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    Cast of Characters 
 
    Hey Readers, 
 
    This series has a lot of characters introduced in book 1. I’ll have this Character Appendix at the start and the end of the book for your reference. If you like this kind of stuff, let me know in the reviews. I don’t believe I get Kindle Unlimited page read credit if you end the book at the front, so please make sure to close and return the book at the end appendix so I’ll get paid. 
 
      
 
    Abby: Human Samantha Ayer’s partner. Brown hair. Brown Eyes. Runs a dance school for kids. 
 
    Amy Ayers: Human Michael’s mother. Brown hair. Hazel eyes. Dentist. 
 
    Artemis: High faeConvenience store clerk. Neon green hair. Vine tattoos. No wings. 
 
    Birch: High fae Valet triplet. Bright green hair. Brown eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Cove: High fae Advisor to the king. Long, light-blue hair. No wings. 
 
    Emily Williams: Human Michael’s second-oldest sister. Black hair. Bright blue eyes. Calculus professor at UCLA. 
 
    Ena: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    Finch: High fae Poppy’s father. Dark blue hair. Purple eyes. Bumblebee wings. 
 
    Firo: Dragon-folkHead of royal security. Orange-and-blue streaked hair. Slitted eyes. Seven feet tall. 
 
    Garrett: Werewolf Royal chauffer and body guard. Thick brown hair. Elongated canines. 
 
    Gerald: Gnome Head chef of the king. Light-brown hair with a man bun. Four feet tall. Possesses the power to taste lies. 
 
    Goddess Raeva: Celestial Creator of all paranormal beings. Source of all magic in the world. Conducts the royal lottery. 
 
    Iris: High fae Poppy’s mother. Dark teal hair. Bright green eyes. Iridescent Tinkerbell wings. 
 
    Isla: Witch Head housekeeper of the king. Gray hair. Short and round. 
 
    Jake Roberts: Human Katie’s husband. Sandy hair. Brown eyes. Works in IT. 
 
    Jessica Price: Human Michael’s oldest sister. Dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Runs a clothing company where Michael used to work. 
 
    Jet: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    John Ayers: Human Michael’s father. Salt-and-pepper hair. Blue eyes. Professor of microbiology at UCF (retired). 
 
    Kage: Shadow Nymph Royal guard. 
 
    Katie Roberts: Human Michael’s closest-in-age sister. Medium brown hair. Hazel eyes. Kindergarten teacher. 
 
    King Roman: Dryad Former King of the Eternal Realm. 
 
    King Vairn: Vampire Former King of the Eternal Realm before Michael’s reign.  
 
    Kol: Witch Royal finance manager. Gray comb-over. Steely gray eyes. 
 
    Lady Berra: Harpy 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 Shay: Gnome Representative of the New England gnomes. Thick auburn hair. Golden-brown eyes. Three feet tall. 
 
    Lady Taylee: Dryad Representative of the North Carolina dryads. Green leaves. Brown eyes. White and pink magnolia blossoms. 
 
    Lady Vivianne: Vampire 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 Finn: Merfolk Representative of the Atlantic Ocean merfolk. Shoulder length, ice-blue hair. Deep blue eyes. 
 
    Lord River: High fae Representative of the European fae. Silver hair. Green eyes. No wings. 
 
    Lord Virgil: Dryad Representative of the Canadian dryads. Dark green, mossy hair. Light-brown eyes. Thick and broad like a redwood. 
 
    Margot & Shannon: Human Friends of Michael’s sister Katie. 
 
    Matis: High fae Valet triplet. Bright pink hair. Silver eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Michael Ayers: Human King of the Eternal Realm. Short black hair. Bright blue eyes. 
 
    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. 
 
    Poppy: High fae Advisor to the king. Teal hair. Purple eyes. Iridescent Tinkerbell wings. Possesses the power to create protective shields and mind enchantments. 
 
    Robin Fletcher: Human Michael’s best friend. Digital artist for video games. Shaggy brown hair. Gray-blue eyes. 
 
    Rune: High fae Advisor to the king. Thick golden hair. Teal eyes. Bumblebee wings. 
 
    Samantha Ayers: Human Michael’s third-oldest sister. Short, dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Accountant. 
 
    Sunny: High fae Valet triplet. Sunflower-yellow hair. Green eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Thistle: Dryad Royal gardener. Green leaves with orange blossoms. Brown eyes. Green skin. 
 
    Tristan: Cyclops Royal butler. Bald. One brown eye. Seven feet tall.
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    Chapter 1 
 
    “Mr. Ayers!” one of my employees dashed up to me with a clipboard clutched in her hands. “I need you to sign this purchase agreement before you leave, please!” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I was just about to head out at the end of the day, and I scribbled my signature across the bottom of the light-blue paper. “And I’ve told you before, you can call me Mike. Mr. Ayers sounds so formal. 
 
    “I know.” The middle-aged woman smiled. “It just feels weird to me, you’re still my boss, even if I’m old enough to be your mom.” 
 
    “I doubt that,” I laughed as I handed the clipboard back to her. “There ya go, Becky.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Becky smiled again at me before she turned away and went back to whatever order she was in the middle of completing. Then she turned over her shoulder and called back to me. “Have a good night, Mike!” 
 
    “You, too. Have a good night, everyone,” I said to the dozen employees I was in charge of. They all nodded and waved, and then I grabbed my messenger-style briefcase and keys as I headed out to the back parking lot. 
 
    The back lot of the small clothing company was filled with the cars of employees who I supervised as a way to make a living. It was a decent job, I was able to put my business management degree to use while paying my bills and even saving a bit, but it didn’t exactly bring me much joy or fulfillment. 
 
    I walked around the building and onto the sidewalk out front. 
 
    It was a pleasant May evening in Orlando, and the temperature was mild enough that I knew I wouldn’t sweat through my blue polo and khaki pants before I got home. I dreaded this two-block walk back to my apartment in the dead of summer, but it just didn’t seem worth it to drive when it was this close. Besides, I had a bit more saving to do before I could buy a nicer car outright, and that hunk of junk in my parking space was on its last legs. I didn’t want to risk it shitting out on me before I reached my goal. 
 
    The clunker had been good to me since my senior year of high school, and I was determined to be a proper adult and get myself a good car that would last me another decade or more. With the amount I’d saved so far, I could have put a down payment on a brand-new WRX, but I wanted to be more frugal than that, even if the newest turbo Subaru called to me like a slice of double-chocolate fudge cake calls to a fat kid. 
 
    I lived relatively debt-free in life, and I wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned to myself and wondered for the millionth time if I’d made the right decision in settling for a business management degree. 
 
    I’d bounced around from one major to the next my first three years of college, which had started to burn a real hole in my dad’s pockets. I finally decided to stick with majoring in business because it was a pretty versatile area, and I knew I could use it in a bunch of different industries. 
 
    After graduation I’d gotten a mediocre managerial position at a telecommunication company. It was a shit job, and it hadn’t lasted more than a month before the company heads decided to downsize. Which really just meant they sent a bunch of jobs overseas to employees they could pay less than half of what they’d been paying us. No employees meant no need for a manager, so I’d been laid off. 
 
    Then I spent the next two years hopping from one shitty position to the next because the job market was so fucking awful. Some of them refused to even schedule me past thirty-five hours a week so they could get out of giving me full-time benefits. None of them felt worth my time, but living isn’t free unfortunately. After the last company I’d worked for filed for bankruptcy, my oldest sister, Jessica, had hired me because she needed someone to manage the business while she started up a second spot on the other side of the city. Jess was always looking out for me and our three other sisters, and as the youngest, and only boy, she always wanted to make sure I was taken care of. 
 
    I was grateful for the stability the position had given me the last two years, but I knew I could do more with my life. I didn’t want to stay at this job forever. 
 
    It definitely felt like I was living in her shadow.  
 
    I sighed heavily, and I kicked a pebble down the sidewalk as I thought about the listings on Indeed that I’d been getting emails about. I was qualified for them, but I didn’t think any of the positions would’ve made me happier than the freedom and leniency I got from working for my sister. Plus, the place was so conveniently located near my apartment, and I was not willing to move just for a crappy job I wasn’t going to love. 
 
    “Damn,” I cursed under my breath as I felt my mood slipping lower and lower. 
 
    I needed a little pick-me-up, so I turned a corner at the next intersection and started toward my preferred convenience store. A couple of good scratcher lottery tickets usually gave me the boost I was looking for. I knew the math was bad, and I’d never won big, but I’d been really lucky in the last year or so of playing and managed to add several hundred dollars into my down payment fund with the guilty pleasure. I also knew better than to play my winnings back into another ticket. That’s how the big lottery runners got you. 
 
    I glanced down the street and saw the Quik Mart I usually stopped at, but then a neon sign on the other side of the street caught my attention. It flashed the word “Lottery” in bright, rainbow-colored capital letters. 
 
    “That’s new,” I murmured as I paused on the sidewalk to check out the small shop. 
 
    The place was barely even a hole in the wall, and the whole store looked like it was smaller than my bedroom in my thousand-square-foot apartment. That neon Lottery sign was the only sign in the window, and it just kept calling to me with those bright and welcoming hues. 
 
    “Eh, why the fuck not?” I checked for traffic before I jogged across the street. 
 
    The place looked like any other convenience store I’d ever been into through the window, and there was even a little bell that jingled happily as I pushed open the glass door. The place was neat, and the small wire shelves were loaded up with all the usual items. There were rows of individual-sized chip bags, another shelf filled with candy bars, some cheap plastic sunglasses on a round display, and a small section with a few paper atlases of Florida and Georgia. Further in the back corner there were three refrigerated cases that had Snapples, Red Bulls, Arizona Iced Teas, and a wide selection of different bottled waters, and to my left was the counter where two dozen different lottery tickets were available for purchase. The Florida Lottery logo with the big pink flamingo was on a sign right next to the Florida Mega Millions sign, and a small computer screen that showed yesterday’s winning numbers was bolted above the counter. 
 
    But it was the scratcher tickets I was after. 
 
    Ever since I’d been given my first scratch-off ticket in my Christmas stocking when I was twelve years old, I’d loved the little silver shavings and the pixelated printed numbers underneath. I got a scratcher a few times a week, but it was almost always the ones that only cost a dollar. Every once in a while I’d indulge in one of the bigger games, and today felt like one of those days. 
 
    “Hello, friend!” The cashier behind the counter grinned at me with bright teeth and even brighter hair. 
 
    The guy looked to be a bit younger than me, but it was hard to tell through the neon-green shade of his chaotically-tossed hair and the bright vine tattoos that wound up his arms from his fingers. He was wearing gold eyeliner under bright blue eyes, and I had to admit he managed to pull it off without looking too wild, at least for this part of Florida. He wore a t-shirt in the brightest shade of yellow I’d ever seen on a piece of clothing, and I wondered if he would glow in the dark. 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I said, and I walked up to the counter. 
 
    There was a display of Chapsticks, Bic lighters with fun prints, and a few rows of last-minute electronics like USB car adapters, charging cables, and cheap-as-shit earbuds. Taped to the counter was one of those yellow signs that declared the shop required ID verification for tobacco and lottery purchases. 
 
    “What can I do for you today?” the guy asked, and I saw that his name tag said Artemis. 
 
    “I was going to get a few scratch-off tickets,” I said, and I gave the small store another glance. “Is this place new? I come by this way pretty often after work, and I’ve never noticed it before.” 
 
    “Yep,” Artemis said with a bit of a pop at the end of his word. He leaned his elbows on the counter as he looked at me with curious eyes. “Brand-new, we just opened for business.” 
 
    “Cool, you’ve got a really good location here,” I said, and I found there was something open about Artemis that made me feel like chatting. “There’s a lot of foot traffic along this street, and some apartment complexes on the next block over.” 
 
    The vine-tattooed guy grinned at me, and I shook my head. He probably knew about the neighborhood already, so why was I explaining it to him? He must have been the kind of person who naturally invited conversation, so he was in the right kind of job. 
 
    “What kind of scratch ticket would you like?” Artemis asked, and he propped his chin in one palm as he waved at them with the other. “We’ve got all the most popular games.” 
 
    “Uh… I’m not sure.” I ran my fingers through my short black hair and pushed the little bit of length off my forehead. “I’m not super picky or anything, I like them all.” 
 
    “Well…” Artemis straightened up and started to point out the different games. “We’ve got the dollar tickets, two dollars, five dollars, and one of the ten dollar games. We also have the regular lottery games, too. Mega Millions, PowerBall, you know…” 
 
    I looked over the tickets for a moment as I felt his gold-rimmed eyes on my face, and I struggled to make a choice. Usually I picked one at random, but something about this guy or this store made it hard to decide. 
 
    “I got a good feeling about you,” Artemis said suddenly. “I think it might be your lucky night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “Probably not. I’ve never won more than fifty bucks on one of these things.” 
 
    “Hey, that’s nothing to sneeze at,” Artemis murmured with a sly smile. “Besides, you know what they say…” 
 
    But he didn’t continue, and my brain felt like someone had turned the Wi-Fi off. 
 
    “What do they say?” I asked as the moment stretched on. 
 
    “You know, ‘you can’t win if you don’t play’ right?” the guy laughed, and it was a strange noise that had the quality of tinkling bells to it. 
 
    A small part in the back of my brain knew there was something weird about this guy, and I wondered if I should be more cautious of him. But he seemed nice enough, and I wasn’t exactly giving up any height or weight to the gangly dude, so I just smiled at his strangeness instead. 
 
    “Will you please give me two of the Pot O’Gold tickets, one of the two-dollar Treasure Chest, and…” I shrugged as an idea suddenly popped into my head. “How about you pick one for me, too? Anything five dollars or less.” 
 
    “Really?” Artemis asked as he tore off the scratchers I’d picked, and his blue eyes went wide as he rubbed his fingers together with excited anticipation. “Alright, let’s see which one calls to you, shall we?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, whatever,” I said. The guy was odd, and I was about ready to head home, so I started tapping my fingers on the counter while I waited for him to pick a ticket for me. 
 
    Artemis laid my picks on the counter, and he danced his index and middle fingers over the rows of perforated scratcher tickets as he clicked his tongue. I thought I heard the sound of a metal barbell against his teeth, and for a split second I thought I saw the vine tattoos all along his arm shift. I shook my head and told myself it had to be a trick of the fluorescent lights over my head, or maybe I just really needed a good meal. 
 
    “Hmmm,” the guy hummed and shook his head at every ticket. Then he jammed one finger into the air and gasped. “Ah-ha! I know.” 
 
    I watched with renewed curiosity as Artemis disappeared behind the counter. There was a bit of shuffling and the slide of a cabinet door, and then he stood back up with a glittery gold ticket the size of a playing card between his fingers. 
 
    “This one.” Artemis held the ticket out to me with a satisfied grin on his lips. “I definitely think you’ll find your luck with this ticket.” 
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off of his neon-green framed face as I reached out and took the ticket, and then I dragged my gaze down to look at the little card. 
 
    “What game is this?” I asked as I studied the unfamiliar ticket. 
 
    It was edged in gold glitter and there were three glittery crowns to scratch. The directions just read, “Uncover three crowns to win!” It didn’t mention anything about what kinds of prizes or cash amounts could be won like every other ticket I’d ever scratched, but there was something intriguing about the game. It was so flashy but also minimalistic in its design. 
 
    “It’s a new game,” Artemis replied, but he didn’t say more. He just rang up my tickets and gave me a total. 
 
    I passed the weird lanky guy a twenty dollar bill, scooped up my tickets, and held out my hand for the change. 
 
    “Good luck.” Artemis gave me a mischievous grin as he dropped my change slowly into my palm. “And please, come again.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I eyed the weird guy one more time as I turned and left the little store. 
 
    Artemis started whistling some fast and bouncy tune as the glass door swung closed behind me. I slipped my change and scratchers into my messenger bag and continued down the street to my block as I started to daydream about the leftover lasagna from family dinner last Sunday night. 
 
    That was one family tradition my parents insisted on continuing even after all five of their kids were grown and living on their own. My second oldest sister, Emily, had moved to California a few years ago and gotten out of the weekly dinners, but any time she was in town, Mom and Dad would make her join us. The rest of us had stayed closer to home than the west coast, and so Sunday Dinners continued right on schedule every week. 
 
    I wasn’t about to complain, though, the leftovers Mom sent were always worth sitting through Dad’s latest science lectures about microbiology. Even after retirement, he remained up-to-date on all the latest discoveries in his former field of study. 
 
    I reached my building and nodded at one of my neighbors who I only knew from passing in the lobby, and I took the elevator up to the sixth floor where my apartment was. Somehow, I’d managed to luck my way into the top floor of this place, which was awesome, because I never heard any noise from the other tenants. I slid my key into the deadbolt, opened it, and flipped to the second key to unlock the doorknob. 
 
    My apartment was one hundred percent a bachelor pad, with no decorations, artwork, or even a single houseplant in sight. I had a nice-ass couch, though, and a television that took up most of the wall across from my decently-sized kitchen. It was a nice place to crash at the end of the day, and I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    “Maybe I should get a cactus,” I murmured to myself as I hung my keys on the hook by the door. 
 
    I threw the deadbolt back and slid the chain into place. Then I tossed my bag onto the couch, opened two of my windows to let some fresh air in, and went into my bedroom to pull off my work clothes. There was only so much polyester and khaki a guy could stand. Once I was more comfortable in a white undershirt and dark gray sweatpants, I headed into the kitchen to reheat some dinner. 
 
    “Looks like another quiet night with Geralt of Rivia,” I grabbed the remote off the kitchen counter and turned on the TV to Netflix.  
 
    I half-watched Geralt tear into some horrific beast as I plopped a large portion of lasagna onto a plate and nuked it in the microwave. I grabbed a glass of water and pulled the boiling pile of pasta and sauce out, and then I sat down at my bistro-style dinner table to enjoy. 
 
    After I finished stuffing my face, I let the next episode start to play, and I grabbed my scratcher tickets and a quarter from my bag. I lounged back on the couch and put my feet up on my ottoman-style coffee table. The adventures of Geralt and Jaskier grabbed my attention for a moment, and then I leaned forward and started scratching my lottery tickets. 
 
    The Pot O’Gold tickets were both winners, ten dollars and five dollars, and the Treasure Chest ticket was a loser, so not bad all in all. I was up a significant amount from earlier today. I set them aside and inspected the glittery crown ticket again. There wasn’t even a name on the card, so I read the instructions once more and flipped the ticket over. It was blank on the back, so I started by scratching off the middle crown. 
 
    “Cool,” I murmured as I uncovered a pixelated image of a spiky-looking crown. Then I moved on to the left and uncovered another crown, and I finally scratched the right side of the ticket and laughed. “Three crowns, looks like I won. But what did I win?” 
 
    Nowhere on the card was there anything about a prize amount, or instructions on how to claim my winnings. I looked the card over again, and then I scratched off every last bit of the silver stuff to make sure there wasn’t more hiding in the corners, but there was nothing. I figured the best thing I could do was go back to that little store tomorrow and have Artemis tell me what I’d won. 
 
    I shrugged as I dropped the tickets onto my coffee table, and I settled in to watch some more Netflix. The night was quiet and uneventful, and I found myself drifting away from the storyline, so I picked up my remote and started scrolling for something new to grab my attention as I wondered what I’d be doing if I had a girlfriend here with me to enjoy a quiet night in. 
 
    My best friend, Robin, was always trying to convince me to get on Tinder or something, but it just wasn’t my scene. I really hated the idea of random hookups, they felt like more of the same kind of noncommitment I’d had through so much of my life. I wanted more than just something or someone to kill time with. I wanted fulfillment and purpose. 
 
    “Ugh,” I sighed as I picked up my phone, and I opened the app store to scroll through the options. I knew there were more dating apps besides Tinder, and some of them were actually for finding real relationships and not just wild one-time sex. 
 
    I downloaded OKCupid and put in the bare minimum of a profile it required before I could start swiping. 
 
    But the girls the app showed me all looked like vapid bitches, and all their profiles said things like, “I’m not high maintenance, but I need someone who will spoil me” or “if you’re not at least six feet tall with a six-figure income, don’t even bother.” I was six feet tall, but girls who cared that much about my height had no appeal to me. I closed the app and tossed my phone onto the couch beside me. 
 
    I was about to switch to my PlayStation and try to numb my brain with a bit of Assassin’s Creed Valhalla when there was a sudden pounding on my front door. 
 
    “I don’t want whatever you’re trying to sell me!” I shouted over my shoulder. “And I’ve already heard about our Lord and Savior! Thanks, but no thanks!” 
 
    The only people who ever came to my door, besides the pizza delivery guy and Robin, were solar panel salesmen and missionaries.  
 
    I really needed to get a “no soliciting” sign for my door. 
 
    I clicked on my saved game file when the door stayed quiet, but then another sharp pounding came from the steel panel a second later. 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned as I laid my controller aside, and I shuffled over to the door. I cursed the building management for not putting in any peepholes as I opened the deadbolt and looked into the hall. 
 
    The hall was empty except for the silk palm trees and stock photo art that hung on the walls, so I closed the door again with a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “Fucking kids playing ding-dong ditch,” I muttered. “What is this? Nineteen ninety-nine?” 
 
    Just as my fingers touched the deadbolt, there was another knock, and it was much harder this time. 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” I growled as I pulled the chain and opened the door all the way. I was ready to punch the shit out of whoever was disturbing my otherwise peaceful night. 
 
    In the hallway was a guy that looked about college age. He had greasy brown hair that hung over his forehead, dark circles under his eyes, and a ring through his septum. He wore a ratty-looking Tool t-shirt and jeans with huge holes in the knees. He generally looked like he’d just crawled out of the early Kurt Cobain grunge era. 
 
    “What?” I asked him, and I could feel that every last bit of my patience was gone. “What do you–” 
 
    Before I could even finish my sentence, the guy threw himself right at me with all of his weight and strength.
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    Chapter 2 
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted as the guy knocked me all the way back into my apartment. 
 
    We tumbled together, and I landed hard on my back on the laminate floor of my entryway. All the air whooshed out of my lungs as the asshole landed on top of me, but I managed to push him off me with a hard shove and scramble to my feet.  
 
    “What the fuck, dude?” I moved into my living area and tried to put the couch between us, but the guy climbed back to his feet faster than I expected and started to prowl after me. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” I demanded as I walked backwards toward my kitchen. 
 
    The guy growled, he actually fucking growled at me, and my mouth fell open with surprise. Then his face screwed up tight like he was about to shit himself all over my floor, and I realized he wasn’t wearing any shoes. The asshole’s feet were filthy, and his toenails were long, dirty, and cracked as he took another step closer to me. 
 
    I looked back up at his face just in time to see a pair of two-inch-long ram horns growing out from the edges of his hairline, and when he opened his eyes again, his pupils were that creepy rectangular shape of a goat’s. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I gasped. 
 
    Then the guy opened his mouth, and his teeth were huge squares like a horse as he growled at me again. He lunged forward at me, and I dove around the back of the couch toward my television. The asshole flung himself across the top of my ottoman-style coffee table and kicked it back so hard I heard the wooden frame crack, and the cushioned top tore open. 
 
    “Aw, come on!” I yelled at my broken furniture as I moved to evade him again, but I was starting to get the idea that I was going to have to do something to stop this guy before he got the chance to really hurt me. 
 
    I started to look out of the corner of my eyes for something I could use to defend myself, and I spotted the golf clubs my dad bought me two Christmases ago. I eased myself in that direction as the goat-horned asshole reared back like a cat about to pounce. 
 
    Then he roared like an animal and jumped at me. 
 
    I hurled myself at my golf clubs just in the nick of time, and right as I wrapped my hands around the shaft of my driver, I heard the unmistakable sound of my fifty-five-inch television slamming to the floor. 
 
    “Ah, fuck you, man,” I groaned as I raised the club like a baseball bat and turned to face him. “That TV cost me a month’s worth of pay.” 
 
    “You are not worthy,” he growled low in his throat as he stalked through the shattered pieces of my television. “You do not belong.” 
 
    “Hey, man…” I held my driver in a defensive position and raised my other hand up to try and show the guy I didn’t want to hurt him. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about. I’ve lived here for three years… Now would you please leave me the fuck alone?” 
 
    “You are unfit for the throne,” he practically spit the words at me as his muscles tensed again for another attack. 
 
    “What throne?” I yelled, and I moved the driver up to protect myself from his assault. 
 
    The asshole launched at me again, and he screamed in my face as I raised the driver to block him. His breath was horrendous, and his teeth looked like they were about to rot right out of his mouth. I took a half-step back and threw him off me with every bit of strength I had, and then I pointed the head of my golf club at him like the point of a sword. 
 
    “Stay down,” I said in my most commanding voice. “I don’t want to hurt your meth-ass, but I will if you make me.” 
 
    The guy’s eyes were wild and crazed, and I wondered if he was some crackhead looking for a fix. Though that wouldn’t even start to explain the freaky shape of his pupils or the goddamn horns coming out of his head. 
 
    “Unsuitable peasant!” he growled at me, and before I could react, he took hold of the head of my driver and ripped it from my hands. “You can’t possibly have royal blood! It was fixed! The throne would be contaminated in your unworthy human hands!” 
 
    I had no idea what this asshole was going on about, and at this point I didn’t really give a shit. I backed up and moved around the couch again as I retreated toward the kitchen. I really didn’t want to hurt the guy, or deal with whatever bureaucratic bullshit would follow, but I wasn’t about to let some cracked-out piece of shit kill me or wreck any more of my stuff. 
 
    The goat-horned guy stomped up and over my couch to get to me, and he ripped huge holes in the cushions with his toenails as he went. 
 
    “I’d say you’re going to pay for that, but I’m sure you don’t have any money,” I grumbled through clenched teeth to distract him as I reached for my eight-inch chef knife in the block on my counter. 
 
    I silently thanked my mom for insisting I have a good knife set for cooking, even though I hardly ever cooked. Then I brandished the blade at the guy as he lurched forward without even glancing at my improvised weapon. 
 
    “I will defend the honor of this Realm, even if the Goddess won’t,” he hissed. 
 
    “What are you fucking talking about?” I groaned. 
 
    I was ready for this asshole to leave me alone, but I’d never had to stab a guy into submission, and I didn’t want to start now. So I decided to try one more time to calm him down, and I took a deep breath and forced my face into a relaxed expression. 
 
    “What do you need?” I tried. “Can I call somebody for you? I can get you an Uber if you need to get somewhere.” 
 
    “I need you to step down,” the guy demanded with the kind of entitled tone I’d gotten from the trust fund kids I’d gone to college with. 
 
    “Step down from what?” I asked, and I glanced around at my single-level apartment. There wasn’t a single set of stairs anywhere in my place. “You want me to go outside with you?” 
 
    “Noooo!” the man yelled so hard that a few veins popped out along his forehead. “Idiot! Renounce the throne, or pay with your life!” 
 
    “What throne?” I screamed back with irritated confusion. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” 
 
    “Aaaahhh!” The ram-horned guy threw his fists in the air and roared like a maniac for a second before he charged me again. 
 
    On pure instinct, I aimed the knife at his gut and thrust, but he knocked it out of my hand with a solid fist before I hit my target. Pain shot up to my elbow like lightning, and I wondered if he’d actually fractured my wrist. 
 
    Then he wrapped both of his hands around my throat. 
 
    I clutched onto his wrists and yanked, and it was just enough to get him to release my windpipe so I could breathe. I forced us around and slammed him back against the front of my stainless steel fridge, and finally he released my throat. 
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped, and I gave him another shove against the large appliance. 
 
    All my cereal boxes tumbled to the tile floor, and my novelty magnets went flying in every direction as I scrambled backwards out of the kitchen. 
 
    A car horn honked outside my window, and I had a sudden idea. I kept my eyes locked on the freakish horns of the greasy-haired intruder as I backed up until I stood in front of my open windows. 
 
    I could hear the usual sound of cars driving by, and a casual conversation between some teens outside. The contrast between the ordinary happenings on the street below and the aggressive violence that was happening in my apartment made my head spin, but I had so much adrenaline in my blood now that I was able to stay totally focused. 
 
    “Well, if you’re here to kill me or whatever,” I grumbled as I braced myself for another attack. “Then why don’t you do it already?” 
 
    “So eager for death, are you?” the guy hissed, and his body started to change again. A forked tongue flicked out of his mouth, and his eyes shifted to a bright shade of orange as his fingernails lengthened into ugly claws. 
 
    He lurched slowly to his dirty feet, and I knew I had to get him to come at me from the right angle, or my plan to send him careening out the window wouldn’t work at all. I shifted over to where my television laid in a pile of rubble in front of my couch, and I crunched over the broken pieces as carefully as I could. 
 
    “If I was as ugly as you, I’d be pretty pissed at the world, too,” I taunted the guy as he followed my path around the living room. 
 
    “Your words mean nothing to me,” he said with quiet rage, but the bulging of his eyes made it clear that was a total lie. 
 
    I led the goat-horned fucker around the living room until I was positioned between him and the half-open windows. Then I grabbed onto my little side table and shifted it so it stood between us like I was trying to defend myself. 
 
    “Useless,” the greasy-haired asshole said, and he eyed the small table for a second before he picked it up in one hand and hurled it into the kitchen. 
 
    The wood shattered and splintered against my quartz countertops, and the debris went everywhere. By this point, my entire kitchen and living room were completely trashed, and I knew a call to the police was inevitable, so I might as well give them something interesting to deal with. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so scared,” I taunted as I pretended to cower away from him. 
 
    I backed up until I could feel the mild spring breeze against the back of my neck from the half-open window, and I checked my potential escape routes in my peripheral vision. The space to my right was littered with cereal boxes and hunks of my side table, and to my left was a bunch of shattered television screen pieces. 
 
    I knew which one I’d rather land on. 
 
    “What the fuck are you waiting for?” I yelled. “I’m right here!” 
 
    “Not for long!” the guy growled, and he launched himself at me, just like I wanted. 
 
    I waited until the last possible millisecond before I threw myself out of the way to my right. I landed hard on the cereal boxes and wooden debris from my tables, and I heard the unopened bag of Cinnamon Toast Crunch pop open along with the depressing crunch of all my sugary goodness as it crumbled into dust. 
 
    At the same exact moment, the sound of crashing glass and the gasp of the greasy-haired asshole as he smashed through my half-open windows and tumbled into nothingness filled my apartment. Then there was the sharp clang as he tumbled over the railing of my fire escape, and the whoosh as he fell six storeys down to the ground. 
 
    I curled away from the windows and into a ball, and I covered my head with both of my arms until the scattering of glass stopped. I grimaced as the thudding impact of a human-sized body on the pavement below reached me, and I swallowed hard to keep my lasagna in place. 
 
    This was fucking crazy.  
 
    I waited for the horrified screams of the people on the street from the surely gruesome sight, but there was nothing. I figured maybe the people outside were in total shock as I pushed myself up from the floor. 
 
    After a quick survey of my body, I knew I wasn’t badly injured. My throat was a bit sore from where he’d tried to choke me, and I’d be bruised on my right side tomorrow from landing on the pieces of my side table, but it wasn’t serious. 
 
    “Uuhh,” I groaned as I brushed the cereal debris from my body, and I walked slowly over to my destroyed windows. “My renter’s insurance better cover this kind of shit, or there goes my security deposit.” 
 
    I was just glad I lived in Florida so I wouldn’t have to worry about freezing to death before my windows could get fixed. I carefully climbed through the shattered window, onto my fire escape, and leaned over the railing to look at the horrific scene below. 
 
    But it wasn’t what I expected at all. 
 
    There was a mangled body in a huge pool of blood on the street, but the body was less than human. The goat-horns had grown to four times the size they were during the guy’s attack, and his bare feet had turned into hooves like a wild boar. His greasy hair had grown long and was now fanned out all around his bloody head. His mouth hung open and, even from six floors up, I could see his teeth had changed again. Now there were large gaps on either side of his front teeth like a horse’s mouth, and his tongue was black like a giraffe’s. One of the weirdest things about the body was that the guy’s skin had taken on the rough texture of tree bark, and there were what looked like patches of thick moss on his forearms, shins, and across his shoulders. He still wore the Tool shirt, but it was ripped and bloody, and his torn jeans were hanging on by threads. 
 
    My brain refused to process and accept what I was looking at, so I crawled back into my ruined apartment and sat down on my ripped-up couch to let my mind catch up with reality. 
 
    I wondered for a moment if Artemis had laced my lottery ticket with acid or something. What else could possibly explain what I was seeing? 
 
    Maybe I’d fallen asleep on the couch while The Witcher continued to play on the TV. 
 
    I considered the possibility that this was all just a dream for about a tenth of a second before I discarded the idea. I’d never had very vivid dreams, and all this had felt as real as anything else in my life. 
 
    “God fucking damn,” I muttered to myself as I rubbed a hand over my face and sank into the couch. 
 
    I kept half an ear out for horrified screams or police sirens from below, but the street remained as quiet as any typical Tuesday night. I wasn’t sure how long I sat there just focusing on breathing in and out and waiting for something else to happen, but it was probably only a few minutes before my conscience started to nag me about calling the police. 
 
    “Well, this should be interesting,” I muttered to myself as I reached for my phone. When I didn’t immediately find it beside me on the couch, I opened my eyes and realized how trashed my place was. “Oh, right.” 
 
    I sighed heavily and started to search for my phone. I remembered tossing it onto the couch just minutes before the fucker had knocked on my door, so I started to dig through the cushions. I finally found my phone jammed deep inside the innards of my ripped-up couch, and I pulled it up to see it had fared well amidst the chaos. The screen looked fine, and the protective tempered glass was only slightly scratched. 
 
    “Thank god,” I muttered as I entered my PIN to unlock the phone. 
 
    I opened the key pad and started to dial 911, but before I could hit the call button, another very urgent knock came from my door. 
 
    On pure instinct, I scrambled to the floor so the couch was between me and the door like I was a World War I soldier deep in the trenches. 
 
    A vague memory of the steel door getting kicked shut in the first moments of the attack passed through my mind, and I was suddenly glad it had. My heart raced, and I went on full alert as the insistent pounding continued without stopping. Then I reached behind me, grabbed my wedge from the toppled golf bag, and pushed myself to my feet. 
 
    I considered my options for a second. It was possible my downstairs neighbor had heard the commotion and came up to check on me. He was a nice enough dude and had always given the kind of “we look out for each other” vibe that made me feel a bit safer living here. 
 
    It could be the police had arrived without their sirens on, seen my smashed windows, and come right up to arrest me. Though from what I’d seen on TV and in movies, the police always announced themselves. 
 
    For now, I figured I could open the door and just start swinging, or I could ask who was there. 
 
    I walked across my trashed apartment with my golf club in an offensive hold as I decided what to do next, and I went with the most normal choice despite the abnormal events of the evening. 
 
    “Who is it?” I demanded through the closed door. 
 
    “Michael Ayers?” the voice called. “Has the shapeshifter already arrived? Is he still inside? Are you injured?” 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whispered to myself as shock flooded through my brain, and I realized that a ‘shapeshifter’ was exactly what I’d been attacked by. But that didn't make any sense, maybe Artemis really had laced my tickets with acid. “I’m never going back to that convenience store again.” 
 
    “Please, open the door,” the voice said again, and there was a tone of worried urgency that brought my hand to the doorknob. 
 
    I realized the door was still unlocked, and whoever was outside could have just walked in if he’d really wanted to. But he’d stayed outside and even asked for permission, and that was oddly reassuring after what had just happened. 
 
    I kept a tight grip on my wedge and pulled the door open only to be met with another surprising figure. 
 
    The guy had long, shiny hair that was the color of the clearest bits of the Atlantic Ocean I’d ever seen, and it fell all the way to his waist in a thick curtain. He was wearing a bright magenta-colored suit that shone like satin. It was cut perfectly to fit the man’s lean frame and long limbs, and it had exaggerated angles at the lapels and around the formal tails of the jacket. He had a delicately folded crisp white pocket square in his left breast pocket, and a worried look covered his fine features. The man looked at me with a flash of anxiety in his turquoise eyes that quickly faded into utter relief as he glanced over me. 
 
    “You’re not hurt, thank the Goddess,” the man sighed deeply as he covered his heart with one perfectly manicured hand. “Where is the shapeshifter now?” 
 
    “I uh–” I swallowed my surprise and figured it was best if I just went with the flow for now. “I sent that bastard out the window. Turns out he couldn’t fly.” 
 
    “No, he was an ungulate-based shifter,” the man said, and then he seemed to get a hold of himself. He straightened the already perfectly-straight lines of his suit jacket and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ungulate? What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Mammals with hooves mostly. Goats, llamas, sheep, that sort of creature,” the man said, and then he bowed in a deep formal way that sent my eyebrows all the way up into my black hair. “Your majesty, my name is Cove. Please, may I come inside? We have much to discuss.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what did you just call me?” I asked in a completely dumbfounded voice. 
 
    This night had been plenty weird already, and now some guy who looked like he’d stepped right out of Hollywood’s version of a rave was calling me “your majesty.” 
 
    I took this as yet another sign that I’d possibly lost my damn mind. 
 
    “Please, may I come inside?” Cove asked again in a sincere tone. 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I sighed and stepped aside from the doorway to let the blue-haired guy inside. “Why the fuck not?” 
 
    Cove stepped cautiously into my apartment, and his blue eyebrows crept up only a fraction of an inch as he surveyed the damaged remains of my living room and kitchen. I closed the door behind him and locked it before I strolled into the kitchen. 
 
    “Feel free to sit down if you can find a spot,” I said as I waved vaguely at my ripped-up couch cushions and ruined apartment. “Do you want something to drink? I don’t have much, but I can offer you some water, or I can put on a pot of coffee?” 
 
    “Oh, er–” Cove stuttered for a second, and he looked genuinely flustered at the idea of such a simple show of hospitality. “No, thank you, your majesty. I’m fine.” 
 
    I realized I was still holding my wedge in both hands, and I was in serious danger of bending the shaft with my white-knuckled grip. I forced my fingers open and laid the golf club on my counter as I tried to wrap my head around everything while my entire universe was turned upside-down. My palms splayed on the counter to brace my weight, and I looked over the half-wall at the guy in the magenta suit as I waited for answers to the dozens of questions spinning around inside my head. 
 
    Who or what the fuck had attacked me, and why? What was Cove’s deal, and how did he know someone had come to attack me in the first place? Mostly, I just wanted to know what the hell was going on. 
 
    After several long seconds of complete silence, I threw my hands into the air with exasperation. 
 
    “So are you going to tell me what the fuck happened, or not?” I asked, and I realized how angry my tone was. I wasn’t trying to be an asshole, but I was pretty fed up with not knowing what was going on. “Who was that guy? He said something about a throne and me not being worthy? What the fuck is going on here?” 
 
    “There is no simple way to say this, especially given the uniqueness of your bloodline, so I shall just say it,” Cove announced in a foreboding tone, and he clasped his hands together. “You have won the throne lottery of the Eternal Realm. You are now our king.”
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    Chapter 3 
 
    “That doesn’t answer any of my questions, dude,” I scoffed. “He really did lace that ticket with acid, didn’t he? This is all some really crazy trip. I’m going to wake up in a puddle of my own vomit in the middle of the day tomorrow and find that I tried to eat my couch thinking it was my dinner.” 
 
    “I promise you, your majesty,” Cove assured me in the most sincere voice I’d ever heard. “None of this is a hallucination. That lottery ticket you mention was a very special ticket, and Artemis was no ordinary convenience store employee.” 
 
    “How do you know about Artemis?” My suspicions started growing. “Have you been following me? Is there some secret club of people with wildly-colored hair trying to fuck with middle management schlups like me?” 
 
    “This is no joke or trick,” Cove insisted. “This world is filled with creatures you and all other humans have heard about but never believed were real. Artemis is a fae, as am I. There is an entire world of paranormal creatures who live all around you in secret, in hiding, and you are now the ruler of the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    “I don’t… what?” I shook my head as I tried to follow Cove’s explanation.  
 
    My brain kept getting stuck on words like ‘fae’ and ‘paranormal’ and ‘ruler.’  
 
    “What’s a fae?” I asked. 
 
    “A fae belongs, of course, to the family of the fae-folk,” Cove clarified, and then he sighed and lowered his voice. “Many humans know us better as… fairies, but that is a rather disrespectful term. Fae or fae-folk is the proper name for my species, and I would not recommend calling anyone a fairy, it’s not well received in most circles.” 
 
    “Fairies?” I gasped as a fit of hysterical laughter tried to bubble up out of my throat. I coughed and swallowed hard on my knee-jerk reaction as Cove frowned slightly at me. “Faes, sorry. Fae-folk are real?” 
 
    “Quite so, your majesty.” Cove nodded. “As are many other species. We do our best to live in harmony with one another under the common goal of keeping our existence secret from the mass human population. Centuries ago, we learned the horrors that could come of humans knowing our true forms, and we collectively decided to begin hiding in plain sight to pursue peaceful and happy lives without the fear of being hunted by humans. The vampires–” 
 
    “Vampires?” I nearly shouted as my shock rose once more, and then I lowered my voice to a hiss. “You’re telling me vampires are real?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, most mythical creatures you see in pop culture are real,” Cove said, and he began ticking off species on his fingers. “Vampires, werewolves, witches, sprites, dragon-folk, dryads, shapeshifters. I’ve even met a few people who once knew a phoenix… though I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting one myself.” 
 
    As I tried to pick my jaw up off the laminate floor, the other important bit of information Cove said started flashing like a neon billboard behind my eyes. 
 
    “And you said I’m the king of all that now?” I mumbled hardly loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Cove grinned as if he was enjoying my utter confusion, and then his face fell. “Though I feel I should warn you, not everyone is pleased about you winning the throne. We’ve never had a human as our king before, and that has caused a bit of an uproar among many of the various species. Some are merely concerned about such a new idea, while others are a bit… angrier about it.” 
 
    “Yeah, like the dude who just tried to kill me.” I grimaced. 
 
    “That is why the shapeshifter came and attacked you, I’m sure of it.” Cove frowned as he glanced at the shattered window. “Your staff will come and clean up the mess, by the way, no need to worry about any of that.” 
 
    “Staff?” I gulped. 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “We have failed you already, though, and I will take full responsibility. We should have been here sooner--” 
 
    “How did you know someone was going to attack me at all?” I asked. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful you came to check on me and everything… But, like, have you been following me? Spying on me?” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Cove said. “The Goddess announced that a new king had been chosen about two hours ago. Her representative in the Eternal Realm didn’t give us many details about who you were just yet, but she told me where I could find you so I could do my job of welcoming you and bringing you to your new home. Unfortunately, even in a world whose safety depends on secrecy, it’s not perfect. The information must have gotten out somehow to the wrong people. As I made my way here, I caught the scent of an ungulate shifter on the breeze, and years of service to a king has taught me that coincidences aren’t nearly as common as people like to assume.” 
 
    “Are shifters one of the species who aren’t happy about a human king?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Cove nodded with a grim expression on his face. “The vampires are displeased as well, and possibly the harpies. The goblins are rarely happy about anything, so I expect they may cause trouble, too. Not that any of them have any choice in the matter, you have been selected king, and they will have to adjust.” 
 
    I pondered his words for a moment, and then a new question came to mind. 
 
    “Sorry, can you tell me how it is exactly that I won this crown?” I shook my head and massaged my thumbs into my temples. “I still don’t understand… Why me? Why was I picked?” 
 
    “The Goddess Raeva runs the lottery, your majesty,” Cove explained. “We know little of how she chooses the winner. It’s the job of different representatives around the country, like Artemis, to present tickets of the Eternal Lottery to those they feel could be suitable rulers. Artemis must have seen something in you, or maybe he was inspired by the Goddess herself to give you a ticket. Occasionally, she will act directly like that, but often she remains a more distant influence in our lives.” 
 
    “The Goddess, huh?” I murmured, and I imagined a glowing woman with golden hair and angelic features. 
 
    I figured that imagery was probably heavily influenced by Christianity’s version of angels, and I wondered what she was really like, or if she was a physical being at all. If all paranormal creatures were real, maybe I’d get the chance to see this Goddess for myself someday. 
 
    “Chosen by a goddess to be the king of all paranormal creatures,” I said under my breath. “That’s so wild.” 
 
    I’d always had a bit of a curious mind when it came to geography, and I longed to visit all the exotic places in the world. Now that I was king of it all, I had a real reason to travel to any corner of the world I wanted to. 
 
    I shook my head and laughed at myself as I realized how quickly my frame of mind was shifting. I still could hardly imagine all of this being real, but it somehow made sense if I didn’t think about it too hard. 
 
    I decided right then and there to just go with it. If this was a weird dream or an acid trip, I might as well enjoy it while it lasted, right? Then something else occurred to me as I scanned the wreckage of my living room. 
 
    Kings typically had a lot of money and assets. 
 
    “So… if I’m king… does that mean I have a castle or something?” I tried to make my voice as casual as possible, but even I could hear the desire that leaked into my tone. “You said something about my new home?” 
 
    “It’s not a castle, your majesty.” Cove smirked. “However, we have an entire cul-de-sac of homes in Winter Park that serve as your royal court. Your mansion is the finest gem on the street, and the neighboring houses are occupied by various representatives of several different species, as well as many of the people who work to run your home. Your advisors, the chef, the gardeners, guards, and so on.” 
 
    “Winter Park?” I repeated in an astonished whisper. “Like the Orlando suburb? Are you fucking kidding?” 
 
    “One of the many benefits to becoming King Eternal is the financial assets,” Cove chuckled. “Just wait until you see the estate. The lagoon-style pool is one of my personal favorite features.” 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” I smirked. “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    “As you wish, your majesty,” Cove said, and he dipped in a slightly less formal bow. “Shall I collect your personal things for you before we go?” 
 
    “Uh… sure?” I shrugged because I wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by that. 
 
    Cove quickly switched into servant mode as he disappeared into my bathroom, and I looked around my living room to see if there was anything I wanted to take with me. 
 
    I figured I’d be able to come back and collect the rest of my stuff, but I grabbed my cell phone, charger, my messenger bag that had my laptop in it, and my wallet from near the front door. Everything else could wait until tomorrow. 
 
    The sounds of Cove opening my drawers and closet came from the other room, and a few minutes later he returned with my rolling luggage filled and neatly zipped. 
 
    “I packed your toiletries, a few sets of clothes to tide you over until the tailor can fit your new wardrobe for you, and the book that was on your bedside table,” Cove explained. 
 
    “Awesome, thanks,” I said, and then I looked around the place with a touch of melancholy. The apartment wasn’t anything special, but I’d lived here long enough for it to feel kind of like home. “What about the rest of my stuff?” 
 
    “Oh, I will have a few valets return tomorrow to collect the rest of your things,” Cove said. “They can dispose of the damaged items, make any repairs the apartment may need, and pack up the rest of your things to bring to the mansion. They’ll make sure the apartment is in good condition so you’ll get your security deposit back.” 
 
    “Sweet.” I gave the blue-haired fae a lopsided grin. “I probably don’t need it if my new house is in Winter Park, but I’d feel kind of bad about leaving the building management to deal with all the damage.” 
 
    “No trouble, your majesty,” Cove said. “You are king now. Anything you need or desire can be provided for you, all you have to do is say the word.” 
 
    “That’s…” My eyes went wide as I tried to find the right words to express how different that was going to be for me. “That’s going to take some getting used to.” 
 
    “I believe that is part of why you will be a good king, your majesty.” Cove smiled affectionately at me. “In my experience, those who come from a life of privilege don’t truly understand how good they have it. I believe a ruler should be able to relate to even the lowest level of people under their care in order to do a good job.” 
 
    “What happened to the previous king?” I asked. 
 
    “King Vairn, a vampire, ruled for ten years, and he died two months ago,” Cove said, but he didn’t elaborate. “His death has created a bit of a power vacuum that has allowed chaos to build in our Realm.” 
 
    “Is that normal?” I asked. “I mean, two months is a long time to go without leadership. Was there a reason the Goddess didn’t make a choice sooner?” 
 
    “There are ancient traditions that must be observed after the death of a monarch,” Cove sighed heavily and rolled his turquoise eyes with exasperation. “Some believe the funeral rites take more time than is necessary, but that is how we’ve always done it.” 
 
    “I get the feeling you’re one of the ones who think it takes too long,” I chuckled. 
 
    “You would be correct, your majesty,” the man confirmed. “But perhaps the extra time allowed the Goddess to find you. I have only known you a very short time, but I have a good feeling about you, if I may be so bold. Perhaps you are exactly what the Eternal Realm needs to regain stability after a long and chaotic era.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right, Cove,” I said, and I tucked the rest of my questions away for another time. 
 
    I wanted to know more about King Vairn. Cove said his name with a fair amount of disgust, and I got the impression he hadn’t been a well-liked monarch. But it sounded like this kingdom had existed for a long time, and I figured there might be records or history books at the mansion where I could get more answers. 
 
    “So how do we get to the mansion?” I asked. “Did you drive?” 
 
    “Not today, your majesty,” Cove said, and he gave me a sly grin. “Come, and I will show you a little fae magic.” 
 
    “Shit, I didn’t even think about the magic side of all this,” I breathed. 
 
    Most of the creatures Cove mentioned had magical powers, according to the legends and myths I was familiar with. I wondered if faes could lie, or if vampires burned to ash in the sunlight, but I decided to save my questions for later. Right now, I wanted to see my new mansion. 
 
    Fuck, I never imagined I’d be saying that in my life. 
 
    Cove unlocked my front door and led me out into the hallway. As I paused to lock the door with my keys, the blue-haired fae stopped me and snapped his slender fingers at the knob. The deadbolt clicked loudly into place, and Cove offered me a slightly smug grin before he waved for me to follow him. 
 
    “I like this guy,” I murmured to myself, and I jogged a few steps to catch up with him. “Do all faes have magic?” 
 
    “Yes, but every fae has a magic that is unique to themselves,” Cove explained. “For the most part, our powers lie within the realm of enchantments or protective magic. Some can create shields or armor, many can do small things like I did with the door back there, others have enchantments of the mind, but each is entirely unique in some way or another. You will learn more about your subjects as you spend more time in our world.” 
 
    “What about other species?” I asked. “Do vampires burn in sunlight? Can you only kill werewolves with silver bullets?” 
 
    “No,” Cove laughed. “Many of the legends are false theories we spread among humans intentionally to protect ourselves. In the past, when we lived openly amongst humans, we learned that many are fearful of what they don’t understand. We let some secrets slip into their knowledge, and they often used them against us, so when paranormal beings made the collective decision to bring our world into hiding, we left behind incorrect information among the human world. Faes are not hurt by iron, and we can also lie. Vampires dislike the sun because of their overly sensitive eyes, but it does not hurt them. It’s more like a bright light when you’re hungover. It’s uncomfortable. And werewolves are no more injured by a silver bullet than any other kind of bullet.” 
 
    “What about garlic?” I wondered as we stepped into the elevator. “Does it have any effect on vampires at all?” 
 
    “Actually,” Cove chuckled as he pressed the button for the ground floor, “from what I understand, vampires prefer the taste of a human whose diet is rich with the flavor of garlic. I suspect they created that rumor in the sixteen hundreds to sway humans into becoming even more flavorful.” 
 
    “That’s pretty smart.” I smirked, and then I wondered how many of my new subjects were literal murderers. Then I swiftly shoved the thought away for the time being. “What about dragons? Or trolls? Are they real, too?” 
 
    “Not in the way popular culture would have you believe,” Cove answered as the elevator door dinged open, and he gestured for me to follow him. “This way, your majesty.” 
 
    “So there aren’t fire-breathing lizards the size of school buses lurking around in the mountains somewhere?” I asked with a bit of disappointment in my voice. 
 
    “No,” Cove laughed. “There are dragon-folk, though. You’ll meet one soon enough. The head guard at your mansion is a dragon-folk. His name is Firo, and he is a fine and loyal soldier to the crown.” 
 
    I tried to imagine what dragon-folk would look like, but then my attention was drawn to the strange people walking around my block. 
 
    Sure, there were a few regular old humans strolling around and enjoying the evening air, but that wasn’t all I was seeing now. 
 
    Two older women who had large, leathery wings folded against their backs stopped and bowed their heads respectfully as Cove led me down the street. Another man with sleek black hair and eyes that shone silvery in the light of the street lamp at the corner watched me with a look of complete disgust. 
 
    But the young human woman who was strolling his way didn’t even bat an eye at the foreboding man. She also didn’t seem to turn her head for even a second at the sight of the leather-winged women across the street. 
 
    That’s when I realized I’d come to a complete halt, and I was too shocked to take another step. 
 
    Apparently, I was walking down a regular old street in Orlando, but none of this seemed regular anymore. 
 
    Cove cleared his throat and started to reach toward my elbow. He stopped himself before he touched me, though, and I stumbled after him in a complete daze. 
 
    Then a short man caught my attention. At first, I would have dismissed him for a regular human with dwarfism, but then I noticed the pointed tips of his ears and the odd clothing he wore. He had a floppy hat on top of his gray hair, a leather vest with a gold chain stuck into the breast pocket, leather pants like I’d seen on horse riders, and bare feet. The tops of his toe knuckles were hairy like a hobbit, and I wondered if he was a goblin, a dwarf, or a gnome. 
 
    The small man stopped several feet before our paths crossed, and he bowed low as Cove and I approached. 
 
    “Your majesty, it is an honor,” the man whispered as I walked past. 
 
    “Uh,” I mumbled and blinked several times. “Y-yeah, um… I mean… thanks?” 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder as we walked and saw the short man remained low in his bow until we’d gone another several paces. The older winged women had stopped to watch us as well, and the sleek-haired man scowled at me again. 
 
    And still, not a damn human had stopped along their route. They were all the way down the street by now as if nothing odd had taken place. 
 
    My feet kept moving as if they had an instinctual need to put some distance between me and the shocking sight of the paranormal beings. My mind was spinning, and I nearly tripped over a crack in the sidewalk. Cove reached out as if he were prepared to throw himself beneath me so I wouldn’t hit the ground, but I found my feet and straightened myself. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I whispered to Cove after we rounded another corner. I glanced around and realized we were headed directly toward The Mennello Museum of American Art. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I promised to show you a bit of fae magic, didn’t I?” Cove replied. “And those were two faes, a vampire, and a gnome. A few of your new subjects. As I’m sure you noticed, some are more… welcoming than others.” 
 
    “Yeah, the guy with the black hair and shiny eyes looked like he wanted to tear my head off,” I grumbled as I spotted the outdoor art installations around the museum ahead, and I realized this was all going to take a lot of getting used to. If that was just a small taste of all the paranormal creatures who’d existed all around me my entire life, I was in for a real mindfuck. 
 
    “As I said,” Cove sighed, and a deep frown formed between his blue eyebrows, “some of the species are less than pleased about the prospects of a human king.” 
 
    “Vampires are clearly one of them,” I said in a voice that was as dry as the Sahara. 
 
    “Yes,” Cove confirmed. “They are quite open about their opinions, and I personally believe it has a lot to do with King Vairn’s reign. He was a rather… selfish ruler, and he made it clear he favored his own species above all others. The vampires had it better than anyone else under his rule.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense.” I shrugged. 
 
    “Come, we would do well to get to the mansion before nightfall.” Cove picked up his pace a half-step. 
 
    I moved my legs faster to keep up with the long-limbed fae, and I glanced around as I noticed more people with strange appearances around the museum.  
 
    There was a woman with feathered bird wings that made her look like an angel, and a young man with white spots across his cheeks and short antlers coming out of the top of his head. There was a creature I thought was just a tree at first, but then she turned around and smiled at me with straight white teeth and bright green eyes. Her hair came up around her head like huge curls made of little green leaves, and it was dotted with tiny pink blossoms. She was unlike anything I’d ever seen before, and she was somehow both entirely alien and completely beautiful at the same time. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Cove murmured softly. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded and pulled my attention away from all the curious people who seemed to have come out of the shadows and the cracks in the sidewalks. Somehow, they looked like they’d always been there, and the humans nearby acted as if this wasn’t even concerning. “Where did all these people come from?” 
 
    “We have always been here, your majesty,” Cove said in a kind voice. “The only difference is you. As you come to accept your role as King of the Eternal Realm, you will find many things about your human life have changed. The sight is only the first change you will experience.” 
 
    “The sight,” I mumbled in shock. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “The sight is the ability to see through the glamours and magic that keep our people hidden from human eyes,” Cove explained succinctly. 
 
    “Right…” I breathed, but I was already too distracted again. 
 
    A man who was easily ten feet tall with huge shoulders and feet twice the length of mine walked up the road. He turned and nodded politely at me as I rudely stared at his enormous frame. The man seemed to find my shock amusing, because he rolled his shoulders back a bit and stretched to his full height as he grinned and waved. 
 
    “Wha… who…?” I whispered as I tried to get my brain to work again. 
 
    “Giants are real, too,” Cove chuckled. “It’s a lot, I’m sure, to finally see what the world really is like beneath the glamours that protect us from the unfortunate sides of human nature.” 
 
    “It’s definitely a lot,” I agreed. “So these humans out here… they’re not seeing all this? They’re just…” 
 
    “Seeing the glamours, correct.” Cove nodded. “For example, that homely young man over there by the trash can believes the woman passing him is quite beautiful, I’m sure. But he could never fathom how delicately her wings catch the streetlamp lights, or how her eyes seem to shine ever so slightly like a neon sign.” 
 
    I stared as the young man in question blushed and snuck a peak at the passing fae woman’s ass. But his eyes didn’t even venture toward the small pair of see-through wings on her back. 
 
    “Incredible…” I breathed. 
 
    Then I turned back to look at Cove, and I saw that he’d led us up to one of the newest modern art installations. There was a thirty-foot square area of huge plate mirrors that faced toward each other in different directions to create never-ending illusions of the world reflecting on itself. I’d passed through here with my best friend, Robin, two weeks ago, and when we’d stepped in between the mirrors, we’d been met with hundreds of versions of ourselves staring back at us. 
 
    “Okay… what?” I scoffed at the blue-haired fae beside me. “Why are we here?” 
 
    “Are you ready for the fae magic I promised you, your majesty?” Cove asked with a mischievous grin on his smooth face. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded slowly and braced myself as I waited for whatever was coming next. 
 
    “Then, please, follow me,” Cove said, and he took a step backward toward one of the mirrors. 
 
    Before I could even think to try and stop him from knocking over the mirrors and destroying the art installation, Cove smirked and slipped inside the reflective glass like it wasn’t even there. His image smiled at me from the other side of the mirror for a second before he waved me forward and disappeared completely. 
 
    “What in the actual fuck just happened?” I breathed.
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    Chapter 4 
 
    I looked around for proof that anyone else had seen what just happened, but the area around me was empty other than the sound of birds in a nearby tree and the gentle whistle of the evening breeze. 
 
    I was about to shrug off the entire evening as an insane acid trip and walk home with the expectation to find my place entirely as it’d been this afternoon when I got home from work. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Cove’s voice echoed to me through the mirror like ripples in a pond. 
 
    At the same moment, I felt a tugging sensation right in the center of my chest. It was like a need to move forward, as if the universe had tied me up like a marionette with the intention of pulling me right through the mirror whether I liked it or not. Out of pure curiosity, I resisted the urge for a few seconds, but it was like trying to force myself to breathe underwater. My body just wouldn’t let me. 
 
    I reached out with one hand and tried to touch the smooth surface of the reflective glass, but it slipped right through as a series of tiny waves rippled out from the tips of my fingers. What should have been the mirror was warm, and much to my surprise, dry to the touch. 
 
    There was a slight sucking sensation from within the mirror, and I allowed my arm to sink up to the elbow as I took a step forward. Then I plunged into the deep end, and I took a purposeful step forward. 
 
    I half-expected to be hurtled through empty air and thrown around like a tennis ball, but it was almost like stepping through any regular doorway. There was about a second where my body moved through a pocket of warm air, and it was very bright inside. Then I was just on the other side like nothing weird had happened at all. 
 
    It took me a few seconds for my eyes to adjust after the brightness of the mirror portal, and I blinked several times until my surroundings became clear again. 
 
    There was a sandstone-colored mansion with a terracotta-style roof, luscious gardens, and a perfectly level brick driveway in front of me. The place looked like a big suburban home, and I guessed it was at least five thousand square feet. It didn’t really seem big enough to be a mansion, so I wondered how many bedrooms and bathrooms there were, and based on the sound of water, I could only assume the house was on one of the lakes that made Winter Park so desirable. 
 
    Only after I managed to pick my jaw up off the ground did I realize Cove was standing just beside me, and we were up to our shins in a huge fountain. The fountain sat in the middle of the three-car-wide driveway between the antique-styled street lamps that illuminated the grounds. 
 
    “What?” I croaked, and I looked down at my feet as I realized they felt completely dry despite very clearly being surrounded by water. “Why do my feet feel dry?” 
 
    “Fae magic.” Cove shrugged. “We don’t often travel this way because it’s a bit conspicuous, but it’s much too fun to never use.” 
 
    I stepped over the stone walls of the fountain and was still shocked that I didn’t spill a single drop of water anywhere. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” Cove said in a grand tour guide voice as he gestured at the mansion like Vanna White. 
 
    I grinned like a little kid at the blue-haired man, and then I turned to check out the mansion a little more. That’s when I noticed two more people were waiting nearby. 
 
    There was a man and a woman, and they both looked agelessly young. 
 
    His hair reminded me of the 1990’s era of boy bands like The Backstreet Boys. It was wavy, more voluminous than a hot air balloon, and gold. It looked like actual gold, and I expected it would be almost impossible to look directly at his hair in direct sunlight. Large wings that reminded me of a bumblebee’s were folded neatly behind his back, and he wore posh suit pants in a vivid shade of shamrock green and a smooth satin tunic in a lighter shade of green. He had a friendly and placid smile on his fine-featured face, and his eyes were the same shade of teal as the winged woman beside him. 
 
    The woman was astoundingly gorgeous, and she looked like something out of a Final Fantasy nerd’s wettest dreams. Her teal hair fell in thick waves to her waist, and her eyes were a vivid shade of purple that reminded me of amethysts. She wore a flowy, soft pink dress that barely covered her slender curves and showed off a large portion of her cleavage. She had full pouty lips, ears that were slightly pointed at the tips, and Tinkerbell-style wings that fluttered gently behind her. As the thin membrane of her wings shifted in the lamplight, they shone in iridescent shades of green, blue, and purple. 
 
    “Ah, wonderful,” Cove said as he stepped out of the fountain and walked over to the man and woman who were clearly waiting for us. “Your majesty, may I present your advisors: Rune and Poppy.” 
 
    Rune bowed his golden head and offered me a polite but lazy smile, and Poppy lifted the very edges of her feather-light skirts and dipped into the daintiest curtsy I’d ever seen in my life. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune said in a voice that was huskier than I expected. “It’s an honor and a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to advising you to the best of my abilities.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, too, Rune,” I said, and I dipped my chin in an automatic response before I looked at Poppy. 
 
    “Your majesty.” The teal-haired fae’s voice was melodic like a perfectly-tuned harp, and the brightness in her purple eyes was hypnotic. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled as the insanity of how much my life had shifted in the last hour washed over me once more. “Sorry, this is still pretty insane to me.” 
 
    “Perhaps a brief tour around the mansion, then?” Rune suggested in a helpful tone. “As I’m sure Cove told you, we’ve never had a human king before. Our previous monarchs have always known about the Eternal Realm. They’ve lived in it their whole lives, so I expect this is all a bit overwhelming for you.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, your majesty,” Cove interrupted. “I have some business to attend to in regards to getting things settled for you so you can begin business in the morning. I’ll leave you in Rune and Poppy’s more than capable hands.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said, and I shoved away the idea of being in the sexy female fae’s hands. If Poppy was supposed to be my advisor, I might have a bit of trouble focusing. “Thanks, Cove.” 
 
    “Your majesty.” Cove bowed deeply. Then he strode purposefully away and disappeared into one of the doors that led inside the mansion. 
 
    “Would you like to meet the gardener before we go inside?” Poppy asked. “She should just be wrapping up her work for the night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    Poppy gestured for me to follow her as she and Rune started to walk down a stone path that led around the side of the huge house. 
 
    Everything was so brightly colored, and the grass was so lush it looked as soft as a fleece blanket. There were more kinds of flowers than I even knew existed, and they were every color I could imagine. Bright green bushes filled with bunches of blue flowers the size of softballs lined the path. We passed under a white-painted wooden arch that was covered in climbing vines with purple flowers that were shaped like antique phonographs. I recognized bushes of blood-red roses, rows of tulips, my mom’s favorite shade of lilacs, and tiger lilies the same orange as a perfect sunset. 
 
    I followed behind Rune and Poppy for several seconds as I listened to the buzzing of insects and the flutter of birds through the gardens, and I wondered how many animals lived on the grounds. I could almost imagine a family of deer wandering across my path. 
 
    The two bright-colored faes led me around the side of the house, and the lagoon-style pool Cove mentioned came into view. The antique-style street lamps continued throughout the backyard and illuminated everything with a pleasant glow. It was huge, and I guessed there was at least half a million gallons of water in there. Then I caught the scent of salt water as the breeze shifted, and I arched an eyebrow at the scent. I knew we were too far from the shore for me to be smelling the Atlantic. 
 
    “Why do I smell the ocean?” I asked. 
 
    Poppy turned around to walk backwards as she answered me. 
 
    “The pool is filled with salt water, your majesty,” the purple-eyed fae answered. “It’s better for the environment than using all those chemicals, and it’s just as effective at keeping the pool clean. Plus, the mermaids are allergic to the chlorine that humans use, so this is better for them.” 
 
    “Mermaids?” I asked. I didn’t expect there to be more surprises, but I guess I was wrong. “Like Ariel and King Triton?” 
 
    “The Little Mermaid is just a story,” Rune chuckled. “But mermaids are quite real.” 
 
    “Holy hell,” I mumbled. 
 
    It took several seconds for my brain to work around the idea that my sudden kingdom wasn’t just all the land in the world, but apparently it included the oceans, too. 
 
    “Thistle!” Poppy called and waved at a small circle of orange trees just past the edge of the saltwater pool. “The new king has arrived, and he would like to meet you.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune gestured for me to follow Poppy down the path. 
 
    I looked ahead of us, but I couldn’t see anybody there. 
 
    “Uh…?” I looked to Rune for guidance. 
 
    “Thistle is a dryad,” he said as if that explained everything. 
 
    “What’s a dryad?” I asked. 
 
    “They are the physical embodiments of tree spirits,” Rune said. “Their magic is rooted deeply within nature. That’s why Thistle is such an amazing gardener, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I mumbled, and I looked around me again. 
 
    Then I saw her. 
 
    One of the orange trees wasn’t a tree at all. 
 
    The dryad’s hair looked like the leaves and orange blossoms of the trees around her. She was tall for a woman, though I had no idea about the average height of a dryad, so maybe she was really short for her species. Her skin was a soft shade of green that matched her leafy hair, and there were patches of bark along her arms and torso that covered her like clothing. I was only a little surprised to see she had legs like a human, and her feet were bare. Her toes were long and sort of pointed at the ends like the roots of a tree, and they were spread out on the rich soil under her feet. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Thistle said, and her voice sounded like a strong summer breeze through the branches of a tree. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I hope you like the gardens, but if there is anything you would prefer, please let me know, and I’ll change it to suit your pleasure.” 
 
    “The gardens are beautiful, Thistle,” I said with a smile. “Is it all flowers? Or are there edible plants, too, like these orange trees?” 
 
    “We have a few edible plants on the grounds, your majesty,” Thistle said, and a long vine snaked out from her back to pluck a ripe orange from the tree closest to her. “We have a patch of strawberries, a few peach trees, and a row of raspberry bushes. Your predecessor didn’t have much desire for the gardens, so he left it all up to me.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I accepted the round fruit from her green hands. I peeled it quickly and took a bite of the juicy citrus fruit. “Oh, this is the best orange I’ve ever tasted.” 
 
    “You flatter me, your majesty.” Thistle’s cheeks turned a brighter shade of green as if she were blushing. “If you would like me to add anything to the garden, please let us know. My sprites and I are always looking to improve the grounds.” 
 
    “Your sprites?” I asked as I ate another segment of the orange. 
 
    “Would you like to meet them?” Thistle asked. 
 
    I shrugged and nodded, and the orange blossom dryad let out a sharp whistle like a sparrow. A few seconds later a flock of small birds fluttered over and circled around Thistle. 
 
    “Your majesty, may I present the sprites.” Thistle smiled as she stretched her arms out until she looked even more like a tree than she already did. 
 
    The birds landed on her arms, and only then did I realize they weren’t birds at all. They were little people with wings. They looked sort of like Tinkerbell with humanoid arms and legs, but they had brightly-colored wings like a hummingbird, and their hair was short and spiky around their heads. They looked over at me with curious eyes, and then one of them, who was a vivid shade of peacock blue, buzzed right up to my face. 
 
    “Uh, hello,” I chuckled as I leaned back to bring the small sprite into focus. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    The little blue sprite chattered something, but it just sounded like musical notes to my human ears. I looked to Thistle to interpret for me. 
 
    “Pansy says you have beautiful blue eyes, your majesty.” Thistle smiled kindly. 
 
    “Well, thank you.” I grinned at the three-inch-tall sprite. “So do you.” 
 
    Pansy’s cheeks turned an adorable shade of purple as she covered her tiny face with her hands, and then she flitted away to hide behind Thistle’s shoulder. 
 
    “The sprites are my best workers,” Thistle said. “They help keep the garden beautiful.” 
 
    “Well, you’re all doing a great job,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” the dryad replied. “And please, don’t hesitate to make any requests for the garden.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to let you know if I think of anything,” I assured her. 
 
    “Alright, come on, ladies, let’s wrap it up for the night!” Thistle gestured with both of her hands, and the sprites flitted away once more as the dryad nodded a goodbye to me. 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” Rune suggested. “I’m sure the butler, housekeeper, and chef are waiting to meet you, too.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I mumbled as my eyebrows shot back into my hair. I’d never had a servant before, let alone several. 
 
    “Follow me, your majesty,” Poppy said. 
 
    The teal-haired fae danced around the saltwater pool to a double-wide plate glass door at the back of the mansion. She slid the door open, and the lights flicked on as soon as she stepped inside, and my jaw hit the floor. 
 
    As gorgeous as the gardens outside were, that’s how expensive and updated the inside was. I felt like I was walking into the most expensive episode of House Hunters as we walked into a massive open concept living room with a cathedral ceiling and a chef’s kitchen. 
 
    The kitchen alone was the size of my apartment’s living room and kitchen put together. It was done up in gorgeous white marble countertops, a bar with eight stools, two ovens, a gas burning stove with bright red knobs, and a full-sized flat griddle. The double-wide stainless steel fridge shone like it was polished every day, and there was a full espresso machine that took up a significant amount of the counter space, but there was plenty of room to spare.  
 
    The living room was filled with overstuffed brown leather couches that looked like I could just sink right into them and fall asleep. There was a massive seventy-inch television bolted to the wall across from the kitchen, along with every kind of gaming console I could imagine from the PS5 all the way back to a goddamn Atari 2600. 
 
    Apparently King Vairn had been a true video game collector on top of being a selfish asshole. 
 
    The walls on either side of the TV were even filled with a few thousand games for all of the consoles, and I spotted several of my favorites straight away. 
 
    “Wow, what a collection,” I breathed, and I headed right for the shelves. “Super Smash Brothers, LEGO Lord of the Rings, Grand Theft Auto V, Call of Duty… all the Halo games? Woah!” 
 
    “And they’re all original from their respective years,” Rune boasted. “That Atari 2600 was the third ever console to be sold.” 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s so cool,” I gasped and wondered what other amazing collections this huge house had to offer. 
 
    I couldn’t even calculate this collection’s worth off the top of my head, but I knew an out of the box copy of Atari’s Air Raid ran a cool eight thousand by itself. There were thousands of games here, and for all I knew the whole collection could be worth upwards of a few million. 
 
    “Soooo… this is all mine?” I cleared my throat.  
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Rune chuckled.  
 
    “Woooow…” I was busy inspecting the expansive collection for a few of my lesser-known favorites when I heard three pairs of footsteps enter the kitchen. When I turned around, I saw Poppy smiling at the strange group of newcomers. 
 
    My eyes immediately flew to the tallest of the three. He had to be seven feet tall, and he was as wide as the fridge, but what caught my eyes was his single brown one. The tall man was a cyclops, with one keen brown eye right above the bridge of his nose. He had one brown eyebrow, no hair on top of his head, and he wore simple black pants, a tan polo shirt, and shiny black shoes that had to have been custom-made for his enormous feet. 
 
    The other male in the group was shockingly short compared to the cyclops and stood at probably four feet tall. His hair was light brown, and the top half was pulled back into a trendy man bun while the lower half of his head was cropped close. He had two eyes that were a soft orange color and a pleasant smile on his middle-aged face. He wore a white t-shirt, dark gray jogger pants, and a white half-apron around his waist. 
 
    The third person was a plump woman who had a kind grandmotherly look about her. She was maybe a foot taller than the man in the apron, and she wore her gray hair in a loose bun on the top of her head. She had warm brown eyes and a friendly smile. She wore a simple plum-colored dress and a dark blue cardigan with deep pockets that bulged from their contents. The most striking features about her were her bright red stockings that disappeared into sensible running shoes. She reminded me of Nanny from The Muppet Babies, and I liked her immediately. 
 
    I walked across the room to join the little gathering of paranormal people, and I had to remind myself they all worked for me now. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Poppy said as she held her hand out in front of the cyclops. “May I introduce Tristan, your butler…” 
 
    “Your majesty,” the cyclops said in a deep rumbling voice, and he bowed forward as his one eye lowered to the floor at my feet. “It’s an honor to greet our new king. I hope to serve you well.” 
 
    Poppy moved on to the short man in the middle. 
 
    “Gerald is your head chef,” Poppy continued, and her tone made me think of the kid in class who was actually excited for presentations and reminded the teacher they hadn’t given any homework. 
 
    “Your majesty, I look forward to cooking for a human king…” Gerald’s eyes went as round as dinner plates as if he thought he may have insulted me by pointing out that I was human, and he stuttered a short apology. “Terribly sorry, your majesty. Please excuse my impertinence.” 
 
    “No problem,” I chuckled. “I heard the previous king was a vampire, I can only imagine what cooking for him must have been like.” 
 
    “Quite right, your majesty,” Gerald breathed a huge sigh of relief. 
 
    “Italian food is my favorite,” I said with a friendly wink to the small man, and then I grimaced as I tried to figure out how to ask my next question. “And, I’m sorry, but I’m obviously really new to all of this… What… are you?” 
 
    Gerald looked at me with confusion for a split second before he glanced down at himself and grinned. 
 
    “I’m a gnome, your majesty,” the chef replied. “At your service.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed. “I didn’t want to be rude, but I’m curious about everything, and I figured there’s no point in putting off learning as much as I can about my new world.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent strategy, your majesty,” the plump woman said in a surprisingly high-pitched voice. “I’m Isla, your housekeeper, and I’m a witch.” 
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you, Isla,” I said. “A witch, huh? Does that make you like… human plus?” 
 
    “If you’d like to think of it that way,” Isla giggled. “My anatomy is much like yours, your majesty. As you can see, I don’t have wings, horns, antlers, or pointed ears, but my body is filled with magic.” 
 
    “That’s really cool,” I said. 
 
    “Isla maintains the home, and she manages all of the maids,” Poppy explained with a bright smile. “Tristan oversees indoor security, and together with your lead guard, Firo, they manage all of your guards.” 
 
    “I also oversee the valets, your majesty,” the cyclops added. “And I handle deliveries and the like.” 
 
    “Gerald manages the kitchen and storerooms,” Poppy said. 
 
    “The pantries are always open for you, your majesty,” Gerald said. “I’m making an order for groceries tomorrow, if you’d like to stop by and let me know all of your favorite snacks and goodies, I’ll make sure the pantry is stocked for you. It is my pleasure to take care of you.” 
 
    “That’d be great,” I chuckled. “I’m kind of a late-night snacker.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Gerald gave me a conspiratorial wink. 
 
    I smiled at the three servants and was struck again at how insanely upside-down my world had shifted tonight. Then I realized I was hungry even though I’d had all that lasagna just a few hours ago. 
 
    “Actually, would it be possible to get something to snack on now?” I asked. “It’s been a rough night, and I’m getting kind of hungry.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty!” Gerald lit up like a Christmas tree. “I can make you anything you’d like. How about a filet of wagyu beef with a port reduction, or some chargrilled bluefin tuna? Anything you want, I would just love to make it for you.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to be too much trouble,” I chuckled. “Just a quick snack right now, and maybe you can make me something special tomorrow?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty. I have just the solution now.” He gestured for me to follow him. “There’s a pantry here for you. My staff and I try to keep it stocked for you at all times. But if there’s ever anything you want and can’t find in here, the servants’ kitchen is through that door.” 
 
    Gerald pointed at a thick wooden door beside the double-wide fridge, and then he pulled open the slatted pantry door. 
 
    “And you don’t need to ask permission for anything,” Poppy added. “It’s all yours. You aren’t a guest here, your majesty. This is your home now, and we want you to feel comfortable.” 
 
    “I’ll try to remember that,” I said as I gazed into Poppy’s entrancing purple eyes. “It’s going to take some time, though. This is still so crazy to me. I half-expect to wake up in the morning and find out this was all a dream.” 
 
    “I bet it’s pretty weird for you,” Poppy said with a bright smile that bordered on giggles, but then she pursed her lips together, and the brightness faded from her eyes as she looked down at the floor. “Please excuse my forwardness, your majesty. It’s not my place to speak to you like that.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I assured her as my heart sank at the embarrassed expression on her face. “I’m pretty laid-back when it comes to manners, and I much prefer bold honesty over a bunch of employees who’d just tell me ‘yes’ to everything I suggested. Please don’t stifle yourselves on my account.” 
 
    Poppy forced the corners of her pink lips up just a tiny bit, but the worried look didn’t fade from her eyes. I was pretty sure she was beating herself up on the inside, and I wondered why. The rest of the servants nodded politely, but I expected they’d all still hold onto the formalities they were used to. 
 
    I thought about how I’d had to keep reminding my employees at my job to stop calling me “Mr. Ayers” as I turned back around, but then I was nearly knocked over by my shock for the hundredth time tonight. 
 
    The pantry was way bigger than it looked from the outside. It was easily thirty feet deep and eight feet wide, and the walls were lined with wooden shelves that were packed like a grocery store. There was an entire section of chips, another huge selection of dried fruits, nuts, and granola bars, and the whole back wall was cereal boxes, bread, and every flavor of jam I could imagine. There were baskets of fresh fruit like oranges, bananas, peaches, plums, apricots, mangos, kiwis, coconuts, and apples in every variety. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed as my mouth started to water. 
 
    “The fridge is well-stocked, too,” Gerald said with a proud nod. “There is bottled water, Gatorade, freshly squeezed orange juice, lemonade, yogurts, deli meats and cheeses…” 
 
    “And we have a fully-stocked wine cellar in the basement,” Isla added. “Along with a large selection of top-shelf spirits. If that’s something you enjoy.” 
 
    “I’ve never really indulged in good wine before,” I admitted as I walked further into the pantry and scanned the options. “And the cheap wine I’ve had wasn’t all that great.” 
 
    “I’d expect not,” Gerald scoffed with distaste. “Wine isn’t something you want to cheap out on. It would be an honor for me to pair your dinners with an appropriate fine wine or whiskey for you, so you can get a feel for the delicacy it should be.” 
 
    “That sounds awesome, Gerald,” I said over my shoulder. “Honestly, I’ve never had someone around who was just paid to cook anything I wanted. That’s… such a crazy concept, I probably wouldn’t know where to begin. But I’m not really picky about food, so I’m sure whatever you have planned will be great.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Gerald nodded and pulled a little notepad and pen from his apron pockets. “And do you have any food allergies, your majesty?” 
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head and grabbed a full-sized bag of Garden Salsa Sunchips, a snack-sized bag of hickory-flavored beef jerky, and a crisp Granny Smith apple. “I’m allergic to Penicillin, though.” 
 
    “Well, you’ll have no need for modern human medicine now, your majesty,” Isla said. “We have better ways of dealing with illnesses and injuries.” 
 
    I walked out of the pantry with my snack loot and heard Gerald close the door behind me. 
 
    “Magical ways?” I arched a curious eyebrow at the short witch. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Isla replied with a grin that made me think of my six-year-old niece when she was thinking up the most diabolical tricks to play. 
 
    “That’s somehow both menacing and comforting all at the same time,” I chuckled. 
 
    Isla pressed her lips together in a smug grin and tilted her head in a confident little nod. 
 
    I stood there and looked at the two faes, a cyclops, a gnome, and a witch as they waited for my next move. My brain tried once more to reject all the evidence in front of me, but it all felt so real. The sleek white tiles were hard and firm under my shoes, the weight and smooth skin of the apple was exactly as it should be in my palm, and I could feel the exhaustion of an eventful evening in my muscles. 
 
    It felt like reality was one second away from crashing down around me and shattering this fantastical dream of becoming the goddamn king of the entire paranormal world. 
 
    “Are you alright, your majesty?” Poppy asked in a gentle tone as she stepped closer to me. The brightness hadn’t returned to her eyes, but she looked like she’d pulled herself out of her embarrassed state. “You’ve gone very pale.” 
 
    “I’m just trying to wrap my head around all of this,” I sighed. “It feels real, but how can it be real? Gnomes, cyclopes, witches, fae-folk? I’ve spent twenty-eight years of my life on this planet and most of them believing you were all just stories and make-believe.” 
 
    “It will take time for your human mind to adapt to all these changes,” Rune said in a reassuring tone. “And that’s what we’re all here for. It’s literally our job to help you get used to it all, to answer your questions, and to see to your needs.” 
 
    “Maybe I just need to sleep on it,” I sighed and bit into the apple. 
 
    “Would you like me to show you to your private suite, your majesty?” Poppy offered as she twisted her fingers nervously together in front of her. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds good,” I hummed as I took another bite of the perfectly crisp and tart apple. 
 
    “It was wonderful to meet you, your majesty,” Isla said gently, and then she scurried off through the door to the servants’ kitchen. 
 
    I nodded as Tristan and Gerald bowed. Then the pair walked away together, and Rune, Poppy, and I were left alone in the huge kitchen. 
 
    “I have some details to attend to in your office, your majesty,” Rune said. “I’ve nearly got it ready so you can begin looking through everything in the morning.” 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. “Maybe my business degree will finally come in useful.” 
 
    “I expect it will.” The golden-haired fae gave me a small smile and began to walk away through an open hallway in the living room. “Enjoy your evening, your majesty, and welcome home.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and then I turned to Poppy. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat as I realized I was all alone with the enticing fae woman.
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    Chapter 5 
 
    There was so much of Poppy’s porcelain skin on display that my mouth started to water, and my skin grew hot. 
 
    She was ten times more beautiful than any woman I’d ever laid eyes on, and she was looking at me with a mixture of kindness and servitude. 
 
    Fuck, this felt almost as unreal as the fact that I was her king now. 
 
    “We still have a few more places I should show you, your majesty,” Poppy said after a brief moment of silence, and she gestured a bit awkwardly with her hands. “But they can wait until morning if you’d prefer.” 
 
    Suddenly I wasn’t quite ready to go to bed and leave Poppy’s side. I felt a second wind come on strong as I searched for a garbage can for my apple core. Besides, I had no desire to leave her until she didn’t look so worried about “offending” me with her informality earlier. 
 
    “No, I’ve got a bit more in me,” I said cheerfully. “Where’s the garbage can?” 
 
    “Over here,” Poppy said as she opened two lower cabinet doors. She pointed at the different colored bins as she explained their different purposes, and her tone brightened a small fraction as she explained. “The blue one is for recycling, paper, plastic, and glass. The green one is for compostable things like your apple core, banana peels, and eggshells. And the black one is for trash like meat cuttings, styrofoam… basically anything we can’t recycle or compost. That one doesn’t fill up very fast, that’s why it’s smaller than the others.” 
 
    The blue and green bins were twice as wide as the black one, which made sense. So much of human garbage could be composted or recycled, and it made me feel good to know I was coming into a household with those habits already in place. I’d always loved the idea of composting, but it just wasn’t possible in apartment life. 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I said as I dropped my apple core into the green bin. 
 
    Poppy rewarded me with a small smile as she closed the cabinet doors, and then she brushed her hands nervously down the front of her flowy dress. It was a material I’d seen before, but I didn’t know the name of it. It looked light like tissue paper, but soft like the finest silk, and I wondered how it would feel under my fingers. 
 
    “Would you like to see the library first or the throne room?” Poppy asked in a voice that was a bit more sure than she’d sounded moments before. 
 
    I looked into her vividly purple eyes as a soft pink flush covered her cheeks, and I realized how close I was standing to her. 
 
    “Library,” I cleared my throat and took a step away to give her a bit of space because I thought I was making her uncomfortable. Although I couldn’t tell if it was because she wanted more space, or less between us. 
 
    I silently scolded myself for this thought. Poppy was my employee, and I should treat her with the respect of her position as my advisor. 
 
    I shoved those thoughts away as I wondered if fae-folk had some kind of magical attraction in them that could explain my actions. I didn’t think it was faes who had the magical and hypnotic attraction, though, and I tried to recall what myth did. I was pretty sure it was a Greek creature, maybe mermaids or sirens. 
 
    Either way, I was her king, and she was my advisor, so I made a mental note to try and figure out what the hell that dynamic was supposed to be like. 
 
    Before my imagination completely ran wild. 
 
    “This way, your majesty,” Poppy mumbled, and she started to lead me through the open hallway Rune went through. “The library holds over thirty thousand books.” 
 
    I followed a few steps behind the fair-skinned fae to try and give her some space, but all it did was give me a perfect view of her slender legs as she walked. Her soft pink dress swished gently around the tops of her thighs, and she practically floated across the hardwood floors. 
 
    “Are you an avid reader, your majesty?” Poppy asked in a distantly polite tone, and she drew my attention back to her face. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I enjoy reading,” I said. “I don’t always have the time for it, though. I do audiobooks.” 
 
    “That’s understandable.” Poppy nodded. “Life can be very busy. I also enjoy audio books, although Rune is of the notion that’s not really reading.” 
 
    “What?” I scoffed and quickened my pace to bring myself beside her. “The book’s still in your head when you’re done, isn’t it? It’s totally reading.” 
 
    “I agree!” Poppy exclaimed with an excited grin. Then she pulled her smile back again, but not all the way this time, as she continued in a respectful tone. “There is a wide selection of audiobooks on the mansion’s private server as well, your majesty.” 
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder to get a quick look at the hallway I hadn’t paid attention to, and it was just as spacious and expensively decorated as the living room and kitchen. The walls were painted a crisp cream color, and the floor was a perfectly polished light oak. There were soft recessed lights dotted along the ceiling that gave the hallway just enough ambient light without being too bright. Then there was a painting on the wall of an ocean sunset that was painted in a style that made me do a double-take. 
 
    “The library’s through here,” Poppy said before I could ask about the painting. 
 
    “Hang on.” I laid a hand gently on the inside of her elbow as I pointed at the painting. “Is that a Van Gogh?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Poppy confirmed. “It’s one of his unknown paintings. It was never shared with the public, you see. It’s valued at an estimated two hundred million dollars because of its rarity.” 
 
    “I own a Van Gogh?” I asked, and I was struck by how many surprises I could withstand in a single night. Then my brain replayed the price tag she’d listed. “And it’s worth hundreds of millions of dollars? What the literal fuck?” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Poppy giggled, and the sound brought warmth to my heart. “You own four. The assessed values of all your assets are among the records in your office.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped as I turned back to her. “What kind of assets?” 
 
    “Real estate, art collections, the library and video game collections, the crown jewels, cars, boats, stockholdings.” Poppy ticked things off on her fingers, and I was pleased to see the embarrassment was completely gone from her face as she proudly informed me of all my spoils. 
 
    “How… how much am I worth?” I muttered as I imagined stars and dollar signs twirling around my head. 
 
    “An estimated five hundred billion American dollars, your majesty,” Poppy said as if she were telling me that two plus two equals four. 
 
    “I– I–” I stammered for a second and then forced my throat to swallow. “My brain can’t even comprehend that number.” 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Holy.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Five hundred, and then nine zeros after it? 
 
    This couldn’t be real.  
 
    This had to be a cruel dream. 
 
    “We can view the galleries tonight if you’d like,” Poppy offered. “But let’s see the library first.” 
 
    “Galleries…” I breathed. “Right…” 
 
    Poppy smiled at me and pushed on a pair of thick wooden doors until they opened. The room was totally dark until Poppy stepped inside and the motion activated lights turned on. 
 
    “Holy hell,” I gasped. 
 
    This place was a bibliophile’s wet dream. 
 
    Just like the snack pantry in the kitchen, it looked much larger than I would have expected. 
 
    “It’s bigger on the inside,” I whispered. 
 
    The house was large on the outside, but it didn’t feel like there should be this much space inside it. The library was like walking straight into Beauty and the Beast. 
 
    “Was that a Doctor Who quote?” Poppy giggled a tiny bit, and then she clasped her hands tightly in front of her. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “It’s one of my favorite shows, and it really fits this place. Is the mansion actually larger on the inside than it looks?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy confirmed. “Though it’s not Time Lord technology, it’s just magic.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” I murmured as I strolled up to the first row of bookshelves. 
 
    The shelves went all the way to the three-story vaulted ceiling, and there were fancy rolling ladders every twenty feet on brass rails. The books seemed to be sorted by age and then color, and I wondered if it was an aesthetic choice only. 
 
    “How are they organized?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, King Vairn had no taste for books or reading,” Poppy said with a sudden frown. “He said books are a waste of time and paper, so the library hasn’t really been touched since the king before him.” 
 
    “What was his name?” I asked. 
 
    “King Roman,” Poppy said with a wistful tone. “He was a dryad and very well loved. He was king for nearly a hundred years.” 
 
    “Wow, what happened to him?” I asked. 
 
    “He passed peacefully in his sleep just days after his four hundredth birthday,” Poppy explained in a sorrowful voice. “The Eternal Realm mourned his passing very heavily.” 
 
    “Sounds like big shoes to fill,” I said. 
 
    “I assume you don’t mean that literally.” Poppy said with a tiny smirk on her lips, and then her face grew more serious. “King Vairn was an unwelcome change after so many years of peace. I’d just come into my advising position a few months before King Roman’s passing. I was excited to do a good job until…” 
 
    I could hear the sadness and dejection in Poppy’s voice as she trailed off, but she suddenly barreled on before I could respond. 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty.” Poppy straightened herself up again and folded her hands behind her back in a formal pose. “I’m being too familiar with you. I’m ready for whatever reprimand you think I deserve.” 
 
    That shocked me, and I started to hate King Vairn a little more. If this was how she reacted to a normal conversation, he must have been an overbearing piece of shit. 
 
    Though I could see it from her perspective, too. I was her new king, and it wasn’t just a job for her. This was the way of life Poppy had always lived in. She was used to interacting with literal royalty, and the separation that created our places in society was better known to her than to me. I’d always lived in a world where I was much closer to equal to the people around me than she was used to. 
 
    Poppy stood there with her eyes trained on the floor, and her hands were clenched into fists at her sides as she waited for me to reprimand her for talking to me so informally. But I knew I couldn’t just tell her not to worry about it. I was her king after all, and I was almost certain behaving in an unprofessional way would just make her more worried. 
 
    “You can make it right by showing me the throne room.” I said in a softly firm voice. I gave her a stern look I hoped would give her the reprimand she seemed to need. 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty,” Poppy said, and she managed to bring her eyes back up to my face as she gave me a very slight hint of a nervous smile. “This way.” 
 
    After one more glance around the enormous library, I followed the teal-haired fae back into the hallway. She led me further away from the living room, and I wondered about the layout of the mansion. Maybe I could ask for a map so I wouldn’t get lost until I learned the place better. Though I was probably going to have servants at the ready around every corner to do my bidding. 
 
    I shook my head at the idea and followed Poppy. 
 
    “The throne room is mostly just for formal events,” Poppy explained as she pushed open another pair of double doors. “Your coronation will be here, as well as any royal announcements or decrees you make. Balls and parties will begin here and then move into the dining hall and the ballroom as you see fit.” 
 
    I barely heard what she said as I looked around the throne room. The space was also larger than what seemed possible, and there was a deep purple runner that ran all the way up from the doorway where we stood to a huge golden throne at the other end of the room. The ceilings were two storeys high with three massive crystal chandeliers that twinkled brightly overhead. It looked almost like a fancy wedding reception with rows and rows of beautifully crafted wooden chairs on either side of the aisle. Behind the golden throne was a massive mural that spanned the entire back wall. It was of a rolling green hillside, and all kinds of paranormal creatures filled either edge. A huge stone castle was painted directly behind the throne, and it gave the illusion that the throne was seated right outside the castle. 
 
    “That mural…” I hummed as I took several steps down the purple aisle. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Poppy asked with cautious hope in her voice. “King Vairn’s mural was rather… macabre, and Cove thought it best to have it painted over before the new king was chosen. We can have a new mural painted if you want.” 
 
    “No, I love it,” I assured her. “It’s gorgeous. But now I’m curious, what was it before?” 
 
    “A horrid scene.” Poppy scowled so hard that her teal eyebrows scrunched down to her dark eyelashes. “There was a lot of red… if you know what I mean.” 
 
    A hateful vampire king and a lot of red were all the facts I needed in order to understand that painting over the mural before my arrival was the right choice. 
 
    “I’ll make sure to tell Cove thanks for having it painted,” I said as I tried to stifle an enormous yawn. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s been a very tiring day for you, your majesty,” Poppy said. “Let me show you to your private suite so you can get some sleep. There will be a lot more excitement and surprises in store for you tomorrow, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I have a feeling my days are going to be filled with surprises for quite a while.” I smirked. “Sleep sounds perfect.” 
 
    “This way.” Poppy smiled and led me back into the hallway. 
 
    I followed the purple-eyed fae back the direction we’d come from, and then she veered down a different path to what I assumed was the entrance hall and front door of the mansion. The room was just as huge as the rest of the home, and there was another massive crystal chandelier hanging above the entryway. Right across from the double front doors was a wide staircase that flared out at the top and bottom. The steps were beautifully polished dark oak, and there was a rug in a deep shade of red that ran up the middle of the stairs. 
 
    Poppy’s dainty fingers trailed along the banister as she started up the stairs, and I jogged to catch up with her so I wouldn’t lose my mind at the view of the back of her thighs again. 
 
    “Cove said the whole neighborhood is ours… or mine or whatever,” I said. “He said representatives live in all the other houses, but who else lives here?” 
 
    “Your main staff members live here with you,” Poppy said. “That includes Cove, Tristan, Gerald, Isla, your head guard, Firo, Rune, and myself. Thistle has a room as well, but she stays outside most of the time.” 
 
    “And the rest live in one of the other houses?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Poppy nodded. “As do the representatives. Each species has a home of their own, so they don’t have to commingle all the time. We discovered many decades ago that a bit of personal space leads to much more pleasant and cooperative relations between the representatives.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I said. “Personal space and alone time are really important.” 
 
    Poppy smiled as she led me to the right at the top of the stairs. We went down the hall for a minute, and I saw more masterful paintings on the wall. I didn’t know much about art, except for Van Gogh because he was my favorite, but they looked old and expensive. We passed a painting of a large pond with all kinds of pink and purple flowers, and I wondered what it cost. 
 
    “This is the main door to your suite, your majesty,” Poppy said as she indicated a wooden door with a shiny brass doorknob. Then she pointed further down the hall to a second identical door. “That door leads directly into your bedroom, and this one goes into your personal sitting room. If you order food, or request a maid, they’ll come to this door unless you tell them otherwise.” 
 
    “Alright, cool.” I nodded at the nice separation of privacy that system offered. 
 
    Then I gripped the knob, turned it, and opened the door. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” Poppy said. 
 
    My personal sitting room looked like something out of the fanciest hotels I’d ever seen commercials for. There were two plush couches across from each other in the middle of the room. A circular dining table with four carved wooden chairs around it took up a fair bit of space near the windows, and there was another huge television against one wall. 
 
    “Obviously you can feel free to decorate any way you like,” Poppy said as she stood in the threshold to my room. “That goes for the entire mansion, of course. Whatever you want to change, it’s entirely up to you.” 
 
    “So far everything’s been beautiful,” I said. “But I’ll probably make some changes just to make it feel more like mine.” 
 
    “Whatever you desire, your majesty,” Poppy said, and I had to assume I imagined the breathy note in her voice. “It’s all yours.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I cleared my throat, and looked to the wooden door that I figured led to my bedroom. “Is the bedroom in here?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Poppy nodded. “There is also a full en-suite master bathroom of course, complete with a full shower and a soaking tub with Jacuzzi jets.” 
 
    “Awesome.” I smirked at the pure luxury I was living in, but it still didn’t feel entirely real. 
 
    I wanted to believe that if this was all just a dream or an acid trip, I would’ve woken up by now, but I figured the true test would be going to sleep. If I woke up here in the morning, it had to be real. 
 
    Poppy was still standing in the doorway like she was waiting for me to dismiss her. 
 
    “Is there anything more I can do for you, your majesty?” Poppy asked a moment later. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I sighed as I walked back over to the door. “I think I’m just going to crash for the night.” 
 
    “Then I’ll see you in the morning,” Poppy said, and her voice sounded almost sad. “I hope you sleep well, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I wondered if she was still worried about the way she’d spoken to me. 
 
    Poppy lingered for another few seconds as she chewed nervously on that enticingly full lower lip of hers. 
 
    “Welcome home, your majesty,” she said, and then she pursed her lips together and walked away. 
 
    I sighed, closed the door behind her, and leaned back against it as the tiredness of a shockingly full evening washed over me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I mumbled as I rubbed a hand over my face. “This has to be a dream. No way is any of this really happening to me. Come on, Mike, wake up before you start getting used to this.” 
 
    I rubbed my hands hard over my face and willed myself to snap out of it, but when I opened my eyes, I was still in the private sitting room the gorgeous fae had led me to. 
 
    “Well, as long as I’m going completely insane, I might as well enjoy it.” I shrugged and went over to my new bedroom door. 
 
    I took a deep breath as I gripped the knob, and then I opened the door. 
 
    “Wooooah,” I breathed as I took in yet another incredibly plush and luxurious room. 
 
    The first thing I saw was the bed and just how large it was. It had to be a California king-sized. I’d never seen one in person, but I was familiar with the size of a standard king mattress, and this was larger. 
 
    Pure white sheets and pillowcases peeked out from under a royal-blue blanket, and a second knitted blanket was folded neatly on the foot of the bed. The frame was black iron, and it curled up into sculpted tree branches at the top of each of the four posts. They gathered together above the center of the bed, and there were sheer white curtains hanging from each corner. At the foot of the bed was a wooden chest that looked like it was probably four hundred years old. Heavy oak end tables anchored the bed on either side, and each was topped with an elegant lamp with a stained-glass shade. 
 
    I wondered how much the sheets alone cost, and I figured they were probably the highest thread count known to intelligent life on this planet. They were probably hand sewn by faes or sirens who never dirtied their hands by touching anything else. 
 
    On the wall to my left was an oak armoire that was eight feet wide and could have easily fit every article of clothing I had ever owned, and then some. There was a cream-colored loveseat just beyond it, and a pair of double doors that I assumed led into a walk-in closet were on the opposite wall with another single door just to my right. 
 
    There were a few subdued paintings of ocean scenes and sunsets on the wall of the huge room, and they all had a calm vibe to them that boded well for a good night of sleep. 
 
    “Bathroom…” I murmured to myself as I walked over to the single door to peek inside. 
 
    The bathroom was pristine in white marble and tile with a huge double-sink and massive gilded mirror above it. The shower was big enough that I could have fit my entire family inside with room to spare, and the tub was massive. The shower alone looked like it probably cost more in building materials than the Subaru WRX I’d had my eye on for the last year, and it had one of those fancy-ass rain showerheads. 
 
    My toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, and comb were all laid out neatly on one side of the ten-foot-long counter, so I walked over and took care of business. 
 
    Then I strolled back into my bedroom and found my rolling luggage open on the loveseat beside the armoire. I started digging for some pajamas, but after another fierce yawn, I decided to just sleep in my boxers. What good were expensive silk sheets if I was clothed entirely in cheap pajamas from Target? 
 
    After I stripped off all my clothes and dumped them on the floor in front of the loveseat, I pulled back the blankets and climbed between the sheets. They were so smooth and soft it was like slipping into a crystal clear river. 
 
    “Ooohhh, yeaaaahhhh,” I sighed with utter contentment as I wriggled around and loosened the blankets until I was bundled up like a caterpillar. “That’s the stuff.” 
 
    Within seconds of my head hitting the firm pillow I was completely asleep, and I didn’t have another thought until the sun started to intrude the next morning. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” I groaned as I stretched the sleep from my body, and I was surprised to feel how well rested I was. My whole night had felt like a fucking fever dream, and I grumbled as I rubbed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “What a weird-ass dream.” 
 
    Someone gently cleared their throat nearby, and my heart screamed inside my chest as I shouted and pulled the blankets up to my chin. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes and found three winged men with pink, green, and yellow hair standing just past the foot of the huge California king-sized bed I was in. 
 
    “Oh, my fucking god…” I breathed as everything flooded back to me. “It wasn’t a dream at all, was it?” 
 
    “No, your majesty,” the winged man with the bright pink hair answered in a mild tone. “It wasn’t a dream.” 
 
    I sighed and pulled the blankets up over my head for a moment as I replayed everything from the night before. 
 
    So I really was the new king of all paranormal creatures. I’d been moved to an enormous mansion that was even bigger on the inside than it looked from the outside, and my servants, advisors, and subjects were a bunch of fae-folk, cyclopes, gnomes, witches, and dryads. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it,” I whispered to myself in a confident tone, and then I threw the blankets down to my waist. 
 
    The three faes before me looked like they could be triplets, and aside from their vastly different hair colors, they were identical, right down to their dragonfly-like wings. 
 
    “Who are you three?” I asked. 
 
    “We are your personal valets, your majesty,” the green-haired fae said. “We’re here to help you dress and prepare for your day.” 
 
    “Right…” I arched an eyebrow at the idea of being dressed like a baby. “I can totally dress myself, thanks, but I’d like to know your names. And I assume you’re all fae?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” The one with sunflower-yellow hair nodded. “My name is Sunny.” 
 
    “I’m Birch,” the green-haired man said. 
 
    “And I’m Matis,” the pink-haired one finished. 
 
    “Sunny, Birch, and Matis,” I repeated as I looked at each of the faes. “I’m probably going to mix up your names for a while, so… sorry about that.” 
 
    “We get that a lot, your majesty,” the yellow-haired fae said. “There’s a trick to it. Our names correspond with our hair colors. I’m sunny, and yellow like the sun.” 
 
    “I’m Birch, and I’m green like the leaves of a birch tree.” Birch posed like a tree. 
 
    “Mine is a bit trickier,” the pink-haired one said. “Matis is short for the flower clematis, which are pink.” 
 
    “Oh, that does help.” I nodded. “I love little brain helpers like that. I’m guessing you’re related.” 
 
    “We are brothers,” they all said in unison. 
 
    “Triplets, in fact,” Birch pointed out. 
 
    “I thought so,” I chuckled. 
 
    Before I could say more, there was a distant knock from the sitting room door. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked the triplets. 
 
    “That will be your breakfast, your majesty,” Matis answered. 
 
    “Oooh, breakfast sounds good,” I sighed. 
 
    Birch immediately turned and disappeared into the sitting room, and a moment later he returned with a covered silver tray in his hands. 
 
    “Would you prefer to eat in bed or at the table, your majesty?” Birch asked. 
 
    “At the table, please,” I said as I threw the blankets aside, stepped out of bed, and realized I was glad I’d decided to leave my boxers on last night. 
 
    The green-haired fae carried the tray back into the sitting room while his two brothers walked over to the double doors of the closet. 
 
    “Would you like us to pick out something appropriate for the day for you, your majesty?” Sunny asked. 
 
    “Uh…” I hummed for a second. “I mean, I was just gonna wear something I brought with me…” 
 
    “Might I suggest something a bit more formal, your majesty?” Matis offered. “You’ll be meeting a lot of representatives today, and it is your coronation, after all.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, yeah…” I nodded. “Okay, more formal, then.” 
 
    “Here.” Matis held out a plush cotton robe for me. “Go enjoy your breakfast, and we’ll assemble a proper ensemble for you. It will be our pleasure.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” I said as I stepped into the robe and tied it at the front. 
 
    The yellow and pink-haired brothers began to debate which of the wide selection of color options they thought would go best with my features as I walked into the sitting room. 
 
    Birch stood like a statue beside the table and the covered silvery tray, and when he saw me come into the room, he moved to lift the tray. There was a smaller covered plate in the middle of the tray alongside a bowl of freshly sliced fruit, a glass of orange juice, and two coffee cups. One was steaming with the dark brown goodness of fresh espresso, the other was hot water, and there was a small selection of tea bags beside them. 
 
    Birch set the big cover aside and lifted the smaller cover off the middle plate. A cloud of steam billowed out from under it and brought the smell of freshly scrambled eggs, fried hash browns, and crispy bacon to my nose. 
 
    The food was incredible, and the coffee was rich and perfectly brewed. Birch stood patiently waiting as I ate my breakfast, which was a little weird, but he seemed content, so I ignored the feeling of being watched. Once I was done eating, I walked back into the bedroom to find four options laid out carefully on the bed for me. 
 
    There was a vividly-colored option of a purple silk tunic and darker suit pants, a green-and-yellow outfit that looked like the kinds of robes the elves wore in Lord of the Rings, an all-black three-piece suit that looked like I was about to attend my own funeral, and a crisp-white button-down shirt with a dark blue suit that was much more my speed. 
 
    Matis stood by with a heavy oak box that was filled with cufflinks and tie tacks, several of which were just enormous diamonds that were probably six or seven carats. My brain tried and failed to tally up the value of just that one box for a second before I shook my head. 
 
    “What do you prefer, your majesty?” Sunny asked as he pointed to the outfits on the bed. “We wanted to give you options, but if you’d like to peruse the closet for yourself, you won’t hurt our feelings.” 
 
    “I like this suit,” I said as I picked up the dark blue option. It wasn’t wool, which was great considering we lived in Florida, but it was expensive and well made. 
 
    “Excellent choice, your majesty,” Matis said with a smug smirk at his brother. 
 
    Sunny rolled his eyes and began putting the two brighter options back in the closet while Matis held out the pieces for me as I got dressed. 
 
    “This is weird,” I said. 
 
    The pink-haired fae brushed a bit of invisible dust off the shoulders of my jacket as I looked at myself in the massive mirror beside the sitting room door. 
 
    “You’re King Eternal now, your majesty,” Matis said. “I’m sure this is all a huge change for you, but you hold a powerful title that comes with respect and responsibility. You should look the part.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m starting to get that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It comes with a lot of perks, too,” Matis pointed out with a sly wink at me in the mirror. Then he stepped around me and looked me over. “You look very royal, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I took a deep breath because I knew there was a lot more about to come my way. 
 
    I could feel the time creeping toward my coronation and having to mingle with all my new subjects and representatives. I was nervous as hell, but apparently a Goddess had chosen me for this job, so I must be at least a little bit qualified. Besides, I’d spent a fair amount of my adult life just doing my best and going with my instincts, and that had worked pretty well for me up to this point. 
 
    I looked over my reflection as I tried to think through the day ahead of me, and I was struck by the male model in the mirror. It was amazing what a really good night of sleep and an expensive suit could do for appearances. Then I caught sight of the triplets watching me over my shoulder, along with the bright colors of their hair and their dragonfly wings. 
 
    Shock rippled softly through my mind at the sight as I realized there was no reason not to accept that this was my life now, and to just go along with it. There was no way to know if I could do the job or not until I tried, and I figured I could at least be an improvement on the previous monarch. 
 
    “What’s on the agenda first for the day?” I asked as I turned to look at the three brothers. 
 
    “Your coronation,” Sunny said with a smile. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do it,” I said as I nervously fingered the giant diamond cufflinks to make sure they were still there. 
 
    “One moment,” Matis said, and he rushed into the closet. “Your ensemble is missing… one… little… touch.” 
 
    The pink-haired fae hurried back to my side with a confident smile, and he held a royal-purple handkerchief in his hands. He nimbly folded it into a shape that resembled a three-pointed crown and tucked it into the front breast pocket of my jacket. 
 
    “There,” Matis sighed, and he looked up at me with a smile in his silver eyes. “Now you’re ready, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thanks, Matis,” I said as I gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. 
 
    I nodded at the brothers to let them know I was ready, and they moved like a wall in front of me. They led me out of my room, down the stairs, and directly to the double doors of the throne room. 
 
    “When will everybody get here?” I asked as Sunny and Birch moved to open the door. 
 
    “They’re already here, your majesty,” Matis answered. 
 
    “Oh… shit,” I breathed. “Okay… so what do I do?” 
 
    “Just walk down to the throne,” Sunny advised. “Walk confidently. Smile at the people if you’d like, or you can be stern and ignore them all. The way you enter your coronation will set the tone for how you’ll rule.” 
 
    That made sense, and for a second, I panicked because I didn’t know how I wanted to rule yet. 
 
    No pressure.  
 
    “Wait.” I held up both hands to stop the brothers from opening the doors before I was ready. “I need a second.” 
 
    Sunny and Birch lowered their hands and waited obediently as my mind spun. 
 
    What kind of ruler did I want to be? 
 
    Well, I knew I wanted to do a good job, and to me that meant taking care of my people and their needs. I wanted to provide safety and stability to the people and the realm, but I also wanted them to know I didn’t think of myself as innately better than them. I got the feeling that’s how King Vairn had thought of himself, and I knew I wanted to put an immediate distance between myself and him. 
 
    I decided I would go for confident yet approachable, so the people would feel comfortable coming to me with real concerns and issues. It was my job to lead them, and that’s what a good manager did. 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded and straightened my shoulders. “I’m ready now.”
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Sunny and Birch smiled at me as they raised their hands back to the doors and started to open them. 
 
    The chatter of idle conversations among a hundred people died down almost immediately as the doors opened, and the light flowed out to encompass me. 
 
    Cove stood in a burnt-orange suit at the end of the aisle right in front of the throne. He held a golden crown in his hands that looked like a wreath of vines and leaves dotted with every kind of precious gemstone I knew of. Rune stood just to his left in a golden suit that matched his shining hair, and Poppy was on the other side in a floor-length gown of rich purple silk. Her skirt had a slit over one of her thighs that ran all the way up to the crease of her hip, and her teal hair was piled on top of her head in loose curls. 
 
    She looked like a fucking queen to me. 
 
    She glanced toward me but avoided direct eye contact, and I figured she was working to maintain a professional relationship between us. 
 
    The room was filled to capacity with the widest variety of beings I’d ever seen. I recognized Tristan, Gerald, Isla, and Thistle among the group, and they stood by their chairs with a tall and broad-shouldered man with flame-colored hair that was streaked with blue. He had a pair of leathery dragon wings tucked close against his back, and he looked at me with curious orange eyes. I could only assume he was the dragon-folk leader of my guards who I’d heard about already. 
 
    Then I spotted the convenience store employee who’d started me on this insane journey. Artemis and his neon-green hair were peeking out from behind Tristan’s side. He grinned excitedly at me and subtly pumped his fist in the air in a tiny celebration. 
 
    I gave him a small smirk to let him know I saw him, and then I focused on Cove at the end of the purple-carpeted aisle. I glanced around at the various members of the assembly as I walked with my head held high and a placid smile on my face. 
 
    Several winged people with bright-colored hair and clothing, who I assumed were more faes, smiled happily at me as I walked. There was a group of men and women with ears, antlers, and noses like deer, and another group of people with feathered wings like eagles and hawks who I guessed were harpies. I spotted three more cyclopes in the group, and a bunch of short and pointy-eared people toward the front of the room. 
 
    There were several men and women with long flowing hair and clothing that looked like it was fashioned out of seaweed and fishnets. They were all a mix of different ocean blues and greens, and their hair was decorated with seashells and starfish, so I figured they were merfolk. 
 
    I was interested to see they had human legs. 
 
    When I reached Cove, Rune, and Poppy at the end of the aisle, they all offered me small reassuring smiles. 
 
    “Turn around, your majesty,” Cove whispered so only I could hear. 
 
    I followed his instructions and finally could see the whole crowded room, and I quickly tried to take in as much of the various species as I could. 
 
    I spotted a flock of sprites fluttering above the crowd near Thistle and a few other dryads who looked like other trees I was vaguely familiar with. One, who I guessed was male by the width of his shoulders, had a bunch of acorns in the autumn-colored oak leaves of his hair. 
 
    I saw another group of darkly-dressed people with sleek hair. Their shiny eyes, which were like the man I’d seen on my walk with Cove yesterday, told me they were vampires. Not a single one of them looked pleased to see me. Several of them looked at me with flat-out hatred on their faces. 
 
    Across the aisle from the vampires were a group of people with wild fur-like hair and extended canine teeth. They actually bared their teeth at me like a pack of wild dogs, and I figured they were werewolves. 
 
    The harpies didn’t look much happier than the vampires, but then I spotted one woman a few seats away from the rest of her group. Her feathered wings were a tawny shade of brown, and her long wavy hair was a rich chocolate color. Her eyes were a bright caramel-brown, a beautiful almond shape, and rimmed with dark eyeliner. She wore a flowing white dress that made me think of a Greek goddess, and a golden leather band was wrapped around her forehead as she gazed at me with curiosity instead of hostility. 
 
    I dragged my eyes away from the harpy woman as she began to smirk knowingly at me, and instead I turned to see a new group of creatures I hadn’t seen yet. 
 
    They were close to the front and on the other side of the aisle from the gnomes. There were six of them, and they were about three feet tall with long pointed noses and ears. They wore all-leather clothing, and they glared at me with cold gray eyes. One of the males sneered at me, and he showed off a row of slightly pointed teeth behind his thin lips. I thought quickly over the lists of paranormal creatures Cove had mentioned, and I decided they were probably goblins. 
 
    Another group of three women with snakes for hair stood in the row behind them, and I immediately thought of the legend of the most famous gorgon, Medusa. It seemed like the whole “turning people to stone with a single look” legend was false, though, because they stared right at me, and I was fine. 
 
    “Today begins the dawning of a new era!” Cove announced in a clear voice so everyone in the massive room could hear. “Today we crown our new king, may his reign be long and prosperous for us all.” 
 
    I felt Cove lift the gem-encrusted golden crown up behind me and place it securely on the top of my head. It was lighter than I would have expected and slid perfectly about an inch down my forehead, where it sat like it had been made exactly for me. Then the blue-haired fae stepped to my left so everyone could see him. 
 
    “It is my honor and privilege to present to this assemblage,” Cove announced, “His Royal Majesty, King Michael of the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    “King Michael!” about half of the crowd cheered with enthusiastic excitement, and they applauded cheerfully. “May the Goddess bless him!” 
 
    There was a smattering of less excited applause from more of the group, and I couldn’t help but notice that the vampires stood like stone statues. The werewolves looked like a powder keg of anger just waiting for an excuse to explode. The gorgons in front of them looked more bored than anything else, and the harpies looked just plain annoyed. Except for the one gorgeous harpy who stood apart from the others and still looked curious. 
 
    A round of cheers rippled through the groups of fae-folk, mermaids, deer-people, dryads, sprites, and the cyclopes, and I took the opportunity to lean closer to my advisors. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do now?” I whispered. 
 
    “Thank the representatives for being here today,” Rune murmured through a pleasant smile. 
 
    “And invite them to enjoy your hospitality,” Poppy added. “There will be a lavish feast later.” 
 
    I nodded, and then I stood as confidently as I could while the cheers and sneers continued for another moment before they started to dissipate. When the room was quiet again, I raised my hands like I was the new fucking Pope, and I smiled at everyone. 
 
    “Thank you for being here today,” I announced to everyone in an attempt at a formal greeting. “Please, enjoy yourselves. There will be a feast later.” 
 
    Another round of applause rippled through the crowd, and a moment later, the crowd began to dissolve. People started to mingle together in social circles and spread out into the rest of the mansion. 
 
    I turned slightly to Cove, who lingered dutifully by my side. 
 
    “Should I sit?” I asked in a hushed tone as I eyed the golden throne behind me. 
 
    “If you wish to do so,” Cove whispered back with a smirk. 
 
    “Right.” I lifted my chin as I reminded myself I was king now, and I’d better start acting like it. I decided right then and there that I was going to stop asking for permission or approval. I was in charge of the entire paranormal world now, I was chosen by the Goddess, and I was entitled to sit on my throne if I wanted to. 
 
    No matter how fucking crazy the idea still was to me. 
 
    I sat down on the throne and was pleasantly surprised to find it was rather comfortable. I leaned back as I propped my left foot up on my right knee, and I watched the crowd as they divided into social circles. The lone harpy remained where she was and continued to watch me with curious eyes, so I arched an eyebrow at her in return to see her response. 
 
    The tawny-feathered woman pursed her full lips at me and began to make her way through the crowd toward my throne. When she reached the end of the aisle, she nodded in greeting at Cove. 
 
    “You’re looking well, Cove,” the woman said in a sultry voice that held a slight Greek accent. 
 
    “As are you, Lady Helena,” Cove replied in a casually pleasant voice. 
 
    “I was hoping for a brief audience with our new king,” Lady Helena said, and her caramel eyes flicked to me. “If his majesty is available, of course.” 
 
    “Your majesty.” Cove turned to me with a smirk on his face that told me he enjoyed Lady Helena’s clearly sassy attitude. “Lady Helena, representative of the Grecian Harpies, would like a moment with you.” 
 
    “I think I have a moment to meet one of my representatives,” I said, and I gave the gorgeous harpy a charming smile. 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Lady Helena said as she swept her skirts aside to curtsy in front of my throne, and her gold sandals showed off her perfectly manicured toes. “It’s an honor to greet the new king. I simply wanted to let you know I look forward to working with you to improve the lives of all the people of the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. It looked like Lady Helena was making an attempt to separate herself from the other harpies who clearly had more distaste for me. “I look forward to learning more about the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to share any insights of my own that may be useful to you and the crown, your majesty,” Lady Helena said. 
 
    “I might just take you up on that,” I murmured, and then I caught a bit of movement from the corner of my eye. I turned to see Tristan’s one eye trained on me, and he was gesturing subtly to get my attention. “It looks like I’m needed, though, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    “Certainly.” Lady Helena bowed her head again. “Thank you for your time, your majesty.” 
 
    Lady Helena sauntered away with a liberal sway of her hips beneath her strange, tawny wings, and I indulged in watching for a moment before I waved Tristan over. 
 
    “Yes, Tristan?” I asked the cyclops. 
 
    “Gerald wanted me to inform you that prep for the feast is on schedule, your majesty,” Tristan said. 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said and nodded to dismiss the seven-foot-tall cyclops. Then I waved for Cove, Rune, and Poppy to gather around me. “Okay, I need intel. Tell me what I need to know about all the people here. Give me an info dump, please.” 
 
    “Those are the goblin representatives,” Cove began, and he pointed at the group of short people with the pointed teeth. “They have fiery tempers under the best of circumstances, so I recommend you keep a careful handle on how you speak to them. They take even the slightest misuse of a phrase and can turn it into a reason to revolt.” 
 
    “Great,” I said in a bitterly sarcastic voice. Then I pointed at the group of people wearing the fishnets and seashells. “I take it they’re merfolk?” 
 
    “Yes.” Poppy nodded. 
 
    “And their tails turn into legs on land?” I asked. “Is it a dry land thing or more of a number of days thing? How’s that work?” 
 
    “Merfolk tails shift into human legs when they come onto dry land,” Poppy explained. “They have to get wet to bring their tails back out, but it’s not involuntary.” 
 
    “Huh, cool,” I hummed. “Okay, I saw more dryads with Thistle, but I’m guessing the group with the shiny eyes are the vampires?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune confirmed. “Unlike the goblins, they are silent and cold in their anger. They lost the most after King Vairn’s passing. They had it pretty good under his rule because of his open biases against the other species.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get the feeling they’re not too happy about me being king.” I frowned. 
 
    “They believe humans aren’t even close to being equals with paranormal species,” Poppy explained. “And they believe they’re better than many other species as well. You see, faes are vegetarian, and they find that childish and like we’re depriving ourselves of a full life.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s kind of fucked up,” I muttered. 
 
    “I just wish they would accept that we aren’t the same as them,” Poppy sighed. “Instead of trying to put us down for being different.” 
 
    I sighed heavily at the sadness in Poppy’s purple eyes and shifted the subject forward. 
 
    “What about the ones with the fur and long teeth?” I asked as I identified the group with a quick flick of my eyes. “Werewolves, I’m guessing?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Cove answered. “Despite what movies, television, and fiction would have you believe, they tend to side with vampires about many issues.” 
 
    “A bit of an alliance between them?” I surmised. 
 
    “Of a sort.” Cove nodded. “They aren’t especially friendly with one another, but they both benefit by siding with each other in the political game.” 
 
    “Right.” I added the information to my growing mental log of everything I was learning, and then I looked at a group of sprites who were fluttering near Thistle and the oak tree dryad. Several of them had hummingbird wings, and many others had butterfly or Tinkerbell-style wings. “What about the sprites?” 
 
    “They stay out of politics for the most part,” Rune answered. “They prefer to focus on the beauty of nature and pursuing happiness in their lives. In the past, when they’ve been pulled into things, they’ve almost always sided with the dryads and fae-folk, so they shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said. “You’ve told me some of the myths and legends that aren’t true, like vampires and sunlight, werewolves and silver, the merfolk leg thing… What else should I know? Do goblins hoard money?” 
 
    “No,” Poppy giggled. “That’s a stereotype. Goblins are as financially diverse as anyone else. Some are thrifty, while others always seem to spend every last coin.” 
 
    “Harpies aren’t the hateful women they’ve been portrayed as,” Cove offered. “And as you saw, they don’t have talons for feet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed Lady Helena’s gold sandals.” I nodded. “And I saw there’s male merfolk and harpies, so that’s not like the legends led me to believe. Are there any species who are just male or just female?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so.” Poppy shook her head and looked to Cove and Rune for confirmation. 
 
    “Not that I’ve ever seen,” Cove said. 
 
    “Oh, and that big guy who was with Isla and the others,” I said as I remembered coming into the throne room. “Was he dragon-folk?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s Firo,” Poppy said. “He’s the head of your guards. You’ll get a chance to meet him soon.” 
 
    “I’m guessing this isn’t all the species of the Eternal Realm?” I said. 
 
    “That’s correct, your majesty,” Cove confirmed. “It’s simply not possible for every species to always have a representative in town. There are far too many, and some species fall under the representation of other more prominent species. For example, the sprites are represented by the fae-folk.” 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded, and I figured I could learn more about the other species later. Then I realized I had no idea about my advisors, and I glanced between the three of them. “What about you guys? I know you’re faes… but like… what kind? Is each hair color a different kind of fae, or…?” 
 
    Poppy giggled toward the floor, and Rune smirked as he exchanged a glance with Cove. 
 
    “We are all three of us high faes, your majesty,” Cove said. “The same goes for your valets.” 
 
    “High faes? That sounds… important,” I mused. “Are you like, more powerful than other kinds of faes?” 
 
    “No, we’re just better.” Rune smirked. 
 
    “Rune,” Poppy whispered in a scolding tone. “No, your majesty, we are not more powerful. You see, the first three kings of the Eternal Realm were the most common kinds of fae-folk, like we are. They began a tradition of calling our kind ‘high fae’ despite there not being a whole lot of difference between us and other kinds of faes. We’re actually the most populous among the fae community, so one could argue that we are not very rare.” 
 
    Rune pursed his lips at this, but didn’t comment. 
 
    “Huh.” I frowned as I pondered the information. “So ‘high fae’ is like an outdated term?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Cove nodded, and then he gave me a cocky little smirk. “Though we are the best.” 
 
    “Cove,” Poppy groaned lightly and rolled her eyes. 
 
    I smiled at Poppy’s sweet nature. She obviously didn’t think of herself as being better than others just because of who or what she was, and I really liked that. 
 
    “Is there anything else you want to know, your majesty?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I want more information about King Vairn,” I said. “I know he was kind of a prejudiced asshole, and most people didn’t like him. But what else can you tell me? How did he die?” 
 
    “There were suspicions of foul play,” Rune whispered in a conspiratorial tone. “The vampires demanded an investigation, but we couldn’t find anything to confirm or dispute the rumors.” 
 
    “So you still don’t know what happened to him?” I asked. 
 
    “Not for certain,” Cove confirmed, and his blue eyebrows knitted together to make me think he was still worried about it all. 
 
    “What did he do to make so many people hate him?” I asked. 
 
    Cove, Poppy, and Rune shared a heavy glance like they didn’t really want to reveal all the details of his reign. 
 
    “Guys, come on,” I urged. “I need the facts, or how am I supposed to do my job?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Poppy agreed. “King Vairn did very little in the open, but he allowed many laws to be broken among the species. He quietly encouraged vampires to do as they pleased. It led to a lot of close calls with humans almost discovering the truth about our world.” 
 
    “Almost?” Rune scoffed. “During his years, hundreds of humans were killed because they learned too much. Thousands more because the vampires weren’t ever punished for breaking our laws.” 
 
    “What laws did they break?” I asked. 
 
    “We have laws to protect our secrets from the humans,” Cove said. “One of which forbids vampires from killing in excess or turning more than one human per vampire per decade. If the vampires were free to do as they pleased, there wouldn’t be any humans left.” 
 
    “What, they’d turn them all?” I guessed. 
 
    “Or eat them all,” Poppy said as a shudder raced down her back. “And then they’d have no human food supply left.” 
 
    “Why would they want to do that?” I asked. “Hunt themselves to the brink of starvation?” 
 
    “They can survive on the blood of paranormals as well,” Rune explained. “We aren’t as nutritious to them, but the blood of faes, cyclopes, mermaids, witches, giants, and gnomes would keep them fed and alive.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed as all the details started to fall into place in my mind. 
 
    “King Vairn didn’t care about the impact his leniency had,” Cove said. “He lived in the moment, and the consequences be damned.” 
 
    “Sounds like a shitty ruler,” I concluded. 
 
    Cove and Rune nodded sadly at my words, and Poppy chewed on her bottom lip with a look of pessimism in her purple eyes. 
 
    “Well, that’s all over now that I’m king,” I assured them. “I assume the laws are all written down somewhere so I can go through them?” 
 
    “Yes, all that information, and much more, is in your office,” Cove confirmed. “You’ll have an opportunity to go through all of that shortly.” 
 
    “Good, maybe those six months when I thought I should become a lawyer are going to come in handy,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m sure they will, your majesty,” Rune sighed. “You’re coming into an unstable and discordant situation, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Perhaps now would be a good time to have a look over the records?” Cove suggested. “You have some free time before the feast, and the representatives aren’t expecting you to mingle with them.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea.” I nodded. “Where’s my office?” 
 
    “I will show you,” Poppy said in a polite voice. 
 
    “Thanks.” I stood up and then wondered if I was supposed to wear the crown or not, and I pointed up at it. “Uh… should I keep this on?” 
 
    “That’s entirely up to you, your majesty,” Cove said. “If you’d like to take it off, I can return it to the vault for you.” 
 
    “Vault…” I breathed, and the image of a bank vault filled with loose piles of gold and gems like Smaug’s hoard came to mind. “Yes, please, and I’d like to see the vault at some point.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty,” Poppy said. “There’s still a fair portion of the mansion you haven’t seen yet.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, the galleries, too,” I said to test her reaction to our private conversation the night before. I was fine with maintaining a professional relationship with Poppy if that’s what she wanted, but I didn’t want her to be afraid of me. I at least wanted the kind of casual friendship I’d always had with my employees in the past. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Poppy kept her face polite, but I spotted the tiniest spark of humor in her purple eyes. 
 
    I smiled softly at her the way I might at a scared puppy as I lifted the crown from my head and handed it to Cove. It was going to take some getting used to having the thing on top of my head, and I wanted to feel like myself as I started to go through the records and history of this realm. 
 
    “Shall I have lunch brought to you in your office, your majesty?” Rune asked. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said as I turned back to Poppy. “Alright, show me to the office, please.” 
 
    “This way, your majesty,” Poppy hummed, and she gathered her long purple skirts in one hand as she turned like a dancer toward an inconspicuous door at the back of the throne room. 
 
    I followed Poppy through the door, down a hall I didn’t think I’d seen yesterday, and to another thick wooden door. Suddenly I wondered about the security of this place. I hadn’t seen a single guard, lock, or security camera anywhere. I would’ve expected an expensive place like this, especially the home of a king, to be loaded with security. 
 
    “You’ve mentioned guards,” I said, “but I haven’t seen a single one? How’s the security here?” 
 
    “Oh, you won’t see most of the guards,” Poppy said as she opened the office door for me. “They’re shadow nymphs. They’ve been here every moment since before you even arrived on the grounds.” 
 
    “Shadow nymphs?” I turned and looked around with wide eyes as suddenly every shadow had the potential to be a sentient being. “Uh… hi? I guess.” 
 
    A pair of all-white eyes suddenly appeared in the corner at the end of the hall, and a split second later, the impression of a face emerged and nodded at me. Its expression was blank and reminded me of the Blue Man Group, but instead of blue paint, the face was made of shadows. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed as the face disappeared once more into the corner, and a shiver raced down my spine. 
 
    I moved to follow Poppy into the office and closed the door before I even really looked around. I would’ve bet all my teeth there were more shadow nymphs in the office, but the separation between me and that face in the corner made me feel a little bit less insane. 
 
    I turned around and leaned back against the wooden door as I breathed deeply to work the sudden dump of adrenaline through my system. Several seconds later, my heart was slowing back to a normal rhythm, so I opened my eyes. 
 
    I took a moment to look around the room and acquaint myself with the environment before I looked back at Poppy. 
 
    Poppy stood patiently in front of a huge wooden desk that had thick legs carved like oak trees. Curling vines, leaves, and acorns covered the front and sides of the desk, and the top was a smooth surface so finely polished it reflected the room like a mirror. A single silver book lay closed on the top of the desk. There was a wide window behind the desk that looked out onto the saltwater pool and the gardens around it. Nearly every single inch of wall space was filled with identical leather-bound books in different colors. There were blue, gold, red, black, and deep purple, but there were more green volumes than any other color. 
 
    “I’m guessing there’s a color-coded system here?” I asked as I gestured at the walls of different colored leather books. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Poppy confirmed, and she pointed to the silver book. “I’ve compiled a bit of a manual to help you get familiar with the way things are organized. There’s also a guide to all the different species with a brief description of each, their individual representatives, and which house those representatives live in on the cul-de-sac when they’re here…” 
 
    I must have been making an odd face, because Poppy’s eyes grew a little bit anxious as her words trailed off. 
 
    “Did I mess up again?” Poppy whispered as her hands came up to cover her mouth, and her eyes went wide with the kind of anxiety I’d felt during the last final exams before graduation. She scooped up the book and clutched it to her breasts like she could absorb the offending object into her body. “I’m sorry, I’ll just–” 
 
    “No!” I half-shouted, and then I cleared my throat and let out an uncomfortable laugh. “That sounds incredibly helpful, actually. Like SparkNotes to the Eternal Realm. Please, leave it, and thank you for making it.” 
 
    “Oh…” Poppy breathed, and she glanced down at the book before she handed it to me. “Alright.” 
 
    “And please…” I said as I took the book. I wasn’t sure if my next words would help or make Poppy feel even more uncomfortable, but I had to try. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. I mean, I’ve been here less than a day, but from what I’ve seen, you’re doing a great job. You, Rune, and Cove have given me a lot of information in a really short time. Even better than that, you’ve given it to me in a really direct and digestible way.” 
 
    “Really?” Poppy’s purple eyes lit up as I spoke, and I hoped it was working. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I assured her with a chuckle. “This whole thing is a huge shock by itself, and there’s a lot to digest, but you’re making it manageable. I really want to thank you for that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, your majesty,” Poppy murmured as a pleased blush spread over her cheeks. 
 
    “And this?” I held the silver book up to emphasize my words. “This is soooo helpful. I was a major notetaker in college, so this really speaks to me.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Poppy smiled with gratitude on her face. 
 
    Again, I wondered how she’d been treated in her position by my predecessor, and I made it a personal goal to give her positive feedback whenever her work shone. 
 
    “Thank you,” I repeated with sincerity. 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, your majesty,” Poppy said with more confidence than I’d heard since I’d met her. “Is there anything else I can do for you at this time?” 
 
    “No,” I sighed and looked at the overwhelming number of books I had in front of me. “I think I should just throw myself into all of this and start cramming.” 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot,” Poppy said as she walked over to stand beside me, and she gestured for me to open the silver book. “I made a guide to help you figure out the color-coding system of the records.” 
 
    “Woah, that’s awesome,” I hummed as I quickly scanned the three-columned spreadsheet. 
 
    “See? Green for financial records.” Poppy slid a single pale pink fingernail along the columns. “Blue are for the legal records, black are death records…” 
 
    “How far back do these go?” I asked. 
 
    “We began keeping records around…” Poppy tapped her finger against her lip for a second. “I believe it was around the turn of the last millennium.” 
 
    “Like… the year one thousand?” I gasped. 
 
    “Mmhmm.” Poppy nodded. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I breathed. 
 
    “I suggest you start with the last decade of King Roman’s reign,” Poppy said with a concerned smile as she stepped back. “Then you can get a feel for the way things were before King Vairn as you move into his records.” 
 
    “See?” I said with a charming smile. “Look at that. More excellent advice.” 
 
    “If you need anything while you work,” Poppy said with a pleased look in her purple eyes, “you can call the kitchens, Cove’s office, or really anywhere in the mansion on the phone in your top desk drawer. I put a list of extensions in there, too.” 
 
    “You know,” I chuckled as I pursed my lips with humor. “If you keep doing work that’s this thorough, I think you’re going to be pretty damn helpful.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to get started,” Poppy said as she moved toward the door like the most elegant ballerina in the world. 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed. 
 
    I watched the graceful movements of her muscles as she opened the door and left the room, and then I turned to the work at hand. 
 
    First, I scanned through the guidebook Poppy had made for me, and it was a really helpful accumulation of knowledge. I learned there were even more species than those I’d met or seen personally, and they included things I’d never even heard of before. It started to open my eyes to how big the world really was, and how much of it I’d never experienced in my twenty-eight years. 
 
    Aside from a few trips over the border into Canada, and the two Caribbean cruises my family had taken when I was twelve and thirteen, I’d never really left the US before. Now I was king of a realm that included every exotic corner of the earth, and all the paranormal creatures it contained. 
 
    And it wasn’t just sentient beings like faes, dryads, cyclopes, and giants. There were paranormal animals, too. 
 
    Poppy’s guidebook included sections on unicorns, griffins, fire-birds, and gargoyles. I also found a longer section dedicated to the existence of centaurs, and they didn’t seem to fit into either category. They existed somewhere in between the paranormal worlds of animals and people. 
 
    “I guess that makes sense, though,” I sighed to myself as I looked at the detailed drawing of a centaur. They were pretty evenly half and half, so I could see why they wouldn’t exactly fit into either category. 
 
    According to Poppy’s notes, though, they were peaceful with the Eternal Realm and previous kings for the most part. 
 
    I continued into the blue volumes which contained all the laws of the Eternal Realm. They were pretty logical, and a lot of them mirrored human laws. There were laws that made crimes like assault, theft, rape, and murder punishable by anything from imprisonment, to magical castration, to the death penalty, depending on the severity of the crime. One that caught my attention was a statute that allowed individual communities to handle smaller transgressions. Poppy made a note in the silver guidebook that gave an example of this. 
 
    For example, if a dryad steals from another in their forest, the crown allows the forest to deliberate and decide on a just punishment for themselves. There are steps to take if they’re unable or unwilling to do so, or in the case where the Crown may see their punishment is overly biased in one direction or the other. To my knowledge, the Crown has only had to step in once before. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how much time I’d spent reading over the various books until there was a sudden knock at the door that slammed me right out of my train of thought. 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered to myself as my heart raced from the sudden loud noise. “Yeah, come in.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” a delicate voice called. 
 
    Then a pretty woman with the ears and little black nose of a white-tailed deer pushed the door open, and she sent me the sweetest, doe-like smile.
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    Chapter 7 
 
    “I have lunch for you.” The doe-woman’s hands were filled with another covered silver tray like I’d had at breakfast. She wore a forest-green dress and had a little white apron tied around her waist.  
 
    I blinked dumbly at the beautiful deer-looking woman for a second as my brain worked to accept the strange view of such an exotic creature carrying such a normal item and wearing an apron. 
 
    “Oh, uh… good,” I sighed, and I repositioned myself in my chair. “Put it on the desk, please.” 
 
    The fawn-girl moved to obey my instructions, and when she came around to the side of my desk I noticed she had a cute fluffy deer tail, too. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked. 
 
    “Nymerial,” the fawn-girl replied as she folded her hands in front of her apron. “Would you like to know my species, too? Tristan said you wanted to learn about all of us.” 
 
    “Yeah, please,” I said, and I gave her a tired and thankful smile. “I assume everyone’s heard at this point, but I’m new to all of this.” 
 
    “I’m a fawn-fae, your majesty,” Nymerial said with softness in her wide brown eyes. “I’m one of the kitchen maids.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard not all the faes are like Poppy and Cove,” I said in a curious voice. “Are there other… animal fae-folk like you?” 
 
    “There are some,” Nymerial answered. “Fawn-faes are fairly common, and there are some ram-faes, too. In other parts of the world you’ll find antelope-faes.” 
 
    “Huh, cool. Thank you, Nymerial,” I said. “And tell the rest of the kitchen staff thanks for me, too.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty.” Nymerial dipped in a little curtsy. “Do you need anything else?” 
 
    “No, thanks,” I said as I lifted the cover off the tray. 
 
    There was a wide selection of deli meats and cheeses, three kinds of crackers, a bowl of whole cashews, and a small platter of cold veggies and what looked like home-made ranch dressing. 
 
    “Wow, this looks awesome,” I murmured, and I pointed at the thin and lean meat. “Is this fish?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Nymerial said. “It’s bluefin tuna. Very desirable, from what I understand.” 
 
    “What’s so special about it?” I wondered as I took a bite. It was light and fresh and perfectly seasoned. 
 
    “Bluefin tuna is the most expensive fish in the world, your majesty,” Nymerial explained. “Perfect specimens can cost as much as five thousand dollars a pound.” 
 
    My mouth fell open mid-bite, and it took me a minute to recover from the shock that I was eating a fish that cost more than double a month’s rent. 
 
    And it tasted so fucking good, too. It was no doubt the best fish I’d ever had, and it seemed to melt in my mouth like creamy butter.  
 
    “Enjoy your lunch, your majesty,” Nymerial said, and she left the room without another word. 
 
    The lunch was beyond perfect and exactly what I needed. I devoured the entire tray and then turned back to work on skimming through the last fifteen years of financial records. There was a pretty obvious shift in finances around the time King Vairn took up the throne, and a steady decline after that. I was suddenly glad for the random economics and investments courses I’d taken as a financial requirement for my business degree. The kingdom wasn’t poor by any means, but the wealth that had been accumulated during King Roman’s reign was thrown around as freely as drops of water in the ocean by King Vairn. 
 
    I saw several areas where I could make easy improvements to get the numbers rising again instead of remaining stagnant. A lot of the income came from solid investments in various industries both in the human world and the Eternal Realm, but it wasn’t making money like I knew it could. 
 
    “Maybe I’m better suited for this than I thought,” I said to myself as I added to my notes about what I wanted to change. 
 
    A small flame of purpose started to burn in my heart, and I felt more useful than I had for most of my life. I’d been useful in the jobs I’d held, and I’d done the jobs well enough, but none of them ever brought me the kind of satisfaction and fulfillment I could find in this new, and totally shocking, role as king. 
 
    I dove back into the records and laws, and I worked hard until there was another knock at the door. When I looked up, I realized the sun was getting low near the horizon, and the shadows were long across the lagoon-style pool outside my window. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Poppy stuck her head through the cracked-open door. “It’s almost time to start the feast.” 
 
    “Shit, is it that late already?” I mumbled as I stood up for the first time in a while and stretched the stiffness from my body. 
 
    “You’ve been at it for hours,” Poppy said as she opened the door a bit more to stand straight. 
 
    My heart stuttered a moment as I took in the change of her outfit. 
 
    Poppy now wore a blush-pink gown that flowed like rivers of silk in several layers down her long legs. The skirt fell between her knees and ankles in the front and dragged along the floor for a few inches at the back. The top was decorated with little ruffles of crisp white silk that looked like bunches of flowers across her collarbone and over the tops of her upper arms. It was gathered prettily under the curve of her breasts, and there were large keyholes on her sides that showed off a wide expanse of creamy skin. 
 
    Even her hair was different than this morning, and now long spiral curls dangled daintily around her slender neck. She’d added a pair of bright magenta flower earrings to her pointed ears, and a shadow of sparkly pink eyeshadow that seemed almost as iridescent as her wings. 
 
    I glanced down at the rumpled state of my clothes with a sudden hint of self-consciousness, and I grabbed my suit jacket from where I’d discarded it on the back of my chair hours ago. 
 
    “How much time do I have, Poppy?” I asked. “Time enough to change my clothes?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Poppy assured me with a little smile. “You can take all the time you need.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to be late,” I said. 
 
    “A king is never late, your majesty,” Poppy said in a put-on English accent. “Everyone else is simply early.” 
 
    “I like that,” I chuckled. “That’s a Julie Andrews line, right?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Poppy answered as a little blush turned her cheeks a lovely shade of pink. “Would you like me to bring you to your private suite so you can change? We can go up the back stairs so we don’t run into anyone.” 
 
    “That would be great.” I nodded and gestured for her to lead the way. 
 
    Poppy led me through a new route of hallways and stairs that were just as expensive-looking as the rest of the mansion, and she deposited me at my door without any conversation. 
 
    “Your valets will help you dress, your majesty.” Poppy gave me a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I took a deep breath before I relinquished myself back to the hands of Sunny, Matis, and Birch. 
 
    The bright-haired triplets had already laid out a few options for me, and I selected a dark green suit that I felt was both royal and subtle. They paired it with shining black tuxedo shoes, a jade-green necktie which they knotted to perfection, and then Matis tucked a golden pocket square in as a final touch. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked the fae brothers as I looked into the huge mirror in my room. 
 
    “Exquisite, your majesty,” Sunny said. 
 
    “Understated yet fashionable,” Birch added. 
 
    “You look like a king, your majesty,” Matis concluded with an affectionate smile. 
 
    I smiled at the brothers and decided I liked them very much. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and then I sighed heavily as the anxious pressure of a representative-filled feast washed over me. “I guess there’s no putting it off now, let’s have ourselves a feast.” 
 
    My three valets, which still sounded so weird to me, led me downstairs and to a pair of double doors that were just like the throne room. It took me a second to be sure I wasn’t back there again, but the paintings on the wall were different. 
 
    I straightened my shoulders and started to nod at them to open the door. 
 
    “Wait,” Cove’s voice came from behind me, and when I turned around, I saw him rushing forward with the golden crown in his hands. “Your majesty, this is your coronation feast, I thought you might like to wear this.” 
 
    “Yeah, good idea,” I said. “Thanks, Cove.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Cove murmured as he placed the crown on my head for the second time today. He looked me over for a second and nodded like he was pleased with my appearance. “You look fantastic, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed as anxiety started to well inside my chest. “Do you have any advice for me?” 
 
    “Just be yourself.” Cove shrugged. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and then Matis and Birch pulled open the double doors for me. 
 
    “Here we go,” I muttered under my breath as the crowded dining hall immediately fell silent. 
 
    The dining hall was nearly as large as the throne room, and there were two wide wooden tables that ran the full length of the fifty-foot hall. Elegant place settings with shining white China and a full set of polished silver utensils sat in front of each chair, and there were three crystal chandeliers that hung above the aisle between the two tables. The light glittered off the short crystal vases that filled the spaces between every third place setting. Each vase was filled with its own unique assortment of flowers in a rainbow of vivid colors, and many of the paranormal people I’d seen at my coronation that morning stood in front of every chair. 
 
    But the seat at the head of the table on my left remained unoccupied for me. 
 
    “His Royal Majesty, King Michael of the Eternal Realm,” Cove announced from behind me. 
 
    My eyes scanned around the room at all the different faces staring back at me. Just like earlier, there was a wide variety of expressions that ranged from pleased to bored to irritated to disdainful. 
 
    I zeroed in on Lady Helena’s curious eyes beside the empty chair. She was exotic and gorgeous in a shimmery light-gold dress with gold bands around the tanned skin of her upper arms. Her chocolate-brown hair was piled on top of her head in loose curls that were held in place by diamond-encrusted pins in the shape of little feathers. Her caramel-colored eyes were rimmed heavily with smoky copper eyeshadow, her lips were a deep cherry red, and her tawny-feathered wings were folded neatly behind her back. 
 
    I started to stroll confidently between the two tables. I glued a confident and subtle smirk on my face, and I ignored the racing of my heart that felt like I was entirely naked in front of all these strangers. 
 
    Lady Helena smiled coyly at me when I reached my seat, and I gave her a nod of greeting. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Lady Helena murmured quietly as she dipped in a graceful curtsy. “Good evening.” 
 
    “Good evening, Lady Helena,” I replied. 
 
    Then I tried to conceal my surprise as Birch appeared out of nowhere to pull out my seat for me. I lowered myself into the chair, and I reined in my reaction as the entire room followed me and sat in their own chairs, too. They all continued to watch me without a single movement toward their plates or glasses. 
 
    Before I could register the instinctual peer pressure-fueled panic that started to creep up my throat, Lady Helena leaned a tiny bit toward me. 
 
    “They’re waiting for you to begin,” the gorgeous harpy whispered without losing the pleasant smile on her cherry-red lips. 
 
    “Please, enjoy,” I announced to the room as a whole. 
 
    Casual conversation and the sounds of cutlery and glasses clinking together filled the room a second later, and I relaxed as the focus turned away from me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled quietly to the beauty on my right. 
 
    “I’m happy to be of service to the crown, your majesty,” Lady Helena said as she picked up her knife and fork. 
 
    Finally, I looked down at the succulent dishes in front of me. There was a perfectly grilled filet mignon, fried asparagus that was drowning in a pool of garlic butter, a small pile of roasted and seasoned potato slices, and a long-stemmed glass half-filled with a dark red wine. 
 
    I could only guess the food on my plate must have cost more than I spent on groceries every month. 
 
    I cut a polite-sized bite from the corner of the steak and popped it into my mouth. The meat was delicious, tender, and juicy. All the food was incredible, and I lost myself in the plate for a few minutes until Lady Helena started a conversation with the silver-haired fae to my left. 
 
    “Lord River,” Lady Helena said. “How is your daughter? I heard she was married recently.” 
 
    “Yes,” the older man cleared his throat like he was surprised by the direct question from the beautiful harpy, and then he answered in an accent that sounded vaguely English. “She was a beautiful bride, Lady Helena, and her new husband is a kind fae. Her mother and I approve wholeheartedly.” 
 
    “How wonderful.” Lady Helena smiled like a kindhearted coach praising her less confident student, and then she turned back to me. “Your majesty, have you formally met Lord River yet?” 
 
    “No I haven’t,” I said, and I lifted my glass for a refreshing sip of the light wine. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I assume you’re a fae?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Lord River said with an almost excited tone. “If I may be so bold, I’m quite curious about a human king. We’ve never had one before, it’s caused quite a stir.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that,” I said dryly. 
 
    “Quite, quite,” the silver-haired man laughed a bit too hard for me to think it was entirely genuine. “How are you finding the mansion so far, your majesty? I’ve only just arrived in town a few days ago.” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” I said. “And it’s really comfortable. Where do you live, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “I’m from Ireland, your majesty,” Lord River said with a bit of pride in his voice. 
 
    “Ireland?” I asked. “That’s really interesting. I don’t think I would have been able to guess that by your accent.” 
 
    “I spent much of my childhood in England,” the man said as he selected a warm roll from a basket on the long table. “That may be why you couldn’t place my accent. A few more glasses of this decadent wine, and it will come out a lot more.” 
 
    The fae’s bluntness struck me, and I chuckled along with him for a moment. 
 
    “Lord River is one of the European fae representatives,” Lady Helena said before she took a graceful sip of her wine. “He hasn’t been present in the United States since before King Roman’s passing, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Lord River said, and there was a tremor in his voice that made me think he was a bit ashamed of his absence during King Vairn’s reign. “I’ve been… preoccupied with my family for some time.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I assured him. “Family is really important.” 
 
    “It warms my heart to hear you say that, your majesty,” Lord River murmured, and his pale green eyes shone with a touch of wetness. “Forgive me for being so bold, but I think maybe a human king is exactly what the Eternal Realm needs. A bit of outside perspective, a bit of new blood, if you will. It can be good for the soul and, I think, the Eternal Realm, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord River,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I for one am excited for what lies ahead,” Lady Helena said with a bright smile. 
 
    “The Goddess knows it can’t be worse than what we’ve had,” the dryad seated beside Lord River muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Lady Taylee,” Lord River gasped with horror, and his hands flew up in a nervous flutter as his pale eyes shot to my face. “I apologize for Lady Taylee’s impertinence, your majesty.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine,” I assured him with a placid expression. Honestly, I was dying to hear what the people thought about King Vairn so I could get a better feel for who I had to win over, and who I wasn’t going to be able to win over at all. Then I looked at the dryad whose leaves were dotted with pink and white magnolia flowers. “Lady Taylee, was it? Please, I’d love your perspective. After all, that’s your job as a representative, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Err–” Lady Taylee stuttered for a second, and she looked nervous after Lord River’s scolding. But duty to her position seemed to win over because she straightened her bark-covered shoulders and nodded. “Many of the species suffered under the… uh, previous monarch, in more ways than were ever spoken about.” 
 
    “Please, tell me more,” I encouraged the magnolia tree-woman. 
 
    “Things were more subdued in this area of the world,” Lady Taylee explained. “But in regions much further away from the direct eyes and ears of the crown, many individuals took advantage of King Vairn’s lax view and enforcement of laws that are meant to keep peace between the species.” 
 
    Lord River tugged nervously at his collar, and his pale green eyes flashed around the room as a bead of anxious sweat rolled down his face. Lady Helena had become quiet amidst our conversation, and Lady Taylee appeared uncomfortable in saying anything outright with so many eyes in the room. 
 
    Large portions of idle conversation had died away around us, and dozens of eyes had turned to zero in on what the dryad told me and my reaction to her words. 
 
    “There were factions of vampires and werewolves that would seek out faes, dryads, merfolk, and others to intentionally stir up trouble,” Lady Taylee said. 
 
    I waited for someone to explode with rage, but the room was just silent for a few torturous seconds before Lady Helena spoke up once more. 
 
    “Surely those days are now behind us,” the beautiful harpy said in a sultry voice loud enough to carry to the ends of the tables. “Perhaps we should let the past be the past and look to the future now.” 
 
    There was another brief and tense pause where the air felt as thick as a block of Gouda before a cyclops at the far end of the table suddenly burst into laughter. 
 
    “His majesty’s chef has prepared my favorite garlic butter to accompany these rolls!” the one-eyed man shouted with a wide grin. “My compliments to the chef!” 
 
    Conversations that ached with forced lightness exploded through the room, and most of the people stopped staring at me. The werewolves shifted between ignoring me completely and casting irritated looks at me as they returned to their bloody-rare steaks. There were still several hostile glares from the vampires among the gathering, but they remained in their seats and sipped at the dark red soup in their bowls. 
 
    I suppressed a shudder as I realized it wasn’t soup at all in the bowls, and I made a note to ask Gerald where the blood supply came from later. The possibility of humans chained up in the basement flashed horrifically through my mind, but I shoved the idea away. I hadn’t met any servants who gave me the enslaving-humans vibe, so I was pretty sure the question could wait until the morning. 
 
    “Thank you for your insights, Lady Taylee,” I said in a low tone. “If you’re available sometime this week, I’d love to meet with you again to learn more about you and your people.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty.” The magnolia dryad nodded and smoothed her green hands over the leaves that fell like hair over her shoulders. “It’s my job and my honor to represent the dryads of my region.” 
 
    “And what region is that?” I asked as I made an effort to eat a bit more of my dinner. My appetite was pretty much gone, but I could feel how important appearances were in my new role. 
 
    “I’m from North Carolina, your majesty,” Lady Taylee said. 
 
    “Are there many dryads in that area?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, there is an entire community of magnolia dryads, your majesty.” Lady Taylee’s shoulders relaxed, and she spoke with more confidence about her people. 
 
    “I’ve always found magnolia trees to be very beautiful,” I said. “But it makes me wonder, are there dryads for every species of tree in the world?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, your majesty,” Lady Taylee said. “In fact, all trees came from a dryad at one point or another.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with surprise as my eyebrows rose up. “Every tree ever?” 
 
    “Mmhmm.” The pink-blossomed tree-woman nodded enthusiastically. “The trees you’ll be familiar with from your human life are descended from dryads who chose to put down roots and succumb to a hibernation state.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s fascinating,” I hummed. “What makes a dryad choose such a thing?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a very personal choice,” Lady Taylee said. “Some choose it when they’re simply too old to desire a life of movement anymore, others choose it if they’ve become injured and are at risk of dying. You see, dryads are more stable in a state of hibernation than in this state.” 
 
    Lady Taylee gestured to herself as she spoke, and I was entirely enthralled by the idea that every tree I’d ever seen in my life had once come from such a beautiful creature as her. 
 
    “Most trees you see are the descendants of dryads, though, isn’t that right?” Lady Helena chimed in. 
 
    “Yes, the dryads who put down roots centuries ago would reproduce as human science knows,” Lady Taylee confirmed. “Oak dryads shed acorns, apple tree dryads send the next generation out through their fruits, and so on. Not every tree was itself a walking spirit like I am, but they all come from the first generation of dryads like me. I like to think of them as distant cousins.” 
 
    “That’s so interesting,” I chuckled. “It makes me feel better about my family using a fake tree for Christmas.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear,” Lady Taylee giggled lightly. “So long as humans work to use trees in a sustainable way, it doesn’t bother me much.” 
 
    I suddenly thought of The Lorax, and his line about how he speaks for the trees because the trees have no tongues. I wondered if the Lorax was based off of dryads, and then I wondered if Dr. Suess was possibly a part of the Eternal Realm. 
 
    I chatted with the lords and ladies near my seat for a while longer about their regions and species, and I was pleased to learn they were all rather welcoming to me as their new king. 
 
    A while into dinner, the merman beside Lady Helena pushed his chair back and clinked his spoon gently against his wine glass. 
 
    “I’d like to propose a toast,” Lord Finn said as he straightened the ice-blue waves of his shoulder-length hair. “To our new king! May the Goddess Raeva guide him, bless him, and bless us all through him! To King Michael! Long may he reign!” 
 
    I watched the reactions as carefully as I could without openly staring at the people. An unbalanced response rippled through the room, and about half of the gathering joined in Lord Finn’s toast to me. The faes, dryads, merfolk, and gnomes among the group raised their glasses and cheered alongside the blue-haired merman. The witches, cyclopes, and the two giants in attendance gave much more subdued cheers. They didn’t seem as excited, but they still raised their glasses and offered nods and small smiles in my direction. The goblins, on the other hand, sat with sour looks on their pointed faces, and the harpies looked down their noses at me like I was simply less than them. Then there were the werewolves and vampires, who continued to stare at me with obvious distaste like I was a rotting hunk of roadkill in the middle of their ultra-rare steaks and blood soup. 
 
    A freezing chill raced down my spine as one lone vampire stood up from her seat. She was hauntingly beautiful, like a seductive demon sent straight from hell to rip my soul from my body with her full lips. Her hair was as black as pure obsidian, and it fell in a single sheet of inky darkness to her narrow hips. Her gothic-style dress was just as black against her pale skin, and the only color on her was the bright red lipstick she wore. 
 
    “That’s Lady Vivianne,” Lady Helena whispered slyly beside me. “And this looks like trouble.” 
 
    “Goodie,” I muttered back to the Grecian harpy, and then I turned my entire focus to the vampire. 
 
    Lady Vivianne clasped her hands together until her black-painted fingernails threatened to dig into her paper-white skin. She waited a long moment until everyone turned to look at her, like she needed a complete and enraptured audience for what she was about to say. 
 
    “This human, Michael, cannot possibly be worthy of the throne,” Lady Vivianne said with a slight Slavic accent. “I object to his rule most ardently.”
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    Chapter 8 
 
    The room was so painfully silent for a second that I was sure I could hear every single heartbeat around me. Then a ruckus of noise exploded in my ears. 
 
    There were shouts from every direction all at the same time, and it was nearly impossible to catch everything that was said. 
 
    “Blasphemy!” Lord Finn shouted in a sudden rage. 
 
    “The Goddess isn’t to be questioned,” another deep voice said. 
 
    “We’ve never had a human king before,” a cautious voice pointed out from across the room. 
 
    “This is treachery, Lady Vivianne!” one of the dryads called. 
 
    “I agree with Lady Vivianne,” a werewolf declared. 
 
    “She has a point,” a male harpy added. “We’ve never had a human king before.” 
 
    “What if she has a point?” someone else asked in a hesitant voice. 
 
    That sentiment was followed by a round of horrified gasps and another burst of shouting from both sides of the argument. 
 
    “Well, fuck,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    The beautiful harpy beside me stood up slowly from her chair and cleared her throat. 
 
    “I think a fresh perspective could do us all well,” Lady Helena said. 
 
    Much to my surprise, the room quieted down and listened to what the chocolate-haired woman had to say. 
 
    “Change is scary, yes,” Lady Helena continued. “But it can bring good and unexpected things.” 
 
    “He’s human,” Lady Vivianne replied in a quiet and menacing tone, as if that was all the reason anyone needed to question my right to reign. “He knows nothing of our world or our complicated politics. He’s clearly unfit to rule. I propose we reissue the lottery immediately.” 
 
    “That’s not for you to decide!” Lord Finn growled in an angry tone, and the deep blue eyes of the merman burned like an inferno. 
 
    Another round of shouting ensued, and I leaned back in my chair as Cove appeared out of nowhere at my side. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Cove murmured. “Perhaps–” 
 
    “No.” I stopped him with a gesture of my hand. “Let them speak. I need to know what I’m up against.” 
 
    Cove nodded and stepped back without another word. 
 
    “Perhaps Lady Vivianne is right,” one of the harpies said. “The Goddess has never chosen a human before, so why should we change that now?” 
 
    “Are you questioning the Goddess?” a broad-shouldered fae demanded as his hands balled into fists at his sides. 
 
    “All I’m saying is,” Lady Vivianne said with a well-practiced shrug of fake innocence, “how do we know this human is worthy of ruling our world? How are we to trust someone who’s only just learned we even exist?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” the angry broad-shoulder fae said. “There was once a time we had our first fae king, dryad king, and even the first vampire king, Lady Vivianne. There’s no reason we should expect so little of King Michael.” 
 
    Lady Vivianne stood resolute in her spot and stared down anyone who dared to look at her with a differing opinion as the conversation continued to go back and forth for a few moments longer. Then, finally, Lady Vivianne smirked and cleared her throat in a practiced and dainty way. 
 
    “Perhaps, if we had a way to prove King Michael’s worth…” She said my name with such subtle disgust, I wondered if anyone else had heard it. 
 
    “Silence,” a woman at the far end of the other table murmured in a gentle voice. I hadn’t noticed her before, but now she stood up from her chair. 
 
    The room fell instantly silent, and I looked around with confusion as I wondered who the woman was. Everyone else returned to their seats, and I finally got a good look at the soft-voiced woman. 
 
    Her long, golden-blonde hair framed her face in tight curls, her eyes were soft blue, and her fine features were pretty. She wore a long dress in a pale shade of blue that reminded me of a bright spring sky. She looked entirely human except for the gentle golden light that seemed to emanate from under her sun-kissed skin. It was like she was the human embodiment of a lit candle, and she glowed with soft sunlight. 
 
    “The Goddess suggests a test,” the golden woman announced in a feather-light voice. “So that King Michael may prove himself worthy of the throne and your allegiances.” 
 
    She spoke like she didn’t quite belong with the rest of the people here, and it caught me off-guard. 
 
    “Has the Goddess spoken to you, Lady Ellia?” Lord Finn asked in an awed voice. 
 
    The glowing woman closed her soft blue eyes and tilted her head slightly to the side as if she were listening to something. When she opened her eyes again, she nodded. 
 
    “Goddess Raeva has told me a suitable test that will satisfy the question of King Michael’s worthiness,” Ellia said. 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” Lady Vivianne asked with a gleeful smirk. 
 
    “This is foolish,” the broad-shouldered fae objected. “King Michael was already chosen by the Goddess–” 
 
    “Let him prove himself,” one of the cyclopes interrupted. “I see no reason we should object. If King Michael is truly worthy, a test will only confirm that.” 
 
    “I agree,” Lady Helena said as she gave me a reassuring smile. “I believe King Michael should have the chance to prove himself.” 
 
    A round of cautious agreement circled around the dining hall, and it sounded like even the representatives who’d toasted to me were under the impression I should take the test Lady Ellia offered. 
 
    Everyone turned to look at me, and I thought about it for a split second before I decided why the fuck not. Either I would prove myself, or I’d figure out early on that I wasn’t right for the job. I’d rather know now if I was destined to fail at being king than spend time getting used to this lifestyle and risk fucking up the Eternal Realm and all the lives of the people I’d met so far. 
 
    “Will you accept the test, your majesty?” Lady Ellia asked in a daydreamy tone that reminded me of Luna Lovegood’s odd voice in Harry Potter. 
 
    Everybody turned to see what I’d say, and I stood slowly from my chair before I nodded my head once. 
 
    “Yes, I will,” I declared. 
 
    The glowing woman walked over to me with so much grace that it looked like she skated over a thin layer of ice, and the people leaned toward her like she created her own field of gravity. 
 
    “I’m the Goddess’ representative, your majesty,” Lady Ellia said when she reached me. “I’m the Goddess’ ears, eyes, and voice in the physical realm.” 
 
    I didn’t really know what to say to that, and I found myself blinking in a dumbfounded sort of way. 
 
    Holy shit. I’d had the direct representative of the Goddess in my home all day, and I was only just now formally meeting her? 
 
    I briefly wondered if I was already on the smiting list of the Goddess for this, but I figured if it was so crucial for me to meet Lady Ellia, my advisors would have made sure I’d done so early. 
 
    So I just smiled slightly and nodded at her. 
 
    “So, what am I supposed to do?” I asked her in a quiet voice a moment later. 
 
    “Follow me,” Lady Ellia said. 
 
    Fifty chairs scraped across the floor as everyone stood from their seats and began to shift toward us like an ocean tide. Lady Ellia ignored them like she was only half-present, and she floated out of the dining hall. 
 
    I looked at Cove, and he silently nodded for me to follow her, so I forced my feet into motion. 
 
    The Goddess’ representative led the entire gathering down the hall, through the living room, and out into the backyard. Once we were outside, people began to spread out and divide into groups, and they naturally gathered in groups based on how supportive they seemed to be of me. 
 
    Lady Ellia kept walking, and she moved around the side of the house toward the deeper gardens Rune and Poppy had led me through the first time I’d seen the mansion. I suddenly wondered where my advisors were, and I surreptitiously looked around for the gold and teal-haired faes. I spotted them toward the back of the group with Cove. 
 
    Poppy looked at me with blatant concern in her purple eyes, and Rune looked downright pissed at the whole situation. 
 
    I felt bolstered by Rune’s reaction, and my determination to prove myself grew as I followed Lady Ellia over to an empty flower bed beside a wide stone circle in the path dotted with iron benches. 
 
    “I will administer your test,” Lady Ellia said as she turned to face me with the rich soil of the garden behind her. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    “Just one at the moment,” I said, and I took a moment to adjust to how gorgeous she was up close. 
 
    Lady Ellia really did glow with a touch of light, and it was like the sun burned under her skin. Her blue eyes sparkled with the light, and she radiated with gentle warmth. 
 
    “I get that you’re the Goddess’ representative here,” I said, and I shifted my eyes from side to side to indicate the political gathering around us. “But what’s your role in all of this?” 
 
    “It is my role to be the Goddess’ eyes, ears, and voice,” Lady Ellia repeated. 
 
    “No, I mean, where do you stand on the political side of things?” I clarified. 
 
    “I stay out of the politics,” Lady Ellia said simply. “I rarely involve myself in the workings of the Eternal Realm, and I’ve only spoken up now because the Goddess instructed me to.” 
 
    “Okay…” I breathed as the importance of Lady Ellia’s role hit me. “So, what’s this test?” 
 
    Lady Ellia didn’t say a word, she just smiled dazedly and turned around. She mumbled something in a language I didn’t understand and stepped away from the loose soil of the empty flower bed. 
 
    “Step back, your majesty,” Poppy’s urgent voice encouraged me suddenly as the soil began to churn. 
 
    At the same moment, Cove appeared and delicately plucked the golden crown from my head. 
 
    “You’ll need this,” Rune muttered, and he pressed the cold handle of a sword into the palm of my hand. “I believe in you.” 
 
    “What?” I looked down at the sword with sudden horror. 
 
    The loose soil of the flower bed began to grow and condense into a physical form. The body of some creature was being molded by magic out of the dirt, and I took three steps back amidst the gasps of all the paranormal creatures around me. 
 
    “Triumph over the golem, and prove your worthiness,” Lady Ellia announced in a singsong voice loud enough for everyone to hear, and then she walked to the edge of the stone patio to watch me. 
 
    The moving soil finished rising around ten feet tall, and it fully condensed into the bulky mass of a humanoid creature. The beast was still for a second, and then it opened golf ball-sized holes in its head to look at me. 
 
    Before I even had a chance to question anything that was happening, or even consider stepping down from the throne voluntarily to save my own skin, the golem lunged at me. 
 
    “Ahhh!” the golem groaned and swung its massive dirt-hands at my head. 
 
    On pure survival instinct, I threw myself to the ground just in time as adrenaline flooded my brain and body. Then I clambered back to my feet and quickly glanced around the crowd. Lady Vivianne’s pale face had the tiniest smirk of victory on it, and irritation bubbled up in my throat. 
 
    No way was I going to give that bitch the satisfaction of giving up without a fight. 
 
    I stood tall and faced the golem just as its empty eye holes locked on me again. It roared and stomped toward me with both hands extended like it was going to lift me right off the ground. 
 
    I ducked down as I pivoted hard to the left and rolled out of the way of the beast. My fingers locked around the hilt of the sword, and I pulled it behind me until I was out of the way of the golem’s strikes. Then I moved the sword in front of me and gripped it with both hands as I stood up to face the dirt-monster. 
 
    The golem rumbled at me again and moved in for another strike, and I noticed it was a bit slow due to his massive size. I used that to my advantage and channeled every video game combat style I’d ever played before. 
 
    I shifted my right foot forward, ducked under the golem’s massive arms, and slashed the sword through the first few inches of soil that made up its torso. The shock of the impact went all the way up my arms as the blade sliced into the beast’s body, and I kept going a few more steps to give myself a bit of room before I turned back to see what kind of impact I’d made. 
 
    There was a large gash along the side of the golem’s torso where ribs would’ve been if it’d had any, and I watched with horror as the soil quickly closed the wound up. It could’ve been a fatal injury if I’d been fighting another human, but apparently dirt-monsters were a bit harder to kill. 
 
    “Not done,” the golem said in a gravelly voice. 
 
    It stomped toward me once more, and I knew I had to take a different approach, so this time I stood firm and thrust my sword into the creature’s chest to the hilt right where a heart would’ve been. 
 
    “Ow,” the golem said without inflection. 
 
    Then the beast wrapped its mitten-shaped hands around my shoulders, lifted me into the air, used me to pull the sword out of its body, and threw me back against the trunk of a nearby palm tree. 
 
    I slammed into it hard enough to knock every last bit of air out of my lungs. I slid into a kneeling crouch on the ground and only just managed to stay upright as my head spun from the impact. 
 
    Much to my surprise, the golem didn’t immediately charge me and splatter me into a bloody pulp, and I wondered what his instructions were. 
 
    Once my head stopped spinning, I didn’t waste another second. I charged forward and raised my sword in front of me. The golem reached out with both arms, and I swung my sword up into the creature’s armpit with every ounce of strength I could muster. I didn’t stop pushing until I’d cut through the golem’s shoulder, and my sword swung freely into the open air above my head. 
 
    The golem’s arm dropped to the ground and exploded like a burst sack of flour. Dirt went everywhere and spread all over the lower legs of my pants and shoes. I stepped away from the golem fast in anticipation of an angry reaction, but the golem seemed not to care about its arm at all. 
 
    “Good one,” the golem grumbled. 
 
    The slight hint of admiration in its rumbly voice surprised me, and I almost felt bad about trying to kill the thing. The shapeshifter who’d attacked me in my apartment very clearly meant me harm, but this golem didn’t seem to harbor any ill will toward me. 
 
    But determination burned in my heart. I’d started to grow accustomed to the idea of being king, and I wasn’t ready to give up yet. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and looked at the golem as it studied the stump where its arm had been. I half-expected the thing to grow back, but thankfully, it didn’t. 
 
    “Come on, dirt-monster,” I growled as the tension of waiting for the golem to attack started to itch inside the back of my skull. 
 
    The golem clenched its one mitten-fist and swung at me like a blind man with an anger management problem playing whack-a-mole. The dirt-creature wasn’t angry, but I could sense a growing level of frustration in the way its eye holes narrowed at me. 
 
    Then the golem kicked out at my hip awkwardly with one stump-shaped foot. 
 
    I rushed to step out of the way as my heart leapt into my throat, but I was a hair too slow. 
 
    There was another dump of fight-or-flight stress hormones in my brain as I watched the beast’s foot come at me in slow-motion, and then something more shocking than anything I’d seen yet happened. 
 
    My body flooded with warmth as a tunnel of bright light formed around the edges of my vision. Then a burst of glittery silver light exploded out of the middle of my body in a blinding flash and caught the golem’s foot like a shield. 
 
    I barely had enough time to feel the shock of what happened before the light disappeared, and I had to dodge another strike from the dirt-monster’s one arm. I used the edge of my blade to block the beast’s blow, and with a hard thrust and a shift of my weapon, I was able to direct the large golem’s momentum around me and avoid his hit. 
 
    I ducked and dodged out of the way of a series of lumbering attacks as I looked for another good opening. The weight of the sword grew heavy in my hands, and my quads were getting hot from all the crouching and squatting I was doing. 
 
    Finally, the golem moved its feet just right, and I was able to slash my sword into the side of its thick knee. I only managed to cut halfway through the dirt-creature’s tree trunk-sized leg, but it was enough to send the beast toppling forward. 
 
    “Aaahhh!” The golem threw out its one arm in an attempt to catch itself. 
 
    I pivoted around fast and pointed my sword down at the creature’s forehead as it rolled onto its back. 
 
    “Finish it,” the golem rumbled with the first touch of irritated emotion I’d heard. “So I can return to the earth and grow flowers.” 
 
    The stares of everyone around me as they watched to see what I’d do next burned into the back of my head, and the air in the yard felt like a vacuum as they all held their breaths. 
 
    I took a firm step forward and brought the point of my sword to the golem’s forehead as I stared down at the strange creature. 
 
    The golem stared up at me with its wide, empty eye holes before its massive shoulders slumped slightly, and it squeezed its eyes shut. 
 
    The action struck me as very odd, and something about Lady Ellia’s instructions to me rang inside my head. She’d said I had to triumph over the golem. She hadn’t said anything about killing or dismembering the creature, and I considered the kind of skills and traits the best rulers had. 
 
    Kindness, compassion, and the ability to listen were the three that came to mind first, and I slowly lowered my sword a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “What kind of flowers?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” The golem looked up at me with wide eye holes. 
 
    “What kind of flowers do you like to grow?” I asked again, and I lowered my sword a few more inches. 
 
    “Your majesty…” someone’s voice from the crowd said in a tone that was both concerned and confused. 
 
    I ignored the crowd and focused on the golem as I waited for its answer. 
 
    “Marigolds,” the golem answered tentatively. “Like marigolds and tulips. Many colors for tulips.” 
 
    “Tulips are really beautiful,” I said in a slightly leading tone. I wanted to hear if the golem had real thoughts in its head, and I thought this might be the best way to get there. “I’ve always liked azaleas myself, and those bright pink ones… I don’t know what they’re called, but they grow in bunches, and the blossoms are little five-pointed stars.” 
 
    “Egyptian star flowers,” the golem said in an almost cheerful tone. “Like those.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on the golem and held my sword out with the expectation that someone would take it from my hand, and a second later, I spotted Rune’s golden hair in the corner of my vision as he gripped the sword. Then I crouched down in front of the golem and looked into its empty eye holes. 
 
    “You have dreams, don’t you?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer. 
 
    The golem’s gaping mouth opened and closed a few times as its eyes squinted in concentration. 
 
    “Me earth,” it said simply. “Earth loves flowers. Earth grows flowers.” 
 
    “It’s good to have dreams,” I assured the dirt-creature. “I respect that.” 
 
    “Good.” The golem nodded its head. 
 
    It was a bit tricky to understand what the golem was saying with its stunted language, but I was pretty sure it was trying to tell me that growing flowers was a good job. I nodded kindly as I scooted a bit closer so I could lay my hand on the golem’s broad shoulder. 
 
    The beast looked up at me with a sorrowful shape around its empty eyes, and it heaved a huge sigh. Then a soft glowing light emanated from the creature’s entire body, and it sank slowly back into the loose soil of the empty flower bed. The golem’s face relaxed and almost smiled as it melted back into the ground like a snowman on the first real day of spring. 
 
    I watched with fascination as the thing disappeared back into the earth, and for a moment my entire being was filled with a sense of peaceful calm. 
 
    Once the soil had settled back into the ground, I stood up and brushed the dirt from my knees. Rune appeared suddenly at my side with a look of fascinated confusion on his face. 
 
    “How did you do it, your majesty?” he murmured. “I’ve never seen a golem voluntarily leave like that before.” 
 
    “I just talked to it,” I breathed and shrugged slightly. “Like it was just another person.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Rune whispered, and then he stepped back. 
 
    “Well? How’d I do?” I asked the beautiful glowing woman, and that’s when I realized how utterly silent and heavy the air around me had grown.
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    Chapter 9 
 
    I took a moment to glance around at the crowd. 
 
    The fae-folk were relieved and calm, the dryads seemed curious, the gnomes looked tense and worried, the werewolves and harpies looked bored, and the vampires looked smug. Lady Vivianne had a shit-eating grin plastered so hard on her face that I thought she might need Hollywood’s top plastic surgeon to fix her. 
 
    I was pretty sure she was convinced she’d made her point quite clear, but hope bloomed in my chest from the serene smile on Lady Ellia’s face. 
 
    “Has he passed, Lady Ellia?” Lady Helena asked in a firm voice, but her expression was unreadable. 
 
    The crowd shifted quietly around Lady Ellia and me as the golden-haired woman raised her arms and closed her eyes. She tilted her head a bit like a golden retriever, and she looked like she was listening to the Goddess again. 
 
    “It’s obvious this human isn’t worthy,” Lady Vivianne announced smugly as she clasped her pale hands together. “He didn’t kill the golem at all. Let us move inside, and we can discuss reissuing the lottery for a proper king.” 
 
    Nobody moved from their spots, and it looked like everyone except the red-lipped vampire was determined to wait for the glowing woman’s official verdict. 
 
    “Lady Ellia?” Lord Finn prompted the Goddess’ representative after a tense moment of silence. 
 
    “It’s decided,” Lady Ellia announced in a melodic voice as her whole face lit up like a glowing sunset. “King Michael has passed the Goddess’ test.” 
 
    “Really?” Lord River asked, and the European fae representative could barely contain the hope and delight in his voice. 
 
    “Impossible,” Lady Vivianne practically spit the words out like they burned her tongue. “What do you mean he passed? I demand answers!” 
 
    “Settle yourself, Lady Vivianne,” Lord Finn growled, and the merman gave the angry vampire a deathly-cold stare. “Will you question the Goddess herself?” 
 
    “This is impossible!” Lady Vivianne shouted. “He didn’t defeat the golem at all! The golem retreated! I demand another test!” 
 
    “I didn’t say King Michael had to defeat the golem,” Lady Ellia pointed out with a serene smile. “His task was to triumph, and he did.” 
 
    An uncontrollable smirk spread over my face as the golden-haired woman smiled proudly at me, and I knew I’d been right to go about the task in the way I had. 
 
    “What?” Lady Vivianne cried. 
 
    “The Goddess wanted King Michael to prove himself worthy of ruling,” Lady Ellia explained. “He did exactly that. Killing isn’t always the best course of action, Lady Vivianne. Even when one’s opponent is filled with rage or attacking, violence is not often the right choice. More often, the right choice is a diplomatic solution. Negotiation, communication, and finding common ground can be the difference between a war that would raze the Eternal Realm to ashes, and a prosperous and peaceful world for us all. King Michael has proven that he can see the difference. He was able to use violence to defend himself, but in the end, he was able to bring peace to one who appeared to be his enemy. Thus he has proven himself worthy of the Goddess’ blessings and the right to rule.” 
 
    The angry vampire woman continued to splutter, complain, and object behind me, but I ignored her as I caught sight of Lady Helena and Poppy’s reactions. 
 
    The chocolate-haired harpy appeared entirely unsurprised and pleased with my triumph, and the teal-haired fae looked completely relieved. 
 
    “King Michael!” Cove announced in a firm voice. “Long may the Goddess bless him!” 
 
    “Long may she bless us all!” Lady Taylee added as new pink magnolia blossoms bloomed brightly among her leaves. 
 
    “King Michael!” Cheers sounded around me with more enthusiasm than they had in the dining hall, and more species joined in than before. The witches and cyclopes had much broader smiles on their faces now, and even the two giants bowed their huge heads in a slight nod. 
 
    The werewolves looked resigned to the decision, although they still seemed irritated, and the goblins looked bored once more as if they’d been looking forward to a fight. The vampires were the most openly hostile about the results of my test, and Lady Vivianne huffed haughtily and strolled away in a fog of indignation. 
 
     Then a group of beautiful women who I’d thought were among the merfolk or faes earlier scowled hard at me. I finally noticed there were odd little tattoo-like markings on their faces and arms that shimmered in the sunlight. They looked down their straight noses at me and stalked out of the yard after the vampires. 
 
    The goblins wandered off in a rowdy crowd next as they poked and jabbed at one another, and the werewolves strolled away without much fanfare. 
 
    “Wait, who are they?” I asked Cove in a hushed voice as I pointed at the beautifully-marked people. 
 
    “Those are the sirens,” Cove explained. “It appears they were anticipating a different outcome.” 
 
    “Why didn’t I notice them before?” I asked. 
 
    “They tend to blend into crowds when it suits them,” Cove explained as he watched them leave. “I suspect they may have been aware of Lady Vivianne’s intentions to object to your rule. The sirens aren’t known for direct actions when they’re upset about things. They like to brood for a bit. I wonder if they’d been counting on the vampires to do the dirty work for them.” 
 
    “Sirens,” I sighed, and I made a mental note to look back over the information about their species the next time I was in my office. 
 
    “Well done, your majesty,” Lady Ellia said in that dreamy voice of hers, and then she wandered away from the yard without another word to anyone. 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmured after the glowing woman, and then I was suddenly surrounded by my remaining subjects. 
 
    “Well done, your majesty!” Lord River exclaimed, and his pale green eyes were practically glowing. “I knew you could do it.” 
 
    “That was a joy to watch, your majesty.” Lady Taylee sent me a pleased smile as she toyed with one of her pink blossoms. 
 
    “I was unsure at first, your majesty,” one of the cyclopes said, and she blinked her one blue eye rapidly at me like a weird attempt at fluttering her lashes. “But you’ve won me over, entirely. The Goddess has blessed us.” 
 
    “Well done,” Lady Helena murmured and looped her arm through mine. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I tried to hear all the words of congratulations that came at me from every side. It was nearly impossible to focus with so many voices and the gentle brush of the harpy’s wing against my arm. 
 
    Cove appeared at my side, and I was surprised and impressed he’d made it through the crowd. 
 
    “Your majesty, we still have dessert to serve inside,” the blue-haired fae murmured. “Perhaps you’d like to return to the table?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” I said, and then I raised my voice over the cacophony of congratulations. “Let’s go back inside to enjoy dessert and continue the celebration!” 
 
    Another round of cheers erupted in the yard, and my people followed me back inside to the dining hall. While we’d been out in the garden, my servants had thoroughly cleaned away all the dinner plates and silverware. The vampires’, werewolves’, and goblins’ place settings were empty now, and the remaining seats had slices of the most delicious-looking cheesecake I’d ever seen in front of them. The slices were topped with a raspberry sauce drizzled in the shape of the same three-pointed crowns from my lottery ticket. 
 
    I walked Lady Helena back to our seats and waited for a split second as Birch and Matis pulled out our chairs for us. The beautiful harpy sat a half-second after me, and then everyone else took to their seats. 
 
    “Please, enjoy!” I announced to the smaller group as I lifted a bite of the creamy dessert to my mouth. 
 
    Conversation was light and friendly for the rest of dinner, and I was able to meet several more of my representatives from around the world. The female cyclops who’d spoken to me in the garden was Lady Windy, and she represented the cyclopes from the western areas of Canada. I also met one of the gnome representatives who was a distant relative of my head chef, Gerald. Lady Shay was a bit brash in the way she spoke, and she reminded me of my grandmother. She didn’t have any qualms about saying things as they were, and I liked her immediately. 
 
    Several guests politely said goodnight throughout dessert and made their way to their own homes on the cul-de-sac, but Lord River, Lord Finn, Lady Helena, Lady Taylee, Lady Shay, and Lady Windy all still sat at the long table with me. 
 
    Birch, Matis, and Sunny lingered ever-present and patient in the room in case I needed anything. Cove came in occasionally to check on us, and various maids returned regularly to refill our glasses. 
 
    It all kept my thoughts quite busy, but occasionally I’d remember the bright silvery light that had appeared between myself and the golem’s foot during the fight. I had no idea what the hell it was, where it’d come from, or how, but that shield had probably saved me from a few broken bones. Even with it, the blunt impact of the golem’s foot was brutal, and I expected to have a bruise tomorrow. I made a mental note to ask my advisors what the fuck had happened when I got a bit of space among all the overflowing knowledge I was trying to retain. 
 
    “King Vairn was a real bastard of a king,” Lady Shay muttered when the topic of conversation drifted to the previous monarch and the situation he’d left us all in. Then the gnome seemed to regain her manners and added a bit more in an almost ironic tone of voice. “May he rest with the Goddess.” 
 
    “I’ve heard he caused a lot of issues among the species,” I said. “Lady Taylee said he was lax on enforcing many laws that protected the various fae-folk and several others.” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Lady Shay nodded her head emphatically. “King Vairn let the vampires get away with murder, quite literally. There were many cases where vampires were brought forward to the throne with substantial evidence that they’d slaughtered dozens of humans, but he barely gave them a slap on the wrist.” 
 
    “You may have heard of a few of those events, your majesty,” Lord Finn said as he readjusted a starfish on his tunic. “You see, they’d caused so much issue that even the humans started to notice. The serial killer commonly referred to as the ‘The Blood Spatter Butcher’ was actually a pair of vampire brothers who’d gotten a little too bold in the Chicago area.” 
 
    “I heard about that,” I gasped as I recalled how my parents followed the case for weeks when I was in high school. “That was vampires?” 
 
    “It was,” Lady Shay confirmed. “And King Vairn didn’t do anything about it. They nearly exposed our entire world, but thankfully a noble vampire from a very old family stepped in and compelled the police on the case into solving the murders.” 
 
    “He didn’t frame another human, did he?” I asked as I tried to remember how the case had ended. 
 
    “No, your majesty.” Lady Taylee shook her leafy head. “He hunted down one of the brothers, killed him, and arranged it all to look like the killer had finally had too much and committed suicide.” 
 
    “Holy sh–” I breathed. “What did King Vairn do about that? Wouldn’t that be classified as a species-on-species crime?” 
 
    “It was,” Lady Helena confirmed. “Many other species called for a trial. They saw it as a way to finally urge King Vairn to do something about all the violence among us, but he smothered it. He used a little loophole statute in our laws to allow the vampire brothers’ community to decide the fate of the one who stopped the killings.” 
 
    “Wow.” I was entirely enthralled in the story, and I wondered if this was the one occasion of the crown stepping in that Poppy had mentioned in her notes. 
 
    “Too bad for the vampire brothers.” Lady Windy smirked beneath her one blue eye. “The majority of their community was the other one’s family. They gave him a tiny punishment in comparison to the human killings of the brothers. Ten years of desiccation.” 
 
    “Desiccation? That sounds horrible.” I shuddered. 
 
    “A vampire requires blood to survive,” Lord River explained with a shudder, and his fae wings shuddered with him. “Without it they enter into a comatose state called desiccation where their body slowly begins to mummify.” 
 
    “And that’s a tiny punishment?” I asked. 
 
    “For a vampire, yes,” Lady Windy said with a small nod of her one-eyed head. 
 
    The conversation died down for a few moments as we sipped at our wine glasses, and I was starting to wonder if I could just tell everyone to leave when I was ready to be done with the night. 
 
    We chatted idly for a while longer before yawns started getting passed around the small group. Everyone was drooping in their seats, and the wine consumption had stopped some time ago. 
 
    “Well, I hate to ruin the party,” Lord River said in a thicker Irish accent than he’d had earlier, “but I should be getting home to call my wife. She’s expecting me.” 
 
    “I’m going to head home, too,” Lord Finn sighed and brushed back his ice-blue hair. “It’s been a wonderful evening, your majesty.” 
 
    “I’m glad you had a good time,” I said. “And I want to thank you all for your support this evening.” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty,” Lady Taylee said as her pink and white blossoms closed up like they were tired, too. “It’s our duty and responsibility to support our king.” 
 
    “And we do,” Lady Helena said. 
 
    The small group dispersed one by one until only the beautiful harpy lingered behind. 
 
    “Thanks for your guidance at dinner tonight, Lady Helena,” I said as I walked the winged woman to the front door. “I could’ve made a huge faux pas without your help.” 
 
    “I was new to the political world once, too.” Lady Helena smiled. “It’s a daunting task you’ve got ahead of you, and I want you to know you can count on my support, your majesty.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, and then I glanced around at the dark street at the end of the driveway. “Maybe I should walk you home…” 
 
    “Oh, that’s quite alright,” Lady Helena said with a light laugh. “I’m quite capable of walking myself to the house next door, and if it were further than that, I’d just fly. Enjoy your evening, your majesty. I look forward to seeing you soon.” 
 
    “Good night,” I murmured as the Grecian beauty walked away, and I longed to know what the tawny-feathered woman looked like in flight. 
 
    I hadn’t seen anyone fly yet, but with so many winged people around me, I figured it was just a matter of time. 
 
    Then an idea occurred to me, and I spoke in a soft whisper. “Guards?” 
 
    One of the shadows under a nearby hydrangea plant moved forward and stretched out into the shape of a man’s body without any of the added lines or frills of clothing. He was almost see-through and made of pure shadows, but I was ready for him this time. 
 
    “Make sure Lady Helena gets home safely,” I instructed the shadow nymph. 
 
    “Your majesty,” the creature of darkness murmured in a whisper of a voice, and then he sank through the shadows that led to the street behind the harpy. 
 
    “That’s going to take some getting used to,” I sighed to myself, turned around, and headed back inside. 
 
    Poppy was walking through the entrance hall when I went inside, and I smiled at her. 
 
    “How are you, your majesty?” Poppy asked as she paused and stepped closer to me. 
 
    I walked the rest of the way over to stand with her at the foot of the curved staircase. 
 
    “Good, tired, but good,” I sighed. “I think I might be a little sore tomorrow after that scuffle with the golem, though.” 
 
    “Did it injure you?” Poppy asked, and she suddenly looked worried. 
 
    “Oh, no, not really.” I shook my head. “I’m just a little knocked around, it’s no big deal…” 
 
    I racked my brain for something else to say to her, and I realized I had plenty to say. 
 
    “That guide you made for me was really helpful,” I said. 
 
    “I’m really glad to hear that, your majesty,” Poppy sighed. “I just want to do a good job.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” I asked. 
 
    I knew I was pushing into unfamiliar territory here, and I might be pushing Poppy’s professional relationship boundaries again. But this had been really bothering me, and I needed to know. 
 
    “You can ask me anything, your majesty,” Poppy said simply, and she twisted her fingers together. 
 
    “Why are you so sure you’re not doing a good job?” I asked, and then I chuckled. “You act like every move you make is a horrible mistake, but all I’ve seen from you is honesty and really good advice.” 
 
    “Oh…” Poppy hummed, and her eyes dropped to the floor. “Well…” 
 
    “I’m just curious what made you think you were so…” I searched for the right word. “Incapable.” 
 
    “Well…” Poppy knotted her hands tighter together until her knuckles turned white, and then she forced her purple eyes up to my face. “I told you I started this job just before King Roman’s passing… Well, King Vairn didn’t exactly like my advice.” 
 
    “Go on,” I encouraged in a gentle voice, and I fought the urge to reach up and tuck a loose teal curl behind Poppy’s pointed ear. 
 
    “I did my best to do my job,” Poppy continued. “I worked hard to provide sound advice and a perspective on issues, but King Vairn didn’t want to hear any of my thoughts. He listened for a few months, and then he wouldn’t even pay attention when I tried to do my job.” 
 
    “That doesn’t really surprise me,” I grumbled. “The guy sounds like he was a real asshole. I’m a little surprised he didn’t just replace you and Rune with vampire advisors.” 
 
    “He didn’t have the authority to.” Poppy shrugged. “He tolerated our presence because he had few other choices.” 
 
    “What?” I was baffled by that. “The king couldn’t choose his advisors?” 
 
    “No, the laws require the king’s advisors to be chosen by the Goddess,” Poppy explained. “King Vairn could have requested new advisors, but the Goddess might have selected someone who was better able to challenge him. I came to realize over the years that I was easier to ignore than to try and deal with an unknown obstacle.” 
 
    “Wow,” I murmured. “I mean, I guess that makes sense from his perspective, but it’s a fucking dick move.” 
 
    Poppy gave me a sad shrug, and her purple eyes filled with unshed tears. She stood silently for a tense moment, and I finally understood why she was so unsure of herself. Any bit of confidence she could have gained from doing her job well was denied her because she’d never been allowed to be a genuine advisor. 
 
    “I’m sure that must have been awful for you,” I sighed, and I wondered if I should take a risk. The plentiful wine in my blood made me feel bold as I reached out and touched her bare upper arm just enough to make a connection. I kept it respectful but friendly, and I waited until she looked into my eyes again. “I want your advice. I think you’re really smart, and I think you can do this job. You’ve already shown me your ideas are useful, so do me a favor?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty?” Poppy’s voice was barely a whisper as her long eyelashes clumped together with her forcibly restrained tears. 
 
    “Try not to be so hard on yourself,” I said, and I smiled. “Trust yourself a little more because the Goddess chose you, and if I disagree with something you suggest, try not to take it too personally.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Poppy heaved a huge sigh and nodded as a relieved smile tugged at the corners of her pretty lips. Then she grinned playfully, and her shoulders relaxed. “I do love a good challenge.” 
 
    “Good,” I laughed. “I’m going to go to bed now, I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, your majesty,” Poppy agreed. “I was just about finished for the night, too.” 
 
    “Oh, one more thing,” I said before she could walk away. “During the golem fight… did you see that silver shield thing that happened?” 
 
    “I did,” Poppy said in a hesitant voice, and concern filled her purple eyes once more. 
 
    “Any idea what the fuck that was?” I forced a little chuckle out to try and lighten the sudden strain on her face. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know, your majesty,” Poppy sighed, and her iridescent wings fluttered in a nervous way for a moment. “But we could speak with Firo about it. He may have some insights.” 
 
    “Alright, I hope you sleep well,” I said as I pushed the thoughts away for now. Then I pressed my lips into a thin line as I wondered if that was pushing the professional relationship too far. “Good night, Poppy.” 
 
    “Good night, your majesty,” Poppy said in a lighter tone, and then she continued the way she’d been walking and disappeared around the corner. 
 
    I sighed as I trudged up the tall stairs and headed down the long hall to my private suite while thoughts of the silvery shield spun around my head. 
 
    The triplet fae brothers stood dutifully waiting for me in my sitting room. 
 
    “Go to bed, guys,” I chuckled. “I don’t need help getting ready for bed, in fact, I’d rather do it for myself.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Matis said. 
 
    “Shall we assist you with your clothing in the morning, your majesty?” Sunny asked. 
 
    “No, I’ll be working in my office all day tomorrow,” I told them as I ushered the three faes toward the door. “I’m sure I can handle an outfit suitable for sitting at a desk. Now, go and get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Birch said, and the three brothers dipped into simultaneous bows. 
 
    After I closed the door behind them, I sighed and realized I may have overindulged in the wine just a touch. I swayed a little as I walked into my bedroom and stripped my clothes off. The bed looked incredibly welcoming, and I climbed between the sheets in a perfect haze of being slightly tipsy. 
 
    The wine and exhaustion of the very full day pulled me into a deep sleep very quickly, and my subconscious was filled with a colorful display of creatures in a glorious poolside garden of every flower I could imagine. 
 
    Poppy and Lady Helena lounged side-by-side in the barest scraps of clothing that could be called bikinis with their gorgeous wings spread out behind them. All the representatives I’d met were enjoying the relaxing scene, and everyone was having a great time. There were servants all around with little coconut drinks that had tiny umbrellas in them, too. 
 
    I wandered over to the sexy fae and harpy where they both had a delicious display of creamy and tanned skin for me to enjoy. We laughed and enjoyed the sunlight for what felt like days, and the two ladies were flirty and kept making all kinds of suggestive glances and comments. 
 
    I lingered in the dreamscape for as long as I could, and when the sun started to rise in the morning, I rolled away from the windows. My brain clung to the last enticing wisps of the dream, and I willed myself to return to it. 
 
    But the weight of the Eternal Realm started to press down on my shoulders, and I grumbled as I opened my eyes. 
 
    “Uugghh,” I groaned and stretched out in the huge bed. 
 
    I dressed in a simple white button-down shirt and a pair of dark wash jeans Cove packed in my luggage. Breakfast was waiting for me in my sitting room, and it was a delicious spread of fried eggs, ham, fresh fruit, and a strong cup of coffee. 
 
    Once I’d filled my stomach, I walked out into the hallway and was only a tiny bit surprised to find the fae triplets waiting for me. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” Sunny greeted me. “How was your breakfast?” 
 
    “Delicious, thanks,” I said, and they followed a step behind me as I began walking down the hall. “I’m going to be in my office all day. Would you please have lunch and dinner brought to me?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Birch said. “Is there anything you’d like in particular?” 
 
    “No, tell Gerald to surprise me,” I said, and I smirked over my shoulder at the three valets. “Thanks, guys.” 
 
    I picked up the pace to indicate to them that I was able to find my way to the office by myself. The route played out like a map in my head, and I knew if I needed to, I could call upon one of the shadow nymphs to point me in the right direction. 
 
    A pleasant ripple of smug satisfaction ran through me when I got to the office without a single wrong turn or any need to ask for directions. I went into the office and took a moment to enjoy the gorgeous view of the yard that I was still shocked to realize was mine. 
 
    Thistle was busy in the gardens, and her green arms gestured around as the sprites flitted around her. A large rosebush bloomed as the little sprites with hummingbird-wings hovered around the brand-new buds. 
 
    “Wow,” I murmured to myself as the dryad and her workers brought the garden into full bloom in front of my eyes. Then I turned to glance at the record volumes I still had to go through. “Alright, Mike, let’s get to work.” 
 
    I caged myself up in the office for the entire day and pored through legal records, financial records, and several books that described a whole encyclopedia of paranormal creatures. I made careful notes to remember the differences between faes, merfolk, and sirens. The biggest and most obvious physical distinctions were that sirens didn’t have wings, horns, or animal ears, and merfolk seemed to have a very specific fashion sense compared to the others. 
 
    Lunch was brought to me around midday, and just like the day before, it was delicious and fueled me to get through several more hours of reading and notetaking, but they seemed so similar. I figured it was a little like trying to remember the differences between different species of parrots, and I would learn more as time went on. For now, I had my advisors to help me. 
 
    At one point I started intentionally searching for what could’ve caused the silvery shield during my fight with the golem yesterday, but I couldn’t find anything specific about shield magic. I kept scanning over short blurbs about protective magic, defensive enchantments, and glittery light magic, but they were written about in such vague ways that none of it really fit. 
 
    Apparently a lot of paranormal creatures and beings possessed some kind of magic or another. Most fae-folk could teleport through mirrors like Cove showed me when he first brought me to the mansion. Werewolves and vampires had magically enhanced strength, agility, healing abilities, and unnaturally long life spans like most lore claimed. Gnomes were particularly gifted in creative endeavors and hobbies like gardening, cooking, and the arts. Merfolk had some kind of advanced connection with the seas, and from what I’d read, they could communicate freely with ocean animals. Giants didn’t seem to have anything super interesting going on with them, but witches had the most versatile connection with magic. According to what I found in one of the books, it took decades of training and a bit of natural skill, but witches could learn just about any kind of magic they wanted to. 
 
    I kept working until my entire body was stiff, and my brain was starting to feel like an overstuffed sausage casing with all the new information I’d consumed. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” I groaned and rubbed my hands over my day’s growth of stubble. 
 
    Birch had appeared a while ago with a delicious fried fish steak dinner for me, and I’d eaten it at my desk and tried to keep the grease off the pages. I rested my head against the top of my chair and leaned back until the top of the window came into view. The sun was long gone at this point, and I decided I should call it a night. I wasn’t twenty anymore, and all-nighters just weren’t a good idea. 
 
    I knew I was at my maximum capacity for information retention. Anything else I tried to cram in would become lost in my brain during sleep. 
 
    My body protested as I lurched to my feet, and I left all my notes, books, and records right where they were. I scooped up the dinner tray and left it on the floor outside the door to be cleaned by one of the many maids I’d seen around the mansion so they wouldn’t need to go into my office without me there. Then I trudged back to my room and decided a good hot shower was exactly what I needed. 
 
    It was a huge shower with plenty of space, and there were showerheads in three places on the ceiling and on both side walls. It took me a moment to figure out which nozzle operated which showerhead, but once I did, it was well worth it. I lingered for a long time under the steaming hot water that poured out of the ceiling’s rainfall-style showerhead. 
 
    Several bottles of soaps, shampoos, conditioners, and scrubs had been placed in the shower for me by someone, and they all smelled incredible. I went with a three-in-one wash that had the crisp scent of mint and lemon for expediency tonight. It was the most decadent soap I’d ever used and made me feel so refreshed after my mentally taxing day. 
 
    The towels were just as nice, and it felt like wrapping myself in an enormous cotton ball. 
 
    This whole thing was still so wild to me. It was like moving into the most expensive five-star resort on permanent vacation, and I didn’t have to pay a fucking cent for any of it. In fact, the whole thing basically came with a massive paycheck. I didn’t think I’d ever really get used to this lifestyle, but I was ready to spend every day of the rest of my life enjoying it. 
 
    I wandered tiredly over to my bed and fell asleep almost the second my head hit the pillow. 
 
    In the morning, I woke up refreshed and feeling ready for whatever the day held. My head was so clear that I realized I hadn’t looked at my cell phone once since I’d left my apartment. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I mumbled as I climbed out of the huge bed. 
 
    I’d literally walked right out of my last life and forgotten all about it after winning the lottery. 
 
    My phone was still tucked away inside the front pocket of my messenger bag, and I was entirely unsurprised to find the battery was completely dead when I dug it out. 
 
    I grabbed my charger and plugged it in while I searched for something to wear in the massive walk-in closet. I wasn’t sure what was on the agenda for today, so I went with a short-sleeved shirt with a three-button neckline in a vivid shade of blue, and a light pair of denim jeans. The clothes were nice enough for meeting a few people, but comfortable enough for more casual activities, too, and I figured if I needed to change into something more formal I could. 
 
    By now, my phone was charged enough that I could turn it on, and I waited while it booted up. 
 
    Then the thing pinged for a solid minute with unanswered texts and phone calls. 
 
    “Aw, fuck,” I muttered.
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    Chapter 10 
 
    I wasn’t surprised at all by the calls and texts. My phone was usually pretty much glued to my hand, and it had been three nights since I’d even looked at the damn thing. 
 
    The texts were mostly from my sisters and my best friend, Robin, and the calls were mostly from Mom and Dad. I scrolled through them chronologically and started to grit my teeth as anxiety and then fear tinged their messages. 
 
    There were also a few almost angry texts from Jess asking why I hadn’t been at work for a couple days, and I grimaced as I realized I’d completely forgotten about my management job. Luckily my team was well-organized and self-motivated, so I was pretty sure they would’ve gotten along without me there. 
 
    “Shit,” I cursed as I tried to come up with a good excuse, but I couldn’t think of anything. I sent her a quick apology message and said to take the days out of my sick time, and that I’d explain everything later. 
 
    My closest-in-age sister, Katie, was the most insistent that I needed to respond, and her messages made me groan again. I’d almost completely forgotten about her wedding this weekend. 
 
    Robin even said he’d gone by my place to see if I was okay when I hadn’t answered. I’d given him a spare key last year to pick up my mail and to check on the place when I’d had to take a quick trip out of town for a cousin’s wedding. His texts informed me he’d found my place in a state of construction, and he wondered if I was crashing at a hotel. He said I could’ve stayed with him, and then he thought maybe I was with some girl. Robin’s texts congratulated me on the assumptions and demanded to know the details later. So at least he wasn’t worried about me, and he’d kept my family from calling the police and reporting me missing. 
 
    I quickly sent out texts to my older sisters Jess, Emily, and Samantha, my parents, and then Robin. Each of them got a quick explanation that I was fine, I was really sorry for not answering, and that I’d explain when I could. 
 
    Then I took a deep breath and decided I should call Katie directly. She’d taken two weeks of vacation time from her kindergarten class to prepare the week of her wedding and then to have the honeymoon of her dreams next week, so I knew she’d be available. I also knew she’d be relieved to hear my voice. 
 
    Katie and I were closer to each other than any of our older sisters because we were the most different among the group. Katie’s differences were more physical, and she looked less like our dad than the rest of us. She stuck out because she had our mom’s lighter hair and the hazel eyes that came from Mom’s side, whereas I was more of the black sheep for my lack of direction. All of my sisters had known what they wanted to be since we were kids, and I was still figuring it out until three days ago. 
 
    Now that I was king, though, I saw it more as waiting for destiny to come find me. Either way, we’d bonded over not quite fitting in with our seemingly-perfect older sisters. 
 
    Katie had been pretty laid-back about the wedding planning over the last year, and she was doing a good job of not being a bridezilla. I didn’t want to give her inner dragon any reason to come out, so I waited with anxious anticipation as the phone rang. 
 
    “Mikey?” Katie’s shriek nearly deafened me when she picked up the call. “Oh, my god, are you okay? Where have you been? Why haven’t you answered any of our texts or calls? Mom and Daddy are so worried–” 
 
    “I’m fine, Katie Lady,” I said, and the childish nickname made me smile. “I’m so sorry for making everybody worry. I just got caught up in some stuff the last few days, but I promise you, I’m really okay.” 
 
    “You can’t just disappear like that,” Katie said in a voice filled with emotion, and I could hear the tears welling up in her hazel eyes. “Especially not days before my wedding!” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I promise to make it up to you. I’ll even keep all my stupid faces out of the pictures for you.” 
 
    “You’d better, you brat!” Katie laughed and sniffled the tears away. “So what’s been going on? What did you get caught up in? It’s not some kind of trouble, is it?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” I assured my sister as I looked out the window at the lush gardens of my mansion. “Look, I can’t really go into details just yet, but I promise I’m really good.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Katie begged. “You can’t tell me nothing! Is it a girl? Robin said your apartment was being renovated or something, and he thought you were shacking up with someone.” 
 
    “Uh… sort of,” I said as images of Poppy and Lady Helena popped into my head. “It’s kind of hard to explain…” 
 
    “Well, whatever it is, I’m just glad you’re okay,” Katie sighed. There was a voice in the background that sounded like her fiancé, and then my sister’s voice was heavily muffled for a second. “No, no, it goes over there, Jake. Listen, Mikey, I have to go. The wedding planner’s got us making final decisions on stuff, and Jake’s not being helpful.” 
 
    “Sorry!” Jake’s distant voice called from the other side of the phone. “Hey, Mike! Glad you’re okay, dude!” 
 
    “Tell him thanks,” I chuckled. “Go and take care of stuff. I’ll see you on Saturday, I promise. Oh, and I think I’m going to use that plus-one after all.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” Katie said in a teasing voice. “Is that sooo? Maybe Robin wasn’t too far off the mark, then? Hmmm?” 
 
    “Go plan your perfect wedding, Katie Lady,” I laughed and avoided the question. 
 
    I had a feeling my advisors wouldn’t want me going to the wedding without some kind of backup, and I thought I might be able to get Poppy to accompany me, along with a few shadow nymph guards. 
 
    “Alright, love you, Mikey,” Katie said, and then she squealed with child-like excitement. “See you on my wedding day!” 
 
    “See you then,” I laughed and hung up the call. 
 
    There were already several responses from the rest of my family and Robin. My sisters were generally relieved I was okay, and Jess scolded me for making everyone worry. Mom sent a bunch of crying and heart emojis with a short message telling me not to make her worry like that again. Dad just gave me a thumbs-up, which was so him. He never worried about anything, which always made Mom worry even more about stuff. 
 
    Robin’s texts were short and to the point. He said everything was cool, and then sent a series of emojis that illustrated what he suspected I’d been doing with my new secret girlfriend. 
 
    “Dude,” I laughed at the creative display of eggplants, water drops, peaches, and explosions. 
 
    Now that that disaster had been taken care of, I felt relieved enough to seek out breakfast, and I was a bit surprised to find there wasn’t a silver tray waiting for me in my sitting room. 
 
    Which was fucking weird in and of itself. How quickly had I become used to custom-prepared meals delivered to me on silver platters? 
 
    “I’d better be careful, or this will all go to my head,” I scoffed at myself. 
 
    I walked out into the hallway, down the stairs, and into the living room I hadn’t really gotten to enjoy yet. Poppy was standing in the kitchen with Rune, and they were preparing themselves a little breakfast when I walked in. 
 
    Rune was wearing a pair of silk shorts that looked like something inspired by Ancient Grecian togas, and a tunic of some kind that was dotted with tiny flamingos. It was a weird combination, but somehow the golden-haired fae pulled it off. 
 
    Poppy’s bright white halter top wrapped snugly around her breasts and showed off a wide expanse of her pale abdomen. She was wearing shorts for the first time since I’d met her. They were magenta with little yellow polka dots, and they cut in a little zigzag line across the tops of her creamy thighs. Her teal waves of hair were pulled into two long French braids that hung forward over her shoulders, and she had tiny star-shaped diamonds in her earlobes. 
 
    “Oh, good morning, your majesty,” Poppy said with a touch of surprise. 
 
    “You’re up early this morning,” Rune said as he sliced up a pineapple. “I believe Gerald is still preparing your breakfast.” 
 
    That made me think for a second, and I realized how late I’d slept in the last two mornings. 
 
    “Actually, this is more when I usually get up,” I explained. 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Poppy said. “Gerald wasn’t sure of your routine that first morning, so he ended up making three breakfasts for you while we waited for you to wake.” 
 
    “Really?” I said with a little grimace. “Yeah, this is more normal for me. I had to be at my job at nine o’clock, so I’m usually awake sometime around seven-thirty or eight.” 
 
    “I will make sure Gerald knows so your breakfast isn’t late again,” Rune said with a regretful tone of voice. 
 
    “Oh, it’s no big deal,” I assured him. “Is there anything on the agenda for today?” 
 
    “I was thinking it might be a good day to give you a tour of the local areas of your kingdom,” Poppy said as she popped a pineapple slice into her mouth. 
 
    “Uh,” I chuckled. “I’m pretty familiar with Orlando, I’ve lived in the area my whole life.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’ve never seen any of the Eternal Realm before,” Poppy pointed out with a sly smirk. 
 
    “Okay, good point,” I said. “Oh, and my sister’s getting married on Saturday…” 
 
    “I’ll speak with Firo today about arranging a set of shadow nymph guards for you,” Rune said without question. 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said. “My family’s been worried about where I’ve been, and I’m not super sure what to tell them about everything. I know I can’t tell them the truth, but I have to say something.” 
 
    “We can figure that out,” Rune suggested. “How about we have a drive around Orlando so you can see some of what the Eternal Realm has to offer our new king?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as excitement built in my chest, and I glanced down at my clothes. “Is this alright? Should I wear something more fancy?” 
 
    “No, this is perfect,” Poppy insisted. “It will help you avoid drawing too much attention, and that will help us enjoy the day a bit better.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. 
 
    The maid, Nymerial, burst through the kitchen door with a silvery tray in her hands a second later, and her big doe eyes went even rounder when she spotted me. 
 
    “Oh! Your majesty!” Nymerial gasped. “I’m so sorry your breakfast wasn’t ready when you woke!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her. “You guys don’t know my routine yet, so don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Would you like to eat here?” the fawn-fae asked hesitantly. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” I said, and I sat down on one of the eight kitchen stools across the counter from Poppy and Rune. 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty.” Nymerial laid the tray down on the counter, dipped in a little curtsy, and then disappeared back into the main kitchen. 
 
    “I’ll go speak with Firo and let him know about your sister’s wedding,” Rune said. “Then we can go out when you’re done eating, your majesty.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said as I lifted the cover off the tray. 
 
    Rune left the room as Poppy and I smiled at each other, and I turned to my breakfast. Gerald had prepared a delicious omelette with cheese, spinach, onions, red and green peppers, and chunks of crisp honey ham. The whole thing was amazing, and I sipped the rich coffee as Poppy picked at a bowl of fresh fruit. 
 
    “There we go,” the teal-haired fae said when she was finished. 
 
    “So, Poppy… I’ve been thinking, and I’d like it if you went with me to my sister’s wedding,” I said. “I think everyone would feel better if I had someone trustworthy by my side.” 
 
    “Yes.” Poppy nodded slowly, and she drummed her light-pink fingernails on the counter for a moment. “I know Cove would feel better if you did.” 
 
    “Well, Cove and Rune would cause quite a stir if I showed up with them,” I chuckled. “And I think Firo would make my mom have a heart attack… I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable, though…” 
 
    “I appreciate that, your majesty,” Poppy said with a warm smile. “And it’s not unheard of for the king’s advisors to accompany him to social affairs like that.” 
 
    I contained a burst of victory to keep from giving away how much I wanted to go with Poppy to the wedding, and instead I just nodded like it made the most sense. 
 
    “Alright, if you think that’s best,” Poppy agreed, and her purple eyes twinkled with excitement. 
 
    “I do,” I assured her as I looked inside my head for any guilt or regret in possibly pushing Poppy out of her comfort zone, but there wasn’t any. 
 
    She was an adult, and from what I’d learned from the records in my office, she was probably many decades older than me. If she didn’t want to go with me, she could say so, and I promised myself I’d be nothing but friendly and respectful at the wedding. 
 
    I’d also be pretty fucking stoked to show up with a woman as beautiful as her at my side. 
 
    “Plus, I think it’ll be fun,” I casually added. 
 
    “I do love a good party,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Alright,” Rune said as he strolled back into the room. “Firo doesn’t love the idea of you going to a human event, but he also knows it’s not up to him. He’s going to select his most-trusted guards to accompany you. He did say he’d prefer if one of us accompanied you…” 
 
    “I’ll be going with his majesty,” Poppy said like it was no big deal, but she turned away from Rune’s watchful eyes. 
 
    “Oh.” Rune’s golden eyebrows arched up for a half-second before he straightened his face out, and he cleared his throat. “Very good. Are we ready to head out?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m done eating,” I said as I stood up and brushed a few crumbs off my lap. “Are we taking a mirror into the city?” 
 
    “No,” Rune laughed. “We’re going to drive, your majesty.” 
 
    I followed the two faes through the mansion to the wide front doors, and my heart almost stopped when I saw the Rolls Royce Phantom in the driveway. It was a gorgeous pearly-white color, and I knew it was a half a million dollar car. The sleek lines and wide rims nearly made me drool as a driver in a black suit walked around and opened the suicide doors. I was so stunned by the expensive leather seats of the car, I almost didn’t notice that the driver was a werewolf with thick brown hair and sharp canine teeth. 
 
    “Your majesty,” the werewolf said with a bow as he held the back door open for us. 
 
    “This is your driver, Garrett,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I mumbled dumbly at the werewolf as I looked over the lavish car in front of me. “Sorry… is this mine?” 
 
    “Of course,” Poppy giggled. “You didn’t think you’d be driven around in a Toyota Camry, did you?” 
 
    “It’s a half a million dollar car,” I murmured in astonishment. 
 
    “Your majesty…” Rune smirked. “This isn’t even the most expensive car you own.” 
 
    “What?” I nearly shouted with shock. 
 
    “Most of the cars are two-seaters,” Poppy explained. “The Rolls can just fit us all together.” 
 
    “There are more cars…” My brain tried to calculate how much money I now owned in assets alone, but all I could think of was a Looney Toons character’s eyes rolling around and turning to dollar signs. 
 
    “We can show you the garage later,” Rune chuckled. 
 
    “Right…” I mumbled and climbed into the plush leather back seat of the car as I tried not to consider what the insurance rate on a vehicle like this was. 
 
    Poppy sat down beside me as Rune and Garrett climbed into the front seats. 
 
    “Where are we off to today?” the werewolf asked. 
 
    “We’re giving King Michael a tour around the city to show him more of the Realm,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Ah, excellent,” Garrett said as he started the engine. 
 
    The car was incredibly smooth and gorgeous as Garrett rolled out of the driveway and started toward the city. He took us through the main streets of Orlando, and we got all kinds of shocked and envious looks from humans and paranormals alike along the way. 
 
    Poppy and Rune pointed out various local businesses owned and operated by paranormals. I was surprised at how normal so many of them looked from the outside. There was an essential oil and candles shop Poppy told me was run by a fae that had a sign in the window advertising healing crystals. 
 
    “Do the healing crystals actually work?” I asked with a touch of skepticism, and then I remembered a werewolf was driving me and two faes around in a five hundred thousand dollar car. 
 
    “Not the way humans would like to believe,” Rune said. 
 
    “There’s a bit of truth to the ability of various kinds of crystals,” Poppy elaborated, and her face screwed up with uncertainty. “But their effects are really limited in the small stones that shop sells. You’d need to cover your entire house with rose quartz to get any kind of real benefit from them.” 
 
    Rune pointed out a tattoo shop run by a pair of werewolf sisters, and he said it was the best place to get ink in the entire state of Florida. 
 
    “If you’re ever looking for a new tattoo, that’s the place to go.” The golden-haired fae looked over the front seat at me. “And since you’re king now, you wouldn’t even need an appointment. You could just walk in whenever, and they’d fit you in.” 
 
    “Do a lot of paranormals get tattoos?” I asked. 
 
    “Some do,” Poppy said. “Mostly it’s the witches, werewolves, goblins, and giants who you’ll see with tattoos. Gnomes prefer piercings, but I’ve seen vampires with septum and dimple piercings, sirens with either, and even a few merfolk and dragon-folk with a tattoo or a piercing. Occasionally you’ll find a fae who likes to indulge in body modification, but it’s not super common.” 
 
    “Huh, I wonder why,” I murmured more to myself than my advisors. 
 
    “I think it’s because of our direct connection with the earth,” Poppy murmured. “Most faes prefer to remain closer to the way nature made us. Though we do love to express ourselves through fashion.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed that.” I grinned at the adorably dressed fae and resisted the urge to tug on one of her teal braids. 
 
    We continued on the drive for a bit longer, and I noticed a legal office I’d seen a hundred times before. But the sign was different now. 
 
    Before it had only said it handled civil suits, divorce, and custody issues, but now I noticed there was another line at the bottom that said “Specializing in Official Human Documentation and Paperwork.” 
 
    “What…” I breathed as we stopped at a red light. “What’s human paperwork? Is that Eternal Realm stuff?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Poppy said enthusiastically as she leaned closer to me to get a better look at the sign. “Mr. Finch isn’t a human lawyer at all. He’s fae.” 
 
    “Woah… really?” I asked. It hadn’t occurred to me that paranormals would have such regular jobs. 
 
    “He helps people of the Eternal Realm with documentation to operate businesses within the human world,” Poppy explained. 
 
    “Yeah, every business we’ve pointed out has gone through Mr. Finch,” Rune added. “That helps keep humans off our backs and lets us stay a little more under the radar. Not many businesses would be allowed to stay open without things like licensing, permits, and fire and health code inspections.” 
 
    “I didn’t even think about that,” I said with surprise. “Wait, do paranormals pay human taxes for their business?” 
 
    “Not usually,” Poppy said. “Mr. Finch, and others who do work like him, enchant the tax ID numbers and financial records so the IRS and other financial institutions ignore them.” 
 
    “Wow…” I wasn’t sure how I felt about massive tax fraud, but I was pretty confident the US government would only benefit in this situation. The addition of paranormal businesses would only stimulate the cash flow of the economy in the long run anyway, so it hardly mattered if a fae was making a little too much human money on healing crystals. 
 
    Poppy pointed out a flower shop I recognized as the one my sister, Katie, was using for her wedding. 
 
    “That’s owned and operated by a dryad friend of Thistle’s,” Poppy said. “They do excellent work.” 
 
    “Yeah, my sister ordered the flowers for her wedding from that shop,” I said. “I’ve met the owner…” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve met Jane?” Poppy asked excitedly. “She’s so sweet, I just love her. I’ll send her a message and let her know how important that order is. She’ll surely do a little something extra for your sister.” 
 
    “That would make Katie so happy.” I smiled, and then I recalled the pleasant woman in her fifties with the graying hair and fine laugh lines. “Wait, she’s a dryad? But… she was human.” 
 
    “She wears a glamour during business hours,” Poppy explained. “It makes her look human to human eyes.” 
 
    “That’s wild,” I mumbled as I started to realize how little of the world I’d seen before becoming king. Cove was right, the whole world was filled with paranormals, and they’d been right in front of my nose my entire life. 
 
    “Many paranormals have pretty normal jobs,” Rune said. “You might be shocked to hear how many face characters at Disney World are actually faes, witches, merfolk, and dryads.” 
 
    “What.” My face fell into a blank stare at his words. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” Poppy nodded excitedly. “Ariel is played by a mermaid friend of mine. Her name is Coral, and she does a great job.” 
 
    “That’s kind of awesome,” I laughed. 
 
    We drove further into the more posh areas of Orlando that made up most of the nightclub scene, and I was only a little surprised to learn several of the hottest clubs in the city were owned by more paranormals. 
 
    “How big is the paranormal population compared to humans?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s pretty even if you count all the different species against just the humans,” Rune answered. 
 
    I nodded and wondered how many paranormal people I’d known, worked with, or been friends with over the years. There was one professor during my first year of college who’d always given me kind of weird vibes, and I thought it was crazy how good his hearing was and how fast he graded papers. I felt a little like Will Smith’s character in Men in Black when agent K explained that Elvis didn’t die, he just went home. 
 
    Rune and Poppy gave me a thorough tour of the city, and we stopped at several places to have a quick look around. Everywhere we went there were people looking at me, bowing, and marveling at my presence so near them. We stopped at a posh restaurant for lunch and were immediately taken to the nicest table in the place. The waiters fawned over us the entire time, and we were presented with a bottle of their finest champagne. I didn’t even get a chance to look at a bill because the owner said the whole meal would be on the house as a coronation gift to me. 
 
    We rolled past one nightclub I’d always longed to check out as the sun started to sink lower toward the skyscrapers downtown. According to Robin, it was the very best place in town, and the wait list to get in was a year long. 
 
    “The Odyssey Club is owned by a siren,” Poppy said when she noticed me staring at the plush blue leather doors. 
 
    “Like Homer’s The Odyssey?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, she thought it was clever,” Poppy said. 
 
    “That kind of makes sense,” I chuckled as I recalled the hypnotic kind of allure I’d read sirens had. “Does a siren’s call work on everyone, or just humans?” 
 
    “That depends on the strength of the siren,” Poppy said. “Some sirens are a lot stronger than others. The one who runs The Odyssey, her name is Ophelia, she’s really strong. I’ve seen her lure faes, werewolves, and merfolk before. I wouldn’t be surprised if she could have influence over other species, too.” 
 
    “So, I guess it would be dangerous for me to go in there?” I asked. 
 
    “Only if you went alone,” Rune answered. “So long as the guards are with you, no one would dare to try anything, your majesty.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said. “Are there any guards with us now?” 
 
    “I’m one of your guards, your majesty,” Garrett said without taking his eyes off the road. 
 
    “And there are always shadow nymph guards nearby,” Poppy added. 
 
    “Cool,” I hummed. “Looks like the Odyssey is closed right now, but I’d love to come back sometime and check it out.” 
 
    “We could show you something else you might enjoy,” Rune offered. 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked with rising interest. 
 
    “There’s a row of shops nearby that are all owned by your subjects,” Rune chuckled, and then he murmured something to Garrett. “How about a little shopping?” 
 
    “Alright.” I grinned at the idea of spending a bit of cash on something ridiculously extravagant. I hadn’t felt financially secure enough to do that in years. “That sounds fun.” 
 
    Five minutes later, I walked through the crystal clear glass storefront of a clothing shop I’d never noticed before despite it being fairly close to where my sister Sam lived with her partner. 
 
    “I’ve been in this neighborhood a hundred times,” I breathed as I looked at all the faes, merfolk, witches, and gnomes browsing the clothing racks. “How have I never seen this place before?” 
 
    “Many businesses that are geared solely toward members of the Eternal Realm have enchantments that encourage humans to just ignore the places,” Rune explained. “Kind of like the IRS thing Poppy told you about earlier.” 
 
    I watched Poppy as she browsed through a rainbow of flowy miniskirts and silk tops. 
 
    “And I’ll see all that stuff now because I’ve got the sight Cove told me about?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Rune nodded as he eyed a rack of high fashion Hawaiian tops. “None of those simple enchantments will work on you now that you’re king.” 
 
    “Huh, okay.” I’d learned that some surprises of this new world were just better to accept and move on from. Then I thought of something else I was much more curious about. “So… how do I pay for things? Like, I didn’t get a credit card or anything.” 
 
    “All shops will simply send a bill to your finance manager,” Rune said. “Kol handles all the bills, bank accounts, and expenses for you.” 
 
    “Cool, cool, cool, cool, cool,” I said in rapid-fire surprise as I tried to adjust to the idea of never having to actually handle money. “So I can buy whatever I want?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Rune shrugged. 
 
    “And you guys all get paid, right?” I asked as I gestured toward Poppy. 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Rune chuckled. “We’re employees, not slaves.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Though I want to go over all that stuff with Kol at some point. I want to make sure you’re all getting paid well.” 
 
    Rune looked a bit uncomfortable at that, which only made me wonder whether or not they were making a good living, but I let it drop for now. We browsed through the racks for a while, and the other customers watched me with awed excitement like I was their favorite celebrity. 
 
    One pretty young woman with patches of dark green scales on her face and arms stopped dead in her tracks when Poppy, Rune, and I came around a corner. Her green-tinted lips fell open so wide I could see her forked tongue before she yanked her composure back into place and dipped into a low curtsy. 
 
    “Your majesssty,” the woman said with a slight hiss in her voice. 
 
    “Hello,” I replied with a friendly smile. 
 
    Once we’d moved further down the row, I leaned closer to Poppy. 
 
    “Lizard-fae?” I guessed. 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Poppy replied. “Dragon-folk.” 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed. “There’s so many different kinds of people in this new world.” 
 
    We browsed for a while longer, and several more people tried to sneak peeks at me without being noticed, but their amazement made them way more visible than they thought. 
 
    “Why is everyone acting like they know exactly who I am?” I asked Poppy. 
 
    “The Goddess announced the new king before you were ever properly crowned, your majesty,” Poppy said as she laid another feather-light dress over her arms. “And Rune and I are well-known to be the king’s advisors, so the logical conclusion is you’re their new king.” 
 
    “Plus, Cove sent out royal announcements after your coronation,” Rune added as he selected a bright green shirt from the rack. “There was a picture included.” 
 
    “Of course, there was.” I smirked with good humor, and I hoped I’d been wearing my crown in the photo. 
 
    I turned my attention to the racks of clothing and selected a few of the simpler shirts on display. It was going to take a bit of time to work up to the rainbow-colored extravagance this world seemed to bathe in, but I did step out of my comfort zone with a vivid purple button-down shirt and a watermelon-colored silk tie. 
 
    Then I came across the display of diamond-encrusted watches. They were all a bit ostentatious for my tastes, and I was about to pass them over when I suddenly spotted one that was all-black with a single diamond in place of the twelve, three, six, and nine. It was subtle but expensive, and I was in the market for a new watch after the leather band on mine had snapped last week. 
 
    “Can I help you with anything?” a young guy with elk antlers asked from behind the counter. 
 
    “I’ll take that one, please,” I said and pointed to the black watch. 
 
    “Excellent choice, your majesty.” The guy opened the case and pulled out the watch, as well as a deep red box with a black velvet pillow inside. “There you go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    But as I picked up the watch, a tiny paper price tag dropped down on a white string. I nearly choked on my surprise at the almost six digit number, but I held onto my composure as I nodded at the antlered guy. 
 
    This watch cost more than I made in a year at my old job, but I didn’t even have to think twice about dropping that kind of money on a single item. A watch for that matter. It was completely insane to me, but it gave me such a thrill as we went up to the register and laid our choices on the counter in front of the cashier. 
 
    She was wildly gorgeous, with long dark blue hair and turquoise eyes. She had a little gold loop through her left nostril, clamshell pins that held her straight hair away from her face, and her name tag said Saph. The blue shades of her hair and eyes, as well as the clamshell clips, made me think she was probably a mermaid. 
 
    Then Saph raked her turquoise eyes up and down my body twice like I was a delicious ice cream sundae exclusively for her consumption. 
 
    A shiver of disgust raced along my spine, right behind the feeling of being objectified, and I decided I didn’t like this girl very much. She gave me the impression that she thought she was entitled to whatever caught her eye. 
 
    But I was her king, not just some random dude in her store. 
 
    “Your majesty, it’s an honor to have you in the shop today,” Saph’s voice oozed with flattery so sweet it made my teeth ache. “Did you find everything you were looking for?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Poppy said in an overly bright voice as she plopped her pile of at least a dozen items on the counter beside mine. 
 
    “Great,” Saph’s voice instantly soured, and she started ringing up my few items. Then she turned to me with another over-the-top smile and a flirty wink. “I’ll put these items on your bill, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I gave the ass-kissing cashier a smug grin as I nodded at Poppy’s pile. “Those, too, please.” 
 
    Saph plastered a super fake customer service smile on her face, but her eyes twitched slightly with irritation as she nodded. 
 
    I glanced at Poppy, and she shared a teasing smile with me. Then I looked around to find Rune and gestured for him to bring his choices over as well. He scurried up to the counter with a few things and plopped them unceremoniously on the counter. 
 
    “These, too,” I said. “And you know what? I don’t think we’re done just yet.” 
 
    I turned back to my fae advisors with an excited grin. I was the king of the Eternal Realm, and I had more money than I could even try to spend in my life, so why not throw some of it away just for the hell of it? 
 
    “Pick out whatever you want,” I told Rune, and then I looked at Poppy with a smug grin. “Will you help me pick out a few things?” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure, your majesty,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    We proceeded to empty a significant portion of the racks with intent to purchase basically an entire wardrobe for me. I picked out another fancy occasion watch that was two hundred thousand dollars by itself, a dozen shirts that ranged between five and fifteen hundred dollars, and more pairs of shorts and pants than I’d ever owned in my life. I thought we were done, and then Poppy selected a pair of soft suede sneakers that were inextricably seven thousand dollars on their own. 
 
    Saph seemed to have been sufficiently put in her place, because she rang up the rest of our items without another flirty bat of her lashes. Once she had it all tallied for me, she punched a few buttons on the keyboard and printed a receipt for me. 
 
    I shot her a grin of thanks, and then Rune, Poppy, and I gathered up our bags and strolled out of the store. 
 
    We laughed as we walked down the sidewalk toward Garrett, where he waited with the car. 
 
    Then a gang of a dozen goblins burst out of the alleyway with short knives and thick wooden clubs in their hands.  
 
    At first I thought I was imagining things, but they raced toward us with rage in their large eyes as angry snarls ripped from between their pointed teeth. 
 
    My stomach dropped as I realized I was under attack. 
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped.
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Before I could think, a pair of shadow nymphs emerged from the darkness and placed themselves squarely between the attacking goblins and where Rune, Poppy, and I stood in shock. 
 
    “Your majesty!” Garrett shouted from somewhere behind me, and the thundering of his feet on the sidewalk told me the werewolf was racing to my defense. 
 
    “Get to the car, your majesty!” Rune instructed me as he pulled a rapier out of thin air and brandished it at the raging goblins. 
 
    I instinctively put myself between Poppy and the attackers as Garrett raced forward on all fours like the wolf he was. Poppy’s fingers clung onto my upper arm, and her breathing caught in her throat as I started to push her back toward the car with my body. 
 
    “Stop!” the shadow nymph ordered the attackers in a whispery voice that was shockingly loud “Or we will use deadly force!” 
 
    The dozen goblins made it very clear they had no intention of stopping, and they moved like a swarm as they tried to dart around my three guards and fae advisor. Garrett, Rune, and the two shadow nymphs seemed to silently agree they had no choice but to kill each of the pointy-faced goblins. 
 
    The taller shadow nymph held something in one of his dark hands that looked like a sword, and he cut through two of the goblins without mercy. Horror and disgust ripped through me at the massive spray of dark green blood that splattered out across the storefronts. 
 
    Garrett growled loudly as a set of claws emerged from his fingers, and then he ripped into the throat of another goblin who tried to scramble straight toward me. 
 
    Rune stabbed his rapier straight into the chest of another goblin. Before he even withdrew the blade from his first target, the golden-haired fae pushed forward and punctured directly into the large eye of a second goblin. 
 
    The shorter shadow nymph jumped in and out of the darkness to stab his long daggers neatly into one goblin’s throat after another, and they dropped like flies on the ground. 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy gasped in terror as her fingernails dug into my bicep. 
 
    “Back up,” I whispered as the gut-deep need to protect her fueled me to remain calm. 
 
    I never took my eyes off of the goblins as four of them gathered together and pounced onto the taller shadow nymph’s form, but they fell right through him. They slammed into the ground like the guard wasn’t even there, and the air whooshed out of their lungs as the nymph struck down another goblin. 
 
    The four who’d fallen to the sidewalk scrambled back to their bare feet and screeched at the intangible form of the shadow nymph. The guard straightened up his dark body, raised his arm back, and struck out at the four goblins in one graceful arch. The goblins gasped as dark green blood poured out of their slashed-open throats, and then they dropped to the ground. 
 
    The bodies were piling up fast, and a few passersby had screamed as they ran straight in the other direction away from us. I couldn’t quite see how many goblins were left amidst all the chaos, but I continued to maneuver Poppy back toward the relative safety of the Rolls Royce. 
 
    “Uh!” Poppy gasped suddenly. 
 
    She must have tripped over something because all of her slight weight yanked on my arm, and I felt her nails dig harder into my skin. With complete trust in my guards, I took my eyes off the goblins and turned around to face the teal-haired fae. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I bent over to help her back to her feet. 
 
    Poppy’s purple eyes went wide at the exact same second every hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Before she could even breathe in enough air to shout her warning to me, my arm grew warm like I’d been doing bicep curls for an hour. Then I flung my left arm up in a defensive block, and I turned around just as a goblin jumped through the air with a knife in his hand. 
 
    A blast of silvery light exploded out of my entire forearm like a huge oval-shaped shield, and the goblin’s blade snapped in two on impact with the bright magical barrier. 
 
    I pushed hard with the silvery shield and knocked the goblin to the ground. A second later, as the shield blinked away, he shoved himself to his feet and lunged forward once more. Before the pointy-faced fucker could make another move, its large pupils narrowed down to pinpoints, and the little bastard dropped to the ground like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    At first I thought maybe I’d knocked him unconscious, but then Poppy laid one hand on my forearm. 
 
    “It’s okay, your majesty,” Poppy said in a trembling voice. 
 
    Garret jogged over to us as Rune forced the last goblin into submission with a knee on his neck, and the shadow nymphs checked the others to make sure they weren’t a threat. 
 
    “Your majesty, Poppy, are you two alright?” Garrett asked with heavy concern in his voice. 
 
    “Yes, I think so,” I breathed as the panic finally started to set in now that I knew we were all safe. “Poppy, are you okay? Is Rune okay?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty!” Rune called from where he was busy restraining the unconscious goblin’s pointy hands. “We managed to subdue this one to arrest him and get some answers.” 
 
    “Good,” I said as I looked down at the goblin who’d launched himself through the air at me. “I think I knocked this one out with another one of those silvery shield thingies like what happened during my test with the golem.” 
 
    “Not exactly, your majesty,” Poppy said with a shake of her head. “I used an enchantment to put him into a deep sleep. The goblin will be unconscious long enough for us to get him back to the mansion.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I blinked stupidly at the purple-eyed fae. “You did what?” 
 
    “I… used… an enchantment?” Poppy’s voice was completely uncertain, and she looked at me with worried eyes. “I’m sorry, your majesty, I was so scared at first, and then when you defended us with that shield, I came to my senses and used a simple charm to knock him out. Are you very angry with me?” 
 
    “No, Poppy, I’m not angry at all,” I laughed with the last of the panicked energy in my brain. “I’m impressed as hell. I had no idea you could do that.” 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy breathed, and the worry faded away from her eyes in an instant. “That’s one of my magical talents. Mind enchantments.” 
 
    “That’s incredible,” I said. “And it’s just one of your talents? Like plural? What else can you do?” 
 
    Poppy giggled self-consciously, and I realized I might be a little bit excited about the new information. 
 
    “Sorry.” I shrugged and offered a charming smile. “I’m just curious because that’s so amazing.” 
 
    “Can we put a pause on Poppy’s praise?” Rune interrupted. “I want to get the goblins to the mansion.” 
 
    “My enchantments are fairly effective, but they don’t last very long,” Poppy said, and she eyed the two unconscious creatures with a tense frown.  
 
    “Good idea.” I nodded and looked at the goblins. “Let’s get out of here. Should we… put them in the trunk?” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Garret said in a flat voice. 
 
    “I don’t think it would be worth it to go back and get a second car,” Rune agreed. “A clean-up crew will be here shortly to deal with the rest of this mess, but we should get going before these two wake up.” 
 
    A third shadow nymph materialized out of the sidewalk a moment later, and it seemed almost out of breath as it rushed toward me. 
 
    “Looks like you have the situation under control, Jet,” the third shadow nymph rasped to the tall one. “We will divert any humans who come into the area until they arrive.” 
 
    “Good,” Jet replied, and then he turned to me. “We will ride with the goblins in the trunk, your majesty.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the dark figures. 
 
    The shadow nymphs melted into the darkness of the sidewalk as Garrett and Rune gathered up our shopping bags, and then we all headed to the car. The werewolf dumped the two goblins into the trunk while Rune, Poppy, and I climbed into our seats. We were back at the mansion fifteen minutes later, and the flame-haired head of my guards was waiting for us beside Cove in the driveway. 
 
    “Your majesty, are you okay?” The blue-haired fae looked both worried about my safety and horrified that I’d been attacked again. “I can’t believe this happened. Maybe going to the wedding isn’t a good idea–” 
 
    “Uh, that’s not an option,” I cut him off before he could finish. “I’m not missing my sister’s wedding. Send every shadow nymph guard, and even a few others in glamours, but I’m not missing that for anything.” 
 
    “Very well, your majesty,” Cove conceded even though he still didn’t look happy about it. Then he turned to the broad-shouldered man beside him, who was much taller than I’d originally thought. “Your majesty, this is Firo, the head of your guards.” 
 
    “Hello, Firo,” I said as I looked up at the seven-foot-tall dragon-folk man. “It’s good to officially meet you.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said in a deep and rumbling voice that fit his powerful physical presence. “I’d like to discuss the situation with you so I can better advise your guards, but first, we should take care of the ruffians in the trunk.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Garrett said in a dry voice. 
 
    “How were they subdued?” Firo asked Rune and Garrett in an accent that gave me some subtle Russian vibes. 
 
    “I choked one out until he was unconscious,” Rune answered. “And Poppy put a sleeping enchantment on the other.” 
 
    “Alright, we don’t have a whole lot of time, then,” Firo said. 
 
    The flame-haired dragon-man whistled as he walked over to the trunk, and four shadow nymph guards materialized from the shadows under the car. 
 
    “Lock them up apart from one another,” Firo instructed the four shadowy figures, and then he turned back to me. “Would you like to see the holding cells, your majesty?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah… sure,” I breathed with surprised confusion. 
 
    Firo, Rune, Poppy, and Cove led me around to the back of the house to a door I hadn’t paid much attention to before. I’d assumed it was just a regular basement, but as I followed my advisors down the stone steps, I realized it was far from normal. 
 
    The place ran the full length and width of the mansion above it and was lined with spacious prison cells. The bars were at least an inch in diameter, and there were only about two inches between each bar, but what surprised me most was the state of the cells. Each holding cell had a full-sized bed, a nice armchair, and even a bookcase with a little selection of paperback books. The lighting was pleasant and warm, and the floors were even carpeted. 
 
    “What…?” I mumbled to myself as I followed the group to a cell about halfway down the hall. 
 
    “Put one in here,” Firo instructed the shadow nymph guards, and then he walked about thirty feet further down and pointed at another cell. “And the other one in here.” 
 
    Poppy remained closer to the stairs with me as Rune and Cove walked with Firo. Rune gave the dragon-man a brief rundown of what had happened, and I couldn’t help but catch the look of shock on Firo’s face when the golden-haired fae mentioned the silver shield. 
 
    Apprehension snaked through my chest, and I wondered what it all meant. Instead of letting the worry get the best of me, I turned to Poppy to ask about the high-quality comfort levels of the prison cells. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a prison cell look this nice before,” I commented. 
 
    “They’re not just prison cells,” Poppy said. “They’re also used like a rehabilitation area. Sometimes paranormals get sick, or fall into temporary insanity, and they need somewhere safe to be until they’re themselves again. Humans don’t have a monopoly on mental health issues, your majesty.” 
 
    “Huh, I never thought about that,” I said as I shifted into looking at the place as more of a rehab center. 
 
    “Occasionally enchantments can go very wrong,” Poppy said. “There’s a lot more that can affect a person’s mind when you start bringing magic into the equation.” 
 
    “I guess the Eternal Realm makes mistakes, too.” I nodded as I looked around again. 
 
    “This can also be a safe place if a newborn vampire is having an especially difficult time transitioning,” Poppy added. “From what I understand, the transition is difficult, and newborns don’t have the self-control that older, more experienced vampires have learned.” 
 
    “Are these holding cells used often?” I asked as I pictured a brand-new vampire, without any self-control and all the paranormal strength the change would give them, thrashing around inside the cell. 
 
    “They’re often empty, your majesty,” Poppy said, and she gave me a reassuring smile. 
 
    I nodded as the shadow guards disappeared back into the darkness, and Rune, Cove, and Firo walked back over to us. 
 
    “The guards will alert me when they wake up,” Firo said as he led us up the stairs and back outside. “I’d like to discuss the altercation with the guards who defended you.” 
 
    “Alright, I want to speak with Cove, Rune, and Poppy in my office about all of this,” I said. 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” Cove bowed his head a half an inch. 
 
    Firo gave me a curt nod and then walked off toward the far side of the mansion where there was a large room I’d thought was a pool house. Poppy must have understood my train of thought, because she leaned closer to inform me. 
 
    “That’s the training area and home gym,” the teal-haired fae said. “The second floor is Firo’s office and apartment.” 
 
    “Cool,” I said. “Let’s go to my office so we can talk about what happened.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Rune said. 
 
    Poppy and Cove nodded in agreement, and then we all headed inside and gathered together in my office. Cove closed the door behind us and didn’t waste a single second. 
 
    “I don’t like that you were attacked so out in the open.” The blue-haired fae frowned. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Rune agreed, and his bumblebee wings twitched with agitation. “I knew things were unstable, but we’ve never experienced an attack in such a public place.” 
 
    “Well, it kind of makes sense,” I said. 
 
    The three faes looked at me like I’d grown an entire second pair of arms and was waving a chorus line of squeaky chickens at them. 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty.” Poppy shook her head with confusion. “What makes sense?” 
 
    “That they’d want to attack me out in public,” I clarified. “It would be stupid for anyone to try and attack me here. I bet there are dozens of shadow nymphs around every corner, and there are probably other guards in place.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Cove said. “There are also protective enchantments and charms all around the house to keep out intruders.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I gestured around as if my point was standing in the room with us. “I’m safest here, so if someone wants to try to hurt me, it makes more sense to do it out there. And after the stunt Lady Vivianne tried to pull at dinner the other night, I think it’s clear there are people willing to risk it.” 
 
    “I’m very worried about your safety, your majesty,” Rune said, and his golden eyebrows drew together. “Perhaps your sister’s wedding—” 
 
    “Nope, I’m not missing it,” I insisted with a hard look in my eyes. “Let’s hope that whoever’s behind this, assuming there’s someone behind the goblins’ actions to begin with, won’t have time to plan anything else before tomorrow. It’s entirely possible this was some kind of freak coincidence.” 
 
    “Eerrmm,” Cove grumbled in a clearly unhappy tone. 
 
    I remembered what he’d said on the first night I’d met him about coincidences not being nearly as common as people liked to believe, but I was not going to break Katie’s heart by missing her wedding. 
 
    “Firo himself can tag along if that’ll make you feel better about it,” I offered. “But for now, how about we try to figure out what’s going on?” 
 
    “I agree with His Majesty,” Poppy said after a moment of tense silence. 
 
    “Poppy,” Rune gasped. 
 
    “No,” Poppy insisted. “If King Michael hides away after this attack, then whoever is behind all of this will think they’re getting to him. He should make a show of confidence in himself, his right to the throne, and in his guards to protect him. If he looks weak, our enemy will be bolstered by that.” 
 
    “Poppy has a point,” Cove murmured in a weary voice. “And I agree with you, your majesty, we need more information on what’s going on here.” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded at the three to tell them the issue was decided. “So how do we get more information?” 
 
    “I have some informants…” Cove said. “I’ll contact my sources and have them dig into the identities of these particular goblins, who they’re associated with, and whether there are any connections between them and Lady Vivianne.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” I said, and I sat down in my chair. “What about the shield thing? What the fuck is that, and where’s it coming from?” 
 
    “I was nervous to say anything before, your majesty,” Poppy spoke up in a tentative voice. “But it looks almost exactly like one of my other talents.” 
 
    “So you made the shield?” I asked, and I suddenly felt a spike of guilt at the idea that Poppy had helped me cheat the golem. 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Poppy insisted. “I didn’t create either the shield with the golem or the goblins.” 
 
    “Okay…” I sighed with relief at that. “Then where did it come from? I’m human, humans don’t have magic… right?” 
 
    “That’s correct, your majesty,” Cove said as he tapped the tips of his fingers together. “But there has been known to be mating between paranormal species and humans in the past…” 
 
    “So, what?” I scoffed with disbelief. “One of my parents is paranormal?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Cove shook his head. “But it’s possible you have a fae or a witch ancestor somewhere in your family tree. Magic is genetic. Even vampires spread it through their blood, and it causes changes to a person’s DNA. Genetics are very strange, and genes can skip generations.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I murmured. “I dated a girl in college with bright red hair and green eyes. Both of her parents had brown hair and brown eyes, but her great-grandmother had red hair.” 
 
    “An excellent example, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    “So, what… I have magic?” I asked as yet another life-altering fact crashed through my brain like a dynamite demolition. 
 
    “It appears that way,” Rune chuckled. 
 
    “So…” I took a huge breath. “What does that mean? What do we do now?” 
 
    “It means we should start your training right away, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    Rune nodded with a smug smile, and Poppy’s purple eyes sparkled with barely-contained excitement. 
 
    “Training,” I laughed as I thought back to my eleventh birthday and how miserable I was when I didn’t get an acceptance letter to Hogwarts. Now here I was, king of the entire world’s paranormal realm with sudden magic powers. “What the fuck is my life?” 
 
    “Nyxx,” Cove said. 
 
    I wondered what the hell he was doing for a split second before a shadow nymph materialized out of the quarter-inch shadowed gap under the office door. The embodiment of darkness grew into the general size and shape of a woman and blinked at me with all-white eyes. 
 
    “Yes?” Nyxx said to Cove in that same whispery voice as the other shadow nymphs I’d met. 
 
    “Your majesty, this is Nyxx,” Cove introduced us. “She’s one of Firo’s commanders.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” I mumbled in shock. I hadn’t met a female shadow nymph yet, but the delightful curves of her silhouette made it clear she was very much a woman. I was a bit surprised that little more than a silhouette could draw my attention so forcefully, but my life was basically all surprises now. 
 
    “We’ve met, your majesty,” Nyxx rasped. “When you first came to the office… when Poppy mentioned your guards.” 
 
    “Oh,” I gasped as I remembered the solid shadow face that had emerged from the corner of the hallway. “That was you?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Nyxx murmured, and I could hear the slightest hint of a smile in her voice. “My post is outside your office.” 
 
    “Right, Nyxx, do me a favor, will you?” Cove interjected. “Go out to Firo and let him know His Majesty will need to begin training as soon as he’s available.” 
 
    “Yes.” Nyxx nodded and then melted back under the door without another word. 
 
    “It should only take a moment for her to deliver the message,” Cove said. “Shadow nymphs can travel very quickly.” 
 
    “What will Firo train me to do, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “He will most certainly train you to be proficient in hand-to-hand combat.” Cove shrugged. “At least enough for you to defend yourself in a worst-case scenario.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s cool.” I nodded. “I always kind of wanted to learn some MMA or something. I just never had the time or the money for classes.” 
 
    “He’ll probably want to test your magical abilities as well,” Rune added. 
 
    “Huh,” I chuckled suddenly as I had a thought. “Lady Vivianne was more wrong than we thought. I’m not a hundred percent human, am I?” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true.” Cove smirked. “The percentage of your DNA that’s not human could be as small as .000001 percent, though.” 
 
    “Still cool.” I grinned. 
 
    “Firo is ready for His Majesty now,” Nyxx announced as she appeared suddenly in the room beside Cove. Then she glanced between Rune and Cove. “Firo said the three of us should discuss what happened.” 
 
    “Great,” I said, and I turned to Poppy. “Will you show me to the training area, please?” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Thanks.” I looked at the shadow nymph and my other advisors. “Keep me posted about everything. Oh, and plan what we’ll do about the wedding tomorrow, please.” 
 
    “Wedding?” Nyxx asked. 
 
    “Let’s go to my office so we can talk more,” Cove suggested as we stepped out of my office. 
 
    “This way, your majesty,” Poppy said. 
 
    I followed the sexy fae through the house, outside, and across the grass to the door at the far end of the yard. She pulled open the door, and I followed her into the place. 
 
    It had that vague scent of gym mats and exertion without smelling like some roid-raging asshole’s sweaty ballsack, which was a nice change from my previous limited experiences with gyms. The walls were a deep gray, and the floors around the edges were a beautiful light oak. There was a huge open area that was about a hundred square feet of thick foam mats, and further down was the typical gym equipment. There were five treadmills, five elliptical machines, two separate areas of free weights up to fifty pounds, a full bench press setup, and a heavy-duty weight resistance band machine. 
 
    One wall along the matted area was filled with all kinds of rubber, wood, and metal weapons with and without blades. I recognized swords, daggers, mauls, axes, polearms, staves, clubs, and batons. Everything was obviously top-of-the-line, and it was all well maintained. 
 
    Then I saw Firo standing in the center of the foam mats with his eyes closed and his palms pressed together in front of him. 
 
    “Is–” I started to ask if the dragon-man was meditating. 
 
    “Shh.” Poppy cut me off and gestured for me to watch the seven-foot-tall guard. 
 
    Firo’s intense eyes opened a second later, and he began to move. His bare feet slid gracefully across the mats as he threw out of a series of choreographed blocks and strikes for the next sixty seconds. He gave a sharp “aye!” with every strike, block, or kick but never broke his focus for a second. His leathery dragon wings remained tucked tightly against his broad back during most of it. Then Firo finished the display with an incredibly impressive flying kick I didn’t know the name of, and his wings stretched out just a bit to guide his angle through the air. He landed facing away from us in a wide stance right back in the middle of the mats. 
 
    “Woah,” I murmured under my breath. 
 
    “Welcome to the dojo, your majesty,” Firo said as he straightened back to his full height. The flame-haired dragon-man turned around, walked over to us, and dipped in a respectful bow to us and then the mats before he stepped onto the hardwood floor around the edges. “Seems you have a bit of magic in your blood.” 
 
    “Uh, that’s what they say.” I shrugged. 
 
    “I saw the shield you deployed during your competition with the golem,” Firo said. “Was that the first time you’ve ever done that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Hmm, interesting,” Firo murmured, and then his slitted pupils darted down to my sneakers. “Take your shoes off, please, your majesty, and we’ll begin.” 
 
    “Oh…” My eyes went wide with surprise. “Yeah, okay.” 
 
    “You’ll do very well, your majesty,” Poppy whispered with an encouraging smile. “I’ll leave the king in your capable claws, Firo.” 
 
    The dragon-man bowed his head again, and Poppy sent me one last smile before she left the training gym. 
 
    “Wait, do you have claws?” I asked as I fought against the urge to stare at the dragon-man’s hands. 
 
    “No,” Firo said, and though his face was stern, there was a touch of warm humor in his deep voice. “Poppy likes to play, we’ve trained together for a long time.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that,” I said. 
 
    “Please, take off your shoes, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    There was a new firmness to his tone that left no room for questions, so I obeyed his instructions and kicked my shoes to the corner. 
 
    “So what are we doing first?” I asked. 
 
    “First, we show respect to the dojo,” Firo explained, and he faced toward the center of the mats, pressed his palms together again, and bowed. Then he turned to me and bowed again. “And to each other.” 
 
    I followed his lead, and I bowed respectfully to the space and to him. 
 
    “Now, we can enter the mat,” Firo said, and he walked over to the eight-by-eight-foot square that marked the center of the training floor. 
 
    “Is that a royalty thing?” I asked out of curiosity. 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Firo said, and that hint of humor touched his burnt-orange irises. “That’s a martial arts thing. All martial arts are based on the mastery of the self. That rests upon the pillars of self-respect, self-discipline, and self-control. But, I’d like to begin by testing your magic.” 
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged. “I have no idea how to do it or even what it is, really, but sure. Let’s give it a go.” 
 
    “First, I want you to stand here in the center of the mat,” the dragon-man said, and he pointed one long finger at the dead center of the foam area. 
 
    I shifted forward and placed my feet on the spot without question. 
 
    “Now, close your eyes,” Firo said, and then almost as an afterthought, he added, “your majesty.” 
 
    I subdued a smirk as I decided I liked Firo, and I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Good,” Firo said in a softer tone as he stepped around to stand behind me. He placed his hands on my shoulders and gently tugged my shoulders back so I stood as straight as a rod. “Shoulders back, take a deep breath.” 
 
    I felt a little silly, but I did as the flame-haired dragon-man instructed. I breathed in until my lungs were entirely full, and then I released it slowly and steadily. 
 
    “Good,” Firo said again, and I sensed him walk around to stand a few feet in front of me. “Now, I want you to think back to the two times when you did this shield of yours. Return your mind to that state and try to find a spark of the magic within yourself.” 
 
    I breathed in to respond, but Firo cleared his throat before I could even form the first syllable. 
 
    “Remain focused, and avoid idle chit-chat,” Firo instructed. “Your majesty.” 
 
    I took another breath and pulled up the memory of my test with the golem. I focused on the mental image of the huge dirt monster, and the stress I’d felt in the moment, both from being attacked by the beast, and from the pressure of proving myself. My shoulders started to tense, and I could feel a shadow of the stress I’d felt that day. Then I pulled up the sudden attack of the goblins earlier this afternoon. I’d acted without even thinking on a gut instinct to defend Poppy and myself, and another memory full of adrenaline spilled into my brain. 
 
    “Remain relaxed,” Firo guided me. “Magic often makes its first appearance in a moment of life or death, but the key to strengthening the skill and making it more precise is a level head and a steady heart.” 
 
    I pressed my lips together in a thin line and took a few more deep breaths as I tried to remain calm without letting go of the mental images. 
 
    We worked for a few minutes, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Alright, let’s try something else,” Firo sighed. 
 
    He walked over to the wall of real and training weapons and plucked two staves that were as long as I was tall. Firo twirled one around with his right hand, and then he extended the other out for me to take. 
 
    “Let’s do a little combat training,” Firo suggested. “Perhaps you need to let go for this magic to manifest.” 
 
    “Let go of what, exactly?” I asked as I tested the well-balanced weight of the wooden staff in my hands. 
 
    “I believe you’re thinking about it too much, your majesty,” Firo clarified simply. “I want to get your instincts going and see if we can get your magic to emerge again.” 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. 
 
    Firo’s burnt-orange eyes narrowed as he studied me for a second, and then he gripped the staff a bit tighter, twirled it around, and brought it down hard against my right bicep. 
 
    “Ow!” I shouted as the staff slammed into my arm, and I took a full step away from the dragon-man. 
 
    “My apologies, your majesty,” Firo said, and he looked genuinely contrite. “I wanted to eliminate the possibility of your magic being an instinctual reflex. It seems it won’t be quite that simple.” 
 
    “Is that bad?” I asked as I rubbed at the sore spot on my arm. 
 
    “No, actually, that’s good,” Firo said. “If it was a pure bodily reflex, it could prove to be nearly impossible to target, train, and strengthen.” 
 
    “And it’s not?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Firo confirmed. “Are you ready for a bit of sparring?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” I sighed. 
 
    Firo took a much slower approach this time, and he communicated instructions as he moved the staff around my body. He indicated various points on the body that were great one-hit locations to stop an attacker in their tracks. Several of them were pretty self-explanatory like the eyes, throat, and groin for male attackers. The ones I hadn’t really considered before fell in the collarbone area, just under the jawline, directly below the bottom rib, and the inner thigh where it connected to the pelvis. 
 
    After the brief anatomy lesson, Firo started demonstrating various strikes and blocks that could be done easily with the long staff. He moved slowly and described each movement with clear instructions, and I found his teachings easy to follow. It reminded me of all the martial arts fighting games I’d played over the years, and I recognized a lot of different moves by name or appearance. 
 
    After about an hour, he decided I was ready to try a little contact sparring. 
 
    “I’ll continue to keep my speed and strength on a very short leash for you, your majesty,” Firo said. 
 
    “How fast and strong are you, Firo?” I chuckled. “Because if you’ve been holding back, then you’re a fuck-ton stronger than me.” 
 
    “Dragon-folk have inherent strength, agility, and speed,” Firo said, and he leaned casually on his staff as we took a short break. 
 
    “Like vampires?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, your majesty,” Firo laughed in a deep and booming burst of humor. “Dragon-folk are far stronger than vampires, and we can reach similar speeds.” 
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. 
 
    “Let’s get back to work,” Firo suggested, and he took the staff from my hands. After he replaced them back on their hooks, the flame-haired man walked back over and took a fighting stance three feet away from me. 
 
    “How am I doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Honestly?” Firo asked as one deep red eyebrow arched up. “Better than I expected, your majesty. You seem to have a natural talent for physical combat.” 
 
    “Cool,” I chuckled. 
 
    Firo rewarded me with a tiny smirk before he came at me with a harsh right-hand strike that was immediately followed by a sweep of his left foot. 
 
    I managed to catch the strike with my forearm, but he caught me off-guard with his kick. A second later, I was looking up at the leather-winged trainer from the flat of my back. 
 
    “Again.” Firo reached down and helped me back to my feet. 
 
    He came at me with the same combo, and this time I was able to block his strike and stumble over his foot without completely falling over. He praised me with a decisive nod, and we went again. 
 
    This continued on for about thirty minutes, and every time I managed to catch all of his attacks, Firo would add another to the arrangement. I was sweating by the time the combo was a right strike, sweeping foot, downward elbow, left kick, and a double-strike with both hands, and I could feel myself dragging. 
 
    “Don’t give up!” Firo encouraged me as he came at me again. “Watch my hips and shoulders for the start of the strikes.” 
 
    Confidence and determination filled me, and I felt almost certain I was going to catch every attack this time. Then the gym door opened behind Firo, and Poppy’s bright teal hair and gorgeous face appeared over his broad shoulder. 
 
    It was just enough of a distraction to fuck up my concentration, and the left kick caught me square in the thigh. I took the hit well, and I had just a fraction of a second to prepare for the double-strike. 
 
    I threw up my arms as Firo’s large hands came at me, and I aimed to catch his wrists with my forearms like he’d taught me to do. 
 
    Then a bright burst of silvery light slammed through the air between us, and it was so powerful that Firo was knocked back a full two steps. 
 
    “Ugh!” The dragon-man’s slitted pupils went wide with shock. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped.
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    Chapter 12 
 
    Poppy was silent for a moment as she stood near the door, and then she squealed with delight. 
 
    “Your majesty!” Poppy clapped her hands together and bounced on the balls of her feet. “That was incredible! I was just coming to see how you’re doing, and I can see you’ve made a lot of progress so far.” 
 
    “Actually,” Firo cleared his throat, and he continued to look at me with a mix of confused admiration. “You arrived just in time to see His Majesty’s first use of magic in training.” 
 
    “What?” Poppy asked as she walked to the very edge of the mats. “That’s the first shield King Michael made?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We’ve been working this whole time, but that was the only time I’ve been able to get anything to happen.” 
 
    “It was very impressive, though,” Poppy said in a consoling tone. 
 
    “Maybe, but I still don’t have any idea what triggered it or how to do it again.” I glared down at my hands that a moment ago had shone with bright silvery light. 
 
    Poppy frowned at me and then looked to the dragon-man for answers. 
 
    Firo was rubbing at the patch of scales at the back of his neck, and his eyebrows were knitted together. He started to pace around me like he was looking for written instructions or something. 
 
    “Firo?” I asked as the man’s movements started to worry me. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “I’m not sure just yet,” Firo said. “I’d like to try something, but first… Poppy, join us on the mat, please.” 
 
    “Uh… okay.” Poppy kicked off her bejeweled flip-flops, bowed to the center of the mat, and then joined us in the middle. 
 
    “Thank you,” Firo said. “Would you show me one of your shields, please?” 
 
    “I guess…” Poppy narrowed her purple eyes at the flame-haired man. “I don’t understand what this has to do with training King Michael, though.” 
 
    “Just humor me.” Firo shot Poppy an indulgent smirk. “I need to check something before I give you my theory.” 
 
    “I’m totally confused,” I admitted, and I took a few steps back to give Poppy some space. 
 
    Poppy’s wings fluttered as she took a deep breath, and then the room burst into bright silvery light as she created a magical shield directly in front of her body. It glittered exactly like mine had, and I looked at Firo to see if I could tell what he was looking for. 
 
    The dragon-man grinned and nodded as if she’d just explained everything. “That’s enough, thank you.” 
 
    Poppy let the shield fade away and then propped one hand on the full curve of her hip. 
 
    “So… what’s your theory, Firo?” Poppy demanded in a friendly tone. 
 
    “Your shields are identical,” Firo said, like it was just that simple. 
 
    “That’s impossible.” Poppy shook her head. “You know all magic is unique to the user, even things like shields have their own personality… like fingerprints.” 
 
    “Yes, they do,” Firo agreed. “I believe King Michael has mirror magic.” 
 
    “What?” I said in an entirely flat voice because none of this was making much sense to me. “Go back, I’m so confused, and I’m only getting like half of this conversation right now.” 
 
    “All magical beings have entirely individual magic, your majesty,” Firo explained. “As Poppy suggested, they’re like fingerprints, completely unique to each person. But the shield you created is identical to the shields Poppy makes. They have the same density, color, brightness, and even the same shape.” 
 
    “So…?” I shook my head with confusion. “Maybe they’re just really similar?” 
 
    “Poppy was also in your presence every single time you’ve made a shield,” Firo pointed out. “And you were unable to produce even a hint of magic until she returned to the gym. This tells me your familiarity with her has allowed you to begin tapping into her magic. It’s allowed you to start exploring your own abilities at last.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s mirror magic, Firo?” Poppy asked. “Isn’t that incredibly rare?” 
 
    “It is.” Firo nodded. “But I’ve trained enough people over my three hundred years to recognize identical shields.” 
 
    “So what’s mirror magic exactly?” I asked. Though I was pleased to have something Poppy and I seemed to share, I wanted to understand what it all meant. 
 
    “You mirror the magic of those around you,” Firo explained. “Your magic connected to Poppy’s shield and used it… like a map, or a blueprint. It’s an incredible, versatile, and powerful form of magic, your majesty. I’ve known only one other person with this kind of magic in my very long life.” 
 
    “Mirror magic…” I murmured as I tried to wrap my head around it all. 
 
    It sounded like Firo was telling me I was basically like Rogue from the X-men, and that might have been the coolest possible thing to be. Rogue had always been my favorite mutant because she could do and be anything. It sounded like I’d hit the magic jackpot as well as the lottery. 
 
    “That might be the coolest power out there,” I said mostly to myself. 
 
    “Poppy, do you have some free time?” Firo asked as he grinned at my enthusiasm. 
 
    “I do.” The teal-haired fae nodded. 
 
    “Great,” Firo said, and then he looked back at me. “Your majesty, I want you to return to the meditative state we practiced at the beginning. Try to reach out to Poppy’s mind with yours and make a connection.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. 
 
    Poppy relaxed her stance and stood two feet in front of me as I rolled my shoulders back, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. I had no idea what it meant to reach out to Poppy’s mind or how to do it, so I started by focusing on my breathing. Then I pictured her bright purple eyes, her wavy hair, the exact curve of her lips, and the iridescent shimmer of her wings. I imagined the sparkle in her eyes when I made her laugh, and then I thought about the calm focus on her face when she’d deployed her own shield. 
 
    The silvery light seemed to shine behind my eyes, and I felt a soft wave of warmth spread through my chest, down my arms, and into my fingertips. 
 
    “I can feel you,” Poppy breathed in barely more than a whisper. “That’s incredible…” 
 
    “Interesting,” Firo murmured. “Poppy, you can sense King Michael’s presence in your mind?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy said. “It’s like… I don’t know how to describe it, but there’s a definite outside presence at the front of my mind…” 
 
    “Excellent work, your majesty,” Firo praised me in a quiet voice. “Now open your eyes, but remain focused on the feeling of Poppy’s mind.” 
 
    “Is that what I’m feeling?” I asked as I slowly lifted my eyelids until her beautiful face came into view. “It feels warm.” 
 
    “From the bit of research I’ve done on mirror magic in the past, a person’s mind often feels like their personality.” Firo explained. “Poppy is a warm and friendly person, so I’m not surprised her mind is warm, too.” 
 
    That made sense, and I wondered what my mind felt like to Poppy. I shoved the thoughts away before they could break my focus, and instead I stared directly into the fae’s purple eyes as I tried to strengthen the sensation of warmth. 
 
    It was incredibly difficult, like trying to move a muscle I’d never even known I had. The warmth spread up from my fingertips, and it filled my hands, wrists, and forearms until it was like soaking my hands in a hot tub. 
 
    “What do you feel, your majesty?” Firo asked. 
 
    “It’s like warm water,” I breathed. 
 
    “Is that what your shield feels like to you, Poppy?” Firo asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy whispered in awe. 
 
    “Good.” Firo’s burnt-orange eyes narrowed with restrained excitement. “Now, try to form the shield, your majesty.” 
 
    “How?” I asked, and the uncertainty felt like a ripple of cool air over my hands and arms. 
 
    “With your mind,” Firo said in an entirely unhelpful way. 
 
    “I learned to control it by visualizing the shield,” Poppy offered. 
 
    “Okay.” I pressed my lips together and imagined the warmth in my hands extending out like I was blowing a massive bubble, but instead of a sphere, I pictured an oval-shaped shield of silvery light. 
 
    Nothing happened for a second, and I willed the warmth to condense in my hands. Then there was a brief snap of burning heat in the very tips of my fingers and a quick flash of silvery light that faded away almost instantly. 
 
    “Oh! You almost did it!” Poppy gasped with excitement, and she clapped her hands together in celebration. 
 
    “That’s a good step, your majesty,” Firo praised me in that minimalist way of his. “Try again.” 
 
    “Okay.” I smirked and focused on bringing the heat down into my fingers again. 
 
    Poppy stood quietly and patiently as I tried to tap into her mind and magic, and occasionally, she offered a whispered piece of advice on how she used the shield. We worked for a while, and after about an hour I was able to bring up a silvery shield on command that flickered weakly for a second before it faded away. The glittering light spanned the full length of my body, but I could tell it would take more work to increase the stability of the magic. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for today, your majesty,” Firo said as he looked outside. “It’s important not to overdo it, and we’ve been working very hard for quite a while now. You should enjoy a hearty meal and get some rest to refuel your body.” 
 
    I followed his slitted gaze and saw that he was right, the sun was nearly set now. I was a bit torn between continuing my training right now by just running off the excitement of the progress I’d made, or giving into the exhaustion in my muscles and mind. 
 
    “Alright,” I agreed. “But I’m eager to continue training with you.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are.” Firo grinned. “You’ve made excellent progress already, your majesty. I suspect we’ll have you mirroring magic to perfection in no time. Then we can begin to explore tapping into the magic of others.” 
 
    “That’s so cool,” I said. “How does it work? Like would I be able to tap into your magic and become super strong? Could I tap into a siren’s magic and lure people to do my bidding?” 
 
    “I’ve never had the opportunity to explore mirror magic to that extent,” Firo answered. “But I don’t see why that wouldn’t be possible. All paranormal species are powered by magic. The magic in the very earth is what created us in the beginning, and it sustains us even now. The magic of vampires, faes, cyclopes, merfolk, witches, dragon-folk… it all comes from the same place. I see no reason you won’t be able to eventually tap into anyone who’s within your range of power.” 
 
    “That’s so fucking awesome,” I murmured. 
 
    “And I expect,” Firo continued. “That with enough training and practice, your range of power will only grow larger. Right now it seems to be around twenty or thirty feet, but I bet you could strengthen that significantly.” 
 
    My mouth fell open with the implications of that. The city was full of paranormal creatures, and if I could increase my range to a few hundred yards, or even more, I could probably access anybody I wanted. I’d have access to just about any kind of magic I wanted. 
 
    The possibilities were endless.  
 
    “Thank you, Firo,” I said. 
 
    “I look forward to training with you again, your majesty,” Firo said as he bent forward in a casual bow to me. 
 
    Poppy and I bowed back to him like we had at the start of our training session, and then I walked with the teal-haired fae to the edge where our shoes waited. Poppy bowed once more to the mats, so I joined her before I bent down and scooped up my shoes. 
 
    Then I rushed to open the door for Poppy and was rewarded with a friendly smile from the sexy fae. A slight breeze had picked up while we were in the training area, and her wings fluttered gently as we walked back across the yard in companionable silence. 
 
    “Good evening, your majesty, Poppy,” Isla greeted us as we walked inside. “I’ve had Gerald hold your dinners while you trained with Master Firo. Are you ready to eat now?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said, and I turned to see what Poppy was thinking. 
 
    “I’m quite tired, your majesty,” the purple-haired fae murmured as a flush spread over her cheeks. “If you don’t need anything else, I’m going to turn in for the night.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.” I nodded. “I think I’m going to head to my room to eat. Big day tomorrow.” 
 
    “It is,” Poppy agreed with the hint of a smile. 
 
    “Are you still okay with going to the wedding with me?” I asked, and I forced my breathing to keep steady as I waited for her answer. 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” A warm smile spread slowly across her face. “I think it’s imperative that I accompany you now… For safety’s sake. You’ll need me nearby so you can defend yourself if anything goes awry.” 
 
    “Good point.” I grinned back at the gorgeous woman as I tried to hide my excitement. “Alright, it’s a pretty formal event, but I assume you have something that’ll work?” 
 
    “I’m sure I do, your majesty,” Poppy confirmed. “I would never want to make you look bad.” 
 
    “Alright,” I sighed as I felt our time together coming to an end, and then I realized I had one more thing to ask her. “Before you go…” 
 
    “Yes?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Earlier, when I connected with your mind,” I said. “What was that like for you?” 
 
    “It was like…” Poppy tapped a finger on her lips for a second. “It was like watercolor paints.” 
 
    “What?” I chuckled, 
 
    “When there’s two puddles of watercolor paints and they get too close.” Poppy’s eyebrows knitted together as she tried to explain. “It felt like that… like a new color coming in and mixing with my mind.” 
 
    “That’s so cool,” I said. “What color was it?” 
 
    “Blue.” Poppy smiled sweetly. “Like your eyes. It was very beautiful.” 
 
    “Wow.” I grinned at the look on her beautiful face. “Well… I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Poppy lingered for a moment, and I wondered if she had more she wanted to say. 
 
    “Your majesty…” Poppy murmured after a pause. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    “I was just wondering what you were planning to tell your family about where you’ve been,” Poppy said. “But that’s private information, and I probably shouldn’t be asking you.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” I assured her. “I was thinking about telling them I won the lottery, actually.” 
 
    “Your majesty!” Poppy gasped, and her hands flew up to the slender column of her neck. “You can’t tell them about the Eternal Realm. I know you’re king, but it’s against so many of our laws to openly release the secrets of our world to humans, even for you.” 
 
    “Relax,” I chuckled, and I gestured vaguely around us. “I wasn’t going to tell them anything about any of this. I meant I was going to tell them I won the human lottery, you know, the PowerBall or something. They know I like to play sometimes, so it wouldn’t be out of the question, and it would explain the fancy clothes, the cars, me moving and quitting my job. Oh, shit, I should tell Jess I’m quitting.” 
 
    “Oh…” Poppy’s shoulders sagged with relief, and then she smiled as she seemed to turn the idea over in her head. “That’s not a bad idea, actually. That could work really well. It would also explain away all the diplomatic trips you’ll be going on after a bit more training.” 
 
    “Trips?” I repeated. 
 
    I hadn’t even considered any of that as part of this whole thing, but it made perfect sense. I was king of the whole world’s paranormal realm. It would be part of the job to go and visit my other regions. 
 
    Holy shit, I could end up seeing the whole damn world. I could fly first class for it all… 
 
    “We’ll discuss all that after we’ve sorted out this unpleasant business,” Poppy assured me. “Have a pleasant evening, your majesty.” 
 
    Then she dipped in a little curtsy before she disappeared to wherever her room was in this massive mansion, and once she was gone, Isla cleared her throat slyly as if to remind me I wasn’t alone in the room. 
 
    “Would you have my dinner brought upstairs, please?” I asked the round witch. 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty,” Isla said with a poorly-contained smirk. “Right away.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled and walked out of the room. 
 
    As soon as I reached my suite, I went into the bathroom and took a quick and scorching shower. I needed the heat to burn away the tension in my body from spending so much time mentally connecting with Poppy. Her mind’s presence was like an alluring sauna, and I could’ve sweated away an entire week in her company. But I was trying not to be overly excited about getting to spend a significant portion of the day and evening tomorrow at a formal event, where there would definitely be drinking and dancing, with Poppy in a gorgeous dress. 
 
    After my shower, I enjoyed the delicious and decadent meal that Gerald had prepared for me. It was a grilled chicken breast sauteed in a perfectly light lemon sauce, with garlic mashed potatoes, crispy baked Brussel sprouts, and a fine white wine. The entire platter was just as amazing as everything else the gnome chef had prepared for me. 
 
    I sat on the side of the bed for a moment to check the messages on my phone. There were a few more from Robin, and it was clear he wasn’t going to let up on the sexual inuendo texts until I spilled the details about this new secret girlfriend he suspected I had. I chuckled as I typed out a brief text saying I’d see him at the wedding tomorrow, and I knew he was going to assume Poppy was my girlfriend. 
 
    He could send all the lewd texts to me he wanted, I just hoped he’d manage to maintain a respectful attitude to her face. 
 
    There was also a quick “I love you” text from my mom, so I responded with a glittery pink heart emoji for her. Katie had also sent a few photos of the decorations and centerpieces with about a hundred exclamation points to show her excitement. She’d been sending pictures to me throughout the entire wedding planning process of almost every detail, and I was the only one besides her maid of honor who’d seen her in her dress after the final alterations were done. She was going to be the most beautiful bride, and I was really looking forward to celebrating with her. 
 
    I sent her a quick message to tell her everything looked amazing, and to tell her to get some beauty sleep tonight. 
 
    Then I slid between the cool silky sheets of my massive bed and allowed myself to daydream about what Poppy might wear to my sister’s wedding tomorrow. I fell asleep with a fashion show of a dozen Poppys in sexy dresses in every shade of the rainbow I could think of. 
 
    I woke around eight in the morning and dressed in a pair of comfy jeans and a black cotton t-shirt before I went down to have a working breakfast in my office. There were still so many records I wanted to go through before I felt comfortable starting to implement new ideas and investments. I was determined to do a good job, and being sure of my choices before I did anything was a big part of that for me. I’d never really been sure of my direction in life, but I’d always been a planner. It was a combination that used to give me a fair bit of anxiety, but now that I had a real purpose, it was coming in pretty handy. 
 
    I smiled as I made notes about a bunch of areas where I could improve the way the Realm’s money was being invested and felt a sense of accomplishment I’d never had before. I’d barely even started, and I was already feeling more fulfilled in this job than anything else I’d ever done before. 
 
    The fawn-fae, Nymerial, brought a light lunch of escargot, wheat crackers, a fine Brie cheese, the most delicious golden apples, and a large glass of water around noon. Her presence reminded me that I wanted to look into the salaries of all my employees. 
 
    “Nymerial.” I stopped her before the white-spotted fae could leave the room. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty?” Her deer ears twitched slightly as she turned to face me. 
 
    “Would you send Cove in, please?” I asked her. 
 
    “Certainly.” Nymerial curtsied and then disappeared into the hallway. 
 
    I stood up and went to the shelves to see if there was a ledger containing the salary information, but Cove knocked on the door before I could find what I was looking for. 
 
    “Come in,” I called over my shoulder as I scanned the books. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Cove asked as he stepped into the office. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I want to look into what all the employees here are paid,” I said. “Rune and Poppy said there’s an estate manager or something that handles all the finances?” 
 
    “Yes, his name is Mr. Kol, your majesty,” Cove said. 
 
    “Right.” I nodded and sat back at my desk. “Do we have copies of all that stuff here? I want to make sure everyone is being paid what they deserve.” 
 
    “Mr. Kol keeps the current year’s records in his office, your majesty,” the blue-haired fae explained. “He makes copies for his own records, and he sends us the originals at the end of the year. I could obtain copies for you if you’d like, or you can meet with him directly at his office.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet him,” I said. “Would you set up a meeting with him sometime next week, please?” 
 
    “Certainly, your majesty.” Cove nodded. 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said, and then I looked at the time and realized I needed to start getting ready for the wedding. “I’m going to go get dressed. Has Firo arranged the guards for Poppy and me?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Cove confirmed. “He’s put Nyxx in charge of a half-dozen shadow nymphs to act as your security team this evening. There will also be another two dozen around the venue in case they require more assistance.” 
 
    “Great, thank you.” I nodded and stood from the desk. “Alright, I’m going to go upstairs. If you see Poppy, please let her know we need to leave around three.” 
 
    “I will, your majesty,” Cove said with a friendly smile on his face. “I do hope you have a good evening, and that your sister has the wedding of her dreams.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I grinned back at him. 
 
    I went up to my room and had myself a good hot shower. Then I shaved my face, brushed and flossed my teeth, and wrapped a towel around my hips as I walked over to the walk-in closet. It went even further back than I’d originally thought, and just as I was stepping inside, there was a knock on the doorframe between my bedroom and sitting room. 
 
    “Your majesty, can we assist you?” Birch asked as he stuck his green-haired head around the open doorframe. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure,” I muttered as I suddenly felt overwhelmed by the amount of choices I had. “Thanks.” 
 
    Birch, Sunny, and Matis smiled as they jumped to the task.  
 
    I enjoyed a moment checking out the racks, and there was every kind of clothing article I could think of. Pants, shorts, shirts, belts, shoes, vests, suits, swim trunks, hats, bags, sunglasses, watches, cufflinks, and tie tacks filled every space. There were classically American styles from super casual to black-tie affairs, styles that gave off French Riviera vibes, things that looked like they’d walked right off the red carpet, and more styles that were so exotic I didn’t even know what they were called. 
 
    With a sigh of amazement, I walked back over to my bed as my three fae valets worked and discussed my options. 
 
    “How formal is the wedding, your majesty?” Sunny asked as he brushed a bit of his sunflower-yellow hair aside. 
 
    “Katie said it’s black tie,” I answered. 
 
    The pink-haired brother went straight for the cufflinks while Birch and Sunny each selected two full suits from the rows of clothes. 
 
    “I believe these options will suit the affair quite nicely,” Birch said. His dragonfly wings twitched as a slightly smug grin crossed his face, and he shot a competitive look at his brother. 
 
    I checked out the suits, and of course, they all looked expensive and very fancy. 
 
    In one hand, Birch held up an all-black three-piece suit with satin lines around the hem and lapels of the jacket. In the other hand, he presented a dark eggplant-purple suit with a fine black pinstripe that was so subtle it was almost invisible. 
 
    Sunny held a dark blue suit that had more extreme angles at the lapels and an interestingly sharp cut to the bottom of the jacket in one hand, and he also offered a wild card option that was a deep cranberry-wine color with a rainbow paisley lining. 
 
    There was no way I was about to upstage my sister at her own wedding, so I picked the all-black suit. 
 
    “Excellent choice, your majesty.” Birch smiled. 
 
    “I think a dark gray shirt will be perfect with that,” Sunny suggested. 
 
    “What color theme is the wedding, your majesty?” Matis asked, and there were about a dozen silk neckties slung over his arms. 
 
    “Like a light-blue and a peach color?” I said in an unsure tone, and then I walked over to my phone. “Hold on, I’ll show you a picture Katie sent me.” 
 
    “Ah, excellent,” Matis said. The pink-haired fae strolled to my side, and the array of ties flowed out behind him like a second set of wings. He glanced over my shoulder as I pulled up the last texts from my sister. “Ah, yes, perfect. Your sister has exquisite taste.” 
 
    “She’d be very happy to hear that,” I chuckled as I put my phone back down. 
 
    Matis returned to the tie rack and pared down his selections significantly as Sunny went to the display of Oxfords. He selected a shiny black pair with thin laces and brought them over with a pair of black socks. 
 
    I started to pull on the dark gray shirt and suit pants as the brothers discussed and selected my accessories. 
 
    “I want to wear that new watch I got yesterday,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent choice, your majesty,” Matis said as he brought over a light-blue tie that was a perfect match for the silk ribbons that ran through Katie’s centerpieces. It had a faint silver paisley design all across it that gave it just enough of flair to keep it from being boring. 
 
    Matis adjusted the tie around my collar and deftly tied it into a fancy knot for me. Then he scurried back over to get my watch as Sunny handed me my socks and shoes to put on. Matis scurried back over to me with my watch, a pair of round silver cufflinks with a black diamond set in the center, and a tie tack to match. A few moments later, I was dressed to perfection in the expertly tailored three-piece suit, silk shirt and tie, and just the right amount of accessories. 
 
    As I looked at myself in the mirror, I wondered what the fuck was my life now. 
 
    “What’s the price tag on this outfit?” I asked casually as if it didn’t really interest me all that much. 
 
    “Well, the suit is four thousand dollars,” Sunny said, and he started ticking off items on his fingers. “I believe the tie was three hundred, the cufflinks and tie tack were another five thousand, and the Oxfords were a thousand, three hundred. So… roughly twelve thousand dollars?” 
 
    “Don’t forget the watch,” Matis pointed out. 
 
    “Ah, yes, plus the watch.” Sunny nodded. 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I muttered under my breath with a level of shock that still surprised me. I wondered if I’d ever get over the sticker shock of my new life. 
 
    “You look immaculate, your majesty,” Birch said with a kind smile. 
 
    “Very regal,” Matis agreed. 
 
    “I hope you have an enjoyable evening, your majesty,” Sunny said. 
 
    “Thanks, guys,” I said. 
 
    After a respectful and synchronized bow from the triplets, they left me alone in my room. I put my cell phone and wallet in my pockets, took one more look at myself, and then headed downstairs. 
 
    Cove and Firo were waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, and they both gave me strong looks of approval as they checked out my suit. 
 
    “You look exquisite, your majesty,” Cove said with a little bow. 
 
    “Thanks.” I smirked as I stopped at the last step. “Is Poppy still getting ready?” 
 
    “I believe she was almost ready, your majesty,” Cove said. “I contacted Mr. Kol. He said he has several open appointment times next week, and that you are always welcome to meet with him. He did say Friday would work best for him, though.” 
 
    “Alright, Friday works for me, too, then,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent.” Cove nodded. “I shall let him know.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo cleared his throat. “I have put Nyxx in charge of your security this evening. She is my most trusted guard, and she has hundreds of years of experience. She will lead your team well, but I would prefer it if you stayed near enough to Poppy in order to use your mirror magic if the need arises.” 
 
    “I can do that,” I said as I tried to restrain the stupid grin at the idea of having to stay within twenty feet of the sexy fae all night. “I’m sure things will be fine, though.” 
 
    “If there is any trouble,” Firo continued, “I have instructed Nyxx to secure you and Poppy first, and then have the back-up shadow nymphs secure your family and the other guests.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as my heart filled with gratitude for the dragon-man’s thoroughness. 
 
    “Wow,” Cove whispered as his turquoise eyes gazed up and behind me. 
 
    I turned around just as Poppy began to descend the stairs, and I nearly stopped breathing. 
 
    She was dazzling in a cerulean-blue gown that flowed over her body like a river, and her iridescent wings fluttered lightly behind her as she walked down the stairs. Poppy’s teal hair was pulled to the left side of her head and hung in thick waves over her shoulder. The dress cut more modestly across her full breasts than her other outfits, and I wondered if it was due to the human nature of our company for this evening. The floor-length skirt flowed like a whisper around her ankles and the gold strappy high heels she wore. There was a slit up the right side of the skirt, but it only went up to just above her knee. She wore a pair of silver star-shaped stud earrings, and no other jewelry. Not that she needed it. Poppy shone even without any glittery jewels. 
 
    A soft pink flush spread across her face as Poppy reached the last step and came to stand beside me. 
 
    “Good evening, your majesty,” Poppy said in an almost breathless tone. 
 
    “You look incredible,” I murmured, and then I mentally smacked myself and politely offered her my arm like I’d seen gentlemen do in movies. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” Poppy smiled as she placed her bare fingers in the sleeve of my suit jacket. 
 
    “Enjoy your evening, your majesty,” Cove said, and he pulled the door open for us. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    I led Poppy out to the driveway and was a bit surprised there wasn’t a car waiting for us. 
 
    “Rune and I thought you might like to select our car for tonight,” Poppy said as she caught my confused expression. 
 
    “Oh, okay, yeah,” I chuckled. “I’ve been wondering about the garage.” 
 
    “This way.” Poppy grinned and led me around the side of the house to where the large garage was located. “Can you drive a manual stick shift, your majesty?” 
 
    “Yeah, my dad insisted on teaching me when I was sixteen,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a very useful skill,” Poppy said. “Especially for many high-end cars. You really lose a lot of an engine’s delightful nuance when you have an automatic transmission.” 
 
    “How many cars are there in here?” I asked as I eyed the garage that looked to be only four bays wide. The records I’d looked through made me think there were at least a dozen and a half cars at the mansion. 
 
    “I believe there are twenty in this garage.” Poppy walked over to the first garage bay door where there was a keypad. She punched in a series of numbers and then turned back to me. “But you have five hundred more in your storage garage downtown. We can have some of them switched out for the vehicles in the storage garage, if you’d like.” 
 
    My mouth fell open as the four doors opened to reveal a literal fortune on wheels in a bigger-on-the-inside garage. I recognized a few of them mostly from the brand emblems on the fronts, but I could tell this garage held some of the most expensive cars in the world. 
 
    There was the pearly-white Rolls Royce, a matte black Astin Martin, a cherry-red Ferrari LaFerrari, and a periwinkle blue Mercedes AMG Project One lined up in the first two bays. 
 
    The third bay had a sapphire-blue Porsche 550 Spyder with the sexy curves of a pin-up model, and a lime-green Porsche 918 Spyder was right beside it. There was also a gold Bentley Bacalar with silver racing trim, and a pristine condition car that looked like it was from the first half of the last century. It actually reminded me a lot of Cruella Deville’s car in 101 Dalmatians, but the other six vehicles I didn’t know anything about. 
 
    “What’s this one?” I asked as I pointed at the long Monopoly-style car. 
 
    “It’s a 1939 Alfa Romeo 8C 2900B Lungo Spider,” Poppy answered. “It’s fully original and was a birthday gift to King Roman.” 
 
    “It’s…” I muttered as I tried to find the words. “It’s insane. What’s this thing worth?” 
 
    “The estimated value of this car is upwards of twenty million US dollars,” Poppy said. “Would you like to take this one to your sister’s wedding?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I laughed, and I looked over the rest of the garage. 
 
    Holy.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    The place was packed with enough horsepower to satisfy the biggest adrenaline junkie’s desires, and they were all in perfect condition with bright shiny paint and expensive details. 
 
    And every last one of them belonged to me. 
 
    My eyes kept going back to the almost-bulbous shape of the sapphire-blue Porsche, though. I walked over and took a peek into the topless vehicle. The seats were supple black leather, and it looked like it didn’t even have a top. Then I walked over to the gold Bentley, which was also topless. 
 
    I realized any car without a top would completely ruin Poppy’s beautiful hair before we even got to the wedding, so I went over to the cherry-red Ferrari next. It was also at the front of the line, which was just convenient. 
 
    “How about this one?” I asked as I tried to keep my palms from sweating and my heart from racing. 
 
    “Whatever you’d like, your majesty,” Poppy giggled. “They’re all yours.” 
 
    “Okay.” I grinned like a ten-year-old kid who’d just gotten their very first PS5 for Christmas. The doors opened upward like some kind of futuristic spaceship, and my eyes lit up with excitement. “Hop in.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Poppy giggled with a mischievous twinkle in her purple eyes as she tucked her iridescent wings behind her back, and she climbed into the leather seats. 
 
    The yellow stallion emblem and display in front of me was so high-tech, I took a few seconds to look over all the buttons and dials before I realized I didn’t have the keys. 
 
    “It’s a push-button ignition, your majesty,” Poppy said as if she could read my mind. “The keys are in the glove box already, all you have to do is touch this button.” 
 
    “That’s so fancy,” I chuckled as I pressed the button. 
 
    The engine roared to life and then purred like a tiger as the display lit up. It was a seven-speed transmission, and the speedometer was just a digital display that inherently didn’t have a maximum speed like most cars. 
 
    “From what I understand of this car,” Poppy said as she rearranged her skirts. “You don’t even really need to shift because this super powerful engine will work well in any gear at any speed.” 
 
    “That’s a thing?” I laughed with surprise and excitement. 
 
    “I am not a car expert, but I have tried to learn a bit about each of the ones in this garage when they are rotated in and out so I can be useful to you, your majesty.” Poppy grinned as she shrugged and folded her hands in her lap. 
 
    “Alright.” I smirked. “Let’s see what this thing can do.” 
 
    I pulled out of the garage, down the driveway, and onto the cul-de-sac, and I was glad I’d been paying attention when Rune and Poppy gave me a tour through the city yesterday. I was pretty sure I knew how to get out of this posh Winter Park neighborhood and onto the freeway that would take us to Katie’s venue. 
 
    Poppy sat quietly with a happy smile on her face as I drove us toward the wedding, and I couldn’t help but notice the way she twisted her fingers in her lap. I wondered if she was nervous about meeting my family, spending time with me away from the mansion, or just about being around a large number of humans. 
 
    When we hit the freeway, I was stoked to see it was pretty empty for a Saturday afternoon, and I looked at Poppy from the corner of my eye. 
 
    “So what’s the deal with human laws?” I asked in a sly voice. “Like… Do they apply to me at all? Can you enchant a police officer to leave me the fuck alone if I get pulled over for speeding?” 
 
    “Human laws do not apply to you, your majesty.” Poppy smirked. “And all of your vehicles have been enchanted so humans won’t notice if one is breaking a human law like speed limits.” 
 
    “But they can still see the cars?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy giggled. “What fun would it be if they thought we were driving a Ford Fiesta?” 
 
    “So fucking cool,” I snickered under my breath, and I decided to see what this baby could do. 
 
    Poppy leaned back in her seat and laughed with exhilaration as I pressed down hard on the accelerator. Within seconds, we were barreling down the highway at a hundred and forty, and adrenaline was pumping through my chest. I swerved a little recklessly around a car doing seventy-five at top speed and kept racing down the freeway. Then I carried on zigzagging between the other commuters as a grin spread wider across my face, and we made it to our exit in a fraction of what it should have taken. 
 
    I was honestly a bit sad to have to slow down so soon. 
 
    “That was so much fun!” Poppy bubbled with excitement. “I love going fast.” 
 
    “There’s something pretty great about it,” I laughed, and I couldn’t stop the teasing smile I shot at the purple-eyed fae in the seat beside me. “Going slow has its moments, too, though.” 
 
    Poppy’s entire face blushed bright red as she smiled at me, and I was glad to see she was more accepting of my playful teasing than when I’d first met her. 
 
    “Will your whole family be at the wedding?” Poppy asked a moment later as I navigated us through the streets. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “My parents, all four of my sisters, their spouses, and a few of my cousins. My best friend Robin will be there, too, since he and Katie are also good friends.” 
 
    Poppy took a deep breath but didn’t say anything, and I wondered again what she was nervous about. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous,” I said, and I started to reach out to lay my hand on her knee in a comforting way. Then I stopped my hand before it touched her bare skin, and I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles turned white. “They’re all really nice, and they should have enough manners not to intentionally make you feel uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Okay,” Poppy whispered, and she gave me a shy smile. 
 
    I pulled into the long driveway of Cypress Grove. It was a beautiful white mansion that, just a week ago, would have seemed impressive and expensive to me. Now I found myself mentally commenting on how plain the gardens were compared to Thistle’s lush creations. 
 
    There was a teenage valet in a dark gray vest waiting at the front door for us, and his eyes went as round as dinner plates when I stopped the Ferrari in front of him. Poppy slyly passed me a few big bills to tip the kid, and I smiled at her in thanks. 
 
    “G-good evening, sir,” the boy who was probably about nineteen or twenty stuttered as he walked around to the driver’s door. “Welcome to the Ayers-Roberts wedding.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled at the kid’s shocked expression as he nearly shit his pants over my car. “Will you take care of my baby?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the boy said, and he managed to get a hold of himself.  
 
    “Good.” I grinned as I extended my hand for him, and I slipped a hundred dollar bill into his palm. “The keys are in the glove box.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” The kid’s face lit up like fireworks when he spotted the denomination on the tip I’d given him. 
 
    But before the kid could drive away, I heard my best friend Robin’s shocked screech. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Robin demanded with the world’s biggest grin on his bearded face. Then his gray-blue eyes shifted from the 1.5 million dollar car to the teal-haired beauty stepping out of the passenger’s seat. “Holy shhhiii…”
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    Chapter 13 
 
    I narrowed my eyes harshly at my best friend to tell him to stop ogling Poppy. 
 
    “Duuuudddde,” Robin hissed as he tried to smother his astonishment at her beauty with a cough, and he forced his eyes back to the car. His usually shaggy brown hair was pulled back in a little man bun, and he was dressed very well in comparison to the cargo shorts and graphic tees he usually wore. Robin had the advantage of working in the video game industry as an artist for digital backgrounds, so he was able to do his job from home and often bragged about the many perks that offered him. On more than one occasion, I’d benefited from Robin’s job, too, with an advance copy of new games. 
 
    He was going to shit a brick if I got around to showing him my new collection one day. 
 
    “Hey, dude,” I said as I walked over to pull my best friend into a quick hug. “How’re you doing?” 
 
    “I’m good, man,” Robin choked out, and then he lowered his voice significantly. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Robin Fletcher, I’d like you to meet Poppy,” I said, and I offered my arm to the teal-haired fae. 
 
    “Poppy… no last name?” Robin asked with a sharply arched brown eyebrow. 
 
    “Gibson,” Poppy said with a friendly smile as she extended her hand. “Poppy Gibson. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “The pleasure’s all mine,” Robin said in a lighthearted tone, and instead of a handshake, he bent over Poppy’s hand and pressed a quick kiss there. 
 
    “That’s enough,” I chuckled at my best friend. 
 
    The valet seemed to have gotten over his cargasm at my Ferrari. The engine thundered to life, and it drew Robin’s gray-blue eyes back to the luxury sports car. 
 
    “So… what the fuck happened to you, man?” Robin muttered as his eyes remained glued to the cherry-red car until the valet steered it around to the parking lot. “And what was that car? Goddamn, what’s it worth, a cool million?” 
 
    “Closer to one-point-five million, actually,” Poppy corrected in a completely nonchalant manner. 
 
    “What!” Robin’s voice screeched as his mouth dropped. “I was fucking kidding!” 
 
    “Well, you know how I like to play the lottery from time to time, right?” I laughed at my best friend. 
 
    “Yeah.” Robin nodded, and then his face went completely slack as his brain did the math. “Wait, are you telling me you actually won the lottery? Dude!” 
 
    I just shrugged a little as he pretended to faint at the news. 
 
    “How about we go inside?” I suggested. 
 
    “Good idea,” Poppy said, and then a second later, she smiled playfully at me. “Michael.” 
 
    I smirked at her use of my first name for the first time. I knew she never would have addressed me so casually at home, but the act we were playing to keep the Eternal Realm a secret allowed her a bit of leeway with formalities, and I had to admit, I was going to love this adjustment. Then I started to lead her up to the front doors of the gorgeous venue. 
 
    “So… how much did you win?” Robin asked in a hushed tone as he hurried to catch up with us. 
 
    I just chuckled at Robin’s eager expression and smiled at Poppy’s knowing smirk. 
 
    “A lot,” I said. 
 
    “Well, pass me a little of that luck, would you?” Robin said in a sour tone. “Mackenzie dumped me a few days ago.” 
 
    “Aw, dude, I’m sorry,” I said, and I patted Robin’s shoulder. “What happened?” 
 
    “She said I wasn’t goal-oriented enough for her,” Robin rolled his eyes. “I think what she meant was I couldn’t provide her with the kind of rich-ass life where she’d never have to work another day.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” I said dryly. “And that’s a bunch of bullshit, you make great money as an artist.” 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, she was a stuck-up bitch and pretty high-maintenance,” Robin conceded before his eyes turned miserable. “But that ass… ugh.” 
 
    “Dude,” I chuckled. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Poppy laughed, and then she smiled at my best friend. “Maybe you can meet someone tonight. Weddings are a great place to socialize.” 
 
    “Well, my chances of hitting it off with a bridesmaid are basically nonexistent since they are practically my sisters,” Robin sighed. “But I suppose there will be other single ladies for me to charm.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at his optimism just as we stepped up to the front door. A man in a butler-style black suit opened it and bowed formally as he stepped aside to allow us to walk in. 
 
    “Welcome, honored guests,” he said. 
 
    I half-expected a “your majesty” to follow, and I had to remind myself I wasn’t King of the Eternal Realm tonight. I was just Mike, the bride’s little brother. 
 
    “Mike!” My oldest sister came running forward in a flowing dress of light-blue organza and a huge smile on her face. Her almost-black hair was styled in her usual sharp-edged bob cut, her makeup was pretty, and the only jewelry she wore was her wedding band and engagement ring. “I’m so glad to see you!” 
 
    “Hey, Jess,” I chuckled as she threw herself into my arms for a big hug. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Not looking too bad yourself, there, Mr. I-Don’t-Call-My-Family-Back,” Jessica chided me gently as she stepped back to look at my suit. “Is this new? It’s the nicest suit I’ve ever seen!” 
 
    “You should see his new car.” Robin smirked. “Hey, Jess.” 
 
    “Hey, Robin,” Jess said, and then she turned to look at Poppy with a friendly smile. “You must be my brother’s date? I’m Jessica, the oldest sister. You’ll meet the others soon enough.” 
 
    “Hi, my name’s Poppy,” my gorgeous plus-one said. 
 
    I realized Poppy must be wearing a glamour for the human eyes in the room, and I wondered what her human-approved self looked like. I knew her wings and pointed ears were probably invisible, but had she left her eyes purple or her hair teal? Both of those could be explained away to humans by colored contacts and hair dye, so it wouldn’t be out of the question. I figured I could ask her later if the subject came up, but for now I enjoyed the knowledge that I was the only one who could see her membrane-thin wings shine in the twinkling light of the chandelier. 
 
    “I did see the new car, by the way,” Jessica said to Robin as she turned to me with an accusing kind of look. “What the hell happened there? Did you luck out on some kind of rental car upgrade? Oh, is it your car, Poppy?” 
 
    “No, it’s Michael’s car.” Poppy shook her head, and her thick waves danced over her shoulder with the motion. 
 
    “Mike won the lottery,” Robin explained with a smug grin. 
 
    “Really?” Jessica gasped. “Finally got lucky, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, I did,” I said, and I shot Poppy a conspiratorial smile. “I got really lucky.” 
 
    “Come on,” Jessica laughed and waved for us to follow her. “Mom and Dad are upstairs with Em, Sam, and Katie.” 
 
    “Oh…” Poppy breathed sharply beside me, and she looked at me with sudden tension in her eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered back. 
 
    “I don’t feel comfortable leaving your side, your– Michael.” Poppy’s teal eyebrows knitted together. 
 
    “Who said anything about leaving my side?” I murmured, and I pulled her hand into the crook of my arm again. “Come on. Let’s go meet the rest of my family.” 
 
    “Oh my…” Poppy murmured with a bit of relief and what looked like a different kind of anxiety. “Alright.” 
 
    “You two lovebirds coming?” Robin shouted back to us. 
 
    I rolled my eyes at my best friend and led Poppy forward. We followed Jessica up a grand staircase and down a long hall to the bridal suite. She tapped gently on the door before she opened it, and a rush of familiar voices flooded into the hallway. 
 
    “What’s he been up to?” my mom asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, hun,” my dad responded. 
 
    “He’s probably racked up an insane amount of credit card debt,” Samantha grumbled. “I swear, I’ve tried to teach him how to make good financial decisions…” 
 
    “Guys, relax,” Katie said in my defense. “I’m sure Mikey will tell us about that pretty brunette and that insane car we saw. Just give him a chance.” 
 
    “I just want to take a ride in that thing,” Emily chuckled. 
 
    “Nobody gets a ride until I get a hug from Katie Lady,” I called. 
 
    “Mikey!” Katie gasped and cupped her hands over her beautifully made up face. “What is going on with you?” 
 
    I gave Poppy’s hand a little squeeze before I walked over to scoop up the bride in my arms. She looked like an angel in her gown, and her medium-brown hair cascaded down her back in perfect ringlets. 
 
    “You look incredible, Katie Lady,” I said as I set Katie back on her feet. 
 
    “Me?” Katie laughed. “You look like a million bucks. What is this suit? And what was that car we saw you pull up in? Where have you…” 
 
    Katie’s words trailed off as she spotted Poppy over my shoulder. The bride gave me a sisterly smirk that told me this conversation wasn’t over, and then she walked around me to introduce herself to my date. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Katie,” my sister said. “You must be Mikey’s plus-one.” 
 
    “I’m Poppy,” my advisor answered, and she shook Katie’s hand. “You’re a beautiful bride.” 
 
    “Thanks!” Katie’s face lit up as the subject was nicely redirected to the reason why we were all here today. “But! You can’t distract me. We all want to know what’s up with Mikey.” 
 
    Suddenly, my entire family, my best friend, and Poppy were all looking at me. I shrugged my shoulders in a nonchalant manner and chuckled lightly, even though I could hardly believe the words that were about to leave my mouth. 
 
    “I won the lottery,” I explained simply. “Like… a lot.” 
 
    My mom clung to my dad’s arm with sudden shock, and for a second I worried she was about to faint. Jessica blinked dumbly at me, and Emily shook her head with utter confusion. 
 
    “You won the lottery?” my sister, Samantha, spoke first. “I’m honestly… I don’t even know… I’m shocked! But if you want any investment advice, you know where to find me.” 
 
    “I know,” I laughed at my sister who worked as an accountant. She’d always loved numbers and tried to instill in me the importance of good investing, and I was glad a lot of it had stuck with me. “Believe it or not, I’ve been paying attention to your advice all these years.” 
 
    “Good.” Sam smirked and tossed her wavy ponytail back over her shoulder. 
 
    “So that explains the car and this suit,” my sister Emily said. “Is that how you met Poppy?” 
 
    “Eerr–” I hesitated for a second as I realized we hadn’t discussed our story for that, but before I could fuck it all up, Poppy stepped in to save the day. 
 
    “I live in the same neighborhood as Michael,” Poppy explained. “We’ve gotten to know each other recently, and he thought we might have a fun time at your wedding.” 
 
    “Oh, are you the new tenant who moved onto the fifth floor?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Actually, I sort of… bought a mansion in Winter Park,” I said a bit nervously. I didn’t want to lie to my family, but I also knew it was important to keep a fair amount of the real truth from them. “Poppy lives… on the same cul-de-sac.” 
 
    “Winter Park?” my mom gasped. “Oh, my. That’s such a nice neighborhood.” 
 
    “Well done, son.” Dad smirked proudly at me, and then he put his hand up to his mouth as if he could keep his question a secret from everyone else in the room. “How much did you win?” 
 
    Everybody laughed at my dad’s curious question, and Poppy smiled affectionately at me as I explained a bit more to my family. I kept the details as vague as I could manage without outright lying, and soon two of Katie’s friends rushed into the room in their peach bridesmaid dresses to save me from having to say more. 
 
    “Katie! It’s time,” Margot said, and she eyed my expensive suit suspiciously. 
 
    “Everybody who’s not a bridesmaid or the father of the bride, out!” Katie’s maid of honor, Shannon, declared in her usually snotty tone. 
 
    I’d never liked Shannon very much, but her twin sister, Margot, had been my dream girl all through high school. I’d crushed on her hard for years, and she’d never seemed to notice me at all. I suspected Shannon had convinced her I was just Katie’s baby brother and not worth even a first glance.  
 
    Now, as she moved to get Katie’s bouquet ready, she looked up at me, and my expensive suit, with sudden interest in her brown eyes. It made my high school self’s heart flutter with excitement, but then Poppy put her fingers on the sleeve of my arm. 
 
    I smiled politely at Margot and turned to my purple-eyed date. 
 
    “Let’s go get our seats,” I said to Poppy, and then I turned back to Katie. “You look beautiful, Katie Lady.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mikey.” My closest-in-age sister’s pretty hazel eyes started to shine with sudden tears. 
 
    “No! No!” Shannon demanded. “No crying, that airbrushed makeup was expensive, and you don’t want to ruin it!” 
 
    “Right, right,” Katie giggled nervously as I led Poppy into the hallway. 
 
    Robin offered his arm in a gentlemanly gesture to my mom, and my other two sisters followed us into the hall. 
 
    “Oh, my last baby girl is getting married!” Mom’s eyes started to brim with tears as Jessica led us all through the estate to where the ceremony would take place. 
 
    My sisters and I shared a sympathetic smile with each other, and then my future brother-in-law’s younger brother ushered us to our seats at the front of the crowd. 
 
    There were probably a hundred and fifty guests in attendance, and I could feel all the eyes on me as I walked down the aisle in an expensive suit with a gorgeous woman on my arm. I could hear the hushed conversations among my extended family members as they probably discussed the fact that I should be getting married next. I tuned them all out as I helped Poppy to her seat at the end of the front row. Then I caught Katie’s fiancé’s eyes and gave him a friendly smile. 
 
    Poppy leaned toward me, and I leaned in to hear her curious whisper. 
 
    “So those were all your sisters up there?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “My mom and dad, Amy and John,” I whispered. “And my sisters, from oldest to youngest, Jessica, Emily, Samantha, Katie, and then I’m the youngest and only brother. Robin has been my best friend since high school, and the other two girls are Katie’s best friends and bridesmaids. They’re twins, Shannon and Margot.” 
 
    “I sure hope there won’t be a test later,” Poppy teased. 
 
    “Oh, there will be,” I deadpanned and then laughed. “And you haven’t even met their husbands or Sam’s partner yet.” 
 
    “Goodie,” Poppy giggled, and she eyed my family who were sitting to my right. “What do your parents do? And… one of your sisters works in finance, I take it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled softly. “Dad taught microbiology at the University of Central Florida until he retired last year. Mom’s a dentist. My oldest sister Jess runs the clothing company I worked for before… all this. Emily is the next oldest, and she’s a calculus professor at UCLA. Samantha is an accountant, and Katie is a kindergarten teacher.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Poppy murmured. “It’s so lovely that you’re so close with your family, your majesty.” 
 
    “Hey, none of that here,” I chided her gently and gave her a charming grin. “Tonight, I’m just Michael… or Mike, if you prefer.” 
 
    “Michael.” Poppy nodded, and the brightness in her purple eyes told me she was enjoying herself. 
 
    A moment later, the pianist and cellist began to play a beautiful combination of Pachelbel’s Canon in D and the hobbit theme from Lord of the Rings. I knew that had to be Katie’s tribute to her soon-to-be-husband’s love of the trilogy. Margot and Shannon walked down the flower-laden aisle and stopped just in front of Poppy’s and my seats. Shannon blatantly ignored me, but Margot’s brown eyes studied me and how close I was sitting to Poppy. She blushed a bit when I caught her staring, and she was saved by the sudden shift in the music that announced the arrival of the bride. 
 
    The whole room stood up and watched Katie float down the aisle like a pageant queen. Only I seemed to look back at the groom to see his reaction, and as usual, I wasn’t disappointed. Jake’s eyes shone with tears of admiration and love as his face nearly split apart with joy. 
 
    The ceremony was beautiful, simple, and filled with love and lightness as Katie and Jake spoke their personalized vows to one another. They exchanged rings, and I fought the urge to reach over and take Poppy’s hand in mind. Once the officiant announced the new Mr. and Mrs. Jake Roberts, they kissed and the whole room exploded with cheers, hollers, and laughter. 
 
    The music swelled once more as my sister and her husband walked down the aisle to go take their couple photos before the reception began. I knew the schedule for the day, and I’d have about twenty minutes before I was called away to join the family photos. 
 
    I turned to Poppy just in time to catch her carefully swiping a few stray tears away from her gold-rimmed eyes, and she blushed. 
 
    “I always cry at weddings,” Poppy giggled. “Their love is so true and beautiful. I think they’ll be very happy for a very long time.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” I said with a smile. “Jake’s a good guy, I’ve always liked him.” 
 
    “Come on, the cocktail hour’s starting,” Samantha said as she turned to her partner in the row behind us. “Oh, babe, this is Mike’s girlfriend, Poppy.” 
 
    “Hi, Poppy, it’s nice to meet you,” my sister’s longtime partner reached out to shake Poppy’s hand. “I’m Abby.” 
 
    “Uh–” I started to correct my sister’s assumption that Poppy was my girlfriend, but before I could speak, the teal-haired fae reached out and shook Abby’s hand. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” Poppy said without correcting the status of our relationship. 
 
    I thought it was a bit odd, but I supposed I could chalk it all up to part of the glamoured role the fae was playing tonight. 
 
    “Let’s get a drink,” I suggested to Poppy, and then I spoke to my family. “I’ll see you guys for photos.” 
 
    “Alright, dear,” Mom said. “Have fun, and don’t be late. Twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I know, Mom…” I led Poppy to the outside of the rows of chairs and along the dozens of vaguely familiar faces. 
 
    We navigated through the crowd to the next room where the cocktail hour would occur as the venue readjusted the main hall from the ceremony to the reception. 
 
    “Your family is very nice,” Poppy said. 
 
    “I’m glad you like them,” I said. “And I’m pretty sure they liked you, too.” 
 
    Poppy smiled as she selected a tall glass of champagne and plucked a chocolate-covered strawberry from a platter on one of the tables. I nearly choked on my own breath as she wrapped her pink lips around the sweet fruit and bit the stem off. 
 
    “Um…” I cleared my throat and lowered my voice so only she could hear me. “I was curious about something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Poppy asked as she picked up another strawberry. 
 
    “My sister said you were a brunette,” I murmured. “I figured you’d have a glamour on, but I wasn’t sure what you look like from their point of view. What color do your eyes look like to them?” 
 
    “Blue,” Poppy said simply. “And my hair looks brown, sort of like Katie’s color. They can’t see my wings, or the points of my ears, either.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured,” I said, and the way Poppy fluttered her wings made me smile. It was like a delicious secret knowing I was the only one who could see who Poppy really was. “Are you having a good time?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Poppy said cheerfully. “I love weddings, and the decorations are beautiful. Katie has a great sense of color combinations.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is pretty nice,” I said as I looked around at the light-blue and peach napkins, tablecloths, and floral arrangements. 
 
    “Will there be dancing later?” Poppy asked suddenly. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, I assume so,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t usually dance.” 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy said in an almost disappointed voice. 
 
    She shook her head slightly as she turned away to grab another strawberry, and I wondered if she was silently scolding herself for hoping to dance with me. Suddenly I longed to feel her lithe body in my arms as we twirled around the dance floor, and I decided I would definitely give her the chance later. 
 
    “Do you have any siblings?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, uh…” Poppy hesitated a bit with a nervous look in her eyes. “I have a brother.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “And your parents?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen them in years,” Poppy admitted with a sad frown. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “Busy with work?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Poppy sighed and then gestured for me to follow her out onto an empty patio where we could speak more privately. “King Vairn forced my family to leave the United States. I haven’t seen them since the first year of his reign.” 
 
    I blinked in shock as her words caught me off-guard, and just the thought of another king having such an influence on Poppy’s life and family made a spark of fury sear through my gut. But I took a deep breath and remained as professional as possible. 
 
    “That’s horrible,” I grumbled. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Because he had the power to?” Poppy shrugged with uncertainty and heartbreak. “He never explained his reasons.” 
 
    “Was there some kind of legal situation to it all?” I wondered. “Or was he just that much of an asshole?” 
 
    “I suspect it was in an effort to isolate me from my family,” Poppy sighed. “I think if they’d been around all that time, they might have been able to convince me to resign from my position. But it’s no small thing to gain the title of ‘advisor to the king.’ I’d worked so hard to make it there, but I was finally starting to consider leaving a few weeks before King Vairn’s death. Although, like I told you before, that would’ve caused him more problems than keeping me around.” 
 
    “It’s starting to sound like this guy was a textbook narcissist.” I crossed my arms over my chest with irritation. 
 
    “That wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest,” Poppy scoffed. “I was hoping to be able to visit them once you’re more settled into your new position, if that would be acceptable to you?” 
 
    “Where are they now?” I asked, and I ignored Poppy’s comment. 
 
    “They moved to Australia,” Poppy said with a furrow of confusion between her eyebrows. “They live in Sydney now.” 
 
    “Do you think they’d want to come back to the states?” I asked. 
 
    “I… um…” Poppy mumbled with total shock for a second, but before she could answer, Jessica appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Mike, it’s time for photos, come on,” my oldest sister said in a vaguely impatient-mom voice. She grabbed a hold of my wrist and started to drag me away from Poppy. 
 
    My teal-haired fae followed behind with a worried expression until Robin appeared at her side with a friendly smile. 
 
    “I’ll keep Poppy company, man,” Robin offered. “Keep the wolves at bay for ya.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and then I looked right into Poppy’s purple eyes. “I’ll find you when we’re done.” 
 
    Poppy pressed her pink lips together with concern, but she nodded at me as my sister dragged me behind her to the outdoor gardens. I definitely didn’t love getting separated from Poppy, but I knew there were several shadow nymph guards hiding in plain sight around us. Plus there wasn’t any good way to explain why she needed to go with me to the family photos. 
 
    The photographer directed us in two dozen different combinations so Katie and Jake would have every kind of picture of our family they could ever want. We did a few family-only ones, and we did some with our family and Jake’s. Then Katie requested a few of just me and her. 
 
    “Did you see the flowers?” Katie asked with elation. “The florist sent twice my order, at no extra charge!” 
 
    “Woah,” I chuckled, and I knew Poppy must have spoken to the dryad florist at some point. “That’s awesome, did they say why?” 
 
    “Just some sort of special, I guess.” Katie shrugged. 
 
    “Huh,” I murmured without further comment, but I made a mental note to send a thank you to the florist later. 
 
    “Poppy is so pretty,” Katie murmured through a happy smile as the photographer snapped a few shots. 
 
    “I know,” I mumbled back. 
 
    “She seems really sweet, too,” Katie continued in that fishing for information way of hers. “Is it serious between you two?” 
 
    “I…” I sighed and looked at Katie as I ignored the photographer’s irritated frown for a second. “I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Well, you should talk to her, then,” Katie informed me as she gently pushed my face back toward the camera. “Because it’s pretty obvious how much she likes you.” 
 
    “What?” I whisper-shouted at my sister as I tried to maintain a good smile. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Katie laughed. “That girl is in looooove with you, bro.” 
 
    “Oh, that was a great shot!” the photographer shouted from behind his camera. 
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked. 
 
    “Come on, Mikey.” Katie rolled her eyes at me. “It’s plain on her face.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s do the happy couple and their parents now!” The photographer started waving his arms to direct the right people to their places. “Siblings, you guys are done, you can head back to the party!” 
 
    “Be good to her,” Katie urged me as our parents and her new in-laws walked over. 
 
    I nodded as I walked away, and I was honestly shocked by Katie’s assessment. I tried to replay the very brief interaction between my sister and Poppy to figure out what I’d missed, but I couldn’t remember anything that would’ve given her that idea. I shrugged it off as I walked back to where Robin and Poppy were enjoying a drink together and laughing. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, he never lived it down,” Robin said as he turned to look at me with a shit-eating grin on his face. 
 
    “Oh, no,” I groaned. “Which embarrassing story are you telling her?” 
 
    I stepped up beside Poppy, and she casually looped her arm through mine like it was the most natural thing in the world. I wondered again about what Katie had said, but I pushed it away as I decided Poppy was just good at playing the role she was here for today. 
 
    “Robin was telling me about your senior year,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “Noooo,” I scowled good-naturedly at my friend. “Really, the slushie story?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Robin smirked. “It was the funniest shit I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    I groaned and laughed as I recalled the moment. I’d been trying to walk through the school cafeteria, but little had I known the slushie machine had exploded all over the floor. I’d rounded the corner too fast and gone skidding straight across the entire cafeteria. I’d only managed to stay on my feet for about three seconds before I slammed hard down on my ass in a puddle of pink and purple slushie. I’d gone through last period that day with a huge sticky stain on my back and ass. 
 
    “Honestly, that could have been so much worse,” I laughed. 
 
    “I wish I could have seen it,” Poppy giggled conspiratorially to Robin, and then she blushed hard as she looked back at me. “But I’m glad you didn’t get hurt.” 
 
    “Aaaawww,” Robin cooed in a teasing voice. 
 
    “Honored guests.” Another butler-style employee of the venue clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. “Dinner will be served momentarily, and you are invited to join us in the hall for the introduction of the bride and groom.” 
 
    Excited chatter began as the crowd started to shift toward the hall. Robin didn’t waste much time as he picked out a pretty woman in a short black dress who appeared to be alone. He offered her his arm and shot me an excited thumbs-up when she smiled and accepted. 
 
    “Looks like Robin found a new friend,” Poppy giggled as she wrapped both of her hands lightly around my sleeve. 
 
    “Good for him.” I smiled. 
 
    I led Poppy over to the table where our place cards were organized, and I found we were seated at table two. I glanced around the room and was pleased to see we’d be sitting with Robin, all three of my oldest sisters, and their spouses. It looked like Shannon, Margot, and several of Katie’s other close friends and their significant others were at the next closest table. My parents and Jake’s parents were also nearby, and the bride and groom sweetheart table was about ten feet in front of us. 
 
    “What happened to your new friend?” I asked Robin as he sat down. 
 
    “She’s at table six,” Robin answered in a confident tone. “Her name is Megan, she’s one of Jake’s cousins, and she told me to come find her later.” 
 
    “Oooh,” I teased. 
 
    I took a moment to introduce Poppy to my two oldest sisters’ husbands, and we chatted for a moment before Jessica’s husband brought up the elephant in the room. 
 
    “So you won the lottery, huh?” my brother-in-law, Aaron, asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said. “Four days ago.” 
 
    “That’s awesome, congratulations.” Aaron nodded appreciatively. “Jess said you bought a new car and a house in Winter Park?” 
 
    “Yeah, and a few other things,” I admitted. “I’m going to make some investment moves, too. I don’t want to just squander away my newfound wealth.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re smart like your sister,” Abby said, and she pressed a loving kiss to Samantha’s cheek before she leaned toward Poppy. “The Ayers have brains for days.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve seen that,” Poppy said with a playful smile. 
 
    We chatted for a few more minutes before the bride and groom were announced, and they had huge smiles and flushed faces as they walked to their sweetheart table. 
 
    “She’s so pretty,” Abby commented. 
 
    “So are you,” Samantha purred. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough,” I laughed at the impending PDA I was about to endure, and instead I turned to focus on Poppy. 
 
    “Your family seems so happy,” the teal-haired beauty murmured. 
 
    “They are,” I agreed. 
 
    I didn’t know if it was the glass of whiskey I was sipping or the general fog of love in the air, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Poppy’s beautiful face. I could have happily looked at her for the rest of the night without ever getting bored. 
 
    Dinner was served promptly, and while it was very good, it couldn’t compete with my gnome chef’s exquisite cuisine. The open bar was pretty packed, so I waited until the first round of drinks were taken care of before I slung back the last sips of my whiskey. 
 
    “I’m going to get another drink,” I said to Poppy. “Do you want anything?” 
 
    “Champagne, please,” the purple-eyed fae said. “Thank you… Michael.” 
 
    My heart rate kicked up a notch at the sound of my name on her full lips, and I cleared my throat before I stood up. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Robin said. 
 
    He waited until we were out of earshot of the table before he inevitably dug into the interrogation. 
 
    “Dude, Poppy is fucking drop-dead gorgeous,” Robin almost groaned. “How did you manage it? Are you sure she’s not a gold digger? I mean, she seems really sweet, but it’s a little suspect that you met her after the lottery win, right?” 
 
    “It’s not like that, Robin,” I scoffed. “We’re not even dating. She just came with me tonight so we could… have a good time.” 
 
    “Yeeeaaah, have a good time.” Robin gave me a cocky smirk. 
 
    “What can I get for you?” the bartender asked. 
 
    “Whiskey on the rocks, please, for both of us,” I said as I pulled a fifty from my breast pocket and tucked it into the tip jar. “The good stuff.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” The bartender’s eyes went wide just like the valet’s had, and he slyly pulled the bill from the jar and jammed it into his pocket. 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I sighed again as I turned back to Robin. “I don’t know, I think we’re just friends.” 
 
    “Dude.” Robin stared blankly at me. “Women don’t dress like that for their friends. And are you seriously trying to tell me nothing’s happened between you two? Cause the sexual tension is rolling off of her in fucking waves.” 
 
    “Nothing’s happened,” I assured him, but Robin’s words made me even more unsure about the state of our friendship. 
 
    Or professional relationship? Fuck, I was only getting more confused. 
 
    Katie and Robin knew me better than anybody else in the world, and they were both so sure there was more between Poppy and me than I thought. Maybe I’d put up a mental block after I realized how uncomfortable Poppy had seemed in my presence those first two days. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I shook my head and decided it was better not to think about my advisor that way. 
 
    “So… what?” Robin leaned on the bar. “Are you saying you don’t think she’s the sexiest woman in this entire room?” 
 
    “Well, most of the women in this room are members of my family,” I laughed. “So that kind of skews the answer, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Come on,” Robin grumbled with irritation. “You know what I mean. Poppy’s not just hot, but, like, gorgeous. Like supermodel gorgeous. Like unattainable gorgeous, and she came here with you. In your Ferrari. Damn, dude! Who are you?” 
 
    “Here are your drinks, sirs,” the bartender said as he placed our whiskies on the bar. “Is there anything else I can get for you?” 
 
    “Yeah, champagne, please,” I said, and I turned back to Robin. “Could you drop it, please? I think we have the grounds for a good friendship here, and I’m not going to fuck it up. If Poppy wants more, then yeah, that would be incredible, but I’m not going to try anything unless she gives me a really clear signal.” 
 
    As if she could hear our conversation from fifty feet across the crowded and noisy room, Poppy looked right at me and smiled. My stomach flipped with that teenage kind of excitement, and I knew I definitely wanted to be more than co-workers or friends with her. I sighed and decided I’d pay closer attention to the way she behaved with me to see if what Katie and Robin saw was really there. 
 
    “Your champagne, sir,” the bartender said as he placed a thin-stemmed champagne flute on the bar. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and I picked up our glasses. “Come on, let’s get back to the table.” 
 
    “Just do me a favor?” Robin tugged on my jacket sleeve. “Don’t let yourself be blind to it.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” I sighed. 
 
    “Good.” Robin grinned with satisfaction and strolled confidently back to the table. 
 
    “Thank you, Michael,” Poppy murmured as I laid the champagne flute in front of her. 
 
    Then Abby smirked at me from behind Poppy’s shoulder, and I wondered if I was totally blind to the kinds of little flirtations women used when they weren’t sure if a guy liked them back. I shook my head and turned to our dinners as they arrived in front of us by an army of waiters. 
 
    The conversation at the table turned to what my siblings had been up to lately, how good the food was, and what they all thought I should buy with some of my winnings. I found my mind drifting away from the conversation as my thoughts reached out toward Poppy. 
 
    The warm presence of her mind touched me almost immediately, and it was like a comforting hug from a lover. My breath caught in my throat at how fast the warmth spread through my chest, and I heard Poppy suck in a tiny gasp, too. 
 
    Her purple eyes stared right into mine for what felt like hours as the heat passed between our minds. 
 
    “Mike!” Emily’s insistent voice finally pulled me out of the hypnotic moment. 
 
    “What?” I asked as I tore my eyes away from Poppy’s flushed face. 
 
    “Never mind,” my sister chuckled and rolled her eyes before she turned back to her husband. 
 
    For the rest of our meal, the air between Poppy and me seemed to crackle with static electricity. Katie and Robin’s observations kept playing on repeat in my mind as I tried to convince myself I was imagining things. 
 
    Thankfully, the speeches, toasting, and bride and groom’s first dance began and provided a much-needed distraction from the chaos inside my head. Then the dance floor was open, and the DJ made an announcement for everyone to join the happy couple on the dance floor. 
 
    My sisters and their spouses stood up and joined Katie and Jake with smiles and laughter. Robin gave me a friendly pat on the back as he straightened his tie, and then he went off to find his lady from table six. Poppy laughed nervously at me as she and I were left alone at the table. 
 
    “So… are you having a good time?” I asked. “Did you enjoy the food?” 
 
    “It was very good,” Poppy said. Then she leaned a bit closer and whispered. “Not as good as Gerald’s cooking, though.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I laughed, and it felt just like us again as the tension finally broke. 
 
    Poppy’s easy smile shifted into excitement as the DJ began to play Bruno Mars’ Uptown Funk. 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy giggled. “I love this song!” 
 
    “Do you…” I hesitated for a half-second before I decided why the fuck not. “Do you want to dance?” 
 
    “Really?” Poppy’s whole face lit up. “I’d love to, but only if you want to.” 
 
    “Come on,” I chuckled. 
 
    I stood from my seat, shrugged off my suit jacket, and held out my hand for Poppy in invitation. 
 
    Poppy grinned as she put her hand in mine and stood. I led her out to the dance floor and caught a smug grin from Robin as he twirled his partner around. 
 
    It took us a moment to get a feel for each other’s dance styles, but soon Poppy and I were moving together in a very enjoyable harmony of our bodies. It was easy and comfortable, and it felt like there was a current of sexual energy beneath it all. My blood pumped hard and hot through my veins, and Poppy’s face and chest began to flush with the deliciousness of it all. We danced for probably an hour together, and Poppy smiled and laughed with me the entire time. 
 
    Finally, the DJ switched it up, and one of my sister’s favorite songs came on. Taylor Swift’s Lover started, and the entire dancing crowd slowed down and leaned into their partner’s arms. I assumed Poppy would want to take this opportunity to have a break, but she looked at me with a curiously hopeful expression in her purple eyes. 
 
    I held out my hand to her, and she blushed as she placed her fingers in mine. Her other hand came up to rest on my shoulder, and her palm burned through the silky fabric of my shirt as I wrapped my other hand around her narrow waist. Then Poppy stepped into my arms as we began to move gracefully around the dance floor. 
 
    My weird assortment of interests over the years had blessed me with a random desire to learn how to waltz, and now I was immensely grateful that my mom had agreed to let me take a class. The steps came back, and I led Poppy around the dance floor with little effort. I didn’t even realize how the crowd had shifted away to let us have more space on the floor, I was way too focused on the happy light in Poppy’s eyes. 
 
    As the song came to an end, I lifted Poppy’s arm over her head and guided her through a twirl that sent her skirts swirling around her legs. She laughed and collapsed against my chest as a smattering of applause made me realize most of the room had stopped to watch us. 
 
    “That was beautiful,” Katie giggled with happy tears in her eyes. “When did you learn how to dance?” 
 
    “Uh–” I cleared my throat as I tried to figure out what to say. 
 
    Thankfully I was saved by the DJ’s next announcement. 
 
    “Alright, ladies and gentlemen,” his voice called over the speakers. “It’s time for the father-daughter dance! Don’t forget to grab some water and enjoy a piece of cake!” 
 
    “I need water,” Poppy said in a breathless voice. 
 
    I nodded and guided her back to our table with a gentle hand between her shoulder blades. My entire body was tingling from so much physical contact with Poppy, and it felt like my brain was on the verge of exploding with desire. 
 
    “I’m going to the restroom,” I said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Okay,” Poppy breathed, and she sipped her water. 
 
    I strolled to the bathrooms and went right to the sink. Thankfully, the large white-marbled room was empty at the moment. My reflection stared back at me, and I could almost imagine the smug look my subconscious was giving me. 
 
    “Get a grip, Ayers,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I turned on the cold water, splashed my face a few times, and then took a deep breath. Maybe Katie and Robin were right, and Poppy did have more serious feelings for me. But I was not about to do anything that could come across as an abuse of my position over her. If Poppy wanted more from our relationship, then she was going to have to make the first move. I’d heard too many gross stories from my dad over the years about professors using their power over students to push them into relationships. The whole thing gave me the skeevies, and I was not about to abuse my power as Poppy’s king to get what I wanted. I could be patient and see if she was willing to go after what she wanted, and if she didn’t want me, then I would deal with that. 
 
    I nodded decisively at myself, dried my hands, and went back out to the reception hall. Katie was dancing with Jake now, and our parents and his parents were swaying dreamily on either side of them. 
 
    “The bride and groom would now like to invite all the lovely couples here tonight to join them on the dance floor,” the DJ announced. 
 
    I walked over to the table just as my other sisters got up one more time. About half of the room joined Katie and Jake in the dance, and Poppy chewed on her lip and pointedly avoided eye contact with me as I sat down beside her. 
 
    The whole song was a bit tense as we sat alone at our table, and it was a relief when another pop song started to play. Poppy’s shoulders relaxed noticeably, and I leaned back in my chair. 
 
    “Do you want to dance some more?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m actually a bit tired,” Poppy said. 
 
    “We can leave if you want,” I offered. “The main stuff is done, it’s just going to be a lot of drinking and dancing from here until they kick everybody out.” 
 
    “I don’t want to upset your family,” Poppy said. 
 
    “No, it’s fine, I promise,” I assured her. “Let’s make the rounds and say goodnight. Then we can head home.” 
 
    “Alright,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    We went around to my family to say goodnight, and Katie was already a bit too drunk to care if we were there or not. I hugged my sisters and parents, and they all wished us a good night. My dad told me to drive safely, and then Poppy and I headed outside to the valet stand. 
 
    “I’ll go get your car, sir,” the teen said as he saw us walking up. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and when he came back with the Ferrari, I slipped another hundred dollar bill into his palm. “Have a good night.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir!” The kid grinned brightly and pumped his fist in victory. “You just made it so I can buy my first car.” 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled at the kid’s enthusiasm. “Enjoy it and take good care of it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the kid assured me. 
 
    I opened Poppy’s door for her, jogged around to my side, and we drove home in a bit of an electric fog like the snapping tension that surrounded us when we were dancing. 
 
    The moment I pulled into the driveway, Cove jogged up to the driver’s door. 
 
    “Your majesty,” he huffed. “The goblins are awake and willing to talk.” 
 
    And just like that, every thought about Poppy slipped right out of my mind. 
 
    Maybe I was about to get some answers about who was trying to fucking kill me.
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    Chapter 14 
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod at cove. “Let’s go see what those assholes have to say.” 
 
    Poppy shot me a concerned look as we fell into step behind Cove, and we followed him down to the basement holding cells. There was a row of soft yellow lights along the ceiling that illuminated the space, and I spotted Rune’s golden hair outside the bars of the first goblin’s cell. 
 
    “Has he said anything else, Rune?” Cove asked. 
 
    “Not in English,” Rune grumbled, and his bumblebee wings twitched behind his back. “I suspect he’s been waiting to speak directly to the king.” 
 
    I confidently walked up to the bars and leveled a stern look at the three-foot-tall goblin where he sat cross-legged in the middle of the floor. 
 
    “I am King Michael of the Eternal Realm,” I said in a firm and clear voice. 
“Why did you and the others attack me?” 
 
    The goblin’s pointed ears twitched with irritation, and he started to chatter at top speed in some sharp and consonant-filled language. He started to gesture rapidly with his pointed hands and then pointed aggressively at the other goblin’s cell thirty feet away. 
 
    “Stop, just stop,” I ordered the goblin as I held up both hands as if I could physically halt his tirade. “Speak in English or don’t bother talking at all.” 
 
    His large yellow-green eyes narrowed slightly as he gritted his pointed teeth at me, but apparently my order worked, because he began to speak once more. 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” the goblin hissed angrily. “Targen made the deal. I shouldn’t be punished as harshly!” 
 
    “Hold on,” I urged. “I haven’t made any decisions about what’s going to happen. I need to know what started all of this first. Tell me about this deal. What were the terms?” 
 
    “We were hired to attack you,” the goblin growled in a petulant voice. “They said it would be easy to take out a human king. They said you had no right to rule our world, that no human did, and that we were doing a great service for the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    “Great,” I grumbled. “What else? What were you supposed to get out of this deal?” 
 
    “They said we would be highly rewarded and honored,” the goblin said. “We were promised great rewards once the throne was returned to a rightful king.” 
 
    “Fuckers,” I growled under my breath. 
 
    How dare anyone think they had any say in my right to rule. Hadn’t I already proven myself with the golem test? The Goddess herself had declared I was the rightful ruler now, too. 
 
    I wanted to find whoever thought they were so much better than me, who figured they knew so much more than the Goddess, and rip their spiteful heads right off their shoulders. 
 
    Cove and Rune both simmered with rage that burned clear under their skin, and Poppy looked both angry and worried at the whole thing. 
 
    “Who did Targen make this deal with?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the goblin huffed, and for the first time, there was a touch of real fear in his large eyes. “Targen didn’t even know. He said the person who’d hired him wore a large cloak to hide their face. He said the deal was discussed and decided in the shadows of the alley.” 
 
    “Well, do you have any kind of helpful information that might save your neck?” I asked with an ice-cold glare at his throat. 
 
    “I wasn’t there, your majesty!” The goblin trembled and suddenly devolved into quaking sobs. “Please, I didn’t want to do it. Targen made me!” 
 
    “And what about the other one?” I asked as I nodded my head to the other imprisoned goblin. “Was he there?” 
 
    “Yes!” The sobbing goblin latched onto that like a lifeline and nodded his head so hard that the points of his ears flapped audibly against his bald head. “Kark was with Targen when he made the deal! He was there!” 
 
    “Good.” I nodded as I thought about what to do with this asshole. “You’ll stay here until I can decide if it’s safe to release you or if you should endure further punishment for your crimes against your king.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the goblin mumbled and cowered even tighter around himself. 
 
    I marched further down the aisle to the other occupied holding cell and found the second goblin lounging back on the bed without much concern. 
 
    “Kark, is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” Kark propped one pointy shoe up on his knee and bounced it idly as he stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Your king,” I declared. 
 
    “You’re not my king,” Kark scoffed. “No human deserves to be King of the Eternal Realm. We’ve not even had a goblin king in a millennium.” 
 
    “I am your king.” I started to let the rage seep into my voice, and I let it flow off of me in waves. “The Goddess herself chose me. I proved my right to rule by her test, and you have committed treason against me.” 
 
    “Pfft,” Kark scoffed. 
 
    “Open the door,” I instructed Cove in a deathly calm whisper. 
 
    “Your majesty–” Cove wrung his hands together with agitation. 
 
    “I said…” I glared at Cove and bit the words out. “Open the door.” 
 
    Cove frowned a bit, but he did as I ordered. 
 
    The cell door slid open on well-oiled hinges and clanged slightly, and I walked straight inside to the goblin’s bed. Then I wrapped both of my hands around his upper arms and lifted him bodily from the thin mattress. 
 
    The creature’s small stature made it easy for me to use my six-foot-tall frame as an intimidation tactic, and I spotted the all-white eyes of two shadow nymphs seep out of the corners of the cell. I knew they would protect me if the goblin made the poor choice to lash out with violence. 
 
    The goblin’s large eyes flew completely open with shock and sudden fear, and he curled his short legs into his body like a terrified kitten. 
 
    “I have a limited amount of patience for your insolence,” I informed him in a ferocious growl. “I will only ask you one more time before any leniency you may have benefited from will be entirely lost to you. Do I make myself perfectly, transparently, crystal clear, Kark?” 
 
    “Y-y-yeeess,” Kark stuttered, and his entire body trembled in my hands. 
 
    “Who hired you to assassinate me?” I demanded. 
 
    “I don’t know, your majesty,” Kark whimpered. “Like Orgin said, he wore a cloak and stayed in the shadows when me and Targen met with him. We never saw his face.” 
 
    “What can you tell me?” I asked through clenched teeth as I gave his upper arms another harsh squeeze. 
 
    “He– he had a tattoo!” Kark screeched with desperation. “On his left hand! There was a tattoo.” 
 
    “What did it look like?” I asked as I eased the grip on his arms just a fraction. 
 
    “It was a skull with batwings inside a crescent moon,” Kark sobbed, and huge tears started to collect in his wide eyes. 
 
    “Where did you meet him?” I asked. 
 
    “The back alley behind The Odyssey Club.” He shuddered. “Please, that’s all I know, I promise!” 
 
    “Good.” I sneered at Kark as I dumped him back on the bed, and then I strode purposefully out of his cell. 
 
    Cove locked it once more behind me, and then my advisors fell into step and followed me out into the pleasant evening breeze. I sucked in the mild evening air to work the rage from my body before I turned to speak to Cove, Rune, and Poppy. 
 
    “Looks like we have a reason to go to The Odyssey Club sooner than we thought,” Rune said with a resolute grimace. 
 
    I could hardly register anything beyond the shock inside my head. There’d been a real assassination attempt on me. The goblin attack wasn’t some random freak occurrence. Someone had planned this out, they’d hired someone in secret to try and kill me. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I muttered under my breath. Then I mentally shook myself to get a grip. Paralyzed shock wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “What time does The Odyssey close?” 
 
    “Not for another four hours, your majesty,” Poppy answered. “Would you like me to get the car?” 
 
    “Yes, you and Rune are both coming with me,” I said.  
 
    Poppy gathered up her skirts in one hand and started to jog toward the garage in her gold heels. 
 
    I watched her for a second, and then I scanned around the shadows of the yard. “Nyxx?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the shadow nymph rasped as she materialized a few feet away from me. 
 
    “Gather a few guards and follow us to The Odyssey Club,” I said, and I gave her a description of who we were looking for. “If you encounter them, I want you to bring them back alive.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Nyxx faded away into the darkness once more. 
 
    “What would you have me do, your majesty?” Cove asked. 
 
    “Stay here,” I said. “See what you can learn about the goblins: who they’re affiliated with, any major connections to Lady Vivianne or other possible dissidents, that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Cove nodded. 
 
    “And, hey, I’m sorry I snapped at you,” I said. “I wasn’t angry at you. I’m pissed that someone would have the fucking balls to try and come at me like this. It’s one thing to stand up to my face like Lady Vivianne did, but this cloak-and-dagger shit is just pathetic.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright, your majesty,” Cove assured me, but there was a touch of gratitude in his turquoise eyes. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I’ll be as safe as possible right now with Rune, Poppy, and Nyxx at my side,” I said. “But we need to figure out who’s behind this, or I won’t ever be truly safe.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Cove sighed heavily. 
 
    I gave his upper arm a comforting pat, and then Rune and I walked around the house to where Poppy was waiting in a four-door car that displayed a shiny Bentley emblem on the hood. It was a deep shade of turquoise with a shimmer finish that caught the lights along the driveway. Poppy was in the driver’s seat, and she gestured to ask if I wanted her to move over so I could drive. I shook my head as I walked to the passenger seat, and Rune hopped into the back. 
 
    “To the Odyssey?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said as I clicked my seat belt into place. “What kind of Bentley is this?” 
 
    “It’s a Mulsanne,” Rune answered from the back seat. 
 
    “It’s gorgeous,” I said. “What’s the sticker price on one of these babies?” 
 
    “Around three hundred thousand,” Poppy answered. “But it has enough seats for all of us, plus it’s faster than the Phantom.” 
 
    “Are you expecting a car chase?” I chuckled at the teal-haired fae. 
 
    “You never know.” Poppy grinned at me as she maneuvered the car toward the nightlife area of Orlando. “It’s good to be prepared. Besides, I thought you might enjoy a little taste of one of your other vehicles.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I laughed. 
 
    A short while later, Poppy pulled around to the large parking lot behind The Odyssey Club. She parked, and then we walked around to the plush leather doors. 
 
    A massive werewolf with silver-streaked hair and shoulders as wide as a fridge stood at the door with his thickly-muscled arms crossed over his chest. He glared at us for a second before he must have recognized who we were. 
 
    “Your majesty,” the man said in a surprisingly deep voice. “Come right in. Shall I alert Madame Ophelia to your arrival?” 
 
    “No,” I said quickly, and then I shrugged to cover the force in my tone. “I’m sure Madame Ophelia is really busy, no need to cause a fuss on my occasion. I’ll just introduce myself if I see her.” 
 
    “Very good, your majesty.” The bouncer’s biceps bulged as he moved to open the door for us. “My name is Hank. Please, let me know if you need anything at all.” 
 
    “Thank you, Hank,” I said in a voice I hoped sounded airy and confident. 
 
    Poppy and Rune sighed once the doors were closed between us and the massive werewolf. 
 
    The club was dimly lit with a holographic display cast on the ceiling that made it look like the night sky, and there were vague sea and ship motifs all around. The carpet had a subtle compass pattern, there were round wooden beams around the huge space that looked like the masts of a ship, and the table linens were soft blue, green, and gray ocean colors.  
 
    “Come on!” Poppy shouted over the noise of the club. “I know a table where we’ll have a good view of the place.” 
 
    Rune and I followed the teal-haired beauty as she wove through the small round tables dotted around the massive and packed dance floor in the middle of the club. Waitresses in skimpy little beaded outfits carried around all kinds of exotic-looking drinks on their trays. Some of them were clearly faes or mermaids with various wings and ocean-colored patches of scaly skin, and I guessed there were probably sirens among them, too. 
 
    The table Poppy brought us to was on a raised platform that took up the entire back wall of the huge club. It looked like some kind of VIP section, with velvet ropes and more brawny bouncers. Poppy strolled right up with all the confidence in the world, and they let us through without a single word. 
 
    “Here,” the teal-haired fae said as she sat down in one of the plush leather-upholstered armchairs around the table. 
 
    A pair of mermaid waitresses walked right up to us a split second later. One had seafoam-green hair, and the other’s was more of a coral-orange color. They both wore what was basically a string bikini top and silky wraps around their hips that matched their hair. The mermaids had patches of blue-green and salmon-colored scales around their eyes, and little seashell earrings adorned their earlobes. 
 
    “Good evening, I’m Kay,” the coral-haired mermaid said in a sultry voice. “What can we get for you?” 
 
    “Tom Collins,” Rune answered. “Gin.” 
 
    “Raspberry passionfruit daiquiri, please,” Poppy said. 
 
    “What beers do you have on tap?” I asked, mostly because Robin and I had always wondered what the options would be at this club. I was determined to have a good story to tell him even if we didn’t have any success in rooting out my assassins. 
 
    Kay rambled off the usual list of IPAs, draughts, and lagers, and I wasn’t particularly shocked by any of them. I figured they had to cater to the occasional human crowd who could afford to get into this place. 
 
    “Whiskey, on the rocks,” I ordered. 
 
    “My name’s Azi,” the seafoam green-haired mermaid said. “We’ll be right back with your orders.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Kay whispered in a voice that was just loud enough to be heard over the pounding dance music, and then they walked away. 
 
    Well, I guess we weren’t on an undercover mission here. 
 
    “What are the odds we might find who we’re looking for?” I asked as I leaned into Poppy and Rune. 
 
    “It’s possible.” Rune shrugged. “This person has to exist somewhere.” 
 
    “Rune’s right,” Poppy agreed. “Besides, The Odyssey is the most popular club for paranormals in the entire southeast.” 
 
    We settled into our seats for a while and just watched the crowd as they got drunk and partied. Then a few couples started dancing in a way that looked like they were about to tear each other’s clothes off and fuck right in the middle of the dance floor. 
 
    My skin got hot, and I was suddenly violently aware of Poppy’s body in the chair beside mine, so I shifted in my seat and tried to adjust my erection to a less painful position without her noticing. 
 
    Kay and Azi returned a few moments later with the three drinks we’d ordered and an entire bottle of champagne that glittered with flecks of what looked like actual gold. 
 
    “From Madame Ophelia, your majesty,” Kay said as she presented the bottle for me to look at. “A gift for your coronation.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I nodded at the bottle. 
 
    Kay expertly popped the top and poured three glass flutes with the fizzy alcohol. 
 
    “Would you like anything to eat?” Azi asked as she tucked a long strand of seafoam-green hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I’ll have the fruit platter, please,” Poppy ordered without looking at the menu on our table. 
 
    I picked up the single-sided card stock and was only a bit shocked by the three and four-digit prices on everything on the menu. Rune ordered something as I scanned to the bottom of the page where the least expensive thing was a caviar, cracker, and cheese plate for five hundred dollars. 
 
    “The caviar plate,” I said. 
 
    “Right away.” Kay smiled at me in a polite and respectful way before she and Azi disappeared once more. 
 
    Poppy and Rune started to chat lightly with one another about the latest improvements Thistle was adding to the mansion’s gardens as they slyly watched the room, and I half-listened as I let my eyes scan the crowd. 
 
    The fae, merfolk, harpy, werewolf, vampire, gnome, and goblin guests were easy enough to spot with their distinctive features. There were fae-folk with insect-like wings and others with bat-like wings, and a few with feathered wings that made me think they were harpies at first. The bright colors of their hair made me wonder for a moment, though, and then I spotted the distinctive pointed tips of their ears. I studied the feather-winged beings for a few minutes, and I started to think the harpies all had much more earth-toned color schemes, while the faes had more floral and jewel-toned colors. 
 
    I also learned that, much like Cove and Nymerial, wings weren’t a definitive feature of faes. There were plenty of fawn-faes in the club tonight, and I spotted one male with large, curled horns like a ram. 
 
    The gnomes, werewolves, and vampires all seemed to have a fairly unique style of dress. 
 
    The gnomes appeared to prefer natural fibers like cotton, wool, and linen for their clothing, as well as earthy colors and neutrals. Many of them wore floppy hats that reminded me of a loose stocking cap or a beanie, and the female gnomes often wore scarves or bandanas around their heads. 
 
    The werewolves apparently had a taste for flannel, leather, and chains. One female werewolf wore four thick chains with little padlocks around her throat like necklaces, and a dark red flannel shirt over a black leather tube top showed off a lot of her skin. Her purple hair was spiked up in a chaotic display like a pissed-off cockatoo, and she bared her pointed canines at any males who tried to join her on the dance floor. 
 
    She was gorgeous, but even from this distance, I could tell she was not here for male attention, and I snickered under my breath when she growled openly at a broad-shouldered werewolf who tried to put his hands around her waist. 
 
    “Fuck off!” she growled at him and showed off her long canines. 
 
    “Aw, come on, baby, dance with me.” The arrogant werewolf wore a blood-red leather vest without a shirt and ripped dark gray jeans. His chest was decorated with a wide display of gothic-style skull and roses tattoos. “You’re hot like the sun, and I just want a taste.” 
 
    “I said fuck off!” the flannel-clad beauty screamed, and she shoved at the guy’s wide shoulders. 
 
    My blood started to boil as I saw that he wasn’t about to listen to her. My muscles tensed as I fought the urge to go and give that fucker a good welcome from his new king, but a one-eyed bouncer stepped in first. 
 
    “She said fuck off,” the cyclops said in a voice so loud that nearly the entire club turned to see what was going on. “Leave the lady alone, Mack, or I’ll have you removed.” 
 
    For a second, I thought the bare-chested werewolf was going to slug the cyclops right in his one eye, but then the asshole scoffed and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Fine, you’re not hot enough for me anyway,” Mack sneered at the woman before he stormed away in a huff of wounded ego. 
 
    “You alright?” the cyclops bouncer asked. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, Joe,” she said. “Those guys are a bunch of assholes.” 
 
    “Let me know if you have any more trouble,” Joe said, and then he returned to his post by the velvet ropes around the VIP section. 
 
    “That was interesting,” I muttered to myself. 
 
    I was a little curious what would have happened if the asshole hadn’t made the sensible choice to save his own hide from a beating, and I watched him stalk over to a group of similarly dressed werewolves. There seemed to be a few vampires in the group, too, which wasn’t surprising to me after what I’d learned about the association between the two species. 
 
    Kay and Azi returned a moment later with our orders on little round trays and another round of drinks. 
 
    “It’s all gone on your tab,” Kay said with a friendly wink. 
 
    “Let us know if you’d like anything else.” Azi smiled and propped her tray against her hip. 
 
    “Thanks.” For a moment I considered buying a round for the entire club just because I could, but then I remembered we were trying not to make too much of a spectacle of ourselves, so I tucked the idea away for another time. 
 
    I kept a watchful eye on Mack and his group while we enjoyed the pricey food. They pounded back several rounds of straight shots and chased them with nothing for about another hour. The group of werewolves and vampires got increasingly rowdy as the night wore on. But after a while, one of them in particular caught my attention, and I leaned forward in my seat to try and get a better look. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Poppy asked just loud enough to be heard over the noise of the club. “Do you see something?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said through tight lips, and I raised my eyebrows to indicate the group I’d been watching. 
 
    There was a single figure in a long-sleeved hooded shirt with the hood pulled up over his face and his arms crossed over his chest. He wasn’t as thickly-muscled as Mack or the others in the group, and he wore plain black jeans and no chains or accessories of any kind. He didn’t seem to interact with the group at all as he leaned back on the sidelines. 
 
    I watched him for another fifteen minutes before he finally uncrossed his arms, and I spotted a very distinctive tattoo on his left hand. The tattoo was exactly like Kark had described, with a black-and-gray skull in the center, batwings coming off both sides, and a black crescent moon around the outer edge. 
 
    “Yahtzee,” I muttered to Poppy and Rune. 
 
    “What?” Rune asked in a totally baffled tone. 
 
    “I think I found our guy,” I said, and I nodded slightly toward the hooded figure as he slowly walked away from the table. “Let’s follow him, but at a distance. We don’t want to spook him.” 
 
    We stood up and slyly began walking toward the front doors of the club, and I made sure to keep the guy’s dark gray hoodie in sight. 
 
    “I’ll get the car,” Poppy said, and before I could argue, she started to strut around the building to the parking lot. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. 
 
    Rune and I began to follow casually behind the hooded guy at a good distance so we could remain unnoticed without losing him. He walked straight down the sidewalk, and then he glanced over his shoulder right at us. 
 
    We tried to act casually and maintain our speed like we just happened to be walking the same way, but my heart started to race. Then the guy picked up his pace and took the next corner. 
 
    Rune and I took off running the next second so we wouldn’t lose him, and just as we rounded the corner, I spotted the guy tugging a motorcycle helmet over his head. 
 
    The wind visor was blacked out, so we still couldn’t see his face, and he hopped onto a silver Kawasaki bike. The bike’s engine roared to life as Rune and I bolted down the sidewalk to try and catch up with him. 
 
    “Fuck!” I growled, and I knew we weren’t going to get there in time. 
 
    The hooded guy took off so aggressively that his back tire squealed hard on the asphalt, and a cloud of smoke consumed him from the burnout. 
 
    Just a second later, the Bentley screeched up on the sidewalk next to us. 
 
    “Get in!” Poppy shouted through the open window.
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    Chapter 15 
 
    Without even thinking about it, I launched myself across the hood of the Bentley and slammed my body into the passenger seat as quickly as I could. Then Poppy stomped on the pedal and took off squealing down the street before my door was even closed all the way. 
 
    The silver motorcycle glinted under the streetlights at the end of the next block as our mysterious target took the turn at top speed. 
 
    “Did you get a look at him?” the teal-haired beauty asked as she swerved around the corner with a perfectly executed handbrake turn. 
 
    “No!” Rune shouted from the back seat. “His helmet’s visor is blacked out, and he never took off his hood.” 
 
    “Just follow him!” I ordered. 
 
    “I’m on it!” Poppy declared through gritted teeth, and she drove the expensive car like an FIA European Rally Championship winner. 
 
    I hastily yanked my seat belt into place because I really didn’t feel like getting slammed through the windshield if something went wrong. I guessed the two fae advisors would have more sturdiness amidst any potential crashes than my mostly human body would. Then, more for emotional support, I clutched onto the built-in handle on the door with my right hand and the edge of my seat with my left. 
 
    The motorcyclist was making insanely fast turns and cutting around side streets at a breakneck speed, but Poppy was keeping him in sight most of the time. 
 
    “We aren’t getting any closer!” Poppy complained through clenched teeth, and she swung the car around another corner. 
 
    “I’m just shocked we haven’t run into another car!” I shouted. 
 
    “I’m sending out a little deterrent around us!” Poppy explained. 
 
    “You can do that?” I asked as my body slammed into the passenger door with another sharp turn. 
 
    “That’s one of Poppy’s other abilities,” Rune said. “Mind enchantments. Like she used to put the goblin to sleep, but this one discourages humans from coming within a certain range of us.” 
 
    “Shh!” Poppy hissed. “I’m trying to focus!” 
 
    I pressed my lips together as our target on the motorcycle cut down a side alley that was way too narrow for the Bentley. Then Poppy cut the car hard to the left at the next corner and maneuvered down a long side street, and I could spot the motorcyclist in the gaps between the buildings until we met up once more at a four-way intersection. 
 
    “You won’t get away that easily.” Poppy smirked as her knuckles turned white on the steering wheel. 
 
    But apparently the motorcyclist had other plans, because he darted across the middle of the intersection directly at a closed-off section of road that was currently under construction. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” I gasped. 
 
    He swerved the bike to the side and hit a pile of loose gravel at such a speed that he was launched into the sky and flew clear over the construction zone and out of sight. 
 
    “Darn!” Poppy hissed as she slammed on the breaks. 
 
    The car skidded to the side, slid around as the tires tried to maintain traction, and came to a screeching halt just before the construction area. 
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped in shock as the momentum slammed me around in the car. My blood raged for a moment as I realized we’d lost him, but then I knew what to do. “Nyxx! Go after him! Find out what you can, but don’t engage!” 
 
    I didn’t know where the shadow nymph guard was until two dark figures appeared in front of the car and then took off at the speed of sound into the heavy machinery. 
 
    “We’d never catch him by trying to go around to the next block,” Rune grumbled more to himself than to us. 
 
    “We’ve lost him,” Poppy groaned. “I’m sorry, your majesty.” 
 
    “Nyxx will be able to keep up with him, though,” Rune consoled, and he patted her upper arm gently. “He won’t get far.” 
 
    Poppy looked over at me as the tension that had locked my entire body in place finally receded, and she had that awful look of shame and worry in her purple eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty…” Poppy frowned. 
 
    “For what?” I scoffed as the adrenaline of the insane car chase left my body. “That was incredible. You’re an amazing driver, and there’s no way we could have made that jump in this car. There’s nothing else you could’ve done. Nyxx will follow him.” 
 
    “What do we do now?” Poppy asked, and her voice was a bit dejected. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” I sighed. “It’s been a long night for both of us.” 
 
    Poppy frowned, nodded, and pulled the Bentley away from the construction area. 
 
    None of us spoke on the long drive back to the mansion, and as soon as Poppy parked in the driveway and killed the engine, Rune opened his door. 
 
    “I’m going to inform Cove and Firo of what we’ve learned,” the golden-haired fae explained quickly, and then he called over his shoulder as he marched toward the training area. “Good night, your majesty.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed and sank back into my seat to rest for a moment and wrap my brain around what had just happened. 
 
    So there was a real assassination contract on my head, by a group of either vampires, werewolves, or both, who’d hired a gang of goblins to do the dirty work. 
 
    How the fuck was this my life? 
 
    “Your majesty…?” Poppy’s voice was gentle and hesitant as she spoke, and her flowy dress rustled as she shifted in the driver’s seat. “Michael?” 
 
    My heart jumped as she said my name in the privacy of the car, and I opened my eyes to look at the concern on her beautiful face. 
 
    “Are you very upset with me?” Poppy worried. 
 
    “Oh, Poppy,” I sighed and gave her a weary smile. “I’m not upset with you at all. I’m pissed that someone is trying to kill me. I’m irritated that so far, they’re getting away with it, and I’m determined as hell to find out who that motherfucker was and give him exactly what he deserves.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do for you?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “More than you’ve already done?” I chuckled. 
 
    “We should eat, it’s been a while since we’ve had a proper meal,” Poppy suggested. 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I nodded. 
 
    I climbed out of the Bentley and offered my arm to her as she walked around the front of the car. Poppy hesitated for just a split second before she looped her arm through mine and rested her fingers gently on my sleeve. Then I led her through the massive front doors of the mansion, and my cyclops butler nodded at us as he closed and locked the door. 
 
    “Thanks, Tristan,” I murmured. 
 
    “Your majesty.” The tall one-eyed man bowed slightly and then wandered off to wherever he spent his time. 
 
    “Did you have fun tonight?” I asked Poppy as we walked toward the kitchen. 
 
    “I do love a bit of fast driving,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “I meant at the wedding. Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it was wonderful!” Poppy grinned as she stopped at the edge of the counter to pull off her gold high heels. “Oooh, that’s much better.” 
 
    “I don’t get those,” I admitted. “Why do women wear heels like that if they hurt so much?” 
 
    “For fashion, of course,” Poppy said with a playfully coy smile, and then her face became a touch more serious. “Are you certain you’re not upset with me?” 
 
    “Poppy,” I sighed and walked over so I could place my hands gently on her elbows. “I’m not upset at all. I had a great time with you at the wedding, and your driving was fucking impressive. I never could’ve kept up with that asshole like you did.” 
 
    Poppy’s cheeks flushed as her breath caught, and I realized how close I was standing to her. But I didn’t let go of her bare arms, and my thumbs started to rub slightly over the tender skin on the insides of her elbows for a second as heat flooded through my body. Then desire and tension-filled warmth pooled low in my gut, and I forced myself to take a step back. 
 
    “Uuhh,” I cleared my throat. “What are you in the mood for?” 
 
    I silently cursed my choice of words as the same desire that had pumped through my blood while Poppy danced in my arms rushed back like a hurricane. 
 
    I was only in the mood for one thing at the moment, and none of it was food. 
 
    After a deep breath, I pulled the fridge open and forced myself to pick something. 
 
    “I think I need some protein,” Poppy said in a voice that was so breathy I nearly dropped the deli sliced roast beef in my hands. 
 
    I turned back to look at her, and there were bright pink splotches across her cheeks like she’d realized what she’d said a second too late. 
 
    “I know you said you were vegetarian,” I said in a relaxed tone like my erection wasn’t trying to break itself out of prison. “Do you eat eggs?” 
 
    “I do,” Poppy breathed, and her shoulders sagged with relief. “I love eggs, actually. There should be some hard-boiled ones in there.” 
 
    “Cool.” I turned back to the fridge and found the hard-boiled eggs, a pack of cheese, and a bottle of brown mustard. Then I plopped the food on the counter and smiled at Poppy. “How does that work?” 
 
    “What?” Poppy asked as she selected an egg and tapped in on the counter to break the shell. 
 
    “Like, I know it’s vegans who don’t eat anything produced by animals like milk or cheese,” I said. “But aren’t eggs an animal?” 
 
    “It’s a bit different,” Poppy explained. “These eggs were never fertilized, so they were never going to turn into chickens. I don’t see it as any different than drinking cow’s milk or enjoying honey. The animal wasn’t harmed to get this, so it’s okay to me.” 
 
    “Huh, cool.” I smiled at her as I rolled up a slice of roast beef, a slice of cheese, and added a little mustard. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you, your majesty,” Poppy began a few minutes later. 
 
    “You know…” I said, and I watched her beautiful face for her reaction as I spoke. “I think when it’s just us, you can call me Michael.” 
 
    Poppy’s mouth opened a bit. Then she closed it and opened it once more before she finally spoke. 
 
    “If that’s what you prefer,” she breathed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I assured her. “I’m not used to all of this, and I think of you as more than just my employee. I like it when you call me by my name.” 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy said it like she was tasting the flavor of some new rich and decadent desert on her tongue. 
 
    Her voice was almost sultry, and I was really glad we were standing on opposite sides of the counter. It seemed like I didn’t have a damn bit of control over my body when Poppy was nearby, and my raging hard-on was a perfect way to ruin this closeness we’d gained in point-two seconds flat. 
 
    “So…” I cleared my throat roughly. “I was asking you earlier if your family would like to return to the states, and you didn’t get the chance to answer…” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Poppy said, and her eyes lit up with the memory. “I’m sure they would love to visit at least. I’m not really sure, we haven’t had many opportunities to speak very often since they moved to Sydney.” 
 
    “I think you should ask them,” I suggested. 
 
    Poppy’s eyes teared up as she picked a slice of cheese from the package. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Do you think they’d say no?” 
 
    “No, no.” Poppy shook her head. “I… I’d love to see them very much.” 
 
    “Then you should call them,” I urged. “They should at least visit, but if they want to come live here, they can. I’m overturning my predecessor’s decision.” 
 
    “Okay…” Poppy sighed and then smiled. 
 
    Before I knew what was happening, Poppy walked over to a decorative mirror on the wall between the kitchen and living room. She stood in front of it as she placed her fingertips on the edges of it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I wondered. 
 
    “I’m calling them,” Poppy said, and the mirror started to glow with a ripple of light. 
 
    “Right now?” I asked. “What time is it in Australia?” 
 
    “Afternoon.” Poppy shrugged, and a moment later, the shimmering light in the mirror started to recede to the edges, and a pleasantly sunny living room came into view. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I chuckled as I walked over to stand beside her. 
 
    “Hello?” a woman’s voice with a gentle American accent came from within the mirror’s glass. 
 
    “Mom?” the teal-haired fae asked. “It’s Poppy.” 
 
    “Poppy!” A woman with teal hair that was four shades darker than Poppy’s, pinkish-purple iridescent wings, and fine lines around her bright green eyes appeared in the mirror. “Oh, Poppy! How are you, dear? It’s been too long since you last called. How is everything? What’s the new king like? We’ve heard he’s a human! That must be exciting. Oh, you look so pretty, did you have some special event tonight?” 
 
    “Mom, hang on a second,” Poppy giggled, and she looked at me as she removed her hands from the mirror. She waved for me to join her and turned back to face her mother. “Mom, His Royal Majesty, King Michael of the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    I stepped forward so Poppy’s mother could see me, and I smiled. “Hello.” 
 
    “King Michael, this is my mother, Iris,” Poppy said. 
 
    “Your majesty!” Iris fluttered like a nervous bird for a second, and then she turned away from the mirror. “Finch! Get in here and meet the new king!” 
 
    “Is Daddy there?” Poppy asked with hope in her voice. 
 
    “Oh, yes, dear,” her mother replied. “It’s Sunday, remember, he’s home from the office today.” 
 
    “It’s Sunday there?” I murmured, and then I remembered it was also almost winter at this time of year for them. 
 
    “The new king, you say?” A tall man with purple eyes the same shade as his daughter’s, hair that was such a dark blue it was almost black, and bumblebee wings wrapped one arm around Iris. “King Michael, it’s an honor to meet you, your majesty.” 
 
    “It’s very nice to meet Poppy’s family, too,” I said with a friendly smile. “She’s told me a bit about you, and how you left the states to live in Sydney almost ten years ago.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, your majesty.” Iris suddenly looked nervous, and her hands were clasped in front of her chest with tension. “We’ve settled quite nicely into our lives here.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “I got the feeling it wasn’t exactly your decision, though.” 
 
    “Poppy…” Finch mumbled, and his purple eyes narrowed slightly at the beautiful fae beside me. “What did you tell His Majesty?” 
 
    “I–” Poppy started, but I wrapped my hand gently around her wrist, below where her parents could see through the mirrored window. 
 
    “I wanted to officially invite you to return to the area,” I said. “I’ve been discovering there was quite a lot about King Vairn’s way of doing things that I wholeheartedly disagree with, and forcing my advisors’ families out of the country is one of them.” 
 
    “Your majesty?” Finch breathed as his eyes went wide with shock. 
 
    “What are you saying, your majesty?” Iris asked with confusion and hope in her voice. 
 
    “I’m officially inviting you both,” I said, and I glanced at Poppy, “and, I believe you have a son as well? I’m officially inviting you all to return to the United States, if that’s your wish. Whatever exile, or banishment, or unofficial pressure forced you to leave the country, I want you to consider it lifted.” 
 
    “Oooh!” Iris’ bright green eyes fluttered, and her iridescent wings sagged as she nearly dropped to the floor. 
 
    “Darling!” Finch shouted, and he managed to catch the woman before she hurt herself. 
 
    “Mom!” Poppy gasped. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, dear!” her father’s voice came from somewhere out of the mirror’s borders. “Your mother’s fainted.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Poppy laughed lightly and covered her face with one hand. Then she peeked at me from between her fingers. “Mother has a bit of a nervous disposition.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I gasped, and I leaned closer to the mirror. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle her.” 
 
    “It’s quite alright, your majesty!” One of Finch’s hands appeared at the bottom of the mirror, and he gave me a casual thumbs-up. “We are immensely flattered by your invitation, and I’m sure once my wife recovers from her shock, she’ll be very excited to return to the states. Australia is lovely, but it’s never been home to us, and we’ve missed our dear Poppy very much.” 
 
    “Daddy?” Poppy asked as hopeful tears sprang up in her eyes. “Are you really coming home?” 
 
    “Yes, dear!” Finch announced with obvious joy in his voice. “We’ll discuss the details and let you know everything in the next few days, but I’m sure your mother and brother will be elated to get back to Orlando.” 
 
    “Oh, Daddy!” Poppy squealed with delight. “I can’t wait to see you again. It’s been far too long.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, it has,” Finch said, and then he started to grunt with exertion. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to try and get your mother off the floor.” 
 
    “Of course, Daddy.” Poppy grinned at me and wrapped her hands around my forearm like an excited kid waiting in line to meet Santa. “I love you! Give Mom a hug for me!” 
 
    “I will,” Finch assured his daughter, and then the top half of his face appeared in the mirror again. “Thank you, your majesty. I’m not sure if you know what you’ve done for my family, but we will spend the rest of our days trying to show you our gratitude.” 
 
    “I’m just happy I can help bring a family back together,” I chuckled. “I look forward to meeting you all in person.” 
 
    “As do we, your majesty!” Finch’s fingers waggled at us for a moment. “Toodle-oo!” 
 
    Then the mirror shimmered with light and once again reflected our faces back to us. 
 
    “Oh, Michael!” Poppy laughed and threw herself into my arms with overflowing joy and giddiness. “Thank you!” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment before I wrapped my arms around her delicious body, and I tucked them right into the curve where her upper and lower wings met. Then I buried my nose in her teal hair and breathed in the scents of lemon mixed with a gentle garden breeze, and I wanted to drown in the fragrance of her. 
 
    She laid her head against my chest, and I just knew she could hear the thundering of my heart beating behind my ribs. By sheer force of will alone, my arms remained snugly around her upper back, even though my palms ached to slide down the curves of her waist to cup her ass and pull her against me. 
 
    Poppy’s hug of gratitude stretched on, and her body melted against me as I could sense the thickening energy in the air around us. Some potent combination of alcohol, adrenaline, and desire flooded through my brain, and I couldn’t stop myself. 
 
    One hand slid up and under the heavy teal curtain of Poppy’s hair, and I cupped the slender column of her neck. 
 
    “Poppy,” my lips murmured her name of their own free will, and at that point, I didn’t even care about the repercussions. 
 
    She leaned her head back so she could look up at my face, but she kept her body pressed flush against mine. Bright pink spots colored both of her cheeks, and her breath fanned against my face in short little bursts. 
 
    I fought with myself for what felt like an eternity, and I told myself every logical reason why I needed to let her go right this second. Even a few entirely ridiculous reasons came to mind, but none of them released the hold my hands had on her neck and waist. 
 
    “Michael.” Poppy’s lips shaped my name, and her voice was hardly more than a puff of air. 
 
    That was enough to shove all of my sanity and self-control right out the fucking window. 
 
    I groaned audibly as I lowered my head to hers and caught her full lips under mine. I gripped the base of her skull gently in my hand as I tilted her head to exactly where I wanted her, and Poppy responded readily. 
 
    Her entire lithe body seemed to melt in my arms, and I held her by the waist firmly to keep her on her feet as I explored her mouth with my tongue. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy moaned quietly into my mouth. 
 
    The sound drove me insane for half a second, but then something in the back of my mind urged me to stop. Whatever little bit of chivalrous, gentlemanly sense of duty that lingered behind an ocean of arousal spoke loud enough for me to pull myself away. 
 
    “Ugh,” I gasped for breath as I broke apart from Poppy’s eager lips. Then I dropped my hands, and I forced myself to take a step back. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why?” Poppy asked in a voice that was much raspier and more sultry than usual. She looked up at me with confusion and hazy desire in her purple eyes. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have done that.” I frowned at myself and tried to keep the anger at myself out of my voice. This wasn’t Poppy’s fault, and I didn’t want her beating herself up about my mistake. “I’m sorry, I promise, I won’t kiss you again. I don’t want to take advantage of my position and force you to do something you don’t want to do.” 
 
    “But…” Poppy breathed. 
 
    I couldn’t stop my eyes from flying back to her face as she smiled. 
 
    “I want you to kiss me,” the teal-haired fae said with a devilish tilt at the corners of her lips. “Especially if that’s how you kiss.”
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    Chapter 16 
 
    My brain short-circuited for a fraction of a second as Poppy stared at me with open desire across her entire gorgeous face. Her wings fluttered lightly, and I could see her pulse drumming at the base of her slender throat. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I muttered to myself as I threw all caution to the wind. 
 
    I caught her up in my arms once more in a single fast motion. Her lips fell open in a sharp gasp as I wrapped my hands around the back of her head and dug my fingers into her hair. Pins clattered to the floor as I ruined the perfectly-cascading waves of her teal hair, and I kissed her with all the passion that had built inside me the last several days. 
 
    The warmth of her body seeped through the fabric of her dress and my clothes, and she fisted her delicate hands on the front of my shirt. She tasted delicious, and her body was supple and soft as I let my fingers wander down the length of her arms until I captured her tiny waist in my hands. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy moaned into my mouth. 
 
    A groan escaped me as the enticing sound tingled down my spine. I dug my fingers into her upper hips, and I pulled her pelvis hard against my throbbing cock. 
 
    Poppy gasped again, and her lips broke away from mine so she could look up at me with passion clear in her purple eyes. 
 
    “You’re so fucking hot,” I muttered, and I dove on her creamy throat like a drowning man breaking the surface of the water. 
 
    “Oh, my Goddess,” Poppy sighed, and she clung onto my shoulders to keep from melting to the floor. 
 
    I smirked as I slid my tongue hotly over the thrumming rhythm of her heartbeat, and I guided her blindly back to where I thought the kitchen counter was. When I felt her bump up against the counter, I gripped both of my hands under the perfect curve of her ass and lifted her onto the cool surface. 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy giggled with surprise. 
 
    “You taste so good,” I murmured, and I kept a close eye on Poppy’s face as I slid my hands to the insides of her knees. Then I slowly spread her legs apart, stepped right up against her, and was delighted to find the height of the counter was absolutely perfect for what I had in mind. “But if you want me to stop, you need to tell me right now, or I don’t think I’ll be able to.” 
 
    “Please,” Poppy whined, and I held my breath until she finished speaking. “Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered in a rush, and then I captured her mouth once more. 
 
    Her long legs started to tremble under my hands as I worked my way under her skirts. Poppy’s thighs felt like heaven under my hands, and I lingered slowly up the smooth skin as I took my time exploring her mouth with my lips and tongue. Now that I’d been given the go-ahead, the urgency in me had disappeared, and I wanted nothing more than to take my sweet-ass time with Poppy. 
 
    “Aaahh,” Poppy moaned and turned her face to the side for a desperate breath of air. “Michael.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” I growled against her neck as my fingers explored up to the tops of her thighs. 
 
    I moved my thumbs dangerously close to the inside of her legs, and Poppy instinctively tried to squeeze her thighs together in search of that delicious friction I was depriving her of. All she managed to do was lock me in harder against her hot body, and I smirked against the creamy skin of her neck. 
 
    “You’re so sexy,” I whispered roughly into her pointed ear. “I could touch you for a week and still not have enough of you.” 
 
    “Ohhhh,” Poppy gasped. “Fuuuuck.” 
 
    The harshness of the curse on her lips sent ripples of pleasure down my spine, and my cock twitched impatiently against the front of my pants. 
 
    I cupped her face with my hand and turned her back to me so I could taste the desire on her lips. Then I finally slid my hands deep enough under her skirts to discover she wasn’t wearing any panties at all. 
 
    I gasped at the bare skin where her legs met her hips, and I pulled my face back to look into her passion-fogged eyes. Poppy’s lips were bright pink and swollen from my kisses, and her face was flushed with arousal. 
 
    “Fuck, that’s hot,” I growled, and before she could even try to form another word, I kissed her again. 
 
    My left hand moved around to press flat against the small of her back, and I held her firmly in place as I shifted my right hand over the top of her thigh to the apex of her sex. Heat radiated off Poppy’s skin in waves, and I was smugly satisfied to find her pussy lips were already wet with need for me. 
 
    “Ooh!” Poppy broke away from my kiss as she leaned her entire body closer to mine. Her hands wound up around the back of my neck, and she tilted her hips to give me better access to her wet heat. “Yeeees.” 
 
    I slid my fingers slowly through her pussy lips for a moment and spread her slick juices all around and over her clit. Then a delicious urge popped into my mind, and I gripped her hips with both hands as I gazed hard into her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t move,” I ordered her in a rough whisper. 
 
    “What are you…?” Poppy started to ask. 
 
    I answered her unfinished question by shoving her long skirts to the side and sinking down to my knees in front of her. My eyes didn’t leave hers for a single second as I leaned my face in between her thighs, and then I flicked my tongue up the length of her salty-sweet pussy. 
 
    “Oooohh!” Poppy mewled, and her hands went behind her to prop her up. “Your… majesty…” 
 
    I smirked as I massaged my hands firmly into the muscles of her toned thighs, and I slid my tongue in lazy circles around her clit and labia. Her thighs began to shake on either side of my head, and I followed the silent cues of her body to find exactly where Poppy wanted to be touched. She was incredibly responsive, and when I slid my tongue directly over the top of her clit in a slow and feather-light touch, I knew I could make her cum as soon as I wanted to. 
 
    “Oooohhhh, yeeeees,” Poppy moaned as her head fell back. 
 
    I thought about drawing out her pleasure to a torturous length, but I really wanted to hear her climax more than anything else. I thrust one finger deep inside her tight tunnel, slid my tongue on her clit, and teased her until her inner walls tensed and rippled around my finger. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck, Michaaaaeeeel. My… lord…” Poppy shoved her hand into her mouth to try and muffle her cries as she crashed into orgasmic bliss on my tongue. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed against her as I gently lapped up her juices, and I coaxed her through the rough waves of her pleasure until she collapsed back on the counter. 
 
    “Oh, my Goddess,” Poppy mumbled as her breasts rose and fell with her harsh breathing. 
 
    “Did you like that?” I smirked as I rose back to my feet, braced my palms on either side of Poppy’s waist, and leaned forward to look at her. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the teal-haired fae giggled, and her wings fluttered a bit where they were trapped beneath her body. 
 
    “Good,” I sighed, and I leaned down to press a hot kiss to her collarbone. “Cause I want to make you cum again.” 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy gasped, and she lifted her head to look up at me. “Your majesty.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s hot,” I chuckled at her. I rose up to my full height and reached out to help her back to her feet. “Would you like some more?” 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy breathed, and her thick eyelashes lowered over her purple eyes for a moment. 
 
    I could see the rush of renewed desire that flooded down the length of her body, and it sent an inferno of passion through my veins. My plan to walk calmly through the house together to my room evaporated like an ice cube in the Sahara, and I scooped her up in my arms without another thought. 
 
    “Oh! Michael!” Poppy giggled with surprise as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going to carry you up to my room, lay you down on that enormous bed of mine, and fuck you silly.” I grinned down at Poppy’s gorgeous face as I walked in long strides upstairs and to my private suite. “What do you think about that?” 
 
    Her kiss-swollen lips fell open three times as she tried to form words, but finally she managed a coherent response. “I think that’s exactly what I’ve fantasized about since we first met.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with actual surprise. 
 
    “You didn’t know?” Poppy blushed hard in my arms. “I thought it was so obvious.” 
 
    I carried her up the stairs and down the hall, and once we walked through my door, I kicked it shut behind us. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what to think,” I admitted. “I thought maybe I was reading too much of my own attraction to you into the situation.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Poppy assured me with a laugh. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you touching me just like this since the first time I laid eyes on you.” 
 
    “I’ve had a few… naughty thoughts about you as well.” I smirked, and I set her gently on her feet at the foot of my bed. Then I released her and began to pull off my suit jacket, shirt, and tie one piece at a time. “It’s been more than a bit torturous, in fact.” 
 
    “Torturous?” Poppy scoffed. “Dancing in your arms tonight, that was torturous! All I wanted was for you to kiss me, and all your family thought we were a couple.” 
 
    Poppy covered her face with her hands and laughed nervously. 
 
    “Robin and Katie both told me there was more to it than I thought,” I chuckled. “I guess they were right.” 
 
    Poppy blessed me with a sultry smile as she reached up into her hair and pulled the last few pins loose. Then she pulled the side zipper down her torso and let the dress drip off her body until it pooled around her bare feet on the floor. She stood completely naked in front of me, and her iridescent wings fluttered slowly as a hot flush spread over her skin. 
 
    Blazing-hot desire pounded through my limbs, and my rock-hard dick pressed painfully against the front of my black suit pants. I reached down and popped the button, and then I started to tug the zipper down, but Poppy laid her hands on my wrists and stopped me with a single hot look. 
 
    “Allow me, your majesty,” Poppy cooed. 
 
    She sank down on her knees in front of me and pulled my pants and boxers down as she went. My cock sprang free, and her eyes went wide at the sight of my member. 
 
    “Mmmmmm,” Poppy hummed as she reached up and wrapped both of her hands around the base of my cock. 
 
    “Aaaww, fuuuck,” I groaned at her tentative touch. 
 
    Then Poppy wrapped her pink lips around my head and flicked her tongue down the underside of my shaft as she pulled me into her mouth. 
 
    I nearly choked on my desire as I felt myself bump against the back of her throat, and then she reached over and pulled my hand to the back of her head. 
 
    “Fuck.” I dug my fingers into the heavy mass of teal waves, and I guided her movements at the pace and rhythm I liked best. “Poppy… your mouth feels incredible.” 
 
    Poppy laid her palms flat on the fronts of my thighs, and she stared up at me from under her lashes as she moved her head up and down on my dick. 
 
    The slippery pleasure of her mouth around my member sent molten lava through my veins and electric sparks along my nerves. I couldn’t have torn my eyes away from my cock disappearing into her mouth even if the whole world had been crashing down around us. I would’ve just died happily in the greatest pleasure I’d ever felt. 
 
    The tension started to build up like a tsunami of hot lightning in the base of my spine, and I knew Poppy was going to test every bit of self-control I had. Then, before I could even try to pull away, she reached back and grabbed my ass with one hand and cupped my balls with the other. She suddenly sucked my entire length into her mouth and slid her tongue in circles around my tip, and it was instantly too much. 
 
    “Ooooh, fuuuuck,” I growled. “Poppy… I can’t… I’m going to…” 
 
    “Mmmm…” she purred around my cock, and that was the last bit my willpower could stand.  
 
    Then I exploded. 
 
    Orgasmic bliss shattered my brain into a million shining pieces of lightning, and the pleasure rippled down my nerves for what felt like an entire day. My lungs stopped working, and my heart thundered in my ears as I rode out the back-to-back waves of ecstasy. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed with pleasure as she swallowed every last creamy drop of my cum. 
 
    Her hands slid gently down the front and back of my thighs, and she slid her mouth off my dick in a gentle and soothing motion. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I breathed once the tornado inside me stilled. “Fuck. That was so good.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Poppy giggled mischievously as she gave my cock one more gentle stroke. “I wasn’t about to leave you aching after the pleasure you gave me.” 
 
    Poppy stood up, and her perfect dusky rose-colored nipples were tight and hard in the center of her full breasts. That’s when I realized I’d barely touched her body at all yet, and my cock started to harden with renewed arousal. 
 
    “I promised you more,” I said in a raspy whisper as I wrapped my hands around her waist, and I slowly caressed up her sides until the heels of my hands brushed against the heavy weight of her breasts. “If you want more.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy moaned, and her eyes slid closed as she swallowed hard and nodded her head. “Yes, please. I’m still hungry.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled softly. 
 
    I slid my thumbs under the full curves of her breasts and tested their weight before I cupped them in my palms. Then I skidded the pads of my thumbs over her nipples until they turned into little buds hard enough to cut glass. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh.” Poppy shuddered under my touch, and she bit down on her full bottom lip like she wanted more. 
 
    I watched her face carefully as I captured her nipples between my fingers and thumbs, and I pinched them lightly. 
 
    “Fuck,” Poppy whispered in the tiniest gasp, and she arched her back to press her tits more completely into my hands. 
 
    “You like that?” I could hear the smirk in my voice as I gave her a harsher pinch. 
 
    “Oooohhh, yeeeesss,” Poppy moaned as she balled her hands into tight fists at her sides, and her thighs pressed together. 
 
    The obvious intensity of her pleasure as I fondled her tits sent a fresh fire blazing through my body, and my cock throbbed impatiently once more. I leaned down, and I captured Poppy’s left nipple between my teeth as my hands slid down to wrap around her waist. Then I nudged Poppy closer to the bed, and her translucent wings stretched open so they laid flat against her shoulders before I guided her back to lay on the bed. 
 
    Poppy landed on her round ass and scooted up the mattress until her teal head hit my pillow. I took a moment to enjoy the alluring display of flushed pink skin and the little triangle of dark teal curls above her pussy before I crawled onto the bed with her. She caressed her hands across my bare chest as I nudged her knees apart and settled myself in the cradle of her thighs. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I murmured as I cupped Poppy’s face with one hand, and I shifted my hips until the head of my cock touched against the slick entrance to her body. 
 
    “I’m so wet for you, Michael,” Poppy purred, and she wrapped her legs around my hips to pull me inside her body in one long thrust. “Ooooohhhhh, yeeeesss.” 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I groaned with her as her dripping tunnel stretched around my girth. 
 
    I sank forward until I filled Poppy completely, and then I gave her a firm nudge before I held still for a second as she adjusted to the size and length of me. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Poppy whined, and she closed her eyes tight as she shifted her hips under me. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked as a tiny spike of concern raced through my heart. 
 
    “Yeees, please, Michael,” Poppy begged, and she opened her eyes to stare up at me with hunger plain in their purple depths. “I need you to fuck me slow and deep. Pleeeease.” 
 
    “I can do that for you, babe,” I assured her. 
 
    With my elbows braced on either side of Poppy’s head, I pulled back and thrusted slowly into her slick pussy, and she moaned loudly as I filled her again and again. I set a pace that was torturously slow in the most satisfying way, and I tilted my hips forward at the end of every long thrust to nudge my head against her g-spot. 
 
    “Yeees, Michael, that feels so fucking good,” Poppy moaned in a higher pitch than normal. 
 
    I leaned down and pressed my lips to the underside of her jaw, and I sucked lightly on her skin until she writhed like a wild animal under me. 
 
    “Yeeeesss, more, please! More!” Poppy cried, and she started to lift her hips up to meet each one of my thrusts. 
 
    I picked up the pace and started to thrust into her eager pussy with more force, and Poppy cried out with pleasure. 
 
    “Fuck, your pussy feels so good,” I groaned into her pointed ear. 
 
    “Touch my clit, Michael, please. Play with me,” Poppy begged, and her hands scraped down my back. “I am yours to toy with. I was meant for you.” 
 
    “Goddamn,” I groaned through clenched teeth, and I had no choice but to obey. 
 
    I wedged my right hand down between us and shifted my hips to an angle that allowed me to give Poppy the direct stimulation she craved. 
 
    “Shit!’ Poppy gasped for air as the added pleasure shoved her right to the edge of another orgasm. 
 
    I caressed her clit with the pad of my thumb, and I cupped the back of her neck to hold her in place so she felt every single sensation I lavished on her. I worked to set the rhythm of my thumb in perfect opposition to the thrusting of my cock, so that as I filled her tight tunnel, I stroked down over her clit, too. Then, as I stroked back up, I pulled away until just the tip of my dick was still nestled in her swollen pussy lips. 
 
    Poppy cried out in a nonsensical string of sounds that didn’t form any coherent words, and her legs clamped around my hips. She pulled me hard into her body with her legs and arms as her inner walls tensed and rippled in waves around my cock. 
 
    “Uuuuhhhh,” Poppy moaned as the pleasure smashed its way through her, and she started to shiver with the force of it all. “Ooohhh!” 
 
    I coaxed her gently through the final waves of her orgasm until her ragged breathing finally evened out, and her muscles relaxed all around me. 
 
    “Ohhh, my,” Poppy breathed once the trembling in her body subsided. “That was insane.” 
 
    “Good?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Oh, yeeeeaaaahhh,” Poppy assured me with a satisfied groan. 
 
    I brushed a long strand of teal hair away from her face and pressed a sweet kiss to her mouth. 
 
    “Good,” I murmured, as I used every bit of my self-control to hold still and allow her a moment to recover. 
 
    “Michael?” Poppy whispered, and she looked up at me with a devilish glint in her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “I want to fuck you now,” Poppy giggled shyly. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I asked in a half-chuckle, half-groan. “I think I’d like that very much.” 
 
    Poppy smirked at me as she pushed at my shoulders until I rolled back, and she rolled right on top of me without ever losing the connection between our bodies. Her iridescent wings fluttered out behind her naked body, and it was like I’d fallen into some fantastical dream. Poppy curled her toes under to brace herself, took hold of my wrists, and guided my hands down to cup her perfect ass. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed and sucked her bottom lip between her teeth as she moved her hands around to brace them on my chest. 
 
    “Gorgeous,” I murmured as I massaged her shapely ass in my hands, and I let my eyes roam freely over her entire body. 
 
    Poppy leaned forward and pulled her pussy away from my throbbing dick, hovered slightly on the tip, and then impaled herself in one long thrust. She rocked back and forth on my cock and ground her hips down in a circle before she repeated the motion all over again. 
 
    Once she’d established a good, hard rhythm, Poppy delved her hands up into her thick hair, and I lifted her slightly with my hands on her ass to help guide us both closer to the edge. 
 
    “Oooooh,” Poppy moaned as she slid her hands down to cup her breasts and pinch her nipples. 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned at the erotic sight of her tits bouncing as she rode my cock, and then I nearly lost my fucking mind at what she did next. 
 
    Poppy opened her eyes and stared right at me as she continued to ride me like her own personal plaything, and she slid her right hand slowly down her flat stomach until her fingers dipped below those dark teal curls. The back of her finger brushed against my pelvis as she began to play with herself, and the pleasure speared sharply down my spine and into my gut. 
 
    “Christ, Poppy,” I muttered, and I reached up to tweak her nipples for her so she didn’t miss out on any of the sensations she wanted. 
 
    “Ooooh, Michael!” Poppy cried out, and her bouncing became a bit more erratic. 
 
    I pinched her nipple with my left hand and guided her hips up and down in an increasingly urgent rhythm with my right. The muscles and tendons in Poppy’s wrist worked faster and faster as she circled her clit at the same pace, and I could feel her drawing closer to the abyss. 
 
    “I want to watch you cum all over my cock,” I growled up at her. 
 
    Poppy’s eyes flew open as a dark flush colored her skin, and then her eyes rolled back in her head as she sank back into the fog of pleasure. 
 
    Heat flowed like a river of lava through my bones, and tension stacked dangerously at the base of my spine. I gritted my teeth and clamped an iron fist around my self-control as I watched Poppy thoroughly enjoying herself while giving me the best fucking of my life. 
 
    “Y-yes, yeeesss!” Poppy stuttered, and she ground her hips down hard on my pelvis as her breath caught in her throat. “Cum inside me, please! I want to feel your seed!” 
 
    “You sure?” I gasped. 
 
    “Yes!” Poppy gasped. “I’m on birth control. Pleeeaase, Michael, I want it!” 
 
    “Goddd,” I groaned as the fluttering ripples of her pussy milked another shattering orgasm from me. 
 
    The fire blazed through me and singed every nerve in my body as I filled her to overflowing. I kept thrusting into her as I came, and our combined juices dripped out of her trembling pussy and down my balls as I continued to spiral up into endless ecstasy. I gripped Poppy’s ass hard in my hands and thrust up into her quivering pussy four more times as I tumbled through the blazing pleasure. Blinding white light filled my vision as the toe-tingling ecstasy ran its course though my limbs twice over before it finally started to ease away. 
 
    All the while, Poppy continued to gyrate on my cock and tease her clit as she worked herself through the shattering orgasm. I ran a soothing hand along her spine to help ease her back to Earth, and then she collapsed forward onto my chest with a satisfied sigh. 
 
    I carefully wrapped my arms around her and made sure not to crush her purplish-blue wings in the process. Then I leaned up and pressed a hot kiss to her neck as my heartbeat finally settled back into a normal pattern. 
 
    “That was…” Poppy sighed. “Wow…” 
 
    “Yeah, my thoughts exactly,” I chuckled. “You’re so fucking incredible.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Poppy giggled. 
 
    I shifted slightly and helped her roll to the side to lay comfortably next to me. 
 
    “Are your wings okay?” I asked. “I didn’t hurt them, did I?” 
 
    “No,” Poppy assured me. “I’ve lived with them my whole life, I don’t even have to think about moving them out of the way of things or making sure they’re comfortable under me while laying down.” 
 
    “That’s still wild to me,” I hummed and tucked a lock of wavy hair behind her pointed ear. “You’re so fascinating.” 
 
    “I’m just me.” Poppy shrugged in an almost bashful way. “I’ve never thought of myself as fascinating or amazing.” 
 
    “That makes me sad.” I stroked my hand gently along her jaw as I studied the tiny flecks of darker purple in her irises. 
 
    “My self-confidence hasn’t always been great,” Poppy admitted. “And nearly a decade under King Vairn’s rule really battered it.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you don’t feel like that anymore,” I murmured. “You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met. You’re brilliant, and I feel really lucky to have you here to advise me.” 
 
    Poppy blushed hard as a bright smile spread across her face. 
 
    “I suppose I should go…” Poppy breathed, but it was clear in her purple eyes that was the last thing she wanted to do. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Who says you should go?” 
 
    “Well…” Poppy hesitated for a moment. “I just thought you’d want to keep this a secret, so nobody thought we were being inappropriate or anything.” 
 
    “Nah, fuck that,” I scoffed and grinned. “I’m King of the Eternal Realm. Let them think whatever they want, and anybody who dares to say anything about it will have to face the consequences.” 
 
    “Alright.” Poppy smiled like she’d just been given the one gift she wanted more than anything else in the world. 
 
    I rolled onto my back, wrapped one arm around her, and pulled her closer against my body. 
 
    Poppy draped one long leg over my hips and settled her head comfortably on my chest. Her tired sigh fanned out over my skin, and I stroked my hand softly down the length of her silky hair. 
 
    “Let’s get some sleep,” I whispered, and I kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed in utter contentment, and a few minutes later her breathing evened out into the deep rhythm of sleep. 
 
    I lay awake for a little longer just to enjoy the feeling of her body against mine. Sleep took hold of me a bit later, and I sank into the most relaxed night of sleep I’d had in weeks. 
 
    At one point in the middle of the night, I woke up enough to realize Poppy was still draped alluringly over my body, and a rush of desire wafted over my skin. I fell back asleep with the idea of fucking her again in the morning before we attended to the day’s business. 
 
    The sun barely started to intrude on my sleep the next morning before I was wide awake and fully aware of the gorgeous, naked fae beside me. My eyes flew open, and I was blessed by a full view of her naked body because we’d kicked the blankets away at some point during the night. 
 
    Poppy’s long legs were tangled with mine, and her translucent wings lay completely relaxed on her bare ass. Her teal hair was adorably mussed and sprang up in wild waves all around her head where she laid on my chest. 
 
    I let my hand stroke slowly down the river of her hair, and I peeked at her face before I shifted my fingers to touch the thin membrane of her wings. 
 
    They were like living tissue paper, and I could feel the warmth of blood flowing through the tiny veins. I touched the iridescent flesh with the gentlest of fingers for a moment before I felt Poppy’s lips smile against my chest. 
 
    “That tickles,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled lightly. “They’re so beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like them before.” 
 
    Poppy lifted her head and looked into my eyes with bright pink sleep spots across her cheeks and smeared mascara. 
 
    “Good morning, your majesty,” she sighed. 
 
    “Good morning.” I grinned. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed and rolled onto her back as she stretched her arms out above her head. “Really well.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, and I shifted to face her. “I’m glad you stayed.” 
 
    “I’m glad I stayed, too,” Poppy admitted. Then she looked over to the curtained windows, and her eyes went wide with surprise. “Oh! I never sleep this late!” 
 
    “Eh, it’s probably not even nine yet,” I guessed from the intensity of the sunlight coming around the edges of the curtains. 
 
    “I’m usually up with the sun,” Poppy giggled, and she buried her face against my chest once more. “Goodness.” 
 
    “Well, we were up pretty late last night,” I teased, and the memories of Poppy riding me washed over my body in a flood of heat. 
 
    “That’s true,” Poppy hummed. “We should get moving, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” I grumbled, and I wrapped her back up in my arms. “I really don’t want to get out of bed, or get dressed, or share you with anybody else right now.” 
 
    “I know,” Poppy laughed and playfully pushed at my chest. “I don’t, either, but we should see if Nyxx found out where Mr. Motorcycle went last night after we lost him.” 
 
    “Ooooh,” I whistled. “Okay, yeah, we should definitely do that.” 
 
    “Come on,” Poppy coaxed as she climbed out of the bed. “Oh, damn.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I sat up. 
 
    “I…” Poppy blushed hard as she shrugged her shoulders at me and scooped up her discarded dress from the night before. “I don’t have any clothes in your room.” 
 
    “I’ve got a whole closet full,” I pointed out. “Borrow whatever you want until you can make it back to your room.” 
 
    “Oooh, okay!” Poppy tapped a finger on her lips as she looked at the closet with interest. 
 
    A huge smile crossed my face as I watched Poppy explore the huge wardrobe, and she managed to find an outfit that didn’t even look out of place on her gorgeous body. She’d selected one of my white short-sleeved button-down shirts with little pineapples embroidered all over it. She let the tails hang down like a skirt and cinched it in around her waist with a thick blue leather belt. After she scraped her fingers through her hair, she quickly braided it and tied it up into a bun at the back of her head with the discarded pins all over my carpet. 
 
    “How do I look?” Poppy asked, and she did a little twirl for me. 
 
    “Wow,” I mumbled with surprise. “That’s practically magic what you did there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Poppy giggled and bounced over to plant a hard kiss on my lips. Then she pulled back a bit nervously and covered her mouth with one hand. “Sorry… I should’ve…” 
 
    “What?” I smirked at her as I wrapped my hands around her waist and pulled her against me. “You should’ve not kissed me? Why? Kissing you is officially one of my favorite things to do now.” 
 
    “I guess I wasn’t sure about…” Poppy smiled as another blush colored her cheeks, and she looked at the chaotic bedsheets out of the corner of her eyes. “I mean, I don’t know what last night means for us, I guess.” 
 
    “Well,” I murmured and leaned my forehead against hers so she would look up at me. “It means I’m wildly attracted to you, and it means we have insanely good chemistry together. I’d also like it to mean that you can stop being so nervous around me. I think I made it pretty obvious that I want you, and just once was definitely not enough for me. I hope it means I can kiss you again and fuck you again, too.” 
 
    To emphasize my point, I pulled her harder against my hips so Poppy could feel my morning wood. 
 
    “Oh,” Poppy gasped, and her eyes immediately became a bit foggy as a wave of arousal rushed over her. “Okay.” 
 
    “Is that good with you?” I asked, and I leaned down to suck gently on the tender skin under her jawline. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Poppy hummed as her head fell back. “We do have really good chemistry, and I definitely still want more of you, too.” 
 
    “Good,” I rasped against her thrumming pulse, and I tested my luck as I gave her ass a tight squeeze. “But. We do have things to attend to, so this has to wait for now.” 
 
    “Eeeerrrrr,” Poppy groaned with pent-up sexual frustration as she leaned against me for a moment. Then she forced her body away and took a deep breath. “Fine, but you need to stop touching me if you expect me to be able to think… your majesty.” 
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled at the stubborn set of her teal eyebrows, and I half-expected her to stomp her little foot in protest. Then I looked down at my fully aroused naked body and smirked at her. “Let me get dressed, that’ll probably help.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Poppy breathed, and she licked her lips as her purple eyes wandered down to her favorite new plaything. She cleared her throat and brought her eyes back to my face. “How about I go downstairs first and find Cove, Rune, and Firo so we can all get together and discuss what happened last night.” 
 
    I arched a single teasing eyebrow at her in response. 
 
    “Oh, you know what I meant!” Poppy laughed. Then she pressed one more daring kiss on my lips before she danced out of the room. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I muttered to myself once I was alone. 
 
    How was this my life? I still could hardly believe any of it was real. I looked over at the tangled mess of expensive sheets and blankets, and I couldn’t help myself. Poppy’s pillow called to me, and I quickly leaned over it and breathed in the smell of her hair that lingered there. 
 
    “Uuuggghhh,” I groaned and forced myself to get dressed. 
 
    I felt a bit insane with how much I wanted her still. I would have thought the raging desire to touch and taste Poppy would’ve eased after last night, but no, I wasn’t sated at all. She was like the most addictive kind of dessert, and I just wanted her more now. 
 
    I took a quick ice cold shower to try and cool the molten gold deep in my gut, and then I got dressed in a sage-green t-shirt, some comfortable shorts, and a pair of cloth-banded flip-flops. 
 
    Poppy’s dress was still laying on the floor at the foot of my bed, and I picked it up and shook out the wrinkles as I brought it over to my enormous closet. Then I found a hanger for it. It felt like a precious memento, and I wasn’t sure how she’d feel about my triplet valets or a housemaid finding it, so I hung it way in the far back corner of my closet and made sure to tuck the full skirt out of sight. 
 
    Then I walked downstairs in a bit of a fog, but my head cleared when I saw the assembled members of my staff in the living room. Cove, Rune, Poppy, Firo, Nyxx, and two other shadow nymph guards all stood around with concerned expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” I said in a poor attempt to lighten the mood. “I take it we don’t have good news, huh?” 
 
    “The target returned to Lady Vivianne’s house last night, your majesty,” Nyxx reported without delay. “He is in fact a vampire among her clan.” 
 
    “Alright.” I nodded as I processed the information. “I’m not exactly surprised about that. So what do we do about it?” 
 
    “Nyxx and I have already arranged a private guard to accompany you everywhere you go, your majesty,” Firo said, and he gestured at the other two shadowy figures. “This is Ena and Kage.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” the pair said in similarly raspy voices as all the other shadow nymphs I’d met so far. Based on the shapes of their silhouettes I guessed Ena was female and Kage was male. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you,” I said. 
 
    “I would also feel much safer if you remained on the grounds until we sort this whole mess out, your majesty,” Cove said in a worried tone as he wrung his hands together. “I feel very fortunate nothing happened at your sister’s wedding, but now I see no need for you to have to leave the safety of the mansion.” 
 
    “I’m not going to live under house arrest, Cove,” I sighed. “I know it’s your desire, and your job, to keep me safe, but keeping me hidden away isn’t the best way to go about that.” 
 
    “What is, then?” Poppy asked, and her purple eyes stared at me with fierce worry and affection. 
 
    I could only imagine how she was feeling after how we’d bonded last night. If our roles were reversed, I knew I’d want to lock Poppy away in a protective cage lined with bubble wrap until I knew she’d be safe, and I didn’t want to cause her to worry about me unnecessarily. 
 
    “Before we go barreling into more danger, your majesty,” Firo said in a decisive tone. “You need more training, and we should begin right now.” 
 
    “Oh.” My eyebrows flew up in surprise, and I knew Firo was right. “Alright, let’s do it.”
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    Chapter 17 
 
    “Have you eaten yet, your majesty?” Poppy asked, even though we were both fully aware that I hadn’t. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said with the tiniest smirk at her. 
 
    “Have breakfast first, then.” Firo nodded. “Join me in the dojo after you’ve fueled your body.” 
 
    The flame-haired dragon-man nodded concisely at me, and then he walked outside. 
 
    “Rune, Nyxx, I’d like for you to come with me and see what we can learn about Lady Vivianne’s clan,” Cove said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I agreed. “I’d like a comprehensive list of all the clan members, pictures if you can get them, too. Maybe we can narrow down who this tattooed guy is. I’m somewhat convinced Lady Vivianne is involved in this, but I don’t want to jump to conclusions.” 
 
    “Good point, your majesty,” Rune agreed. “It’s possible this clan member of hers is acting on his own in defiance of Lady Vivianne.” 
 
    “Right, and if she’s unaware, I don’t want to cause more issues between us than necessary,” I added. “Rune, I also want you to assemble a meeting of all the representatives as soon as possible. If there’s going to be more conflict, I want it here, on my terms and my grounds.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Rune nodded. “And you’d like all the representatives to join?” 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “I don’t want anyone to feel singled out or targeted. Tipping anybody off to what we know isn’t a great way to ferret out who’s behind all of this. Plus, if we can solve the mystery, I want my response to this betrayal clear to as many as possible at the same time.” 
 
    “Excellent choice, your majesty,” Nyxx rasped, and she sounded impressed. 
 
    “We will find out everything we can, your majesty,” Cove assured me, and then he turned to Rune and Nyxx. “Let’s go to my office.” 
 
    The shadow nymph followed the two faes from the room, and Poppy and I were left alone once more. She blushed prettily at me before she walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “I was going to have some scrambled eggs,” Poppy said. “Would you like some, too?” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds great,” I murmured. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll just pop into the main kitchen and let Gerald know,” Poppy said. A moment later, she returned and started to move around the kitchen like an elegant ballerina. “He’s busy with the next order, but I can whip them up real quick. Gerald said to let him know if you want anything specific, though.” 
 
    “I think we’ve got it covered,” I said. 
 
    I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her bare legs in the shirt she’d turned into a dress as Poppy moved through the kitchen and prepared a delicious breakfast for us. She chopped up red and green peppers, an onion, and some fresh spinach to drop into the scrambled eggs and then topped them with a heaping pile of shredded cheese. 
 
    “Wow, that looks so good,” I said. 
 
    “You look so good,” Poppy murmured, and then she blushed hard and stared shyly at her plate. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I said. “You look really good to me, too.” 
 
    Poppy continued to blush and glance at me from under her eyelashes the entire time we ate, and when we were done, she promptly cleared away the plates. 
 
    “I want you to join me for training,” I said. 
 
    “Okay,” Poppy murmured. “That’s probably a good idea. We can practice your mirroring some more.” 
 
    “Yeah, I want to get that down,” I said. 
 
    “And I do believe I’ll enjoy watching you train.” Poppy grinned. 
 
    “Poppy,” I teased as I walked around the counter to pull her into my arms. “Are you flirting with your king?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Poppy said coyly. “Terribly sorry, sometimes I just can’t help myself.” 
 
    “Oh, so naughty,” I chuckled, and I gave her ass a gentle pat. 
 
    “Veeeeerrry.” Poppy bit down on her lip as she looked up at me from under her thick lashes. 
 
    I wondered for a second if she was the kind of woman who enjoyed a bit of submission with her pleasure, but I didn’t think I’d be able to rein myself in if I found out right this second. My lungs sucked in a much-needed calming breath, and then I released Poppy from my arms and took her hand in mine instead. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “We shouldn't keep Firo waiting.” 
 
    We walked outside, across the gardens, and to the training area’s doors together, and I opened them for her like a proper gentleman. 
 
    “Ah, excellent,” Firo said as he greeted us. “I’m glad you’ve joined us, Poppy. We should really work toward mastering King Michael’s mirroring with you.” 
 
    “That’s what we were thinking, too,” I said. 
 
    “Wonderful.” Firo nodded. “Shoes off, bow to the dojo, and join me on the mats. We’ll do a bit of stretching before we begin.” 
 
    Poppy was already barefoot, so she bowed to the dojo, Firo, and me, and then she walked to the center and took a relaxed stance in front of the seven-foot-tall dragon-man. I kicked off my flip-flops and bowed respectfully to the dojo, Firo, and Poppy, and then I walked over and joined them in the center of the mats. 
 
    “Let us begin,” Firo said. 
 
    The dragon-man led us in a series of stretches to warm up our entire bodies. We started by rotating our heads around our shoulders, then loosened up the muscles in our arms and upper backs, and ended with some long stretches that gave me a distracting level of insight into how flexible Poppy was. My brain revolted during one position where she bent completely in half, and I wondered if she’d stopped by her room to grab some panties, or if I’d find bare flesh under the hem of my shirt. I shook myself and forced my attention back to the task at hand, and I forced my eyes to stay off of her body for the rest of the warm-up stretches. 
 
    “Excellent, now that our minds and bodies are awake, let’s begin the real work.” Firo nodded. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a calming breath as Firo began instructing us. He led me through the process of connecting to Poppy’s mind, and I found that it was much easier and more natural to reach out to her this time. 
 
    “I can feel you, your majesty,” Poppy murmured. “That touch of blue in my mind.” 
 
    “I can feel the warmth from you, too,” I replied. 
 
    “Excellent,” Firo said, and I could hear a bit of a smirk in his voice. “Now try and use your shield, your majesty.” 
 
    I coaxed the warmth through my body, down my arms, out my fingers, and into the air between us. The bright silvery light of the shield flared through my eyelids as the glittery force field exploded in front of me at full force. 
 
    “Oh!” Poppy gasped. 
 
    “Wow!” Firo murmured with surprise. “That’s a huge improvement from last time.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. That’s insane,” I laughed as the excitement of my progress bubbled up in my chest. I released my hold on the warmth and let the shield slide away as I turned to look at Firo. “Is that kind of sudden progress normal?” 
 
    “No, I don’t believe so, your majesty.” Firo shook his head and studied us for a moment before he continued. “I wonder if the time you spent together at your sister’s wedding was enough to strengthen the bond and connection between your minds.” 
 
    Poppy’s entire face turned bright red all the way to the pointed tips of her ears, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. It wasn’t the casual night out we’d spent together at Katie’s wedding that had bonded us. It was the night of passionate fucking. 
 
    “So, what does this mean?” I asked as I cleared my throat. 
 
    “It means Poppy is going to be critical to your safety,” Firo said. “I would recommend you two continue to strengthen your relationship, and Poppy, you should stay close to King Michael as much as possible. Your connection allows him to provide the most direct and immediate form of defense possible right now.” 
 
    “I think I can do that,” Poppy murmured, and she dipped her chin in an effort to hide the smirk on her face. 
 
    “Let’s try the shield again, just to make sure it wasn’t a fluke,” Firo suggested. “And then we can move back to some combat training.” 
 
    We practiced the shield a few more times with the same immediate and powerful success before Firo confirmed he was quite pleased with that, and he suggested we move on to weapons training. 
 
    “What weapon are we training with?” I asked. 
 
    Firo turned and walked toward the wall of weapons, and I took the opportunity to shoot a cocky smirk at Poppy. She looked like she was about to faint from the delicious tension between our minds, and I knew she was enjoying it as much as I was. 
 
    “This is a Ukrainian pernach,” Firo said as he plucked two mace-like weapons from the wall. “It is fairly lightweight compared to the amount of damage it can do.” 
 
    “Woah,” I gasped as I inspected the curious item. 
 
    It was about two feet long and had a head with six flat edges that flared out from the handle. It looked kind of barbaric and like one good swing could cave in a man’s skull. 
 
    “Yikes,” I said. “This is… this looks brutal.” 
 
    “It can be a very dangerous weapon in the right hands,” Firo agreed. “Which is exactly why you will benefit from understanding it.” 
 
    “Shall I go?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “No,” Firo and I said at the same time, though my voice was a bit more passionate than the flame-haired dragon-man. 
 
    “I’d like King Michael to practice incorporating his shields into weapons practice,” Firo explained. 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking, too,” I lied. Really I just wanted Poppy in my presence always because she was so delicious, but Firo did have a really good point. “Might as well train heavy, right?” 
 
    “Good thinking.” Poppy smirked knowingly at me. “Your majesty.” 
 
    Firo glanced away, and I took the moment to stick my tongue out playfully at my teal-haired lover. 
 
    “Alright, let’s begin!” Firo announced, and without another bit of warning, he came at me with the pernach. 
 
    “Shit!” I gasped, and the silver shield burst out of my fingers just in the nick of time to catch the dragon-man’s strike. 
 
    “Excellent, your majesty,” Firo praised me. 
 
    We worked for another hour and a half with the pernach and then a pair of three-foot-long bladed wooden staves on different blocks, strikes, and vulnerable points on the body. Poppy watched with intensity in her eyes from the edges of the mats as Firo and I circled around one another in the middle, and I got better at controlling the silver shield with the back of my mind while focusing more on the weapon in my hands. 
 
    After a while, I started to pick up on Firo’s fighting style. He seemed to have a preference for direct strikes, but every once in a while, he’d throw a diversionary block at me to test my responsiveness. 
 
    I worked on using the handle of the pernach, and then the bladed staff, to block his strikes instead of solely relying on Poppy’s shields. I didn’t want to become completely dependent on the mirror magic and leave myself vulnerable. It was important that I be able to protect myself with only my own hands and a simple weapon. 
 
    Especially if I was now ruler of a world where any paranormal being could possess some kind of unexpected magic. 
 
    My muscles were burning with exertion, and sweat was dripping down my back by the time Firo indicated we could wrap it up. 
 
    “You’ve made great progress, your majesty,” Firo praised me as he took the wooden staff from my hands. “I would be comfortable with you leaving the grounds, so long as Poppy is with you, and you have Ena and Kage accompanying you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and a touch of pride warmed in my chest. “It feels good to know I’m doing well.” 
 
    “You are doing very well,” Firo assured me. “You will be a great and powerful fighter with more training from me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Firo,” I said, and I held out my hand to him. “You’re a great teacher, and I’m grateful to have you here to train me.” 
 
    “You are a very good student, your majesty.” Firo grinned and shook my hand hard. “You have a natural talent for physical activity, and I can see you learn quickly. I’d like to have at least two training sessions with you every week, if your schedule can handle that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “I don’t see why not. I look forward to it. I’ve always liked a good workout, and these training sessions are definitely a good workout.” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Firo chuckled. “Well, go and enjoy your afternoon, and make sure you have a good lunch and enough water to rehydrate. You worked very hard this morning, your majesty.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks,” I said. 
 
    Then Poppy and I bowed respectfully to Firo and the dojo, and we walked together over to my shoes. 
 
    “Hungry?” Poppy asked. 
 
    “Not quite yet,” I said. “How about a walk through the gardens first?” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    “Good,” I said as I offered my arm to the winged beauty. “I’m not quite ready to share you again just yet.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind having you to myself for a bit longer, either,” Poppy admitted, and she laced her fingers a bit possessively through mine. “Michael.” 
 
    I grinned as we started to walk through the lush gardens. 
 
    Thistle was busy with a virtual army of sprites buzzing around her as they coaxed the gardens to grow and bloom. A rainbow of blossoms from the tiniest bluebells to the largest mammoth sunflowers formed all around us as we walked, and it was like stepping into a Monet painting. 
 
    “Those are azaleas.” Poppy pointed to a row of five large bushes with bunches of bright pink flowers, and she identified several more species as we strolled along the path. “Honeysuckle, irises, orchids, morning glories, clematis…” 
 
    “Oh, Matis said he was named after that one,” I said as I thought of my pink-haired valet. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right!” Poppy grinned at me. “Thistle and the sprites use a bit of their magic to help anything bloom here, even flowers that aren’t native to this area, or prefer different climates. We’ve even had snowdrops last all through the summer thanks to their loving care.” 
 
    “Snowdrops?” I asked. “I don’t know that one.” 
 
    “Here,” Poppy said, and she indicated a row of small white buds that hung down like sad little people. “They usually only bloom in early spring, right after the snow stops, but Thistle has managed to keep these thriving for three years now!” 
 
    “Wow, that’s so amazing,” I said, but I was way more focused on the bright joy in Poppy’s purple eyes than the lesson she was giving me on the flowers. 
 
    When she looked back up at me, her creamy skin blushed, and I started to wonder if she was going to forever be pink in the face because of me. Not that I had a single problem with that, the pretty blush reminded me of the pleasure that was plain on her face last night when I’d made her cum. 
 
    I looked around and spotted a stone path that led away from the house. 
 
    “Where does that go?” I asked. 
 
    “Through the grounds,” Poppy said. “There’s about three acres in this direction that’s all part of this property, and the path winds through it.” 
 
    “Wow, is that magic like how the rooms inside are bigger?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Poppy giggled. “When the cul-de-sac was originally built, the extra land behind the houses on either side were allocated exclusively for the king’s mansion.” 
 
    “Shall we?” I asked. 
 
    “Okay.” Poppy smiled. 
 
    I led her down the path, and we enjoyed a long stroll through the gardens. Several wrought-iron benches were located along the paths, and a romantic gazebo was placed in a wider clearing and surrounded by every color of rosebushes. We chatted about her parents, and she explained how much she’d missed them the last ten years. Then she stopped on the path and turned to me with happy tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll never be able to tell you how grateful I am to you for welcoming them back home,” Poppy said, and her voice caught with emotion. 
 
    “Your happiness says it for you,” I assured her as I brushed a strand of hair behind her pointed ear. “I’ve always liked being helpful, and now I get to help an entire world of people, who I didn’t even know existed, to live better, happier lives.” 
 
    “I think you’re going to be a really good king,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    “I hope so,” I agreed. “Come on, we should get back to the house and have some lunch. Then I want to see what Rune, Cove, and Nyxx have come up with.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Poppy said. 
 
    I held her hand as she walked close enough beside me that our hips kept brushing, and we walked slowly back to the mansion to draw out as much time to ourselves as possible. I couldn’t help but notice how my heart sank as Poppy slid her fingers out of mine just before we emerged from the end of the path. I understood her reluctance to shove our new relationship in everyone’s faces, but I didn’t like that it felt like she was afraid of people’s reactions. After all, I was king, and I had every right to fuck or fall in love with whomever I wanted to. 
 
    I shoved those thoughts away for the time being, and I reminded myself that less than twenty-four hours ago I’d still been just her king, and she my employee. If Poppy needed some time to adjust to being comfortable with it, I was cool with that. I still just felt incredibly, insanely lucky that she wanted me as much as I wanted her. 
 
    The smells of fried food welcomed us into the open living room and kitchen, and I was excited to see my gnome chef and witch housekeeper, Gerald and Isla, carrying a few serving dishes over to the large kitchen bar. 
 
    “Ah, just in time, your majesty!” Isla said in a cheerful voice as she put her load down. Then she reached down and took the trays from Gerald’s hands. 
 
    “I’ve just prepared a special treat for you,” the gnome said with a proud grin. “Hand-battered onion rings, charbroiled chicken breast, and a fresh garden salad that was still attached to its roots this morning.” 
 
    “Woah,” I said as I walked over to inspect the spread. “This looks incredible. Is the chicken for the salad?” 
 
    “If you’d like, your majesty,” Gerald said. “I do love a good grilled chicken salad myself. I left it on the side so Poppy and the others could enjoy the salad, too.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gerald,” Poppy said with a sweet smile. “I know Rune loves your garden salads more than anything else.” 
 
    “I’ll go and tell them lunch is ready,” Isla offered, and then she bustled away without another word. 
 
    “Enjoy, your majesty,” Gerald said, and he bowed slightly before he disappeared back into the kitchen. 
 
    As I watched the four-foot-tall gnome walk away, I wondered what the larger kitchen looked like. There had to be accommodations in there so he could prepare food to the best of his abilities, and I wondered if there were several step stools, or if the counters were at a lower-than-standard height. 
 
    “Ah, something smells delicious,” Rune called as he, Nyxx, and Cove strode into the room. 
 
    “Gerald made garden salads,” Poppy said in a singsong voice. 
 
    “Oooh!” Rune jogged the rest of the way into the room, and his bumblebee wings moved rapidly behind him with excitement. “Yummy!” 
 
    “And are those his famous onion rings I smell?” Cove asked with a bit more decorum. 
 
    “They are,” I chuckled. “Come have lunch with us and tell me what you’ve learned.” 
 
    We all filled our plates with the delicious lunch and settled around the kitchen to enjoy our food. Nyxx lingered a bit to the side and watched me with white eyes that felt distantly protective. She didn’t move to get any of the food, and I wondered if shadow nymphs ate at all. After a few minutes, Rune laid his fork down and looked at me. 
 
    “All the available local representatives have responded to the call for a meeting,” the golden-haired fae said. “They will all be in attendance this evening.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “Great work. I assume ‘everyone’ includes Lady Vivianne?” 
 
    “Yes, as well as her second and third-in-command among her clan,” Rune confirmed. “Lady Shay, Lady Taylee, Lady Windy, Lord River, and Lord Finn will all be in attendance, as well as the representative of the southeastern werewolf packs, Lord Alan. Also, Lady Hera, I’m not sure if you formally met her, but she was the gorgon representative at the feast.” 
 
    “Alright… Lord Alan?” I asked, and I tried to remember who he was. “Did I meet him at the coronation dinner?” 
 
    “No, he was not able to attend that night,” Cove answered. “Oh, and Lady Berra will also be a new face to you, your majesty.” 
 
    “Okay, who and what is she?” I asked. 
 
    “Lady Berra is a representative of the harpies in South Asia,” Poppy answered, and then her eyes grew wide with emphasis. “She and Lady Helena do not get along.” 
 
    “Hmm, good to know,” I muttered as an idea of who Lady Berra was started to form in my mind. 
 
    I liked Lady Helena quite a bit. She seemed genuine and focused on working toward prosperity and peace for the Eternal Realm. If Lady Berra disagreed with her, I expected I wasn’t going to like her much, but I’d hold my opinions until I met the harpy for myself. 
 
    “What about the werewolf? Lord Alan, was it?” I asked. “What’s his position on my rule?” 
 
    “Well,” Cove sighed. “That’s hard to say, your majesty. He did seem to show distaste for much of King Vairn’s policies during the last several years of his reign. I don’t believe he agrees with the alliance between werewolves and vampires, at least not as a blind choice, and he was pretty open about his disagreement of King Vairn’s selection of only vampire wives. Lord Alan seems more open-minded about such things than his packmates.” 
 
    “That could be a very good thing. Perhaps he could be a good ally,” I murmured, and then I replayed what Cove had said. “Wait. What did you say about King Vairn’s choice of wives?” 
 
    “King Vairn took only vampires as his wives,” Rune said. “It caused quite a bit of discord among the species.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” I narrowed my eyes with confusion at the three faes. 
 
    “It’s tradition for the king to marry in order to build peaceful relations among the different species.” Poppy shrugged and tried to hide the fierce blush on her face. “If a king takes a wife from each of the paranormal species, and makes a child with them, it helps ensure lasting peace. However, King Vairn only married other vampires.” 
 
    “Is that…” I mumbled and glanced around at my advisors. “Something that’s expected of me? Am I… supposed to have a bunch of wives?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty. It’s tradition.” Cove pursed his lips as if it was no big deal. “It’s not an urgent matter, though, and there is plenty of time to pick your first wife. We can discuss potential mates another time.” 
 
    Poppy and Cove nodded in quiet agreement. 
 
    I didn’t have the mental capacity to process all the implications of multiple marriages to multiple species at the moment, or even to wonder about the compatibility of my DNA with other species. I had to assume that hybrids or crossbreeds were a thing, since I appeared to have inherited some kind of paranormal blood in my ancestry, but I pushed all of that aside for the moment to focus on the more urgent matters. 
 
    Then I thought of something else. 
 
    “What happened to King Vairn’s wives?” I asked with worry. “Are they still alive? Should I expect them to try and seek revenge against me or something?” 
 
    “I don’t believe they’ll be any cause for concern, your majesty.” Cove shrugged. “When King Vairn died, they retreated to their preferred estate in Romania.” 
 
    “Romania,” I chuckled. “Really? Isn’t that a bit of a cliche?” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Cove smirked. “There are many legends that are wildly untrue, and others that stem from reality.” 
 
    “What about children?” I asked. “Did King Vairn have any kids?” 
 
    “As far as we know, there were none,” Cove said. “Vampire anatomy isn’t particularly welcoming to pregnancy or birth. Though he did sire several new vampires during his reign. I see no reason for us to expect extra trouble from them at this point.” 
 
    I nodded slowly as I processed all the new information. 
 
    “Lady Helena seemed excited for the meeting and asked what it was in regards to,” Rune said in a light tone. 
 
    “Really?” I was a bit surprised by that. “What did you tell her?” 
 
    “I was purposefully vague, your majesty,” Rune said. “I just told Lady Helena there were important matters that required immediate attention.” 
 
    “Good work,” I said. “I don’t think she’s involved with any of this, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “Quite right, your majesty.” Cove nodded. 
 
    “Alright, what about my security teams?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, Nyxx, Ena, and Kage will remain hidden in the shadows by your side the entire night, your majesty,” Cove said with a bit of confusion in his turquoise eyes. 
 
    “Right, right,” I gestured vaguely. “Sorry, let me rephrase my question. Are there any members of the staff who have magical abilities that could be useful to us tonight? Mind-readers, psychics, uh… somebody who can force a person to tell the truth? Anything like that?” 
 
    “Gerald has a talent for tasting deceit, your majesty,” Poppy said. “Would that be helpful?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” I smirked, and I turned to Cove. “Ask him to come in here, would you?” 
 
    “Right away, your majesty,” Cove said, and he disappeared into the main kitchen. 
 
    The blue-haired fae returned a moment later with the four-foot-tall gnome a step behind him. Gerald climbed up on top of one of the barstools and looked nervously around at the others. 
 
    “I’m sorry, your majesty, was lunch not to your liking?” the gnome asked as he wiped his hands on his ever-present apron. “I can prepare something else for you…” 
 
    “No, Gerald,” I chuckled. “Lunch was incredible. All the food you make is incredible. I have nothing but positive notes on your cooking.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” the gnome sighed with relief so hard that his little man bun bounced at the back of his head. “Then what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Poppy says you have a talent for tasting deceit?” I asked. “Can you tell me about that?” 
 
    “Oh.” Gerald’s soft orange eyes went wide with surprise. “Um… Yes, well, I can tell if a person is lying. I have to be in the same room as them, and I have to be able to see them.” 
 
    “How do you know it’s a lie?” I asked. 
 
    “Their words…” Gerald’s eyes became unfocused as he tried to explain it. “They taste… bitter. Truthful words taste like nothing, and when a person tries to flatter someone, the words are… overly sweet, like corn syrup.” 
 
    “Huh,” I breathed. “That’s really interesting. What did it taste like when I was complimenting your cooking?” 
 
    “Nothing, your majesty,” Gerald answered, and his face lit up with a pleased smile. “So I know your words were genuine.” 
 
    “They were,” I assured him with a smile. “And I think this talent of yours could be incredibly useful to me. Are you aware of the assassination attempt on my life?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gerald answered, and he looked a bit nervous. “The servants talk, your majesty.” 
 
    “Good, that makes it easier to explain what I need from you, then,” I said. “You see, I’ve invited several representatives to the mansion tonight. I’m going to confront them all at the same time about who was involved in hiring the goblins who attacked me. I doubt the man who met with them directly is going to show up, but if he was working on someone else’s orders, I need to know who. Can you help with that?” 
 
    “I believe so.” Gerald nodded slowly. “I’ll need to be in the room, though, to do it.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem,” I assured him. 
 
    “Alright, is there anything specific you want me to listen for?” Gerald asked. 
 
    “If you taste anyone directly lying about being involved, I need to know,” I said, and then I thought for a moment. “Also, if there are any accusations from anyone, I need to know if they’re making false accusations or not.” 
 
    “There is a potential problem with that, your majesty.” Gerald frowned. “If someone has gotten bad information, or been lied to, and they believe it, I wouldn’t be able to tell. I can only taste if a person knows they aren’t being truthful. If they’re repeating a lie they believe, it would sneak past my talent.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s good to know,” I pondered that for a second. It could make things tricky, depending on how many people were involved in this plot, but I still felt like Gerald could be crucial to uncovering the truth. “Just do what you can and tell me when there are lies.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Gerald said. “Would you like me to signal you in some way?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Poppy spoke up. “Something subtle that will go unnoticed by the representatives.” 
 
    “What would you suggest?” I asked the gnome. 
 
    “Well, I can waggle each of my eyebrows individually.” Gerald shrugged, and he demonstrated by lifting one eyebrow and then the other in a chaotic little dance. “How about I raise the right one for truthful statements, and the left for a lie? Right means it’s right, and ‘left’ and ‘lie’ both start with L. That should make it easier to remember.” 
 
    “Perfect.” I grinned. “I love it. Thank you for helping me out with this, it’s not exactly part of your job description.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” Gerald said, and his face became very serious. “I have been very worried about your safety since I first heard about the attack. I didn’t think there was anything I could do to help, and I’m honored to be able to contribute. I have known you less than a week, your majesty, and I can already tell you will be a much better king than that bastard Vairn ever was.” 
 
    “Gerald,” Poppy gasped with surprise. 
 
    “It’s true, and you all know it,” Gerald said firmly, and what looked like grief flashed through his eyes. “Everybody was too afraid to say it, but King Vairn was a monster in a royal’s clothes. I will not live in fear of Vairn’s ghost. Now he’s finally gone, and we have a good man as our king. I will do whatever I can to serve you and protect you, King Michael.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with earnest gratitude. 
 
    “Besides.” Gerald shrugged, and then he shuddered. “King Vairn was a nightmare to cook for.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groaned. “I can’t even imagine what his meals must have looked like.” 
 
    “Nor would you want to.” Gerald turned a bit green. 
 
    “That reminds me, though,” I said as I thought back to my coronation dinner. “The vampires’ soup at the feast… where… how… um…?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, your majesty,” Gerald assured me. “All blood supplies come from a local blood bank. It was all voluntarily donated by humans under their own free will.” 
 
    “Phew,” I sighed. “Good, I’m really glad to hear that, and I don’t really want to know how the blood was sourced in the past. All that’s behind us now, so let’s just keep doing it that way for our vampire guests from now on.” 
 
    “Not a problem, your majesty,” Gerald chuckled. “I quite prefer it that way myself.” 
 
    “Great.” I grinned as relief washed over me. 
 
    “I’d like to go and inform Firo of our plans for this evening, your majesty,” Cove said as he stood from the counter. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I agreed. “I’m going to my office for a bit of work. Send him in later, please.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” Cove bowed respectfully and then went out to the dojo. 
 
    “Gerald, Rune, would you please handle all the preparations for tonight?” I asked. “I want to provide a dinner for the representatives that will hopefully ease any concerns that might make them put their guards up.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Gerald said, and he hopped down to the floor. “I’ve got a delivery coming in the next twenty minutes or so, so I’ll be able to prepare something suitable for the occasion.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Rune, please make sure Isla and Tristan are prepared for all the guests.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Rune nodded and walked off to get to work. 
 
    Poppy sighed as we were left alone once more. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m just worried,” Poppy admitted. 
 
    “I know, but it’ll be okay,” I said. “I’m going to go to my office and see if I can find anything helpful in the records about Lady Vivianne’s relationship with King Vairn that may have been hidden away in the records.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Poppy mumbled as she stared sadly at the door where Gerald had disappeared. “He feels really blessed to be able to serve you, you know.” 
 
    “Who? Gerald?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Poppy said, and she looked back at me. “King Vairn was directly responsible for a violent uprising in the small town where Gerald grew up. All four of his brothers were killed because of King Vairn’s actions.” 
 
    “Woah,” I breathed. 
 
    No wonder Gerald was so vocal about his hatred of the dead vampire king. I couldn’t imagine continuing to work for somebody who’d cause the deaths of my sisters. I thought back to what I knew about king Vairn’s sudden death, and I wondered for a moment if Gerald had been involved somehow. Then I discarded the idea, since it wouldn’t do anything but bring hell down upon the gnome’s head. 
 
    “Do you want me present at the dinner tonight, Michael?” Poppy asked and pulled my thoughts back to her. 
 
    “Yes, I do.” I nodded. “I want you at my side, in fact.” 
 
    “May I ask…?” Poppy murmured and a look of shy uncertainty filled her purple eyes. 
 
    “Anything,” I gave her a lopsided grin. 
 
    “Do you intend to make our relationship known to everyone?” Poppy asked in a rush of air like she needed to push the words out before she lost her nerve. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to make a banner or anything,” I chuckled. “But I see no reason we should hide what we are to each other.” 
 
    “And what are we?” Poppy asked tentatively. 
 
    “Friends? Companions? Lovers?” I shrugged. “You’re important to me, I love your company. I really enjoyed last night, and I plan to do that again.” 
 
    “Mmm.” Poppy blushed hard when I mentioned our night of passion. 
 
    “Do you have a problem with that?” I asked gently. 
 
    “No, your majesty,” Poppy said. “I just wanted you to know… that some people may gossip about it.” 
 
    “Eh.” I shrugged. “I’ve been the subject of gossip before, and I suspect people would gossip about me no matter what. I’m the king. Humans are fascinated by Queen Elizabeth, and they gossip about her and the royal family constantly. I don’t expect my life to be much different than that.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Poppy giggled. “Alright, if you’re not worried about it, I won’t worry, either.” 
 
    “Good.” I smiled and pulled her in for a kiss. “Alright, I’m going to get some work done.” 
 
    I left Poppy in the kitchen and went up to my office to pore through the record books in search of any details that might help connect the dots in my mind between all this assassination bullshit. 
 
    I dug through piles of records that mentioned King Vairn, the riots, revolts, and uprisings that were caused by his actions and tried to link them to any of the local representatives. When I couldn’t make any substantial connections, I moved on to any records involving Lady Vivianne. I looked into all of her known relationships and the bills and propositions she’d presented to King Vairn over the last ten years. Nothing looked like she’d overtly benefitted from any of his actions more than any other vampire clan, and by the time someone knocked on my door, I didn’t feel any closer to understanding any of it. 
 
    “Yes?” I called. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Firo said as he opened the door. 
 
    “Yes, Firo, please come in.” I waved for him to enter. 
 
    Firo, Nyxx, Ena, Kage, Garrett, and another person who I thought was a dryad entered my office. 
 
    “Your majesty, you know Ena, Kage, and Garrett,” Firo said, and then he gestured to the tree-creature beside him. “This is Trish, she is a wood-sprite.” 
 
    “Your majesty.” Trish bowed. 
 
    “A wood-sprite,” I said with interest. 
 
    She reminded me a bit of Thistle with her bark-like skin, but her hair wasn’t made of leaves like all the dryads I’d met. Her eyes were a deep shade of brown, and she moved with a bit of stiffness in her long, thin limbs. 
 
    “They will be stationed around the dining hall, and another dozen more shadow nymph guards will be hidden for your protection,” Firo explained. 
 
    “Great, thanks,” I said. “Please, try and get into position before everyone starts to arrive, so it’s a bit less conspicuous.” 
 
    “I will remain at the front door to welcome guests, your majesty,” Firo added. “Then once everyone is in attendance, I will position myself at the doors of the dining hall.” 
 
    “Thank you, all of you,” I said. “I greatly appreciate your loyalty and the sacrifices you make to protect me. I am determined to be a ruler of all species of the Eternal Realm, no matter who they are. I want you to know, I’m not like King Vairn, and I won’t allow bigotry or hatred to run unimpeded through the world. Keeping me safe is the first step to building a better place for all of our species to live together. Ena, Kage, please stay behind with me. The rest of you may go.” 
 
    Firo, Nyxx, Garrett, and Trish nodded with appreciation, and then they left the office while Ena and Kage remained with me. 
 
    I walked over to the two shadow nymphs to give my final set of instructions. 
 
    “I have a special request for the two of you,” I said. 
 
    “Your majesty?” Kage rasped in that eerie whisper of all the shadow nymphs. 
 
    “If things go well tonight,” I said. “I’ll be able to ferret out the traitors behind the attempts on my life, and I plan to dispose of the problem immediately and decisively. I want both of you nearby and ready to supply me with the proper tool to do so.” 
 
    “And what tool would you prefer, your majesty?” Ena asked. 
 
    I nodded at the pair who clearly understood exactly what I was saying. 
 
    “Anything that will cut the head clean off a paranormal’s shoulders.” I grimaced. “I will not allow a proven traitor to the crown to live.” 
 
    “We can arrange that,” Kage answered with a blank look on his shadowy face. 
 
    “Good, I will signal to you if and when I need it,” I said, and I held up my right hand to show them. I formed a circle with my thumb and first two fingers and let my ring and pinky fingers stick out from my hand. “When you see me give this signal, pass me the weapon.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” the pair said in unison. 
 
    “Good. Stay within the shadows and where you can see my hands,” I instructed them. 
 
    Then there was a knock on the door, and I called for them to come in as the shadow nymphs nodded and faded into the darkness. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Rune said. “The representatives are beginning to arrive.”
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    Chapter 18 
 
    “Great, thank you, Rune,” I said. “I’m going to go and get dressed. Then once everyone is here, I’ll welcome them, and we can begin dinner.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Rune said. “Cove and I will manage things until then, and I’ll keep Gerald posted.” 
 
    “Good, I want him in the room when I get there,” I said as I walked across my office to the door. “Tell him to begin listening as soon as he can.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty.” Rune bowed and left the office to follow my instructions. 
 
    I sighed and went to my room. After a brisk and hot shower, I found my three bright-haired valets waiting with a selection of fine suits and coordinating accessories. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Matis said. “May I make a recommendation?” 
 
    “Of course.” I gave him a lopsided smirk. 
 
    “Purple is the color of royalty,” he said as he tucked a strand of his pink hair back into place. “And… knowing the nature of your meeting tonight, I believe you should put on the airs of your title.” 
 
    “Everybody in the mansion knows about the assassination attempt, don’t they?” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Sunny confirmed. “We’re worried about your safety, and we wish to do whatever we can to help you.” 
 
    Birch nodded in agreement. “And making you look like the rightful king you are is the most we are able to contribute.” 
 
    “A purple suit sounds good,” I said. 
 
    The dragonfly-winged triplets rewarded me with grateful and relieved smiles, and Matis held up the deep eggplant-purple suit I hadn’t picked for the wedding. 
 
    Several minutes later, I was dressed to the nines, with a pitch-black silk shirt, no tie, and a crisp gold pocket square. As per usual, the valets had chosen a great selection of cufflinks, watch, and shoes to finish off the look. I felt almost like I was wearing social-warfare armor, and like I was ready to face whatever came at me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the three nearly identical faes. 
 
    The triplets bowed their heads respectfully to me with affectionate smiles, and then they left my suite without another word. 
 
    I took a moment to look myself over, and I decided I wanted to wear my crown tonight, which meant I needed to find Cove before I entered the dining hall. A king didn’t look nearly as kingly without his crown, and I needed all the visual authority I could get for what lay ahead of me. 
 
    Whoever was behind this assassination attempt wasn’t just after my life, they were after my right to rule. I had a suspicion Lady Vivianne was more involved than she was probably willing to proclaim, and that she’d happily let Mr. Motorcycle take the fall for her, even if she’d been behind it all. 
 
    But there was only one way to find out. 
 
    “Go get ‘em, Ayers,” I said to my reflection in a poor attempt at a pep talk. 
 
    Then I walked out of my suite and went in search of Cove, but I found Poppy first at the top of the back stairs that didn’t lead directly through the main part of the house. 
 
    She was wearing a dark silvery halter dress that almost looked like black fabric covered in an explosion of tiny specks of glitter. It fell to just above her knees in the front, and then angled down to where it almost brushed the carpet at the back. Her hair was pulled back in a bun at the base of her neck with two long wavy strands left out to delicately frame her face. Her purple eyes were rimmed in a purple eyeshadow that was so deep it was almost black, and her wings were calm and still behind her. Poppy looked so fierce and focused that it was like she was ready to go into battle, and she held my jewel-encrusted golden crown in her hands. 
 
    “You look gorgeous,” I said, and the deepness of my voice surprised even me as I leaned in to kiss her. 
 
    “You’re looking very handsome yourself, Michael,” Poppy said as she held out the crown to me. “I thought you might want this for tonight.” 
 
    “I did. Thank you,” I said. 
 
    She handed me the symbol of my title, and I placed it firmly on top of my head. After a quick adjustment, Poppy smiled at me to let me know I was ready. 
 
    “Shall we?” I offered her my arm. 
 
    “I see no more reason to delay,” Poppy sighed, and I could hear the tension over what lay ahead of us in her breath. 
 
    “Come on,” I murmured in an attempt to reassure us both. 
 
    Together, Poppy and I went toward the main stairs, and she clung tightly to my arm all the way to the dining hall. Cove and Firo were waiting outside the doors, and they nodded at my suit. 
 
    “How do I look?” I asked. 
 
    “Very royal, your majesty,” Cove answered. 
 
    “And confident,” Firo added. “I will be waiting right here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I gave them a hard look, and they opened the doors for me. 
 
    “His Royal Majesty, King Michael of the Eternal Realm,” Cove announced to the quiet dining hall. 
 
    There was only one long table in the room tonight, and it was lined up perfectly beneath the chandeliers. I saw Lady Helena seated to the right of the head of the table, and the seat on the left was empty for Poppy. Gerald, Isla, and Tristan were standing politely just to the side of the head of the table, and I could see how focused my gnome chef was. 
 
    I caught his eye, and he gave me the most subtle shake of his head to indicate nothing of substance had been said just yet. 
 
    Several of the representatives smiled at me in welcome, and I recognized the merman, Lord Finn, and his shoulder-length ice-blue hair. Beside him was the older-looking fae, Lord River, who had a penchant for too much drink. Across from them were the magnolia dryad, Lady Taylee, and the three-foot-tall gnome who’d voiced her distaste for King Vairn so openly, Lady Shay. I also recognized the blue-eyed cyclops, Lady Windy, and a few others I knew only by face, including a gorgon woman with yellow and red snakes for hair. I remembered what my advisors had said, and I assumed she was Lady Hera. There were two new faces who I assumed where the representatives Cove, Rune, and Poppy had mentioned earlier. 
 
    Lord Alan was a barrel-chested werewolf with short curly hair that was a deep shade of coffee brown, and he looked at me with an intelligent curiosity in his blue eyes. He sat beside Lady Helena, and her body language didn’t give me any vibe that she was uncomfortable next to the werewolf. 
 
    Lady Vivianne’s narrow and pale face was looking quite bored on Lord Alan’s other side. 
 
    Across from Lord Alan and beside the empty chair for Poppy was an olive-skinned woman with shoulder-length auburn hair, strong eyebrows, and almond-shaped charcoal-gray eyes. Her figure was thick and womanly with large breasts that threatened to spill over the top of her black corset dress. Ashy gray-feathered wings were tucked close against her back, and she narrowed her eyes at me as Poppy and I walked toward our seats. 
 
    “Welcome, everyone,” I announced to the group in a casual voice. “Please, enjoy your meals. We can get to business in a bit.” 
 
    I sat in my chair, and everyone else followed my lead a second later. There were a few arched eyebrows and curious looks at Poppy’s position in the seat beside me, but the group was smart enough to keep their comments to themselves. Light and casual conversation began to slowly raise the volume in the room, but I refrained from the chatter mostly. 
 
    Instead, I listened and glanced occasionally at Gerald to see what he was finding. 
 
    He indicated with his eyebrows a few people who were among those being untruthful, though without a direct conversation with him, I couldn’t be sure how serious the various lies were. He cocked his left eyebrow at me when Lady Shay mentioned the color of her hair being entirely natural, but I didn’t feel like that was especially critical to an assassination attempt. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Lady Helena said a bit later and drew my attention into a conversation with a vague gesture toward the ashy-feathered harpy. “Have you formally met Lady Berra?” 
 
    “I can’t say I have,” I said, and I looked over at the voluptuous woman. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Berra. I believe you represent the Southeast Asian harpies? Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” Lady Berra answered in a slight Pakistani accent. “I have represented the region for two decades now.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” I said. “It must be an honor to represent your people to the crown.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Lady Berra said, and there was a synthetic sweetness to her smile that felt forced. “I’m pleased to aid the crown in whatever way I can.” 
 
    I nodded politely at her and then smiled in Lady Helena’s direction to cover my glance toward Gerald. The gnome lifted his left eyebrow just enough to confirm my suspicions about the sincerity in Lady Berra’s last remark. 
 
    “If I may be so bold, your majesty,” the barrel-chested werewolf spoke up. “I haven’t had the pleasure of a formal greeting, either. I’m Lord Alan, and I represent the local east coast werewolf packs.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” I murmured as I sipped my wine. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lord Alan. I had the pleasure of seeing some of the local werewolves at The Odyssey Club last night.” 
 
    “Oh, is that so?” Lord Alan asked with interest. “Did you happen to catch any of their names?” 
 
    “Only one named Mack,” I said lightly. “It was very crowded at the club, you see.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Mack,” Lord Alan said in a tone that made me think he didn’t much care for the leather-vested asshole. “He’s not a member of my pack any longer, your majesty.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know,” I said, and I worked to keep my face casual as I caught sight of Gerald’s right eyebrow from the corner of my eye. That was interesting. I wondered if Mack had left the pack voluntarily or if he’d been kicked out. “Is that a common thing? For a werewolf to leave the pack? I don’t mean to be rude. I’m simply curious and doing everything I can to integrate myself into the Eternal Realm.” 
 
    Lady Vivianne’s shiny, dark gray eyes rolled so hard I thought she might lose them in the back of her skull, but she remained quiet while Lord Alan answered. 
 
    “It’s not especially common, your majesty,” the curly-haired werewolf said. “Wolves are welcome to leave a pack if ever they desire to move, or if they no longer feel as though they fit in with the rest of us… and occasionally a wolf is banished from a pack because of their actions.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Lady Vivianne said in a tone so dry it could have sucked all the water out of the Atlantic Ocean. “Could we possibly get to whatever business brought us here this evening…? Your majesty.” 
 
    Lady Vivianne added my title one long second later in the most condescending tone possible, and she laced her long fingers together as if to demonstrate her distaste for her current company. 
 
    “In a moment, Lady Vivianne,” I assured her in a falsely concerned tone, and I turned back to Lord Alan. “I expect being banished from a pack to be quite a shameful thing.” 
 
    “It can be,” Lord Alan agreed with a look of sadness in his blue eyes. “But sometimes there is no other choice.” 
 
    “Yes, I am sure that’s true,” I agreed, and I caught Gerald’s confirmation that Lord Alan continued to speak truthfully from the peripherals of my vision. “And we, as leaders, must always put the good of the whole before the preferences of a few, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I wholeheartedly agree, your majesty,” Lord Alan said. The light of admiration in his eyes and the little smile on his face told me he was being very honest with me. “I’m glad to hear you think so. We haven’t always had kings with such beliefs, and I believe many have suffered for that.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Lady Vivianne huffed daintily and rolled her eyes again as she leaned back in her chair. 
 
    After that, I let the conversation shift back to a casual level of social chit-chat for a bit longer and kept a side-eye on Gerald as the conversations continued. 
 
    Poppy’s mood became increasingly anxious beside me, and she lowered both of her hands into her lap. I reached under the table and laid my hand comfortingly on her knee. Her purple eyes flew to my face, and her shoulders relaxed a bit as she took a deep breath. 
 
    “Soon,” I whispered to her. 
 
    Poppy nodded in response and managed to finish the last few bites of her roasted vegetable dinner. 
 
    As the clatter of cutlery and sounds of chewing began to dissipate through the hall, I straightened myself in my chair and cleared my throat to gather everyone’s attention. 
 
    “We have a traitor in our midst,” I announced in a clear and firm voice. 
 
    Several of the representatives gasped audibly, and Lady Taylee clutched at the pink magnolia blossoms at her breast. 
 
    “A traitor?” Lord Finn scowled, and the merman narrowed his deep blue eyes at his fellow representatives before he looked back at me with a vengeful grimace on his face. “What treachery has been had, your majesty?” 
 
    “Someone has attempted to have me assassinated,” I said simply. “At this very moment, I have two prisoners under lock and key. They have informed me they were hired by another, and I have reason to suspect that person is in this very room.” 
 
    Lady Vivianne grew silent and still like she’d been turned to stone, and Lady Berra’s ashy-gray feathers bristled like an angry cat. Meanwhile, Lady Helena’s red lips tilted up at the corners in the smallest smirk possible. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Lord River gasped, and the silver-haired fae’s eyebrows knitted together with worry. “An assassination attempt? Truly? How horrid!” 
 
    “Yes, Lord River.” I nodded. “It is rather appalling, I agree, and I want it known, right now, and without even the slightest bit of confusion: I will not tolerate that kind of betrayal among my representatives, or any of my subjects. I may consider leniency if the responsible parties speak up now…” 
 
    I stared hard at the group and made sure not to skip anyone. I was confident the dryads, faes, merfolk, cyclopes, and Lady Helena had nothing to do with this plot, but I needed them to know my resolve was not to be tested. 
 
    “Come forward now,” I said in an icy tone. “You will be found out, one way or another, and my patience wears thin with every second you delay.” 
 
    All the representatives stared at one another with suddenly suspicious eyes, and I could see a desire for self-preservation rising quickly in the room. 
 
    Then Lady Helena sat back with quiet curiosity as the shouting and accusations began, and Lord Finn pointed a finger directly at Lady Vivianne without delay. 
 
    “You openly questioned King Michael’s right to rule,” Lord Finn growled. 
 
    “That’s right!” Lady Windy agreed, and she narrowed her one blue eye at the black-haired vampire. “And murder isn’t out of your wheelhouse, is it, Lady Vivianne?” 
 
    “Ridiculous!” Lady Berra laughed. 
 
    “How dare you use my nature as a weapon against me?” Lady Vivianne gasped with excessive indignation. “I may be a vampire, but that was not my choice to make. Just as you did not choose a life of no depth perception, Lady Windy!” 
 
    “You are a foul being,” the cyclops hissed through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Who were the attackers?” Lady Taylee asked. “Perhaps if we knew who was hired to attack King Michael, we could figure out who was behind it?” 
 
    “Goblins,” I answered. “A group of goblins, and they were hired by a vampire who was seen returning to Lady Vivianne’s residence just last night.” 
 
    This statement caused an eruption of concerns to spread across the room, and I nodded as I realized the volume would only increase from here. 
 
    Then I sat back and let them shout at each other for a moment, and I kept a keen eye on Gerald as he indicated the truths and lies as quickly as he could for me. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Lady Vivianne scoffed. “I do not deal with goblins. Everybody knows that.” 
 
    Gerald confirmed this was a blatant lie, and my suspicions narrowed in on Lady Vivianne even more. Lady Berra was looking really uncomfortable in her seat, though, and now I was starting to watch her more closely. 
 
    “We all know you and the other vampires thrived under King Vairn’s rule,” the gnome, Lady Shay, said with an accusing scowl at the vampire. 
 
    Gerald arched his right eyebrow. True. 
 
    “And what would I have to gain from King Michael’s death?” Lady Vivianne demanded. “At best, the lottery would be reissued, and I’d likely be exactly where I am now!” 
 
    True. 
 
    “Unless another vampire was chosen,” Lady Taylee pointed out. 
 
    Also true. 
 
    “But only the Goddess has the ability to choose,” Lord River said. 
 
    True. 
 
    “Which could land Lady Vivianne in an even worse position,” Lady Berra finally spoke. 
 
    Gerald furrowed his eyebrows at this one, and I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that. 
 
    “I have something to add,” Lady Helena spoke up in a firm voice. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked the tawny-feathered harpy. 
 
    The entire room fell eerily silent, and all eyes turned to the gorgeous Grecian representative. 
 
    “I happened to be at The Odyssey Club earlier in the week,” Lady Helena said as if she were about to tell us a fun story. “I happened to overhear a rather troubling conversation while I was enjoying my evening.” 
 
    “What did you hear, Lady Helena?” I asked. 
 
    “Two voices,” Lady Helena said, and she pointedly maintained eye contact with just me. “Both females. They were discussing the current circumstances of having a human king…” 
 
    Gerald was focused like a laser on the conversation, and he confirmed that Lady Helena was speaking truthfully. 
 
    “And…?” I prompted. 
 
    “I wasn’t able to catch everything that was said.” Lady Helena frowned. “But they were very clearly discussing some nefarious plans involving a vampire, a group of mercenaries for hire, and a deadly threat to you, your majesty.” 
 
    “Indeed?” I murmured, and I could feel the pieces moving into checkmate. 
 
    Gerald quirked his right eyebrow at me. 
 
    Before I could ask Lady Helena why she hadn’t brought this information to me sooner, Lady Berra stood up in a burst of movement. The curvaceous harpy pointed a single angry finger at Lady Vivianne, and her ashy-gray wings bristled with rage. 
 
    “Obviously Lady Vivianne has plotted against you, your majesty!” the harpy shouted. “She must be punished immediately!” 
 
    I glanced at Gerald again, and he lifted his right eyebrow. True. 
 
    “Don’t play so innocent, Lady Berra!” Lady Vivianne countered, and she slammed her hands down on the table with so much force that the wooden frame splintered, and plates and silverware went sliding to the floor. 
 
    All the representatives jumped back from the table as it collapsed completely. 
 
    “Are you accusing me of something?” Lady Berra screeched like an eagle. 
 
    “We all know you despise humans!” Lady Vivianne hissed. 
 
    True again. 
 
    By this point, I had enough evidence to be convinced both women had been involved, but they just kept digging their own graves deeper and deeper. 
 
    “It was your idea to hire the goblins!” Lady Berra screamed. 
 
    Gasps raced through the room, and my guards emerged as if from thin air. Firo appeared with a long, bladed staff in his hands, the wood-sprite Trish held a double-bladed axe in her bark-colored hands, and Nyxx, Ena, and Kage materialized out of the shadows. 
 
    But there was so much chaos in the room at this point that only a select few guests noticed my guards had us surrounded. 
 
    They positioned themselves around the room and waited for my instructions, but I wanted to see how many confessions Lady Berra and Lady Vivianne could pull out of each other. 
 
    “And you paid them!” Lady Vivianne screamed back. 
 
    For the first time, the vampire looked truly enraged as she smashed the last bits of the table out of the way, and she launched herself over the debris and locked her hands around Lady Berra’s throat. 
 
    Panicked shouts and screams of terror rippled through the air all around me. Then Lady Helena launched herself over the table and wrapped her arms and wings protectively around Poppy as I reached out into the teal-haired fae’s mind. 
 
    The warmth of her magic spread quickly through my limbs as Lady Berra’s eyes started to roll back in her head. Then I slammed a silvery shield up between the two angry women, and they were thrown back from the force of my magic. 
 
    “Oooph!” Lady Vivianne’s body slammed hard onto the broken debris on the floor. 
 
    At the same second, Lady Berra’s wings stretched out to halt her momentum before she could hit the other side of the shattered table. 
 
    “Enough!” I bellowed at the top of my lungs, and utter silence filled the room as every pair of eyes turned to stare at me in utter shock and amazement. 
 
    Ena and Kage seeped out of a nearby shadow slowly and gave me a pointed look to let me know they were ready, and I replied with the slightest nod of my chin. 
 
    Everyone stared at me with wide eyes and open mouths, and I realized they were utterly shocked that I could do magic. 
 
    “As you can see,” I continued in a clear and firm voice. “I am not entirely human. There is paranormal blood in my veins.” 
 
    Lord Finn, Lord River, Lady Taylee, Lady Shay, Lady Windy, Lady Hera, and several others whose names I didn’t know, including a siren, dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. 
 
    “I intend to be a king for all species.” I stalked slowly over the surface of the ruined table to the space between Lady Berra and Lady Vivianne. Broken bits of porcelain plates and wine glasses crunched beneath my leather shoes, and I used the sound to emphasize my words. “But do not mistake my good graces for weakness. Betrayal, treachery, murder… I will not tolerate violence such as this in my kingdom.” 
 
    Lady Vivianne stared at me with bitter cold anger in her dark gray eyes as she stood up and brushed off her dress. 
 
    On my other side, Lady Berra stood as well, and she held her chin high as she avoided looking at me. 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned,” I said, and I took a glance at Gerald to confirm my words. “Lady Vivianne and Lady Berra have both just confessed to conspiring to kill their king.” 
 
    Gerald looked right at me and lifted his right eyebrow. True. 
 
    I looked back at the stubborn looks on the two ladies’ faces. 
 
    “Do you deny it?” I demanded. 
 
    They were both silent, and I could see they were prepared to accept whatever fate I would deal them. 
 
    “Have you nothing to say for yourselves?” I asked as I moved my hands behind my back, and I shaped my right hand into the signal for Kage. 
 
    Lady Berra pressed her lips into a thin line and said nothing. 
 
    Lady Vivianne’s face burned hot with rage, and she growled something out between her clenched teeth. 
 
    “What was that, Lady Vivianne?” I asked as I felt Kage and Ena press the hard handle of a heavy weapon into my right hand. “Loud enough for everyone to hear, please.” 
 
    “I regret nothing,” Lady Vivianne spat the words at me. “Even if you can wield magic, you are beneath even the lowest of species of the Eternal Realm. Even the gnomes are above you! No human will ever have the right–” 
 
    I didn’t let her finish her bigotry-fueled tirade. I swung the heavy-bladed weapon around my body and clear through her slender throat mid-sentence. 
 
    The long, curved blade looked vaguely Egyptian, and it reminded me of the swords the Medjai used in The Mummy movies. Its curved blade sliced cleanly through Lady Vivianne’s neck, and before her lips even finished moving, I swung around and removed Lady Berra’s head from her shoulders, too. 
 
    The kills were quick and, I hoped, painless, but the aftermath was like something out of a Rob Zombie movie. Their heads rolled off their shoulders and plopped unceremoniously to the floor as blood poured in rivers down their gowns. More horrified gasps, at least two screams of shock, and the sound of one person retching added to the sloshing of blood and their bodies collapsing to the floor. 
 
    But a cold and detached focus kept my mind zeroed in on the scene in front of me, and every one of my muscles was locked in place until Poppy came up beside me and wrapped her fingers around my wrist. 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy whispered, and her voice finally broke through the shock of what I’d had to do. 
 
    I blinked three times before I was finally able to tear my eyes away from the two corpses of the women I’d killed. In the logical and analytical parts of my brain, I knew I’d done what I had to, but there was a sour taste in my mouth. Hopefully I’d made it crystal fucking clear to those in attendance that I would have a zero tolerance policy on treacherous actions. 
 
    I finally looked up at the faces of my guests, and I found a wide array of shock among them. 
 
    Lord Finn and Lady Helena both looked as impressed as they did surprised. Lord Alan’s stony expression was impossible to read, and the remaining harpies and vampires stared at me with quiet disgust. None of them made a move to defend their fellow representatives or their actions, but I could tell they didn’t like my choice of punishment. 
 
    The cyclopes, gnomes, dryads, merfolk, faes, and gorgons still bowed respectfully on their knees, and I knew I wouldn’t be getting any trouble from them. Not that any of them had been of concern to me before. 
 
    But the shiny green eyes of a young-looking male vampire at the far end of the table gave me a brief feeling of foreboding until he averted his eyes from the whole scene. He didn’t make a move to leave the room, but the stubborn set of his chin as he slowly got down on his knees told me I hadn’t made a new friend in him tonight. 
 
    “Thank you for your patience…” I said in a surprisingly steady voice, “during this troubling matter. Feel free to send me the bills for your dry cleaning.” 
 
    Nobody moved except for the slightly nervous twitching of their eyes as they looked at one another to see who would get up and leave first. 
 
    “The party’s over,” Rune announced in a firm voice a second later. “You all may leave.”
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    Chapter 19 
 
    Firo, Cove, and Rune began to escort the representatives out of the dining hall as Ena and Kage silently gathered up the headless bodies of Lady Berra and Lady Vivianne. 
 
    Nyxx and Poppy lingered by my side, and the shadow nymph gently pried the curved sword from my iron-tight fist. 
 
    “Well done, your majesty,” Nyxx whispered so only Poppy and I could hear, and the sword disappeared inside her shadowy form. “A true show of strength. Your actions were very impressive.” 
 
    It was hard to tell for sure between her featureless face and the chaos in my head, but it sounded like Nyxx was smirking at me. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Lady Helena murmured cautiously from where she lingered behind the rest of the departing guests. 
 
    “Yes, Lady Helena?” I sighed and forced myself to turn away from the pool of blood that was surely staining the fine hardwood floors of the dining hall. 
 
    “I just wanted to explain why I didn’t come to you sooner…” Lady Helena said, and she wiped a fleck of blood from her cheek. 
 
    “I’m sure you had your reasons,” I said. “And I’m just grateful you spoke up tonight. What you shared helped to uncover the truth.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help,” Lady Helena said, and her eyebrows knitted together. “But I would still like to explain myself. Please.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said. “Let’s go speak in my office.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lady Helena murmured. 
 
    I turned to Poppy and gave her hand a firm squeeze. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Poppy nodded, but she was a bit shaky. 
 
    “Go up to my room.” I stroked my thumb affectionately over her cheek. “I’ll come straight up after I speak with Lady Helena. Alright?” 
 
    “Okay,” Poppy breathed, and she looked into my eyes with a lingering panic. “I was so worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” I promised her. “Go upstairs, and we’ll talk about it in a few minutes.” 
 
    Poppy nodded, and she disappeared from my sight as I turned to Cove. 
 
    “Everyone has been escorted outside, your majesty,” Cove said, and he looked at the tawny-feathered harpy beside me. “Shall I see you to the door, Lady Helena?” 
 
    “I’ll see Lady Helena out myself, Cove,” I said, and I gestured around the room to encompass the bloody mess. “Thank you. Please, take care of whatever business this requires.” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty.” Cove nodded. “We will handle everything.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said to the blue-haired fae, and then I offered my arm politely to the beautiful harpy. 
 
    I led Lady Helena silently to my office, and after the door was closed behind us, I perched on the edge of my desk while she began to pace the room. 
 
    “Lady Helena,” I began with a tired voice. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m rather tired tonight…” 
 
    “I didn’t bring the information to you right away because I feared I would be dragged into the implications myself,” Lady Helena said in a rush of air. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said as I rubbed at my temples. The night was starting to wear on me, and all I wanted was to go up and relax in Poppy’s presence. 
 
    “Lady Berra is… was, my cousin,” Lady Helena admitted, and she suddenly looked ashamed. “I know you don’t understand all the nuances of our world yet, your majesty, but family ties are often held above all else.” 
 
    “Lady Berra was your cousin?” I asked, and I realized there was a slight resemblance in the curve of their mouths and the lines of their noses. 
 
    “Yes, but I have renounced the opinions of my family, your majesty,” Lady Helena insisted. “I have disagreed with their long-held beliefs that harpies are a superior species to others, and I have worked to distance myself from them as much as possible.” 
 
    “That must have been hard for you,” I said as I started to get a better picture of Lady Helena. 
 
    I couldn’t personally understand what it must be like to cut out toxic family members, but I knew Robin had put a lot of distance between himself and his parents. They’d never agreed with his line of work, or his refusal to remain a member of their church, and it had broken his heart to have to put up so many boundaries. 
 
    Lady Helena looked at me with a completely baffled expression as she tried to process my acceptance of her situation. 
 
    “You’re not very angry with me, your majesty?” Lady Helena asked in a child-like voice. 
 
    “For what?” I asked. “Bringing forward information that led to uncovering the people who were responsible for trying to have me killed? Coming from a family of people with superiority complexes? Change is incredibly hard, Lady Helena. I’m not about to punish someone for trying to do what’s right, even if they stumble along the way.” 
 
    I shrugged because I didn’t know how else to explain it. 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” Lady Helena said, and her caramel eyes burned with intense gratitude and amazement. “You will be a good king. One, I am sure, who will be remembered fondly for millennia.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I murmured, and I realized there were tiny flecks of green in the harpy’s eyes. “I’m going to need help from you, and other representatives like you to do it, though.” 
 
    “I will do everything within my power to assist you, your majesty,” Lady Helena said, and I was pleased to hear the sultry tone return to her voice. “I have some more information regarding potential issues in Greece that you may find useful, but I believe it can wait until another day. I’m certain you’ve had a very long night and wish to get some sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” I smirked as I looked over her curves and spotted several more bloodstains on her dress. “Oh, and thank you for protecting Poppy, I saw you pull her away.” 
 
    “I just acted on instinct, your majesty,” Lady Helena said dismissively. “I can see Poppy is important to you, therefore she is important to me, as well.” 
 
    “I really appreciate that.” I smiled. “She’s been nervous about how people would react to… us.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad to see you’ve found good companionship, your majesty,” Lady Helena said with a forced smile on her face and a touch of sadness in her caramel eyes. “It’s not very common for the king to choose an advisor as one of his wives, and I think she will suit you well.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “My wives. I just heard about that today, actually.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lady Helena breathed, and her eyes went wide with surprise. “It’s so common for us in the Eternal Realm… What do you think of the idea… if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” I said. “It’s interesting. I hadn’t really thought about marriage before. I’d never met anyone who seemed right…” 
 
    My words trailed off as I pictured Poppy in a white gown walking down a flower-laden aisle to marry me. Then Lady Helena appeared in the mental image, too, and I nearly choked on the thought. 
 
    “I’m sure you will find many women who would be eager to become your brides, your majesty,” Lady Helena murmured, and something about the tilt at the corners of her lips made me think she would place herself among those ranks. 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes…” her eyes bored into mine. “I can think of one in particular who is very interested…” 
 
    The air grew dense and electric between us as I realized Lady Helena was standing close enough that I could have pulled her right into my arms. As desirable as the idea was, I didn’t have it in me to puzzle out the implications of that tonight, so I cleared my throat and stepped back. 
 
    “Perhaps we can discuss that later?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, your majesty.” She bowed her head. “I apologize for being a bit forward.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’m sure you’re longing to get back home and relax.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “I don’t want to keep you. Let’s have dinner soon. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds very pleasant,” Lady Helena smiled and dipped into a slight curtsy as her eyes dimmed with what looked like disappointment. “Thank you for your time, your majesty. I will see myself out.” 
 
    “Good night,” I murmured. 
 
    The sexy harpy glanced over her shoulder at me before her face was hidden behind her tawny wings, and she left the office. 
 
    “Someone, make sure she gets home safely,” I muttered to the room that appeared empty. 
 
    The dark face of a shadow nymph appeared long enough to nod at my orders, and relief came over me as I knew Lady Helena would be well protected on her walk back to her home. 
 
    I sighed heavily and rubbed my hands over my face for a moment before I shrugged my jacket off and threw it over my arm. Then the image of Poppy laying naked and waiting for me in my bed pushed away every other thought, and all I could think about was drowning myself in her body. 
 
    My long, hungry strides ate up the hallways and stairs, and I found myself in my room a moment later. 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy breathed with relief when I entered the room. 
 
    She’d practically worn a rut in the thick carpet as she paced back and forth, and I could see the path of her worrying. Poppy’s wings drooped as she rushed into my open arms. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Poppy’s voice was muffled against my shirt. 
 
    “I’m not hurt,” I sighed as I tossed my jacket aside. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Poppy said as she pulled back enough to look at me. “I’m quite certain you’ve never had to kill anyone before. Are you okay?” 
 
    The clear concern in her tone for my mental state touched me more than I would’ve expected, and I brushed my hand affectionately down the length of her hair. 
 
    “I think so,” I finally muttered. “It had to be done. As far as I’m concerned, it was self-defense. They wouldn’t have stopped, and if I’d been lenient with them, others might have gotten the idea that it’s okay to try and fuck with me. I needed to set an example for the entire Eternal Realm.” 
 
    “I completely agree,” Poppy said, and her eyes brimmed with unshed tears. “You did the right thing, and I’m really proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I sighed. 
 
    “And you’re right,” Poppy said with an almost urgent tone of voice, and she gazed up at me so passionately I had no choice but to listen. “You executed your power directly and with precision. In a similar situation, King Vairn would have slaughtered everyone in the room, regardless of whether they were involved or not. 
 
    “Asshole,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “Even worse,” Poppy continued. “He would have continued on a rampage that would have sent ripples throughout the entire world. His rage, once ignited, was nearly impossible to quench. He was always either too lenient or far too harsh in his judgment and punishments. I think you’ve made it very clear to every representative who was present tonight exactly where you draw the line in the sand. Any of the others would be a fool to try and cross you now, but they will see that you don’t hold bias, because you let the other harpies and vampires live.” 
 
    My body was partly still in shock at what I’d done, but I knew Poppy was speaking the truth. Her words ran through my mind and soothed away the tension like a healing balm. 
 
    “You did what needed to be done, your majesty,” Poppy murmured, and she reached up to lift the heavy crown from my head. Then she walked over and placed it on the table before she came back to me and stroked her fingers soothingly through my hair. “And I’m afraid this won’t be the last difficult task you will face during your time as king. But you handled it with precision, justice, and care for the greater good.” 
 
    “I know you’re right,” I muttered, and I leaned forward to bury my face against her shoulder. “But it sure doesn’t feel great at the moment.” 
 
    “Maybe I can help take your mind off of it for now,” Poppy said, and her voice slipped into a sultry whisper. “I think you’ve earned yourself some kingly worship.” 
 
    “Worship, huh?” I chuckled. 
 
    My breath caught in my throat as she stepped back and raised her hands up to unhook the strap of her halter dress. The silvery-black fabric sagged open to reveal the delicious curves of her breasts as she slid the side zipper down, and then the whole dress dropped to the floor in a whoosh of smooth fabric. 
 
    All thoughts of what had occurred in the dining hall slipped right out of my head, and all that was left was Poppy’s creamy smooth skin and that burning passion in her eyes. 
 
    “God, your fucking gorgeous,” I muttered, and my body’s reaction was swift and fierce. 
 
    “You’ve had to perform the hardest parts of ruling tonight,” Poppy purred as she stepped up against me. “Now, I’m going to show you the best rewards of being king.” 
 
    “Mmm, I like the sound of that,” I murmured. 
 
    “Why don’t you lay down and relax?” Poppy suggested as she gently guided me around until the mattress bumped up against the backs of my thighs. “And let me take care of you.” 
 
    “Aaaahh,” I sighed and gave in to Poppy’s tender hands. 
 
    She made quick work of removing my shirt, and a moment later, she pulled the leather strap of my belt swiftly through the loops. Her nimble fingers brushed teasingly against my lower abdomen as she unhooked the front of my suit pants and pulled them down my legs. Then my rock hard cock sprang excitedly out of my boxers, and Poppy licked her lips with anticipation. 
 
    “Lay back,” Poppy murmured, and she pushed firmly on the fronts of my hips. 
 
    I fell back on the mattress and folded my arms behind my head so I didn’t lose all sight of my sexy lover. 
 
    Poppy’s purple eyes were hazy with desire as she positioned herself between my bent knees. She folded forward at the waist so her heavy tits swayed as she wrapped her fingers around my member. 
 
    “Uuuuhhh,” I moaned low in my throat at the soft pressure of her hands. 
 
    An aching need to bury myself inside her nearly consumed me as my eyes rolled back in my head, and I fought against the sudden tsunami of desire. I locked my hips in place to keep myself from scooping her right up and losing myself in her heat without another thought. If Poppy wanted to torture me with some intense pleasure, who was I to deny her that? 
 
    “Fuuuuck,” I gasped when Poppy’s hot lips wrapped around the head of my dick. 
 
    She teased me for a moment, and she sucked gently on just my tip until I thought I’d go crazy from the sensation of not enough. Finally, while I danced along the edge of insanity, Poppy sank her head down on my lap and took my entire cock into her hot mouth. 
 
    “Uuuuuhhhh, yeeeees,” I groaned at the slippery heat of her tongue. 
 
    Then she pulled back and sucked gently on my tip before she sank back down once more with her lips tight around my shaft. Hot molten gold pooled low in my gut as Poppy moved her mouth up and down on my cock slowly and torturously. Every one of my nerves started to tighten with the build-up of sexual pleasure, and I felt like I was going to snap into a billion shining pieces. 
 
    “Fuck, Poppy,” I gasped as she wrapped her fingers around the base of my dick and squeezed. “Fuck, I’m gonna cum!” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed with my shaft deep in her throat, and the vibrations of her vocal cords sent me tumbling into the abyss. 
 
    The pool of gold at the base of my spine exploded into a galaxy of burning-hot stars that flashed behind my eyelids, and the orgasmic bliss shuddered forcefully along my limbs as I pumped my hot seed onto her tongue. 
 
    “Fuuuuuck, Popppppy,” I groaned through clenched teeth as the hard orgasm crashed through my body and threatened to take my sanity with it. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy moaned as she licked up every last drop of cum from my dick and her lips. “Michael, you taste so good.” 
 
    “Christ, that felt amazing,” I breathed, but I wasn’t done. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked down at Poppy’s hungry face, and my erection returned with a vengeance. 
 
    “I want you so bad,” I murmured in a raspy voice as I sat up. 
 
    “I want you, too,” Poppy whispered. “I’ve never been so desperate for someone’s touch before.” 
 
    “Good,” I growled. 
 
    I got up off the bed, scooped Poppy up by her perfect ass, and turned her face-down on the bed. The more primitive parts of my brain were very present tonight, and I couldn’t deny myself the pleasure of taking Poppy from behind. I pressed firmly on the middle of her back right between her wings until she leaned forward and braced her palms on the mattress. Then I gripped her hips hard in both of my hands and sank into her dripping pussy in one hard thrust. 
 
    “Ohhhh!” Poppy gasped hard. 
 
    I didn’t give her the chance to adjust, I just started pounding her hot pussy like it was a lifeline to my survival. I thrust forward with my hips at the exact same pace I pulled her back toward me, and her gasps quickly turned into moans and cries of pleasure. 
 
    “Yeeesss!” Poppy cried out as her arms collapsed beneath her, and she rested her head right on the mattress. 
 
    The new, sharper angle of her hips let me dive even deeper into her wet tunnel, and I reached around with my right hand until I found her swollen clit right above where my cock disappeared into her heat. I rubbed the pad of my middle finger teasingly over the engorged nub and forced myself to ease up just a little bit. I’d never been accused of being a selfish lay, and I wasn’t about to get off twice before Poppy even got her first release. 
 
    The fingers of my left hand skidded lightly up and down the length of Poppy’s spine as I teased her closer to the edge, and soon she was writhing like a wild animal beneath me. 
 
    “Michaaaeeel,” Poppy mewled with frustration as she reached behind her with both hands. “I need to touch you. Pleeeaaassseee.” 
 
    The trembling of her thighs told me how close she was, so I smirked as I pulled my cock from her pussy and dragged her away from the edge of her climax. 
 
    “Eeerrrrggg,” Poppy groaned with unspent passion. 
 
    “Don’t worry, baby,” I soothed her with my words as I caressed my hands over her slick folds. “The wait will be worth it. I promise.” 
 
    Then I scooped my hands under her upper torso and lifted her off the bed until she was standing on unsteady feet. I trapped her legs between me and the edge of the mattress and slipped my cock back inside her from behind, and I held her in place with both of my arms. Her iridescent wings twitched slightly where they were pinned between us, and the tickling sensation sent another wave of fire through me. 
 
    Poppy’s arms came up over her head, and she reached back to dig her fingers through my hair as I started to set a slow and deep rhythm. 
 
    I nudged her feet a bit further apart with my foot, and I helped her stay upright with my left hand firm around her rib cage. Then I played over her tits and clit with my right hand, and I never stayed in one spot for more than a few seconds. 
 
    Poppy’s inner walls tightened and quivered around my cock, and I felt my self-control slipping through my fingers like sand in an hourglass. But I bit down hard on my resolve and slid my fingers over the slick nub of her pleasure until Poppy’s knees trembled. 
 
    “F-f-fuuuuuuck,” Poppy stuttered as she danced along the edge. 
 
    I bit down gently on the curve of her shoulder as I slid my middle finger back and forth over her clit, and that was it. She soared over the cliff and crashed into a trembling mess of juicy pleasure. Poppy’s slick folds dripped with her orgasm, and she went limp in my arms as the ecstasy crashed through her in back-to-back waves. 
 
    I pumped my cock inside her rippling pussy twice more before the lightning exploded behind my eyes, and then I followed her into the abyss. 
 
    “Goddamn,” I groaned through gritted teeth, and my muscles locked in place as my orgasm pounded in my eardrums. 
 
    The sweet hotness licked along each of my nerve endings as the tongue-numbing pleasure ripped through me, and I pumped my hot cum deep inside Poppy until it spilled down her inner thighs in pearly streams. 
 
    “Michael,” Poppy breathed, and she slid her fingers up into my hair. 
 
    “Mmmm,” I hummed and bit down on the four words that were suddenly trying to force their way between my lips. 
 
    Instead, I scooped Poppy up and crawled onto the bed with her in my arms. I nestled her in my arms so her wings would lay out comfortably beneath her, and I stroked my hands through her teal hair. 
 
    “I’ve never felt like this before,” Poppy murmured. 
 
    “Neither have I,” I admitted, and the question in my chest started to come out whether I was ready for it or not. “Poppy?” 
 
    “Mmm?” my teal-haired fae mumbled. 
 
    “Marry me?” I asked in a rush of air as my heart clenched with nervous hope. “Please?” 
 
    Poppy lifted her head up and stared at me with total shock and disbelief in her purple eyes. 
 
    “What?” she whispered. 
 
    “I want you,” I said. “And if part of my duty is to marry someone of every species to bring peace, I want to start with someone I feel this way about.” 
 
    Poppy’s eyes shone with sudden tears, and she bit down on her bottom lip. 
 
    “Well?” I asked, and even I could hear the desperate hope in my voice. “Will you?” 
 
    Poppy’s face lit up with joy, and she smiled as she leaned down to plant a dozen kisses on my face. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes!” Poppy giggled. 
 
    “I’m sorry I don’t have a ring,” I laughed. “We’ll get you something tomorrow. Whatever you want.” 
 
    “I just want to feel like this for as long as I can,” Poppy murmured, and she nuzzled herself against my chest. 
 
    “It would be my pleasure to make that happen,” I whispered as she settled in my arms. “For both of us.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Poppy hummed sleepily, and soon her breathing evened out. 
 
    I laid awake for a while as the enormous changes to my life over the last week played through my mind like a feature-length blockbuster. I was still in shock most of the time that this was all real. 
 
    I was King of the Eternal Realm, with more money than I could ever hope to spend in my entire life, magical powers that were unparalleled by anything I’d seen so far, and a gorgeous fae in my arms. It was all so crazy and amazing, and now we were engaged, too? 
 
    I shook my head as I watched Poppy sleep for a while. Then my thoughts started to turn to the business ahead of me. 
 
    I knew my actions tonight were going to further divide my loyal followers from those who were less accepting of my rule, and I’d be surprised if things went smoothly from here on out. I expected a lot of chaos and discord for a while until everyone in the Eternal Realm got used to the idea that I was sticking around.  
 
    Lady Helena had mentioned some more useful information she had to share about things in Greece, too, and I wondered if it would require some travel to the area. I could go for a little diplomatic mission to that exotic part of the world, especially if the gorgeous harpy was there to show me around. 
 
    I began to doze off as these thoughts spiraled through my mind, but there was a smile on my face, my delicious lover and fiancée was in my arms, and I was excited for whatever challenges lay ahead of me. 
 
    Sure, it pissed me off that there were some who thought I could be ousted so easily simply because I was mostly human. But if they wanted to learn things the hard way, I was looking forward to giving them a much-needed lesson. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1
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    Katie Roberts: Human Michael’s closest-in-age sister. Medium brown hair. Hazel eyes. Kindergarten teacher. 
 
    King Roman: Dryad Former King of the Eternal Realm. 
 
    King Vairn: Vampire Former King of the Eternal Realm before Michael’s reign.  
 
    Kol: Witch Royal finance manager. Gray comb-over. Steely gray eyes. 
 
    Lady Berra: Harpy 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 Shay: Gnome Representative of the New England gnomes. Thick auburn hair. Golden-brown eyes. Three feet tall. 
 
    Lady Taylee: Dryad Representative of the North Carolina dryads. Green leaves. Brown eyes. White and pink magnolia blossoms. 
 
    Lady Vivianne: Vampire 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 Finn: Merfolk Representative of the Atlantic Ocean merfolk. Shoulder length, ice-blue hair. Deep blue eyes. 
 
    Lord River: High fae Representative of the European fae. Silver hair. Green eyes. No wings. 
 
    Lord Virgil: Dryad Representative of the Canadian dryads. Dark green, mossy hair. Light-brown eyes. Thick and broad like a redwood. 
 
    Margot & Shannon: Human Friends of Michael’s sister Katie. 
 
    Matis: High fae Valet triplet. Bright pink hair. Silver eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Michael Ayers: Human King of the Eternal Realm. Short black hair. Bright blue eyes. 
 
    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. 
 
    Poppy: High fae Advisor to the king. Teal hair. Purple eyes. Iridescent Tinkerbell wings. Possesses the power to create protective shields and mind enchantments. 
 
    Robin Fletcher: Human Michael’s best friend. Digital artist for video games. Shaggy brown hair. Gray-blue eyes. 
 
    Rune: High fae Advisor to the king. Thick golden hair. Teal eyes. Bumblebee wings. 
 
    Samantha Ayers: Human Michael’s third-oldest sister. Short, dark brown hair. Blue eyes. Accountant. 
 
    Sunny: High fae Valet triplet. Sunflower-yellow hair. Green eyes. Dragonfly wings. 
 
    Thistle: Dryad Royal gardener. Green leaves with orange blossoms. Brown eyes. Green skin. 
 
    Tristan: Cyclops Royal butler. Bald. One brown eye. Seven feet tall. 
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    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Lottery King! I’ll start working on book 2 as soon as this one hits 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2022 by Eric Vall 
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