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      To my mother, a true queen who saves lives and makes the world a better place. For your strength of heart and bravery of soul. I love you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Faery Queen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It is ill-advised to incur the wrath of a faery, but it is most foolish to do so of a faery queen…

      

        

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

      

      

      At first sight, Queen Tania of the Faeries knows that Hugh, Earl of Bellemare, is her one true love. Yet a year has passed since he promised to return, and now she knows he never intended to come back. With her mood darkening and her castle tarnishing, Tania vows to teach Hugh a lesson he’ll never forget. That no human should dare deceive a faery queen. In her despair, she turns to King Lucien of the Damned, and swears a blood vow that risks the fate of all the faeries—and Hugh’s soul.

      Suspicious of the magical world, Hugh wishes he’d never discovered the truth of what was beyond the mortal realm. Noble duty consumes his time—but not his heart. He lost that to the seductive Queen Tania, who surely wanted him only as her plaything. Despite his vow to forget the teasing nymph, she haunts his every thought. When he finds himself kidnapped by the demon king and back in Tania’s arms, Hugh cannot resist her charms. But with his family’s safety at stake and the land at war, he must return to his home. Even if it means destroying Tania’s life.

      In a war-ridden land, destiny rides on the wings of a faery queen and on the will of an earl who refuses to acknowledge their love.

      

      Warning: This book contains hot sex, violence, a castle full of amorous faeries, a vengeful queen succumbing to her darker thoughts and the human she would make her plaything.
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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.

      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.

      Hugh, Earl of Bellemare

      Oldest sibling of the Bellemare family.

      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.
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          PROLOGUE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Silver Palace of the Faeries, Kingdom of Feia, Immortal Realm, 1407 AD

      

      

      It was ill-advised to incur the wrath of a faery, but it was most foolish to do so of a faery queen. And if that wrath came from a disappointed heart, then all would have to pay the price.

      Queen Tania of the Faeries felt herself slipping into the black abyss that had become her world. Her heart was broken, and each day a small piece of it fell away into darkness. Faeries were not meant for darkness. They were meant to see only pretty things, to experience good and light. Tania, by her very nature, wasn’t equipped to deal with the shadows of unpleasant emotions. She didn’t understand them.

      Many reasons were speculated to be the cause of the change in her. The most obvious was the war that raged outside the silver walls of her palace. It was a war fought between the blessed Kingdom of Tegwen and the unblessed Kingdom of Valdis, but more poignantly, it was a war fought between two brothers—unblessed King Merrick and blessed King Ean. Merrick had once been destined for the Tegwen throne, but mysterious events had brought him to rule Valdis instead. Some claimed Merrick resented his brother for taking the kingdom that should have been his and, out of spite, had stolen away one of King Ean’s blessed wards from the mortal realm. That human, Lady Juliana, was now Merrick’s queen. But she was merely an excuse, not the full reason for the war.

      Being a faery, Tania hated war and the destruction it brought to the land. But, as a lesser queen, she had no say in wars. If the higher King Ean called her to join in battle, she would be compelled to do so. Luckily, the elves never called the faeries for such things. Faeries were useless in battle.

      Light faeries, her faeries, believed in love and happy endings. They could only exist on good and pleasant thoughts, and their existence helped to balance the natural magic of both realms. The faeries woke the land after a harsh winter and tucked it in with the fall. Their magic gave the delicate flower strength to grow in the hard, impossible ground.

      It wasn’t the war that wrung all pleasure from her heart, but the event was tied to what had. When Merrick took Juliana, the noblewoman’s brothers had come to the immortal realm to rescue her. There was one brother in particular, Hugh, Earl of Bellemare. He was valiant for a human, brave and strong, bold and decisive, if not a wee bit irritatingly set in his ways.

      The story of Merrick kidnapping Juliana against all odds, against the workings of his very nature as the Unblessed King, had captured the attention of her faery court. Tania had wanted to be a part of that story, to be known as the queen who helped bring the lovers together. And she did, purposefully shoving Juliana through a portal to Merrick’s bedchambers. Juliana had come to Feia with Hugh, their brother Sir Thomas, and Sir Nicholas, the son of Juliana’s dead fiancé. Tania had only meant to detain Lord Bellemare and his traveling companions so that King Merrick would have time to pursue his lover without their interference. However, in doing so, the faery queen had fallen in love with the mortal earl, and Lord Bellemare had fallen in love with her, or so she had thought.

      His words were as clear as the day he said them. “First, I rescue my sister. Then, I’ll be back to settle with you.”

      She waited, as he rode off to do battle on the side of the blessed army to win back his sister. The battle ended, Hugh survived, Juliana chose to be the Unblessed Queen and was safe for the time being, but the earl never came back to keep his promise to her. Nay, he went back to his home in the mortal realm, his beloved Bellemare.

      Tania sat in the center of a round chamber with her legs crossed, waiting just like she had done for over a year. As in the rest of her palace, the walls were carved with intricate silver designs, decorated with the ancient symbols of her people, concentrating all the powers of the faeries. Positioned on a stone island in the middle of a round divination pool, near the water’s edge, she contemplated Hugh’s fate.

      Unfisting her hand, she peered down at the two strands of hair, which she carried always on her person. They were dark, sinfully so against her paler skin. Thin lines had grown along her hand from where she often held the hairs, becoming permanent marks on her flesh. The lines wound along her arm and shoulder, curling like tiny dark brown vines up her neck and spreading over her chest until one side of her body was marred by the darkness. Even her wings, which had once been the most beautiful of transparent white with silver threading, had started to turn dark, the threading black.

      Tania leaned forward to the pool to see the reflection of what her face had become. The tallest of the female faeries, she still had her slender figure, though dark brown strands had begun to sprout along one side of her blonde hair. She kept the locks parted in the middle, held down by a silver-and-diamond crown. It created an odd contrast between the light and dark, revealing to all the torment inside her soul.

      Some of her court whispered the change came about because she’d gone mad. Others said it was because of the war between the blessed and unblessed, because of the flowers trampled under soldiers’ feet and the trees burned and scarred by the breath of warrior dragons. The war was a good presumption and did depress her spirits to some extent, but it was not her true reason.

      Then others still claimed it was because she was dying, like the faery magic she carried. None of them suspected the truth; none knew that it was merely an outer reflection of the hate and anger she harbored deep inside.

      Well, that wasn’t necessarily true. Queen Tania had a feeling one person suspected her plight. King Lucien of the Damned. The weakness within her would be clear to a demon like him. He was one of the three high kings of the immortal realm, ruling on equal ground with King Ean and King Merrick.

      Aye, Lucien knew what was happening to her. As she watched the earl, she’d seen signs that Lucien’s demons were crossing between the realms near Bellemare. The Damned King was biding his time until she weakened enough to let her guard slip, and Tania didn’t know if she’d bother to stop him when the occasion came for her to act.

      Her hand trembling, she took a single hair and lifted it. Why hadn’t she stolen more from Hugh when he’d been in her home? There were only two strands left, and that meant she could only see the earl two more times without going to him directly. Tania had thought of making the trip across worlds, but in truth the mortal realm frightened her. Her magic was lessened there, and she’d never walked as a human or without her full powers.

      A hairy fish with sharp teeth swam near the water’s surface, disrupting her reflection. Tania dropped the hair in the small ripple the fish created. “What better thing does he do this day instead of keeping his word to me? Why is Bellemare so special when compared to my silver palace?”

      Suddenly, a large wall of light formed before her, made up of small, colorful squares. In each box was a different scene of the mortal keep of Bellemare. Her gaze went to Hugh, and she felt a deep pain shoot through her chest. She’d watched him often, and though his smiles were rare, they were the handsomest thing she’d ever seen. Even a year later, he could still make her wings flutter. A year wasn’t a long time in a faery’s life, but for Tania, the days had been endless, and it felt like an eternity.

      She gazed at Hugh, remembering his smell, his feel. Tiny lights erupted from her wings, pheromones attesting to her longing for him. Her magic showered over the pool, sitting like bright dots on the water’s surface before sinking into the depths. For the briefest moment, the swarms of fish became illuminated, but then the inky obscurity consumed them again.

      Tania’s wings flapped, and she lifted off the stone island, moving to float near Hugh’s oversize face. By the appearance of everything, it was night in Bellemare and the keep was at rest. Why did he sit up?

      Firelight caressed one of his stubbled cheeks. He seemed tired. She couldn’t tell what he was doing, but suddenly, his eyes turned, and it was as if he looked directly at her.

      Reaching forward, she tried to touch his cheek, but her hand merely fell through his image. It was torture to be this close to him without being able to feel his skin against hers. Like his three siblings, he had dark brown hair that gleamed in the sunlight, high cheekbones, and proud features. She ran her finger down the slope of his nose. Hugh and the youngest of Bellemare’s noble family, William, had brown eyes that could seem as dark as the stone of the Black Palace. The others, Juliana and Thomas, had blue eyes the dark color of the moonlit sky.

      Lids lowered over her eyes. She leaned forward, her lips pursed to touch his. His dark gaze pierced through her, causing another ache, as her lips only met air. Twice he’d kissed her, and she longed for the third. Her skin itched, and she knew the black lines grew, stretching and vining their way up her neck to decorate her cheek. They encircled her navel and grew over a breast before stopping.

      Movement in another square caught her eye. She frowned, drifting to the side to study a dim panel. A brownie slept, his mouth wide open to accommodate his snores. The two small holes of his nostrils expanded and contracted, vibrating with each breath. Straw stuck to the creature’s tattered green-and-blue suit and she thought to detect more of it on his dirty face. He was Bellemare’s household brownie, unseen by most of the humans in the mortal realm. Being magical, Tania had no problem seeing all creatures in the castle.

      A shadow crossed over the brownie, giving Tania the barest peek of a leg. An overwhelming sense that the shadow did not belong in Bellemare struck her full force. It was hard to tell what manner of creature the intruder was, though it was much bigger than a brownie or spright. Her stomach tensed, and she glanced over the small boxes, trying to see if she could catch another glimpse of the figure.

      She passed several panels filled with Bellemare’s empty halls, a garden gnome working in the courtyard, guards awake and posted along the castle battlements, a view of the entire castle from far away. The castle itself was beautiful, and the family within it had been greatly blessed with fertile lands, good health, incredible luck, and fine looks. The home sat atop a mound of earth and rock, towering a good fifty feet above the bailey, over a courtyard. The only way in and out of the yard was through the front gatehouse.

      Tania searched more panels, checking over the inner courtyard for signs of an intrusion. A couple of mortals made love behind the stables, a man was passed out on the doorstep of the small brewery, workshops were empty except for the occasional magical creature hard at work during the night hours, helping the mortals who didn’t know they existed. Stopping near the panel of the chapel, Tania frowned. Now that was something which should not have been there.
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        Bellemare Castle, England, Mortal Realm

      

      

      “Accursed faery,” Lord Bellemare mumbled. He tried to push Queen Tania out of his mind. But as a year had proven, forgetting her wasn’t so easily done. It wasn’t unusual for the faery queen to enter his thoughts, plaguing him with questions of “what if” and filling him with renewed anger at what she’d done to him—or, more to the point, what she had not done. Yet there were times, like tonight, when the memory of her felt so real it was as if he could see her floating before him, sense her nearness, so close he could almost feel her in his arms. He imagined her hair rippling like linens in the wind, her body nearly as translucent as the breeze. Her delicate face blurred and shadowed, and her round blue eyes were deceitfully innocent. The color reminded him of a stormy sea, a description that fit her temperament as well—ever changing like the waves.

      Running his hand through his hair, Hugh grabbed fistfuls only to pull hard. He growled in frustration. “Get out of my thoughts, wretched creature! I want to forget you. Leave me in peace.”

      Leave me in peace.

      Hugh needed his mind to focus on the matter at hand. His childhood home was slowly falling apart. He felt it in his bones. The signs were small, could be marked as merely bad luck or coincidence, but they were there. Ever since he came back from his journey into the Otherworld, he’d known his home was changing for the worse. One of his greatest fears was that he would not be able to stop whatever was happening.

      At first, he attributed the feelings of impending despair to Juliana’s absence. His sister had been a bright spot in all their lives and when she left, so did the radiance of her presence. He lied to his people—another example of how things had changed—telling them she’d married a far-off lord. It wasn’t a complete lie, but he wouldn’t make excuses for misleading them to think she was in southern France when he knew she really resided in another realm.

      Then there were the horses. The Bellemare family was renowned for their horse-breeding abilities, producing some of the finest horses in the entire world. It was a reputation they had taken pride in for generations. There were many elements to the breeds, passed from father to son over the years. The animals were an ancient mix of bloodlines, a crossbreeding of French trotters and hunters for stamina, with the intelligence of a Holstein warmblood, and the stylized athleticism of an Andalusian. Not once could Hugh remember a horse being stillborn, not until that evening. Two prized mares had given birth to dead foals. With three unformed legs on one and an uncovered skull on the other, it was best the poor animals didn’t live. Regardless, the event hung over the keep like a bad omen. Three other mares were pregnant, about ready to foal, and everyone in the castle was anxious.

      “So ashamed I am, my lord,” came a small whisper. “So ashamed.”

      Hugh frowned, sitting up in his chair. He’d been staring into his fireplace, about to drift off into the world of dreams, when he heard the words. The earl glanced over the dark green coverlet on his bed. It was embroidered with a horse to match the Bellemare crest—a black stallion statant on a field of green. The mattress was empty, yet he swore that was where the voice had come from.

      “King Alwyn of the Blessed Kingdom, rest him, ordered us here long ago to your keep to watch after you, and I have failed with the horses.”

      “Rees?” Hugh sighed heavily, and his drowsy head cleared. He recognized the spright’s voice. “Show yourself. You know I do not like when you lurk about unseen.”

      As if stepping out of some undetectable fog, the Bellemare spright appeared. Rees was only as tall as Hugh’s knee, with short, unkempt brown hair and blue eyes almost too big for his small face. It still made Hugh uneasy to see the magical creatures appear and disappear. Though he’d decreed they make themselves known to him if in his presence, how could he ever be sure he wasn’t being spied on in private moments? Until Juliana had been kidnapped by King Merrick, he hadn’t known such things existed.

      “What happened to your new tunic?” Hugh asked, seeing the small man didn’t have a shirt on. The spright had been in a tattered, bright green tunic until Hugh presented him with the one he now should have been wearing—a darker green with the Bellemare crest over the heart. Rees thought the clothing a great honor, one he bragged about to the other creatures. Hugh didn’t tell the spright, but he’d only given him the clothes to make Rees more presentable.

      Being earl, he was used to respect, but the spright’s attention went beyond that into blind adoration. Rees had attached himself to the earl, following him around the keep, popping onto his shoulders during the day, trying to sleep at the foot of his bed near the fireplace. Often, he’d appear, waving, and blinking his big eyes behind whomever Hugh was talking to. It was an awful distraction, startling to say the least.

      “So sorry I am. I do not deserve to be your spright. Two charges…” The spright’s big eyes teared up, and he shook his head, burying it in his hands. “I was given charge of the horses, and for hundreds of years I did my job well, but now…” He sighed heavily. “Now, I must be past my use.”

      “Such things happen,” Hugh lied, uncomfortable, never sure how to receive the attachment. In truth, things like this never happened at Bellemare.

      “Not on my watch. Not when you’re blessed.”

      “Would there be a reason for King Ean to take off his grandfather’s blessing on Bellemare? On us? Is he displeased with us?” Hugh paused. King Ean of Tegwen’s grandfather had blessed Hugh’s ancestor after the man had saved the king’s daughter and married her. The elf princess had become mortal and eventually died as mortals do, but the blessing stood. Was Ean displeased with the fact that Juliana had married his unblessed brother? “Have we given him cause for anger?”

      “He has said nothing to me.” Rees sniffed loudly. “He has been busy with the war, from what I’ve heard.”

      Hugh had thought of that as well. Was the war distracting King Ean, taking away power from the blessing? The earl didn’t know enough about the immortal realm to discern exactly how a blessing might work.

      “Nay, my lord,” Rees continued. “I fear this is my fault. I understand if you do not want me anymore.”

      Hugh cleared his throat, uncomfortable. “Ah, I…”

      Rees sniffed again, a loud, womanly sound.

      “I still, ah, require your services,” Hugh said, trying to be diplomatic. It went against his nature to say I still want you to a spright.

      “Even after this?” Rees insisted, giving the first sign of a smile.

      “I do not think it is you. Something is not right at Bellemare, Rees.” It was the first time Hugh had voiced his fears out loud, and he wondered why he would be compelled to do so in front of the spright and not his own brothers, Thomas and William. “I can feel it in my bones.”

      Just then, a loud crash sounded in the hall, followed by the hammering of footsteps as someone ran toward his door. Hugh stood, waving his hand at Rees. The spright instantly disappeared. Hugh rushed to his trunk and grabbed his sword off the top before hurrying to open the door.

      “Ho!” Hugh yelled, armed and ready. He leveled the tip of his sword down the hall. He had yet to change his clothes for the night and still wore his long, green overtunic and breeches. A loud, piercing scream echoed over him. He flinched, instantly removing the tip of his blade from the direction of the hysterical serving maid. “What goes on here?”

      “Oh, my lord,” the woman answered. “You must come down to the bailey. The devil comes to Bellemare.”

      Who now?

      Hugh was less alarmed than the woman by her declaration. His first thought was of his brother-by-marriage, King Merrick of the Unblessed. The man did have the manners of a devil about him.

      The woman’s wide violet gaze met his. He was sure he would remember seeing a woman with eyes like that in his castle, but he had little time to try to place who she might be as she trembled before him, stumbling forward. Hugh automatically lifted his arm in a protective gesture, catching her against his body. The maid’s cheek pressed against his chest. The shock of her soft figure against his harder one made him tense as a sudden wave of desire washed through him. She smelled clean, sweet, and made soft noises in the back of her throat—the kind of breathy, fragile sounds distinctive of the female sex.

      He’d been celibate since meeting Tania, not trusting any woman enough to let her get close. But now the sudden press of feminine curves clouded his mind, stirring the all too neglected part of his male awareness. He became conscious of her breasts, the nearness of her thighs. For a moment, he considered kissing her, pushing her against the passageway wall, and lifting her skirts. It wouldn’t take much to meet his release, and the woman was beautiful. Hugh took a deep breath and instead patted her awkwardly on the shoulder, keeping his sword hand to the side. Now was not the occasion for such carnal pastimes.

      “I saw him, my lord,” the woman continued.

      “Saw who?” His voice was strained.

      “The devil!” she cried in terror, moving torturously against him.

      “Who is the devil?” Hugh tried his best to walk down the hall in the direction she’d come from. The woman clung to him, making it hard to move without brushing up against her.

      “Hugh?” A shirtless Thomas appeared at the end of the hall, his overlong dark hair flopping around his face. He too carried a sword. His eyes narrowed in surprise to see Hugh holding the woman. Thomas stopped and pointed back the way he’d come. “Do you…? Should I…?”

      “She has seen the devil.” Hugh forcefully put the woman away from him. Thomas’ face fell in disappointment. It was no secret his two brothers had tried to tempt him by bringing pretty women to the keep. Was this woman one such temptation? Did they seek to bring forth the protective instincts inside him with the frail, pretty maid? He thought of Queen Tania, and the violet-eyed woman’s beauty paled in comparison.

      The faery witch has ruined me!

      “The devil?” William joined them at a slower pace. He looked like Hugh had as a younger man, with the same hair and dark eyes, though William wore his locks longer, letting them hang shaggily around his head. He also wore brown robes, a custom he’d picked up while studying at a monastery. Well, the family had thought he was at a monastery, when in truth he’d been apprenticing to be a wizard. He stopped, and his curious gaze went to the woman. “The real devil? Nay, that is not possible. The real devil cannot cross over—”

      “William.” Hugh glared at the youngest brother in warning. The servants didn’t know about the immortal realm, beyond their everyday superstitions, and he had every intention of keeping it that way. The last thing he wanted was all of Bellemare running away out of fear. Or worse, accusing his family of witchery and devil worship.

      All it would take was one of Bellemare’s enemies to spread a rumor that he’d sold his soul for good horse stock and riches, before the church would intervene, excommunicate him, and steal his lands. Bellemare was the envy of many, and whereas he demanded respect with his position, Hugh also walked a very fine line with other nobles. All many of them would need was one excuse to try to take what was his.

      “I know what I saw.” Tears poured over the woman’s cheeks. “The devil waits outside the gate. He has come to Bellemare. Why else do you think the horses died?”

      “What?” William’s expression fell. “What horses? What is she talking about?”

      “We lost two foals a couple of hours ago,” Hugh answered. “Stillborn.”

      “But that never happens,” Thomas said. “Not in my entire life.”

      “Nor in mine,” said Hugh. “Nor in the life of our father.”

      “Where is this devil, woman?” William moved toward her. She managed to compose herself, though she still shook. “Where did you see him?”

      “The front gate, waiting to be let in,” she said.

      “Did you let him in?” Thomas asked in alarm.

      “Nay!” she spat, as if he were crazy for thinking such a thing.

      “Did he speak? Did he say what he wanted?” William grabbed her arm.

      The woman yelped and pulled out of his grasp. She signed her chest with the cross and turned to Hugh. “I do not converse with devils, my lord.”

      “William, stay with,” Hugh struggled, but still couldn’t place who the woman might be, “her. Thomas, come with me to the gate.”

      Hugh began to lead the way, when the woman said, “I do not need him to watch me. I’ll go to the chapel.”

      “William, escort her to the chapel,” Hugh ordered, not stopping to argue with her over the matter. The last thing he wanted was a maid running around his keep screaming about devils. When they were away from her, heading down a stairwell lit by torches toward the great hall of Bellemare, he said, “It is odd, but I do not feel as panicked as I would have a year ago hearing her say that.”

      “I know,” Thomas agreed. “My first thought was King Merrick.”

      “Mine too.” Hugh paused to grab an unlit torch off the wall as they entered the hall. He crossed to the fireplace and thrust it in the low flames. An orange glow came from the end of the torch, giving them better light to see by. He shared a concerned glance with his brother. Mayhap it really was Merrick.

      “Juliana,” they said in unison, drawing the same conclusion. If Merrick had come to the castle, their sister might be in some sort of trouble. Had the war reached their sister? Had something happened to her? It had been so long since they’d heard anything from her—almost a year, in fact, and that was a letter telling them of the child she carried. There had been no news since.

      The thought spurred Hugh into action, and he quickly wove around the permanent dining tables to the other side of the hall. Thomas was right behind him. Going to a second stairwell that led outside to the inner courtyard, the brothers raced down and ran toward a tall stone-and-timber wall that guarded the main part of the keep. After hurrying through the opening in the wall, they went to the front gate. A second wall wound around the outside of the castle grounds. It was shorter than the inside wall but still high enough to provide protection. A couple of the guards stood on the battlements like stone fixtures, their bodies unmoving and outlined by moonlight. At the sight of the two nobles, they sprang into action, hurrying along the top edge to meet them near the gate.

      “Simon,” Hugh hollered, looking up at one of the men. “Have there been visitors?”

      “Nay, my lord.” Simon, the guard, glanced across the top of the gate to the other man.

      “Nay, my lord,” Tobias, the other guard, answered.

      “Check along the wall,” Hugh ordered. “Look for a man outside the castle.”

      The guards obeyed.

      “Hugh, wait,” said Thomas. “We have it wrong. It cannot be Merrick. If it were Merrick, why would he wait outside the gate? Why wouldn’t he just come in? He is family.”

      “Family by marriage,” Hugh corrected. It pained him to admit it, but Thomas was right. Merrick didn’t seek permission from them to do things. He would have just appeared, not waited for an invitation.

      “What of the other? The King of the Damned?” Thomas asked.

      “King Lucien cannot come to our world,” Hugh said, thinking of the Damned King. “William said he is trapped on his side. But it could be one of his minions, I suppose.”

      “Mayhap it’s nothing,” Thomas answered. “Methinks the woman wanted some attention. Either that or the servants snuck into the brewery again, heard of the horses, and scared themselves with things that aren’t there. You know as well as I how the night can play tricks on a person’s vision. Once, at tournament, methought I saw a two-foot high man playing a fiddle. It turned out to be a fallen log.”

      “With our family and what we have discovered follows us around this keep unseen, it could well have been a two-foot high creature playing a fiddle that you later mistook for a log.”

      “Ah, good point.” Thomas nodded.

      “You know as well as I that there are things we cannot know.” Hugh peered around the outer courtyard for a sign of what the woman had been talking about.

      “And you know as well as I that if this same woman had come to us two years ago and said the same thing, we would not be out here chasing imaginary devils.” Thomas pointed the tip of his sword toward the top of the castle. “You would be up there, comforting the pretty wench as you tried to get her to play with your,” Thomas paused and swung his sword so it pointed at Hugh’s hips, “little devil.”

      “Things have changed. Demons do exist, as does magic. We know that now and must act accordingly.” Hugh shot his brother a bemused expression. “And little is hardly the word for my devil.”

      Thomas gave a short chuckle. “You keep neglecting it, and it will most likely jump out of your breeches and leave you for good.”

      “Thomas,” Hugh warned, shaking his head as he tried not to laugh at the imagery. How could he tell his brother that when he closed his eyes, all he thought about was the faery queen? Even now, after the time that had passed, he wanted to both strangle her and kiss her—neither of which he would do. She was a queen, a faery, a magical being that flew around her castle taunting him. He was better off without her. Now, if only he could convince his body of the same thing. “Do not pretend the knowledge of the immortal realm hasn’t affected you. You’re the one who has been having nightmares since we arrived back.”

      Hugh gave him a teasing smile. Thomas rolled his eyes and grumbled, “Bad dreams are one thing, and they do not rule my life. At least I usually have a warm body in my bed to soothe me when I wake from them.”

      Hugh grimaced. “I have no wish to hear your lecture. I have graver things on my mind than bedding the fairer sex.”

      “It’s not your fault Juliana chose to stay,” Thomas said. Hugh and Thomas were close, having grown up together, trained together, fought together. Hugh wasn’t surprised that his brother read him so well.

      Nay, Hugh thought, it is Tania’s. She sent our sister to the Unblessed King’s palace. She delivered her into Merrick’s hands and detained us from going to rescue her before it was too late, before she became so warped, so tangled in Merrick’s dark web.

      “She does not belong there.” Hugh took a deep breath. This was a worn conversation that went nowhere. “She’s not one of them. Her heart is too good.”

      “According to William, Merrick’s not all bad. Mayhap our sister sees that. She chose him, Hugh.” Thomas lifted his hand, motioning helplessly to the side. “She loves Merrick.”

      “But he does not love her. You heard him as well as I when we were there. She asked him if he loved her, and he said nay. I know she was upset about her fiancé’s death. We all know Lord Eadward’s undoing wasn’t her fault, but—”

      “Nay,” Thomas interrupted. “I daresay she was more upset by Nicholas killing his father than her fiancé dying. She did not love Lord Eadward, merely knew him as a friend of our father.”

      Sir Nicholas, their childhood friend, had been possessed by a demon and driven to kill his father, Lord Eadward. Nicholas was susceptible to the demon because he was in love with Juliana and jealous that his father should have her. Their sister never realized his feelings until it was too late. Hugh was convinced if Juliana knew Nicholas loved her, she would have chosen him, gotten married, and none of them would have ever known the Otherworld truly existed. Now Nicholas was dead, killed by the demon that had possessed him.

      “Then we are agreed,” Hugh concluded. Thomas frowned, confused. “Juliana stayed as a self-punishment. She blames herself for Lord Eadward’s death. I should never have arranged the marriage.”

      “It’s not your fault. We all wanted her to live close to Bellemare, and with Lord Eadward bordering our lands, she would have been nearby. We all agreed on it.” Thomas patted his shoulder. “William and I carry just as much blame for the decision.”

      “Nay, I asked your consent, but in the end, the decision was mine to make. This title is my responsibility to bear, and, as head of the family, the blame for any decision made is mine.” Hugh continued to search the gate. He listened for signs of movement. He detected nothing.

      “I wish Nicholas would have come forward with his feelings. This all could have been avoided.” Thomas also watched the gate.

      “I should have guessed it—the way he would lecture her when we were young, the way he followed her around the castle. I should have known.” Hugh gripped his sword in frustration. “Methinks she blames me as well. Why else hasn’t she contacted us since right after we left her? Methinks she would at least tell us of the child she carried.”

      The thought of his sister bearing an unblessed child worried him. What kind of being would the baby be? Half human, half unblessed creature? And why hadn’t she sent word about its birth? The silence was unbearable.

      “Perchance there has been no way for her to send—” Thomas began, only to be cut off by the guard.

      “My lord, there is naught but night,” Simon called down from the wall.

      “All’s well,” yelled Tobias.

      Hugh raised his hand in acknowledgment. “Keep your eyes open and the gate closed. No one gets in or out. We will sort it out in the morning.”

      “Aye, my lord,” the guards answered in unison, not questioning, even though Hugh knew they had to be curious about the late-night search.

      “Let’s go check on the mares.” Hugh motioned for Thomas to come with him. “Then we can deal with our devil-seeing woman.”

      “I have one idea as to how you can deal with her.” Thomas laughed.

      “Do not make me strangle you, brother.”
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      “I believe what you say.” William kept his voice low and gave the pretty maid a come-hither smile. While he’d been away for five years apprenticing, his family had believed he was on the verge of taking religious orders. How wrong they had been. Anything but a pious young man, William knew he was the attraction of many women—much to the astonishment of his older brothers. But his success wasn’t really a mystery. His boyish charms drew women like bees to a field of flowers, and his monkish robes didn’t hurt his chances either. The fairer sex liked the idea of the forbidden. “I said, I believe what you say about the devil.”

      The woman turned her violet eyes to him, shaded partly by the silky strands of her dark hair as they fell over her forehead. He’d never seen eyes that color on a human woman before and suspected she was something different from the beginning—if not in whole, than in part.

      Hugh and Thomas were new to the ways of the immortal realm, still taking people and things as they saw them to be. They saw this woman, in her servant’s gown, inside a castle impenetrable by human forces, and they thought “servant.” They heard that there was a devil outside the gate, and they assumed that such a creature would stay there until he was let in. William knew better. Being in the immortal realm had taught him that things were not as they appeared and to see beyond what was right in front of him. If this woman was not a full-blooded human and if she knew anything about demons, why send his brothers to the front gate?

      “Do you now?” She pursed her lips and stepped closer.

      William swallowed, instantly aroused by her nearness. He licked his lips, hearing the telltale husky quality to her seductive voice. Eagerly he nodded. “Aye.”

      They were in the great hall, alone, with no one in sight. He glanced around to be sure. The fire burned behind her, outlining her slender form. There were plenty of places for them to disappear to. Along one wall, a table had been set on a platform apart from the rest of the hall. It was where the family dined with honored guests. William and the woman could hide beneath it in the shadows, should she be willing. Blue tapestries hung on the wall, along with the Bellemare crest. How angry would Hugh be if William tore them down for a bed to lay her on?

      On second thought, perhaps he should take her somewhere else.

      “Then you know the devil?” Her long lashes fluttered over her eyes.

      “You are beautiful.”

      “Have you seen the devil?” She stepped closer.

      “I really want to bed you.” William leaned his face toward hers.

      “Have you slept with the devil?” Her eyes hardened, but William was too far gone in lust to react properly.

      “Are you offering?” He started to close his eyes.

      The woman lifted her hand and pressed it to her lips. Pulling it away, she blew him a kiss over the short distance. “I have done all those things.”

      William felt her kiss like a cold blast across the face, paralyzing him. A short, feminine-sounding scream echoed over the hall, and he realized it came from his lips. Weakly, he collapsed on the floor, unable to move from his uncomfortable position as the woman knelt over him. He tried with all his power but was unable to pull away.

      “William the Wizard, I have a message for your brothers. The devil is coming to Bellemare, and he is after your souls. Your magical guard is too lax. If I can get this close to you, he will have no trouble getting much closer.” She leaned over and kissed his lips. He felt another cold wave where she touched him before his entire world faded to black.
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      Heinic hefted the sack of vegetables, dragging them unhurriedly across the long courtyard and up the steep stairwell, lumbering along at a slow and steady pace on his squat legs. The mortal world wasn’t built to accommodate gnomes, but he was sent by the King of the Blessed himself to work the land, and as Bellemare’s garden gnome, he took his duty seriously. It was a good piece of land too, his garden.

      It was night, the air perfect for picking. The humans knew nothing about vegetables or herbs, or growing mud, for that matter. They thought they could simply harvest whenever they felt like it. But that wasn’t how gardens worked. Each vegetable, each herb had its perfect time to be picked.

      Heinic was a little man with the rounded cheeks his race was known for. But unlike the drab woodland gnomes, his kind celebrated color in their gardens and in their clothes. His jacket was red over a bright green shirt. It was impossible to get colors like that in the mortal realm. He had a wife back home who sent them to him. A fine wife she was too, at least from what he remembered of her.

      Hearing a hiccup as he dragged his bag into the pantry, he glanced up at the barrel of ale. Giles waved down at him, liquor dripping off his long, nimble fingers to land on Heinic’s head. The gnome frowned, swiping off his hat and shaking it dry.

      “Ah, Giles,” Heinic grumbled, glaring at the drunken household brownie. Giles’ flat face glistened from where he’d dunked himself in ale, and the two small holes of his nose fluttered with each heavy breath. “Be it necessary?”

      “Aye.” The brownie hiccupped. “I am checking the ale. Would not want any to get a drink of the sour.”

      “And I be fightin’ a dragon,” the gnome retorted derisively, pulling his bag across the floor to rest with the other vegetables.

      “You are?” Giles’ eyes got wide.

      Heinic snorted.

      “Lady Juliana used to tell us stories about dragons,” Giles mused, his voice wistful. “I miss her. I wish she would come back.”

      “As do we all,” the gnome said, waddling back to peer up at the brownie. “Well, give us a drink.”

      “Oh, aye!” The brownie lifted a finger. “Come on up, the ale is warm tonight!”

      Heinic pushed the side of his nose and pointed up. His body dissipated and magic carried him to the rim of the barrel. Then, sitting along the side, his sore feet dipped in warm ale, he sighed. Giles took off his small cap, filled it with ale, and handed it up.

      “Ah, there you be,” Heinic said in pleasure, taking it. He brought the hat to his lips for a drink.

      “Oh, did you hear that?” Giles’ small eyes widened as his body dropped down into the barrel.

      “Ach, forget it, the mortals cannot see us.”

      “There are more than mortals coming through the pantry,” Giles said. “It’s been eventful tonight.”

      Heinic leaned over to gaze at the far door. “I do not hear—”

      “Down!” Giles said, pulling his arm. Heinic fell into the ale with a big splash. The liquid seeped into his clothes, surely staining his nice bright green shirt. Sinking to the bottom of the barrel like a stone, he frowned, holding his breath. He looked up through the thin layer of ale that covered his head. The liquor was dark, and he couldn’t see. Giles’ feet pumped near his face only to skim his shoulder as if trying to find a perch on the gnome. Heinic pushed his foot aside.

      Giles reached down and pulled him up. Heinic sputtered and swiped his wet face with one hand while holding the side with the other. Putting his finger along his nose, he tried to get out of the barrel. The liquid made him too heavy, and all he did was bob up and down.

      “That was close. The lady almost saw you.” The brownie nodded enthusiastically.

      “Mortals cannot see us, you toadstool!” Heinic grumbled. “Now get me out of here!”

      “I told you, there are more than mortals wandering about the castle these nights,” Giles said, even as he moved to help the gnome out of the ale.
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       “I asked him to do one simple thing, and he cannot even get that right,” Hugh grumbled. They’d gone to the chapel only to discover William had never arrived. He knew that most likely his youngest brother had seduced the woman into his bed, but it didn’t stop Hugh from worrying about him. “Methinks it is time I took account of the castle again. I cannot remember ever seeing that maid before tonight.”

      “You mean…” Thomas frowned. “You do not know her?”

      “I haven’t paid much mind to the women here as of late. Why? Don’t you?”

      “Nay, brother. I have not seen her.” Thomas patted his arm. “I am sure she is related to one of the field workers, come to work at the castle. We will ask the steward in the morning.”

      The main hall was empty as they stepped across it, but the fire still burned. Hugh didn’t want to bother with it, so he decided to let the flames go out on their own, even though the hall was already warm and had no need of heat.

      “No one is getting past the guards, whether it is to come in or to leave. William can take care of himself.”

      “The talk of devils has got me thinking.” Hugh didn’t want to risk losing William like he had Juliana. A large part of him still felt as if he’d failed her, even though she claimed to be happy in her choice. “I keep remembering how easily Juliana was taken from us.”

      “Any mortal threat will have to come through the gate or over the wall, both of which are well manned. As for a magical threat, well, William knows more protection spells than either of us could dream up in a dozen lifetimes.” Thomas went to the stairwell, suppressing a yawn.

      “Aye, you are right.” Hugh nodded. It was late, and most of the castle had been asleep for hours. “Let us get some rest. You can help me wring William’s neck in the morning.”

      “Methinks you should have bedded her and made her forget all about evil spirits lurking about the front gate. Mayhap in doing so, she would have made you forget all about that faery lurking in your head.”

      “Who? Tania?” Hugh dismissed the comment with what he hoped was a nonchalant tone. “Why would I dwell upon that witch? My life is better without her in it. I know why you think of her fondly. You spent your time under a spell being given all the pleasures of the flesh by her ladies-in-waiting. I was shackled to a bed and tormented by that spawn of hell.”

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself, my lord,” Thomas teased.

      “Argh, get to bed.” Hugh stormed past him, suddenly very tired. “And leave me be.”
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