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  Chapter One


Sir Drake Attenborough watched as Princess Allanna rode away from the Queen’s Palace, his heart breaking more with the expanding distance between them. She was returning to her home high atop the trees in the Woodlands and he hadn’t even had a chance to tell her goodbye. Her father and her royal brothers flanked her as though they were a shield or a barricade to keep her from him. 
Drake was aware the king and all the others at court knew of his fancy for the Elven princess. And she for him. He hadn’t kept his feelings secret, nor she hers. They had spent as much time as possible together. They had danced with each other every chance they could get. He had hoped he would have another opportunity to be with her at the coronation that day. But no. They were riding back to the Woodlands. He was certain her father did all he could to get her back home—away from Drake.
“Will you let her go so easily?” Elyne asked.
He hadn’t realized the Fae queen stood beside him, watching him watch the princess. Allanna kept her back rigid and straight as she rode. He memorized everything about her, burning it into his mind so he could conjure it any moment he wanted. It pained him to think he may never see her beautiful face or her brilliant smile again. She wore a silk gown of pale blue, an ivory sash at her tiny waist. An opaque veil draped her head, cascading down her back and hiding the length of her hair which was the color of spun gold. Aye, he memorized the way she looked, sitting astride her white horse. The horse she’d named Moonshadow.
Moonshadow. How delightful and fanciful was the princess.
His chest ached as she looked at him over her shoulder one last time. One last look of longing. Their gazes locked. But the moment didn’t last long when the king noticed. He glared at Drake. Allanna faced forward in the saddle once more.
“Shouldn’t you go after her? I believe that’s what she wants.”
Aye, he should. And he wanted to but knew the king of the Elves frowned upon their match. He knew it was forbidden in their culture. Yet the young princess made it clear by the fluttering of her eyelashes and the way she blushed she was interested in his affections. He knew it as surely as he knew he would never be happy without her.
They hadn’t so much as kissed. He wanted to taste those perfect, blood-red, heart-shaped lips. To feel if they were as petal soft as they looked. Oh, there was one time they came close only to be interrupted by Lord Eldrin.
Drake would never forget the way her tiny body fit against his as he held her, leading her through the steps of his medieval dance. The velvety skin of her hands as she held his. The way her waist curved inward as he held her close. The feel of the small of her back while they swayed, their heads close together. He could still feel her warm breath on his cheek and smell her honeysuckle-scented hair.
By Saint Mary, he loved her.
“It is forbidden,” he said at last. “The king will not allow it.”
“A lot of drivel that,” Elyne said, her voice airy. “There has to be a way. Look at my mother and Henry after all.”
Henry was a human who had crossed the veil into the Otherworld to find his missing daughter, Maggie. When he met the queen of the Fae, he fell madly in love with her. He’d helped save her from the Goddess of War and won her heart. The queen, in turn, gave up her crown and immortality to be with him in the human realm. A love story the bards would sing about for ages yet to come.
“Need I remind you that your mother was queen of the Otherworld and could do what she pleased,” Drake said. “I daresay our situation is vastly different.”
“Nonsense,” Elyne said with a wave of her hand. “What would it hurt to try?”
Rejection, that’s what. Drake didn’t know if he could suffer the indignity of losing Allanna for good. Of having the king turn him away. But the Fae princess—nay, the newest queen of the Otherworld—had a point. He could try. Mayhap he could win Allanna’s heart and her hand in marriage.
“Suppose I provide you one of my fastest horses,” Elyne continued. “And you rode to the Woodlands. And suppose you had a message…no, a gift from the Fae queen to bestow upon the Elven king.”
Drake gave her a surreptitious glance. He could see her mind working as she tapped the tip of her finger on her chin. She must be concocting a way for him to gain entrance to the Woodlands. Her blonde hair tousled in the slight breeze and her cornflower-blue eyes snapped to his as she looked at him, a glint of mischief in her gaze.
“Aye, that’s what we’ll do. I have a token of thanks to bestow upon the king. And a letter expressing my regret he couldn’t stay and attend the coronation and the celebration of my wedding to Lord Derron.”
“Your majesty—”
She held up her hand. “Sir Drake, do you wish to see the princess again or not?”
“I do, but—”
“Good. I can’t have a lovelorn human moping the halls of the palace indefinitely.”
“I had thought I would return to the human realm, your majesty.”
“Bollocks. I’m not letting you go back there. You have a princess’s heart to win after all.”
He grinned and ran a hand over his bristling chin. Since he’d been in the Otherworld, he’d allowed his beard to grow. During a dance one evening, Allanna had flushed and said how handsome he looked with it. He had been resistant to shaving after that. Anything to keep her looking at him with those adoring gazes.
Elyne had become quite the matchmaker in the last few months. She’d helped arrange the romance between his Scottish friend and knight, Finn McCullough, and Maggie. She’d also had a hand in the arrangement with Queen Maeve and Henry.
“Your majesty, forgive the intrusion, but the time has come.” Lord Vaughan, one of the Fae council members, joined them on the hill outside the gates.
“Sir Drake, shall we?” Elyne motioned toward the courtyard. “You must join the celebration. Afterward, I’ll send you with the message to the king.”
“What message, my love?”
Lord Derron, Guardian of the Sword of Light, Knight of the Realm and Protector of the Otherworld. And now king. Sir Drake had fought alongside him in the battle against the dark lord Kieran. He had gladly traded in his jousting lance for a chance at a real battle—a battle that mattered. The war between England and France had never interested him, which was why he chose to joust instead. And was quite successful at it, too. Until he’d been pulled into the realm with Finn and his woman and the Fae.
Derron was dressed in his finest clothes with a deep-garnet tunic sewn with gold thread. He wore black pants tucked into shiny knee-high boots. His gloved hand rested on the hilt of the Sword of Light strapped to his side. And around his shoulders he wore the royal garnet velvet cloak trimmed in gold.
“I intend to send King Urdithane a token of thanks as well as a letter regretting that he could not stay for the coronation. Sir Drake has volunteered to deliver the message.”
Derron must have known his wife was up to something for his brows knit. “Has he?”
“Aye, my love. He has. Now come. We mustn’t be late for our own coronation.” She hooked her arm in Derron’s and led him away.
Vaughan and Drake fell in step behind the two Fae royals. He hadn’t intended to stay for the coronation. He’d intended to ask Elyne to send him home. But now that she’d planted the seed of hope in his mind, he found it difficult to ask her.
Could he win the princess’s hand? Would the king overlook their differences and allow them to marry? He could try.
Work to repair the Queen’s Palace was still underway. It had been damaged when the Goddess of War, Morrigan, attacked trying to kill Maeve. The Fae had worked tirelessly to rebuild. But on this day the queen regent had ordered a halt in all work to join in the celebrations.
In the courtyard, lists had been erected. There was a viewing gallery along one side for spectators. He hadn’t realized the royals intended to host a jousting tournament.
“I do hope you’ll join us in the games, Sir Drake,” Elyne said over her shoulder.
“I had no idea you were planning them, your majesty. I’m afraid I haven’t any jousting armor.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’m sure we can find some to suit you at the armory,” she said. “It would be wonderful if you could be a part of it. Sir Finn has agreed to participate.”
“Sir Finn?” Now his interest was definitely piqued. He and Sir Finn had unfinished jousting business. He would love to have another chance at jousting with him. “Then I suppose I cannot refuse.”
“Wonderful! We’ll get you outfitted after the coronation.”
“Aye and I intend to joust as well,” Derron said.
“You? Are you certain?” Elyne didn’t hide her surprise.
“Fear not, my sweet Elyne. I’m sure no one is out to kill me here.” He winked. Derron had once been a jousting hero as well. He had used glamour to hide his Fae appearance to participate in the tourneys. No one had known his true identity until he nearly died in the lists.
“You must promise me you’ll be careful,” she said.
“Always.” He kissed her hand.
Witnessing the simple gesture sent a pang of longing through Drake. He wanted to be able to kiss his princess’s hand. He wanted her to worry about whether he would make it out of the lists unscathed. He wanted her to look at him with that same adoring look as Elyne gave her husband.
He just wanted her.
When they arrived inside the palace, Elyne left Derron to dress in her coronation gown. Sir Finn and Maggie spotted him then. With her arm hooked in Finn’s, she bustled toward him. Maggie was all smiles as they approached.
“Sir Drake, I’m so glad you decided to stay.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed first one cheek and then the other.
“Aye, me as well,” Finn added. “I’ll finally get a chance to best ye.”
Drake laughed. “Is that your plan, my friend? We shall see.”
“My husband and I intend to return home after the festivities,” Maggie said. “Will you be returning home as well?”
“Lassie, dinna be asking the man such questions.”
“Why not? It’s a fair question.” She gave Drake her full attention. “What say you, Sir Drake?”
He rested his palm on the hilt of his sword. He knew Maggie was much like the Fae queen—a matchmaker. A slow smile spread as he realized the two must have conspired.
“I’d thought I might stay a bit longer,” he said.
Maggie clasped her hands, an expectant look on her face. “Good, good. And…?”
“Lassie…” Finn groaned.
“Shh. He’ll answer. And, Sir Drake?”
One eyebrow arched. He knew what the lady was trying to pry from him. She and Elyne were definitely in league. “Her majesty the queen has asked me to deliver a token of thanks to King Urdithane.”
Maggie clapped. “Wonderful! Then you will surely see Princess Allanna again.”
“Maggie, dinna be meddling again. ’Tis nothing but trouble.”
“It’s all right, Finn. I daresay your wife has my best interests in mind.”
“I do. And I would love to see you and Allanna together. It would do my heart good. Oh!” She pressed her hand against her abdomen and turned to her husband, leaning into him. “Finn, I’m afraid I…feel sick again.”
“Come then, lass. Let’s get ye to the privy.”
She flashed Drake a sheepish grin. “Morning sickness. See you at the coronation, Sir Drake.”
Finn wrapped an arm around her shoulders and led her away. But as he did, Fae nobles and others trickled into the Queen’s Palace, all heading for the throne room. Drake fell in step with them, following along with the wave of people. As he took his place, he waited with the others.
A small group of musicians played quietly off to one side. The coronation had drawn Fae and Elves alike dressed in their finery. Maggie and Finn joined the crowd and Drake could see the lady was pale. Finn had an arm wrapped around her shoulders to hold her up. She needed rest but knowing Maggie she would not miss the crowning of her best friend for anything in the world—or Otherworld.
The High Druid entered dressed in white robes. He was led by two young squires. One carried an ornate pillow with a silver scepter resting atop it while the other boy carried an ornate pillow with a gleaming broadsword. These must be gifts of power for the two monarchs.
Two more squires walked behind the High Druid, each one carrying a small cushion with a crown for the king and queen.
Several other Druids followed the High Druid. Drake heard the whispers this was the Council of High Druids. One of their responsibilities was to record the history of the Fae, so it made sense, then, they should be in attendance.
The High Druid walked with unhurried steps toward the front of the throne room where the two silver thrones sat empty and waiting. He turned and faced the crowd, waiting for the monarchs. Elyne stepped into the doorway.
Her golden hair hung down in long waves over her shoulders and back. She wore a gown of pale pink with a scooped neckline and a gold braid belted at her waist. She had a sort of ethereal beauty about her that reminded Drake much of her mother, Maeve.
Derron stepped next to her and together the two walked down the aisle toward the High Druid. They paused in front of him and he raised his arms above his head.
“Welcome, honored guests. Today is a momentous day as we crown Elyne, daughter of Maeve, and Lord Derron, son of Lord Malcolm.”
The High Druid turned to one of the boys standing next to him and removed the scepter from the cushion. He turned back to Elyne.
“Kneel,” he ordered.
She dropped to her knees. The High Druid placed one hand on the crown of her head. “Do you, Elyne, daughter of Maeve, swear to protect the Queen’s Palace and all those residing within its walls?”
“I so swear.”
“Do you, Elyne, daughter of Maeve, swear loyalty to the realm as well as swear to protect the realm by any measures necessary?”
“I so swear.”
“As Queen of the Otherworld, do you swear to act with honor and duty above all else?”
“I so swear.”
“As High Druid of this realm, I proclaim you Queen and Ruler of the Otherworld. Rise, Queen Elyne.”
She rose and faced the High Druid. He passed her the scepter.
“As Queen and Ruler of the Otherworld, I bequeath the Scepter of Power to you as a symbol of your position and your duty.”
He extended the scepter and Elyne took it from his hands, holding it to her chest.
The High Druid turned to the second boy and removed the broadsword.
“Lord Derron, Protector of the Otherworld, Knight of the Realm and Guardian of the Sword of Light. Have you chosen successors to your titles, my lord?”
“I have, your grace.”
“Please announce your selections.”
“As Protector of the Otherworld, Lord Ranaan. As Knight of the Realm, Lord Kevon. As Guardian of the Sword of Light, Lord Toren.”
“So it shall be,” the High Druid said. “Lord Toren, please step forward to claim the Sword of Light.”
Derron removed the Sword of Light from its sheath and turned as Lord Toren came to him. He knelt as Derron tapped him on one shoulder then the other.
“I name you, Toren, son of Malvin, Lord and Guardian of the Sword of Light. Henceforth, you shall assume all responsibilities and duties of Guardian forthwith. Do you accept this title and duties?”
“Aye, I do.” He took the Sword of Light, bowed to Derron, and sheathed the sword.
Derron turned back to the High Druid.
“Kneel, my lord.”
Derron bent to one knee. The High Druid placed his hand on Derron’s head.
“Do you, Derron, son of Malcolm, swear to protect the Queen’s Palace and all those residing within its walls?”
“I so swear.”
“Do you, Derron, son of Malcolm, swear loyalty to the realm as well as swear to protect the realm and the queen by any measures necessary?”
“I so swear.”
“As King of the Otherworld, do you swear to act with honor and duty above all else?”
“I so swear.”
“As High Druid of this realm, I proclaim you King and Ruler of the Otherworld. Rise, King Derron.”
He rose and the High Druid passed the sword to him.
“As King of the Otherworld, I bequeath the Sword of Justice to you as a symbol of your position and your duty.”
Derron took the sword by the hilt.
“Queen Elyne, King Derron. By accepting these gifts you are accepting your titles as rulers of the Otherworld. Do you swear allegiance to the crown, the realm and to each other as you rule together?”
“We so swear,” they said together.
The squires carrying the crowns stepped next to the High Druid. He picked up a delicate gold crown encrusted with fine jewels. Elyne bent and he placed it on her head. The second crown was larger, a little more ornate and definitely kingly. He placed it on Derron’s head. Then he waved toward two more squires who brought forth the royal cloaks. Fur lined the inside as well as trimmed the edges. They slipped them over Elyne’s and Derron’s shoulders.
“The crowning is now complete. Queen Elyne. King Derron. Ascend your thrones and face the people of your realm.”
The High Druid stepped aside. Elyne took Derron’s hand and together they stepped to their thrones. They sat for the first time as king and queen. Cheers erupted in the room as everyone clapped for the two. Elyne was all smiles. Derron looked more serious than ever.
As the cheering died down, Elyne addressed them for the first time as queen. “Today is a momentous day and one we shall not soon forget. Today we rejoice, we honor each other and we begin a new era. Let us not waste another minute. Let the tournament begin!”
Another round of cheers and the two monarchs rose and watched as the Fae left the throne room for the lists. Maggie and Finn, however, made their way toward them to offer their personal congratulations. Not to be left behind, Drake followed.
Maggie hugged Elyne. “I’m so happy for you both.”
“As am I,” Finn added. “’Tis a new era for yere people indeed.”
“I’m glad you could both stay,” Elyne said. She practically beamed.
“Aye, but the lass is feeling poorly,” Finn said. “I dinna think we can stay for the tournament.”
Maggie did look faint and pale. She leaned on Finn to keep herself upright.
“I understand, of course. Though I will miss you terribly,” Elyne said. “Will I be sending you back to Finn’s time?”
Drake recalled Maggie had come from the future and was a modern woman. She’d met Finn in the 1300s—Drake’s own time as well. Despite that being his true home, he was at ease in the Otherworld. Almost as though it were a second home to him.
“Yes, please,” Maggie said with a nod. “That’s where I belong. My father wants me to be with Finn there.”
Elyne glanced at Drake. “And you, Sir Drake? Will I be sifting you home as well or will you be able to stay and go to King Urdithane as we discussed?”
“I’m happy to stay and visit the king for you, your majesty.” He gave her a bow of respect.
She smiled approval. “Very well then. Derron, I’ll sift them home. You and Drake should go on. I won’t be a minute.” She kissed him on the cheek.
“Aye, then. Drake and I will head to the lists,” Derron said. “I’ll inform the list marshal Sir Finn is unable to participate. I’ll take his place instead.”
“Do you think that’s wise, husband?” Elyne asked.
“I’m sure Sir Drake will go easy on the new King of the Otherworld.” He patted the English knight on the back. “Won’t you?”
“Aye, your majesty. I will.”
“I may be a bit rusty at the joust but I’m rather looking forward to getting back to the lance.”
“Do be careful,” Elyne said.
“As you wish, my queen.” Derron bowed to his wife.
“Are you sure it’s wise to participate, your majesty?” Drake asked as they left the throne room.
“Most likely no,” Derron answered. “But I wouldn’t pass up the chance for anything.” And he grinned, well pleased with the thought of jousting once again.
Drake had to concur. It had been a while since he’d sat his horse with lance in hand. He too looked forward to it. He wished Princess Allanna could be a part of it as well.






  
  Chapter Two


Later that evening, Drake sat at banquet with a tankard of ale in hand. The buffet spread over several tables with piles of fruit, cheese, bread, tarts and pies. The roasted meats included everything from boar to fish to fowl. Wine and ale flowed freely and there was nothing short of gaiety in the great hall. The many Fae and Elves assembled feasted until they could no longer feast. And then danced until they could no longer dance. The musicians would be playing long into the night. 
He’d jousted most of the afternoon and come out the winner, besting the new Fae king. Derron had taken the defeat with grace, though, as he proclaimed Drake victorious. For his win, he received golden armor—Fae armor made from the hardest steel he’d ever seen—a horse, as well as several pouches of gold. If he chose, he could return to the human realm a very rich knight.
He wasn’t interested in returning to the human realm. All he could think about was riding to the Elven king’s home in the Woodlands. Where his princess waited. They hadn’t even been able to see each other before parting.
But she’d turned to look at him as she rode away. She’d met his gaze with a look full of longing.
He wanted to seek out Queen Elyne and ask her when she would have the letter to the king ready. But he didn’t want to bother her in such a time of celebration. He’d watched as she greeted each and every one of her nobles, as they had taken her hand, fallen to a knee and kissed her knuckles. And all the while her king stood by her side, his hand on the Sword of Justice.
Weary from the day and from waiting, Drake rose. He would retire and find the queen in the morn. As he made his way through the great hall, Elyne caught sight of him and excused herself. She weaved through the crowd—which wasn’t all that difficult since her subjects quickly moved out of her way—and intercepted him.
“Sir Drake, a word with you, if I may.”
She hooked her arm in his and led him from the noisy banquet into the relative peace of the hallways.
“I know you’ve been waiting for me to give you the letter to the king as well as my token of appreciation,” she said. “Come with me now to my private chamber and I’ll write the letter and send you on your way.”
“Thank you, your majesty. But the day is long. I’m sure you do not wish to leave your celebration so early.”
“Nonsense. This is much more important. You need to get to your lady love, aye?”
“Well…aye. But I’m not so certain it will do any good. Her father doesn’t care for me.”
“Aye, I know. And you and I have discussed this numerous times. Have faith, Sir Drake. I do.”
Once in her chamber, she waved him to a chair. She sat behind her desk, grabbed a quill and dipped the tip in ink. She scrawled on a parchment paper, her pen scratching along the surface for what seemed like an eternity in the silence. When she at last finished, she folded it, poured hot wax on the seal and stamped it with her royal crest. She placed the letter in a leather pouch.
She rose from the chair, tapping her finger on her chin and looking deep in thought. Drake waited patiently as she clutched the leather pouch in one hand. Then her face lit up with an idea.
“Wait here, Sir Drake. I’ll be right back.”
She dashed from the room, leaving him alone. He shifted in his chair and counted the seconds in his head. A moment later she returned with something clutched in her free hand, the leather pouch still in the other. She extended her fist.
“Open your hand.”
She dropped a large sapphire stone cut in the shape of a square into his palm. It was huge—the same size as his fist.
“A token of thanks for the king,” she said. “A sapphire from the Fae mines. And here is the letter.”
“Your majesty…it’s amazing.”
“I know I can trust you to deliver it to the king, Sir Drake,” she said.
“Aye, you can.”
“Lord Navin will try to bar your way. Tell him you must deliver the sapphire and the letter to the king personally. Insist upon it.”
“Are you certain I will be able to get by Lord Navin?”
“You must insist. If I could send word ahead of time I would but I don’t think it would reach the gates before you. I intend to give you my fastest horse.”
“You honor me, your majesty.”
“It is the least I can do after all you have done for us. There is one more thing.”
She returned to her desk and opened a top drawer. She pulled out something wrapped in a fine linen and came around the desk. She extended it to him.
“Please give this to your lady,” she said.
“What is it?”
“A fire pendant. It was my mother’s.”
“Oh no, your majesty, I couldn’t—”
“I insist.”
“But…wouldn’t you want that for your daughter?” he asked.
“My father gave it to my mother long ago. When they were betrothed. I want you to have it.”
He stared at the folded linen in her outstretched hands. Stunned. “But…why?”
“Because this is a symbol of love and purity. I have plenty of other jewels that belonged to my mother but I want you to have this. For your princess. She is a lovely girl. And mayhap it will help you win the king’s favor.”
He placed the sapphire inside the leather pouch with the letter then rested it on his knees. He took the linen from Elyne and, holding it in one hand, flipped open the cloth. The pendant was breathtaking. A fiery jewel was surrounded by what looked like Celtic knotwork on a golden chain. When he tilted the pendant, candlelight winked off the facets, throwing out what looked like streaks of fire.
“See how it catches the light?” she asked, sounding delighted. “I don’t know how my father came to have it, but it came from the land of the Fire Elves. It is said it was forged from the lava of the volcanoes in the Hin’dar Rhule. That’s where the Fire Elves live. King Urdithane will recognize its worth.”
“Is that why you want me to have it?”
“Aye. That and it belongs with the Elves, not me. All it will do here is collect dust and has for the last few thousand years. If you give the princess an Elven jewel…well…the king’s certain to allow you to court her, if not marry her.” She smiled, pleased with herself.
“Thank you, your majesty.”
“Please call me Elyne. We have, after all, fought side by side more than once.”
“Elyne, then.” Yet he bowed out of propriety.
“Now, go to your princess, Sir Drake. And I wish you both the best of luck.”
He covered the pendant and clutched it against his chest. “I don’t know how I can ever thank you.”
“You can thank me by inviting me to the wedding.” She gave him a hopeful grin that all would work out between him and Allanna.
“I do hope you’re right in that,” Drake said. “But even that is not payment enough for this.” He held up the linen.
“You are a noble knight, Sir Drake. Knowing you’re in my realm to protect my people and Allanna’s is enough. I promise. One last thing. Elven magic hides the gate. Even a Fae cannot see it without being in the presence of an Elf.”
“Then how do I see it?” he asked, perplexed.
“My advice is to see with your heart. Your love will be waiting for you on the other side. Even magic cannot hold up against true love.” She placed her hands on his shoulders, then kissed each cheek. “I believe it’s customary to say ‘Godspeed’ in your human realm. Is it not?”
“It is,” he said.
“Aye, then. Godspeed, Sir Drake. Go to your princess and profess your love to her.”
Clutching the items Elyne had given him, Drake strode from the queen’s chamber toward the stables. He would not wait until morning to leave. Nay. He would leave tonight.






  
  Chapter Three


Princess Allanna could not stop the well of tears behind her eyes, much as she tried. She blinked furiously to keep them at bay but still they came. One warm tear slid down her cheek as they left the Queen’s Palace. As the distance expanded between her and Drake, she couldn’t help but glance over her shoulder to see him standing with Princess Elyne, watching them leave. 
He stood rigid, one hand clenched at this side and one on the hilt of his sword. As though he might brandish it and run after her, demanding she stay. Demanding she never leave his side. A slight breeze ruffled his dark hair. His gaze of longing would forever linger with her.
And her heart ached.
Nay. Her heart broke. Sliced in half as the one man she’d ever loved was lost to her. She would never see him again and the thought was like an Elven dagger through her heart. Shredding the tender organ. Making her bleed. Leaving an ache deep in her chest. An ache, she knew, would not be assuaged by anyone other than her knight.
She tried to talk her father into staying for the coronation and subsequent festivities—hoping to get one last dance with Sir Drake—but he had refused. And she knew it was because he wanted to get her as far from Sir Drake as possible. He did not approve of him because he was human. Though he hadn’t spoken the words to her, she knew. She could tell by the way he glared at Drake and by the scorching glower he gave her as they rode away.
She faced forward again, trying to stop more unshed tears from falling. To no avail.
“’Tis best to find other interests, daughter,” Urdithane warned, his tone hard.
By other interests she knew he meant someone who was not Sir Drake. Someone who would be a more suitable match. But there wasn’t anyone else in the Otherworld she wanted. There was no other Elven warrior, noble or ranger she wanted to give her heart.
She stared at the landscape ahead, the rolling hills, the pink sky. The days she’d spent with the Fae and their human friends had been some of the best days of her life. Even though her brother Eldrin wanted her to return to the Woodlands where it would be safe, she had refused.
She’d been born a princess but had wanted to be a ranger like him. She had countless skinned knees from climbing trees. She could shoot a bow and arrow better than most of the rangers, thanks to Lord Derron’s tips. She helped fight against Lord Kieran’s attack at the Stone of Destiny. And she’d lost her heart to the human knight.
She would gladly give up her wild ways, her skinned knees, her bow and arrow for him. She’d trade it all for gowns and banquets and stolen kisses. Not that he had ever stolen a kiss. He’d been nothing but the most proper gentleman every time they were together. Every time they danced. There were never any unsupervised walks in the moonlight. All they had ever done together was dance. And talk. And dance some more. And exchange long, adoring looks.
The feel of his hands in hers…his hands on her waist…the closeness of his body next to hers would forever be burned into her memory.
She did not want to return to the Woodlands but she had no choice. Her father would have no more excuses or delays.
Even though she’d been somewhat of a rebel, she knew not to push her father too far. For if she did he would never speak to her again. He would banish her from court, from her life, from her family. She could not live without contact with her brothers, especially Eldrin. Everyone knew he was her favorite sibling.
She whisked away the tears. Mayhap she would find a way to see Sir Drake again. Somehow.
“Am I not allowed to choose, Father?” She couldn’t help the barb.
Anger flashed over his face before he regained his composure. “Of course you are. But it will not be him. I won’t allow it. He is human. And you are Elven royalty. My only daughter. You are free to choose someone else.”
Despite his assurance she could choose another, she knew that was not to be. There were far too many other royals to whom she could be betrothed and most likely would be once her father found a suitable match. It would be his way of removing Drake from her once and for all.
But Allanna would always love him. And her father could not take that away from her. Her father could never kill those feelings inside her and she would hang on to them until she gasped her last breath or the end of the Otherworld, whichever came first.
“You mean someone else of your choosing, don’t you?” The acid words slipped from her before she could stop them.
“Mind your tongue,” he warned.
She wanted to continue to retort but knew it was wiser to remain silent. Her father had never raised a hand to her but on this subject, one he was most passionate about, she feared he might.
The rest of the journey was in relative silence. They were able to make it back to the gates of the Woodlands by nightfall where her brother and gatekeeper Lord Navin opened the gates for them.
As a Wood Elf and part of the nobility, she lived high in the trees. Other Wood Elves lived along the ground, taking care of the horses and other animals, as well as harvesting their fruits and vegetables. Eldrin assisted her from her mount and she relinquished the mare to the stable boy. He had been injured in the battle against Morrigan but showed no signs of it. She suspected he still carried some pain but hid it well.
They entered the wide trunk of the Elven oak tree, where a winding staircase carved into the wood led them up to their royal domain. Allanna kept her gaze lowered as she followed her father and her brother, Prince Andahar. Eldrin walked next to her and though she sensed he wanted to speak to her, he remained silent.
There had to be some way to leave the Woodlands and get back to Drake. She knew she shouldn’t run away. Her father would never forgive her. But how else would she see Drake again? She must have one last moment with him, one last day to say goodbye once and for all and try to put him out of her mind.
Aye, she would plan her escape carefully. She knew all the ways out of the kingdom without being detected. She had slipped out of the gates on numerous occasions without her brothers or her father knowing. When Lord Kieran had threatened their lives, she had snuck out to join her brother in the fight against his darkness.
She could do this. A small smile lifted the corners of her mouth.
“What are you smiling about?” Eldrin whispered.
Caught. She immediately stopped smiling and gave him a sideways glance. “Nothing, Eldrin.”
“It’s not nothing. You’re up to something.”
“No, I’m not.”
His hand wrapped around her upper arm and he leaned in as they continued ascending. “Whatever you’re concocting, forget it. Father will be watching you like a dragon watches his treasure.”
Her head swiveled in his direction. “What makes you think I’m concocting something?”
“Because I know you. You didn’t get your way with Father, so you’re going to do something foolish.”
“Eldrin—”
“It’s not worth it, nethielle.”
Nethielle. The Elvish word for little sister. He often called her that when he wanted to get her attention. He had it. But what he didn’t understand was it was worth it. He was. Everything about Drake was worth it. Worth the risk. Worth her heart. Worth her life. “But I love him, El,” she whispered.
He clenched his jaw tight and she could see the muscles working there. “I know you do.”
Then what was she to do? Eldrin was right though—her father would be watching her closely. He would know if she was up to something. Such as slipping out of the Woodlands to find Drake. If her father were truly savvy—and she knew he was—he would post extra guards at all the gates. So she would wait until he stopped watching her. Until he was sure she would do as he bid her. Until she was certain she could slip away. Her fear was Drake would have returned to the human realm.
They arrived at the top of the giant sequoia where their home was built around the trees. She continued to be the good daughter and follow the procession to the palace where the bridge ended in front of two giant wood doors in the shape of an arch. Guards in full dress flanked the doors, each one with a quiver on his back, a bow in one hand and a sword strapped to his belt.
The guards opened the doors for them and they proceeded inside. The polished wood floors, the smooth wood walls and smell of the earth, damp leaves, freshly cut grass and sunshine were the comforting smells of home. She’d forgotten how she missed it. The entrance to the great hall was lit by numerous white-flamed torches in iron brackets that lined the walls and columns.
Once her father and Andahar were greeted by the royal advisors, they whisked them off to the council chamber to update the king on the state of the kingdom while he was away. Her father still had a slight limp due to that injury he’d sustained in the battle with the Goddess of War. She could tell he still had some pain.
As they disappeared out of sight, she walked back out to the rope bridge. The view from up here was breathtaking. And despite her sadness at leaving Drake behind, being here and smelling the scents of home made her feel at ease. She gripped the rope handhold, gazing out across the kingdom of treetops where the Elven nobility went about their business. She wondered what to do next. Eldrin joined her, standing beside her.
“What am I going to do?”
“You should forget him,” Eldrin said. “There is nothing to be done about him now. We’re home. The Treaty of Separation has been broken. We are facing a new era, Allanna. Do you understand that? Father will not allow you to be distracted by a human. Warrior or not. It doesn’t matter to him.”
“Father doesn’t like humans, El,” she said. “You and I both know that is the true reason.”
“That’s not it. You know what will happen to you if you leave the Woodlands for him.”
She gripped the rope tighter, the coarse fibers biting into her skin. She knew all too well what would happen. Her father would abandon her. She would be disowned. Outcast from her own family. They would not be allowed to speak to her and she would not be allowed to speak to them.
Eldrin placed a hand on her shoulder. “Do you want that?”
Did she? In her heart, she knew she loved Drake. She would always love him. But her duty and her life was here in the Woodlands with her brothers and her father. She was the only princess. Her father’s only daughter. If she went through with it, she would break his heart. He would never forgive her. He would never accept her back into the kingdom.
“No,” she whispered. “I don’t.”
“As I said, it’s best you forget him.”
Knowing her brother was right, she nodded. She started down the rope bridge.
“Where are you going?” Eldrin called.
She paused, looked at him over her shoulder. “To my chamber.” To sulk. To nurse her broken heart. And to weep.
“Why don’t you meet me in the grove on the morrow? We could practice shooting.”
By shooting she knew he meant arrows. She’d not held a bow and arrow in her hands in a while. She’d been trying to be the proper lady for Drake. Now that her dream of loving him was over, she could be herself again.
“I’d like that.”
It’d been a while since she had that to look forward to. She could hit a bull’s eye as well if not better than Eldrin. She looked forward to trying to best him again.
Allanna had decided to emulate Eldrin to become a ranger, even though she knew it was never possible. She’d shocked the nobility by wearing trousers and carrying a quiver of arrows. She wanted to do everything her big brother did. She followed him everywhere as his constant shadow. And she was scolded by her mother for not acting like a lady.
When her mother died, her father allowed her to continue her wild ways without intervening. Her brother had taught her how to use a bow and arrow and a dagger. How to hunt. How to protect herself. She was an explorer. A hunter. A fighter. But she was willing to give up all that.
When she’d met Lord Derron for the first time, she had begged lessons from him, even though she already knew how to fire a bow and arrow. She admitted now she had a girlish crush on the man. He was quite dashing. But then she met Drake and everything changed. He had captured her heart.
She entered the palace to a bustle of activity. The Elven people were happy they had returned from the Fae court at last. And the servants prepared a welcome-home feast in their honor. She knew her father would insist she be there. She passed through the halls to her chamber.
She had missed her room—a spacious room with a balcony overlooking their kingdom. She had one of the best views in the palace. Her four-poster bed had fresh linens, her balcony doors opened to let in the cool evening air.
“Your highness, welcome home.” Her lady-in-waiting, Igraen, greeted her with a deep curtsey. “We have missed you.”
“It’s good to be home,” she said, though she wasn’t sure she meant it.
In some ways, she was happy to be here but in others, she wasn’t. Her heart still longed for the English knight.
“You look tired, my lady. Shall I prepare a bath for you and then help you dress for dinner?”
“No bath, Igraen. Mayhap on the morrow.”
“As you wish. I’ve laid out a fresh gown for you.”
“Thank you. I can manage on my own. I’ll send for you when I need you.”
With a nod, the girl left. Silence descended and she stood in the middle of her room, hearing nothing more than her own ragged breathing as she tried to control her emotions. She stepped toward the balcony, inhaling the crisp air.
She needed to be alone to collect her thoughts. She closed her eyes, listening to the breeze rustle the leaves high in the trees. It helped calm her emotions.
As she stood there, listening to the night sounds, the vision burst through her mind’s eye. So vibrant and vivid. She saw her own wedding as she stood in a gown of pale blue, a veil draped over her head cascading to the floor behind her. She gazed toward the two giant wood doors at the exit of the palace, waiting. Her heart in her throat.
And then they opened, the light slanting through the doors. The man—her groom—stepped through, but the light blotted out his features.
The doors closed and then she could see him. She could make out his face. And her heart skipped a beat. Her breath caught. Sir Drake walked toward her, dressed in a polished golden breastplate. His sword was strapped to his waist, swinging with every step. He wore black padded pants tucked neatly into shiny black boots. He hadn’t shaved and still wore the beard. His dark hair hadn’t been trimmed and the tips brushed his wide shoulders.
He was handsome and breathtaking.
And he was hers.
Allanna’s eyes flew open and she gazed out into the darkness.
She often had visions as she had the gift of foresight. They often came true. Or sometimes they showed her what the future could be. The wedding with Drake was the future she wanted. Mayhap her emotions were running so high that her mind conjured this vision. Or was it true? How would she gain approval from her father to marry Sir Drake?
A brisk knock on the door interrupted her thoughts. Before she could grant entry, it opened and Andahar entered.
“Allanna, Father sent me to fetch you. Why haven’t you changed your dress?”
“I’m not going, Andahar.”
“You are going. Father will be unhappy. The High Nobles will be there.”
“I don’t care about the High Nobles. Tell Father I’m ill or something. I don’t care what you tell him.”
“I will not. Change and let’s go. Father will be displeased to see you still dressed in your riding gown. Where is your chambermaid?”
“Andahar…please. Don’t make me go. I don’t want to. I’m tired.” She scrubbed her hands down her face.
He took her by the arm. “Don’t make me drag you there.”
She met his stern gaze and knew he meant business. She wasn’t getting out of this. She knew it. She had to go and Andahar was right. Father would be very displeased with her. She wished Eldrin had been the one to bring her. She could talk him into fibbing for her. He’d tell their father she wasn’t well.
“Fine then. Give me a moment to change my gown.”
“I will wait outside.”
He closed the door with a snap. Allanna heaved a sigh. She hated formal events.






  
  Chapter Four


Allanna was right. The formal feast was long and boring. Her father caught her mid-yawn once and gave her a steely glare. She straightened in her chair, her hands in her lap. Politics didn’t interest her and she tired of listening to her father, Andahar and the other High Nobles drone on and on and on about the state of the Elven domain. Who cared? She had more important things to think about. 
Like Sir Drake.
Sir Drake with his piercing blue eyes. Eyes that seemed to look into her soul, reaching down deep into her and igniting a sensual flame that burned as bright as his gaze. Gooseflesh broke out on her arms thinking about him. Thinking about kissing him. Touching her lips to his. What would it feel like? Her fingertips brushed over her lips then as she dreamed about kissing him.
And then her father caught sight of her and glared. Again. She dropped her hand back into her lap.
Allanna knew she should not be thinking such things at an important function such as this. But she couldn’t help it. Her father hadn’t even allowed her to tell him goodbye. What had Sir Drake thought when he saw her riding away? Did he think she no longer cared for him? Certainly not if that longing look he gave her was to be any indication.
“Princess Allanna.”
Her father’s sharp voice broke into her thoughts and made her jump. “Aye, Father?”
“You clearly have no interest in our discussion, as evidenced by the way you’re daydreaming. You may be excused.”
“Thank you, Father.”
She didn’t miss the look of disapproval he gave her as she rose from the table and practically skipped from the room. All eyes had been on her. Even her brother’s. The only person who really understood her feelings was Eldrin. He would be with the other rangers now. How lucky for him he didn’t have to be bored to death with political matters as the youngest son and third in line for the throne. She envied his freedom. Curses of being the only girl.
Clutching her gown in her fists, she made her way down the winding tree staircase. She thought to look for him at Ranger Hall, but instead found him in the grove with the others around a bright campfire drinking ale and telling war stories. They all quieted when they saw her approach.
“Allanna, what are you doing here?” Eldrin rose to greet her. “I thought you were at the feast.”
“Politics is so boring,” she said. “Can’t I stay here with you?”
“Begging your pardon, your highness, but this is no place for a lady,” Firdaras, one of Eldrin’s rangers, said. “A lady who happens to be the princess.”
“Firdaras is correct,” Eldrin said. “Let me take you back to your chamber.”
“No.” She frowned. “I don’t want to go back up there. In fact, I don’t





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
P\

Yl ¢ Q(“(\;\‘k\“

! 4 (A8 ,(.((vivr "

Will the knight of Princess Allanna's heart be able to
save her from a dark lord's evil plan?

MICHELLE MILES







