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      To ‘B’, for more reasons than could ever be written in words. You are destined for great things. I love you infinity plus one.
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        “Michelle M. Pillow has created a fantastic series overflowing with magic and a plot so thick I found myself rereading different chapters to make sure I hadn’t missed a thing. Lovers of Ms.Pillow’s work will enjoy her latest book as it is enchanting and full of everything needed to keep you coming back for more.”

        Fallen Angels Reviews
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        “Twists abound in Pillow’s third Realm Immortal tale, which boasts drama, intrigue and unique characters.”

        Romantic Times Magazine
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        5 Stars!

        “Ms. Pillow approaches the magical realm from a refreshingly new angle. Magic and myth are enhanced by mystery and romance with a topping of hot and steamy topping. I hope this book is not the last of the Realm Immortal as I’d love to read more.”

        LASR
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        5 Stars!

        “Deep and mature characters. Intense romance. Interesting plot. I absolutely love dark protagonists and Michelle M. Pillow totaly delivered. Very complex characters with believable emotions.”

        Grin, Goodreads
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        5 Stars!

        “A fast paced story with lots of twists to keep you guessing. Michelle Pillow does an amazing job with this final part to the series. What a find this author is to me! I highly recommend each of the three stories within the series, none of them will disappoint!”

        Karen, Goodreads
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        To gain the only thing he truly wants, he’ll have to risk everything.

      

        

      
        A high fantasy paranormal romance by NYT Award Winning Author Michelle M. Pillow

      

      

      Juliana, newly appointed Queen of the Unblessed, has realized there is a bit more to her position than she first thought. Sure, it has its perks: a sinfully sexy husband who is also a king, growing powers, and a magical life that’s never boring, but the drawbacks are considerable. To save her kingdom from war, Juliana accepts assistance from a witch. But when her reality turns upside down, she realizes she’s been betrayed.

      For a brief time, Merrick knew happiness, as much happiness as the king of necessary evil could ever feel. Juliana has become the light in his darkness. Though he can never tell his wife he loves her—or risk upsetting the balance of both the mortal and immortal realms—the words are understood between them. Or so he thought. When she falls prey to a wayward spell, becoming encased in stone, he knows he’ll have to risk everything to gain the only thing he truly wants.
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      King Merrick of the Unblessed

      High King of the Kingdom of Valdis, Ruler of the Necessary Evil. He lives in the Black Palace. Having kidnapped the mortal ward of his estranged brother, King Ean of the Blessed, Merrick later made Lady Juliana of Bellemare his queen. Though he cares for her, he can never say it. To do so would make his position as ruler vulnerable.

      Queen Juliana of the Unblessed

      From the mortal noble family of Bellemare, Juliana always dreamed of magic. But, until Merrick kidnapped her, she never realized it truly existed. Now, as Queen of Necessary Evil, she is trying to cope with the fact her new powers are derived from the misery of others.

      Lord Kalen, Unblessed Noble

      Dark elfin lord cursed with psychic abilities. He is empathic and clairvoyant. Leader of the fearsome Berserkers, an elite unblessed army, he’d rather bury his sword than feel the emotions of others. Often driven by the need to feel nothing at all, he prefers the cold-hearted in his bed.

      King Lucien of the Damned

      High King of the Kingdom of Hades, Demon Ruler of Pure Evil. Living in the Fire Palace, he enjoys watching the suffering of others whether immortal or mortal. He is always plotting his evil deeds and has the patience to see them come to life. The only one who can shake his control is the nymph, Mia, who he keeps as his lover and slave—though he would never let her know that. To punish her, he currently has Mia locked in the bowels of his palace, looked after by the child soothsayer, Anja, who is pure evil.

      Mia

      A nymph who traded her soul to King Lucien, only to discover too late that he allowed her to keep half of it so she could still feel emotions and pleasure. But with her half-soul comes a misery and suffering she cannot escape. Lucien keeps her locked, and often chained, in his palace home. She is now the Damned King’s mistress, fighting to do good where she can though darkness is pulling her into its depths.

      King Ean of the Blessed

      High King of the Kingdom of Tegwen, Ruler of all that is good. Brother to Merrick, Ean lives in the Silver Palace. He is the youngest of four princes and only came to rule after the oldest, Merrick, took the Unblessed throne and the two others—Ladon and Wolfe—were presumed dead. It was learned Ladon and Wolfe were merely prisoners to the Damned King and though Ladon is free, Ean is obsessed with freeing Wolfe. He does not know what will come of his rule once his older brothers are recovered from their ordeal.

      Prince Ladon of the Blessed

      Brother to Merrick and Ean who spent nearly fifty years in the Damned King’s prison until rescued by William the Wizard. Currently disguised by magic as the Earl of Bellemare living in the Mortal Realm.

      Prince Wolfe of the Blessed

      Brother to Merrick and Ean who spent nearly fifty years in the Damned King’s prison, where he currently resides.

      Hugh, Earl of Bellemare, faery king

      Oldest of the Bellemare family, Hugh was bitten by demons known as the living dead and is unable to return to the Mortal Realm. He misses his beloved Bellemare, but can only watch it from afar. He is married to the faery queen Tania.

      Queen Tania of the faeries

      Lesser Queen of the faery Kingdom of Feia who lives in the Silver Palace. Flighty and often innocent to the true horrors of life and death, being as she is immortal, she doesn’t always grasp what is happening.

      Sir Thomas of Bellemare

      Mortal brother still living at Bellemare, helping Prince Ladon stay disguised as his brother the Earl. The playful nature of the knight who could charm any lady to his bed is slowly fading into an unhappy, troubled man weighed by responsibility.

      William the Wizard

      The youngest of the Bellemare family, William is apprenticing to be a wizard. He cast a spell over himself, as all wizards do, to give himself bravery in the face of battle. Though, not sure that it took, he cast it three times. It takes a lot to get him worried, much to the frustration of his brothers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          PROLOGUE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Black Palace of the Unblessed, Kingdom of Valdis, 1406 AD

      

      

      Human by birth, immortal ruler by what the magical creatures called fate, Queen Juliana was new to the magical world she lived in. Her husband, King Merrick of the Unblessed, was the dark elfin ruler of the Kingdom of Valdis. He was one of the three High Kings of the immortal realm. Not pure evil like King Lucien of the Damned, with his demon-filled Kingdom of Hades. But neither was Merrick good like his estranged brother, King Ean of the Blessed. Ean ruled the Kingdom of Tegwen, a throne destined to be Merrick’s by birthright, if not for fate’s intervention giving him to the Unblessed. Juliana often wondered how different their lives would be now, had Ean been cursed and her husband named ruler of all that was light.

      However, there was no use dwelling on what could not be. Merrick’s kingdom, his very life, was a balance. Not blessed, not evil, he was merely a necessity. In the past, darker creatures had ruled as the Unblessed King, and their souls did not suffer as Merrick’s did. Being born a supreme being of the blessed, he knew what it was like to be filled with goodness and light. Now, he drew his powers from the necessary evils of the world. He was fall, winter, death to the land. When he walked through the Immortal Realm, his presence sucked the life from the world around him. Flowers wilted, grasses died, the air became cold, and the sun was hidden in silver moonlight.

      Because Merrick was necessary, and yet tainted by that very necessity, he existed on a small ledge between good and evil—between aligning himself with Tegwen and joining Hades, between the blessed and the damned. Juliana knew all this when she made the decision to stay eternally by his side. She became his balance, what made his reign bearable. And with her, Merrick became as good as any Unblessed King could be.

      Queen Juliana chose her husband out of love because she understood how important he was. Without him, there was no good, no happiness or joy. He was as essential as light and spring. And Juliana stood by her choice, even as her magical abilities grew, as the flowers started to wilt before her, as moonlight replaced the sun, as she felt death and cold in the very power that gave her life.

      A great power it was, fed by the war between the blessed and unblessed that started with her coming to the Immortal Realm. Not only a war between kingdoms, it was a war fought between the two brothers—Merrick and Ean. Surprisingly, King Lucien stayed in his Fire Palace, not involving himself, for one war suited his nature as well as any other, and he enjoyed watching two brothers fight. Though Juliana was not the true cause of the war, the fact that Merrick had kidnapped her was excuse enough for the two kings to raise arms. She had been a blessed ward of King Ean at the time.

      At first, Merrick explained to her that war was just as necessary as peace. Unlike mortal struggles fought to free the enslaved, to protect the borders of a homeland, or for other such noble causes, the war now raging through the Immortal Realm was ultimately started because of one reason. It was deemed necessary, a cycle of life. Peace had its turn and now so should war. And, hate it as she did, she told herself she would dream of a day when peace could again have its turn. If she just waited patiently, the war would end.

      That was before her power grew, before she felt each death the war brought as sure as her own heartbeat. Like her husband’s existence, her body began to feed on the destruction of earth, the bitter cold that balanced the warm light of the blessed. When she married her husband, she took his burden upon herself, knowing in her heart he was never meant to bear the yoke of his reign alone.

      But how could she know the full truth of such responsibility? It ran much deeper than merely ruling a kingdom of goblins, trolls, dark elves, and other unblessed creatures. It was more than the mischief of the tommyknockers leading miners astray, of naughty leprechauns spreading bad luck, of the occasional blizzard that ruined crops and made food scarce. She’d inherited the unblessed darkness, the infected power that ran through her husband’s blood, as much a part of him as his long blond hair or his possessive brown-black eyes. His power gave her power, and the magic was linked to the very breath of their lives. They were joined eternally, and each day she felt the depressive weight pulling her into its inky depths.

      Without him, the immortal world would not rest. Without him, good would not be. She’d known this when she’d married him, but she had not understood, not really. How could she? Juliana was born into the blessed mortal family of Bellemare, a noble family that personified all that was good and pure in the human world and who openly showed their love and affection. Merrick could not even say the three simple words, I love you. To do so weakened his powers and in turn weakened her and the unborn child she carried. So he kept his heart hidden from all, except when they were alone. Then she could see it in his expression, feel it in his touch, but the words I love you were never said.

      Like a dream echoing from the past, the naive words she had said when she decided to stay with him forever filtered through her mind.

      “So long as we have each other, we will be fine. No burden is too great. Together we can get through anything. I love you. Nothing can change that.”

      And he had answered her with a trace of melancholy in his tone, “May you always feel that way.”

      Had Merrick known even then, as he brought her into his fold, that she would waver in her determination? Could he have guessed it would be only a few short months, not even the beginning years of an eternity? It was possible he understood, for he’d once been blessed just as she was, more so as heir to the Tegwen throne, destined to become King of the Blessed. Goodness and happiness would have been his domain. But his destiny changed, and all that was blessed had become a distant memory. In time, it would be the same for her, and that terrified her. She didn’t want to forget what it felt like to be blessed.

      Yet, considering it all, she loved him still.
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      “Why did you fight the old king?” Juliana combed her fingers through the long length of Merrick’s hair, pushing it back from his forehead as he knelt before her. Behind her, the tapestries along the black stone walls fluttered with her question, changing from crimson to black. She felt the change but did not see it. They were alone in their bedchamber, and none of their subjects would dare enter unless summonsed. In the fireplace, the orange flames dimmed, turning blue.

      Everything in the Black Palace was connected to them, magically changing with their moods. Sometimes decorating became a small power struggle, but the castle bent to the will of whoever felt stronger emotions. Then again, Juliana was sure Merrick sometimes just let her have her way. According to him, the castle wasn’t built but simply was because he was, changing and shifting as soon as he ascended the throne, replacing the old king’s palace.

      Merrick’s hands lay on her swollen stomach, and she felt tingling beneath the warm, steady palms. The sensation was more than just heat radiating from his body. Right now, his magic was inside her, his mind focused on the unborn child she carried as if holding it.

      “Why did you fight the old Unblessed King?” she repeated, though she knew he’d heard her the first time.

      “Is that what you’re thinking so heavily about? My coronation?” She easily heard the gentle tone of his voice in the quiet bedchamber. He didn’t move, didn’t open his eyes. “I told you about that.”

      “I know it was a long time ago. You told me by killing the old king, you took his place. I know the how of it, but you never said why you fought him.” She touched his cheek, turning his face up so she could look into his brown-black eyes as they opened. His concentration on her stomach slipped, and the tingling lessened. Leather strands wound over his hair, weaving down the length from his temples to just above his waist, and she traced the coiling absently with her gaze. Juliana didn’t know why she asked him when she’d never pushed for an answer before. Somehow, today of all days, it seemed important that she understand. “If there must always be an Unblessed King, why bother killing one only to replace him? Were you tricked? Did he do something to you? Was it an accident?”

      “Accident?” he whispered. She felt his slight amusement at the very thought. “How can one accidentally kill a king? It’s a difficult feat.”

      For a moment, Merrick didn’t move as he studied her face. Though he was a light elf by birth, he adopted the dark elves’ manner of dress. Snug black breeches hugged his calves, hidden beneath the high boots that laced up the sides. His ash-gray undertunic molded to him like a second skin, the collar upturned. Over it, he wore a sleeveless black tunic threaded with fine silver embroidery, the pattern an ancient, beautiful language. Delicate chains held the front together. The links were tiny dragons, teeth to tail, with a larger dragon medallion in the middle.

      When she first came, he tried to give her the more provocative outfits to match his own, but she wasn’t comfortable in tight clothes that exposed more flesh than they hid—at least out of their bedchamber. As she thought of it, the high-waisted, conservative gown she wore melted. The burgundy faded to black, growing tight as the square neckline moved down to expose cleavage, even as the bodice tightened and pushed her breasts up. The material of her full skirt ripped along the side, hugging her pregnant belly.

      An inner light gleamed in his eyes. “You use seduction to make me speak?”

      Juliana gave him a slow smile. Her heart skipped erratically, thumping hard in her chest. He’d always had such an effect on her. From the very beginning, when she wrongly thought he’d killed everything she held dear, she couldn’t resist him.

      “Your power grows. I see it in your darkening eyes.” He hummed lightly in thought. “The blue in them looks as stunning as the darkest night sky.”

      “I sometimes do not recognize myself.” Juliana turned toward their bedchamber mirror. The tall piece of polished metal was clearer than anything she’d seen in the Mortal Realm. The elfin gown, the dark kohl lining her eyes, the winding markings drawn around her right arm from wrist to shoulder, they were all still foreign to her. But it was more than just her clothing. Her eyes had darkened, as had her long brown locks. Over the months, they’d lost some of their sun-bleached highlights.

      “It was my battle to wage as the heir to the blessed throne. The old Unblessed King embraced the death his reign brought, so much so that he joined with King Lucien. Together, they enslaved wizards, hags, crones, anyone powerful they could find.” Merrick again closed his eyes, nuzzling his face against her. “I don’t wish to talk about this in front of my son.”

      Juliana laughed. Everyone was convinced the child was a boy. Perhaps they were right. Because of Merrick’s unblessed nature, the child shouldn’t have been conceived. However, Juliana had learned that things were never what they seemed in the Immortal Realm.

      “He rests now,” Juliana assured him. “Please tell me.”

      “Lose the clothes first.” Merrick let his power surge over her, willing her clothing to drip off her body in a warm liquid puddle around her feet. She resisted, keeping them on. “Your powers are stronger.”

      “Lord Kalen visits. There is no time for that.” She patted his head, stroking back his hair.

      “Let him wait.”

      She chuckled. “Will his Berserkers be with him?”

      “Nay, they stay on the battlefront. Ean hides his camp, but our wizards think they may have found where it is hidden. I’ve asked Kalen here alone so that he may read the baby.”

      Juliana forced a smile, one she didn’t fully feel. “Has a fortnight passed so quickly?”

      “Do not sulk, my queen. I only wish to know my son and my wife are safe.” Merrick stood before her, a fluid, graceful movement. His dark eyes studied her, and she found herself wrapping her arms around his neck to hide her face against his chest. “I do not know what would happen to me if something were to happen to you.”

      I love you too, she mouthed, only to continue aloud. “But such things cannot be made certain. You are here, and in this moment, I am safe.” His hands moved around her back, even as the press of his beginning arousal nudged her. The length of his body was familiar and comforting. She loved being in his arms, took comfort in the smell of him as she turned her face up toward his jaw. The length of his hair clung to her shoulder. “Unless there is something you keep from me?”

      Juliana suspected there was. His concern over her went deeper than the normal worries of a man for his wife and child. He feared his presence would suck the life from her, from their baby, but the only way that could happen was if she feared him. Juliana wasn’t afraid. Not of Merrick, anyway. All other fears she buried deep, resisting their pull, refusing to give in to them.

      When he didn’t answer, she said, “Tell me the rest of the story of why you fought the old king.”

      “Together with Lucien, he conjured darkness and disease. It spread over the realm until even Tegwen lost its light. First, the trees and plants choked as if burnt by the very air. Then, the immortal creatures began to sicken and die, their flesh turning black in a way that was no longer magical, in a way that should not have been. Their flesh rotted with giant sores and swelled with pus. The illness spread so fast the sick died within days of falling victim to it.”

      “Plague,” Juliana whispered.

      “Aye, they called it the black death, because the darkest magic brought it forth. The illness that had ripped through our realm leaked into the mortal one before we even knew what was happening. The old Unblessed King, knowing himself to be nearly invincible, tied the plague to his blood. When I killed him, the root of the illness ended, but it lingered in the mortal world for some time. It might linger still.”

      Juliana didn’t answer. She’d heard men of God preach about the plague, warning it would come back to punish sinners as it had before. Whole families had been wiped out, and hysteria had ruled the land. Some even said that half the world died in those long, diseased years. If the plague hadn’t ended when it had, there would’ve been no one left in the Mortal Realm.

      “You understand the why now?”

      She nodded. “Aye, I understand.”

      “What is it? Why are you still sad?”

      “You gave your blessing to save many. It seems to me that such an act should be rewarded, not punished with a life of mischief and war.”

      “Aye.” He nodded, pulling her away from him. Looking deep into her eyes, he whispered, “Methinks I have been rewarded greatly. For fate has given me you.” His hand once more slid to her stomach. “And our son. I care not what happens outside this palace, so long as you are with me.”

      Pain tried to roll through her heart, but she suppressed it. She couldn’t let Merrick feel it. “You gave up your blessing for many. I gave mine up for you. Whatever happens, know that I would not change my decision to be your queen. I love you, my king.”

      “Sweet Juliana.” He nudged her chin, trying to get her to smile. “Come to the hall with me. Let Lord Kalen read you. His presence always seems to amuse you. Or I can order Iago to set himself on fire again.”

      Juliana almost felt sorry for the goblin, until she remembered how he had tried to set her aflame one eve after she told them a tale that did not end to the goblin’s liking. She pressed her lips to Merrick’s, wanting to hold him forever, but knew he’d be suspicious if she didn’t let him go. “I’ll come in a moment. I want to write to my brothers. The trolls keep eating the missives I send them. Halton and Gorman have agreed to go this time.”

      “I could always make it easier and deliver it myself.”

      “Nay, they would not trust you.” She gave a soft laugh. “Go, Lord Kalen arrives at the gate. Greet him and make him welcome. In fact, make him drink, for he is less surly when into his cups.”

      “You would be ill-humored too, if you saw the things he sees.”

      Juliana didn’t answer. He left her, moving with infinite grace and refinement. His touch left her weak, but the absence of it unsettled her calm. Merrick opened the door, stepped out, and disappeared. All the doors in the palace were like that. For anyone else, they were simply doors, but for the king and queen, they took them wherever they wished to be within the castle walls. All they had to do was want to go somewhere, and the castle granted the desire. Juliana concentrated, sending out her senses until she detected her husband entering the great hall.

      The only place Juliana couldn’t reach in the castle was the dungeons, though she knew her husband could go there whenever he wished. She shivered, looking down. The prisons were far from where she stood. It wasn’t as if she wanted to go there. She felt the evil lurking behind barred doors, locked away for all eternity. Merrick had warned her once about rearranging anything in that part of the castle with her will—not that she’d been able to even if she wanted. At least, not until today. Merrick wasn’t wrong when he said her power grew stronger, and each time he touched the baby, her magic intensified.

      Today, her will was stronger than that of her king’s. The desperation she experienced, the almost trapped, sinking, devilish need to end the suffering of her reign terrified her. It had only been a few months by human measure, and already her determination wavered. How had Merrick lasted nearly half a century as ruler?

      “Halton, Gorman,” she said when she was alone, willing the two playful sprights to come to her. They heard her call and, as always, were right there, ready to do her bidding. Aside from their tiny stature and a slight point to their ears, the two looked like human males in bright green tunics and the miniature golden crowns they insisted on wearing to show their place as the Unblessed Queen’s sprights. “Do you have the message vial I made for my brothers?”

      She felt bad lying to Merrick about staying behind to create a message that was already done, but she needed to buy herself some time alone. Her husband would know when the sprights left the palace, but she could only hope the notion wouldn’t really take hold in his mind until it was too late for him to stop her other plans.

      “I have it,” Halton announced, his voice ten times bigger than his body. He poked a hand into his pocket, digging around.

      “Nay, I have it!” Gorman did the same.

      “Do not!” Halton jerked fervently as he dug around faster.

      “Do so,” Gorman shouted, running his hands over his messy brown hair and knocking over his crown. “Ah, see what you made me do!”

      “Ah-ha! See, here, the vial. I did have it!” Halton clutched the bright blue liquid to show her.

      “Only because you stole it from me,” Gorman grumped.

      “My lord sprights,” Juliana said, desperate to get their attention. She knelt, knowing that the inevitable fight between the two creatures was about to start. They’d literally turned arguing into an art form.

      “Ah, you see that, she made me a lord because I have the vial!” Halton boasted.

      “She was looking at me when she said it!” Gorman made a dive toward his friend. Juliana leaned forward, her face more on their level as she blocked the attack with her outstretched arm.

      “Was not!”

      “Was so!”

      “No one will be a lord unless you do what I’ve asked of you.” She kept her tone soft. They both looked up at her, their lashes fluttering over their wide blue eyes. An innocent light shone from the depths. “Please, do not argue, not now.”

      “What is happening?” Gorman asked.

      “You seem upset,” Halton continued.

      “My queen, if you are frightened, know we will fight for you.” Gorman took a step toward her as if to touch her cheek.

      “To the death, I’ll fight.” Halton pushed Gorman out of the way so he could be the first to touch her.

      Juliana sat back. “I need you to get my missive to the Bellemare spright.”

      “Rees?” Halton and Gorman said in unison.

      “Aye, Rees. Make sure he understands that he must keep it safe until he can give it to the earl in private.”

      “We know our mission, my lady queen.” Halton bowed.

      “We shall not sleep until…” Not to be outdone, Gorman did the same, continuing with a flowery speech about how he’d lay his life down for hers in combat should anything try to take the vial from him.

      “Thank you.” Juliana didn’t wait for him to finish as she stood. “Now go. Godspeed.”

      “Godspeed? What does that mean?” Halton whispered as the two of them followed her to the door.

      When she opened it, she willed the secret entrance leading toward the mountains near the palace to be on the other side. Though the two sprights were annoying, Juliana trusted them to perform this simple task. They might bluster and boast, but she had no doubt they’d expend their last breath to deliver her message to her brothers in the Mortal Realm. Juliana had to have faith that they would see their mission through to warn her brothers of King Lucien of the Damned
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