile as they passed one another on the bed. My teal-haired wife started to turn around and give me her ass, but I had other plans. 
 
    With both hands, I grabbed hold of her shoulders, and I rolled her onto her back. I was careful not to push her too fast so the thin membrane of her wings had time to sort themselves out underneath her, and then I caressed my hands all over her luscious skin. 
 
    “You planned this all along,” I asked as I gave her nipples a tight pinch. “Didn’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Poppy cooed, and she bit down on her bottom lip. “Mmmmm.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you were planning something else…” I said in a hushed voice, and I fondled her breasts. “Weren’t you?” 
 
    “Aaaahhh,” Poppy sighed with arousal, and her purple eyes hazed over with desire. “Maybeeee.” 
 
    “Have you…” I paused as I tried to think of a sexy way to phrase it. “Made the right preparations?” 
 
    “Yeeeessss,” Poppy hissed, and she looked right into my eyes. “Put a baby in me, Michael.” 
 
    Helena, Dinah, and Ivis all gasped with excitement, and Poppy blushed hard as she tilted her head back to look at my other wives upside down. 
 
    “Little Angela will need a brother or sister,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Angela?” I laughed. “Named the baby already, did you?” 
 
    “It’s just an option,” Dinah laughed, and her red-brown eyes lit up with joy. 
 
    I grinned at Dinah and looked back at Poppy spread out on the bed in front of me. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to try now?” I asked. “Maybe we should wait until this is all over.” 
 
    “It can take months of trying,” Poppy pointed out. “Chances are we won’t even conceive tonight, but yes, I want to try.” 
 
    Poppy’s whole body flushed bright pink, and she moved her hands across her chest like she couldn’t contain the arousal inside her. 
 
    “Besides,” Poppy said in a voice that was at least half-moan. “The idea makes me so wet.” 
 
    “Oh, does it now?” I teased, and I reached down to see if it was true. 
 
    Poppy’s pussy was a sloppy mess of desire, and I couldn’t stop myself from diving into her. I scooped her ass up in my hands and plunged into her sweet tunnel without another second wasted. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” Poppy moaned, and her eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    My sexy fae wife writhed around, and I could tell she was already really worked up. It wouldn’t take a whole lot to destroy that dam holding back her release. Which was good because I was on the edge of the abyss myself. 
 
    I set a demanding rhythm right away, and Poppy cried out with pleasure as she raised her feet up to rest them on my shoulders. With just a little adjustment of my hands, I hauled her ass up to meet each of my thrusts, and we were both flying through the haze of ecstasy in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Yeeeessss!” Poppy groaned, and she crammed her fingers up into her hair. “Fuuuck meeee!” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. 
 
    The pleasure roared through my veins like a dragon, and I couldn’t have held back another minute if my life had depended on it. I pounded into Poppy’s dripping tunnel, and I shifted my hand to work tight little circles over her clit. 
 
    And that was all she needed to crash into an explosive orgasm. 
 
    “Aaaaaahhhhhh,” Poppy groaned low in her throat, and her inner walls quivered around my cock. 
 
    The tightening rhythm of her pussy milked me for everything I was worth, and I filled her with my hot seed. Blinding lights flashed behind my eyes as the electrified molten gold of my climax poured down my nerves. I had to brace my hand on the bed beside Poppy to keep from sliding to the floor as my knees went weak, and I only barely registered the passionate moans as Helena, Dinah, and Ivis followed us into their own final releases. 
 
    My toes slid across the thick carpet, and I had to roll off Poppy to keep from dragging both of us to the floor. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed as my heart stopped thundering in my ears. 
 
    “Ooohhmmm,” Poppy hummed with satisfaction, and she pressed her thighs together as our combined juices dripped from her pussy. 
 
    “That was so fucking sexy,” Ivis sighed. 
 
    “Like our own personal porno,” Helena laughed in that sultry way of hers. 
 
    “I love watching you make love to your other wives,” Dinah added with a shy giggle. “It makes me so horny.” 
 
    “I’m here to please,” I said with a surprised sort of laugh. 
 
    “Mmmm, sleeeeep,” Poppy mumbled. 
 
    “Ugh, yes,” I groaned. “That’s all I need now, and I’m going to sleep so fucking hard after all of that.” 
 
    “Good.” Helena smiled sweetly, and she patted the pillow beside her. “That was the whole idea.” 
 
    “Mmm, it worked,” I mumbled. 
 
    I half-dragged Poppy up the bed with me, and my satisfied ladies cuddled around me. Someone grabbed a massive blanket and flapped it out over all of us, and my wives were asleep almost as soon as their heads were back on the pillows. 
 
    I laid awake for a little while as the events of the day replayed in my head. 
 
    I could hardly believe we’d probably found this asshole finally. Impatience ticked in my chest like a metronome, and I was anxious for Nyxx to return with news. Her safety was also a huge concern for me, and I reminded myself how much of a badass she was. 
 
    Plus, she wasn’t alone out there. Zeek, Ena, and several more shadow nymph scouts had accompanied my sexy sapphire-eyed lover into the enemy fortress. I also reminded myself it was solely a scouting mission. Shadow nymphs were nearly impossible to track when they moved through the shadows, and there was actually very little risk to her or the others as long as they remained well hidden. 
 
    With that reassuring thought, I finally drifted off to sleep. Poppy mumbled a little in her sleep at some point in the middle of the night, and it woke me just enough to pull her into my arms. The warmth of my embrace seemed to soothe her, and she settled back into a peaceful sleep. 
 
    I was the first one awake in the morning, and the amount of grayish sunlight coming around the curtains told me it was still pretty early. As quietly as I could, I climbed out of bed, and I enjoyed a leisurely shower. My wives were still sleeping soundly when I got out, so I dressed silently and headed downstairs for some breakfast and coffee. 
 
    Flora and Nymerial were working in the kitchen on breakfast prep. None of the food was ready yet, but there was a steaming pot of coffee waiting for me. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” Nymerial said with a friendly smile. “Breakfast will be ready soon.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I poured myself a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Flora said. “If you’re interested, we get a beautiful view of the sunrise on that side of the house.” 
 
    Flora smiled sweetly as she pointed to the opposite side from the balcony, and I nodded thanks before I headed around the main staircase. 
 
    The east side of the house had a huge wall of windows, and I suspected it was for the exact purpose of watching the sunrise. 
 
    The sky was a gorgeous display of oranges, pinks, and yellows, and I settled into a seat to enjoy the view as I sipped my coffee. By the time the sun had risen over the horizon and the sky had shifted into a pleasant blue, I was done with my coffee. I sighed as I waded through the anxious and impatient tension of waiting for news, and the smell of bacon and eggs lured me back to the kitchen and dining area. 
 
    “Breakfast is served, your majesty,” Flora said, and she tucked a gray-pink strand of hair behind her pointed ear. 
 
    “Thanks, Flora,” I said. 
 
    I sat at the table and scooped some food onto my plate, but I wasn’t all that hungry. The knowledge that I might need to head out of the house at a moment’s notice forced my hand to bring the fork to my mouth until I’d eaten a healthy portion of food. 
 
    After that, I just sort of wandered aimlessly around the first floor of Kiska House for about an hour. I took some time to view the paintings hung up on the walls, and I perused through the small library. But my mind wasn’t focused on anything except waiting for Nyxx to return with news. 
 
    My wives came downstairs a short time later, and I joined them at the table as they enjoyed their breakfasts. Firo, Sveta, and Rune came in a few minutes later, and I could sense the unspoken question in everyone’s minds. Firo and Sveta knew the answers already, but my wives and Rune had to be bursting with questions. 
 
    “How about we move to the living room?” I suggested. “And Firo, Sveta, and I can fill you all in on what we learned yesterday.” 
 
    “Finally,” Poppy heaved a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Ivis agreed, and Dinah nodded. 
 
    “I’m anxious to hear what you learned,” Helena said. 
 
    We headed across to the large sectional sofas, and we settled down with the gas-log fireplace on a low burn. My ladies held second cups of tea and coffees in their hands as they curled up in comfy pajamas, and Rune sipped at his recent obsession with kale smoothies. 
 
    I smothered a laugh as he tried to hide a disgusted sort of look, and I wondered how long my golden-haired advisor would keep up the pretense of the health smoothies. 
 
    Firo and Sveta helped me describe the process of finding the sixteen stone island, and we received shocked gasps at the revelation of Lady Rain’s ramblings. 
 
    “She was right,” Helena breathed with astonishment. 
 
    “Sixteen stones in a line,” Poppy repeated with a dazed sort of nod. 
 
    “Do you think the thing about spoons in cups is some kind of repressed memory, too?” Ivis asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said with a touch of doubt. “I don’t think so. It sounds much more nonsensical than the sixteen stones thing, but we’ll keep it in mind just in case.” 
 
    Then Sveta went on to describe the strange impossibility of that much power being in the stones from just one life force, and Helena had an interesting theory. 
 
    “Is it possible this person has linked several life forces into one to fuel the stones?” my Grecian beauty asked. 
 
    “Nyet,” Sveta replied after a thoughtful moment. “I think no. Life force can link like this, like you ask, but they not… become vone… It like…” 
 
    Sveta looked around for a moment, and then she grabbed a plush velour throw blanket from the back of the couch. 
 
    “Like veaving blanket together.” Sveta stroked the striped pattern of the blanket where the different colors were woven together. “Is one thing. Blanket. But ve still see individuals.” 
 
    “So if it was many lives blended together like Helena asked,” I surmised, “you’d still be able to see the individuals?” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded, and she placed the blanket back on the couch. “This as you say, king.” 
 
    “So it has to be one person,” Ivis said, and her voice was puzzled. 
 
    “Mmm,” Sveta confirmed. 
 
    None of it made any sense even in the light of the day, and we all fell silent like we were thinking the same thing. 
 
    We needed Nyxx and the others to return with some real answers. 
 
    We spent the majority of the day lounging around the house trying to occupy ourselves. Flora showed us a closet filled with just about every board game in the world, and my wives selected one I’d never heard of before. They took over the entire dining table with the little cardboard tiles and tiny wooden people, and they seemed to be having a good time. 
 
    I sat down with them for a while to see if I could pick up on the game without interrupting them. 
 
    “Two, four, six, plus a shield…” Helena tallied the points from her move out loud. “That’s eight points for me, and I’ll take my meeple back.” 
 
    “Nice city,” Ivis murmured as she pulled her tile from the stack. 
 
    I watched them for a bit longer, but my brain was so preoccupied with the castle fortress and the imprisoned fae that I couldn’t focus or learn the rules. 
 
    I thought I might go insane waiting for anything, and just about the time I was considering heading back out to Bering Island, the front doors opened. Nyxx walked inside in her human form, and there were dark shadows under her eyes from the long night. 
 
    “Nyxx,” I sighed with relief, and I rushed right over to pull her into my arms. 
 
    “Michael,” Nyxx hummed near my ear, and she hugged me so tightly. “We have news.” 
 
    I pulled away with tense excitement, and Ena, Zeek, and the other shadow nymphs came inside. 
 
    “Let’s sit down, and you can tell me everything,” I suggested. 
 
    I gathered everyone around, and we piled onto the sectional sofas to hear what my scouts had learned. 
 
    “We have a name,” Nyxx revealed like a game show announcer telling me what I’d won. “One of the servants in the castle called him Vladelets Koschei.” 
 
    “Eto piz dets!” Sveta cursed, and her face was a mask of shock.
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 Chapter 15 
 
    “You know him,” I said, and there wasn’t even a hint of uncertainty in my voice. “Vladelets Koschei?” 
 
    “Da,” Sveta growled, and I hadn’t yet seen her with such a ferocious look in her steely eyes. 
 
    “Vladelets mean ‘master,’” Firo explained. “So his servants called him ‘Master Koschei.’” 
 
    “Koschei vas to be rumor only,” Sveta insisted. “Name has circled among us mentors for centuries.” 
 
    “Mentors like you and Lorenzo?” I asked. 
 
    “Da,” Sveta said. “Koschei vas like tale of varning. He came to teachers to learn, but he use magic for evil. Ve not believe this rumor. Lorenzo and me. Ve think it was only false from jealous teachers.” 
 
    “What did the rumors say about him?” I asked as my blood ran cold. 
 
    “That he was hungry for pover,” Sveta said. “He suck knowledge from good teachers like Lorenzo to use for evil. To gain more power. To get vhat he desire.” 
 
    “But you and Lorenzo never met him yourself?” I asked. 
 
    “Nyet,” Sveta confirmed. “None ve know ever met Koschei, is why ve think only rumor. No proof. For centuries of tales, no proof. No vitness, no facts to see or touch.” 
 
    “You said you hadn’t spoken to Lorezno for a long time,” I said. “What happened?” 
 
    “He stepped back from teaching netvork,” Sveta said with a little shrug. “I think he maybe died, maybe retired. Lorenzo teach for a thousand years already. Ve only spoke every few decades. I had no reason to suspect othervise, but now I see. Koschei capture Lorezno.” 
 
    Sveta’s steely eyes hardened, and her bony fingers knotted together in her lap. 
 
    “Evil spawn vill come for me next,” Sveta growled like the idea was more offensive than scary. 
 
    “He won’t get you,” I assured her in a firm voice. 
 
    “Nyet,” Sveta agreed with a hard look. “He vould try, but ve vill find him first.” 
 
    “We already have,” I said. 
 
    “There is more,” Sveta said, and she flexed her fingers to get them to relax. “Rumor say Koschei find vay to defeat death.” 
 
    “Didn’t we already know that?” Rune asked with a skeptical look. “I mean, he kept Lady Rain alive long after she should have starved to death.” 
 
    “Not only death of others,” Sveta corrected with a shake of her head. “Death for self, too. Rumor say he cannot be killed.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I grumbled, but then I realized. “Then again… that’s okay since we need to take him alive anyway. An eternity of imprisonment it is.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Sveta’s lips pursed so far out I thought they might try to secede from the rest of her face. “This good point, king. Very good point.” 
 
    “Michael likes to look on the bright side of things,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “What can I say,” I chuckled darkly. “I’m a perpetual optimist.” 
 
    “We gained a lot of intel about the castle, too,” Nyxx said. “If we have some paper, I could draw a map…” 
 
    My shadow nymph lover gazed around at Buckley, who’d been lingering in the kitchen with Flora and Nymerial. 
 
    “Right away, ma’am,” Buckley said, and he hurried out of sight, only to return a moment later with paper and pencil. “Here you are.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nyxx said, and she laid the paper on the coffee table. 
 
    My mind wandered a bit as Nyxx started to sketch out the general shape of the castle fortress carved into the mountain, and I thought about all the huge implications of this Koschei guy while the shapes of his castle formed before my eyes. 
 
    How long had this asshole been allowed to roam free, harassing and possibly killing ancient teachers like Sveta and Lorenzo? The paranormal world was so fucking huge. 
 
    Since I’d become king, I’d sort of maintained an almost human-centric view of the world. I had trouble wrapping my head around the idea of how fucking ancient the Eternal Realm was. 
 
    Learning about Koschei’s astoundingly long lifespan of evil was a huge paradigm shift for me. I’d always thought of the villains of the world like human bad guys. Maybe they killed for a few decades like famous serial killers, but Koschei had been doing it for centuries, maybe longer. 
 
    Hell, there might be evil paranormals out there that have been murdering and violating others since prehistoric times for all I knew. 
 
    How many kings in the past had caught wind of this guy’s actions and just let him keep working in the background? Had King Roman known about Koschei? Had any of the paranormals in Sveta’s teaching network brought these rumors to the attention of the crown? 
 
    There was definitely a non-zero chance that possibly dozens of former kings had known about this asshole and just turned a blind eye on it for whatever reasons they convinced themselves of. 
 
    And I could choose to do the same thing. In theory, I could just leave the atrocities of this asshole to sort itself out. I knew other kings in my position might have chosen that course. 
 
    Hell, King Vairn probably did. He wasn’t exactly the hands-on kind of ruler. 
 
    Had other kings taken a more “let the magical world balance itself out” sort of method to their reigns? 
 
    I sighed, and I knew it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was what kind of king I was and wanted to be, and I would never allow such a known evil to continue to spread around the world like an unchecked plague. Besides, I’d already given my promise to thousands of my subjects that I would bring this fucker to justice. 
 
    I promised a peaceful and safe world for my subjects, and I’d made that promise loud and in front of a lot of witnesses. No, I would never ignore an evil force, no matter how ancient and utterly mind-blowing it was. 
 
    Which brought me to a new question. 
 
    If I killed ancient creatures of legend, the kind that centuries-old teachers like Sveta and Lorenzo believed were only rumors, did that in turn make me into a legendary figure? 
 
    My heart stumbled over the next two beats as that question blinked like a massive neon sign in my mind. I could hardly imagine the idea of becoming a legend spoken about for thousands of years to come. 
 
    I knew being king would put me in the history books, for sure, but I always kind of felt I’d be more like the US presidents no one really remembered, or remembered only the name of. Like Taft or Hayes. 
 
    But only history would bear the answer to these questions, and I was wasting time and energy on them. I shoved them aside, and I turned my focus to the map Nyxx had drawn. 
 
    Nyxx took us on a metaphorical tour of the castle fortress, and she pointed out several key areas like the servants’ quarters, Koschei’s private suite, and even a dungeon. 
 
    “Were there any prisoners in there?” Rune asked. 
 
    “No.” Nyxx shook her head. “Thank the goddess. This will be the best route to take to Koschei’s private suite. The servants talked like he spends ninety percent of his time there, and he’s apparently always shut away by sunset. So we should have really good odds of finding him in there if we go in at night.” 
 
    “Which we should do anyway,” I said. “Cover of darkness and all. Plus, you need sleep before we go back in there.” 
 
    I took Nyxx’s hand in mine, and I stroked the pad of my thumb across one of the dark shadows under her eyes. 
 
    “I’m alright,” Nyxx said in a brave voice. 
 
    “It wasn’t a suggestion,” I murmured, and then I addressed the group as a whole. “Did you find anything else helpful?” 
 
    “Would a list of hostages be considered helpful?” Zeek asked, and I could hear the smirk in his voice. 
 
    “Um, yes!” Ivis laughed. 
 
    “Definitely helpful,” I chuckled. “Did you get a good look at it?” 
 
    “Even better,” Zeek said, and he pulled a small ledger from somewhere in the clothes hidden by his shadow form. “I snuck it out.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, and a spark of rage built in me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, your majesty,” Zeke assured me, and he tapped the ledger’s cover. “This isn’t the original. I copied the names into my own notebook.” 
 
    “Shit,” I sighed with relief. “I was about to be really pissed at you.” 
 
    “I figured taking something that might be missed was a really bad idea,” Zeek chuckled. “But making my own seemed safe enough.” 
 
    “Good call,” I said, and I held out my hand for the ledger.  
 
    “There are four pages, your majesty,” the shadow nymph guard explained as he quickly opened the book to the right page, and then he handed it over to me. 
 
    It took me less than a second to identify two important paranormals and one ancient creature’s names near the top of the list. 
 
    “This is the order the list was in, I assume?” I stared hard at Zeek. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Zeek nodded. “I copied it exactly.” 
 
    “Lady Rain, Lorenzo, and the Cetus are all at the top of the list,” I revealed to the room. 
 
    Poppy gasped audibly and covered her mouth with her hands as Helena’s feathered wings bristled with distaste. Ivis’ brown eyes turned hard, and Dinah’s hands covered her flat stomach in a protective gesture. 
 
    That was the last shred of reasonable, or even unreasonable doubt right out the fucking window as far as I was concerned. Koschei was our guy, there was no question left in my mind. 
 
    “We found him,” I breathed, and there was a sense of relief mixed in with the stone-hard resolve in my chest. 
 
    “Yes.” Nyxx nodded. 
 
    Firo and Sveta nodded with grave looks on their faces, and I knew we were all in agreement. 
 
    “King,” Sveta said with a curious look on her wrinkled face. “Your aura glows with strength. You are ready for this challenge.” 
 
    I was taken aback by the old witch’s statement, and I wondered what my aura looked like to her. There wasn’t time to dwell on that question, though, so I just nodded my gratitude to Sveta. 
 
    “Rune,” I said. “I want you to get in contact with the haljita. Call Gemma, inform her of what’s going on, and speak with La about all this. We’re going to have a lot more survivors to help.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said. “Commander Gemma reached out last night. She said the haljita left a skeleton crew in Salirius City since things are going so smoothly there. They knew we would need them, and the rest are already on their way here. Commander Gemma said they will gather many more haljita who have agreed to help on the journey.” 
 
    “Do we have an ETA?” I asked. 
 
    “Commander Gemma said they can travel quickly,” Rune said. “It sounded like they would be in the area by the end of today.” 
 
    “That’s good, that’s good,” I mumbled and nodded as I thought about all the things we needed to do. “When they arrive, I need you to coordinate with them, give them the information on these hostages, the locations, the plan. I want them well informed about everything.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said, and he gestured at Nyxx’s map and Zeek’s ledger with the hostage list. “May I take these?” 
 
    “Of course,” Zeek said quickly. 
 
    “Yes, Rune,” I agreed. “Gather whatever information you need.” 
 
    I was relieved there would be more haljita joining our mission, and I hoped it would allow for much greater care of the people whose lives would literally be in my hands very soon. 
 
    A quick glance out the many windows of Kiska House told me we still had several hours before sunset. Going in after dark was the best course of action for us. It would allow more shadows for the shadow nymphs to travel through, it would allow me to stay a bit more hidden, and it would give us needed assurance that Koschei would be holed up in his private suite. 
 
    “Alright,” I said with a deep breath. “We’ll leave Kiska House an hour before sunset.” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    Zeek and the other shadow nymph scouts nodded at the plan, and Firo leaned back with a sort of patient expression on his face. 
 
    “Nyxx,” I said in a stern and loving voice. “I’m giving you a direct order to sleep until it’s time to go–” 
 
    “Your majesty, I–” Nyxx started to protest. 
 
    “No,” I interrupted her. “You’ve been up all night and all yesterday. You sleep, or you don’t come with us.” 
 
    “Very well,” Nyxx said, and I could hear a rueful smirk in her voice. “Zeek can provide any other details you might need while I rest.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I stood up alongside my shadow nymph lover to whisper to her. “Go sleep in my suite. The bed is really great as you know, and it’s far enough down the hall that it will be quiet for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Michael,” Nyxx murmured, and she let her fingers linger on my forearm for a moment before she walked away. 
 
    Once my shadow nymph lover was out of sight, I sat back down and looked around the room. 
 
    “Alright, we have more planning to do,” I said, and then I turned to look at Flora who was waiting nearby in the kitchen. “Would you prepare food and drinks for us, please, Flora? Something to sustain us for the night ahead?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Flora said. 
 
    “And some more coffee, please?” Rune called. 
 
    “Right away, Mr. Rune,” Flora said with a charming smile. 
 
    Zeek, the shadow nymphs, Sveta, Firo, and I pored over Nyxx’s map and the maps of the area Rune had gathered for us. We planned out our exact path through the island’s village to the castle and then the route we’d take to Koschei’s rooms. Zeek added a few small but helpful details to Nyxx’s map, and Rune took notes the entire time. I assumed he was jotting down the information to make sure he got everything right to relay to the haljita, and I was grateful for his attention to detail. 
 
    “Tell the haljita to make Lorenzo a priority,” I said. “He might have a more crucial role in all of this beyond just his ability to maintain the glamour of the island. Plus, he’s very old, so he’s probably going to be really weak.” 
 
    “Lorenzo is peaceful,” Sveta said, and there was a deep compassion for her long-time friend in her voice. “But he is fighter. Lorenzo will fight for life.” 
 
    “Good,” I murmured with a lopsided smile for the old witch. “He’s going to need that fighting spirit for what’s ahead of him.” 
 
    Sveta gave a firm nod of her chin, but there was a tiny tremor of emotion there that I couldn’t miss. The old witch’s brave face made me all the more determined to succeed in this mission. I liked her, and I really didn’t want to let her down by letting her friend die. 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “I’m going to step into Nyxx’s mind for a second here and say she would insist on leading a team across to the island first to scout things out.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Ena said with a light laugh. 
 
    “She would definitely insist on that,” Kage agreed with a chuckle. 
 
    “I agree with it, too.” Firo smirked. 
 
    “Then, I fly king over,” Sveta suggested, and Firo nodded in agreement. 
 
    I paused for a moment as I looked at the maps, and I tried to judge the total distance we were going to have to sneak through. It seemed like a long way, and I thought skipping over it all might be a good idea. 
 
    “What about a mirror portal?” I asked. “Skip past the whole village?” 
 
    “Eehh.” Rune grimaced and shook his head. 
 
    “The person opening the mirror portal has to know where they’re going,” Poppy explained. “Or it has to be a well established portal point.” 
 
    “Like the mirror portal into Salirius City,” Rune added with a nod. “I was able to open that without ever having been there myself because it’s a well-traveled location.” 
 
    “Mirror portals leave a sort of…” Firo said, and he looked between Rune and Poppy for assistance. 
 
    “Like a mark,” Poppy offered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rune said. “It’s like an animal trail, like how if enough deer travel the same route for years and years, a path just gets worn down into the ground.” 
 
    “Trying to portal into unfamiliar territory like this fortress…” Poppy grimaced. “Well, it’s basically impossible.” 
 
    “If we had the time to try and get a mole on the inside…” Rune mumbled. “Someone who could become familiar with the location… I mean, maybe, but we just don’t have that kind of time.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” I nodded slowly. “Okay, flying and walking it is.” 
 
    “The village isn’t as big as it looks from a distance, your majesty,” Zeek offered in a helpful tone. 
 
    I nodded and considered the other details we needed to discuss. 
 
    “Once I have taken over all the lifelines,” I began, “how soon can we destroy the stones?” 
 
    “They can be destroyed vhenever you vish, king,” Sveta answered. “Koschei vill feel the loss of stones. His pover vill veaken then.” 
 
    “Okay…” I breathed and I tried to decide when I would want them broken. “Once the villagers are safe, and Lorenzo is freed from his chains, I want a team to destroy the stones.” 
 
    “How do we do that?” Kage asked. 
 
    “Just break them,” Sveta said with a little shrug. “If stone breaks, magic flow breaks.” 
 
    “So just smash them to bits,” Kage said with a nod. “Cool. Got it.” 
 
    “Will that injure whoever this powerful being is?” I asked. “The one the intense power is coming from?” 
 
    “Nyet.” Sveta shook her head. “Pover vill just go back to being. No injury.” 
 
    “What if the power is coming from Koschei?” Ivis asked. 
 
    The room went deadly silent, and I knew no one else had thought of that possibility, either. I looked at Sveta for the answer, and she tapped a bony finger on her wrinkled chin for a moment. 
 
    “That doesn’t seem very logical,” Firo said with a puzzled look. “I can’t think of any advantage to putting his own magic out just to pull it back into himself like that.” 
 
    “But what if he needs to put it into the stones to be able to power Lorenzo’s glamour?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Nyet.” Sveta pursed her lips like she sucked on an entire lemon. “Magic flows only vone vay. To Koschei. Not from Koschei. Not in circle.” 
 
    “So the power is definitely coming from somewhere else?” I double-checked to make sure. 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded. “Somevone close, but not Koschei.” 
 
    Sveta tilted her head to the side suddenly, and her steely gray eyes went wide as she had an idea. 
 
    “Breaking stones could reveal source,” Sveta said in an interested tone. 
 
    “That would be helpful,” I said. 
 
    “Even if no,” Sveta continued. “Pover vill not be free for others to channel. No vone free to use pover.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Helena said. 
 
    “So when I go in and start to take over the lifelines…” I muttered, and my heart started to race at the thought. “Will Koschei be able to detect my presence or actions?” 
 
    Sveta thought for a moment before she answered. 
 
    “Nyet,” the old witch finally said. “Vill vork same as pushing glamour aside to see island. Koschei magic not interrupted or stopped, you vill just add new element. New… thread to magic flow. He should not notice this, king. It vill be only in your mind.” 
 
    “Like being oblivious to someone else’s struggles,” Poppy murmured. “Easier to ignore unless you know to look for it.” 
 
    “Mmm,” Sveta hummed. “Da.” 
 
    We went over everything for a bit longer while Flora brought several slow-paced courses of filling but not-too-heavy meals. Eventually, I felt like we were going in circles over the details, and there was nothing left to discuss or plan. Everyone knew their parts by heart, and I felt as prepared as I possibly could be. 
 
    Sveta, Firo, and I had a short training session to give me some time to practice dividing my attention between a physical fight and mental battle, and I developed a bit of a sense for the right times to block with my body and attack with my mind. We only trained for about an hour, but it was enough to boost my confidence in my abilities and give me a sense of readiness. 
 
    After that, we lounged around for a while, eating a few more good calories and making sure we were all hydrated. My wives hovered close around me, and they kept layering kisses on my face and hands. I could tell they were nervous for me to go, but they also knew how important this was. They kept giving me adoring and loving looks filled with awe and praise. 
 
    As the afternoon wore on and started to shift into early evening, I found my eyes wandering over to the western horizon every few seconds. I couldn’t stop myself from watching the natural timekeeper of the sun across the sky. 
 
    Nyxx came back downstairs still in her human form, and she looked much more rested than earlier. The dark shadows were gone from the tender skin under her eyes, and her long dark hair was damp like she’d had a shower. She wore a full bodysuit of thick black leather and a belt with a few little pouches around her hips. 
 
    I smiled as I stood up to greet her at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “You look much better,” I whispered. 
 
    “Are you saying I looked bad earlier?” Nyxx asked with mock offense and a teasing smile. 
 
    “Obviously not,” I chuckled. “What I mean is, you look rested and ready to kick ass.” 
 
    “Better.” Nyxx grinned brightly. “Would you like to fill me in on whatever planning you did while I was following my king’s order?” 
 
    “Sure.” I smirked. 
 
    Nyxx and I went over to sit at the massive dining table, and she ate a hearty meal while I filled her in on all the details from earlier. She laughed when I explained that I knew she’d want to lead a team over first. 
 
    “You’re right.” Nyxx grinned. “That’s exactly what I would have insisted on. I’m glad you know me well enough to anticipate it.” 
 
    “I think I know you pretty well,” I teased. 
 
    Although, as soon as I said it, I realized she’d been walking around in her human form a lot more recently, and it made me curious. 
 
    “What?” Nyxx asked in a soft tone. “You look worried all of a sudden.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head and grinned at her. “I was just thinking… you’ve been showing your face a lot more, and I was thinking about at Poppy’s and my wedding how you said it was a security thing. I was just wondering why you’re not being as stringent about your identity.” 
 
    “Oh,” Nyxx breathed, and she blushed across her cheeks. “You noticed, did you?” 
 
    “It’s kind of hard not to notice that beautiful face,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Well, I’ve been thinking about stepping back from work,” Nyxx said, and she gave me a pointed look. “So I can be in your life a little more as myself, and a little less as a member of your security staff.” 
 
    “Ooh,” I hummed, and pleasure bloomed in my chest at the idea of having Nyxx in my life in a much more relaxed way. 
 
    “I’ll probably spend a lot more time in my human form if I do so,” Nyxx said, and she shrugged slightly. “I figured I should practice it a little around loyal and trusted members of your family and staff.” 
 
    My cheeks instantly hurt from how wide of a grin crossed my face, and I reached over to hold her hand. 
 
    “I suppose I should have asked first,” Nyxx said, and she gave me an apologetic sort of grimace. 
 
    “No, no, no.” I shook my head and chuckled. “It’s your body and your face, wear it how you like. I think I’ve made it pretty clear that I want you in my life in a much more intimate way than as a member of my security team.” 
 
    “Yes, you have,” Nyxx laughed. 
 
    “Good.” I smiled. “Because I had toyed with the idea of giving you a new… title, if you will.” 
 
    Nyxx arched a dark eyebrow at me with curiosity, and I gave her a charming grin in response. 
 
    “Wife,” I revealed like it was a mysterious new job she’d never heard of before. 
 
    Nyxx blushed again, and she cleared her throat almost nervously as she looked back at the maps before us. 
 
    She didn’t have anything else to add to our plan, and she was pleased with all the details we’d gone over. By the time we finished, the sun was about four fingers over the horizon. I chuckled at the old Boy Scout trick my dad had taught me. I’d never thought I’d need to be able to tell how near the sunset was by using the width of my fingers, but it had come in handy more than a few times now. 
 
    My smirk faded away as my heart began to race with anticipation, and I knew there were no more delays to be found. I walked back over to the sectional sofas where everyone was waiting, and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “It’s time,” I announced in a low tone.
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 Chapter 16 
 
    My team moved like horses out of the starting gate, and it was obvious to me that they were waiting as anxiously as I had been. My wives gathered around me, and Poppy tugged Nyxx over with them. 
 
    They all wrapped me in a huge hug and spoke words of praise and encouragement. 
 
    “Go save the world, baby,” Poppy said. 
 
    “You’re already a hero,” Ivis murmured. “Now go prove it to Koschei.” 
 
    “Come home to us victorious with glory,” Helena added. 
 
    “Stay strong,” Dinah said. “Stay brave. You can do this.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to my wives. 
 
    “Don’t worry, ladies,” Nyxx said. “I’ll keep him safe and make sure he comes home for all of us.” 
 
    “And for Gemma, too,” Poppy added with a sly smirk. 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. 
 
    I gave them each a lingering kiss to give them something to think about while I was away, and then my team and I headed outside. We piled into the speedboat while the shadow nymph scouts climbed back onto their jet skis, and we headed out without much more fuss. Sveta had climbed into her mortar and pestle in front of the house, and now she hovered overhead while Firo fired up the speedboat. 
 
    As Firo steered the boat around Kiska Island, I took several deep breaths to steady my nerves. I wasn’t afraid so much as I was anxious with excitement and the weight of what I had to do. It was a huge fucking thing I was embarking on here, and I had confidence I could do it. 
 
    Regardless, my heart raced inside my chest, and I felt like I could have exploded out of my skin with nerves. It felt like final exams. I’d spent days and weeks preparing for this exact moment, but now that it was here, I was a bit of a wreck. 
 
    “Breathe, babe,” Nyxx whisper-shouted over the rushing wind of the boat. “You can do this.” 
 
    “I know,” I breathed. “I think I’m going to close my eyes and meditate until we get to Bering Island.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Nyxx agreed. “I’ll let you know if anything happens.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave Nyxx a kiss, and I settled into a more relaxed position. 
 
    The boat was racing over the surface of the sea, and nobody was up for much conversation, so the only sounds in my ears were the rush of the wind and the pounding of my heart. 
 
    I focused on visualizing my success and settling my mind into a more peaceful state. By the time Firo slowed the engine down and I opened my eyes to see Bering Island, I felt much calmer and ready for what lay ahead. 
 
    The rush of adrenaline in my brain and body felt energizing now instead of unsteady, and my mind was laser-focused on finding Koschei and rescuing the hostages from his grasp. 
 
    We didn’t speak much as we docked the boats and jet skis, and Sveta carried me back across to the beach from the boat like the night before. Grey and the team of selkies met us without much fanfare, and we hiked over to the cave where their mirror portal was located. 
 
    Sveta paused long enough to step out of her flying mortar, and she shrank it like her chicken-legged house. I blinked a few times as the mortar and pestle returned to a fairly normal size for such an object, and the old witch scooped it up into her pocket. 
 
    While we hiked north toward the island of stones, I wondered if she could turn anything into a flying machine. Could Sveta fly around in a humorous coffee cup or an empty pen holder if she wanted to? 
 
    The questions occupied my mind for a moment before I slipped into a thoughtless state of preparedness, and I was a bit amazed how I’d sort of zoned out of the travel part of our mission. It made me think about those times I’d ended up at my apartment parking spot without even paying attention to the drive home. 
 
    I was too focused on Koschei to think of much else. 
 
    Sveta tossed a bit of her rock-salt out across the water, and the narrow ice bridge formed for Firo and I to walk across. The old witch shuffled across the tiny bridge behind us as the shadow nymphs and selkies swam through the water. 
 
    The overwhelming magical energy flowing through the stones pushed my heart into a racing rhythm again as we crossed the tiny island to where Koschei’s castle fortress stood hidden in front of us. 
 
    “We’ll go first,” Nyxx whispered. 
 
    “We’ll go with you,” Grey said, and he indicated two other selkies beside him. 
 
    “First,” Firo interrupted, and he pulled something from one of his pockets. “Take these.” 
 
    Firo passed several small devices around to his selkie team, Sveta, and myself. They looked almost like wireless earbuds, and I recognized the tiny comm devices I’d seen several of my staff members wear. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I wedged the tiny thing into my right ear. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Firo replied, and his voice was doubled by the comms device in my ear. 
 
    “Great,” Grey said as he handed some to his selkie team. 
 
    Then he tried to pass one to Nyxx, but she shook her head in refusal. 
 
    “Shadow nymphs just destroy tech like that,” she said. 
 
    “Aw, that sucks,” Grey said. “Well, we’ll be your ears, then.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me,” Nyxx chuckled. 
 
    A moment later, I followed Nyxx to the shoreline of the tiny island, and I watched as she shifted into her shadow nymph form. Then she, Ena, Zeek, Pike, and the other shadow nymph scouts in the initial team slipped into the darkness like water into a sponge. 
 
    “I vill fly you across, king,” Sveta said a moment later, and she pulled her mortar from her pocket. “Ve prepare.” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. 
 
    I glanced at the seven-foot-tall head of my security team, and I wondered how Firo was going to get across. I supposed he could swim across with the shadow nymphs and selkies, but that sounded uncomfortable at best due to the freezing ocean temperatures. 
 
    “You come vith us, Firo,” Sveta said as if she could hear my internal monologue. 
 
    “Yes, Madame Sveta,” Firo replied. 
 
    Meanwhile, I was trying to figure out how the three of us were going to fit inside the recliner-sized mortar. But then Sveta expanded its size to twice the width it had been before, and I saw there would be just enough room for us inside. 
 
    “So fucking cool,” I chuckled to myself. 
 
    “You like, king?” Sveta asked with a smug smirk. 
 
    “Yes, Madame,” I said, and I felt like a student who’d been caught cheating during a spelling exam. 
 
    “Climb in,” Sveta instructed. 
 
    Firo and I climbed over the thick stone edge of the old witch’s mortar, and just as I was settling into one side, Grey’s voice crackled through the comms device. 
 
    “All clear, your majesty,” the selkie reported. 
 
    “Let us fly,” Sveta said as she scrambled over the edge of her mortar. 
 
    The old witch locked her bony hands around the thick stem of her pestle, and she flew us a few feet into the air. I peered over the side just in time to watch the shadow nymphs slip into the water, and most of the selkies followed behind a second later. 
 
    A guard team of six selkies remained on the tiny stone island to keep watch, and they would report to us if they saw anything worrisome. 
 
    Then I turned to watch the air ahead of me. A small part of me was worried we would accidentally fly too far and slam right into the side of the mountain, but the glamour seemed to announce its presence a few feet before we passed through it. 
 
    The air shimmered like a desert mirage again, and a burst of cold air blasted over us as we passed through the veil. Then the island, the mountain, the castle, and the village were just in front of us like they’d been there the whole time. 
 
    Which, of course, they had, but now we could see them. 
 
    Sveta flew low over the water, and she steered her mortar and pestle around to a black area on the edge of the island that was hidden slightly from the village by a bit of half-carved rock ledges. The mortar landed silently on the rocky ground, and Firo climbed out first. 
 
    Nyxx, Grey, and the rest of the initial team waited for us hidden against the rocks. It was neatly pitch black out here, but I could see the bright shape of Firo’s flame-colored hair. 
 
    “Firo, your hair,” I said, and I pointed up at his head. 
 
    “I can fix that,” the dragon-man whispered. 
 
    He yanked a black cap from his pocket and pulled it over his bright locks, and it was like he’d blended into the night in one easy move. 
 
    “Better?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Much.” I nodded. 
 
    The plan now dictated for us to wait here until the haljita arrived, and we didn’t have to wait very long. Maybe ten minutes after Firo covered his bright hair, the selkie team from the tiny island checked in. 
 
    “Your majesty,” a male voice said. “The haljita have arrived. This one says his, uh… her…?” 
 
    The male selkie’s voice cut off, and there was a short, muffled discussion before his voice came back through the comms. 
 
    “Excuse me,” the male selkie continued. “They say their name is La, and that you are expecting them.” 
 
    “Yes, send them over,” I replied. 
 
    About a minute later, a haljita who I assumed was La rose up out of the water like Mr. Burns in that X-Files version episode of The Simpsons, and they moved over to me. I figured it was La because they had the familiar warm yellow glow, and because they had always acted as the sort of voice of the haljita. It didn’t look like there was a single drop of water on their body, but before I could wonder about that, several dozen more haljita rose up behind La. 
 
    They were possibly the oddest-looking paranormals I knew, simply because it was impossible to predict how they would look each time I met them. Their bodies glowed slightly in various shades of blue, green, and yellow, and they constantly shifted shape. It made them seem not entirely solid. 
 
    “Welcome,” I said in a hushed voice. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “Hello, King Michael,” La said in a familiar voice. “We understand there are more survivors here to help.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a touch of relief, and I quickly explained the situation and the plan to La and the other haljita. 
 
    “We will focus on the villagers and Lorenzo,” La assured me. “You see to this Koschei. Deliver justice unto him.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” I said with a grim smirk. “You don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    La and the other haljita nodded in a weirdly synchronized motion. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. 
 
    Grey remained at the shore with another small team of selkies to keep watch on this side of the glamour. The rest of us started to slowly make our way around the ridge to the outer edges of the city. Most of the shadow nymphs led the group, and then the rest of them and the selkies surrounded Sveta, Firo, Nyxx, and myself. The haljita lingered a bit behind our teams as they were here for the one specific purpose of healing those we freed. 
 
    We ended up coming out into the village close to the smaller, more run-down house the villagers had seemed to avoid. We didn’t linger before we headed further into the village, but I had to admit, there was a strange sense of something hovering around the small stone house. 
 
    I shook off the weird feeling as my scouts and I started to spread out. The shadow nymphs and selkies divided into small teams with groups of the haljita, and they started to spread through the village like a mist. 
 
    La and the other haljita would put the villagers into a sedated state like the survivors in Salirius City after their mental breakdowns. The thought was it would keep them out of harm’s way and hopefully make them more compliant while I took hold of their magical lifelines. The last thing I needed while trying to save their lives was them flapping around like fish on the line. 
 
    Firo, Sveta, Nyxx, Zeek, and a handful of other shadow nymphs remained in a tight circle around me, and we headed in a roundabout direction toward the rear of the castle. Three larger teams of shadow nymphs followed directly behind us, and they would enter the castle first to clear the path to Koschei’s private rooms. 
 
    I gazed directly up at the vertical outer walls, and I had to shift my feet to stop myself from falling over from the overwhelming sense of vertigo. 
 
    The building was enormous. It had appeared giant from the stone island, but now that it towered over me, I realized it was as tall as all the tallest buildings in Orlando. It was constructed entirely of dark gray stone, and there were spindly turrets on several of the high towers that branched off the main part of the building.  
 
    I checked again for any decapitated heads on spikes, and I was glad to find that the decorative iron spikes on the roof lacked any body parts. 
 
    None of us said a single word as we approached the ominous castle, and we barely breathed to keep our presence as silent as possible. My head swam with adrenaline, and my heart thundered so loudly in my veins, I was sure someone would find us out. 
 
    Nyxx led our small team to a wooden door at the back of the castle, and then she slipped into the shadows and under the door. A second later, the harsh click of a bolt in the lock turned, and I feared the entire island would hear us. 
 
    I took a slow and deep breath, and I knew the lock opening wasn’t nearly as loud as I thought it was. Then the door opened, and Nyxx’s shadow form appeared just inside. 
 
    She didn’t say a word, but the way she waved us in made me think she was smiling. We filed through the heavy wooden door, and then Zeek closed it behind us as silently as possible. 
 
    In my mind I could see the rudimentary map Nyxx had drawn, and I knew we would take this hallway for quite some distance before we would come upon a narrow set of servants’ stairs. Nyxx started walking down the hall, Firo followed, then a shadow nymph guard, then me, and Sveta walked directly behind me with the other shadow nymphs at the back of our line. 
 
    Nyxx had explained that the castle was pretty much exactly as I’d pictured it from the outside. Everything was made of stone, and it was cold and almost damp in the corridor. A distant yellow glow flickered quite a ways down, and I knew it must be the torch Nyxx had marked as being at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    About halfway down the hall, someone found a pebble with their foot, and the skittering sound echoed all the way down both ends of the stone corridor. 
 
    We all stopped dead in our tracks, and my heart leaped all the way into my mouth. It took a solid minute before anybody dared to move a muscle, and even then my nerves were as taut as piano strings. Finally, we started to walk again, and I wondered if the human body could shatter from tension like a metal blade that had been quenched improperly. 
 
    No other stray pebbles were found on the second half of our walk to the bottom of the steps, and I breathed a silent sigh of relief. 
 
    The torch was basically just a wooden club that had been wrapped in some kind of fabric and coated with what smelled like beeswax to act as a giant candle. The stone steps before us twisted up in a sharp spiral, and the rise on each was much higher than any modern steps I’d ever seen in my life. 
 
    I wondered how fucking old this castle was, which brought me to the question of whether Koschei had it built himself. That would explain why this island wasn’t on any maps. Had the bastard gone around and erased this place from any records during his centuries of evildoing? 
 
    The end of the stairs cut off my ponderings, and we stepped out into another hallway that was nearly identical to the first. The main difference was that this one seemed to have turns and doors along one side instead of just being one long, straight line. 
 
    I noticed about a dozen similar torches were dotted along the corridor as I pulled up my mental map again. There was a turn to the left about three-quarters of the way down this hall that would lead us up another flight of stairs toward one of the wings of the castle. We had to go up at least two more flights of stairs to reach Koschei’s private rooms, and I knew the chance of running into his servants grew greater with every step we took into this stone fortress. 
 
    Then a sudden burst of noise sounded in my ear, and I thought I might die from the panicked heart attack it gave me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” one of the selkies said through the comms. “The haljita have sedated about half of the villagers. We’ve had no problems. I will assume you cannot speak due to the nature of your mission. Your shadow nymph guards have secured the borders of the island. No one will come or go without being detected.” 
 
    I nodded silently despite the selkie being nowhere near, and I took a steadying breath to calm my heart rate back to normal. 
 
    About a minute later, Nyxx stopped walking, and Firo halted so suddenly in response that I walked right into him. My first thought was wondering what had happened to the shadow nymph guard who’d been between us, but I quickly shifted to worrying about why we’d stopped at all. 
 
    But then I spotted a shadow nymph guard melt out of the darkness two feet in front of us. He shaped some sort of silent hand signal at Nyxx, and he melted back into the darkness. 
 
    I couldn’t force my vocal chords to make a single sound in the silent hallway, but I assumed the shadow nymph had warned Nyxx about something up ahead. Her shoulders tensed, and she stepped forward like a stalking panther. 
 
    Then the faint voices of two servants speaking what I assumed was Russian echoed down the hall. 
 
    I strained my eyes to see what was going on, and it was only when the two merman guards walked into the circle of light from a torch that I could see much. 
 
    Firo held up a hand to stop me from rushing forward, not that I was planning to, and I caught the silent shift as Nyxx slipped into the shadows of the hallway. I knew she was rushing as fast as reasonable toward the two guards, and I kept my eyes on them so I wouldn’t miss a thing. 
 
    Nyxx leaped out of the shadows like a beast from a horror film, and she wrapped her legs around the throat of the merman guard closest to her. Her momentum helped her knock him right to the ground, and I heard the crunch of bones as she snapped his neck. In the same instant, and well before the other guard could really act, Nyxx extended her shadow blade out. The black blade was nearly impossible to see, but I could follow its path by the sudden shift of the merman guard’s head at an uncomfortable angle. 
 
    Nyxx must have severed his soul somewhere in the length of his throat, and his head fell limp to one side as the blackness of necrosis spread over his entire body. The sexy shadow nymph caught his blackened body and lowered it silently to the floor. Then she turned back and made a quick gesture that it was safe for us to proceed. 
 
    Firo lowered his arm, and we began walking forward again. 
 
    When we reached Nyxx, I stared down at the dead bodies, and I knew leaving them here to be discovered wasn’t an option. 
 
    “Where?” I asked in as quiet a whisper as I could manage, and I pointed at the corpses at my feet. 
 
    Nyxx held up one shadowy finger to tell me to wait a minute, and then she began dragging one of the bodies along the hallway. Due to the nature of both merman guards’ death, there wasn’t even a single drop of blood to worry about. One of the other shadow nymph guards grabbed hold of the other corpse, and together they dragged them a bit further down the hall to what turned out to be a small storage closet. There was a wooden bucket and an old-fashioned mop inside, but there didn’t seem to be anything else. It looked like this closet wasn’t used very often. 
 
    I nodded as Nyxx and the guard wedged the two bodies inside and silently closed the door. It wasn’t an ideal location to hide a body or two, but it would definitely work for now. I had the feeling that we’d be in Koschei’s chamber long before anybody happened to stumble upon the bodies. 
 
    Firo waved that we could move forward a moment later, and we took our next turn down the hall. The castle shifted slowly from the cold damp stone walls of where we’d entered, and soon there were thick tapestries, heavy furniture, and huge paintings. 
 
    We passed by a massive portrait of a man with piercing brown eyes and an impressive mustache that twisted up at the ends like Snidely Whiplash. Nyxx paused at the painting and pointed to a small plaque beneath it that read “Vladelets Koschei.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell how old the painting was, but based on the clothes and the distinctive cracking of the oil paints, I guessed it was at least as old as famous paintings like the Mona Lisa. Koschei looked like he was about fifty years old in the portrait, with a few silver strands of hair threading through the thick mass of brown that curled at his collar. Even in the painting, I could tell he was a large man with broad shoulders and a thick chest like a tree trunk. He wore a thick cloak in a vivid shade of green that crossed diagonally over his chest. A tall, black fur hat that looked like Abraham Lincoln’s famous stovepipe style without the brim sat on top of the man’s head. There was a heavy black fur collar on the cloak, and his right hand was covered in several thick gold rings encrusted with massive rubies, diamonds, and emeralds. 
 
    I stared up at the hard face that was somehow cocky and disgusted at the same time, and I let the face of my enemy burn itself into my brain before we carried on. 
 
    The castle floors were covered in thick wool carpets now with intricate designs in deep reds, blues, greens, and golds. At one point we even passed a fucking suit of armor, and I had to remind myself what year we were in because it felt like we’d stepped back in time about six centuries. 
 
    “Your majesty,” the selkie’s voice sounded through the comms device in my ear again. “The haljita have secured and sedated nearly all of the villagers. Lorenzo has been freed and is under our protection. The team will be moving to destroy the stones soon.” 
 
    I nodded mostly to myself, and we started up the final staircase that would lead us to Koschei’s private suite. These stairs were twice as wide as the first steps we’d climbed, and the rise on them was a pretty comfortable height. At the top, we found ourselves in a fairly short hallway with tall windows that had what looked like modern glass panes in them. 
 
    Nyxx waved us forward, and I remembered from her map that we would go to the third door to access Koschei’s private sitting room. That was where Nyxx’s intel had suggested he would be at this time of night. 
 
    A pair of shadow nymphs materialized out of the darkness, and they gestured to let us know they had intel. 
 
    I nodded, and one of them stepped right over to whisper in my ear. 
 
    “This hallway is secure,” the shadow nymph whispered in a raspy voice. “Koschei plus two paranormal servants. Possibly prisoners. He has a security team of six pharaohs and four Vodyanoy in close proximity. We have six more guards waiting in the shadows inside.” 
 
    I nodded to show I understood, and I pointed for the shadow nymph to relay the information to Nyxx and Firo. He moved over and passed on the intel before we padded as silently as possible across the thick runner to the wooden door, and I couldn’t help but notice the polished shine on the brass doorknob. I looked back and saw that two of my shadow nymph guards were in place at the top of the stairs, and there was one at each of the other doors, too. Nyxx, Firo, and Sveta stood closest to me, and Nyxx gave a pointed look at Koschei’s door. 
 
    I nodded and took a quiet breath to try and clear my mind. 
 
    It was time for the most important part: accessing Koschei’s powers, and getting hold of whatever grip he had on his hostages through them. 
 
    My heart was thundering in my ears, and there was so much adrenaline in my veins that my hands were shaking. I stood near the door and closed my eyes, and my mind’s eye was blank for a long second. 
 
    Then Koschei’s magical presence appeared to me, and it reminded me of a few hundred crawling feelers like the creepy legs of a centipede. They were horrifyingly long with a thousand tiny grabbing fibers all along each one, and they all grabbed onto a few hundred tiny threads of various colors. It all wove together, almost like the fibers in a map, and each thread was held by one of the creepy centipede legs’ grippy fibers.  
 
    It was a fairly orderly collection of ties and paths that stretched out in hundreds of directions, and I figured those were the lifelines to all the individual hostages. Some of the threads were strong and sturdy like carbon-fiber filament, and others felt as delicate as brittle human hairs. I had the feeling I could have crushed them as easily as a dried out leaf between my fingers. 
 
    After a moment of analyzing and observing the threaded map, I started to pull each of the gross centipede legs toward myself without putting strain on them. It was a tedious and slow process, and as I mentally touched each grabby leg and thread it held, I could feel a pulse and rhythm among the tethers. The hostages’ heartbeats and breathing were locked inside the threads, and some of the much weaker and tenuous ones seemed to have nothing more to them than the heart and breath patterns. The strongest ones had more filaments around the core of the pulse and breath, and I could almost sense the individuals’ magical abilities in the thicker threads. 
 
    One by one, I slowly created spindly centipede legs of my own and pulled all the threads away from Koschei and into my control. I started to wonder if the extra layers wore away more and more the longer he kept them in his grasp. It reminded me of the way the Grand Canyon had been eroded away by thousands of years of flowing water, and I shuddered to think about what might happen when the weaker filaments were worn down too far. It had to be the constant grasping of the little grabbing fibers of the centipede legs, like the slow erosion of a worry stone over years. Koschei’s magic kept outside forces from grinding down these lifelines to death, but his magical grip still wore them down eventually. 
 
    So Koschei wasn’t just forcing these people to remain alive against their will or nature, he was also bringing about a slow and torturous death at the same time. 
 
    I thought about the Cetus, and how it had died. Had its thread finally just been worn down beyond its ability to remain intact? Had it snapped under the tension of Koschei’s pull? 
 
    The thought made me angry, and I pushed it away as I focused on pulling each hostages’ lifeline into my hands. 
 
    It wasn’t as simple as holding them, though, and I had to remember to keep each one’s breath and heart patterns steady. It felt like trying to juggle a hundred tiny glass sculptures in my hands while balancing on a tightrope a thousand feet off the ground. Except each glass sculpture was a person’s life in the balance, and I couldn’t fuck this up. I was dividing my mind into several hundred pieces, and I felt sweat start to drip down the sides of my face. 
 
    After what could have been an hour or a week, it was impossible to tell, I was pretty sure I had each and every thread held securely but gently in my centipede leg grasp. I took another moment to sift through the threads and make sure I hadn’t missed any, and I noticed a few threads that seemed to go to paranormals nearby. They were shockingly thin and brittle under the grabby fibers, and it looked like a soft spring breeze would cause them to snap. I held them as gently as a paper-thin China figurine in my mind, and then I opened my eyes. 
 
    It was like trying to see in a dark room after spending a few hours outside at the beach on a cloudless day. I could hardly see anything around the vast web of threads that clouded inside my mind.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I tried to reorganize the threads a bit to the sides so I could see what was in front of me, and I nearly lost a handful of them in the process. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and mentally reached for them with a touch of desperation in my heart. I grabbed them out of thin air with the disgusting insect legs like they were falling from the peak of a cliff, and I was the only thing that could catch them. My brain ached as I tried to find the balance between holding them securely and grinding them into dust under the grabby fibers of Koschei’s magic. 
 
    Relief flooded through me as I secured them back in my mental and magical grasp, and I nodded slowly at Nyxx, Firo, and Sveta. 
 
    Firo’s slitted orange eyes stared at me with as much tension as I felt in my heart, but Sveta had a proud little smirk on her face as her steely eyes gazed around my head. I could only assume she was studying my aura, and she must have liked what she saw. 
 
    Nyxx looked at me once more and made a gesture with her hand to ask if I was ready. I nodded, and the tension slipped out of her and Firo’s shoulders. 
 
    The only thing we had to wait for now was for the stones to come down. I didn’t want to fight Koschei while he still had access to whatever intense power fueled those stones.  
 
    With my lips clamped tightly together, I waited to hear the selkie’s voice in my ear again. 
 
    We were too close to Koschei’s doors to risk making a sound, and I knew we just had to wait. I focused on keeping the lifelines secure in my mind, and I found it started to become less challenging as the seconds ticked by. 
 
    It made me think of my best friend’s description of the first time he’d tried contact lenses in high school. Robin had worn glasses for several years before he’d been able to convince his parents to get him contacts. He’d said putting them in the first time had been so bizarre because it was like his eyes didn’t want to relax and accept the new form of sight. He’d said it had taken about an hour before his eyes stopped trying to find his glasses, and then it was just easy. 
 
    As we waited for the signal from the stone-destruction team, I became more and more comfortable with holding all the threads in my mental grasp. It still wasn’t easy by any means, and it took a large fraction of my focus and attention. But I started to think that with enough practice, it would eventually be as easy as tying my shoes, and I started to understand how Koschei could control so many lives at once. 
 
    Just the magical ability aspect of it, of course. I would never understand the emotional or moral ability to do what Koschei had done, and I looked forward to these lives being strong enough to stand on their own eventually. 
 
    But my thoughts were interrupted as a massive, concussive shockwave rocked through the entire castle.  
 
    The glass window panes rattled in their frames, the candle flames shivered in their sconces on the walls, and the stone floor trembled under my feet. 
 
    My eyes went wide as I looked at Nyxx, Sveta, and Firo, but it was only a half-second later that the selkie’s voice sounded in my ear again. 
 
    “The stones are down, your majesty,” the selkie hissed. “I repeat, the stones are down! You are clear to move on Koschei!” 
 
    Firo grinned widely, and I could sense the pleasure in Nyxx’s stance. Sveta’s steely eyes narrowed with satisfaction and what looked like bloodthirst, and I felt a huge shift inside my chest.  
 
    The nervous anticipation melted into hard resolve, and I knew it was time. 
 
    Then, as if she could hear my thoughts, Nyxx gave the signal for the shadow nymph team to move in.
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 Chapter 17 
 
    Nyxx slipped into the shadows, and I knew she was preceding the team into the room. My shadow nymph guards melted into the shadows, too, and I knew they would position themselves around the room like Nyxx had.  
 
    I grasped the polished doorknob, and I closed my eyes with relief as it turned silently. The door was well cared for and well-oiled, so it didn’t make a single noise as I pushed it open and stepped inside. 
 
    The next several seconds passed in a flash so fast that everything seemed to happen all at the same instant. 
 
    The first thing I noticed about the room was the sheer size and opulence of it. The furniture was as medieval-looking as the rest of the castle, but an open door revealed a very modern-looking bathroom on the other side. Electric light bulbs illuminated the room from two floor lamps in the corners, and a top-of-the-line entertainment system took up a fair portion of the wall. 
 
    The next thing I noticed were two sickly-thin paranormals standing against the wall to our left. 
 
    One had Tinkerbelle-style wings like Poppy, and what used to be orange hair. Now it was a dull, colorless mass of strands that looked ready to drop right out of his scalp. His wings were just as dull, and his shoulders drooped under the slight weight of his body. He looked like the only thing holding him up was the locked joints in his knees, hips, and back.  
 
    A hair-thin thread pulsed in my mind, and I was able to trace it directly to this malnourished fae. 
 
    The other paranormal was a werewolf who was just as sickly looking, with huge bald spots where his hair should have been thick and curly. He reminded me of a stray dog who’d been left to die chained up in an empty field. His mouth hung open, and I could see he was missing all of his teeth. He turned to look at me with vacant and milky eyes, and I wondered if he was blind.  
 
    His life thread blinked in my mind, and it was just as thin and brittle as the fae’s. 
 
    I started to think my theory that the state of the lifeline being indicative of the person’s well being was spot on. These two looked like their threads were about to just crumble into dust right before my eyes, and I couldn’t help but wonder how fucking old they were. 
 
    They both wore the same kind of floor-length tunics made from rough-looking wool many of the villagers had worn. 
 
    It only took me a fraction of a second to inspect the fae and werewolf before a third figure in the room sucked up every bit of my gaze and attention, and I recognized him the instant I saw him. 
 
    A man with thick brown hair and broad shoulders sat in an armchair facing halfway away from us. He had a long nose with a little bump at the bridge like it had been broken in the past. The biggest difference between the oil painting downstairs and the Koschei sitting in front of me now was how long he’d grown his mustache. 
 
    The thick brown facial hair hung down from his upper lip in two long strands, and there was one descriptive word that flared in my mind like a tornado siren. 
 
    Tentacles. 
 
    Koschei’s mustache had grown so long they resembled long tentacles dangling down his face to the middle of his chest. Lady Rain had been right once again. 
 
    I took another step forward to make room for Firo and Sveta to join us in the room, and Koschei jerked his head around like he spotted me in his peripheral vision. His mouth fell open, and his eyes went wide as he gasped with surprise, but the sound scraped along my nerves after so many silent moments to get here. 
 
    “Guards!” Koschei shouted, and a door on the other side of the room burst open. 
 
    The six pharaohs and four frog-faced Vodyanoy rushed into the room. The pharaohs were all giant tigers, and their wide cat shoulders brushed the door frame as they pounced defensively in front of Koschei. 
 
    My shadow nymphs leaped out of the shadows, and a battle exploded all around us. 
 
    Firo and Sveta remained close at my side as the fight began, and they held me back near the door. I had to assume they intended to drag me out to safety if it came to it, but I was determined to stay. I wasn’t going to flee while my scouts and guards fought against the worst evil we’d faced so far. 
 
     Eight of my guards clashed shadow blades with the Vodyanoy’s blades, and the rest of my team split up to attack the large cat pharaohs. Three shadow nymphs leaped onto the back of one striped pharaoh, and they tried to kill the beastly paranormal while it roared and clawed at them on its back. 
 
    It was absolute chaos for a solid ten seconds before the scene took a sickening turn. 
 
    Koschei grinned widely and started to chuckle, and his reaction took me by surprise. 
 
    It raised every defensive instinct I had. 
 
    Then, in a flash, I sensed Koschei’s mental presence wake like a sleeping dragon, and a new set of centipede legs stretched out toward my shadow nymph guards. 
 
    The three guards on the striped pharaoh’s back instantly made horrible, strangled sounds, and they clutched at their throats. 
 
    Before I could even fully register what was happening, I started to act. My guards’ lives were in Koschei’s hands, and I reached out with my own mirrored, spindly centipede legs to try and yank them into my control. 
 
    Koschei arched an eyebrow of disbelief, and a few more of his grabby legs stretched out to wrap around mine. Suddenly we were in a mental battle for the very lives of my guards. 
 
    Then, more creepy legs stretched out from Koschei’s mind toward the rest of my team, and I sensed a pair reaching for Nyxx. 
 
    “No!” I growled, and I stretched out to defend her. 
 
    But the whole time I fought against Koschei’s centipede legs, I had to keep the hostages’ lifelines in my mind. I couldn’t risk letting any of them go and allowing Koschei to kill them. 
 
    He said something in Russian that I didn’t understand, but his tone was casual as we fought for the lives of my entire team. Then he raised his bushy eyebrows and asked something else. 
 
    “No?” Koschei said in English. “I suppose it would be too much to think the American boy king would speak the mother language.” 
 
    He spoke with a Russian accent that was much softer and smoother than Sveta’s, and his English seemed much more refined than the old witch. 
 
    I didn’t have the mental space to respond, though. I focused instead on ripping a few of his centipede legs away from the three shadow nymphs on the striped pharaoh. It was enough assistance that my guards were able to finish their attack, and I caught the flash of three shadow blades an instant before the pharaoh released a shuddering death rattle. 
 
    A second later, the beastly paranormal’s entire body seemed to shrivel just a bit, and it dropped to the carpeted floor. The striped fur seemed to become dull like a roadkill racoon, and I knew its skin was the same necrotic black that Rhaiden’s leg had become when we’d fought on the beach. 
 
    “Impressive.” Koschei pursed his lips with what looked like false admiration. “Try to keep up, boy.” 
 
    Koschei grinned an evil kind of smile that sent shivers down my spine, and then his mind exploded with three dozen new centipede legs. They lashed out like monstrous chains toward my shadow nymphs, and I pushed my mind to create enough mirrored legs to fight him away from my people. 
 
    My shadow nymphs continued to fight Koschei’s pharaohs and Vodyanoy despite a sudden loss of air or skipping in their heartbeats every few seconds. It felt like trying to plug up a hundred new holes in a dam with only my ten fingers. I leapfrogged from one centipede leg to the next as each one became more dangerous, and it was all I could do to keep the hostages’ lifelines in the back of my mind. 
 
    Koschei and I fought mentally through his shared magic for the life of my shadow nymph guards, and as I continued to keep pace with him, I could see his frustration growing. 
 
    He’d thought I would be easy to overpower, that my guards posed no real threats, but after several minutes, at least five of his guards were dead on the ground. I hadn’t allowed him to grip onto my shadow nymph guards’ lives for more than a second at a time, either, and he seemed to realize it was a useless attempt. 
 
    “I have heard of you, boy king,” Koschei said in that taunting voice as his magical centipede legs retreated into his mind. “Of your little mirror magic.” 
 
    The way he spoke to me reminded me of the shitty parents in Matilda, and I could also hear Danny DeVito’s voice in my head as Koschei gloated about his immense power. 
 
    “You could never dream to wield a power such as mine!” Koschei cackled, but there was a touch of desperation in the sound. 
 
    I smothered the desire to tell him I was already fucking doing it, and I watched with rising alarm as he walked to a wall display of decorative brass plates and ancient-looking weapons. 
 
    In the next instant, the mustachioed asshole snatched a broadsword from the wall and shifted at lightning speed from his casual and lazy stance as he lunged forward with a murderous look in his eyes. 
 
    My mind instinctively reached out to grab hold of Nyxx’s dark, geometric magic, and I was ready to block his strike. 
 
    Nyxx was faster. 
 
    My sexy shadow nymph acted like she couldn’t stop herself as she dashed in front of me and caught Koschei’s sword with her shadowblade. She blocked his strike and sheathed her shadow blade back inside herself so fast that Koschei’s confident facade slipped for a moment. 
 
    If I hadn’t known what to look for, I would have been just as confused as Koschei looked. Nyxx’s movement was shockingly quick, and her blade was there and gone in less than the blink of an eye. It was easy to miss, and Koschei’s confusion quickly shifted into irritated disgust. 
 
    The blood-curdling sounds of shadow blades, metal swords, and animal claws in flesh continued to sound behind us, but Koschei seemed to have given up trying to outmatch me by strangling my guards from a distance. He seemed to have decided killing me and stopping my defense of my shadow nymph guards at the source was a preferable tactic. 
 
    “Pathetic!” Koschei spat the word at me. “Do you even have the honor or skill to defend yourself? Or do you have a woman to fight all your battles for you?” 
 
    I could feel the rage in Nyxx as she remained solidly in front of me, and I wanted to tear that stupid mustache off Koschei’s face for insulting us in such a way. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Koschei continued. “Women do not belong in battle. They are far too emotional and weak to fight. If this were a true battle, you would be flayed open by my sword before you could even realize your fate.” 
 
    Nyxx’s teeth ground together so hard, I could feel the ache in my own jaw, and I reached out to lay a strong hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “This is my fight, Nyxx,” I murmured to her, and then I leaned in closer so only she could hear me. “He wouldn’t stand a chance against you.” 
 
    Nyxx nodded as she kept her face squarely on Koschei’s thick-chested form, and she stepped slowly to the side. 
 
    “And what will you fight with, boy king?” Koschei asked in that engagingly mocking tone. “Do you intend to use your bare hands as your female did?” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo bit out the words, and I could tell he was holding back a tornado of rage. 
 
    Firo pressed the handle of a sword into my hands. 
 
    I loved the idea of paralyzing this asshole for the rotten remainder of his pathetic life, but Firo’s offering of a traditional blade made me realize something.  
 
    He would have to be guarded by someone during his imprisonment, and we couldn’t and shouldn’t risk him trying to use the knowledge of shadow blades as a bargaining chip for preferential treatment or something. I wasn’t sure how he might go about doing that at the moment, but it wasn’t worth risking such a well-kept secret falling into his hands. 
 
    I nodded as I gripped the handle of the sword, and I let my connection with Nyxx’s mind fade away. It was a big relief on my magic, and I realized I was already straining myself between my mental battle with Koschei on top of maintaining all the hostages’ lifelines. A steel sword was the right way to go, and I made a note to thank Firo for his offer later. 
 
    Then I raised my sword, and Koschei allowed me a moment to prepare before he lunged with another attack. The smug look of self-assurance returned to his brown eyes, and he looked certain he was better with a sword than I was. I felt like a mouse being toyed with by a well-fed cat. Koschei seemed to be in no hurry, and I suspected he was quite happy to play with me. 
 
    “Now, I will do what those idiots couldn’t do,” Koschei said as he raised his broadsword at the ready. “Rhaiden, Crane, Vagin… fools, the lot of them. They should have killed you when they had the chance… but again, they didn’t wield true power like me, either.” 
 
    Koschei made a few practice slashes through the air as if he was warming up for a fencing tournament, and his long mustache wavered in the quick breeze made by his arms. 
 
    “It’s been ages since I’ve taken a life by blade,” Koschei said in an almost nostalgic tone. “But there’s no fun in such a quick death for you, boy king. No… your station, if nothing else, makes you worthy of a death by sword. This should be a fun way to end my evening.” 
 
    I gripped the handle of my sword as I readied myself for battle, and I made sure I still had a firm but gentle grasp on all the hostages’ lifelines. 
 
    “Let’s see your skills, boy king,” Koschei scoffed. “If I do this–” 
 
    Koschei lunged with a straight-forward strike toward my chest, and I blocked it easily with my blade. Then I quickly counter-attacked, and he blocked my strike as well. 
 
    “Ah, very good.” Koschei smirked. “I see you are not completely untrained with a blade.” 
 
    Then he attacked again with a short spurt of three slashing strikes at my torso, and he advanced across the room with each one. I blocked his attacks as I shifted my feet backward over the thick carpet, and I was surprised when a few more hostage lifelines suddenly appeared around Koschei’s mind. 
 
    “You are still pitifully ill equipped compared to me,” Koschei taunted me. 
 
    I divided my attention between blocking Koschei’s attacks and collecting the new hostages that had turned up, and I barely registered the asshole’s mocking insults. 
 
    “I have trained in the art of battle since before Rhaiden was born to this world,” Koschei continued. “You are pathetically outmatched.” 
 
    Koschei may have been right about the fact that I had far less training than he did, but I had something he lacked: 
 
    Empathy and a mission of good.  
 
    The lives of all the paranormals who’s very existence relied on my victory fueled my actions and my blade like a nuclear reactor, and I blocked and parried each of his strikes with satisfactory skill. 
 
    After a few moments of remaining on the defensive and just keeping myself from getting skewered like a shish kabob, I felt my mind beginning to strain at the excessive effort of everything. 
 
    I couldn’t do this forever. 
 
    As I blocked a wide strike from Koschei’s right, I made one last mental sweep over the hostages and lifelines, and I found no new ones. That was as certain as I could be that I had them all, and now it was time to put this asshole down. 
 
    I went on the offensive, and I let my rage fuel my ferocity. I used every bit of training Firo had ever provided for me, and I worked my way past Koschei’s complacent defense.  
 
    My blade found its mark right along the thick meat of Koschei’s ribcage. It wasn’t a deep cut, and the asshole evaded to the side at the last second. But I felt the distinctive resistance of flesh under my blade. 
 
    “Aaah!” Koschei hissed with shock and pain, and he clutched at his side with his left hand. “Hmm…” 
 
    Koschei pulled his hand away and stared at the red stain of blood in his palm with disbelief. 
 
    I straightened my shoulders as I pointed at the sickly fae and werewolf who stood like statues in the room. 
 
    “Turn over your hostages now,” I demanded in my most royal voice, “and maybe I’ll let you live.” 
 
    It was a bluff. I couldn’t risk killing him yet. We had to take him alive, and apparently we all knew it. I could still sense Koschei’s magical centipede legs and their grabby fibers all over the frail and brittle lifelines of the hostages, and I worried what would happen to the thin lines if I tried to wrench them free from Koschei’s grasp. I had to force him to release them into my care or untold lives would surely be lost in the struggle. 
 
    Koschei stared at me for a moment as a wide grin started to spread across his face, and he started to bubble with laughter until the sound came from deep in his belly. 
 
    “You cannot kill me,” Koschei said through another burst of laughter, and he doubled over. “All your precious… pathetic… paranormal lives would perish right along with me. Every person in this village… Lorenzo…?” 
 
    Koschei stood with a confident ease as he listed off the people who would drop dead along with him. 
 
    “Your dear Lady Rain,” Koschei added with a Grinchy grin that made it seem like he thought of her as his trump card. “She will die without me. What a pathetic excuse for a king you are, little boy.” 
 
    I tensed as I realized Koschei could cut off his own lifeline and kill himself as quickly as biting down on a cyanide pill. It was entirely possible he had the ability to drag all the hostages into death with himself the way the Titanic had sucked people into the icy ocean as it sank. 
 
    I didn’t think he would, he seemed too cocky and sure of himself, but I couldn’t take the risk that he would do it just to spite me. Not to mention, I had no idea what kind of vast knowledge he’d learned from Lorenzo and the other teachers over the centuries. Maybe he had some kind of horrific power that would allow him to stop his own heart just long enough for his power to blink out before bringing himself back to life. It seemed pretty damn far-fetched, but it wasn’t a bet I was willing to take. 
 
    “You think you have power?” Koschei laughed again. “No! It is I who have power! I hold the lives of hundreds in my very hands!” 
 
    He curled his fingers upward in the air as if he could show me the lifelines of his hostages like the strings of a hundred marionettes. 
 
    “I hold their very existence in my grasp!” Koschei mocked. “I hold their deaths.” 
 
    The last word came out in a sharp hiss, and he snapped one fist shut with a snarl. The sickly-thin fae standing nearby suddenly dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. In my mind, I could see Koschei’s centipede legs snap the fae’s lifeline like a toothpick, and there was nothing I could do to save him. Even if I’d tried to grab his lifeline, it would have only broken more in my grasp. The fae’s tether had been so brittle that the slightest shift had crushed it beyond recognition. 
 
    The act enraged me, but I knew there hadn’t been much I could have done to save the fae anyway. His body was well beyond saving long before I arrived on this island. The only thing keeping him on this plane had been Koschei’s power. 
 
    In fact, it had probably been a mercy for the fae to finally be released from the torture of the stagnant state Koschei inflicted on his hostages. That idea only felt more true as I looked at the balding and bony werewolf hostage beside the fae’s body. 
 
    He stared down at the dead fae with a longing in his milky eyes like he wanted nothing more than for his torture to end. 
 
    I had to lock Koschei’s life into my grasp and end this before he killed anyone else as a show of strength. 
 
    I stretched out my mind once more toward Koschei, and it felt like diving into a ball pit of snakes as I tried to search for the patterns of his own breathing and heart rate. I found the slow ebb and flow rhythm of his pulse and breath, and I latched onto it. Once I had that in my grasp, I focused on locating his pulse, and then it was just a matter of keeping them going along with every hostage I’d already locked onto. 
 
    Once I had him locked in my magical centipede legs, I attacked again. My intention was to catch him off guard in the middle of his gloating, but he still managed to block my slashing attack. 
 
    The clang of our swords was sharp in my ears, and Koschei’s face hardened with renewed anger. He gritted his teeth at me as he lunged and swept his sword in a wide attack that threatened to slice a large chunk out of my upper arm. 
 
    “Uh!” I grunted as I hurled myself to the side and out of the way just in time. 
 
    The rush of wind from Koschei’s attack whizzed in my ear, and I realized how close I’d come to a serious injury. He was good, and he was ferocious in his fighting style. 
 
    It pushed me to fight harder, and my focus on the hostages faded into a background process. Somehow, my magic held onto them like it naturally knew what to do without me commanding it, and I turned the extra brain space to the fight. 
 
    Koschei feinted to the right before he stabbed straight through toward my chest. I yanked my arm wide as I curved my spine in the opposite direction to evade the attack, but I wasn’t quite fast enough. 
 
    A screaming stinging pain shot up and down my left arm like lightning, and I blocked Koschei’s follow-up attack with my sword hand. 
 
    “Michael!” Nyxx gasped, and her tone was angry and worried all mixed into one emotional shout. 
 
    I motioned for her to hold her ground with the last three fingers of my sword hand, and I tested the strength and range of motion in my left. A quick glance down revealed a long gash in the fabric of my shirt sleeve. I could still lift my entire arm, bend my elbow, and curl my fingers into a fist, so I knew the injury wasn’t deep enough to have severed any ligaments or tendons. But the pain was nearly blinding, and I could feel blood dribbling down my arm and off the ends of my fingertips. 
 
    This had to end, and quickly. 
 
    I let the floodgates of my rage open just a touch so the blood-boiling anger could fuel me, and I attacked with an animalistic brutality that would have frightened me a year ago. 
 
    I swept my sword left and right, and I angled my attack around the defensive blocks of my enemy. Our blades smashed together, and I only barely registered the vibrations of the impacts in my uninjured arm. My ears were filled with the rush of my pulse, and all other sounds seemed to be muffled by the pounding of blood through my head. 
 
    My focus zeroed in like a laser, and I forced Koschei backward. 
 
    His eyes went wide with shock, and he retreated around the room as he blocked each of my attacks. I had him on the run now, but I needed to get the upper hand. We couldn’t fight forever, and I had to beat him to the point of victory. 
 
    Sweat started to drip down Koschei’s temples, and there was a spark of what almost looked like fear in his muddy brown eyes. 
 
    Then I spotted something that could be just the extra leverage I would need to end this. I’d managed to steer the asshole around the room with my aggressive attacks, and now he stood with his back to the dead fae and barely alive werewolf. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, and just as I was about to force him further back, Koschei switched it up. 
 
    He crouched low, and flung his free hand around in a weird motion like a baseball pitcher throwing a curveball. A blinding ball of yellow light exploded out of his hand, and it came hurtling at me like a bullet. 
 
    The next few seconds happened in a shocking blur of instinctive movement, and I hardly remember making any decisions. My body and brain just reacted in an effort to preserve my own life. 
 
    I threw up both of my hands in a reflexive gesture, and I angled my sword to catch the ball of magical light. My brain exploded with energy, and a horrifying familiar presence suddenly flooded through my gray matter. Poppy’s sparkling silver shield exploded in front of me like an electrical power station overloading and shooting sparks in every direction. 
 
    The entire room lit up like it was the middle of the day, and Koschei raised an arm to cover his eyes from the intense light. 
 
    Panic clamped on every one of my nerves, and I had to shove the idea of Poppy walking around in the enemy’s fortress away. 
 
    She couldn’t be here right now. No way would she have put herself in that position. 
 
    There was no way I could make any sense of how else I would have been able to use her shield, but the very thought of her being anywhere within a fifty-mile radius of this place sent me into sheer panic. 
 
    I glanced around quickly to make sure Poppy wasn’t standing right there in the room with us. Her presence felt so close in my mind, I had to reassure myself, but all I could see was my shadow nymph guards as three of them pierced their shadow blades through the last of Koschei’s pharaohs. The carpet would’ve been drenched in paranormal blood had they been using any other blades, but luckily, most of my enemy’s guards had been taken out by my shadow nymphs. Now, bloody or not, they were all corpses on the floor. 
 
    The lack of Poppy’s iridescent wings in the room flooded me with relief, and I looked back just in time to block another blinding energy ball from Koschei’s hands. 
 
    “Yaaaa!” Koschei roared with anger, and he flung a barrage of energy balls at me. “How! Why! This is impossible!” 
 
    I gripped the silvery shield with my mind, and I advanced with my sword as Koschei continued to try and break the sparkling energy field down with his magical attacks. 
 
    His shock was so great that he seemed to forget about his sword, and I wondered how often he’d relied solely on his magic to fight with. Firo had made sure my training was well rounded and that I could fight with whatever tools were at my disposal. He’d always reminded me not to grow complacent with any of my skills, and that was apparently exactly what Koschei had done. 
 
    I lunged forward sharply, and I slammed the edge of my blade into Koschei’s sword as I blocked another rapid series of energy balls with my silvery shield. 
 
    “Aahh!” Koschei gasped with utter disbelief as his sword clattered to the ground. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I watched as one of my shadow nymph guards rushed forward out of the darkness and scooped the sword up off the ground. 
 
    Koschei tried another series of energy balls, but they all burst harmlessly against Poppy’s silvery shield. 
 
    I pushed him further back, and he tripped over the bone-thin legs of the dead fae. He landed hard on his ass, and I aimed the point of my sword directly at the base of his throat. 
 
    “Enough!” I commanded in a deathly cold voice. “You are done.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Koschei snarled, and he actually spit on the ground. “Kill me?” 
 
    As if to illustrate the power he still wielded, he snapped the fragile lifeline of the balding werewolf, and the poor paranormal dropped to the ground beside the dead fae. 
 
    My nostrils flared as I took a deep breath, and I reeled my anger and rage back into control. I took a moment to solidify each and every lifeline within my grasp. I felt overwhelmed by the continued effort it was taking, so I focused on all of the stronger tethers. I was determined to save as many as I could, but if any had to be lost, it would be the ones that looked brittle and fragile like the werewolf’s. Even in the chaos of the moment, I could see there was a mercy in it. 
 
    “You can’t kill me,” Koschei said, but there was an almost imperceptible tremor of doubt in his voice. “Your precious paranormals will all die with me!” 
 
    I gripped harder on the lifeline I’d created around Koschei himself, and I strangled his breath just enough to make it clear his life was now in my hands. 
 
    His eyes went wide, and his hands clenched on the thick carpet underneath him as his face turned red like he couldn’t quite get enough air. His bravado was gone, and I could see fear in his expression for the first time. 
 
    Then I crouched down low in front of Koschei’s mustached face, and I kept my sword tip right at the base of his throat as I spoke. 
 
    “No,” I growled, and it was the most menacing voice I’d ever heard in my life. “You’ll wish I had killed you.” 
 
    I stood tall over this ancient bastard, and I gave him one more disgusted look. 
 
    “Nyxx,” I said her name like an order, and my guards followed it without question. 
 
    Nyxx and the rest of my shadow nymph team rushed in, and they surrounded Koschei on all sides. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo hurried forward, and he put a supportive arm around my back. “You’re injured.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I said, and my voice was suddenly exhausted. 
 
    “You can’t do this to me!” Koschei’s voice was filled with rage. 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Firo growled with exasperation, and he threw a hard right hook directly into Koschei’s face. 
 
    The ancient witch was knocked immediately unconscious, and he slumped hard onto the floor. 
 
    All the grabby fibers of his centipede legs went just a little bit slack, and I decided to test if I could pry him off. I chose one of the strongest looking tethers, and I carefully peeled the little feelers away from the end of the lifeline closest to Koschei and me. They slowly peeled off like the climbing vines of English Ivy from a tree it had tried to strangle. Just the tiniest bit of the tether tore away with Koschei’s grabby fibers, and I immediately stopped. 
 
    I didn’t want to damage the lifeline at all. We would figure out another way to free the survivors from his grasp. 
 
    “My apologies, your majesty,” Firo said as he straightened his jacket. 
 
    “No,” I chuckled. “His voice was fucking annoying.” 
 
    My lungs involuntarily sucked in a harsh gasp as the full weight of the hostages suddenly took over my entire mind. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered, and I clung to Firo’s arm for support. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said with worry thick in his voice. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m– yeah…” I breathed. 
 
    It took me a moment to adjust to the immense weight of the hostages, and then I opened my eyes and nodded at my companions. 
 
    “I’m okay,” I assured them. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The shadow nymphs had locked Koschei’s hands and ankles in some kind of magic-dampening restraints, and it took six of them to haul him out of the castle. Nyxx led us down a much more direct route this time, and we passed several servants along the way. The shadow nymph guards who weren’t carrying Koschei walked with a readiness to fight off any of his servants who might try to attack us or free him from our control. 
 
    But they all watched with shock and relief as we marched out the front doors of the castle. 
 
    La and another haljita hurried forward, and they quickly put Koschei’s muscles into a deep sedation that would hold a lot longer than Firo’s punch. 
 
    “He will effectively be paralyzed,” La explained. “But his mind will wake…” 
 
    “I can sense his grip on all the hosta– the survivors,” I corrected myself mid-sentence. They weren’t hostages anymore. “Even now, with the magic-dampening restraints… he still has a hold on them. I tried to peel him off, but it damaged the lifeline a little when I did it.” 
 
    “For now, they are safe enough,” La assured me. “We will need him to be near our survivors so we can analyze this connection to find a way to disentangle them.” 
 
    “There’s a dungeon,” one of my shadow nymphs offered. “We could lock him up in there.” 
 
    “That’ll work.” I nodded. “Make sure those magic-dampening cuffs are on him at all times. We can’t risk him having enough power to escape.” 
 
    “And, my apologies, your majesty,” La continued, “but we will need you close by as well to keep them alive and protected from Koschei.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until they’re safe,” I said. 
 
    “We have all the weakest villagers sedated, your majesty,” La informed me with a nod. “Some of them are well enough to sustain on their own, and we will help you identify them to see if we can release them.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “What about the others?” 
 
    “Ti and I agree…” La said. “Many of them are not strong enough to move yet. We believe the best place to begin their recovery is right here. They are far too weak to survive the journey.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a slow nod. 
 
    I looked around the village. The square was filled with the selkies, shadow nymphs, haljita, and the stronger survivors who weren’t magically sedated for their own good. The survivors seemed to be of a variety of paranormal species. I spotted a few merfolk, some Vodyanoy, sirens, sea nymphs, fae, and witches. There were also some werewolves, and a few others whose species I didn’t immediately recognize in my exhausted state. 
 
    “As King of the Eternal Realm,” I announced in a loud voice for all to hear. “I hereby claim this fortress and this island for the crown. Koschei no longer has any right or claim to this land or these people. He has been found guilty of treason against the crown and against all the paranormals of the Eternal Realm. He will serve out a life sentence of imprisonment with no possibility of release. He will live out his years in isolation and confinement. He will die alone.” 
 
    The survivors of the castle fortress and village nearly collapsed with relief. There wasn’t a single cheer among the crowd, but the night was filled with the tears and gasps of freedom after a long torturous event. They were too relieved to be happy right now, and I didn’t fault them in the slightest for the lack of fanfare. 
 
    “You are all free,” I continued. “And the haljita and I will provide you with whatever care and support you need. We will do everything we can to bring you peace and safety in your lives.” 
 
    That statement did bring about a weak round of applause, and my heart ached for these paranormals. I couldn’t help but wonder why all these people were here in the first place. 
 
    None of them seemed upset that Koschei was defeated, so I had to assume they weren’t his supporters. So why had he collected them all? I figured at least some of them had been servants to do his bidding, make meals, do the cleaning, and daily shit like that, but what about the others? 
 
    Maybe they had information about him that he couldn’t risk getting out. Maybe he kept them around to stroke his disgusting ego. Fuck, maybe he just liked having an audience. 
 
    “La will assess each of you more thoroughly,” I went on. “I have taken over the sustainment of your survival from Koschei, and as soon as you are well enough to survive without that evil, I will try to release you from his and my hold. La assures me many of you are ready for that now…” 
 
    My mind started to feel like the frozen surface of a lake that had a little too much weight on it. The ice was breaking. I could hear the crunch of the weight pressing down on me, and I feared I would succumb to the darkness. 
 
    My knees trembled, and I worried my brain would shatter. 
 
    But then the same powerful, radiating energy that had flowed through the stones suddenly rose in my mind. It shone bright and empowering like Gandalf riding over the hills to Helm’s Deep with the sunrise at his back. 
 
    The sudden shock of the power fueled me, and I gasped at how relieved I felt as the weight of everything was instantly easy to bear. 
 
    “What the fuck?” My mind reeled with questions.
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 Chapter 18 
 
    My eyes searched for the power source of their own free will, and like gravity, I found myself staring at the small, run-down house at the edge of the village. 
 
    Before I could investigate the source of the power any further, Sveta’s bony hands grabbed around my wrist, and she lifted my arm into the air. I’d nearly forgotten about the sword wound on the inside of my bicep, but as she lifted my arm, pain screamed along my nerves again. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed with pain, and bright lights flashed behind my eyes. 
 
    “This needs attention, king,” Sveta said, and she pulled a small folding knife from one of her pockets. 
 
    Without even asking for permission, the old witch efficiently sliced through every layer of fabric at my shoulder and bared my entire arm to the cold air. 
 
    I took a moment to inspect the wound, and it was fairly gruesome. It was by far the worst injury I’d ever sustained in my life, and I swallowed against a wave of nausea as I looked at the open tissue of skin and muscle. 
 
    “Uugh,” I groaned quietly. 
 
    “Hush, king,” Sveta snapped. “I fix.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I grumbled. 
 
    Sveta tossed the ruined sleeves of my clothes over her shoulder, and Firo easily snatched them out of the air. Then the old witch dug in her pockets for a moment before she pulled out a small glass jar filled with some kind of greenish-yellow wax. It smelled strongly of herbs and dust when Sveta opened it, and she scooped almost a whole handful onto her fingers. 
 
    “This sting for moment,” Sveta said as she crammed it into the wound. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck!” I screamed with the sudden onslaught of pain, and a bolt of agony spiked up and down my arm, into my skull, and all down my spine. 
 
    “Do not be baby, king,” Sveta chided. “It heals already.” 
 
    I started to argue with her, but before I could even form a single syllable, the pain vanished. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I sighed with intense relief. 
 
    “Da, see?” Sveta gave me a smug look as she twisted the lid back onto the glass jar. 
 
    I inspected the wound as she rummaged in her pockets again, and I stared with absolute shock as the wound quietly knitted itself together into a shallow line that looked more like a scratch than a massive sword wound. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    “Da,” Sveta agreed with a chuckle. 
 
    The old witch wrapped some clean white bandages around my upper arm, and I was amazed at the fact that it didn’t hurt even in the slightest. 
 
    “That stuff is incredible,” I murmured. 
 
    “There vill be scar,” Sveta said with an expression that bordered on regret. “But no lingering damage to nerves or tissue.” 
 
    “I’m okay with a scar,” I chuckled. “A badass king needs a few good scars, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Nyxx sighed. 
 
    The sexy shadow nymph had stood silently by my side as the old witch had tended to my injury, but her voice was thick with relief now. 
 
    A moment later, Zeek led the freed fae, Lorenzo, over to greet me. Firo placed a supportive hand on Sveta’s arm, and she stared at her long-lost friend with tears in her steely gray eyes. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Lorenzo said in an Italian accent, and his voice was weak as he dropped to his knees. 
 
    The old fae’s bony shoulders shuddered as he sobbed silently at my feet, and I knelt down to lay a comforting hand on the back of his head. Sveta edged cautiously forward, and I nodded encouragingly at the old witch. 
 
    “Lorenzo?” Sveta said, and she reached out to touch the old fae’s arm. 
 
    “Sveta?” Lorenzo said before he even looked up. 
 
    I stepped back to allow the two a moment to say hello, and they shared a cautious and brief hug before Lorenzo turned to me again with a pleading look in his light-blue eyes. 
 
    “Your majesty, please forgive me,” Lorenzo begged. He tried to drop back to his knees, but Sveta locked her thin arms under his and forced him to remain on his feet. “I did not wish to hide this place. That monster, that Koschei, he is the devil! He imprisoned me… he chained me in place, and he forced me– H– he… f-f-f…” 
 
    Lorenzo’s wrinkled face quivered with fear and shame, and he shook his head like he couldn’t make the words leave his mouth. Tears streamed down his face and dripped onto the rough material of his tunic. His chest heaved in shuddering gasps like he was having a panic attack, and one of the lifelines in my mental grasp vibrated like a plucked bowstring. 
 
    And the lifeline was pretty similar to all the others in my grasp. Until that moment, I’d had lingering questions about the power source coming from Lorenzo. It had seemed like a logical possibility, but now that he stood before me, I could tell the radiating, nuclear power plant-sized energy wasn’t coming from the old fae. 
 
    I waved for one of the haljita to come over, and they applied a gentle, calming sedation over Lorenzo. It wasn’t enough to put him out like the others, but it soothed his trauma enough to allow him to breathe steadily. Once he was in control of himself again, he tried to apologize once more. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, your majesty,” Lorenzo muttered dejectedly. “I wanted no part of this.” 
 
    “I know,” I said in a comforting tone, and I touched his upper arm. “I know you didn’t. Koschei has been taken into the custody of my security team. He can’t hurt anyone anymore, and he will pay for his crimes.” 
 
    “Oohh,” Lorenzo breathed out in a rush of relief as more tears slid silently down his wrinkled cheeks. 
 
    “You’re not in any trouble, Lorenzo,” I assured him. “You’re a victim of Koschei’s evilness… well, you were, but now, I want you to think of yourself as a survivor. You will overcome this.” 
 
    Lorenzo’s blue eyes swam with unshed tears, and I knew I had to look like a blur of colors to him. 
 
    “Sveta assures me you’re a fighter,” I said with a supportive half-grin. “You’re going to need that strength now. The haljita and my staff will do everything they can to help you heal and grow stronger, but ultimately your survival will be handed back to you very soon.” 
 
    “That sounds quite good, your majesty,” Lorenzo said, and he swallowed hard against the emotion in his voice. 
 
    “La, take special care of this one,” I instructed. 
 
    “Of course, King Michael,” La agreed, and they nodded their shapeless head. 
 
    “May I go vith him, king?” Sveta asked as La led Lorenzo away. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Sveta,” I said. “I may still need you before the night is over.” 
 
    “Da,” Sveta said in a respectful tone. 
 
    The old witch turned to murmur something to Lorenzo, and then La and the ancient fae walked away back toward the castle. 
 
    I instructed one of my shadow nymphs to act as a coordinator with La to begin the process of transforming the castle and village into a temporary infirmary for all the survivors on the island. I set Nyxx and Firo on the task of overseeing that everything was organized and running smoothly, and they quickly arranged several teams for the various tasks that needed to be done. 
 
    We would have to set up a lot of long-term contractors for this island to make sure everything was sorted, but the teams I had here could begin the process. It also looked like some of the stronger villagers were already volunteering, and I figured it would be therapeutic for them to do something useful instead of wandering aimlessly around the island. 
 
    Once that was sorted, I sighed, and I took a quick reassessment of my surroundings. A deep blue haljita waited patiently nearby, and they waved a shifting arm to gain my attention. 
 
    “Yes.” I nodded and waved them forward. 
 
    “Your majesty, I am Ro,” the haljita said. “La has requested I assist you in identifying the strongest villagers to attempt to release them from your magical grasp.” 
 
    “Oh, good, thank you, Ro,” I said with a brisk nod. 
 
    “Would you like to attend to this now?” Ro asked. 
 
    “No better time than now, I suppose,” I said. 
 
    It would be nice to take a bit of the mental burden off my shoulders, and I knew the stronger villagers were probably eager to be freed from the threat of Koschei’s power. 
 
    Ro nodded their head as it shifted from a long oval shape to a more rounded shape, and they began to point out several of the villagers. We walked around the village square slowly as Ro identified the villagers they had identified as being strong enough to survive on their own. 
 
    The first survivor to be freed was a middle-aged werewolf with thick black curls in a ponytail. She had kind brown eyes, and she wore a simple peasant dress in the same deep red wool as the rest of the villagers. 
 
    “Your majesty.” She dipped in an awkward curtsy before me like she’d never done it before. “Thank you for saving us.” 
 
    She spoke with an accent I couldn’t quite place. It sounded close to Sveta’s Russian accent, but there were some differences that made me think perhaps she was from the Ukraine or another nearby region. 
 
    “It’s an honor,” I assured her. 
 
    Her lifeline was one of the thick and sturdy-looking tethers, and it was easy to locate in the bundle with her standing so close to me. I carefully plucked it away from the group and attempted to pry Koschei’s grabby fibers off. 
 
    She hissed with pain as I gently tore the first grabby bit away, and I saw that it created an abrasion on her tether like a tiny rugburn. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked with concern. 
 
    “Mmm.” The werewolf pressed her lips into a thin line of discomfort, but she nodded for me to continue. 
 
    I returned my focus to her lifeline, and I attempted coming at it with a more precise touch. I inspected the grabby fibers, and it looked like each little bit had a thousand tiny hairs connecting it to her lifeline. 
 
    I tried to pry each individual tiny hair away, but it was tedious work. It took me a solid minute to pry just three free from the werewolf’s lifeline without causing any damage. Unfortunately that wasn’t a sustainable method for releasing the hostages. 
 
    I sighed with frustration as I took a mental step back to look at the situation from another angle. I traced the paranormal’s lifeline away from her and back toward where Koschei lay guarded by two dozen shadow nymphs. That’s when I spotted the place where Koschei’s centipede legs first connected with the werewolf’s lifeline, and I had a sudden burst of inspiration. 
 
    What if I cut Koschei’s grasp on her at the root like a strangling vine around the base of a tree? 
 
    I’d spent a few summers in high school doing yardwork with Robin. We’d discovered the best way to kill invasive climbing plants without damaging the victim was to cut them at the base and let the vine slowly die away. It usually took a few weeks, but eventually the dead vines had just fallen right off the tree we’d been trying to save. 
 
    It killed the vine, which in this case was Koschei, but I was pretty certain cutting the centipede legs wouldn’t kill him as quickly as the vines died. Besides, I could just keep him alive anyway. 
 
    I smirked at the thought. 
 
    I figured it was worth a shot, but I wanted to make sure the werewolf woman was okay with it before I attempted this, so I opened my eyes and looked at her. 
 
    “I want to try something different,” I said. “If it’s okay with you, I want to cut Koschei’s hold on you at the base?” 
 
    The werewolf stared at me with confusion in her eyes, but after a moment she nodded bravely. 
 
    “Okay,” I breathed, and I closed my eyes again to focus back on the magic. 
 
    I traced her lifeline back to the end, and I hesitated for just a second before I located Nyxx’s mind and connected to her magic. I’d never used a shadow blade inside the magic aura realm like this before, but it seemed like the best weapon for the task. I imagined the shadow blade extending from the end of one of my centipede legs, and there was a bit of shimmer in my mind. 
 
    I took a steadying breath before I sliced the shadow blade through Koschei’s centipede leg a few feet before it connected with the werewolf’s lifeline. 
 
    Koschei’s spindly leg of magical grabby fibers shriveled and blackened, and it snapped like a dried out rubber band. The half on Koschei’s side retreated like a wounded tentacle back toward the Russian asshole, and the side that was still connected to the werewolf shriveled slowly. 
 
    “Ah!” the werewolf gasped. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    I maintained my hold on her like a safety rope for a mountain climber. I was prepared to catch her if she began to slip, but she opened her eyes, and they looked brighter. 
 
    “Yes,” the woman breathed. “Thank you.” 
 
    I sagged with relief, and I slowly released her from my own tether. The werewolf’s shoulders eased as the tension and fear slipped out of her entire body, and she looked so much freer. 
 
    “Praise the king,” the woman murmured, and she bent in a low bow. 
 
    I nodded, and Ro and I moved onto the next survivor. We freed and released almost half the villagers from Koschei’s and my hold over the next hour, and I was pleased to find so many of them had been cleared to live on their own. 
 
    The entire time the radiating energy continued to flow into me from somewhere like a hundred thousand batteries hooked into the base of my brainstem. It powered me better than a week of deep sleep or a hundred cups of coffee could have, and I worried I would become addicted to it if I wasn’t careful. 
 
    After Ro showed me the last villager to be released, I felt like I’d set down a hundred pounds from my shoulders. I still had about two hundred survivors’ lifelines locked in my grasp, but the strain was much less than it had been. 
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if I would have been able to hold onto them so long without the renewing power flowing from someone here in the village. I kept looking around like the source of the energy would just pop out from behind a bush and shout, “Here I am!” 
 
    But there were no flashing neon signs or any people waving their arms around to get my attention. I decided I would try to follow the power source instead, since it didn’t seem to want to reveal itself. We weren’t rushing to leave the island at the moment, so I knew I had the time to try and trace the power to its source. 
 
    I wasn’t doing much else at the moment, and my teams were handling everything fairly well on their own, so I started to try and find a spot where the intense energy originated. I scanned the village as I revolved in a slow circle, and my eyes kept returning to that run-down hovel at the corner of the village. I shook my head with confusion, and I focused on the rickety-looking door. 
 
    Six shadow nymphs stood on guard at the little house’s door, and I wondered why they were paying it so much attention. Clearly my scouts and guards had found something important there, but it didn’t seem to be an urgent situation, or one of them would have reported to me already. 
 
    As I stared at the small house, it started to come into a new focus like one of those magic eye illusions my sister Sam had loved so much when we were kids. The aura of magical energy started to radiate off the house in a visual way, like my eyes had figured out how to see it in addition to feeling it. 
 
    “What the fuck…” I whispered to myself, and I took a half-step in the direction of the house. 
 
    I paused again, and I waited like the small house would suddenly reveal its secrets to me. 
 
    Then a light-green haljita stepped out of the house, and they were followed by a woman.  
 
    She had dirty-blonde hair that hung in thick tangles down her too-thin frame. Her feet were covered in thin leather shoes of some kind, and there was a hole in one of them that showed the edges of her toes. Her brown peasant dress was filthy around the hem, and it hung off her body in a way that made it clear the garment was several sizes too big for her. 
 
    She was thin, but not in a sick, emaciated way that many of the other villagers were. It was more like model-thin, the kind of fashion models I remembered being popular in the late nineties, the ones who made their name by living on lettuce and cocaine, and I wanted to give the blonde woman a double bacon cheeseburger to fill out her frame to the womanly shape she should have been. 
 
    The radiating power was rolling off her like a mist off the ocean, and it pulled at me like a black hole. 
 
    She crossed her arms over her small chest, and she gazed around the village with a solemn expression. Her blonde eyebrows knitted together slowly as she gazed around, and when our eyes met, she looked suddenly uncomfortable. 
 
    I realized I was staring intensely at her with my mouth slightly open, so I closed my lips and tried to look away. But my eyes wouldn’t break away from hers. 
 
    I was mesmerized by their color. They were an intense golden color, and the air seemed to crackle with electricity between us. I tried again, and failed, to tear my eyes away from the thin woman, and it was only when she looked away that the spell seemed to break. 
 
    I looked around for my nearest shadow nymph guard, and I motioned for him to come over. 
 
    “Your majesty?” the guard asked. 
 
    “Who is that?” I asked as I continued to stare at the woman. 
 
    My shadow nymph guard followed my gaze and shook his head. 
 
    “We’re unsure, your majesty,” he replied. “The villagers say she has been here a very long time, but they know very little about her. She keeps to herself, and no one seems willing to interact with her.” 
 
    I quickly checked for a tether tied to the strange woman, but there wasn’t one. The only thing I could sense from her was the immense magical power rolling off in waves. 
 
    “Is she dangerous?” I asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like she is,” my shadow nymph said. “She’s been compliant. She didn’t stop us from searching her home, but she hasn’t said a word to us. She seems… confused.” 
 
    The light-green haljita came over, and I hoped I would get a bit more information now. 
 
    “Your majesty,” the haljita said. 
 
    “What’s the deal with that woman?” I asked. 
 
    “She is not connected to Koschei, King Michael,” the haljita replied. 
 
    “Is she dangerous?” I asked again. 
 
    “There is no darkness in her mind,” the haljita replied. “No evil or hatred that we can find. She appears to be no threat, your majesty.” 
 
    The blonde woman looked up at me again, and this time she narrowed her golden eyes with curiosity. She seemed to study me in turn as I was studying her, and I had to lock my muscles in place to keep from walking right over to her. 
 
    A moment later, Nyxx hurried over in her shadow form, and her arms were filled with stacks of papers, dark green folders, and some leather-bound ledger books that made me think she’d found something very important. 
 
    That theory was only confirmed in my mind when I spotted Firo and Sveta hurrying up behind my sexy shadow nymph. Maybe there was some information about this woman. 
 
    “Michael,” Nyxx gasped. “You have to see what we’ve found.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Records, so many records,” Nyxx said with amazement. “And ledgers, and manifestos? Koschei kept a shockingly detailed written account of everything!” 
 
    “Here,” Firo said, and he pointed to a large boulder that was fairly flat on the top. 
 
    We walked over, and Nyxx spilled her items out on the boulder like a table. She quickly organized a few things before she pulled open one of the dark green folders. 
 
    The first page had a black-and-white photo of a woman with long light hair, and the rest of the page was filled out like a police report. There were details like the woman’s name, the fact that she was a fae, her specific skills and magical traits, and a detailed description of what Koschei thought of her. It was all written out in bold handwriting, and tiny drip spots told me it was written with a vintage-style fountain pen. 
 
    I flipped through a few pages written in both Russian and English, and I found at least a dozen more similar profiles of faes, witches, merfolk, and one man with a little goatee who was labeled as a jinn. The last page showed a picture of Lorenzo, and his profile was just as detailed as the others. The words “powerful glamour” were circled in red. 
 
    My eyes were so focused on the pages in front of me, I didn’t register Sveta’s reaction until she started to growl with rage. 
 
    “Yebanyy mudak!” Sveta spat on the ground. “Nastoyashchiy monstr!” 
 
    “What, Sveta?” I asked as I studied the old witch’s angry expression. “What is it?” 
 
    “These other teachers from netvork!” Sveta growled. “I no speak vith them in many years.” 
 
    We flipped through the pages a little more carefully, and I noticed several of them had dates marked at the bottom of the page in red. The first dates in the series ranged from anywhere in the last thousand years, and the profiles who had second dates were all from the last few decades. 
 
    I turned back to Lorenzo’s page to compare the format of the dates. There was only a start date on his page. 
 
    “These are death dates,” I theorized, and I tapped on the second date of the profile of one witch. “I’d bet my favorite crown on it.” 
 
    I shook my head as I tried to wrap my mind around what it meant. 
 
    Sveta had explained about the ancient network of teachers, and the idea alone of ancient magic was worrisome enough when it was in the hands of good-intentioned people like the old witch and Lorenzo. But if that magic had fallen into the hands of Koschei, or someone like him, it was nightmare fuel to say the least. 
 
    I had to assume Koschei wasn’t the only ancient paranormal with evil in his heart, and I knew we had to follow this all the way to its end. No matter where that led us. 
 
    “There’s more, your majesty,” Nyxx said, and she handed me a leather book. “Read the marked page.” 
 
    A black satin ribbon marked a page about two-thirds of the way through the book, and I opened it to find more of the bold handwriting. But it was all in Russian, and I couldn’t read any of it. 
 
    “I can’t read this,” I said. “It’s all in Russian.” 
 
    “Here,” Firo said, and he held out his hand for the journal. 
 
    I passed the journal to the dragon-man, and I locked my fingers together in a reflexive movement. 
 
    “My goddess,” Firo sighed as he scanned the page, and then he began to read excerpts out loud to us. “These ledgers mention Rhaiden, Crane, Vagin… Lady Rain… damn…” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “He mentions you by your given human name, your majesty,” Firo said. “He goes on to mock the inherent freedom of all paranormal life… ‘These pitiful kings will be their own ruin… How little they understand of true immortality…’ It goes on and on like this, your majesty.” 
 
    “He sounds insane,” Nyxx muttered. 
 
    “Why does that not surprise me?” I grumbled, and I rubbed at my temples. “What does he say about Rhaiden and Crane?” 
 
    “Nothing positive, your majesty,” Firo answered. “He calls them pathetic weaklings and pathetic idiots. ‘They lack the foresight to understand my true plan and what I will build for this world.’ Then he goes on to say helping them had been something to pass the slow ache of time. Goddess, what an unbelievable bastard.” 
 
    “Quite the ego,” Sveta droned. 
 
    “‘Their pathetic schemes are nothing more than a vehicle to assess the political climate I now face,’” Firo continued. “‘If, and a mighty if it is, they manage to kill this new boy king, that will merely be a tiny bonus. The smallest of feathers in their caps.’” 
 
    “Koschei didn’t have much faith in his friends,” Nyxx said, and her voice dripped with derision. 
 
    Firo flipped a few more pages, and I started to realize the full extent of what a person like Koschei may have built over the untold centuries of his life. 
 
    “‘The Goddess herself is no better,’” Firo added in a shocked tone. “‘What a foolish thing, to think she could create life and then control it.’ He… he seems to think the Goddess should have left life to sort itself out, so that the powerful beings like himself would naturally rise to the top to rule. ‘A king chosen by lottery. It’s a mockery to the strongest among us that we should be ruled by those who are lesser than us.’” 
 
    “So Koschei wants a system where the most powerful rule?” Nyxx asked. “Whether they have others’ best interests at heart or not?” 
 
    “It appears that way.” Firo nodded. 
 
    “It’s called Kraterocracy,” I said, and I shook my head because the only reason I knew that was from Star Trek. 
 
    “Disgusting,” Sveta growled. 
 
    “We need to get on this immediately,” I said, and I looked between Nyxx and Firo. “Nyxx, organize a team to look into these teachers. Sveta, will you help us?” 
 
    “Da.” Sveta nodded. “Of course, king.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I looked back at Nyxx. “Coordinate with Rune, he’s got all the information we’ve gathered so far. See what lines up and where the connections are, and confirm that these paranormals with the beginning and end dates are in fact deceased.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Nyxx said, and her tone was all business. 
 
    I sighed as I looked over all the pages spread out before us. 
 
    “He could have disciples out there,” I said, and a shiver ran down my spine like I’d spoken it into being. “We need to find out if there are others who will try to carry on Koschei’s ways now that we’ve got him.” 
 
    “Shit,” the shadow nymph guard who’d stood silently nearby muttered, and he looked up at me with an apologetic shrug. “Pardon, your majesty.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured him, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from scanning back over to the thin blonde woman at the edge of the village. 
 
    She stood patiently and unbothered by the line of shadow nymph guards who were clearly keeping her exactly where she was. There was an open curiosity in her expression, and it reminded me of Luna Lovegood’s daydreamy personality. 
 
    “The magic come from her, king,” Sveta said. 
 
    “I know.” I looked at the old witch. 
 
    Sveta and I shared a heavy look, and I knew she was as curious and wary of the woman’s presence as I was. 
 
    “I need to speak with her,” I said, and my eyebrows furrowed with concentration as I tried to pull the secrets from the woman. “She could be the key to all of this.” 
 
    “Or she could be a threat,” Firo pointed out. “Nyxx–” 
 
    “I am coming with you,” Nyxx finished. Her voice was hard, and there was no room for debate as she turned and gestured for a nearby group of shadow nymphs. 
 
    Five shadow nymph guards hurried over at Nyxx’s direction, and they gathered around me without question. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I assured my head of security. “Sveta, can you read her aura at all? Do you sense any evil about her?” 
 
    “Nyet.” Sveta shook her head. “Her aura is very complex… I cannot understand this, but there is no darkness here that I can sense.” 
 
    I nodded and gestured for the team of shadow nymphs to follow me. 
 
    “Watch for any threats,” Nyxx instructed the team of shadow nymphs as we began walking toward the blonde woman. 
 
    As we moved closer, I could feel her mind more and more. She was shockingly open to me, and I didn’t even really have to try to connect with her. 
 
    There was a daydreamy haze about her mind, and it felt like a lavender haze all around me. There wasn’t a single speck of evilness or darkness about the woman, and her warm glowing aura reminded me of the goddess and her representative on Earth, Lady Ellia. 
 
    The blonde woman was all warmth and light and strength, but I kept my wits about me just in case. I couldn’t risk being lulled into a false sense of security by her aura or her gorgeous features. 
 
    And she was gorgeous. 
 
    Her bone structure was fierce, and I longed to give her a month’s worth of calorie-rich meals to fill her out a little more. Her eyes were golden like a field of daisies in the bright orange light of early sunset, and her nose had the cutest little upward point at the end. She brushed a dirty and tangled lock of blonde hair behind her ear to reveal it was slightly pointed at the tip. Her lips were supple, and the top one was just as full as the bottom one. 
 
    She looked oddly unconcerned as we approached her, and she twisted a long lock of blonde hair around her fingers. The power continued to pour off of her like an overflowing sink, and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed it before. Her power was so similar in its warmth and brightness to the goddess and Lady Ellia, and I couldn’t fathom why. 
 
    The power flowed off her, and it continued to make my connections with all the remaining lifelines as easy as breathing the closer I got to her. There was no room for doubt anymore, this woman was the source of all the magic in the stones. She was how Koschei had forced Lorenzo’s magic to power the glamour, and she was what helped me bear the weight of so many lives. 
 
    I stopped about four feet away from the beautiful woman, and I realized there were flecks of green in her golden irises. 
 
    “I’m King Michael,” I said. “I’ve come to release these people from the stranglehold of Koschei.” 
 
    The woman tilted her head to the side like I was some oddity at a museum she was interested in. 
 
    “Are you one of the teachers Koschei captured?” I asked. “Like Lorenzo, the fae who created the glamour of the island?” 
 
    The woman stared at me with a strangely open face, and I felt like I could have read every one of her secrets if I just gazed into her golden eyes long enough. Finally, when she spoke, her voice was dreamy and faraway, and she spoke with a pleasant and light Irish accent. 
 
    “I am the one whose power he needed like fuel for his evil ways,” the woman murmured. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 6

  

 
   
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Abby: Human Samantha Ayer’s partner. Brown hair. Brown Eyes. Runs a dance school for kids. 
 
    Achilles: Fae The famed Achilles of Greek Legend. 2000 years old. Long gray hair and beard. Pale blue eyes. Translucent wings.  
 
    Alexander: Gorgon Deceased. Leader of the Machités gia tin Elefthería. White-and-red snakes. Gray eyes. Possessed the power to turn creatures to stone. 
 
    Airric: Merfolk Citizen of Neirnan, brother of Pearl. Gray-blue hair. Dark blue eyes. Green scales, fins, and tail. 
 
    Amy Ayers: Human Michael’s mother. Brown hair. Hazel eyes. Dentist. 
 
    Artemis: High fae Convenience store clerk. Neon green hair. Vine tattoos. No wings. 
 
    Bambi: Half-fawn fae, half-high fae Flight attendant on Michael’s private jet. Brown hair. Green eyes. Pointed ears. White freckles. Black deer nose and tail. 
 
    Birch: High fae Valet triplet. Bright green hair. Brown eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Buckley: Witch Butler and groundskeeper of Kiska House. Silver hair. Blue eyes. 
 
    Calliope:  High fae Lord River’s daughter. Light-brown hair. Green eyes. No wings. 
 
    Captain Ross: Witch Captain of Michael’s yacht, the Majestic Seas. Balding gray hair under an ever-present captain’s hat. Gray eyes. 
 
    Claude: Vampire Lady Vivianne’s progeny. Jet black hair. Shiny green eyes. 
 
    Cove: High fae Advisor to the king. Long, light-blue hair. No wings. 
 
    Dinah: Aswang Hepe Kendi’s daughter. Filipino. Long black hair. Red-brown eyes. Round face, full figure. 
 
    Doris: Merfolk Housekeeper of the house on Vaeletta Island. Seafoam-green hair. Golden-yellow eyes. Seafoam-green scales. 
 
    Emily Williams: Human Michael’s second-oldest sister. Black hair. Bright blue eyes. Calculus professor at UCLA. 
 
    Ena: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    Eva & Ellie: Gorgon Mrs. Baros’ daughters. Blue snakes. Blue eyes. Possess the power to turn creatures to stone. 
 
    Finch: High fae Poppy’s father. Dark blue hair. Purple eyes. Bumblebee wings. 
 
    Firo: Dragon-folk Head of royal security. Orange-and-blue streaked hair. Slitted eyes. Seven feet tall. 
 
    Flint: High fae Poppy’s brother. Wavy, shoulder-length, vivid blue hair. Purple eyes like his sister’s. Bumblebee wings. 
 
    Flora: High fae Cook and maid of Kiska House. Wavy pink hair with streaks of gray. Green eyes. Butterfly wings. 
 
    Gabe: High fae Rune’s assistant advisor. White hair. Bright green eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Garrett: Werewolf Royal chauffeur and bodyguard. Thick brown hair. Elongated canines. 
 
    Gemmaline “Gemma”: Merfolk Lord Finn’s sister and commander in the merfolk armies. Aquamarine hair with curtain bangs. Magenta eyes. Indigo scales around her eyes and wrists. Possesses the power to transform another being into a merfolk for a short period of time. 
 
    Gerald: Gnome Head chef of the king. Light-brown hair with a man bun. Four feet tall. Possesses the power to taste lies. 
 
    Goddess Raeva: Celestial Creator of all paranormal beings. Source of all magic in the world. Conducts the royal lottery. 
 
    Gregor: Merfolk Soldier in Gemma’s merfolk army. Short mint-green hair. Green eyes. 
 
    Grey: Selkie Scout in the selkie team. Thick, scruffy brown beard and hair. Brown eyes. Broad shoulders. Turns into a sea lion in his selkie form. 
 
    Henter: Merfolk Soldier in Gemma’s merfolk army. Short-cropped black hair. Brown eyes. Mostly black scales, fins, and tail that shimmer with red and orange. Possesses the power of extreme strength when swimming. 
 
    Hepe Kendi: Aswang Chief of Bahay Island. Filipino. Long black hair. Red-brown eyes. Large diagonal scar on his chest.  Possesses the power to subdue ocean waves and transform into having large bat wings. 
 
    Iris: High fae Poppy’s mother. Dark teal hair. Bright green eyes. Iridescent Tinkerbell wings. 
 
    Isla: Witch Head housekeeper of the king. Gray hair. Short and round. 
 
    Ivis: Half-dryad, half-high fae King Roman’s niece. Green skin. Wavy, dark green hair with oak leaves. Brown eyes. 
 
    Jake Roberts: Human Katie’s husband. Sandy hair. Brown eyes. Works in IT. 
 
    James: Siren Lady Helena’s driver. White hair. Gray eyes. 
 
    Jessica Price: Human Michael’s oldest sister. Dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Runs a clothing company where Michael used to work. 
 
    Jet: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    John Ayers: Human Michael’s father. Salt-and-pepper hair. Blue eyes. Professor of microbiology at UCF (retired). 
 
    Jonah: Merfolk Inventor of the bubble buildings. White mohawk. Slate-gray eyes, scales, fins, and tail. 
 
    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. 
 
    Koschei: Witch An ancient paranormal. Thick, brown, shoulder-length hair. Brown eyes. Long mustache that hangs to his chest. Thick and broad torso. Possesses the power to tether himself to the lifelines of other beings and force them to remain alive. 
 
    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. 
 
    Lorenzo: High fae Ancient teacher. Long, scraggly gray hair. Light-blue eyes. Thin frame. Possesses the power to create powerful glamours. 
 
    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. 
 
    Pike: Shadow nymph Scout in the shadow nymph guard. 
 
    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. 
 
    Ro: Haljita Glows with a deep blue light. 
 
    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. 
 
    Sergeant Jolt: Merfolk Soldier in the Merfolk army. Short black hair. Dark green eyes. Silvery-blue scales around his temples and cheekbones. Silvery-blue tail. 
 
    Sheila: Witch Housekeeper of the house on Green Island in the Florida Keys. Silver-streaked hair. Green eyes. 
 
    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. 
 
    Sveta: Witch Ancient teacher and mentor. Long, messy gray hair. Steely gray eyes. Very old, with many wrinkles, and a thin frame. She is the original inspiration for the Baba Yaga myth. 
 
    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. 
 
    Zeek: Shadow nymph Scout in the shadow nymph guard. 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Lottery King 6! I’ll start working on the next book as soon as this one hits 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2023 by Eric Vall 
 
    

  

 
   
    …. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Patreon 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2023 by Eric Vall 
 
      
 
    

  

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





images/00001.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





