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The Legend …


The Legend of the Ruby Ring has been told for generations, handed down from father to son until none now knows if it truly happened or if it is a myth.
Long ago wickedness and evil held this land in its iron grasp. There was no king and no law. Chaos and terror ruled. Blood and horror filled the land. 
Then one day Goodness visited the land. She brought with her a gift—a magical ruby ring that would bless the land if they could learn to use it. The man who proved himself worthy to bear the ring would become the rightful king.
Men flocked to the throne to take the ring, but none succeeded, for the very touch of the ring burned the unworthy beyond endurance. 
Then one crisp autumn night a stranger named Rulonn Marselon appeared. He had auburn hair and emerald eyes, and his entire countenance glimmered with a purity unknown in the land. He was led to the throne where he took the ring and placed it upon his noble finger. Having proved himself worthy, he took up the throne. He established laws and restored order to the kingdom, the Great Kingdom of Rulonn. He ruled in honesty and truth, and as he brought Goodness back into the land, he unlocked the power of the ruby ring. Strength, protection, and healing emanated from it, blessing the land and its inhabitants. The people lived in happiness and peace for hundreds of years under the Marselon’s rule and the protection of the ruby ring. 
But as with many good things, this idyllic time did not last. Like a thief in the night, an evil shadow entered the land, robbed its virtue, and turned the people back to their malevolent ways. The shadow grew, dragging more people into its depths, until wickedness enveloped the kingdom, and innocence and purity were trampled in the dust.
The power of the ruby ring weakened, and the Marselon line faltered. War broke out and evil conquered. The Marselon line and the ruby ring vanished, led away by the Goodness that brought them to the land. The Great Kingdom fell into division and has never again seen true peace. 
But hope is not all lost, for one day Goodness will return, unite the kingdom, and rule the land with her emerald eyes and ruby ring.






Chapter 1




Papa!” Danni cried. She reached for him as he fell to his knees upon the steps of the Central Palace.  
 A great breath spilled from his lips and his body pitched forward, then he collapsed on the gold-lined stairs.
Papa.” She knelt beside him and her hood slipped down to her shoulders, no longer hiding her auburn locks.
Weeks before, she had seen him falter, and knew his health was failing, but she had refused to admit it. Surely he would remain beside her forever, stalwart and strong as in her childhood. He must have known, too, for he had told her the time had come for them to leave the glorious valley their progenitors had been led to centuries ago when evil chased them from the throne.
Their family line had lived in the valley, unknown to the divided kingdoms, with illness their only enemy. In the end it had been only her and her father. 
“You mustn’t remain here alone,” he had said. “It is time to join the kingdoms.” So, in his weakness, he had packed their meager belongings and taken her to the Central Palace in Callair to find King Johnathan, hoping to find him honorable as rumor described. 
“Papa. Are you all right?” Danni touched his cheek, afraid for the pallor of his skin that nearly matched his gray, thinning hair. He had to be all right. He had always helped her, loved her, and even pampered her. He had to be well, for there was no one else to care for her.
His breath rattled in his compressed chest. With a great heave, Danni rolled him onto his back to relieve the pressure on his lungs.
“My darling Dannilynn...” he panted. “I fear I must leave you…”
“You mustn’t!” She took his hand and leaned into him, desperate to keep him near. She couldn’t live without him. Though nearly sixteen years old, she needed him. He was her strength and protection. She could not survive without him. 
He coughed. “It is time, Danni. You must show the people that we are not lost.”
“Papa, I cannot. I am afraid. Do not leave me!”
His eyes closed and took a long time opening again. He pulled his hand from her grasp, and with it removed a ring from his finger. It glittered blood red even in the half-light of a cloudy sky. “You must discover who you are my Dannilynn A’Donna Marselon.”
He slipped the ring onto her finger.
She stared at the ring. A single raindrop fell from the heavens and landed on her hand beside it. She shivered. The ring had been in her family line since long before her birth. It was legendary, magical, and proved their right to the throne. She did not want it or its responsibilities, but yearned to remain a coddled youth.
His lips moved and she leaned closer to hear his final words. 
“You are stronger than you know.”
His chest rose and fell one last time, then remained still. She held her breath and willed his chest to rise again, but it did not.
“Papa! Papa!” She shook him. His green eyes glazed over and his body fell limp. She turned to call for help and beheld a crowd already gathered around them on the stairs. “Help! Please. My father!” 
No one moved to help her, even when soft rain descended from the leaden sky.
“Please!” She searched the crowd, her vision closing in, and found all eyes riveted on the ruby ring gleaming on her finger. 
She bore the ring. Her father was gone. She remained alone—the last in the Marselon line, fated to bear the knowledge of her family and the mythical ring.
“Oh, Papa!” She fell forward onto his lifeless chest, buried her head in the folds of his tunic, and sobbed.




∞∞∞
 


“Your Majesty!”
Hurried footsteps echoed through the lounge where James sat with his father, the king, discussing the most recent attacks on villages in their kingdom. 
He blew a strand of chin-length brown hair away from his face and glanced toward the arched doorway. “What do you suppose—?” His question faded when a guard raced through the door.
“Your Majesty!” The guard bowed to James’s father, his breath heavy and quick.
“What has happened?” The king left his cushioned seat. His sturdy frame showed no sign of his advanced age.
“A man has died on the palace steps.”
James stood as well. He feared Lord Donavan, the ruler of Tonam—the other half of the divided kingdom—had struck again. An incident two months earlier came with vivid clarity to his mind. A man had staggered up their steps, his hand on his bloody side, with word that Lord Donavan’s men had attacked their village, burned their homes, and ravaged their women. Few had survived. The man had enough breath to tell the dreadful tale, then he had died on the steps.
“Was he attacked?” The king’s silver beard quivered with each word spoken to the guard.“No. However…” The
 guard paused and glanced back and forth between James and his father. “He came to the palace with his daughter.”
James stared at the guard and scratched his head, not sure what the dead man’s daughter had to do with anything. Surely she suffered at her father’s death, but such a small matter shouldn’t be brought to the king. The guards could deal with it. If the girl needed help, she could be given food and whatever else she needed then sent on her way. He sighed and rolled his eyes toward the vaulted ceiling. 
“She bears the ruby ring, my Lord.”
James’s head snapped back to stare at the guard. “The legendary ruby ring?” he asked before his father could react.
“The very same.”
“It isn’t possible—”
“It is, son.” The king placed his arm on James’s shoulder. His piercing blue eyes that nearly matched James’s, warned him to keep silent. “We must see for ourselves.”
They followed the guard through the halls. The many tapestries along the way blurred together while James’s mind struggled to comprehend the possible reality of the ring. They exited the main palace doors into a light drizzle and he saw a crowd gathered on the stairs. The townsfolk’s brightly colored tunics and dresses, and the shiny suits of the guards blocked his view of the girl and her father.
“Make way for the king!” the guard called. 
The crowd parted and James saw a man lying upon the steps. A girl three or four years James’s junior rested her auburn head on the man’s chest and sobbed. Auburn hair—unlike any he had seen before in their land, but exactly the color described in the legend. In shock, he shifted toward his father.
They locked eyes, and the king nodded—a silent command for James to go to her.
James approached, knelt, and placed his hand on the girl’s slender back. “My dear woman, may I help you?”
She stiffened, then lifted her head and gazed at him with the most brilliant green eyes he had ever seen. His breath caught and he found himself lost in their beauty and depth. He never could have imagined eyes so vibrant. 
She sniffled and lowered her gaze, which caused a copper lock to fall onto her porcelain face. She brushed at it with a hand baring a magnificent ruby ring that sparkled in the misty rain.
James’s mind spun faster than a chariot wheel. Ruby ring. Auburn hair. Emerald eyes. It couldn’t be. He had imagined the legend as myth—a story told to calm children at night—yet an unmistakable heir to the Marselon line and bearer of the fabled ring knelt before him and sobbed over her deceased father.
“Hush.” He drew the girl into his embrace. She accepted his comfort and collapsed against him, her head buried in his chest.
“My papa,” she cried. “He is gone! What will I do?”
“Do not fret. I will care for you.”
“I must find the king.” She lifted her head from his chest and stared up at him. Her mesmerizing eyes pleaded for his help and care.
“Yes.” He brushed an auburn curl off her rosy cheek. “You have found him. He is my father. Come, and we will speak with him.”
He helped her to her feet, his arm protectively around her, and moved toward the king who stared with his mouth slightly open. He must have been baffled, too. It seemed impossible that this woman, who barely reached the top of James’s shoulder, could have any connection to the ancient legend. She seemed so young and helpless. James shook his head. Either way, she needed to be cared for. He would see that maids tended to her and supplied her every need.
The king joined them and they retreated into the palace. James’s mind drifted to the stories of the ring’s magic and he wondered if that could be true also. 
He tightened his grip on the girl as he realized he held in his arms perhaps the most powerful person alive, though he doubted she knew it. Then his blood seemed to freeze within his veins. Word of her presence would eventually reach Lord Donavan, who more than anything else coveted power and supremacy, and despised any person who held more than himself. When he found out, she would be in great danger.








Chapter 2
Two Years Later
Princess Dannilynn.”
The call came from Danni’s head guard, positioned somewhere outside her cozy tent. She yawned and stretched, wishing for several more hours of sleep. “I am awake,” she called, but did not crawl out of her blankets.
“Please, Your Highness, we must hurry. We have one more village to visit before we rendezvous with the men gathered in Anderon, and we are already late meeting them.”
Danni sighed. “All right, Tyrone, I will rise.”
One last village, then they would return to the Central Palace and to James. James. His very name set her heart to fluttering. She had not seen him in nine months. He had cared for her after her father died, and remained by her side as their friendship blossomed into a romance. Oh, how she missed him and yearned to feel his arms encircle her and his stubbled chin rub against her cheek. It had been much too long since they were together, but the separation was necessary.
After her father’s death, word of her arrival at the Central Palace had spread throughout Callair and beyond, and Lord Donavan had learned about the ruby ring. In his anger and greed, he had threatened war on Callair if they did not relinquish her and her ring to him. Lord Johnathan had ignored the threat and instead protected her within his palace walls.
“Princess, please. We must move out.” Tyrone’s voice grew louder.
“Yes, of course. I am getting ready now.”
Tyrone huffed, and Danni grinned. She had grown to care for all of her guards, but especially Tyrone. He was a few years younger than her father would have been, yet he was still as robust as he must have been in his youth. He and seven other men guarded her on her mission through the kingdom in an attempt to stop Lord Donavan’s malicious plans.
Lord Donavan had not come to war against Callair as he had threatened. Instead, he had sent men throughout Callair to spread lies that would besmirch her name and tarnish the ring’s goodness. His falsehoods planted fear and doubt into the hearts of the Callairians, whom Lord Donavan, no doubt, hoped would turn against her and hand her over to him.
To thwart this terrible plot, James and his father had sent Danni and her guards into the kingdom so the Callairians could see her goodness for themselves.
“If they can see you and your ring,” James had told her, “surely they will fall in love with you as I have. They will see your goodness and know of your innocence.” So, with a loving embrace, a passionate kiss, and a very strict schedule, James had sent her off to the Northern Cities, far away from Tonam and Lord Donavan’s lies to recommit his kingdom’s loyalty to his cause.
Danni’s thoughts remained on James as she crawled out of bed and donned her blue velvet dress with its flowing sleeves. She hooked the clasp on her belt and left a strand of delicate metalwork circles dangling down her skirt. Tyrone was correct. They must hurry.
From the start, she had known they would not be able to keep pace with James’s schedule. When she stood before a crowd in the first village and flaunted her emerald eyes and ruby ring, she knew she seemed false to them. So she stayed. She joined the people, helped them, and truly strived to understand them. She did the same in the other towns and villages they visited. She had taken too long, and now they were late joining an assemblage gathered in Anderon led in part by Nathan Meadows, James’s closest friend. Together, they would march back to the Central Palace.
They had already bypassed several cities on their list. She had not wished to miss another one, and so insisted they visit a village called Tier before joining Nathan in Anderon. They would arrive in Tier that day.
Danni finished her morning preparations, then exited her tent. Storm clouds blanketed the sky and the air felt crisper than the past few days. Tyrone frowned at her, but she knew he wasn’t really mad. She waved and flashed him a childish smile.
“You did not believe I could manage to get myself ready, did you?” she teased.
“I knew you would come eventually. We must make haste, especially with the storm clouds brewing to the south. Please eat while we take down your tent and prepare your carriage. Then we must go.”


∞∞∞
 
Nathan ran his hand through his dark hair, causing a lock to fall into his eye. With a huff he blew it away and continued pacing beside the campfire while the men prepared for the night. It had been three days since the agreed time for his rendezvous with Princess Dannilynn and her guards. Though he prided himself on his punctuality, he realized that to some, three days wasn’t long—but it was more than enough time for trouble to befall her.
The men in Anderon were anxious to continue on to the Central Palace, yet he could not abandon his duty. The horror in his past had taught him the consequence of shirking and he had vowed to never fail again. He had to find the princess and return her to James as he had been commanded.
“Nate!” He was pulled from his thoughts when his good friend Will Longwood approached. Lean and lanky, Will always had a twinkle in his blue eyes and a grin on his face. “The captain wishes to speak with you. He did not appear pleased. Go share your feelings with the impatient man.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. Will punched him on his broad shoulder, winced, and shook out his hand in mock pain.
He and Will had been friends since their childhood. Together with James, and with Nathan’s cousin, Lane Peters, they had shared uncountable adventures growing up together in the palace. Nathan’s mother and Lane’s had worked in the kitchens together, and Will’s father had been a palace gardener. The boys were all nearly the same age, so the king had allowed them to be tutored alongside Prince James.
The four boys had been inseparable in their youth. They had filled their days with work and service, but had occasionally played tricks on unsuspecting servants—always Will’s idea, of course.
Tensions between Callair and Tonam had separated the boys, who had by then grown into men. Nathan and Lane went together to meet with leaders in the Southern Cities. Lane stayed there as a guard in the Outer Rim, bordering Tonam, while Nathan met Will in Anderon. Together they helped gather men for an army. Lane rejoined them when his time was finished at the Outer Rim.
“Better hurry, Nate,” Will winked. “You do not want to keep the captain waiting.”
Nathan rolled his stiff neck, then marched to the main tent. He didn’t know what the captain wanted, but he knew he could not compromise his duty.
“Enter,” the captain called when Nathan rapped on the canvas tent door.
“You wished to speak with me, sir?”
“Yes, Mr. Meadows.” The captain lowered a paper he had been reading and studied Nathan for a moment. “You were to meet Princess Dannilynn here a few days ago and travel with us. Where is she?”
“I know not.” Nathan shifted his weight. “I fear for her safety.”
“I do as well.” The captain scratched his full beard. “I have received word that Lord Donavan has sent several small armies out to search for her. I cannot keep my men here any longer. It is my duty to return to Callair with these gathered soldiers.”
 “I understand, however, it is my duty to see the princess returned safely to Prince James. I must remain until I find her—especially with the news you have given me—but I will not ask you to wait any longer.”
The captain folded the paper in his hands, then stood. Though nearly a head shorter than Nathan and not nearly as muscular, his stern features emanated authority. “Take seven men, two pack-horses, and two good riding horses to help you find her. I cannot spare more for you. The king ordered me to bring as many horses and men as possible for the army. We leave at first light.”
“Thank you.” Nathan inclined his head, then left the captain’s tent.
A beautiful sunset streaked across the sky. Nathan gazed at it while he considered which seven men he would take.
He knew without hesitation that he would take Will and Lane, for there were few others he trusted so deeply, but he didn’t know who else. He thought through the men he had met while he gathered soldiers, as well as men he already knew. He readied himself for bed and crawled into his bedroll beside Lane who sat atop his blankets writing in the journal he always kept with him.
Lane glanced at him, his gray eyes troubled. “Is all well?”
Nathan shook his head. “The army will leave in the morning.”
“What of the princess?”
“I am permitted to take seven men to search for her.” The enormity of his responsibility weighed him down. “Will you go with me?”
Nathan heard Lane’s book close and his bedding rustle.
“I will remain with you—I always do.”
Lane was a man of few words, and Nathan had learned to decipher the depth behind them. Though the task might be difficult, he could count on Lane’s loyalty and support to the end.
Nathan slept little that night. He thought about what men to take and worried over the princess. He knew James trusted him with his very life—and more importantly, with his precious Danni.
By dawn’s first glow, Nathan had made his decision. He packed his belongings, then searched out the men he had chosen. He asked Doc Poulson, an older, but accomplished physician to provide medical assistance if needed, two brothers, Peter and Colter Jacobs, who were stealthy and quick to act as scouts, and Edward Burrow and Garin Olden, who were honorable men, strong fighters, and skilled cooks. They all agreed to his appeal and gathered to begin their quest.
Little spring birds chirped in the green mountain canopy that surrounded his gathered men, but Nathan was oblivious to their cheer. Even the golden rays of sunlight that broke through the leaves couldn’t lighten his mood.
“Four days have passed since Princess Dannilynn should have arrived here,” he informed his men. “Prince James entrusted her to my care.”
Will elbowed Garin who stood beside him. “Nate just wants to see if she is truly as beautiful as James claims.”
“Will.” Nathan squeezed the bridge of his nose to harness his frustration. “This is serious.”
“Of course. My apologies.”
“As I was saying,” Nathan continued, “we must search every city and village surrounding Anderon and hunt for any sign of her. She has auburn hair, which is rather uncommon, but she would likely have it covered with a hood. Her ruby ring would be unmistakable, but she surely keeps it hidden under a glove.”
Nathan paused, nearly overwhelmed with the impossibility of finding her. “James said that her eyes are an intense, sparkling emerald green. Though green eyes are not uncommon, he said hers are brilliant and unforgettable.”
Edward raised a hand. “Do you not think this task might be too daunting for eight men?”
“I would love to have the king’s entire defense force at my command, but without further word from James, the captain gave me seven men. It is a difficult quest, but one that I—I mean, we—must fulfill.” If he succeeded in this mission, perhaps he would finally be free from the guilt he had carried since his childhood—since the day he failed in his duty.
“We will find her.” Doc nodded, then pulled his cloak over his balding head and began their quest.




Chapter 3


The air hung heavy with the impending storm. Danni leaned her head out the carriage window to watch the clouds gather in the sky. Her guards galloped alongside the carriage and the driver cracked his whip to keep the horses steady on the rutted dirt road.
She thought back over her travels the past nine months and what she had learned. As a child she had lived quite isolated until her father died on the palace stairs. She had lived with her extended family in their hidden valley and everyone had loved each other and cared for each other, and little work was required for their survival.
At the palace, she had servants and maids to care for her and tend to all the labor. She had never really understood how the world worked.
But the cities and villages she had visited had shown her that life could be quite different. The people struggled for their survival and worked hard to provide for their needs. She had seen men pass out in the field from hauling hay and clearing fields in oppressive heat all day long. She had seen children brawl in the streets over a small scrap of food.
Some villagers had lived quite comfortably, but she had been shocked to see how many did not, and to see how hard even the women and children had to work.
A small part of her had been angry with James for living in luxury while people in his kingdom suffered and for not telling her that people lived in such a manner. It seemed he didn’t care for their troubles.
“Tonam is much larger than our kingdom and inherited many of the Great Kingdom’s resources,” James has once said. “Many suffer, but we have little means to help them. It is almost as though our kingdom is fading and I fear it may someday be completely taken over by Tonam unless something changes.”
What had James hoped would change? He and his father had sent men out to rally others to their cause, and had sent her to give the people hope. Perhaps that was all they had power to do to help their people. She had contented herself with such thoughts.
“What ho!” The call from a guard outside her carriage pulled her from her thoughts. She glanced about as the company slowed and came to a stop before a felled tree. Tyrone spun his horse to search the trees. Danni followed his gaze, but saw nothing to concern her.
“Be cautious,” he called. The other guards searched, but all seemed well.
She couldn’t imagine what troubled them so. A tree had fallen across the road, nothing more. Tyrone dismounted along with three others and approached the log. He glanced around again, then bent over and rolled the log.
An arrow zinged through the air and landed with a thwack. Danni heard a strangled cry, then saw her driver fall from his seat with an arrow in his chest.
She gasped and ducked back into the safety of the carriage. Her driver had been shot!
She heard another arrow, then a shriek from a horse. Her carriage jolted forward and bounced in the road. It tilted and she fell against the door, then it crashed sideways and was dragged several paces forward before it smashed against something. She screamed and fell forward in a jumble of blue skirts.
“Princess!” Tyrone’s voice called, then he appeared in the window above her.
“I am all right.” She righted herself, then reached for his extended hand. He pulled her up and she scrambled onto the top—or actually the side—of the carriage. She gazed around, but before she could see what had happened, Tyrone pulled her low to the ground.
She heard metal clash against metal and men grunt in battle. A sprinkling of rain touched her cheek.
“Hurry! There!” Tyrone placed a hand on her back and pushed her forward, toward the dense bushes.
She obeyed his order until she lifted her gaze and saw an armed soldier standing before her with blood smeared across his cheek and an evil gleam in his eye.
“Give us the princess and we will leave in peace,” he said.
Tyrone stepped in front of her. “Who are you?”
The soldier gave a fiendish smile, and pointed to the engraving on his sword.
“Tonam,” Tyrone whispered.
The soldier aimed his sword at Danni and raised his eyebrows. “Lord Donavan has sent legions out to find the girl.”
Three more guards appeared beside Tryone, though she hadn’t noticed their approach. Tyrone fell back a step to stand beside her and the other guards filled in his spot.
“Princess, you must go,” he whispered in her ear. “Travel southwest to Anderon and find Nathan. He will take you back to James. You must make it to the safety of the Central Palace so that goodness might again unite the land. All our hope rests in you.”
He kissed her forehead, turned her around, and pushed her away from the conflict. She hesitated, afraid to leave him, but more afraid to stay.
She managed a few stumbling steps before the clash of metal and startled cries spun her around. Her guards, with raised shields, deflected the blows from the enemy and fought back with loyal strength.
“Go!” Tyrone yelled.
She ran, but the haunting sound of the attack chased her like a hound in close pursuit. A scream pierced the air, and the place on her forehead where Tyrone had kissed her burned.
Her breath ripped from her lungs and the world flew by in a blur of blinding tears.
A great thunderclap split the sky. The image of her loyal guards standing between her and the angry soldiers flashed across her vision. She hoped they would survive, but the ache in her heart told her she would never again see those beloved men.
The wind picked up and howled in her ears, then mingled with battle sounds that still rang clearly in her head—men shouting, swords clashing, shields banging, and Tyrone’s final words, All our hope rests in you.
More raindrops fell on her cheek and mingled with her hot tears. She pulled her cloak’s hood over her head and ran on, though she knew not what direction she traveled, but that she had to put as much distance as possible between herself and Lord Donavan’s band or she would meet her guards’ dreadful fate.


∞∞∞
 
Nathan and his men searched for days. They entered every city and watched for any sign of the princess, but there was none.
“What if something has happened to her?” Colter asked a week into their search.
“Yes, Nate.” Will kicked at the ground, causing dust clouds to gather around his feet. “We cannot look forever.”
Nathan rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. He couldn’t stop the search. Ever. “James asked me to bring her to the Central Palace and I will not rest until I have done so.”
“I fear you will become rather tired.”
Nathan scowled at Will’s banter, but Colter chuckled and pulled at his thick beard.
“This is nothing to tease about, Will,” Nathan said. “The princess is lost and possibly injured. Her safety is our responsibility. If that is not acceptable to you, I will not make you stay.”
“I was jesting, Nate. You needn’t be so tense. You know I wouldn’t leave you.”
“Good. Is there anyone else who wishes to give up?” Nathan addressed the six other men with him. He trusted them all and knew they would remain faithful, yet he could not have them doubting.
They all shook their heads.
“We will remain loyal.” Peter’s light brown eyes shined.
“Thank you.” Nathan patted him on the back, then scanned the road ahead. “We are approaching another city. Spread out and watch for her as we always do, then meet a mile outside.”
“I am tired of our plan, though,” Will complained, pushing his dark blond hair behind his shoulder with one hand. “Is there no way to change it? Perhaps go through in a different order?”
“Will,” Lane cautioned with a quick glance at Nathan.
“If you desire a change so desperately, you could always trade Edward and lead the horses through.” Nathan smiled at Will’s grimace and tried to let Will’s humor ease the weight of his burden, though he feared that yet again his failure might have grave consequences. He couldn’t help but imagine the horrors that might have befallen the princess. Then unbidden, the face he imagined for her shifted to the young and innocent face of his little sister Emma, with her freckles and rosy cheeks—so delicate and fair until his mistake left her bloated and lifeless.




Chapter 4
Danni’s stomach growled and stirred her from sleep. She blinked at the bright morning sun. Pine needles crinkled beneath her when she rolled over, and the smell of dirt filled her nose. She couldn’t place her surroundings.
She rubbed her eyes and sat up right into a pine tree branch. The needles whacked her in the face and became tangled in her hair.
Then she remembered the previous evening and she shivered. Everything had gone wrong.
A sob wrenched from her body and she wrapped her arms around her knees. She rocked back and forth and tried to draw a normal breath. She was lost and completely alone. Someone had always been there to care for her—her father, James, maids, guards—now she was entirely alone.
She huddled underneath the tree and ignored the sharp hunger pangs that tore at her stomach. Fear held her nearly paralyzed. The snap of a twig, scurry of an animal, or flutter of a bird startled her time and again, and tears fell freely down her face.
She dared not leave the low branches and their protection. Someone might see her or the army might come that way.
Darkness fell and brought with it even more frightening sounds. She wrapped her arms around the tree trunk. The rough bark scratched her face and sap stuck to her fingers, but she ignored them and clung to the trunk as though it was someone who could protect her.
The pain in her stomach when she awoke in the morning nearly doubled her over and her throat was too dry to even swallow properly. She had to find food and water, but knew not how. Meals had always been placed before her with no effort on her part. How she wished someone had taught her to care for herself!
She crawled from under the pine tree. That trivial effort made her pant. Water. That was the first thing to find. She dragged herself to an opening in the trees and found it to be a grassy meadow dotted with little blue violets. She recognized the heart shaped leaves and five-petalled flowers from her childhood. Edible plants flourished in the valley where she had lived.
In desperation, she fell to her knees, picked a violet, and put it in her mouth. A familiar sweet, perfume flavor spread through her mouth. She plucked the leaves and ate them too. Then she crawled through the meadow and ate several more flowers and leaves. Dew from the chill spring morning clung to the leaves and moistened her parched tongue.
When her growling hunger was pacified, she left the meadow and continued her search for water. Bushes and trees surrounded her and she searched for something else she recognized from her childhood. She dared not eat anything unfamiliar. She saw a bush filled with reddish berries and stepped to them to get a better look. Juneberries. She had eaten them nearly every morning in the spring when she lived with her parents.
She took a handful of the familiar fruit. Childhood memories filled her mind and the delicious fruit filled her belly. Relief nearly clouded her senses to the sound of trickling water. She searched around and found a small streamlet that seemed to flow right from a rocky embankment against a hilly backdrop. The cool water tickled her hand when she cupped it to catch the precious liquid. Then she drew it to her lips and felt the crisp water travel all the way to her stomach.
Feeling quite refreshed, but still unsure of where to go, she started moving. She scrambled through brush and down loose rock hillsides that nearly sent her tumbling, then finally reached the lower farmlands. Over the next few days, she passed a few small towns, but dared not enter them for fear of being recognized or running into Lord Donavan’s men.
She had no idea where she was or what direction she needed to travel to get to Anderon. Her group was supposed to meet James’s friend Nathan a week ago, but she had no way of knowing if he still waited for her. Perhaps he was even searching for her because she hadn’t arrived.
When night fell, she slipped into a farmer’s garden. Little yet grew, but she found rhubarb and a few onion bulbs which she hungrily ate.
She spent the night in a haystack in the field, then fled before the farmer awoke in the morning. After scrambling along the edges of farmland, she found her way to a major road, though she knew not where it led. She dared not travel on it, but took comfort in knowing it was near. She remained in the hills and trees above it and kept it in her sight each day.
When she awoke one morning to a churning stomach, over a week after she had lost her guards, she knew she had to find substantial food and proper directions to Anderon.
She shook dirt and leaves off her dress and cloak, straightened her ornate belt, and ran her hands through her hair. Then she pulled her hood low until it shaded even her eyes. With a deep breath, she headed down to the road again. After a few hours, a city outline appeared before her. She stopped, unable to propel her legs farther. She couldn’t go in there. It was too risky. 
Voices sounded behind her and she scurried around a hedge lining the road. A small group of travelers appeared and continued toward the city. She watched them pass and enter without trouble.
She closed her eyes and steeled herself to follow. She counted to three, then opened her eyes and stepped from behind the hedge. She didn’t stop until she had passed through the city entrance.
 Myriad sounds greeted her. Children played and bustled about the streets and one bumped into her. Her hood slipped backward and she caught it before it revealed her telltale hair. Women gossiped while they purchased clothes and food from market booths, and men went about their business with stern faces. Structures lined the road—houses and shops, tall buildings and small rundown shacks. The city felt busy and hasty, but also friendly. Her tension eased.
 She meandered through the streets and gleaned information from passing conversations, but dared not ask for directions.
The tantalizing smell of fresh baked bread carried her to a baker’s booth. Several people hovered near, examining the bread and choosing what they wanted to buy. She had no money, but needed the bread, for her strength was nearly gone.
“How is your family, Agnes?” the baker asked a plump woman at the booth.
“The children have been ill, but they are on the mend…”
The conversation was drowned out by the ringing in her ears. This was her chance. While the baker chatted with the woman she had to take some bread. She had never stolen anything before…except she then realized that taking rhubarb and onions from someone else’s garden was also stealing. Her poor circumstances had led her to thievery and she thought that perhaps she had misjudged others in the same situation.
The baker glanced at her, then returned to his conversation with the woman. Before she lost her courage, Danni reached out with one hand as though to examine the bread, while her other hand slipped a small loaf into her cloak. Then she coughed again and again in a pretend coughing fit, backed away from the booth, and hurried down the road.
Another street intersected the road and she turned down it and pulled the warm bread from within her cloak. Oh, the fluffy morsel was truly heavenly! She found a grassy patch under a shady tree where she sat and devoured the bread. Her full belly weighed down her eyelids, so she leaned her head against the trunk of the tree and rested.
A commotion sounded on the road behind her and she jolted from her nap. She stood, then whirled about when she heard screams from men, women, and children. They sounded panicked and seemed to be fleeing their homes. 
She ran toward an alleyway that led away from whatever terror had entered the city. The stench of filth and waste assaulted her nostrils and she covered her nose, then headed deeper into the alley. Somehow she knew the trouble in the city had everything to do with her.
The disturbance had all but faded away when the alley turned a sharp corner and dead ended. Tall buildings and fences surrounded her with no way through, and she had no choice but to retrace her steps.
The tumult grew in volume as she came again to the road. People screamed and crowded the street, everyone attempting to flee at once.
With nowhere else to go, Danni entered the crowd and was immediately swallowed up in the fray and swept along like a stick in a strong river current. She couldn’t break free, so she pulled her hood lower and hoped that if someone sought her, they wouldn’t find her in the throng.
The crowd bumped and jostled her until she stumbled and fell. The panicked townspeople continued on, oblivious of her fallen body. Someone stepped on her hand and a knee slammed into her back.
Then strong hands seized her and pulled her back to her feet. She felt a moment’s gratitude to her benefactor until his grip tightened around her. She squirmed and tried to free herself, but he refused to let her go. His strong arms dragged her toward the edge of the road and down an empty side street.




Chapter 5
Nathan watched his men distance themselves and spread out through the city. Edward and Garin led the pack horses, while Doc and Lane rode the other horses through. He desired to go on foot, so he could more thoroughly search for the princess. He entered the city last and headed straight to the center to check in the busiest places.
He watched the women he passed, but as always, found no sign of Princess Dannilynn. Perhaps something had happened to her. He could never again face James if he failed to bring her safely to him.
He had not been in the city long when he heard a commotion behind him. He spun around and saw an army enter the city. The leader was on horseback and his armor sparkled in the midday sunlight. His men—about thirty strong—followed with shields and swords at the ready, some on foot, and others on horseback. The blue and gold of Lord Donavan’s soldiers plumed above their helmets and hung about their horses.
Nathan dove down a side street and watched them fall upon the city. Like a pack of hungry wolves they knocked down doors, turned over tables, smashed windows, and destroyed nearly everything in their path. The soldiers entered houses and dragged women out into the streets.
The leader studied each woman carefully, shook his head, and moved to the next one. Nathan’s breath caught in his chest. Surely they sought the princess, too. If she was there, he had to find her first.
He turned and followed the narrow dirt street until it opened onto a wider cobblestone thoroughfare. He kept the chaos at his back and his hand on his sword hilt and crept through the city in search of Princess Dannilynn A’ Donna.
Panic spread through the city. People ran into the streets, parents yelled for their children, store owners fled from their buildings, and young children cried out for their parents.
He still hadn’t seen the princess, so he left the shadows to search among the chaotic streets.
The uproar of the disturbance grew louder and then mixed with the clamor of defense. Men from the city must have gathered together to stand up to Lord Donavan’s men.
The din reached the crowd. They ran and pushed and shoved to get away. Nathan allowed himself to be swept along with the madness.
Then before him a hooded woman stumbled. Small and slender, she was unable to keep pace with the crowd and was nearly trampled. He grasped both her arms with his hands and lifted her to her feet. He nearly let go then, but something stayed his hand.
She struggled against him and her dark hood shifted. The sun’s rays reflected copper for an instant, then she turned her head away. Perhaps he had imagined it, but he had to know, so he pulled her to the edge of the fray and stepped down a side street.
“Ma’am, you need to—”
The woman lifted her head toward him and the mid-day sun reflected off the most brilliant green eyes he had ever seen. His jaw dropped and he forgot how to speak. So mesmerized was he by her stunning eyes, that he even forgot for a moment that he was on a mission searching for those emerald eyes—and so were the men terrorizing the city behind him.
The woman’s porcelain face flushed, adding a rather attractive hue to her pale cheeks, and she looked away. The trance ended and Nathan’s mind reengaged. Emerald eyes. It couldn’t be. After all his searching, he might have found her. He reached in her hood and touched a lock of auburn hair around her oval face. She flinched and her hand shot up to push his away. He caught it and examined the glove that must have covered a magnificent ruby ring. He had found her!
“Princess Dannilynn A’ Donna,” he breathed.
Her remarkable eyes snapped back to his, wide with terror, and she tried to free her hand from his grasp, though his strength far surpassed hers. “What do you want with me?” 
“Have no fear, Your Highness. I mean you no harm.” He bowed. “I have sought you since you failed to arrive in Anderon. I am Nathan Meadows.”


∞∞∞
 
Danni’s heart leapt. Nathan Meadows—James’s greatest friend. She was saved! James had told her so much about Nathan that she felt she knew him, though they had never met. She had pleaded for him to find her, and there he stood, towering over her, his dark, handsome face gazing down on her, his solid muscles beckoning her to hide within their safety. She gave in to their call and buried her head against his firm chest.
All the emotion that had built inside her since she fled her guards erupted, and she sobbed and clung to him like a young child to her mother. Nathan stiffened. When she continued to cry against him, he patted her back.
 When she could finally breathe again, she realized he must think her rather childish. She pulled away, her cheeks aflame, and fumbled around in her cloak for her handkerchief.
“Here.” He pulled out his own.
It appeared clean and still folded so she took it, wiped her eyes, and blew her nose. “Forgive me.” She hardly dared look at his deep brown eyes or square jaw covered in a few days’ dark stubble. “I have been so frightened and alone and I hoped every day that someone would find me.”
“There is nothing to forgive, Your Highness. I am sure these past few weeks have not been easy for you.”
She sniffled. “No, they have not.”
He seemed about to say more, but the noise out on the main street reached a climax.
“We must leave.” He took her hand and continued down the side street. He stayed against the shadowy walls and glanced behind them every few steps. Danni followed his gaze and saw that no one pursued them. The soldiers seemed focused on moving down the main road.
They crept along and left the disturbance behind. With the danger diminished, she became aware of Nathan’s warm hand through her glove and the safety she felt in his presence, not to mention his rather striking face and dark hair that fell in handsome locks onto his cheeks. She shook her head and attempted to quiet her rapid thoughts, then began a casual conversation. “James speaks highly of you, Nathan. You must be great friends.”
“Yes. We have been friends since we were young. There wasn’t a day we spent apart when we were children.” He frowned and rubbed at his chin. “I haven’t seen him but briefly in these past few years with all the trouble between our kingdom and Tonam.”
“You must miss him.”
“Yes. We could speak to each other of anything and we shared the same values. He has written to me about you, and asked that I return you to his care.”
She blushed. “He cannot have spoken much of me.”
Nathan turned to her and searched her face. “He has.” 
 They turned a corner and Danni stopped. The road ended not twenty paces from her behind a small rundown building. The windows were broken, the roof tilted precariously, large cracks ran down the walls, and a knobby wood door hung off its hinges and creaked in the slight breeze.
“Perhaps we should turn around.” She glanced back down the empty road they had come from.
Nathan studied the structure. “I think you might be right. That building doesn’t appear stable and might fall down at any moment.”
Harsh voices approached them from the main road. A male voice laughed, then another one asked, “Do you think the princess is even here?”
Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder, then pulled her back toward the edifice.
Another voice responded, “If she is, I hope I find her first. I hear she is a beauty.”
Danni shivered and pulled her cloak tighter around her. She noticed Nathan’s jaw clench. He drew her nearer to him, then glanced at the dilapidated building.
“I suppose we must go through it.” He stepped forward and pulled the door open.
Danni took a breath and stepped inside. The smell of damp earth tickled her nose and she sneezed. When her eyes adjusted to the dimness, she saw the outline of shelves along the walls and boxes, old collectables, and broken trinkets littered about the floor.
She crept through the mess, kicking up dust that gathered on the hem of her dress and cloak. When they reached the front door, she placed her hand upon it and turned the knob. Before she could open it, Nathan leaned against it. He peeked through a crack in the door frame, then frowned. She heard footsteps outside.
“The army must have split into groups to search the city for you,” he whispered.
“What can we do?” They were trapped, with men hunting for her outside both entrances. She could not have survived her time alone to now be captured there.
Nathan put a finger to his lips, then led her toward the back of the building. They had gone about halfway when the front door crashed open and shattered.
Danni fell to her knees between stacks of boxes, and Nathan crouched over her. Several men entered the structure and she heard them shove boxes, break glass, laugh, and curse. She flinched and scooted toward Nathan until her back brushed against his chest.
“What a mess,” one man said.
“This dump is falling down. I think we should help it on its way,” another said.
The others laughed and exited the building. Silence followed them, then a crash shook the walls and the roof creaked. Another crash shook debris loose that rained down upon them. Then a great groan filled the air.
Nathan heaved her to her feet. “Run!”
She lifted her dress off the floor and ran toward the back door as fast as she could amongst the rubbish littering the floor. Her foot caught on a box and she crashed against a shelf. Nathan raced to her. A reverberating boom shook the building. The walls swayed. Then the entire structure toppled down and buried them beneath it.




Chapter 6
Nathan thought they were dead. He heard the crash that should have meant the end for them, closed his eyes, and braced for the impact. It never came.
He opened his eyes and saw Princess Dannilynn crouched beside him. Through the swirling dust and a faint red glow, he saw beads of sweat glisten on her forehead. Her eyes were squeezed shut and she held her hands above her head. The tattered wreckage pressed down upon her, but it did not crush her. He couldn’t fathom it.
He noticed her gloved hand, where the glow seemed to emanate from, and her strained face, and then he understood. The stories his mother had told him as a child about the ruby ring spoke of magic—of strength, healing, and protection. The princess, who surely wore the ring beneath her gloves, must have used its power to hold back the heavy rubble.
She didn’t seem able to hold it long, though. Debris surrounded them and there seemed to be no way out. Nathan lifted and shoved boxes and old rubbish out of the way and managed to clear a path through the ruins. When he returned to Dannilynn’s side, he saw her body shaking.
With the path clear, he could pull her out, but he knew when she released her hold on the mess, it would collapse entirely and they might still be crushed.
Her body shuddered. The glow faded, then vanished.
In one swift movement, he hooked his arm around her waist and rolled them both to safety. She went limp and everything she held up crashed to the ground. He covered her body with his own to protect her from stray debris.
When the dust settled, he gazed at her. Her face, once flushed with pink, was now pale, but slender and perfect. He brushed his hand against her forehead and wiped away a droplet of sweat, then tucked an auburn lock behind her ear. Her emerald eyes fluttered open, and once again he found himself lost in their depths.
Without releasing her gaze, she tried to shift her legs, probably suffering from his body weight. It was then he realized he was entangled with his best friend’s love. Saving her was his duty, but he doubted James would approve of this. He unraveled himself and helped her to her feet.
“Are you all right?” he asked. She wobbled and clung to him, obviously weakened from the incident.
“I—I think so,” she whispered.
He continued to stare at her, but only because he doubted her stability—not because she had held up a collapsing building to save them or because of how lovely she appeared afterwards. She could not be beauteous to him, for she was James’s. “If you are well, then we should leave before anyone comes to see what happened.”
“Yes.” She did not look away from him either.
“Let us go, then.” Nathan stepped forward, but kept a supportive hand on her elbow.
The road seemed clear now, and he guessed the soldiers must have moved on when the edifice collapsed. He led Dannilynn down the road toward the edge of the town. She leaned against him until he was nearly carrying her. He doubted she could handle any further incidents.
They had nearly reached the south wall when Nathan heard footsteps behind them. He glanced back and saw two men slinking in the shadows. They didn’t appear to be dressed in military garb, but seemed to be following them. He quickened his steps. If they were after the princess, he had to get her past the city wall, then he could use it to his advantage. He had fought more than two men at a time before.
Dannilynn stumbled, unable to keep up with him, so he scooped her into his arms and ran through the entrance. He ducked behind the outside wall, set her on the grass, and turned back, ready to jump upon their pursuers. Once he overpowered them he could find out who they were and what they wanted.
Their hurried steps grew louder and Nathan crouched, ready to pounce. When their bodies came into view around the wall, he lunged and took down both men at the same time. They rolled together in a blur of tunics, then Nathan raised his fist and aimed it at the first man’s jaw.
“Nate! Stop! It’s me.” Lane’s voice halted Nathan’s hand and laughter burst from the other man.
“He nearly throttled you, Lane,” Will cried between peals of laughter.
“What are you two doing here?” Nathan asked. He reached for Lane’s hand.
Lane swatted it away, stood on his own, and shook out his long brown hair, while Will continued to roll on the ground.
“Humorous, Will.” Lane dug his boot into Will’s side. “It was your idea to sneak up on him, and he knocked you down, too.”
“But his fist was aimed at your face, not mine!”
“All right, Will. That is enough,” Nathan said, relieved that he hadn’t let his fist fly into his cousin’s beard. “Why are you not with the others beyond the town as you should be?”
“Oh,” Will panted, still not quite in control of his giggles, “we heard a commotion and decided to go back to see that you were all right. Lane was about to search out the village saloon, afraid you had gotten thirsty and started a brawl.”
Nathan rolled his eyes. None of the men in his group were heavy drinkers—which was one reason he had chosen them—and he never touched the drink.
“Will, I did not—” Lane’s voice faded.
Nathan noticed his gaze shift to the wall and his mouth drop open. Nathan followed Lane’s gaze and saw Princess Dannilynn who rested with her back against the wall. Her auburn hair shined in the sunlight and her eyes sparkled like dancing emeralds. She was unmistakable, and he knew both Lane and Will recognized her.
“Nate…how…?” Even Will, it seemed, was rendered speechless by her appearance.
Nathan stepped toward her, took her gloved hand, and brought her to her feet. She stood straight and elegant, though she did not even reach his shoulder. The jewels that adorned the bodice of her blue velvet dress and her metalwork belt attested to her royalty, and no one needed to tell them who she was. “Will, Lane, I found her. Princess, meet Will Longwood, my good friend, and Lane Peters, my cousin.”




Chapter 7
Nathan watched Dannilynn curtsy, and though her hand shook within his and her cheeks still had not regained their full color, she showed no other sign of weakness.
Lane and Will continued to stare at her until a blush crept up her cheeks.
Nathan cleared his throat.
Lane blinked. “Your Highness.” He took her hand, then drew it to his lips and kissed the top of her glove.
“Uh…” Will stumbled forward after Lane, but did not take her hand. His blue eyes held a question and he stared at her covered fingers. “Um…your ring…it won’t burn me, will it?”
She glanced from Will to Nathan and back again. “Er…no. That is why I wear gloves.”
 “Oh. Yes. My apologies.” He kissed her hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you. We have sought you for weeks.”
“Thank you.”
“Should we join the others?” Nathan asked.
“Yes.” She released his hand, straightened her cloak over her gown, and pulled her hood over her head.
They continued together and chatted amiably for a mile, then Nathan searched for his other men.
“Nate!” Colter approached on horseback followed by his brother Peter.
At first glance they could have been twins. They had the same light brown eyes, pointed noses, and unshaved chins; however, Peter grew his sandy hair long while Colter cut his to a medium length. Peter had a slight limp from an accident in his youth when a wagon wheel had crushed his leg. He was the eldest and showed it by his maturity, whereas Colter teased along with Will and made light of serious matters.
They reined in the horses, then Colter dismounted when he saw Princess Dannilynn. “Who is this?”
“Colter, Peter, meet Princess Dannilynn.” Nathan pulled on the back of her hood and it slid off, revealing her hair and allowing the light through the trees to reflect from her emerald eyes.
Colter gaped at her and Peter slipped from his horse and sank down on one knee.
“Please.” Rosy circles again appeared on her cheeks. “You needn’t…”
“The pleasure is ours, Princess,” Peter said.
Colter turned to Nathan. “Where did you find her?”
“I will explain when we are all together. Where are the others?”
“This way.” Colter pulled on the horse’s reins and led them on a deer path for about ten minutes. The vegetation opened up into a small clearing circled about by trees where Doc, Edward, and Garin busily set up camp.
“Doc,” Nathan called. All three men turned toward him. “I have found the princess.”
Doc, by far the oldest in the group, stepped toward her. “I am so grateful that we have found you well, child. We have all been so worried.” He opened his arms to her and she accepted his embrace. He held her for several moments.
She patted his arm. “You remind me of my own father who has passed away.”
Edward approached her next and inclined his head, causing his black hair to fall across his chest. Nathan saw her eyes linger on the birthmark that streaked from his forehead to below his left eye. It may have gone all the way to his chin, but if it did, his thick facial hair masked it.
Garin took her hand then, and inclined his head. Though the shortest of his men, Nathan noted that he was still nearly two handwidths taller than Dannilynn.
Nathan introduced them, then took a deep breath of the pleasant aroma wafting from the fire. “It smells wonderful. Let us eat and I will tell you about my eventful trip through the city.”
They all sat down around the fire and Edward and Garin dished up the meal. Nathan watched Dannilynn gobble hers up hungrily, eating far more than he expected. It seemed her experience with the ruby ring had taken its toll on her.
As they ate, he explained everything about his travel through the city, Lord Donavan’s men, finding the princess, their miraculous escape in the run down building, and nearly attacking Lane and Will when they fled the city.
“That isn’t possible,” Lane turned to Dannilynn, his gray eyes askance and his forehead wrinkled in thought. “How could you have held the building up?”
“I am afraid I have no answer,” she replied. “I have never done anything such as that before, nor have I seen it happen. My father told me the ruby ring once gave our ancestors strength and protection. I assume that is what happened.”
The men stared at the soft leather glove on her hand, which covered the ring.
“Could we see it?” Will asked.
She glanced at Nathan, who shrugged. “That decision must be yours, Your Highness.”
“Please, you needn’t be so formal.”
Her words must have been a token of trust, for she pulled the glove off and showed them a magnificent ruby ring on the middle finger of her right hand. The ruby was an oval nearly as large as Nathan’s thumbnail. Sparkling diamonds circled round it, one row on the top and two on the bottom, set on a solid gold band. The last rays of the evening sunset caught the ruby and it burned like hot coals.
The men sat in stunned silence.
Finally Will let out a low whistle. “My! Is it true that it burns like fire if touched?”
A slow smile appeared on Dannilynn’s face. She held her hand out to Will. “I am not sure. Touch it to find out for us.”
Will pulled away from her hand so quickly that he fell off the rock he sat upon.
Dannilynn laughed, and the others laughed, too. Even Will, who came up red-faced, his blond hair tousled from his fall, wore a grin.
When Nathan saw Dannilynn laugh, he felt his stomach flutter in a peculiar manner, and he turned away.
The laughter died and she truthfully answered Will’s question. “Yes, it does burn. Ask James. He held my hand one day when I was without gloves, and I do not believe he will make that mistake again. He jumped about as high as Nathan stands and still has an angry red mark from it!”
The men laughed again.
“I bet he hollered loud enough to wake the entire castle,” Will teased.
“And threw a royal tantrum,” added Lane.
Nathan shook his head and remembered times when each of his friends had thrown quite a fit, but in their youth, James had been the worst. Accustomed to getting everything he wanted, James had been a bit selfish, but as he matured into a noble and caring young man, he had grown out of it.
“He was quite upset,” Dannilynn said, “though I have never seen him throw a tantrum.”
“James is a good man.” Nathan placed a hand on Will’s shoulder. “We have all grown up from the little boys we once were…well, all except Will.”
“Excuse me!” Will turned and slugged him and Nathan pushed him playfully away.
Dannilynn giggled, and Nathan noticed her eyes linger on him before she returned her attention to the group. Then she yawned. She continued to listen to the conversations, but he could tell she longed to sleep.
He wondered at the ring and how using it had weakened her. He did not recall that part from his bedtime stories.
“Well,” he interrupted a conversation that had grown playfully heated with some longstanding argument be-tween the brothers, “this day has worn me out. Perhaps we should retire early.”
Dannilynn yawned again. “Yes, I am quite exhausted.”
“Peter, Colter,” Nathan chose to distract them, “please set up the tent for Princess Dannilynn.”
They had one canvass tent, meant as the leader’s quarters, but Nathan was never one to lift himself above others, so the tent hadn’t been used.
“Perhaps I’ll set it up alone.” Colter winked at Peter. “Peter’s crippled old body can’t keep up with me anymore.”
Showing no sign of his limp, Peter jumped at Colter and caught him around the neck. “I will always outwork you, little brother.” They scurried away together to set up the tent.
Nathan gathered what extra blankets he could find.
“Princess.” He took her by the elbow and directed her toward the tent. “This is where you will sleep.”
She gazed into his eyes and he thought she must have seen straight into his soul. “Thank you, Nathan…for everything. It was…I mean…” She glanced at her boots. “Well good night.”
“Good night.” Nathan watched her enter the tent and heard her nestle down in the bedding without even removing her cloak.
He imagined her dark lashes closing over her brilliant eyes, then he shook his head at his unfitting thoughts. He couldn’t think beyond his duty to protect her. He respected James’s feelings for her and so wouldn’t allow himself to think on her again, for even a moment.




Chapter 8
Danni heard the men arise outside her tent, but allowed her eyes to remain closed a moment longer. Over an hour later she realized she had fallen back asleep and her eyes flew wide open.
She scrambled from her blankets, combed her long, matted hair, removed the cloak she had slept in, and did her best to straighten her dress. Feeling more presentable, she emerged from her tent. To her embarrassment, the men had finished eating and cleaned up breakfast. She should not have slept so long, but hadn’t been in comfortable bedding since she fled Tier.
“Good morning.” Nathan glanced at the sun that had risen quite a ways into the sky. He carried a bowl to her. “We saved breakfast for you. I fear it has become rather cold.”
She flushed. “Thank you. You must think me a pampered child. You should have woken me.”
“Who am I to disturb the princess’s dreams?” One dark eyebrow rose, but whether out of annoyance or playfulness she couldn’t tell.
“Perhaps they were nightmares and you should have disturbed them.” She winked at him, but his expression remained passive. Feeling rather uncomfortable under his unreadable gaze, she took the bowl he offered, then sat on a fallen log to eat.
She watched Garin douse the fire and Edward wash the dishes, but could see no one else.
“Where are the others?” she asked Nathan when he moved away.
He stopped and turned in a circle as though searching for his men. “Doc is gathering medicinal herbs. I sent Peter and Colter on the horses to discover the whereabouts of Lord Donavan’s army. Lane tires of our company and only remains in his right mind by spending a few moments each morning alone pondering the world’s greatest ills, and I know not where Will is. Perhaps he is throwing stones at Lane.”
Danni laughed at the thought. Then the leaves rustled behind her and she stiffened. The many strange noises that had surrounded her when she had been alone still haunted her.
Nathan glanced beyond her and frowned.
“Good morning, Princess!” Will jumped from the bushes so quickly that she startled and sloshed half her meal onto her boots.
“Will!” Nathan scolded. “Let her eat in peace.”
“Forgive me, Princess.” Will inclined his head. “I should not have startled you so. If Nate will hand me that rag by the fire, I will clean your boots.”
Will held out his hand.
“You needn’t worry, Will, and please, call me Dannilynn.” She shifted her gaze from his lanky figure to Nathan’s tall and broad one. “Or even Danni, which is what my father called me.”
Nathan glanced at her, and though she wouldn’t have minded his attention remaining there, he turned away. His attention shifted to Peter and Colter who returned to the camp at that moment.
“Nate.” Peter dismounted and hurried toward them. Danni noticed his limp for the first time.
“What did you learn?” Nathan asked.
“The soldiers have taken the west road and are searching cities along there.” Peter raised his canteen to his lips and took a drink, then wiped at the residue left below his pointed nose.
“That is good news,” Nathan replied. “Our journey takes us down the south road. We should begin right away.”
Danni took her dishes to Edward. She thanked him for the meal and tried not to stare at his prominent birthmark.
Not two minutes later, Doc and Lane returned to camp engrossed in a conversation about plants that Danni did not understand.
When the last of the company’s belongings were packed and loaded onto the horses, Nathan gave the order to begin their travels.
They followed the road through thick poplar trees that allowed a splash of filtered light to wash down on them. After about a mile, they emerged from the forest. Danni shaded her eyes from the sun’s glare in a cloudless sky, and scanned the landscape. The land lay flat for quite some distance, but off to the horizon, she saw a village tucked up against rolling hills. Her stomach knotted.
She worked her way to Nathan’s side and touched his arm. “You do not plan to travel through that village, do you?” Her recent adventure in a town left her quite hesitant to enter another.
“No, Princess. With the enemy so near, I do not wish for people to know you are traveling with us.”
She let out a relieved breath. “Thank you.” She removed her hand from his arm, but remained by his side. “Would you do something for me, Nathan?”
“I am at your command.” He did not look at her, and his tone implied that perhaps he did not appreciate her asking favors.
“Would you call me Danni as I have asked?”
He let out a huff of air and glanced at her. “It is far more appropriate to speak formally to you. I am sure that is what James would desire.”
“You are a faithful man.”
“I strive to be. Nothing good comes from shirking your duty.”
She could think of no reply, so she continued on in silence. He had seemed much friendlier the previous day. Perhaps she had done something to offend him.
After several awkward moments of silence, Nathan cocked his head sideways as though he desired to say something more, then turned away. He glanced at her again and finally spoke. “Where are the guards that James sent with you? And why did you not make our rendezvous?”
The abrupt questions startled her, and she stopped. Memories of her beloved guards and that terrible day overwhelmed her. Her heart, still tender from the loss, felt it might rend in two.
She sniffled, unsure if she could tell him all that had happened. Surely he already thought her cossetted, and her blubbering before him again could not improve his opinion. She chewed on her lips, then risked a glance at him. He stared back with an incomprehensible gaze.
“We were unable to maintain the schedule James set for our travels.” She rubbed her gloved hands together and resumed walking. “I realized at the first village that I had not reached the people. They did not wish to see me flaunt my ring, they wanted to see who I really was. So I stayed with them, worked with them, and learned to love them.”
Nathan nodded as though he agreed with the villagers.
“In one town I found a little girl crying in the streets.” Danni relaxed and let the memory take her to a happier place than the night she lost her guards. “Her face was smudged and her body thinner than a young child’s ought to be. I knelt beside her and through her sobs learned that she had a special locket that had been her mothers who had died. It meant everything to her. She had been playing with her friends and lost it. I dried her tears and we searched the street until we found it.”
She twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “As I helped and worked beside the people, I believe they grew to trust me.”
“I think you were wise to stay.”
“Do you really?” she asked with an impish grin. “I thought you would say I had shirked my duty.”
His eyes softened and she wondered if he held back his own smile. “Sometimes one duty must supersede the other.”
“I thought so, too but it took too long.” She swallowed, unsure if she could keep her voice steady. “We had to skip several towns, though I hated to. The time arrived for us to meet you in Anderon, but I insisted we go to Tier before finishing our tour. We never should have gone.”
She slowed her pace and felt sorrow swell within her.
“What happened?” Nathan prompted.
“We were ambushed. One of Donavan’s armies felled a tree in the road. When we stopped to move it, they attacked.” She paused, unsure if she could retell the horrific story. “My driver was killed and my carriage dragged by the spooked horses. My head guard, Tyrone, came to protect me.” Her voice cracked at the memory. “There were too many men for my guards to fight off. Tyrone told me to run and find you. He said their hope rested in me.”
She blinked several times, then touched her brow. “I can still feel where he kissed my forehead. Then I ran. I do not believe they survived.”




Chapter 9
Nathan watched Dannilynn struggle to control her emotions. He knew the trauma from the ambush and her time alone must have overwhelmed her, but he sensed an inner strength that must have pulled her through those difficult times. “I am sorry for all you have suffered.”
She wiped at her nose. He knew he probably ought to comfort her somehow, but he didn’t wish to betray the trust James had in him. James loved her and therefore Nathan should stay far away from her. She was beautiful, playful, and needed him—a dangerous combination for any man’s heart.
“I would offer you my handkerchief, but you have already used it,” he said.
She must have tried to laugh, but it came out as more of a hiccup-sob.
They moved forward again in silence until they drew nearer to the village tucked up against lush rolling hills.
“Peter, Colter,” Nathan called. “Take the horses and scout out the village. See if anything is amiss. Also,” he pulled a letter from his tunic that he had written to James, explaining that he had found the princess and that they would return to the palace in three-and-a-half weeks, “send this letter off to James. If anything is awry, hurry back and report. Otherwise, meet us a mile beyond the village.”
“We will do it,” Peter said with a nod. Then he and Colter hurried on ahead.
“Oh, and Peter.” Will’s blue eyes twinkled. “I would be most appreciative if you bought a few spices in the village. I have had about all I can bear of Edward and Garin’s bland meals.”
“Yes. Me, too.” Colter winked at Will and shoved his brother’s shoulder.
Nathan turned to the cooks in time to see them roll their eyes. “Be careful, my friend,” he cautioned Will. “If you offend them they might quit feeding you entirely.”
Will grimaced, wrapped his arms around his stomach, and fell to the ground as though dying of hunger.
Dannilynn laughed and Nathan shook his head. He stepped over Will’s curled body and continued toward the village.
About a mile away, he turned the group off the road and led them through the lush hills. His feet swished through thick grasses, and he appreciated the canopied trees that gave him a respite from the late spring sun.
A shallow stream crisscrossed their path and forced them to hop from stone to stone to cross it in several places.
They came to a larger crossing with one stone to hop across. Nathan went first and stepped easily onto the stone in the stream. His long legs could make the jump to the dry bank, but he knew Dannilynn, who waited behind him, wouldn’t make it without getting wet. Rather than leaping across, he stepped into the middle of the stream, the water reaching his mid-calf, and turned to lift her across.
She stepped onto the stone, then reached to take his hand.
“Here I come!” Will hollered. He ran straight through the stream, splashing water in every direction, and laughing merrily.
Nathan sighed at his foolish friend, then scooped up a handful of stream water and threw it at Will’s face. Will jumped back into the stream to retaliate. A battle ensued and Nathan and Will drenched each other as they would have done in their youth. Nathan chortled, then noticed Dannilynn, still standing on the stone midway across the stream. His laughter died. “Stop, Will! You featherhead!”
Will stopped. His face reddened when he saw her.
Water dripped down her face, and her dress and cloak were dark from water spots. She was not nearly as wet as he and Will, but still Nathan felt foolish.
A frown pulled at her lips. She bent down to brush at the water on her cloak and came up with a grin and a handful of water that she threw right in his face. Then she turned on Will. She let out a hoot, jumped into the water, and splashed them again. She continued across the stream, and Nathan swatted water at her.
She had nearly reached the other side when her boot must have slipped on a mossy rock under the water. Nathan tried to catch her but he slipped too. She screamed and landed in his lap, both of them up to their waists in the stream.
She leaned against him and laughed. Her wet hair brushed against his cheek and he shivered.
Will held his hand out to her and pulled her off Nathan’s lap and out of the stream. Water ran in great rivers down her dress and puddled at her feet. He turned back to Nathan and extended his hand. Nathan took it and stood, then Will shoved him back into the water.
Doc, ever wisdom’s voice, jumped from the rock to the other side. “In a few minutes you will wish you were dry instead of dripping wet like playful children.” A twinkle lit his pale eyes, and Nathan saw a tightness in his cheeks that suggested he fought to hold back a smile.
Lane, Garin, and Edward crossed the stream while Nathan, Will, and Dannilynn wrung out their clothes. Nathan risked a quick glance in her direction and found her watching him. Their eyes met for a moment, then he blinked and shifted his focus. He had to be careful. She made teasing and playfulness feel so natural and comfortable, yet he knew he shouldn’t trifle with her.
“We had better hurry to meet up with Peter and Colter,” he said.
They bypassed the village and returned to the road about a mile beyond. Peter and Colter waited there.
“What happened to you?” Peter scanned Nathan, Will, and Dannilynn over from top to toe. They were still wet, though no longer dripping.
“Oh, just a friendly little battle in a stream,” Nathan replied.
“Little?” Colter questioned with a knowing grin.
“Will started it.”




Chapter 10
They traveled mostly south for two days, then the road turned southwest and they skirted around another town. Danni stayed near Nathan when she could, but had also tried to pass some time with each man to deepen her trust in them.
Will, with his playful manner, livened their monotonous travel and helped her relax after her frightening time alone. Doc comforted her with his warm smile. His thinning gray hair reminded her of her own father, and his tender words healed a small part of the void left from his passing. Lane intrigued her with his enigmatic seriousness and his quiet, courteous demeanor. Peter and Colter were stalwart, dependable, and quick on their feet. They bantered with Will and kept everyone optimistic. Edward and Garin worked hard and were respectful. They spent their time together because of their job as cooks, but also, it seemed, because of a mutual friendship.
Then there was Nathan.
She glanced at him and wondered what he pondered when he remained so quiet. Her heart fluttered about as she gazed upon his tanned skin and broad shoulders. A great strength emanated from him, not just physically, but he had the emotional and mental strength of a great leader, and an absolute unwavering sense of loyalty and duty. It was no wonder James spoke so highly of him. He squinted at her through the afternoon sun and his brown eyes showed a deep emotion that she couldn’t even begin to understand. She yearned to know him better and discover all he kept hidden inside. She blushed and studied the ground.
Why did she feel so giddy when he was near? He was James’s greatest friend. James. The man she loved. The only man she should feel lightheaded around. It had been over nine months since she had seen him and her thoughts and feelings seemed all jumbled and confused.
She had fallen desperately in love with him when they first met. She had been young and frightened and he had stepped in and cared for her and loved her after her father’s death. His charm and charisma had swept her away through their courtship. Nothing, it seemed, could have been more glorious than those dreamlike moments, but nine months later it felt like that—a dream.
Nathan was there now, in the flesh, not in memory. He treated her with great propriety, yet did not coddle her as James had, and he held a quiet strength that seemed more powerful than James’s paraded royalty.
She sighed, unable to sort through her feelings for either man.
“What troubles you?” Nathan’s question pulled her from her musings.
She twirled a copper lock between her fingers. She couldn’t tell him what she had been pondering. “Um, it is nothing. W-would you tell me about yourself, Nathan?”
“There is not much to tell. I grew up at the palace with James, Will, and Lane. My mother worked in the kitchens.”
When it appeared he would say no more, she prodded. “Where is your family now?”
He stopped and turned to her. “My family is dead—except for Lane, my cousin.”
His lips were set in a firm line, clearly stating he did not wish to speak any more about his family. Danni dropped her hand to her side and wondered at his stiffness. It was not the first time she had seen it. Some pain lay hidden so deep inside him that he pushed others away to avoid facing it.
“I suppose you are a bit like me then.” She met his hard gaze.
He stared back at her for several seconds, then his features softened and he resumed walking. “Forgive me. I did not mean to offend.”
“I am not offended, though I do wish you would tell me about them. We have a long time to spend together on this journey and it will be rather boring if we cannot get to know each other.”
He licked his lips, then sighed. “My father was ill when I was a child and passed away when I was eight. My mother died three years ago after serving in the king’s kitchens for ten years.” He ran his hand through his hair, causing a lock to fall into his eye. With a huff he blew it off his face. “And I had a little sister Emma who died a few days before my father.”
“Oh, Nathan. I am sorry. How you must miss her.”
“Yes.” The word squeezed out between his clenched teeth. He moved away from her and faced his men. “Halt! We will take a break.” He spoke without even a glance at Danni. “Our path now turns to the west, so we must proceed carefully. Lord Donavan’s men will soon turn to the south to avoid a great mountain range along that road. I believe we are still well out of their path, but the risk is higher that our travels may converge. I would like two men to stand guard each night now and I want Peter and Colter to scout the road ahead and behind so we are not caught unprepared.”
The others nodded, then he turned and strode away.
Danni couldn’t imagine why he behaved so brashly at times. He was hiding something from her.
Lane strode past her toward where Edward and Garin had tied up the horses.
“Lane!” Surely he would know about Nathan’s sister.
He did not acknowledge her call, whether he heard it or not.
“Lane.” She caught up to him and placed her hand on a brown riding horse.
He finally focused on her, but said nothing.
“You are Nathan’s cousin.”
“Yes.”
“And you two are close?” She ran her hand down the neck of the horse. Lane was a man of few words and it might take some prodding to get him to speak.
“Nearly brothers.”
“Then surely you can tell me what happened to his sister.” She realized she probably shouldn’t pry into Nathan’s private life, but she couldn’t stop her curiosity.
Lane rubbed the stubble on his chin, probably choosing his words with care. With gray eyes and a lean build, he looked nothing like Nathan, except for his dark brown hair, though he grew his long.
“What did Nathan tell you?”
“Only that his sister died a few days before his father when he was a boy.”
Lane’s brow creased, a sure signal that he wouldn’t tell her. “I do not believe it is my place to tell the tragedies in his past. If he had wanted to tell you, he would have.”
She blew out a huff of air. “But you are his cousin!”
“Precisely why I respect his privacy.” Lane’s gaze was stern.
She wanted to pout and beg, but knew it was pointless. “I suppose you are right.”
Lane nodded, then returned to his preparations and she guessed their conversation had ended. Then to her surprise, he spoke again.
“Perhaps in time he will tell you more.” A hint of a smile crossed his face.
Then Danni saw a bit more family resemblance between him and Nathan. They both seemed rather dispassionate, but moments like that showed great emotion hidden below their stoic surface. The moment ended and Lane’s face turned hard again and he moved away from her.
She glanced around for someone else to speak to, and found Peter sitting on a log in the shade. She went to him and sat down.
“Peter?”
“Yes, Princess?”
“How long have you known Nathan?”
Peter shifted on the log. “I met him a few months ago when he was recruiting men for the king.”
She frowned. He wouldn’t likely know Nathan’s story then.
“Does that upset you?” Peter asked.
“Not at all.”
They sat in silence for a moment. Then she decided to ask him about himself. “Peter, do you mind if I ask how your leg was injured?”
He stuck his leg out as though examining it. “It was crushed by a wagon wheel when I was thirteen. It didn’t heal properly. That is why I limp.”
Danni hugged her arms about her chest. “I did not mean anything by it. I hardly noticed your limp.”
“He is being modest, Princess.” Colter joined them. He stroked his beard. “What he didn’t tell you is that I was in the way of the spooked horses and runaway wagon. He ran into the road and pushed me to safety, but didn’t make it clear of the wagon. My big brother saved my life.”
Peter’s brow creased and he rubbed his leg absentmindedly. “Some days I regret it.”
“You do not.” Colter pushed Peter’s knee.
Peter laughed. “You are right. I have never once regretted it.” 
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General Briggs, a commander in Lord Donavan’s army, sat in his tent and poured over a map. He rubbed his portly belly, then ran his hands through his dirty-blond locks.
His father had been a destitute, nameless farmer with nothing to call his own nor anything to show for his years slaving away in the fields. The youngest of eight boys, Briggs was hardly noticed on the farm—except to be beaten by his father and seven older brothers for all that went wrong. People noticed him now, though, and respected him, too.
He had risen above his family’s pitiable status and abuse and now commanded a large part of Lord Donavan’s vast militia. He had gained influence, prestige, and title through strategy and deception. Men coveted him and feared him—and he loved it. He no longer had anyone to fear, except Lord Donavan himself. He shuddered at the very thought of the king.
His latest plan—and his greatest one yet—would gain him ultimate favor. If all went smoothly, he would be given an increase in position and power beyond his greatest hopes. He had a plan to capture Princess Dannilynn A’ Donna and her famous ruby ring. He had a man on the inside, someone who would soon, very soon, be with the princess and would deliver her into his hands.
His pale blue eyes glinted. He could hardly imagine if he, General Briggs, were the one to bring the woman to Lord Donavan. He would be greatly rewarded. 
His thoughts were interrupted by a rap on his tent door.
“Enter!” he barked in a raspy voice.
A soldier entered and squinted in the dim light. He glanced around and fiddled with a paper in his hand.
“Well?” Briggs yelled, annoyed at this waste of his precious time.
“A-a letter for you, General,” the soldier stammered.
“Bring it here.”
The man approached, then held the letter out with a shaking hand. How Briggs loved to see men cower before him!
He ripped the letter from the man’s hand. “Now, get out!” he bellowed, and chuckled inwardly as the man scurried back outside.
He ran his finger along the letter and licked his lips. This had to be what he waited for. He tore the letter open and read:
She has been delivered into my hands. Await my further correspondence.
At long last, his spy was in place! Now his plan could begin to unfold and soon—very soon—Princess Dannilynn would be his.




Chapter 11
Thunder rumbled in the distance, drawing Nathan’s gaze up to the sky for probably the twentieth time since he awoke that morning. The weather had been pleasant for their first five days with the princess, but that had changed. He had hardly recognized dawn that morning, for the sky hadn’t lightened. Ominous clouds blocked the sun’s rays and had thickened since.
“I believe the rain is nearly upon us.” Doc squinted toward the sky.
The horse that Nathan guided whinnied as though in agreeance.
“Should we find a place to wait out the storm?” Garin asked.
Nathan rubbed his chin and thought of Dannilynn. She had uttered not a single complaint thus far, but he didn’t know if she could handle severe weather. “We must continue on. I sent word to James that we would return in three-and-a-half weeks from the date of that letter. I do not intend to break my word.”
His gaze lingered on Dannilynn, who shied away from his attention, then pulled her hood over her head. The others mimicked her action.
Not three minutes later fine, misty drops fell from the sky, brightening the grass and glistening on the bushes. Beside him, Dannilynn reached her arms out, palms up to catch the rain. She left his side and frolicked about with her head tipped heavenward. Then she spun in a circle. Her hood fell back and the rain added a beautiful shine to her auburn hair. Nathan found it rather difficult to look away.
Will, who couldn’t seem to pass up an opportunity for frivolity, ran out to meet her. He took her hand and danced with her through the light drizzle. Their laughter floated back to Nathan and brought with it an abrupt and unexpected jolt in his stomach.
He wondered at the feeling. It almost felt like jealousy. Water dripped off his brow into his eyes and he wiped it away with his free hand. He was not jealous of Will. He was not even jealous of James. Dannilynn was his to protect, not to care for. He wouldn’t allow those feelings to stir within himself. She was beauteous, that he could not deny, but he felt nothing more for her. It mattered not to him that she was kind and pure and held a maturity and strength beneath her timid surface that needed an opportunity to show itself.              
He shook his head, trying to clear the sudden desire to dance with her in the rain. As he pushed those thoughts away, lightning shot across the sky. Thunder rumbled close by and the light rain turned into a deluge. The dancing pair stopped as the sky opened up and dropped everything it had down upon them.
The rain might have been bearable, if the wind had not kicked up. Powerful gusts tore at Nathan, seeping right through his cloak. He lowered his head and pushed through the gale, oblivious of his surroundings.
Another thunder clap brought his head up. The others seemed cold and miserable, especially Dannilynn who had fallen behind and struggled to move against the strong gusts. She held her cloak tight against her, the hood pulled low.
He mounted the horse, turned it around and rode to her side. He reached his hand out and pulled her up behind him, then urged the horse forward to find shelter. Though he wanted to press on, he knew they couldn’t continue through the raging storm.
Open grassland surrounded the road, so he cantered off the path and headed toward a wooded area about three hundred yards away.
When he and Dannilynn reached the trees, he wiped rain from his face, dismounted, and helped her down, then he tied the reins to a sturdy tree branch.
“Will the others make it?” she called above the din.
Nathan watched his companions struggle, but gave no response to her question. After a few moments, Will and Lane arrived with Peter and Colter close behind helping each other lead the other panicked riding horse. They got it under the shelter of the trees and tied it beside the first horse.
 Edward and Garin each held onto a pack horse and struggled to lead them through the downpour. Thunder rumbled and Nathan heard the horses whinny. They strained against the reins, reared, and bucked. Edward and Garin held tight to keep them in check. As the storm grew louder, the horses panicked. Then a great blast blinded Nathan. The accompanying thunder rent the sky.
When his vision cleared, Nathan saw the horses bolt. Edward and Garin were thrown to the ground. Edward managed to release his horse, but Garin was dragged through the mud like a rag doll, his hands tangled around the reins.
Nathan left the safety of the trees and raced after the horses.
“Nate!” he heard Will scream, but he ignored the cry. Another crash of thunder shook the ground.
He ran, desperate to reach Garin before he was trampled. The frightened horse whinnied and skidded to a stop before a stand of trees. It reared up on its hind legs.
Nathan pushed harder, drawing a knife from his belt as he ran. He dodged legs and hoofs and got in close enough to cut the reins. Then he seized the reins and dragged the horse away. The crazed animal bucked and reared while foam dripped from its mouth. Nathan managed to drag it to a tree and tie it securely.
He hurried back to Garin and rolled his unconscious form over. Mud covered his body so Nathan couldn’t assess his injuries. He took off his soaked cloak and wiped the mess away from Garin’s face, revealing a bloody gash across his forehead.
Garin moaned and his eyes fluttered. Nathan turned to call for Doc, but another blast exploded in the sky, then a tremendous thunder clap rattled his teeth and stood his hair on end.
Sparks rained down on him and he smelled charred wood. He craned his neck up and saw an enormous tree, smoldering and cleaved in two, falling on top of them.
He threw his body over Garin’s and braced for the blow. For the second time in less than a week, the impact he expected never came. This time he knew why.             




Chapter 12
Nathan turned to where the others stood. Dannilynn’s eyes were squeezed shut and her arm reached out toward him. A faint red haze surround her. Even from that distance he saw her face grow pale as she concentrated all her effort to keep the tree from smashing them.
He slid his arms under Garin’s back and around his chest and dragged him away from the tree. When he felt Garin was safe, he peeked at Dannilynn and saw her pitch forward into Will’s arms.
“Danni!” he screamed. The massive tree crashed to the ground, nearly blocking the roar of another thunder clap. Nathan dove over Garin’s unconscious form. A few stray branches hit his back and arms.
The merciless rain continued to drench him. He heaved Garin again and dragged him toward the others. Lane ran out to help, followed by Peter and Colter who took Garin from him.
Freed of his burden, Nathan raced to where Will had lain Danni in the grass.
Will remained beside her with a dumbfounded expression. “How…?” Even he seemed at a loss for words after beholding the ring’s power.
Nathan ignored him, knelt beside her, and placed a hand beneath her head.
Her eyes fluttered open. “Garin…is he…?”
“He will be fine.” Nathan brushed wet hair off her forehead.
She must have tried to smile, but it came more as a grimace.
Nathan turned to Edward who gazed at her in shock. “Fetch the tent and bedding. They need shelter.”
Edward blinked, then hurried off to do Nathan’s will.
Lane, Peter, and Colter brought Garin under the trees. Nathan left Danni to watch Doc’s examination of his injured friend. He rubbed at his chin while he waited for the report. A hand touched his arm. He glanced sideways and found Danni beside him looking pale and exhausted. Her emerald eyes seemed to glow in the gloom.
“You should rest.” He couldn’t turn from her gaze.
“I will be fine.” She stepped forward and placed her hand on Garin’s shoulder. “Will he?”
Doc answered for him. “He will be all right. He took a good beating, but it isn’t serious. This cut on his forehead isn’t deep and should be fine after I clean and bandage it. He will need rest.”
“And so do you.” Nathan took Danni’s trembling hand in his own. He felt a sudden warmth that was surely nothing more than the temperature of her skin. Then he realized she still wore gloves.
Edward returned with the tent and two blankets. Everything else was probably soaked. He stared while Nathan settled Danni on a log, then he grabbed Will’s sleeve. “Help me set up the tent.”
Will and Edward got to work and Nathan checked back on Garin. Doc had bandaged his head and cleaned his face.
When the tent was ready, Peter and Colter moved Garin inside and wrapped him in a blanket.
“You too.” Nathan approached Danni. He took her hand again and led her to the tent.
She stifled a yawn. “Nathan, I do not need…”
“Yes, you do.” He helped her take off her sopping cloak and wring out her soaked skirts. She curled up on the floor across from Garin. Nathan knelt beside her and tucked a blanket around her.
She looked up at him, then her eyelids sagged and she fell asleep. He gazed upon her, and had a sudden urge to wipe a strand of damp hair off her cheek, but resisted. Instead, he checked on Garin, and exited the tent.


∞∞∞
 
Danni awoke several hours later to groaning. Her eyelids felt like stones, but she willed them open. Dim light filtered into the tent, and she guessed it was late evening. Her head throbbed with each pulse of her heart and was so foggy she couldn’t recall who might groan in such a manner. Then she remembered the storm.
Garin! She crawled to his side and watched his eyes flutter open. “How do you feel?”
After several blinks, his gaze focused on her. He took a deep breath and released it. “Like I was run over by a horse.”
She stifled a laugh. “That is nearly the truth.”
“What happened?”
She told him about the incident, Nathan’s rescue, and the falling tree.
He gaped at her. “You held back the tree?”
She fiddled with her glove. “Um…I suppose so.”
He continued to gaze at her until Nathan and Doc, who must have heard them talking, entered the tent.
“How are you, Garin?” Nathan glanced at Danni, then knelt down beside Garin.
Garin rubbed his face. “I have felt better, but I believe I am fine.”
“Your body is quite bruised from your ride behind that horse and you have a nasty gash on your forehead,” Doc told him. “It is lucky you weren’t more seriously injured. With plenty of rest in the next few days, I believe you will recover quickly.”
The tent door rustled and Edward entered carrying two bowls. A luscious smell wafted toward Danni and her stomach growled. She hadn’t realized how ravenous she felt, and couldn’t help but lick her lips when Edward offered her a bowl of soup and a biscuit.
 She hardly noticed the other men watching her or Garin’s groans when Doc helped him sit up to eat. She was too occupied devouring her own meal. Food had never tasted so good, and before she realized it, she had eaten the entire bowl. The delicious soup did little to quiet her stomach, however, and she glanced up in anticipation of more. Every eye was on her. Shocked expressions filled each man’s face. She blushed and ducked her head.
“Do you need more?” Nathan reached a cautious hand toward her bowl.
“I—if I could.”
“It seems,” Doc stroked his clean-shaved chin, “that when you use the ring, it also expends your energy and strength. You should use caution, my child, and not overexert yourself.”
“I did not even realize I had done anything.” She bit her lip. “It just occurred when I saw the tree falling.”
Doc studied her face with a slight frown. “I cannot claim to know what happened, but perhaps this is something you could gain control over with time and with a little practice.”
“What do you mean?” She had never considered the ring’s magic or what she might do with it.
“I mean that perhaps you could make it more than an instinct. Perhaps you could harness it into something greater. Trouble yourself no more over it now, for you must rest and regain your strength.”
She no longer felt tired. Doc’s words echoed through her head, Perhaps you could harness it into something greater. Questions filled her mind. She didn’t know if she could control the power of the ring or strengthen herself so that she could wield it without collapsing. Perhaps she could even do more with it.
“Danni?” Nathan’s use of her informal name jolted her from her musings.
She lifted her head and found his dark eyes searching hers, and for a moment she forgot how to breathe. It should be a crime punishable by death to gaze at her in such a manner. He didn’t turn away, and his lips hung slightly open, as though he meant to say more, but had forgotten.
Then Doc cleared his throat and the moment ended.
“We best get a bit more food for these two, then let them sleep.” Doc moved to the tent door. “Rest well. Good night.”
Nathan and Edward joined Doc at the door. Nathan glanced at Danni one last time, then exited the tent.
Danni stared after him, then sighed.
A rumbling laugh startled her, and she turned to see Garin’s amused face.
“He is rather striking, isn’t he?” Garin asked.
Danni felt her face grow hot. “I—I don’t know what you mean.”
His raised eyebrows clearly suggested he did not believe her. “You are not the first woman to vie for Nate’s attention.”
“I am not vy—”
“You are, however, the first woman that I have seen him return the attention for.”
Return the attention? He paid her no mind. In truth he seemed constantly annoyed with her. “He does not trifle with me,” she said. “He stands there, aloof and dispassionate, as though I do not even exist.”
Garin shook his head. “You misunderstand him. He is nearly always unemotional, but not because he doesn’t care. He hides his feelings behind duty, and has since he was a boy. I didn’t know him then, but Will told me about a great tragedy that occurred when he was young. He blames himself for it. Occasionally his emotions show through—like then when he gazed at you, or when he battled Will at the stream crossing—and you get a glimpse of who he really is.”
“What happened?”
“The story isn’t mine to tell.”
“That is what Lane said when I asked him about…” Her voice drifted off as she remembered her conversation with Lane about Nathan’s sister dying. “His sister. He blames himself for his sister’s death? He was no more than a boy!”
Garin pulled his blanket up around him and yawned. “I cannot say more, Princess.”
“Danni.”
“Danni, then.”
Footsteps approached their tent, and Danni couldn’t help but hope they belonged to Nathan. To her disappointment, Edward’s head peaked inside.
“Here is a bit more soup.” He brought a bowl to her and Garin.
“Thank you,” they said in unison.
Edward nodded and exited the tent.
Danni ate while thoughts of Nathan raced through her mind.
He blamed himself for his sister’s death, though he was young, so he hid his emotions behind duty. Perhaps he did have feelings for her that he hid somewhere inside because of guilt. She knew she could no longer deny her own feelings for him. They seemed even stronger than those she had toward James.




Chapter 13
Danni awoke to a damp, oppressive heat. The sun beat upon the tent and created steam from the wet bedding and clothes. She wondered how Garin could sleep in such humidity, then she fled the tent.
The crisp air outside cooled her like a dip in a mountain spring. She inhaled a few lungfuls and sighed. She searched the camp. Nathan sat a ways off, deep in conversation with Doc, Will laughed and talked with the brothers, Edward knelt by the fire and cleaned breakfast dishes, and Lane sat alone on a log, his booklet in hand.
Lane peeked up from his book and stared at her. His intense gaze seemed to reach all the way to her soul, and she felt he saw her every strength and weakness. Somehow he and Nathan saw so much, yet expressed so little.
His gaze turned curious as it traveled to the top of her head, then down to her feet. She followed his gaze and found her dress in a wrinkled, stained mess. A quick feel of her hair revealed that it must be in an even worse state.
“Oh, dear. I must be quite a sight,” she said.
Lane returned to his writing, but not before she saw him stifle a smile. She ran her hands through her hair several times to remove the snarls, then shook and straightened her dress and unhooked the knots in her adorning belt.             
When she lifted her face again, she caught Nathan’s gaze over Lane’s head. He excused himself from his conversation, then left Doc and came to her. Concern wrinkled his forehead and she found she rather enjoyed the thought of him worrying over her.
“I trust you slept well?” he asked.
“Yes, thank you.”
“May I get you something to eat?”
“Hmm how about bacon and fried eggs, warm milk and hot cakes, fresh pastries and sliced fruit—”
“All right.” He held up his hand to stop her. “I should not have asked such a question. I should have asked instead if I could get some bland, but very healthy mush for you this morning.”
“That would be wonderful.” She rocked up on her tip-toes, then back down again.
He nearly smiled, but instead turned toward Edward who handed him a bowl. When he placed it into her gloved hands, his smile was gone. “Enjoy.”
She felt a pang of disappointment when he moved away and joined Will and the brothers. She had thought after the last night that he might not be so impassive toward her. Maybe Garin had been wrong about his feelings. With a small groan, she shifted her focus to her meal and ate with the same vigor as the night before.
She felt someone watching her, but when she glanced up at Nathan, he jerked his head back toward Will and didn’t glance her way again.
Garin emerged from the tent with a great yawn. He seemed pale but well, considering all he had been through the day before.
“Garin,” Nathan approached him, but still ignored Danni, even when he passed near her. “How do you feel?”             
“Well enough. My head aches a bit, but I am fine.”
“I am glad to hear it.” Nathan patted him on the back. “Let me get breakfast for you. I am afraid it is not fancy like Danni wanted when she arose, but it will have to do.”
Danni couldn’t tell if he was irritated or teasing her.
Garin ate, then Edward and Will cleaned the breakfast dishes.
“I have a few things to discuss.” Nathan gathered the group together. “First, we have lost a horse. Peter and Colter went out this morning but couldn’t find the other pack horse. That horse carried much of our food, so we will have to resupply. Second, we are behind schedule. We traveled little yesterday and will not go far today.”
Danni remembered what Garin had said about Nathan and duty. Two days with little travel seemed insignificant to her, but for Nathan, it was probably a great concern.
“Garin.” Nathan turned to him. “Doc feels that you should be able to travel a short distance today, but nothing vigorous. What do you think?”
“Yes, I will be fine.”
“Good. We will travel a few miles then stop—even if you feel you can do more.” He faced the others. “I want Peter and Colter to ride out and scout the road again. We haven’t kept track of the soldiers and we cannot let them happen upon us unawares, though I do not believe they are near. Peter, Colter, will you do that?”
“Of course,” they agreed.
“Thank you. Lane, I need you to set Garin’s bedding up out here so he can rest for another hour while the others prepare for travel. Will, you and I will take down the tent and pack up the camp. Edward and Doc, go through the supplies that we have and figure out what we need when we resupply. And Danni—”
Surprised that her name fell on his list, she looked up at him and blinked several times.
“Do you know how to care for a horse?”
A horse. She had never cared for one before. “I…umm…I have never tried.”
“We have one that had a rough day yesterday. She could use a good rub down and perhaps you could find her a few berries from the bushes around here.”
Warmth tickled her insides. Nathan thought she could help. She had been asked to do very little in her life, almost like no one trusted her ability to succeed, but she had helped the villagers on her tour and had survived on her own for a week. She was capable, and to have Nathan trust her made her feel rather warm inside.
“I will do my best.”
“Is there anything else that needs to be brought to our attention?” he asked.
Will raised his hand. “Would anyone want to play a card game?”
Nathan closed his eyes. “I meant anything important to the welfare or mission of this company, Will, not your entertainment.”
The company laughed, then spread out on their various assignments.


∞∞∞
 
Once Nathan saw that Garin rested again, he helped Will take down the tent—or tried to, but found that his gaze wandered time and again to where Danni combed the horse. She had seemed surprised at his request for her help, but had not complained and had gone straight to the horse and done her best to calm, feed, and comb the mare.
“Nate!” Will’s voice brought his attention back to the tent.
“What?”
Will raised an eyebrow. “Could you please look away from that beautiful woman long enough to help me roll up the tent?”
Nathan felt his face grow warm. “I was not—”
“You were staring at her and have been since you found her. Now, I cannot say that I fault you, for she is beauteous…”
“…and playful and innocent. She cares about everyone, even people she has never met. She never complains and always smiles. And she has a strength deep within her that just needs a little encouragement to break free from her timid shell.” Nathan sighed, not even aware that he had spoken his thoughts aloud.
Will chuckled. “You are lost, my friend.”
“What?” He hadn’t realized he had spoken out loud. “I am not…I wasn’t…I—I may have watched at her at times, to ensure her safety, as James has instructed me to do. That is all.”
Will’s second eyebrow arched. “Uh huh. Tell me then, what will you do when you have to give her back to James?”
Nathan tried to say that he would return her to James’s keeping and walk away, but the words wouldn’t come. He groaned, completely confused by the feelings that swirled within his heart, then he helped Will finish packing.
When everyone had finished their assignments, they gathered around him and awaited word to move out.
Nathan woke Garin and gave the order. He planned to travel only a few miles, though he wished to continue all day. Garin would never complain or ask to stop, so Nathan would have to watch him carefully and stop when he began to tire.
After two miles, Colter returned from scouting and Nathan ordered Garin to ride the horse for a bit. Even still, two miles later, he noticed Danni’s gaze linger on Garin and concern crease her brow. Garin’s cheeks had paled, and his eyelids sagged.
Nathan led the group on for another mile, then moved off the road and meandered through the brush until he found a grassy area surrounded by shade trees. “We will camp here for the remainder of the day. Garin, once the tent is set up, I want you to rest, though we will give the tent to Danni for the night.”
Everyone started right to work—including Danni, Nathan noticed, who helped Edward unpack the supplies. When the tent was ready, she took Garin by the arm and settled him inside for the evening.




Chapter 14
After Danni helped Garin into the tent and saw that he was comfortable, she joined the men who had started a camp fire and sat around it. Peter had returned and reported no sign of the army, so Nathan let everyone relax for the evening.
The company chatted and shared friendly conversation. Will took over, reliving memories with Nathan and Lane.
“Nate,” he began, “remember when you and James threw a ball around the palace kitchen and it broke that cabinet and all the fancy china in it?”
Nathan chuckled, and Danni nearly swooned as his face softened at the memory.
“Please, do not remind me,” he said. “I believe my backside still bears the marks of the wooden spoon my mother used to punish me for that incident!”
“Mine too,” Lane added. “Even though I wasn’t involved.”
“We were all punished for that one.” Will rested his elbow on his knee. “Except James, of course.”
“He was never punished.” Lane blew a strand of hair away from his face.
Nathan chuckled. “True. I often wished I was the prince so I could escape punishment.”
“James made it up to us every time, though. Remember?” Will licked his lips. “He always slipped us cakes and pastries from the cook while we served our time. I think deep down he felt bad. What would you have done, Lane?”
Lane scrunched his eyes and thought for a moment. “I probably would have enjoyed the privileges of being the prince.”
Will wacked him and Lane grinned.
Nathan’s rumbling chuckle sounded again.
Danni forgot the others and gazed at him. He leaned his back against a tree trunk and folded his hands behind his head for support. She admired his capabilities as a leader and his loyal sense of duty, but she loved to see him smile in those moments when he allowed himself to unwind and express his feelings and emotions. He could be quite playful and charming when he relaxed.
Will started another story, but Danni paid no heed—her thoughts were elsewhere. She heard Lane respond defensively, but knew not what they bickered about. Nathan grinned at their banter, then shifted his gaze to her. His smile faded, but he didn’t turn away. They stared at each other for a moment, then his smile returned. Danni’s heart pounded and she had to look away. When she dared peek again, he no longer gazed at her.
Will continued reliving the past. She listened this time and tried to ignore the sense that Nathan might be watching her. Before long, Will’s stories of his childhood had Danni laughing so hard that her stomach hurt. “Stop, Will!” she cried. “I cannot breathe!”
The conversation lulled after that. Nathan stirred the fire with a stick and added more wood. “Danni,” he asked, “would you tell us the story of the ruby ring?”
She blinked in surprise. “I thought you were told the story since you were a child?”
“I was. We all heard it, but perhaps it has changed over the years.”
“It most likely has.” Lane squinted at her gloved hand and stroked his short beard.
“Please tell us,” Will added.
“Yes,” Peter agreed.
Through the dim evening light, Danni saw every eye on her. She knew the story well—her father had told her many times—but she had never repeated it. While she lived with her father, there hadn’t been anyone to share it with, and James had never asked.
“I will tell it the best I can remember.” She shifted her feet against the log she sat upon. “Long before our time, this beloved land was filled with wickedness. The people knew nothing of Goodness, but dwelt in chaos and horror. There was no king and no law.
“Then one day Goodness, like a glorious ray of sunlight amid the blackest storm, visited the land. Who or what Goodness was no one now remembers, though she had to have been more than a mortal. She brought with her a gift from the higher powers, to bless the land as long as they remembered her. The gift was a magnificent ruby ring which she set in a wooden box between the empty thrones. Only he who proved worthy to bear the ring could inherit the kingdom. None other could touch it for the ruby held a coal of living fire that burned all who were unworthy to bear it.”
“It contains a coal of living fire?” Will asked.
“I know not.” Danni brushed a strand of hair off her cheek with the hand that bore the ring. “So much in the legend is mystical that it is hard to tell what is real and what is metaphor.”
Will and Peter nodded, but no one else spoke, so she continued. “Men flocked to the throne like vultures to fresh meat. Though all tried to touch the ring, not one bore the brilliant ruby ring and the title of king. Instead they bore the mark of the fire within the ring, for they were all unworthy.”
“That must be meant literally.” Nathan’s dark eyes reflected the fire’s glow. “You said James still bears a mark from when he touched the ring.”
“Yes. He does.”
They stared at each other for a moment, then Nathan’s gaze dropped to her gloved hand, perhaps because he was curious, perhaps because he needed to look away.
 “Then one crisp autumn night,” she continued, “a stranger named Rulonn Marselon appeared. His auburn hair shined like the falling leaves, his emerald eyes sparkled like the sun-kissed ocean, and his entire countenance glimmered with a purity unknown in the wicked land. He placed the ring upon his noble finger and took up the throne.
“King Rulonn’s integrity showed in all he did. He restored order to the Great Kingdom of Rulonn, and ruled in honesty and truth. The ruby ring sat, not upon his finger, but in its box with the lid ajar where it shined the brighter and filled the palace—and indeed the entire land—with its glow of goodness. It gave him strength to spread goodness abroad. It gave him power to protect himself and others from harm. It gave him empathy to heal the wounded.”
Colter cleared his throat. “Can you do all that with the ring?”
Danni shrugged. “I know not. You have all seen that it has given me the ability to protect, but I cannot say if I could do those other things. I have never tried.”
“You have the strength to spread goodness abroad,” Nathan said. The fire popped a spark his way and he brushed it off his pants. “You did that on your kingdom tour.”
“Thank you.” Her words caught in her throat, the memories from that adventure still fresh and poignant.
“Please finish,” he said.
She took a deep breath to regain control of her emotions. “The people lived in happiness and peace for hundreds of years under the Marselon line and the protection of the ruby ring, but it did not last. Evil entered the land and robbed its virtue. Goodness was scorned and trampled in the dust.
“There was nothing the Marselons could do. For all the power of the ruby ring, it could not take away man’s agency—and man chose to forget Goodness and follow evil.
“The ring weakened and the Marselon line faltered. War broke out and evil conquered. The Marselon line and the ruby ring vanished, led away to a valley of paradise by the Goodness who brought them to the land. The Great Kingdom divided and never again saw true peace.”
“There has been no peace in our lifetimes.” Edward rubbed his hand across the birthmark on his face, then stirred the fire with a stick.
Danni felt the weight of his words descend upon the group. She hadn’t grown up in their society and knew little about their situation, but James had talked about the skirmishes and attacks on innocent Callairians, and the growing tension between the kingdoms. It was the tension and fighting that had separated him from Nathan, Will, and Lane over the years.
She licked her lips and continued her tale. “Evil con-quered Goodness that tragic day, but it will not always be so. For one day men will again seek for Goodness, and she will return. She will wade through sorrow, pain, and the wickedness of the world to gain the strength and courage needed to conquer at last.”
The air felt suddenly heavy and stifling, though she knew not why. She straightened and rubbed her chest to ease the pressure. “She will enter a war waged for her cause, and with a hand blessed to touch the ruby ring, shall return it to the Marselon throne. United and hand in hand, Goodness will be restored and she will again rule the land with her emerald eyes…”             
Danni stopped as the pressure squeezed the air from her lungs. Her body went cold, despite the fire’s warmth. She had heard those words so many times before, but had never understood them. It had always been a story about a symbolic Goodness, but in telling it one last time she understood, and she trembled. Her father’s last words came to her as clearly as if he were beside her, You must discover who you are…
The world spun about her and her shaking hands reached toward her mouth. She finished her sentence in a breathless whisper, “…and again rule the land with her emerald eyes…and ruby ring…till the end of time.”
 She buried her head in her hands and felt the truth crash upon her with the weight of the world. It crushed her until she could no longer bear it. She was the Goodness spoken of in legend. She would suffer through sorrow and pain. She would lead a war. She would return the ruby ring. She would unite the land. This was her destiny, her role in life, her very purpose.
It could not be.
She slid her gloved hands up into her hair and curled her fists around a lock on each side. Surely there was someone else. It couldn’t be her. She was too young and timid. But she knew it was. The firelight seemed to intensify and confirm her fears. She stared into it and felt her body convulse to its chaotic rhythm. Her destiny. Sorrow. Pain. War. The return of the ruby ring.
She let her hands fall into her lap, then searched the group, desperate for something to cling to, something to relieve the burden she now bore. Their faces spun around, a muddled blur. Then her gaze met Nathan’s. His confident face glowed in the firelight.
Strength rushed back into her limbs. His eyes were no longer hard, but full of great emotion. Sympathy swirled in their depths, but so did confidence and trust. She knew he believed in her and somehow she also knew he would be with her to the very end.




Chapter 15
Sleep did not come easily for Danni that night. She tossed about in her tent and tried to understand her fate. She should have realized her destiny long ago. Her father had brought her to Callair to show that the Marselon line had not disappeared. James had sent her on a tour to give Callair hope of uniting the kingdom once again in peace and prosperity. She had been too naive to understand that she was meant to do more than spread goodness abroad.
An insignificant girl not even quite eighteen years old could not unite two kingdoms that had been feuding for centuries. She wasn’t a great leader like Nathan or James. In truth, she preferred to stand behind people like them. She knew nothing about war and the very thought made her want to crawl under her blankets and hide. The legend said so much that seemed impossible for her to accomplish and she feared she would fail.
When she could no longer remain confined in her oppressive tent, she got up and stepped outside to find some company. Moonlight chased off the darkness and she went in search of whoever stood watch.
“Princess?” Colter called from the shadows behind her. “Are you well?”
“I cannot sleep, and please, call me Danni.”
“After all you said tonight, I am not sure I can call you that.”
She ran a hand through her hair. “I am still the same person I was before. Would you have called me Danni then?”
“Possibly.” Moonlight shown off his light brown eyes and the shadows elongated his pointed nose. “You may join me in my watch Pr—er—Danni, if you don’t mind a rugged man’s company.”
“Thank you.” She sat on the ground and rested her back on the log he sat upon, not sure she dared divulge her feelings to him.
“You shouldn’t fear your destiny,” he said, as though he read her mind. “You are the woman in the legend because you have the strength to be her. You will do marvelous things. I am sure of it.”
His kind words surprised her. She hardly knew Colter, for he and his brother were nearly always out scouting. Despite their unfamiliarity, he now sat beside her and offered the very words of solace and confidence she needed, as if Goodness had sent her a comforter.
She gazed up into the night sky where thousands of tiny stars struggled to light the gloom. She felt like a miniscule star. “Do you suppose that one tiny star could make a difference in the whole sky?”
Colter tapped his foot against the log. “I’m not sure if I believe it, but Doc says the sun is one tiny star like all the others. If that is true, then it makes a great difference. It turns the darkness of night into the brightness of day.”
She thought hard on his words while she let the still night calm her troubled soul. Could she be like the sun and turn the darkness of war, fear, and evil into the light of goodness?
Such thoughts finally made her tired. Her eyelids grew heavy and she rested her head against the log. She had nearly drifted off when Colter’s voice stirred her again. “You should go back to your tent and rest.”
“I do not wish to be alone,” she said with her eyes still shut. Then she curled up on the ground and rested her head on her arms. A moment later she was asleep.
∞∞∞
 
Nathan awoke from a troubling dream in which Danni fought Lord Donavan to return the ring to the throne. She held nothing but the ring and stood alone before the armor-clad king who swung his sword in a great arc toward her unshielded body. His eyes had seemed nearly red and were fixed on her heart.
He ran a hand across his face, relieved that it had been a dream, though he doubted her future held anything else. She had obviously not understood her destiny until she told the legend to his men—and he hadn’t fully understood it either. It seemed impossible and unfair that someone so innocent and pure could be destined to suffer, fight, and restore a kingdom that had been divided for centuries.
Unbidden, thoughts of Emma filled his mind. She had been so young and innocent, and entrusted to his care. He was the older brother. He should have watched over her but he hadn’t and she had died.
Now another woman was his to care for and protect. An army sought her and would surely kill her if they found her. He must keep everyone safe. He owed it to Emma, and James, and Danni and himself. Perhaps he could finally be at peace if he returned Danni safely to James’s care. Or perhaps not. He doubted he could ever forgive himself for Emma’s death. 
Stars twinkled above him and he sat up. It was nearly time for him to take over the watch. He headed to where he knew Colter was on duty.
As he neared the spot, the moonlight reflect blood red off something on the ground. He stepped closer and found Danni asleep in the dirt with her head atop her arm, her hand ungloved, the ruby ring shining in the dim light.
Powerful feelings welled up within him and he suddenly recognized that she meant more to him than a simple fulfillment of duty. He yearned to help her realize the strength he saw within her and become all she was destined to be. She truly was Goodness. She possessed every quality in the legend—kindness, a deep love and care for all people, untarnished purity, and a willingness to grow through her hardships. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever known—and the beauty he found inside far surpassed her obvious outward beauty. How could he give her back to James when the time came? In that moment it seemed an impossible task.
He stepped nearer.
“She is asleep.” Nathan hadn’t noticed Colter who sat on a log where he had likely kept watch.             
“I see that. Why is she on the ground?”
“She was distressed so she left her tent. We talked, then she fell asleep right there.”
“Why did you not send her back to her tent?”
“I told her to go but she refused. I didn’t wish to argue with the heir of the Great Kingdom.”
Nathan shook his head. “Thank you for speaking with her, I am sure she needed it. You should get some sleep now. It is time for me to take the watch.”
When Colter left them, Nathan knelt beside Danni. She seemed so peaceful that he didn’t wish to wake her, though he knew the ground wasn’t nearly as comfortable without the bedding in her tent.
“Danni.” She stirred when he spoke her name.
She blinked up at him and smiled. “It is good to see you, Nathan.”
“It is a pleasure to see you as well, but why do I find you in a pile of dirt in the middle of the night?”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“I see. You couldn’t sleep in your cozy tent, so you came out to find comfort on the cold, hard ground?”
Her nose crinkled and she laughed. “It does sound foolish when you speak that way.”
“Yes.” Though he would have enjoyed her company during his watch, he knew she needed to rest—and talking with her through the night might not be wise considering his newly discovered feelings. “You should get some decent sleep tonight.” He held his hands out to help her stand.
She sat up and placed her hands in his. Their warmth reaffirmed the feelings he had for her—ones he probably shouldn’t have, but which he couldn’t deny. He closed his hands around hers to pull her up, and his palm, under his left thumb, closed over her uncovered ring.
Fire, more intense than he could have imagined, exploded across his hand and continued to burn though he had released his hold on her. He clenched his jaw to keep from crying out and shook his hand to ease the pain.
“Oh, Nathan! Forgive me. I forgot I wasn’t wearing gloves!” She took his hand into her palm. With her finger, she traced the angry oval mark branded there.
“I see why your ancestors didn’t wear that ring.” He spoke through gritted teeth, shocked that the pain lingered so long.
Her hand trembled as she held his. She looked into his eyes and her lips parted. She brought his palm up and pressed her lips against his burn. Through the pain he felt the warmth of her skin. Her ring seemed to glow and a cool tingle spread across his palm. It soothed the burn and filled his entire being with peace. He couldn’t help but sigh.
She pulled away and glanced at his palm. He did, too, expecting to see charred flesh. To his amazement, his hand was whole, as it had been before the ring touched it. He turned it, balled it into a fist, then released it.
Danni stood so close to him that he could hear her rapid breathing, and he found himself once again lost in wonder at how remarkable she was. “Thank you,” he whispered.
She bit her lip and ducked her eyes.
He reached out and touched her flushed cheek, then let his hand continue to the nape of her neck. He leaned in, unable to resist his deep emotions, then brushed his lips against hers. Their softness encouraged him and he deepened the kiss. She returned it with a timid passion.
When he pulled away, she kept her eyes closed and her lips slightly open. Then she sighed.
He wanted to kiss her again, but knew he shouldn’t. He still had a duty to fulfill, and giving in to his emotions would make it harder for him to fulfill that duty. If he lost his focus and fell desperately in love with her as he wanted to, it might cloud his ability to safely lead them. Aside from that, his best friend had loved her first.
“Danni.”
She opened her eyes when he said her name. “Yes?”
Oh, how he yearned to kiss her again. “You should return to your tent.”
“Yes…” Her gaze dropped to her feet and disappoint-ment laced her voice. “I suppose I should. Good night then, Nathan.”
“Good night, Danni.”




Chapter 16
Dawn came far too early for Danni. She couldn’t even lift her eyelids and desired to remain in her tent for another full day. However, she did not wish to slow the others down because she hadn’t been able to sleep, so she mustered her strength and crawled from her blankets.
She emerged from her tent and saw the men beginning to rise. She yawned, then went to help Edward and Garin—who seemed well recovered—begin breakfast preparations.
“You needn’t help us with the meal, Princess.” Garin took the pot she had picked up.
“Yes.” Edward inclined his head. “We can manage.”
She glared at them. “Just because it turns out that I am supposed to fulfill some great legend, does not mean I am any different than I was yesterday. Please, let me help you.”
“If you insist, Your Highness.”
She would not have them treat her any different. “Call me Danni.”
Garin swallowed. “All right Danni. I suppose you may help us if you desire.”
She rolled her eyes and took the pot back from him. Edward frowned, but stepped aside when she moved to help prepare the meal.
Peter shuffled over to them, his limp more pronounced with the stiffness of morning. He yawned, then glanced at Danni. He stopped, his eyes open wide. “Why are you preparing breakfast?” He reached out. “I can help.”
Colter came over next. He pushed his startled brother out of the way and continued past Danni with a smile. “I said my piece last night. I will still treat you the same as I did yesterday.”
“Are we treating Danni differently today?” Will hollered from where he rolled up his bedding.
Danni felt her face redden. “No. We are not. I am still me.”
“Of course you are still you, but with more power!” Will winked at her and took the bowl she hadn’t realize she had pointed at him like a weapon.
Nathan came around the bushes with Lane, his face freshly shaved. He glanced at her, then turned away and went to sit beside Will.
Unconsciously Danni’s hand went to her lips as she remembered his kiss the night before. It had sent tingles all the way to her toes. His lips had been soft and tender, yet she had felt the desire he held in check.
She had desired him too, even though she knew she shouldn’t. James was supposed to be her love. She had once imagined herself marrying him and being his queen. Everything was so different now. James knew nothing of her part in the legend. He believed her to be a helpless princess who would stand faithfully behind him while he ruled his kingdom. The legend said she would be far more than that. She would rule both kingdoms united and be even greater than James himself.
Perhaps James would despise her supremacy and no longer love her when he learned of her destiny. She doubted he would ever be able to see her as someone with strength as Nathan saw her.
Nathan had heard the legend and expressed his confidence in her ability. He believed in her and acknowledged her strength. He was a great leader who could help her fulfill her destined role and wouldn’t hold her back as James likely would. And he cared for her. He had let down his emotional guard after she healed him and given her a glimpse into his heart.
She had seen pain and fear from his tragic past, loyalty and dedication to every just and righteous cause, and his intense feelings toward her. For that instant she had felt a nearness that bound them together with a power stronger than her ability to heal or protect—a power that could sustain them in their fateful journey.
She watched Nathan chew his lip beside Will as though aware of her gaze, but he did not glance back. He seemed content to ignore her after sending her away the night before. Perhaps she had misunderstood him. His dispassionate behavior shouldn’t have mattered, but it did—it hurt.
Lane hadn’t continued on with Nathan. Instead, he stared at her and said nothing. She knew he was quiet, but his silence unnerved her. Perhaps he doubted her ability to succeed or was surprised that she was the one.
A pained expression crossed his face for a brief moment, then it was gone. “I am honored to be at your service, Princess.”
She bit her lip, not really sure why his approval meant so much to her. Maybe it was because of his kinship with Nathan, or his reserved nature that made her yearn for his acceptance. Whatever it was, it felt nice.
Warm arms encircled her. “Somehow I knew you would be the one, child.” Doc drew her to him and kissed her forehead. When he released her, his eyes gleamed with an almost father-like pride—the same look her father had given her nearly every day before he died.
The group ate their meal and spoke little.
“Peter, Colter.” Nathan set down his bowl when he finished. “You were both on guard duty last night. I need scouts today, but I need them to be fresh. Lane, Edward, I would like you to go instead.”
Lane and Edward nodded their heads in unison.
“Lane, take the front. You should make it to the city Roater in little more than an hour on a horse. Make sure it is safe for Danni to enter.” He didn’t look at her. “We haven’t time to skirt about it and we need to resupply. Meet back with us before we arrive there.”
“Consider it done.” Lane went to his bedroll, and packed up.
“Edward,” Nathan continued. “Retrace our steps for a while and watch for any sign of the army. Catch up within three hours so we are together to enter the city.”
“All right.” He left to ready himself and a horse.
Nathan gazed around the remaining group, but avoided Danni. “The rest of you, pack up, and be ready in half an hour.” He left to pack up.
Danni groaned and battled her mixed emotions and her feelings for him. He had kissed her the night before, but now completely ignored her. Perhaps he regretted the kiss. She shook her head and went to her tent to pack her belongings.
Thirty minutes later, she joined the others and they set out for Roater. She felt ill at the thought of entering another city, so she sped up to catch Nathan who was in the lead and moved quite a bit faster than usual. Then she remembered that he wanted nothing to do with her, so she slowed down. Perhaps he was hiding behind duty again. With that hope in her heart, she sped up and nearly ran to catch his long strides.
He gave her only a brief glance.
She huffed from frustration and from the effort it took to keep pace with him. He didn’t slow down.
“Nathan,” she panted his name.
“Yes?”
“Are you angry with me?”
“No, Danni. I am not.”
“Then why will you not even look at me when I speak?”
His jaw clenched, then his pace slowed and he turned to her. “Now I am looking. What do you wish to speak about?”
“Perhaps about last night.”
His eyes darted to her lips and back. “I have no desire to speak about last night.”
“Because you are angry?”
“No.” He stepped forward again.
Danni let out an unlady-like growl and was pleased to see that it brought his gaze back to her.
“Nate, are you quarreling with the heir to the Marselon throne?” Will teased, then he bowed to Danni, passed them, and headed out in the lead.
“Be respectful, Will,” Doc scolded from behind.
“I am,” Will called back. “I bowed to Danni and refrained from hitting Nate. For me, that is respect.”
Doc chuckled, inclined his head to Danni, and passed them. Then he glared at Nathan. “Be respectful, too, son.”
Nathan’s cheeks flushed.
“What did he mean by that?” she asked when Doc had moved on.
Nathan slowed his pace even more so that she could stroll leisurely. Peter, Colter, and Garin passed them with the pack horses. “Perhaps he meant to remind me that my behavior toward you was not appropriate. I apologize for it.”
Danni stopped. “Do you say that because it is your duty or do you mean it?” She hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but her words came out bitterly. She couldn’t understand his brashness toward her that morning when the night before had been wonderful. 
“I dare not think of anything but my duty at the moment.” He stopped as well and rubbed his hands across his face. “You want me to speak about last night? Then I will. Last night I realized how amazing you are and how much,” he swallowed, “how much I may have grown to care for you. You truly are the most marvelous woman I have ever met. I wish we had met under different circumstances so that I might explore those feelings, but as it is you are my best friend’s love and I have been ordered to return you safely to him. I fear that my feelings for you will cloud my judgment and perhaps render me a useless leader. Apart from that, it hurts too much to think of you beyond my duty to return you to him. There. I spoke about last night.”
She blinked several times. She had not expected him to share such personal thoughts with her. “Nathan, I...”
He opened his mouth as if to say more, then clamped it shut. Then he blinked and turned away. “We shouldn’t fall behind.”
He started forward again, but she grasped his arm. “Nathan?”
“Yes?”
She yearned to tell him of her budding feelings toward him, but knew that might make it harder for him to do what he felt he needed to do. “Will you please at least treat me kindly while you sort through your feelings?”
He frowned and touched a lock of her hair. “Forgive me, Danni. I never meant to treat you poorly. Let me get you safely home, then we can see what else might happen between us.”
Her heart fluttered a little bit. “All right. You are forgiven.”
“Thank you.” He said no more, but that was all right for he had shared so much more with her than she had ever imagined he would.




Chapter 17


Two hours later, Nathan still traveled beside Danni. He knew he had hurt her with his stiffness earlier, but he had to keep his distance and be who James needed him to be—the faithful soldier and friend who returned the princess to him.
Confusing thoughts and emotions spun through his head. He knew his feelings for Danni were forbidden. James loved her and had entrusted her to his care, yet his feelings for her grew stronger with each step they traveled.
“Nate!” Peter’s call pulled him from his thoughts. “Roater is ahead. Should we proceed?”
Nathan saw the line of trees protecting the city on the hill before him. His thoughts had made him lose track of time. A glance at the sun’s position told him it had been over three hours since they departed that morning. Lane and Edward should have rejoined them by then.
A movement ahead caught his eye. He saw Lane’s dark head bobbing along with the horse’s gallop.
Lane drew near, and Nathan called to him.
“All is well,” Lane replied. “The city is safe.”
“Good.” He patted Lane on the back when he dismounted, then turned to the others. “Spread out through the city as we have done in the others. Doc and Garin, buy the supplies you need. If Edward catches up with us, he can join you. Danni,” he glanced her way and nearly lost his focus, “stay beside me.”
“All right.” She pulled her hood low to shade her eyes.
They climbed the hill and approached the city gate. The guard glanced at them, and they passed under the stone archway into the city.
People bustled about engrossed in lively conversations. Shops and markets lined the streets and Nathan knew Doc and Garin would have no trouble finding the supplies they needed.
“Nathan?” Danni’s head swiveled about as she examined all the items for sale in the street.
“Yes?”
She paused, as though unsure if she dared speak with him. A peddler went past them with a wagon filled with flowers and herbs. She watched it pass. “May I speak personally with you for a moment?”
He had said all he dared say to her earlier. She couldn’t expect more of him. He took a deep breath and released it. “Yes, you may.”
“Nathan, I am afraid.”
He stopped. That was not what he expected her to say. “There is no need to fear. The city is safe.”
“That is not what I mean. I am afraid of my future.”
He nodded. After hearing her version of the legend, he could understand her trepidation. There was much ahead for her, and this journey was only the beginning.
He stepped down the cobblestone road again, and she followed. “Fear will not help you. Strength and hope will. You are young and timid, but you are not weak. You can face whatever challenges lay ahead.” He looked sideways and their gazes met. He saw moisture sparkle in her eyes. “I know you can do this, Danni. It is what you were born to do and you have the strength inside you to do it. You have more strength and goodness than you will ever know.”
“My father knew it would be me.” Her voice was no more than a whisper. “Just before he died on the palace steps, he said, You must discover who you are. Now I know.”
She was silent for a few moments, and Nathan felt his chest tighten with each quiet step. He knew it was a great burden to bear and wished he could carry it for her.
“What if I am alone?” Her voice cracked. “How can I do so much alone?”
The emotions he tried so hard to deny exploded again within him. He stopped and faced her straight on, then clasped her shoulders and leaned closer to her. “You will not face this alone. If I have to carry you to the throne of Tonam myself, I promise you will not be alone.”
“That is not your duty,” she whispered.
“No, but I mean it all the same.” He did mean it. His duty would be fulfilled when they reached James, but he knew their connection wouldn’t end there. He didn’t want it to. So much lay ahead of her and he felt he was a part of it, bound as if by fate or perhaps a force even stronger.
She stared up at him and his heart began to pound. “The others await. We should join them.” He started forward and passed a fruit stand before he realized she hadn’t followed.
“Danni?” He stepped back to her.
She rubbed at her arm. “How long until we reach the central palace?”
“Two or three days beyond two weeks.”
Her brow crinkled.
“What is wrong?” he asked, unsure why she worried.
“It is nothing. I lost track of time and realized it is nearly my eighteenth birthday.”
“You will come of age.” Nathan remembered a letter he once received from James stating James’s intentions to offer his hand to her when she turned eighteen. A tug pulled at his insides. “When is your birthday?”
“In two weeks and one day.”
 They moved forward again, faster, to catch up with the others. “Hmm.” He thought hard, not sure if he could get her back for her birthday. “If you are home by then, there will be grand festivities. Coming of age is important. I will try to have you home in time, but it will be difficult. If we haven’t made it by then, I will not be able to grant you a ball with a feast, but I promise I will make your birthday special.”
She linked her arm through his. “Thank you, Nathan. I would like that.”
They continued on and soon found Will, Lane, and the brothers waiting beside the road. Doc, Garin, and Edward—who had caught up with them in the city—arrived a few moments later after purchasing their supplies.
They journeyed until evening and found a spot to camp for the night.




Chapter 18


Take your positions!” General Briggs barked. He glared out over his men while they trained the following morning. “Ready the targets! Now!”
His men obeyed, and he smiled inwardly, knowing they obeyed because they feared his wrath. He could be a very nasty man when crossed, so unlike the scared little boy he had once been.
His smile broadened and showed his crooked teeth. He reveled in the control he wielded. Oh, how he loved power and could never seem to get enough. His father and brothers had exercised cruel dominion over him in his youth, but not anymore. Only one man had supremacy over him now.
He cracked his stout knuckles and watched his men. They were slow that morning, likely exhausted from their rigorous drills, but that was no excuse! Their weakness tried his patience. Everything tried his patience lately and he knew why. He was anxious to hear from his spy. It had been several days since his first letter and he was ready to carry out his plan.
A disturbance out on the road beyond the encampment drew his attention. A man on horseback approached the camp’s entrance. The guards stopped him, questioned him, then allowed him entrance.
“General! General!” The man rode toward Briggs and waved a letter in his hands.
Excitement brought sweat to Briggs’ palms. This had to be it.
“Dismissed!” he yelled to his men, then snatched the letter from the rider’s hand. His scraggly blond hair flipped behind him as he headed to the privacy of his tent.
Once inside, he ripped the letter open and flung the envelope onto the ground. A shiver of excitement crept down his spine when he recognized the spy’s handwriting.
It read:
All is working as planned. No one suspects my false allegiance. The ring gives the princess great magic, but using it weakens her. Send men in behind us to cause fear and hasten our march. She is small and will soon tire. A few carefully placed accidents will make her use the ring and weaken herself more. Then she cannot escape. The leader is very protective—I will have to separate them. We will reach Norlin in three or four days. Meet us there with your men at the top of the east hill and she will be yours. This will be my last correspondence.
Briggs’ licked his lips. It was so easy. With little effort on his part, the most powerful woman alive would be delivered into his hands in a few days’ time.
He knew the stories of the ruby ring and assumed the magic spoken of in the letter was that in the stories—strength, protection, and healing. How interesting that using the ring weakened her. How very interesting indeed.
He would make sure she had no chance to wield her magical ring against him. The seed of a wicked plan formed in his mind and he knew how to keep her weak enough to transport to Donavan’s castle.
An evil smile played across his pudgy face as he imagined himself being rewarded by Lord Donavan…


∞∞∞
 
Nathan wanted to get Danni home for her birthday, so he pushed his group harder that day. No one complained, but they said little that night. Each person retired to their bedding and fell asleep.
He sent Peter and Colter to scout before the sun dawned the next morning. When the others stirred, Edward and Garin prepared a simple breakfast. He watched Danni emerge from her tent and sit by the fire. Edward handed him a bowl and he asked for another, then he went and sat by her.
“Thank you.” She accepted the bowl he offered. 
“Oh!” Will let out a huge yawn and got up from his bedroll. “I am so tired. These night watches will be the death of me!”
“You are indolent.” Nathan spooned warm gruel into his mouth.
“Agreed,” Lane added while he rolled up his own blankets.
“I am not lazy, I simply value my sleep more than you.” Will stepped toward the food and whacked Lane on the back of the head as he passed.
Nathan chuckled. Will always could lighten the mood.
Will got his breakfast, then sat beside Doc.
“Will is a growing young man.” Doc patted him on the back. “He needs a bit more sleep than the rest of you.”
“See? Doctor’s orders.” Will winked at Nathan. “So quit having me take night watch.”
“Nice try, but you still have to—”
Nathan was interrupted by horse hoofs out on the road. It was Peter, who scouted the rear. He galloped into the camp and leaped from the horse before it had completely stopped.
“What is it?” Nathan stood and felt his stomach lurch with concern.
“Lord Donavan’s army. They are heading this way.” He glanced away and Nathan followed his gaze to Danni who had forgotten her food and sat with wide eyes.
“How far?” Nathan turned again to Peter.
“They are still a ways off. I was about an hour from camp when I heard some passing travelers mention a band of soldiers stationed outside a town not too far from Roater, which we left two days ago. They said they were heading this way. If that is true, then I would say they are no more than a day behind us.”
Nathan’s mind raced along with his rapid heartbeat. One day behind them. He couldn’t hide such a large group for long, and they traveled the only route to the Central Palace, well, the only route to Norlin. From there they could travel two ways to the Central Palace. If he could get them to Norlin, they could hide out and let Lord Donovan’s men pass, then see which way they traveled. He could push his group harder and beat them there. He had no other choice.
“We must leave.” He felt every eye on him. “We will move faster, break less, and end later. We must stay ahead. I need scouts to keep us informed. Peter, when we catch up with Colter, I will have you two switch off scouting the rear, along with Garin. Will, Lane, and Edward, you three will switch off in the front. Two men will be gone at a time, leaving six with Danni. The scouts are to report every three hours, unless they need to return sooner. We will have to rest the horses every few hours. Garin, take the rear first, Lane take the front when we catch up with Colter.”
He paused while they nodded. “Move out!”
Every man jumped to his feet to carry out their assignments and pack the camp. When only he and Danni remained, he turned to face her. “Stay beside me.”
“I will.”
Garin left to scout the back, and the others joined Nathan and Danni. They returned to the road and continued in silence through thick forested land that gave them a respite from the blazing sun.
They stopped for a brief rest near mid-day, but Nathan urged them back to their travels. He knew the army outnumbered them and they could not afford to waste time.
His men continued to rotate through scouts and those in the back reported that Lord Donavan’s band was indeed a day’s journey behind them and closing the gap. Nathan knew that at least half the soldiers had horses so they would likely travel faster than he could hope to.
He pushed his companions hard that night. When he knew Danni could go no farther, he called a halt.
He woke them early the next morning. A faint glow along the east mountain hinted of morning’s approach. Even the birds still slept.
Peter and Will left to scout while the others hastily picked up camp.
“We will have to travel fast again today.” Nathan rubbed his stubbled chin. “I know you are all tired, but we must keep going.”
Peter returned after an hour with ill word. “Reports are that they have narrowed the gap between us. I believe they are three-quarters of a day behind.”
Will arrived shortly after Peter and Nate filled him in.
“All appears well in front,” Will said. “Could we hide in the woods and let them pass? The trees grow thick along the road for as far as I traveled. We could even stay near the road, but hidden.”
Nathan shook his head. “We have to reach Norlin so we know which direction they turn. From Norlin there are two roads that lead back to the Central Palace. One is longer, but would still work. If we beat them to Norlin we can hide there and see what road they take and then take the other. Otherwise we may run across them again. I’m sure they also have hounds that could sniff us out in the woods. The crowded city should throw them off our scent. I believe we can be there by tomorrow evening at this pace.”
“What if we don’t make it?” Will’s voice had never sounded so ominous.
“We have to make it.”




Chapter 19


Danni sank to the canopied forest floor when the company stopped to change out the horses. Pine needles poked and itched her, but she ignored them. Her body ached and her legs seemed unable to carry her farther. She watched Nathan pace back and forth. His boots crunched over pine cones, needles, and fallen leaves.
Ever since word of the approaching army had reached them she had been frightened. She wanted to cling to Nathan and hope he could protect her, but she knew she needed to be responsible for herself. She needed to push on despite her physical and mental exhaustion and do all she could to keep pace with the men. With a deep breath, she mustered all the strength that remained within her and pushed herself back to her feet. She staggered toward Nathan.
He stopped pacing and placed his hand on her shoulder. “We will rest here for a bit. It will not be long, but you should close your eyes for a few minutes.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, so relieved that she didn’t trust her emotions enough to speak aloud. She fell to her knees before him and sprawled out on the dirt and needles.
“Here.” He wadded his cloak, knelt beside her, and tucked it beneath her head.
She tried to thank him, but hadn’t the strength. Instead she closed her eyes and drew a deep breath that filled her with his comforting smell, as though he held her close—something she doubted he would ever do, though she wished for it with all her heart. With his image in her head, she drifted off to sleep.
Not twenty minutes later someone shook her shoulder, and she stirred. Through groggy eyelids, she saw Nathan above her.
“I am sorry to wake you, but we have to go.”
The others must have napped as well, for when she stood, she saw several stretch and yawn.
“It is all right.” She picked up his cloak and shook leaves off it. Before she handed it back, she brought it to her nose to take in his smell one last time. Then she held it out to him.
He gave her a strange look, took his cloak, and paused as if unsure for a moment. Then he reached for her hand. “Come along. We must hurry.”


∞∞∞
 
A few hours later, Nathan still walked hand in hand with Danni. He was too concerned with the nearing soldiers to worry about the appropriateness of his actions. Besides, if her hand was in his, he knew she was safe.
They had traveled briskly, but he feared the army still gained on them.
He spun around at the sound of horse hoofs and saw Colter riding toward them.
“They are closing the gap,” Colter called, then pulled the horse to a stop. “She needs a rest.” He dismounted and patted the sweaty horse, then faced Nathan. “They are little more than half a day’s journey from us.”
Nathan ran a hand through his hair. At this rate he feared they might not beat them to Norlin. He looked down at Danni’s small gloved hand, still tucked safely in his, then into her trusting eyes. He couldn’t let her be captured.
“Keep going,” he instructed the company. There wasn’t much else they could do.
They traveled as quickly as he dared push them. The forested area drew away from the road to the hills beyond, leaving them with little cover. When evening approached, he debated when to stop. There wasn’t time, but they had to maintain their strength.
The far-off clomp of horse hoofs brought his head up. The sound came from behind and grew louder until it attracted the other’s attention.
Nathan halted. “Lane, Doc, take Danni up in the hills. Now!” He pushed her toward them and brought his free hand to his sword hilt. Garin and Will were scouting, which left Peter, Colter, Edward, and himself to face the oncoming horses.              
“Come, Princess.” Doc led her toward the hills beyond the road that were dotted with thick pine and maple trees.
They were barely out of sight when five men on horses came around the bend. As they drew closer Nathan could tell they were Lord Donavan’s men, probably a scouting group.
The riders reined in their horses when they were near enough that Nathan could feel the animals’ heavy breath on his arm.
“What can I do for you men?” He kept his hand on his sword hilt and ignored his desire to step back.
“Where is the girl?” The largest rider stepped his horse forward.
“What girl? My three friends and I are traveling to Norlin. We haven’t seen any women along this road in days.”
The man drew his sword from its sheath. Nathan drew his equally fast and heard the other men from both groups do the same.
“We know the girl is with you,” the front rider said. “We received information from other travelers that a girl with auburn hair travels with your company.” He pointed up into the hills where Danni hid. “Did you send her up there?” The man turned his horse in that direction.
Nathan stepped before the horse. “If you have no business with us, I suggest you continue on your way.” His voice was steady and strong.
The man’s gaze searched the hills and hunger shone in his eyes. His eagerness made Nathan’s blood turn to fire, and he desired to run the man through. Instead, he shoved the horse’s head to turn it back the way it had come.
Then the man kicked out hard and caught him unexpectedly in the chest. Nathan hit the ground, the wind knocked from him. Peter drew his sword and aimed a blow at the rider, but the rider pulled hard on his horse’s reins. The horse lifted its front legs and kicked. A hoof aimed straight at Peter’s head was deflected as though a barrier stood between him and the horse.
Nathan cursed under his breath. He knew Danni must have protected Peter, and he knew Lord Donavan’s soldiers knew it too.
The soldier scanned the hills, then turned his horse, dug his heels in, and headed back along the road. The others followed. No doubt they were racing off to tell the army that they had found Princess Dannilynn’s group.
“Are you all right?” Colter asked.
Nathan clambered to his feet and rubbed his chest, then glanced at Peter. “We have to get to Norlin!”
Doc, Lane, and Danni soon joined them.
“Nathan, are you all right?” Danni ran to his side.
He brushed her concerned hands off his arm. “You have to save your strength! You are going to need it.” He turned to the others. “We must travel late into the night.”
They journeyed quickly. Danni remained beside him and nearly jogged to keep pace, but she spoke not a word.
Nathan knew she could barely keep up with them, yet he dared not slow down. If she weakened herself by using the ring again, he would have to slow the group, and the soldiers would overcome them. Over his frustration, he remembered his promise to be kind to her. He took her hand. “Forgive me for reacting harshly. I was worried for you.”
“You needn’t worry,” she panted. “I am sorry I didn’t react fast enough to protect you.”
“Don’t waste your strength on me.” Before he could say more, Garin caught up to them.
“Nate! Are you all right? I saw the five riders, but didn’t have a horse. I couldn’t warn you.”
“They know Danni is with us.” Nathan sent Peter out to scout, and urged his companions onward even though darkness fell.
Peter returned late. “They have stopped and set up camp for the night.”
Nathan took a great drink from his canteen. “Then we will do the same.” He squinted at Danni in the moon’s dim light. She was nearly asleep upright. “I will set up your tent and—”
“No,” she panted. She took her blankets, spread them out, and fell asleep on them before he could say more.
A horse neighed and Nathan squinted through the darkness toward where the horses rested. He wished he had more horses to get his group to safety. His mind began to spin. He didn’t need to get his entire group to Norlin—just Danni. Lord Donavan wanted her, not the others.
Nathan held out his arm and stopped Lane as he passed.
Lane turned brooding eyes to him.
“I have to get Danni to safety.” He looked around and found Will, Edward, and Garin listening to his words. Doc, Peter, and Colter were also near enough to hear, though they continued their work in the faint light. “Lord Donavan wants her, not us. Before dawn tomorrow, I will take her to Norlin ahead of the rest of you. We will take the riding horses, which leaves you little means to scout.” He glanced at the others who nodded pensively. It was risky, but they seemed to understand the necessity. “You will still have to move fast. I hope you can reach the city before they do. Without Danni, you can travel faster. She is too small and exhausted.”
Lane’s frown deepened. Then he nodded. “It is the best you can do.”
“I will leave you in charge. Get the men moving early. Stop when you must. Danni and I will hide out in Norlin until the army has passed.”
Lane agreed to meet them a mile-and-a-half beyond the city along the northern road. When all was settled, the men retired for the night, with Nathan and Doc taking first watch.


∞∞∞
 
Danni slept soundly, unaware even of her dreams. Then as through a fog, she felt someone shake her shoulder. She moaned and rolled over. The shaking continued and she heard her name.
“Danni…” Nathan’s voice. It couldn’t be him already. Her legs ached and her eyelids were too heavy to open, so she left them closed.
“Danni. It is time. We must go!” He shook her shoulder again.
She rolled back over and forced her eyes to open. At first she could see nothing in the near-darkness, then his silhouette appeared.
“Forgive me,” he said. “I know it is early and I wish I could let you sleep longer, but I dare not.”
“I know.” She yawn and blinked to clear her vision. “I am coming.”
She gathered her bedding, then stumbled into Peter who passed near her, also packing things. Edward handed her a cold biscuit and some water which she tried to balance while still holding her bedding, then Nathan pulled her away from the group and toward the clearing. The sky lightened in preparation for dawn and her surroundings came into clearer view.
“You and I will take the horses and hurry to Norlin. You will be safe there while we wait for the enemy to pass through.”
She couldn’t believe he wanted to leave the others. “Nathan…”
“They want you. And besides, the others will be able to travel faster without—” He stopped as though realizing what he was about to say.
“…without me.” She knew she was small and couldn’t travel as fast as the men. She had tried her best to keep up and not slow them down, but she knew she had anyway.
Nathan put his arm out to stop her. “Where are the horses?”
Danni peered through the pre-dawn light. She didn’t know where the horses had been tied the previous night, but they were not in the clearing. “Where were they tied?”
“Edward!” Nathan ran back to where the men readied themselves. Danni dropped her things and stumbled after him.
“Edward!” he called again. “Where did you tie the horses?”
Edward paused with a biscuit raised to his mouth. “Just in that clearing.”
“They aren’t there.”
“What?” Edward stood. “I tied them myself. They have to be there.”
“They are not.”
The men ran past Danni to where the horses should have been. The sky lightened even more and she knew they had lost precious time.
“Did anyone see or hear anything in the night?” Nathan asked them.
They all shook their heads.
 “Edward, are you sure you tied them securely?”
“Yes, Nate. I am sure!” Edward glared at him.
Nathan let out a frustrated breath. Danni watched his lips form a hard line and his jaw clench. His fear brought a lump to her throat that she could barely draw a breath around. Without the horses, they were not going to make it—and he knew it.
 The men raced off to search in different directions. Danni took a step to help, but Nathan grasped her arm. “You stay with me. Let’s go this way.”
They searched for a quarter of an hour but didn’t find the horses. The men returned with little to report.
Nathan remained silent for a moment. “We have to move on. We cannot spare any more time.”
Edward and Garin gathered the few supplies that had been unloaded from the horses the night before and slung the packs over their shoulders while Nathan sent Will and Colter off as scouts. Then they hurried off.
“I am sorry, Danni.” Nathan urged her along. “I had hoped to let you ride to safety.”
“It is fine. I will keep up.” She dared not waste any more breath.
They continued their race against their enemy, and she felt the knot of fear in her stomach expand.
Will returned from scouting with an ill report. “They are less than a half-day behind us. They are traveling fast—faster than yesterday.”
Nathan grunted, took Danni’s hand, and quickened his pace. She had to practically run to keep up with him, but the fear that pulsed through her body gave her the strength to push forward.
The sun rose in full and started its journey across the sky. She felt it tick the day away, bringing the men and her fate ever nearer.




Chapter 20
Nathan pushed his group on. He knew every step that Danni took was a struggle. She couldn’t keep pace much longer. He wished again that he had been able to take her on the horses.
 He couldn’t figure out how the horses had escaped. Edward said he had tied them securely and Nathan had no reason to doubt him. It was possible that Edward had simply been careless in his exhaustion. Perhaps someone else untied the horses after Edward secured them. He trusted his men, though. They shared the common goal of returning Danni safely to the Central Palace, and all their lives were at risk if she was caught. The timing, however, was too suspicious for it to be an accident.
Perhaps someone from Donavan’s group had snuck up on them in the night and freed the horses to slow them down. His men had kept watch all night and no one had heard or seen anything unless someone had fallen asleep on watch. There were so many questions and possibilities, but no answers would bring the horses back.
Nathan listened to Danni’s heavy breathing as they walked, and tried to judge her condition. He only stopped when he knew she could not go on. No matter how fast they traveled or how briefly they stopped, the army closed in. Half-a-day’s journey behind. Three hours. One hour.
His legs felt like jelly by early afternoon and every small rise in the road felt like a huge hill. He knew his eyes must be red from stress and little sleep. His temper, so rarely seen, boiled below the surface as the great weight and responsibility of leadership bore down on him.
“Nate, this is senseless!” Will stepped before him and forced him to stop. “They are right on top of us. We cannot outrun them, they are faster. You must think of something else!”
“I know that, Will!” Nathan knew he shouldn’t let his frustration out on Will, but he felt so trapped with no means to protect those in his care. “If you have a solution, by all means bring it forward, otherwise don’t waste my time!”
“Nate.” Lane placed a firm hand on his chest and spoke in a calculating voice. “Will is right. We cannot outrun them.”
Nathan glared at his cousin, but held his tongue in hopes that Lane’s careful thinking could help them. “What do you suggest?”
Lane took a deep breath. His gaze never left Nathan’s. “We have to confuse them and throw them off her trail.”
“How do we do that?” Will asked. “We would have to split up, or something.”
Nathan shook his head, not at all pleased with the idea.
Peter hobbled over, his limp more pronounced from overexertion. “You cannot hope to fight them. They would destroy us in a few moments and then they would have her and the ring. I don’t like it either, but I think they might be right.”
Nathan’s voice rose. “It will weaken us to split up.”
“Listen, Nate.” Lane placed both his hands on Nathan’s shoulders. “They know you are the leader. They will follow you, assuming Danni would be with you. Will and I could take her with us. I know this area. There is an alternate route into the city. It isn’t used often because the trail is harder and longer. You could cover our tracks and lead them into the city.” His eyes held a desperation that Nathan had never seen him express before. “It is the only way to keep her safe!”
Nathan ground his teeth together while he thought over Lane’s plan. He hated it—hated the thought of separating from Danni—but he had no other option. The army would reach them in a few minutes. “I don’t like it—at all.”
“No one wants to split up,” Will said, “but it might save Danni!”
Nathan growled and kicked at a rock in the road. He could not let them split up.
“Nate.” Lane’s voice was calm and serious again. “Think of Emma. You couldn’t save her, but you can save Danni. It is your duty.”
Lane’s words cut Nathan like a sharp knife. Emma. She was dead because of him. He couldn’t let Danni meet the same fate.
He did not want to split up, especially if Danni wouldn’t be with him. It felt wrong, but perhaps those thoughts were his deep feelings for her trying to surface. He had to protect the group as a whole and there seemed few other choices. They might be able to fight them off until they reached the city and then lose them once they got there, but he knew it was risky. The soldiers would likely kill them all before they even set eyes on the city—especially if there were even fewer of them. Separating was risky too, but if he could draw the enemy off and allow Danni some time to escape, then it wouldn’t matter what happened to him.
“Fine.” He tried to ignore the great pit in his gut. “Lane, Will, take Danni and go. Peter, Colter, go with them. The rest of us will cover your tracks and continue on the road.”               Before Lane or Will could move to obey, Nathan seized them by their shirt fronts. “Do everything you can to keep her safe. Do you understand me?” He tried to make his words sound harsh and commanding, but his voice cracked and sounded far more like a desperate man’s plea.
They nodded, their eyes wide.
He released them and turned to Danni. Never had anything in his life seemed as hard as letting her go at that moment. She was in danger and he had to let her walk away. He had to leave her in someone else’s hands, not knowing whether she would be safe. He yearned to take her in his arms and carry her off to some mystical haven where no one could ever harm her or disturb them, but he knew that wasn’t possible.
She blinked up at him and he felt his heart rend in two. He could no longer deny the intense emotions within him. She meant everything to him and he would not be able to bear his life without her in it. Nor could he bear the thought of dying before they had the chance to explore their love for each other. He pulled her to him and felt her body tremble against his own.
“It will be all right.” He stroked her hair, not sure if he could really promise such a thing. So much could happen while they were apart. He hoped she, at least, would be well. He would likely be overcome and killed, but if she survived… “I will see you tomorrow.” He released her and turned to Will and Lane. “When you make it to the city, lay low. When all is clear, get through the city, take the north road, go a mile-and-a-half, and wait for us there. If we don’t come …get her to James.”
He shuddered at the finality he felt as he watched Danni move away with Will, Lane, Peter, and Colter.
He wiped at something irritating his eye, then turned to the others. “Cover their tracks and then we must go.”
They did their best to erase any trace of the path the others had taken, then continued on the road toward Norlin.
Not even ten minutes later Lord Donavan’s men galloped into view, their riders clad in full armor. Nathan drew his sword, and the others followed. Then as one, they broke into a full run toward the city wall.
An arrow whistled over Nathan’s head and impaled a tree not four paces before him. More arrows whizzed nearby. A horse and rider barreled down upon him and he stopped to face him. The rider bellowed and swung his sword. Nathan ducked, but his opponent must have anticipated it, for his swing went low, but Nathan deflected it with his own sword. The great weapon’s force unbalanced him and he stumbled as the horse galloped on. He steadied himself and prepared for his next opponent. A massive blade swung through the air. Nathan spread his feet and positioned his sword to meet the blow. Steel met steel with a great clash. The force knocked him to the ground.
He rolled in the dust, scrambled to his knees, then lunged at the horse and buried his sword in its thigh. The horse reared and let out an unearthly shriek that reverberated in Nathan’s ears. Then it fell and crushed its rider.
The soldiers advanced. There wasn’t time to look after his companions. He hoped they reached the city and found shelter. He might not be so lucky.
A rider leapt from his horse into Nathan’s path. Nathan studied him for a brief moment, then raised his sword, ready for the fight. The soldier also stepped into position, then charged with power and speed. Nathan met the attack. Their swords clashed again and again. Nathan advanced and forced his foe toward the city wall. The man stumbled under the fury of Nathan’s attack and fell backward to the ground. Nathan strode forward and buried his sword in the man’s chest.
He wiped sweat from his brow and braced for another fight.
Two riders pursued him, one on either side. He ducked and threw his body against a horse which veered and then turned completely to avoid hitting the city wall. A searing pain coursed through Nathan’s left arm, but he ignored it, raced through a gate, and disappeared into the bustle and chaos of the street market.
The rider—and indeed the whole group—pulled back and left the city gate the way they had come. Their retreat confused him. They shouldn’t have given up so easily. As desperately as Lord Donavan wanted Danni and the ring, he expected them to continue in pursuit until they had her. Something was wrong, though he couldn’t place what. The ache in his arm intensified until he could no longer ignore it. He glanced down. The muscle of his upper arm had a large gash that appeared deep enough to reach his bone. Blood dripped heavily from the torn flesh. With nothing to staunch the flow, he covered it with his other hand and went off to find his companions.
He saw Edward and Garin in the city center and hurried to catch up to them.
Edward stripped off his tunic when he saw Nathan’s arm and wrapped it around his wound.
Garin removed his belt and tied the tunic on. “We need to find Doc.”
“We need to learn why they turned back!” Nathan ignored their fussing. “I fear they know Danni is with the others.”
They spotted Doc who ran across the market square to meet them. He balked at Nathan’s bandaged arm and the blood covering him. “I must tend to your wound.”
“There isn’t time.” Nathan brushed Doc’s concerned hands away. “We need to see what they are up to. We have to keep them from finding the others.”
“We need to take care of you,” Doc insisted. “You have lost a lot of blood.”
Nathan closed his eyes and sighed. He felt strength slip from his wound, and knew he needed to rest, but not while the others were in danger. “Edward, Garin, look for the army. Doc, see what you can do to clean this up.”
Half-an-hour later, Doc had tended to his wound, cleaned it, and rebandaged it. Nathan shook with exhaustion, but dared not rest until he received word from Edward and Garin.
They returned twenty minutes later with nothing to report. There was no word of the soldiers entering the city. Night was nearly upon them and Nathan could hardly stand, so he decided to find a place to spend the night.




Chapter 21
Danni’s eyes remained fixed on Nathan while Will led her away. She already dreaded leaving him, but she had seen something in his eyes when he let her go that truly frightened her. She had seen pain so intense that he had turned away and let her go because he couldn’t bear it.
She gasped. He wasn’t going to make it! He knew the army would overtake them and he wasn’t likely to survive.
Will’s hand tightened around hers. “Are you all right?”
She watched Nathan until the road curved into the hills. When he was gone, an uncontrolled panic swelled deep inside her and her body went cold. She shook Will’s hand away from hers and tried to run back to Nathan. Will grabbed her and held her back, though she fought him.
She tried to cry out for Nathan, hoping to see him run back to her, but it came out as nothing more than a sob.
“It’s all right.” Will tried to contain her flailing arms. “I will keep you safe.”
She wasn’t worried about her own safety. She pulled her gaze away from the hill Nathan had vanished behind. Will’s concerned blue eyes steadied her. “We have to go back, Will! We have to protect him!”
Will studied her face, then swallowed. “Nathan is a skilled fighter. He will be all right. The others, too.”
She sensed his hesitation. “You don’t believe that. You fear for them.”
“Danni.” Will grasped both her gloved hands. “We are all in danger right now, but what really matters is your safety. You bear the ring and the hope and future of so many lives. You must be kept safe.” He pulled her forward. “Please. We must go.”
Danni took a deep breath and somehow mustered the courage to continue on. She strode forward to catch up to Peter, whose limp didn’t seem to slow him down, and Colter who matched Lane’s swift stride.
Their speedy travel over the past few days had worn on her as well as her separation from Nathan, and she felt drained. She had to run to catch up, but she struggled on, relieved to put a great distance between them and their enemy.             
Their small group weaved around a wooded knoll, then their path headed toward the east hills and became steep.
Will whistled. “That is not a hill. It is a mountain!” The tallest hill jutted from the ground and towered over them with loose rock and a steep path.
“Save your breath,” Lane hollered, then started the assent. “You will need it.”
Danni gritted her teeth and trudged on. She was more than half a head smaller than the shortest man and had to work twice as hard to keep up. Lane seemed unsympathetic, so she did her best to stay with them.
The path continued to rise and the solid dirt turned rocky. In her haste to keep up, she slipped and slid until she panted with the effort and fell behind.
“Lane!” Will called from behind her. “Danni cannot keep up.”
“Will, I am fine,” she protested, determined to do all she needed to.
“There is no reason to race now. They are not following us.” He placed a firm hand on her shoulder and hollered back. “Lane!”
Lane stopped, then moved toward Will with fire in his eyes. “What is the problem?”
“Slow down! You lead too fast.”
Lane glowered. “If the army catches us, she will not be safe!”
Danni looked back and forth between the two men, surprised at their irritation. The burden of her safety must weigh heavily upon them.
“I know, but they aren’t following us.”
Lane glared at Will. His hands clenched and unclenched. “Fine.” He returned to the front without looking at Danni, and started off again—only slightly slower than before.
After another hundred yards, the rising path narrowed and the hill dropped away steeply along the trail’s edge.
“Easy there,” Will said from behind Danni when she slid again on lose rocks.
She glanced over the edge to the bottom far below and felt suddenly dizzy. It was not a sheer cliff, but steep enough that if she fell, she would tumble the whole way down with nothing to break her fall and land in a shattered heap.
“Hey, Colter,” Will called. “Do you want to race me down?”
“No, thank you.”
“Are you sure? I bet you could make it to the bottom with nothing more than a few scrapes and bruises.”
“Nope,” Colter replied. “But you better watch Peter, he is a bit clumsy footed.”
“Only because of you, little brother.”
Then above them all, Lane cried out. He lost his footing and slid backwards down the path toward them. Danni watched in horror as he slid into Peter who lost his balance.
For a terrifying moment Peter tottered on the edge. His arms flailed in a struggle to right himself, then he fell.
Colter screamed his name and reached for him, but he was too far away.
 Peter slid down the steep hillside and tried to grasp something to stop his fall. His body gathered speed as he rolled and bounced.
Danni watched in shock, then threw her arm out toward him. Something clenched in her chest as it had when she saved Nathan and Garin. Peter’s body stopped as though he had landed on an invisible ledge. Rocks and dirt continued to fall, but he remained still, and she knew the power of the ring held him.
A wave of exhaustion crashed against her and she nearly released her hold. She hadn’t the strength to protect him for long. Her chest constricted and sweat broke out on her forehead. She closed her eyes to keep her focus.
“How…?” She heard Will ask from somewhere far away.
“Peter, are you hurt?” Colter’s voice.
“N-no. What happened?” Peter’s response came from even farther away.                           
“Danni.” Will breathed an explanation.
She continued to hear voices and scrambling noises, but dared not open her eyes. Her arm began to shake and she knew she couldn’t protect him much longer. “Will!” she pleaded for him to hurry.
“Hold on, Danni! He’s almost up.”
She fell to her knees, but held on.
Someone grunted and the scuffling noises intensified, then stilled.
“I told you he was clumsy footed,” Colter panted.
“Peter…” Danni released her magical hold on him and fell forward. The reddish hew that had shown through her closed eyelids vanished. She opened her eyes and saw Peter on his knees with Will on one side and Colter on the other. He had made it!
Will glanced at her, then hurried to her side. “Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she gasped. “Just tired.”
Will helped her sit, and she studied the group. Peter had a few nasty scratches, but otherwise seemed fine. Colter was pale and didn’t leave Peter’s side. Lane stared at her with pain in his eyes. She stared back and wondered what pained him, though she knew she wouldn’t likely find out.
“I believe it is time to slow down,” Will said from beside her.
Lane nodded. “Perhaps you are right.”
They rested for a few moments while Peter and Danni regained their composure. Peter stood, so Danni figured she should too. Then they continued up the hill.
Danni’s thoughts turned to Nathan. She wondered if he was still alive, perhaps injured and left for dead, lying forgotten in the road with blood spilling from a fatal wound.
Her thoughts continued to dwell on him until she stumbled and fell onto her hands and knees. The hill had grown steeper as it wound toward the top and it seemed Lane hadn’t slowed the pace much at all. She felt pain in her shin where she had fallen, and continued to gasp with each breath.
“Danni?” Will placed a hand on her arm. “You need to rest.”
“No.”
“We can stop. There is no need to rush.”
She shook her head and continued on.
After a few more minutes, she stumbled again and went down hard on her knee. She bit her lip against the pain and tried to stand again, but Will put a firm hand on her shoulder.
“I am not Nate,” he said, “but I know he would insist that you rest now. He may have even changed his mind about this path if he had seen how treacherous it was. Wait here.”
Will left her to catch Lane. “Lane, we must stop!”
Lane whirled around. “We cannot!”
Will stepped back from his anger. “Danni needs to rest. It is nearly supper time, too. Nate would call a halt.”
Lane scowled. “I am not Nate! I have always followed his and James’s every order, but now I am in charge and I say we continue on and reach the top while it is still light.”
“Nate left us in charge and I say we rest.”
“We will continue.”
Will stepped right to Lane’s face. “We will rest.”
Lane balled his fists and glared, then turned away. “Make it quick!”
Will stood his ground as Lane retreated, then he returned to Danni and opened the pack Edward had thrown at them when the group separated. He pulled out biscuits and dried fruit.
Danni ate with gratitude and felt the simple meal revive her exhausted body. Peter, Colter, and Will seemed to enjoy the break as well, but Lane ate nothing and paced back and forth with a scowl on his face. His gaze darted up the path every few seconds. Danni wondered at the change in him. Perhaps it was the stress of leadership, or maybe something was amiss.
“This is some shortcut.” Will popped the last bite in his mouth.
“I never said it was a shortcut!” Lane snapped. “I said it was another way into the city.”
Will held up his hands to ward off the attack. “I do not wish to fight, Lane. What is wrong with you?”
“Nothing is wrong with me, Will. I am anxious to get this assignment completed. One of us has to take it seriously and it does not seem like it will be you.”
Will frowned and clenched his fists, then released them. “Forget about it.” He shook his head and turned toward Danni. Their eyes locked.
A low rumbling started in the distance. Will cocked his head, and Danni looked around. A rock tumbled down the mountain slope and bounced over them. Then from the mountain top, a wave of dirt, rocks, bushes, and trees gathered momentum and barreled down upon them with a sound like thunder.
She only had time to throw her hands above her head before the great debris wall slammed into them. The entire force of the landslide seemed to strike her in the chest and she nearly succumbed to its strength. It deafened her and blocked all the light. She held her ground as dirt, bushes, trees, and boulders larger than horses buried her and her companions. Every muscle in her body ached, she could hardly breathe through the tightness in her chest, and she started to shake, but she knew she had to hold on a little longer.
The weight threatened to crush her, but somehow it didn’t. She felt herself weaken and knew she couldn’t fight against nature much longer. She sank to her knees, no longer able to hold it all back. Then, as she felt the tightness overwhelm her, the force she fought against lessened, the pounding quieted, and sunlight replaced the red glow surrounding her for a brief moment, then all went black.




Chapter 22
The landslide’s roar lessened, then faded to nothing more than an echo. Will opened his eyes, surprised that he was alive. Dust billowed around him. He coughed and tucked his face in his tunic until the dust settled. He squinted through the debris, and saw Lane, Peter, and Colter coughing and waving their hands to clear the dust. They were uninjured. The landslide had passed over them as though a bubble had formed around them and shielded them from its destruction.
He searched for Danni, knowing she had saved them and found her sprawled on her stomach on the path.
He ran to her and knelt beside her pale, still frame. She didn’t stir. He glanced around at the others and saw his own shock reflected on their faces.
He stroked her sweaty brow. “What are we to do?”
Peter and Colter shook their heads, too shocked to speak.
It was Lane who finally answered, his voice unusually cold. “Pick her up. We cannot stay here.”
Will hardly recognized the haunted look in Lane’s eyes. With dread in his heart, he picked her up. Colter hurried over and helped carry her.
They climbed slowly, the path still quite steep. When they crested the hill, Will saw that the path leveled out through a lush meadow, then climbed the last rise. It would have been beautiful under different circumstances.
They started through the meadow, then Danni stirred. Her eyes fluttered open then closed again. Will and Colter laid her in the soft grass, then Will knelt beside her and called her name. She groaned and opened her emerald eyes.
“What happened?” She blinked up at him. “How did… where are…?”
“You saved us when the landslide hit, but it was too much for you. We carried you to the top of this hill, but there is one more rise before we reach the top.”
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Oh.” She lay still in the grass for several more minutes.
She looked so pale that Will wondered if she would be all right.
“Get her up,” Lane barked. “We are nearly there.”
Anger erupted within Will and he leapt to his feet. “What is wrong with you?”
“We have no time to waste. There is little daylight left and we still have a ways to go.”
Will stepped forward “We can camp in this meadow for the night. There is no hurry. We have until tomorrow night to meet up with Nate.”
Lane’s face turned a blotched red. “We must make it there tonight! Get her up.”
Will balled his fists, ready to strike Lane, but Colter stepped between them.
“Come on, Will.” Colter put a restraining hand on Will’s chest. “Let’s get to the top.”
Will huffed, still angry at Lane, but let his fist fall. He had to remain in control so that he could help Danni. Nate was counting on him.
With one last glare, he turned his back on Lane, and knelt beside Danni. “Do you think you can get up?”
He gazed into her eyes and saw her falter. Her strength was spent.
“If you help me.” She reached for his hand.
He pulled her to her feet and felt her tremble. Never had he seen someone so weak gather strength from somewhere deep inside and press on. He draped her arm around his shoulder to help bear her load, and together they followed Lane, with the brothers in the rear.
They traipsed through the meadow and began the last rise, but had to stop twice to let Danni catch her breath. Will feared she wouldn’t make it, but they pushed on together and finally neared the top.
Will helped Danni crest the hill, then he stopped. His stomach leaped into his chest. They were not alone. An army, thirty strong, awaited them. The leader, a portly man with long dirty-blond hair, stepped out in front. He stared at them with a triumphant gleam in his dark, malicious eyes.
Will drew his sword with his free hand and heard Peter and Colter do the same.
Lane continued forward until he stood before the leader.
“Lane!” Panic swelled inside Will.
Lane didn’t seem to hear him. He stuck out his hand and the leader grasped it firmly.
“Well done, Lane,” the leader said, his voice loud and raspy. “I have to admit I doubted you for a moment, but you have delivered well.”
Danni’s knees buckled, but Will dared not let his guard down to help her. Instead, he lowered her to the ground, then again faced the horde.
The leader laughed. “You did not exaggerate her feebleness, my friend.” He patted Lane on the back. “Did you enjoy our little landslide? It seems to have sufficiently weakened her.”
Will remained there, unable to process the world before him. Lane…his good friend. For a moment words failed him, then at last he found his voice. “Lane what have you done?”
“What have I done?” Lane turned his body to face Will, his gray eyes cold, like granite. “Have you not figured it out yet, Will? I have delivered Princess Dannilynn A’ Donna and her ruby ring to General Briggs of Lord Donavan’s army, and I will be greatly rewarded, unlike all those times when our good deeds went unnoticed, or when James received all the praise.”
Anger surged through Will and replaced the shock that held him numb. “How could you?” he whispered. Then he yelled. “How could you? We trusted you! Nate trusted you! He is your cousin!”
“Nate is a fool who is content with sitting in the shadows.” Lane’s voice was ice. “You are a fool, too. It is over Will—you lose.”
Will lifted his sword and ran at Lane. Eight men stepped between them, shields up, swords ready to strike. Will stopped. Anger and fear pulsed through his body with every heartbeat.
The eight men surrounded him while others went to Danni, Peter, and Colter.
General Briggs laughed. “Drop your weapons or the princess dies.”
Five armed men circled Danni. She leaned upon her hands and nearly fell over. Will had no choice, so he let his sword fall to the ground. He heard Peter and Colter do the same. What little color remained in Danni’s face drained away. She swayed, and her eyes rolled up in her head. Then she crumpled in the dirt.




Chapter 23
Danni awoke when cold water hit her face. She spluttered and choked, then shook her head to clear the fog from her mind. The ground she lay upon felt like ice, and chains bound her wrists. More water hit her face and she curled into a protective ball.
“Get up!” a man’s rough voice said and she was yanked to her feet.
Her knees wobbled and she blinked, unable to see clearly. Her vision came into focus and she looked around a dim stone room. Light came from a few torches along the walls, but she couldn’t tell if it was day or night or where she was.
The man took her face in his hand and turned her roughly toward him. His hair was unkempt, his teeth gray and rotting, and his breath nearly made her swoon again.
“Briggs wants to speak with you,” he snarled.
At that moment General Briggs entered through a door she hadn’t noticed. “That is enough, Merk. Leave the princess to me.” His false sweet voice made Danni shudder.
Merk left while Briggs approached.
“Ah, Princess Dannilynn A’ Donna. A pleasure to meet you.” He twirled his fingers through her wet hair and she pulled away. Her chains clanked against the stone wall.
With the speed of a serpent, he clutched her arm and yanked her to him. 
“Leave her alone!” Will’s voice yelled from the shadows to her left.
Danni’s heart surged. She had thought she was alone, and his voice strengthened her.
Briggs ignored Will and focused on the glove that covered Danni’s hand on the arm he held. Hunger filled his eyes. He slipped the glove off her fingers and gazed upon the ruby ring.
“It could all be mine,” he breathed.
He moved to touch it, then paused with greed twisting his features. Then he tried to remove the ring.
With a cry he ripped his hand away from hers. He released a string of curses and shook his burned hand, then he slapped her across the face with his uninjured hand. She fell to the ground and held her cheek.
Briggs growled and his face appeared before hers. He shoved his burned hand beside her nose. “Heal it!”
Several flecks of spittle landed on her cheek, but she ignored them. She glared back into his dark eyes and spoke with a courage that was not her own. “I cannot. I know not how to heal.” There was enough truth in her words that she could hold his gaze without wavering. She had healed Nathan, but hadn’t known what she was doing. Perhaps she could heal again, but she would not heal Briggs!
He slapped her once more, then wrung out his hand again.
She pushed herself up onto hands and knees, unsure what Briggs would do next.              
He stopped shaking his injured hand and stared back at her, his eyes narrow. “Very well.”
The coldness in his voice set her teeth to chattering and she felt her courage slip away.
“You leave me no choice but to break you, then.”
“No!” Will screamed.
Danni scrambled away from Briggs, knowing he truly meant his words. He wouldn’t rest until, somehow, he broke her. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears, and she crawled backwards to the wall. She saw his lips move, but couldn’t hear his words.
He snatched her chains and pulled her to her feet. “Did you hear what I said, Princess? Your life and the life of many others might depend on it. I said that the people who will soon enter this room are your responsibility.”
“My—”
“Your responsibility!” he spat. “You have the ruby ring and its power of protection, safety, and healing. So help these people!” He threw her from him and stormed out the door.
“Danni, are you all right?” Will’s voice cracked from the shadows.
She closed her eyes against the tears that threatened to spill over. No, she was not. She was scared and exhausted and her entire body ached. “I—I think so, Will. Are you?” She turned enough to see him, Peter, and Colter chained to a wall behind her and back in the shadows so much that she couldn’t quite see them properly.
“Yes, we are all right.”
“What is going to happen to us?” Her thoughts turned to Nathan and wished he were there.              Will was quiet for several moments. “I don’t know.” 
Just then, the doors on either side of the room banged opened. The sound reverberated around them. Danni stood, her body suddenly numb. Men, women, and children entered the dungeon room, hands tied, and herded in by armed soldiers. Briggs’s words echoed in her mind. Help these people.
The room seemed to narrow into a suffocating tunnel and she finally understood his words. He was going to harm them and he expected her to protect them, but she didn’t know how. Her breath came in rapid gasps.
Despite the cold, beads of sweat formed on her brow and her hands felt moist and clammy.
Soldiers seized a man and placed him against a wall, then aimed three crossbows at him. A woman, likely his wife, cried out and drew two small children close. Danni threw her arm out to guard him as the arrows were released. Something within her chest again tightened and the arrows bounced away from the protective shield she had created.
The woman sobbed and ran to her husband. She kissed and clung to him.
Danni sank to her knees and buried her head in her hands. This had to be a nightmare. She pleaded to awaken and find it all a dream, but she knew it was real—and she knew it would likely destroy her.
She heard a scream and glanced up, then gaped in horror at a soldier who withdrew his bloody sword from the man’s stomach. The man’s face contorted in agony. He gasped and struggled, then fell to the ground. His body twitched, then stilled.
“John!” The woman fell upon her husband’s corpse.
Help these people. The words whispered in Danni’s ear as though Briggs’ stood beside her and said them himself. She had looked away and hadn’t protected the man. John. A husband. A father. She had failed and he had died.
More cries echoed around the room. Danni saw a soldier take a bound woman. He led her to a hook hanging from the ceiling, pulled her tied hands high above her head and looped the rope over it. Another soldier stepped behind her and ran his fingers through the strands of a knotted whip. His powerful arm drew back, then thrust forward and cracked the whip upon her back. It never made contact. Danni’s chest tightened again and a red glow swirled around the ring.
Another soldier with a mace and chain advanced upon a man. The ring seemed to glow brighter as Danni used it to throw the soldier against the wall. The spikes on the flail ripped chunks away when it crashed.
Another scream came from a woman tied to a post in a small pit filled with wood. While Danni had saved the man, soldiers had lit the wood with torches. A fire blazed and licked at the woman’s feet. Danni reached out again, and kept the flames from touching the woman.
With a swish of metal, a soldier drew his sword, placed it into the fire until the tip turned nearly as red as the misty glow that now filled the room, then stepped toward a huddled group of children. Danni threw him across the room.
Five soldiers surrounded a young woman, but neither their hands nor their weapons could touch her.
More people were brought into the room and indescribable tortures were tried on them. It became too chaotic for Danni to stop every horror.
Help these people. She couldn’t save them. The ache near her heart threatened to tear her apart.
Screams reverberated through the room—innocent people, injured soldiers, her, maybe even Will or the others. She could no longer tell.
Help these people.
She thrust out with the ring’s power and lost control. Sometimes the innocent were protected. Sometimes the soldiers and guards were killed. Sometimes the strength that emanated from the ring bounced off the ceiling or walls and scattered debris about the room.
Help these people.
Her heart seemed to rend in two. Her weakened body could bear no more. Blackness hid the room’s horrors from her vision and she fainted onto the cold ground.




Chapter 24
Nathan paced back and forth on the dirt road and gazed back at the city. He knew something was wrong. Danni’s group should have met them an hour ago, but they were not there. He and the others had arrived at the meeting place outside Norlin early and had waited and waited. Something had happened. He could feel it deep in his chest, as though his very heart screamed out a warning.
It was the same cold fear that had filled his body when his mother returned home and asked, “Where is Emma?” He had been in charge of her while his mother sought work and his father lay dying in bed. He had forgotten and lost himself in his childish adventures. He had only been eight years old, but he was the older brother. He should have watched her.
Please let Danni be safe, he begged.
“Nate.” Garin placed his hand on Nathan’s shoulder to stop his movement. “It is barely evening. Not everyone is as punctual as you. Give them time and they will come.”
But Nathan knew they would not. He had known it was wrong to split up from the moment Lane suggested it, but he had ignored those feelings and trusted instead in his cousin’s judgment. He would never forgive himself if something happened to Danni because of his poor choice—just as he had never forgiven himself for Emma’s death.
They had searched everywhere for Emma. She hadn’t been with Nathan’s father. She was not playing in the yard or at the neighbor’s home. Then Nathan remembered the river that passed behind their house and somehow knew she had gone there. He ran to the river and screamed her name. He searched the banks on both sides. Then he saw the ribbon that had been tied in her hair stuck in a pile of branches and logs clogging the river. With numbing dread, he approached and found that it was still tied in her hair. He had pulled her from the pile in the river, but it had been too late—much too late. Her face had bloated and her eyes had stared hauntingly back at him.
He shuddered, unable to remove the image from his mind. “Edward, Garin go back into Norlin. Search everywhere for them. Doc and I will stay in case they still come. Return after sundown.”
Without a word they left.
Nathan stepped off the road and moved under the shade of a maple tree. He rubbed his chin and kicked at the dirt. How could he have made such a poor decision?
“Nathan.” Doc’s calm voice did not sooth his nerves. “It will be all right. They will come.”
“It is not all right, and they will not come! Something terrible has happened. I should never have let her go.” He dropped to his knees in the grass and buried his head in his hands. He felt sick. It was his fault, like with Emma. His mother had never accused him—had never even gotten angry at him—but he had known.
“You cannot blame yourself—”
“Yes, I can!” Nathan interrupted. He clenched a fistfull of hair on either side of his head and nearly pulled it out. “It is my fault! Mine! I was her older brother and I let her die!”
“What?”
Doc’s confusion pulled Nathan from his nostalgia. He released his fists and let his arms hang at his sides. “I mean, I am the leader and should never have agreed to separate from her.”
Doc held Nathan’s gaze for several moments. “Are you all right, son?”
Nathan sighed and crossed his legs under him. “No.” He had never spoken to anyone about Emma’s death. Lane knew, of course, and had told Will and James, but they had never asked him about it.
His father had died three days after Emma. He had been sick for over a year, and Nathan hardly remembered when he had been well. Nathan had no memory of his father looking at him the way Doc did then.
Perhaps it was that look that opened his mouth. He told Doc everything. The horrific story poured from him like blood from an unhealed wound.
Doc listened and did not condemn him. They sat in silence when he finished.
Finally Doc spoke. “You were so young—too young to understand the consequences.”             
“But old enough to understand my duty.” Nathan stood, ran his hand across his whiskered face, and resumed his pacing.
Just after sundown Garin and Edward returned with nothing to report. There was no sign of them.
Nathan kicked a rock that sailed into the darkness. “Set up camp.”             




Chapter 25
Will awoke when Merk entered the stone prison with a water bucket and threw the water into Danni’s unconscious face. She gasped and curled up.
“Get up!” Merk barked and jerked her to her feet. Her legs wobbled and she crashed back to the ground.
“Fool!” Merk pulled her up again.
She swayed but remained upright.
“Thank you, Merk.” General Briggs stepped his pudgy body into the room.
Will strained at his bonds, desperate to reach Danni before Briggs did, but he was chained too far away.
“Well, my dear,” Briggs said in a tone that churned Will’s already ill stomach. “I am afraid you disappointed many people who counted on you. People were hurt, some were even killed. They didn’t have to die.”
 She sank to her knees. Briggs knelt beside her and stroked her face.
“You could have saved them, Princess. It is all your fault.”
Her chains clanked as she wiped at her cheeks.
“Don’t listen to him Danni!” Will cried. “He is a liar. It is his fault, not yours!”
Briggs went to Will and glared at him. Will met his gaze. Then Briggs balled his fist and swung. Will braced for the blow that never came.              
Briggs cursed and turned to Danni. She straightened to her full height with fire in her emerald eyes and the ring glowing faintly on her finger.
“Oh.” Briggs’ voice was low and dangerous. “You are ready to play our little game again, I see. So be it, but remember, these people are depending on you to protect them as you did your friend. Good luck!” He mockbowed to her and left the room.
Will saw panic replace the fire in her eyes. The doors opened and more innocent people were ushered in. He couldn’t bear to watch again.
He could turn away, sickened by what would happen, but free from guilt. Danni was not so lucky. He knew she couldn’t turn away because she thought she could help them. He knew Briggs’s words had sunk into her soul and that she felt responsible for their fate.
Will closed his eyes and turned his entire body away from the horrors in the room. He covered his ears with his hands, but couldn’t quite block out the cries of the tortured people. Then Danni’s screams joined theirs.
Will’s heart ached for her. He knew she fought with all she had, but couldn’t stop the cruelty, for she hadn’t learned to harness and master the power of the ring. Even if she had learned, it would have been impossible to stop it all. He knew she would do all she could to save the people and that the torment wouldn’t end until she passed out again.
He gasped. That was Briggs’s plan. He tortured them to make Danni weak. Will trembled to think how weak she would have to become before Briggs left her alone. The agony would break her into irreparable pieces.
The shrieks intensified until Will could no longer resist the urge to look. He opened his eyes and beheld it all.
A red haze filled the room. Danni threw her arms about with no control, and destruction followed her every move. Will’s body wrenched in agony and he had to turn away once more.
Soon the screaming stopped, and the room fell silent. He opened his eyes. The red glow was gone. Danni lay unconscious on the floor, her face pale and sickly. The soldiers marched the innocent from the room then returned to drag off the dead. The doors slammed shut, then all was still. 
Will fell to his knees and felt a sob tear from his lips.
Colter sank to the ground beside him.
“All those innocent people.” Peter buried his head in his hands. “How can anyone be so barbaric?”
Will had no answer.


∞∞∞
 
Nathan touched his fists to the tree they had gathered beneath, then rested his pounding head between them. The rough bark scratch his forehead. They had searched Norlin for an entire day but had found not even a whisper of their companions. They had not reached the city.
He was exhausted and sick with worry and his injured arm still throbbed with his heartbeat. He felt himself lose control—just as he had after Emma’s death. After her death, he hated himself for what he had done. He had wished to be anyone but him. When his mother needed him the most, he hadn’t been there. She had dealt with her daughter’s death and then her husband’s on her own. He should have helped her and comforted her, but he hadn’t had the strength.
He couldn’t fall apart again. What had happened with Emma was in the past. He had to let it go, bury his emotions for Emma and Danni, and focus on the problem at hand. He had to be stronger this time. Too many lives depended on him.
He pushed back from the tree and stared at the three men with him. “We have to sleep. We will be no good to the others if we are fatigued.” He paused to rebuild his courage. “I am calling off the search until morning. We will find a room in Norlin, and rest for the night.”
Edward secured a room for them at a local inn. They purchased dinner, then climbed the inn stairs to their room and went straight to bed. 
Nathan thought his mind would never let him rest, but he fell asleep the instant his head hit the pillow. He slept soundly until the sun blinded him through his window the next morning.




Chapter 26
Danni felt water hit her face, but she didn’t move. She could hardly think and her eyelids wouldn’t open. Water hit her again, but she did not respond.
Someone roughly shook her shoulders but she couldn’t wake.
Then all went still.
Sometime later she felt someone slap her cheek. The pain awakened her senses and she forced her eyes open. She blinked and Merk’s grotesque face took shape above her.
Horrible memories flooded her mind. Pain, torture, screaming, and losing control.
Merk slapped her once more, then pulled her to her feet. Her legs wouldn’t hold her and she sank to her knees.
He laughed and then left the room. Briggs entered once again.
“You do not look well, Princess.” He knelt and brushed some wet hair off her forehead. She hadn’t even the strength to pull away from his evil touch.
“You deserve to feel awful.” His breath touched her cheek. “You have caused so much pain and suffering to these poor, innocent people. You have allowed them to be tortured and killed.”
He stood. “I hope you perform better today than your pathetic attempt to save them yesterday.” He chuckled, then left the room.
People were herded in. Danni’s hands shook and sweat poured down her forehead. She knew she couldn’t protect them and didn’t know if she even had the strength to try.
All the destructive words Briggs had said to her over the past few days crept into her mind. You deserve to feel awful…It is all your fault…You could have saved them… You are the heir to the Marselon line so help these people! She couldn’t do it.
Her shoulders slumped in defeat. Perhaps she wasn’t the woman in the legend after all. She didn’t have the strength to help a few innocent people, let alone unite an entire kingdom.
Just when she was about to give up entirely, another voice entered her head—one that filled her with hope and comfort. It is all right, Danni. You can do this. It is what you were born to do. You have more strength and goodness than you know. It was Nathan’s voice, and his words brought undiscovered strength to her heart.
I am the heir to the Marselon line, she thought. I do have the ruby ring. I can save these people and I will save them!
Warmth swelled in her chest and surged through her. She wouldn’t let anyone else suffer! She faced the soldiers and felt the ring strengthen her. It began to glow. She thrust forward with all the strength she felt from it and protected the hostages.
Focus on their needs, she told herself. Protect them.
For a few precious moments she did it. Somehow she protected them all from harm. She felt in control at last! Then a small child cried out in pain. The screams from the past few days echoed through her head and mixed with fresh ones before her. Everywhere she looked, people suffered. She couldn’t stop the atrocities.
Hold on, she cried to herself as the tightness near her heart began to suffocate her. You can do this. You have to keep them safe!
But she could not. Her body was too exhausted and the pressure was too great.              
Misty red filled the room. Frenzied waves of power exploded from the ring. Danni no longer knew what she was doing.
It is all your fault.
No! She threw magic erratically through the room. Chaos followed her every move. Soldiers and innocent people were hurt. Pieces of walls were blasted apart. Dust rained down from the ceiling. Fires erupted as torches were knocked off the walls. People were hurt from debris or killed from the magic’s sheer force.
It is all your fault.
She could no longer see the cruelties before her. She knew not what she did or who she was. The weight compressing her chest, a desperate guilt, and sheer agony dragged her like a noose toward a dark abyss.
In a final desperate attempt, she gathered the ring’s power to her and let it all loose with an ear-piercing scream that surely ripped her heart in two. Her hands swept across the room in a blood red blur. Then she fell into the awaiting blackness.


∞∞∞
 
The tail end of the ring’s incredible force went too far. For the first time, Will, who was still chained behind her, felt its strength. He was thrown backward off his feet until his chains caught his body with a bone-jarring jerk and he fell to the ground.
It took him a few seconds to open his eyes, then he blinked to clear his vision, but couldn’t quite rid it of a hazy red. His head pounded and he could already feel a bump. He stood, then reached down to help Colter to his feet. Colter blinked, shook his head, then tried to get his wobbly legs to support his weight.
“Are you all right?” Will asked.
“I—I think so.” Colter rubbed his forehead. “What happened?”
“Danni.”
Colter turned toward her unconscious form, then he scanned the rubble around them. “Where is Peter?”
Will peered beyond Colter and saw Peter sprawled across the ground and covered in debris from a destroyed wall. His face was chalky and gray and his eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling. Blood trickled from his pail, lifeless lips. 
“Peter!” Colter’s scream shattered the silence.
Time remained still. Will watched Colter fall to his knees beside his brother, the brother who had once saved his life. Colter shook him gently, then harder when there was no response. Then he took Peter’s head in his arms and cradled him. His tears fell onto a face that would never again smile back at him.
Will tried to pull his gaze from the scene before him, but could not. Peter couldn’t be…Danni couldn’t have…It was too terrible to even think. It hadn’t been her fault. She hadn’t known what she was doing. It was Briggs’s fault—that vile, despicable man!
Will tore his gaze away from Peter and Colter and looked around the room. It was destroyed. Briggs’s men had put out the fires before they left, but they hadn’t taken the dead—about twenty—spread throughout the room, nor had they cleaned the rubble that littered the floor.
Will’s gaze shifted to Danni. She seemed tiny and broken, crumpled in a heap on the debris strewn floor.
Unable to bear anymore, Will sank to his knees on the stony ground, buried his face in his hands, and sobbed like a little child.




Chapter 27
Nathan awoke refreshed, despite his still aching head. His arm no longer throbbed and he felt confident and in control.
He studied the three men with him. “I want to go to the east hill today and search the path the others took. Maybe something happened there.”
The others agreed, and they left the inn for the east hill. Nathan had known there was an alternate path, but he had known little about it. The approach to the hill was gentle from the city side. It rose over a rather short distance and around a few bends to the top.
Lane had said the path was little used because it was longer, but Nathan found many recent footsteps. The queasiness that had nearly become his constant companion returned. Something was amiss.
From the top of the hill he had a good view down the back side. Below a small hill lay a beautiful grassy meadow. The path continued to the right and became steep along the hill’s drastic edge. Then the path met the edge where the hillside fell away to the bottom. He hadn’t realized how dangerous the path was. If Lane had explained, he might not have sent Danni that way.
He scanned the area and his eyes stopped on a section where a landslide had recently thundered down the hill. The broken tree stumps were still green and raw. His heart leapt into his throat and he hurried down the path, his eyes locked on the landslide’s debris.
Without a word, the others followed.
He tried to focus while his speed picked up, but found it hard to look away from the wreckage. He did notice recent footprints on the path, but couldn’t prove who’s they were.
They reached the landslide area and spread out to search for their companions. Nathan noticed that, while the rest of the hillside bore scars from the recent landslide, the actual path was untouched by the falling rock and debris. Footprints were clearly visible on the ground. The landslide had somehow skipped over the path. That wasn’t possible unless Danni had protected them.
He shuddered. “I think they were here when the landslide hit.”
“How can you know that?” Garin turned a quizzical gaze toward him.
“The landslide skipped over this spot. The path should be destroyed, but it isn’t. It seems untouched. If the landslide fell on top of them, Danni would have used the ring to protect them.”
“It is possible.” Garin rubbed his dark beard.
“If that is indeed what happened,” Nathan continued, “then they survived and made it to the top. So where are they now?”
He found no answers to his question, so he led them back to the town. They spoke to a few locals as they passed, but learned nothing of their companions. They returned to the inn and spent another night discouraged and worried for the others.


∞∞∞
 
Merk entered the room and approached Danni. Will clenched his fists. A livid heat filled him and he wished Merk would step close enough that he could vent his rage on him. He was angry that Lane had turned on them, angry that Briggs was so putridly evil, angry at the misery heaped upon Danni, angry at Peter’s tragic death, and angry that there was absolutely nothing he could do about it.
Soldiers had come a few hours after the incident to carry off the dead. They had taken Peter’s body with them. Colter hadn’t said a word, but watched as the soldiers dragged his brother away. Now he hugged his knees and rocked back and forth.
Merk approached Danni with his standard water buckets.
Will growled and strained against his chains.
Merk laughed at Will, then threw a bucket of water on Danni. No response. He threw another. Water slopped against the stones around her, but she didn’t stir. He slapped her face and shook her. Still nothing. Then he cursed and left the room.
Briggs entered and Will charged toward him, no longer able to contain his fury. Briggs glanced at him when Will’s chains stopped him, then he turned back to Danni.
“Pathetic,” Briggs muttered to himself. “What a weak little girl.”
He knelt beside her, and greed twisted his features.
“Surely the ring’s power has weakened with her.” Briggs rubbed the scar on his hand, then pulled Danni’s limp arm onto his lap. He stared at her ring glittering dully in the torchlight, then he reached for it.
His hand closed over the ring. He screamed and yanked his hand from hers. He stood, curses flowing from his lips, then he kicked her. He stormed from the room and slammed the heavy wooden door behind him.
Will stared after him, not even aware that he still strained against his shackles. When no one else entered, he sat down and rubbed his wrists where the chains had dug into his flesh. He let out a great shudder and put his head in his hands. Lane had betrayed them, Peter had been killed, Danni lay broken on the ground beyond his reach, and Colter sat curled in a ball, lost in shock.
Nate. He squeezed his eyes shut in thought. I am sorry I failed you.




Chapter 28
Nathan sat up, jerked from a nightmare. Sweat poured down his face and he panted. In his mind’s eye he could still see images from his dream of Danni being tortured. They were so vivid he knew they must be real.
Darkness prevailed outside, but the faintest glow suggested dawn drew near.
The bed creaked as he left it. He moved to the basin on the table in the begrimed room and splashed water on his face. He rubbed at his eyes, then wiped the water from his face, hoping to wipe the dream away with it.
That morning marked the fourth day since he had let her go.
“Nathan?” Doc sat up in his bed.
“Hmm?”
“Are you all right?”
Nathan sighed and turned toward the window. The more important question was if Danni was all right. He rested his elbows on the window sill and stared out at the gray morning. “I will be fine when we find Danni and the others.” He stood. “Let’s go find them.”
Edward and Garin stirred at his words.
Nathan was about to make a plan for the day when a knock sounded on their door. He rushed to answer it and pulled the door open with such force it nearly came off its rusted hinges.
The inn keeper stood outside, a letter in his hand. “A man brought this in earlier and asked me to give it to a group with your description.” He held the note out to Nathan.
“Thank you.” Nathan took the letter and felt his heart pound in anticipation. He ripped the letter open the instant the door closed. With a jolt he recognized Lane’s meticulous handwriting. The note contained seven words, which he read out loud:
Meet at the east hill at sunset.
“It is signed, Lane.”
Nathan’s head spun. So many questions flashed through his brain that he couldn’t muddle through them all.
 “Do you think it really is from them, or is it a trick?” Garin met Nathan’s gaze.
“This is Lane’s handwriting,” Nathan replied. “He is my cousin, I would recognize it anywhere. He always carried his journal around and wrote his thoughts in it and probably solved the world’s problems. I know Lane wrote this. But why now? It has been four days.”
Edward shifted his feet. “Do you think they have been captured and someone forced him to write it?”
Nathan rubbed his chin. “It makes no sense. If they had been captured, why would Donavan’s men care about us? If they have Danni, why would they wait four days to find us? We are of no value. They would have taken her and fled back to Donavan’s castle as fast as they could.”
It took all his willpower to speak of Danni in such a manner. Imagining her in Donavan’s hands filled him with more dread than he could bear, but he had to keep calm. He had to stay in control. He had to be the leader. The lives of his companions were still his responsibility and he could not fail them again.
“Maybe they were hunted and are in hiding,” Garin suggested. “Maybe they found where we were and hoped to avoid meeting in a public place.”
Again Nathan thought on this theory.
“It is possible.” Doc went to the window. “Anything could be possible at this point.”
“Doc is right,” Nathan said. He folded and unfolded the letter. “However, I know Lane wrote this, so we will do what he says. Let us hope all is well and they have their reasons for not meeting us sooner. It does seem a bit odd…” His voice trailed off. “We will have our swords at the ready and be on guard. We will have to trust Lane.”
Nathan gathered his belongings and the others followed his lead. “We will not sit here and waste our day. We will search the city again. Perhaps we can find something that might give us a clue about what is going on. We also need to restock our supplies and possibly find a horse or two.”
His men nodded. Garin opened the door and they filed out to search the city one last time.             


∞∞∞
 
Merk returned two other times to wake Danni. No matter what he tried she didn’t stir. Will began to fear that she might never wake again.
A while later, a man Will had never seen before entered the room. He approached Danni, pulled out a key and unlocked her chains. With the chains gone, Will could see that her wrists were even more raw than his own.
The man stared at the ring on her finger, then he touched it. His scream reverberated around the cavern and he shook and rubbed his hand. He hopped about for several minutes before returning to Danni. He scooped her limp body into his arms—careful to stay far from the ring—and carried her from the room.
Will panicked. He jumped to his feet and pulled at his chains. “Stop!” he screamed. “Where are you taking her? Bring her back!”
The door slammed shut.
About an hour later the man returned with five other men. One man held his sword to Colter’s throat while the first man took out his keys again and unlocked Colter’s chains. Two other men held his arms and dragged him from the room. They returned moments later to do the same to Will.
A man put his sword to Will’s throat. “If you even think about trying to escape, I will be the last person you ever see.”
Desperate to find Danni, Will obeyed. He was ushered out the door and down a long hallway that smelled of mold and damp earth. Then another door opened and he emerged into blinding sunlight. He had been in a dark room so long that his eyes couldn’t adjust to the brilliant sunlight.
Unable to see, he tripped on the stairs the soldiers forced him to climb. He finally made it up five steps and was shoved onto a wobbly floor. He heard bars slam shut behind him and a heavy lock click into place.
He felt around on the floor to learn of his surroundings. Hazy images formed before his blinded eyes. He reached out to a shape before him and felt a man’s arm.
“Colter? Is that you?”
Colter grunted.
Will continued to investigate their new prison. He felt strong metal bars around the whole cage. When his eyes finally adjusted to the sunlight, he saw that they were indeed in a cage, but it was on a wagon that could be pulled by horses. They were alone and he couldn’t see Danni anywhere.
“Where is Danni?” he asked.
Colter shrugged.
Will cried out in frustration and kicked a metal bar. Then he sat down beside Colter and wondered what would happen to them next.




Chapter 29
When evening approached, Nathan gave up on their useless search. They had purchased supplies, but had not found a horse they could afford with what little money they still had. They had also found nothing concerning their companions.
“It is time to go.” He led the others toward the east hill at a rapid pace. He hardly noticed the change from homes to shrubbery when they exited the town. His heart pounded faster the closer they got to the hill. Before long they began the assent to the top.
When he neared the summit, he broke into a run. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, so he drew his sword. The others drew theirs too. He rounded the last bend into the blinding sunset and raised his free arm to block the light. A glint of steel within the bright rays halted him and he moved his arm to stop his companions. Men stepped from the shadows and from behind trees and bushes. They were surrounded.
“Drop your weapons.” A large man stepped forward with scraggly dirty-blond hair that looked like fire with the red sun giving off its final rays behind it. He had a nasty smirk on his pudgy face and eyes that reflected pure evil.
Danni and the other companions were not there.
“I do not jest, Nate,” the man said. “Drop your weapons or my men will run you through.”
Nathan knew he had no choice, so he let his sword fall. It struck the ground with a harsh clang that reverberated across the hill. “Drop your swords,” he said to the others.
His companions’ swords clattered to the ground.
Two men came at each of his companions and three rushed him. They pinned his arms behind his back and blocked his way forward.
“It is good to finally meet you, Nate,” the portly man said in a raspy voice. “I have heard so much about you.”
Nathan struggled against his captors. “Who are you and what do you want from us?”
The man’s chuckle made Nathan cringe. “Let me introduce myself. I am General Briggs of Lord Donavan’s army. May I also congratulate you on bringing Princess Dannilynn A’ Donna this far. Quite an accomplishment. I have heard all about your journey.”
Nathan strained against his captors. “Where is she? What have you done to her?”
“Where is she?” Briggs mocked. “As the leader, you should know where she is. What leader would let something as precious and innocent as her out of his sight?”
“Where is she?” Panic squeezed Nathan’s chest until he nearly gasped for air.
Briggs stepped closer to him. “She was given to us four days ago by someone in that little group you sent her with.” He laughed. “You have been betrayed.”
“That is a lie!” Even as Nathan said it, he knew Briggs spoke the truth. His chest clenched tighter still. He had known they shouldn’t split up, but he had let them anyway. Now someone he trusted had betrayed them and Danni was in trouble.
“I do not lie,” Briggs cooed in his ear. “I suppose a man like you would be surprised at what another man would do for mammon. Apparently the lust for wealth and status supersedes not only the ties of friendship, but also the bond of blood.”
Nathan felt the color drain from his face as his entire being filled with a heavy, cold dread.
“That is right, Nate. Your own cousin…” His voice faded and he pointed behind him.
Lane stepped from the shadows, his eyes cold and unrecognizable.
Nathan gaped at him, too shocked to comprehend his cousin’s betrayal. The sun dipped behind the mountain and left the sky streaked with red, like blood staining the night.
“Lane…” Nathan could hardly speak. “How…how could you?”
Lane ambled forward and studied Nathan. Their eyes met for a moment, then Lane blinked and glanced at the ground. Just as fast he returned his gaze and spoke. “Well, Nate, I saw things as a guard at the Outer Rim—things you wouldn’t believe unless you saw them yourself. I saw men from both kingdoms commit terrible acts, men you would have called good. I realized there is no good and evil or right and wrong, there is only power and prosperity! You hold neither and have always been disgustingly content with nothing. James has both, but was never willing to share it despite our years of loyal friendship. I no longer have to sit in your shadow and beg for recognition and sustenance from Prince James. Now that I have joined the winning side, I have been promised great power and wealth of my own. Maybe you should reconsider which side you want to be on, too.”
Bile rose in Nathan’s stomach.
“Lane is right.” Briggs’s raspy voice deepened and grew louder. “It is about power! And if all the power you have behind you is that fragile woman with a ruby ring that I just destroyed, then the war is already over—and you lose.”
“Danni!” Nathan screamed her name, desperate to know what Briggs had done to her. He struggled so hard against his captors that he freed one arm. Two more men stepped in and overpowered him again.
Briggs laughed, then his voice turned to ice. “You needn’t worry. She isn’t dead yet. I haven’t the strength to even imagine what Lord Donavan would do to me if I killed her before he had the pleasure of meeting her.”
“What have you done to her?”
“See for yourself.” Briggs snapped his fingers and another figure stepped from behind a boulder. Lane backed up as the man approached carrying a limp form in his arms. The last of the fading sunset reflected off long auburn hair.
“Here is your precious Danni.” Briggs chuckled.
The man dropped her in a heap at Nathan’s feet.
“Danni!” Nathan’s captors released him and he sank to the ground by her side. He touched her cheek and recoiled at its coolness, then drew her into his embrace and cradled her head. “Help her, Doc!”
Released from his captors as well, Doc knelt beside her and touched her forehead, her cheek, and then felt her neck. “She is alive,” he glanced at Nathan, “though I have no means to help her.”
Nathan held her closer and rocked her cradled head.
“Get them up!” Briggs’s harsh voice shattered the silence into a thousand broken pieces. His men closed in on Nathan’s group and aimed their swords at their chests. Nathan watched them advance, then scooped Danni into his arms and stood. He glanced once more at Lane, who studied his boots. Then Briggs’s men prodded Nathan in the back with their swords, so he stepped forward.
They were marched down from the hill toward the city, then turned into a wooded area. After a while the woods opened up into a clearing filled with tents and horses. In the dim light, Nathan could make out little else.
The soldiers took him and the others to the edge of the camp to a cage attached behind a heavily loaded horse cart.
“Nate!” Will appeared inside the cage and reached his arm through the bars toward him.
A bit of relief washed over Nathan to see that his friend was well.
Guards pushed him up the stairs, then unlocked the door. He carried Danni into the cage, followed by the others. He laid her on the floor and tried to make her comfortable. He noticed several things. Her dress, once an elegant portrayal of her royalty, was tattered, ripped, and burned in several places. Her cloak and adorning metalwork belt were gone, most likely stolen by Briggs’s men, or even Briggs himself. Her wrists were raw and a glove no longer covered the ruby ring, though it remained on her finger and shined brilliantly despite the darkness.
The others watched him in silence.
When he felt she was as comfortable as he could make her, he removed his own cloak and covered her with it, then he turned to Will.
Will’s lower lip trembled. “Forgive me, Nate! I…” He hung his head.
Nathan closed his eyes and let out a long sigh, then he drew Will into his embrace. “It is not your fault, Will.”
“I failed.”
Nathan’s despair turned to anger. “No, Will. This is Lane’s fault, not yours!”
He turned to Doc. “Is there anything more we can do for her?”
Doc frowned. “I am afraid not. We have no medicine nor food, and she hasn’t regained consciousness. We can do nothing more than to make her comfortable and keep her warm.”
Nathan sat down beside her and leaned his back against the prison bars. He ran his hand through her tangled hair, pulled out snarls, and smoothed it again.
He looked at Will. “Tell me everything.”
Will’s head jerked like he had been slapped and he stared at Nathan. In his wide eyes, Nathan saw terror and revulsion. His stomach clenched and he braced himself for the dreadful story.
Will took a deep breath, then began. “Our troubles started immediately after we separated from you.” He stopped, and his eyes shone with tears.
“Please, Will,” Nathan begged. “Tell me.”
So Will told him of Danni’s torture until sobs drowned out his voice.
Nathan closed his eyes at the horrors Will described, then he buried his head in his hands. 
No one spoke while he struggled to bear the burden of their suffering. He gazed upon Danni and nearly broke down and cried. She had gone through so much agony and he didn’t know if she could recover from it.
After some time, Will finally spoke. “What are we going to do, Nate?”
Nathan coughed to clear the lump in his throat, then he wiped at his nose. He glanced at the others, then at Will. “There is nothing we can do tonight. Get some sleep. Perhaps things will seem a little better in the morning.”
Nathan heard them curl up on the floor and try to get comfortable. After some time, gentle snores and deep breathing filled the night.
Alone in the darkness and silence, he stroked Danni’s hair. Guilt tore at his soul as it had with Emma, but he fought it. He had to remain strong this time. If there was any chance to save Danni and free his men, he had to be alert and ready for it.




Chapter 30
Their prison jolted forward and Nathan awoke. He blinked in surprise at the bright sun that shone from well above the mountains. For the first time in all the nights he had slept outside, he hadn’t woken with the sun.
“I am sorry I overslept.” He sat up and assessed the situation. Though they traveled with Briggs’s army, they seemed nearly alone. The wagon took up the rear of the group and was piled so high with supplies that they couldn’t see the driver or the horses that pulled it. He could see the back side of two soldiers who marched near, and a horse and rider galloped toward them, circled the cage, then cantered off again.
“Here.” Garin handed him a bowl. “It is a sorry excuse for breakfast, but it is all they have given us.”
The cold lump did not look appetizing, but Nathan ate it anyway. They would have to maintain their strength since they had nothing else to rely on. He sighed and looked at Danni, then at his men. There had to be some way to escape, but he had no hope with six men against nearly sixty. Six men. That couldn’t be right. He sat up straight and counted his companions. Lane, of course, wasn’t with them, but who…? Peter.
“Colter.” Nathan turned to him. “Where is Peter?”
Colter turned his head sharply and looked at Nathan with hollow eyes. Then his gaze shifted to Danni’s unconscious form and back to Nathan. Their eyes locked and Nathan felt his breath catch. Something terrible had happened.
He waited, but Colter remained silent.
He turned to Will.
Will closed his eyes and blew out his breath.
“Where is Peter?” Nathan’s voice rose in fear.
Will opened his eyes and blinked away the moisture that had again filled them. He swallowed hard. “He didn’t make it, Nate.”
Nathan stood. “What happened?”
Will turned away and slammed his fists against the bars.
Nathan watched his shoulders rise and fall several times. “Will?”
Will clung to the bars as though they were all that held up his defeated body. After a few deep breaths, he began the tale. “You have to understand that Danni had lost control. She was hysterical and screaming and throwing the ring’s power here and there. And then, it was too much. They pushed her too far.” He turned and faced Nathan, his blue eyes hollow and haunted. His voice shook when he continued. “She gathered all the magic of the ring to her and let it go in one final, desperate attempt to protect the innocent people and a bit struck us by accident. We were blown off our feet and when we got up, Peter was…well he was…there was debris everywhere and part of a wall must have hit him and he…he was…dead.”
Nathan stared at Will, unaware that his mouth hung open. Danni had killed Peter. It was too much. He couldn’t believe it, but the look on Will’s face testified to the truthfulness of his words.
Nathan rubbed his neck and blew out a breath, completely at a loss for words. Surely he should speak to Colter, but there seemed no fitting condolence. Peter was gone. Forever. “I—I am sorry, Colter,” he finally managed, though he knew it was a pathetic phrase that brought no comfort. People had said it to him so many times after Emma’s death. But there was nothing else to say.
He didn’t know what he would say to Danni if he got the chance either. It would ruin her. It had not been her fault, but she would never forgive herself, as he had never forgiven himself for Emma’s death.
He sunk to the floor, buried his head in his hands, and massaged his aching temples. When no relief came, he reached out to Danni and stroked her hair.
He watched over Danni all morning, though she never stirred, and he pondered what his companions had suffered. The others remained silent, probably deep in thought as well. Around noon, the incessant bobbing of their prison stopped.
Nathan glanced up and found a most unwanted visitor approaching.              
General Briggs swaggered toward them, a nasty smirk on his well nourished face. Nathan’s blood turned to fire. If Briggs wanted Danni, he couldn’t have her. Nathan would die before he let that despicable man near her. He took a step forward and balled his fists. Will, Edward, and Garin joined him.
Briggs stopped a few meters from the wagon. “So, Nate,” he said as though he addressed an old friend, “how is our beautiful princess today?” His grin broadened into a full smile and his gaze roved over Danni’s unconscious form. “Well, she used to be beautiful, until I broke her.”
Nathan’s anger boiled over and he charged toward the bars, desperate to reach Briggs and show him how he felt about what he had done to her, but Will and Garin held him back.
“It isn’t worth it Nate,” Will whispered in his ear. “You can’t do anything anyway. Don’t let him upset you.”
Briggs chuckled harder at Nathan’s anger, then walked away. His laughter trailed behind him.
Will patted Nathan’s shoulder but kept a restraining hand on his chest. Nathan released a great huff of air which must have signaled to Will that he had calmed down, because Will released him and sat back down.
Nathan remained upright and watched Briggs’s retreating form until their cage lurched forward and they moved on again.


∞∞∞
 
Nathan jerked awake. Sometime in the monotonous afternoon he had drifted off to sleep. By the sun’s position he knew evening approached. The others slept soundly. Danni lay beside him and her head bobbed with the sway of the wagon.
He couldn’t place what had woken him. Perhaps a large bump in the road. Then he heard a faint moan from Danni and knew that was what had woken him. Her eyebrows crinkled and her breathing became irregular.
He placed his hand on her cheek. “Danni.”
Her face turned toward his voice, then her eyelids fluttered.
“Danni,” he said again. He put his other hand on her face and cupped her head in his hands.
Her eyelids fluttered again, then opened. He sucked in a breath at the sight of her eyes. Once so startlingly green and vibrant, they were now pale, dull, and gray. They rolled and couldn’t seem to focus, then found his face and held his gaze for a brief moment before they closed again and she lay still.
He lifted her head to try to wake her again, but she was unconscious.
He let out a great breath. She had woken up. It was brief, but gave him hope that she might return to him soon.
He reached under the cloak that covered her and found her arm. Her warm skin comforted him. He pulled her hand from beneath the cloak and stared at the ruby ring. It twinkled in dusk’s fading light with a strength too powerful for her frail body. The blood red ring usually stood out in stark contrast with her emerald eyes, but not that night. He pondered her eyes, then shuddered as he realized they reflected her condition— broken and dying.
Broken. Everything was broken. Their situation seemed hopeless, yet he continued to search for an escape. There had to be some way out that he hadn’t discovered.
 He searched his mind for anything he might have missed, then he remembered once again the legend of the ruby ring—Danni’s legend. She will wade through sorrow, pain, and the wickedness of the world to gain the strength and courage needed to conquer at last. She had definitely gone through sorrow and pain and had seen more wickedness than she deserved. Then he considered the last words. Strength. Courage. Will had mentioned her remarkable strength several times.
That was it. He reached his hand out and brushed it along her pale cheek. She was powerful. He had been amazed at her abilities when she saved him, but he couldn’t fathom the strength Will had described when she had lost control.
A plan formed in his head, but to his displeasure it revolved completely around her. He wanted her to be left alone. He wanted her to never suffer again, but he feared she was their only chance. All their lives—including her own—were at the mercy of the power of the ruby ring.




Chapter 31
Nathan’s men began to stir a few minutes later. He reviewed his plan and waited for them to fully wake.
Doc stretched and Will yawned. The others opened their eyes and sat up.
Nathan glanced around to make sure there were no soldiers within hearing range. There were none, and even the wagon driver couldn’t see or hear them over the enormous pile of supplies, the clopping horse hoofs, and the clattering wagon wheels. The area seemed clear. “I may have a plan.”
Each man perked up and shifted a bit closer to him.
“Um, Nate?” Will nodded at Nathan’s hand that still held Danni’s. “You might want to be cautious. Her ring really does burn. I watched Briggs touch it twice. Only a great featherhead like himself would be fool enough to touch it twice.”
“Believe me, Will. I know how it burns. You are right to be careful, though.” He felt for her other hand and pulled it from the cloak. A tattered glove covered it. With great care, he pulled the ragged glove off, slipped it over her right hand, and checked that the ring was covered. “There.”
“Thank you. I feel better now.”
Nathan studied each man and again pondered the risks of using Danni. She was weak and might be injured more by the plan, but there was no other way.
“There seems to be no hope,” he began. “They haven’t opened this cage once while we’ve been here and I doubt they plan to. We cannot escape.”
Their stares turned blank.
Nathan leaned in closer. “I have a plan, though I do not like it. I fear we must use Danni. We will rebuild her strength. You heard from Will what she is capable of. After all she has done, it should be simple to break these bars, and then we can escape.”
The expressions on the others’ faces clearly said they doubted his sanity.
They sat in silence for a moment until Will finally spoke. “Nate. She hasn’t even moved in two days.”
Nathan smiled and shook his head at Will. “You are wrong. She has moved. Not fifteen minutes ago she opened her eyes and looked at me. She lost consciousness immediately, but she was there for a moment.”
He took a deep breath and again checked the vicinity. “For now, we are on the same path we would take to the Central Palace, and we are moving faster than we would on foot. In about three days we will reach the crossroad where they will turn south toward Donavan’s castle and we need to turn north toward the Central Palace. That gives us three days to get Danni strong enough.”
He paused to see if anyone desired to speak. Apparently they were still too stunned by his plan.
“They give us little food,” he continued. “Danni needs nourishment, so I suggest we each save some food for her. When she wakes up for brief moments like she did a few minutes ago, we give it to her. She doesn’t have to be completely healed to break these bars. It shouldn’t take much strength, considering what she has done these past few days.”
Nathan glanced at each man and lowered his voice to a whisper. “We cannot let Briggs find out. If he sees her improve at all, he will take her and torture her again.”
Silence.
Then Doc sighed. “It is dangerous, Nathan. She is so fragile. If she did too much she could die.”             
Nathan took a deep breath. He knew the risk—oh, how he knew. But he also knew that she would die if they sat there and did nothing. “I know, Doc. I hate to put the risk on her, but if we don’t escape soon, we will all die, even her.”
The men nodded.
“All in favor?” Nathan asked.
One by one, each hand raised. Despite his brave words, Nathan’s hand was the last to rise.


∞∞∞
 


Darkness fell upon the camp. Night sounds filled the air. Mice scampered about and owls hooted while the soft light of a sliver moon bathed the night with a gentle glow.
Nathan stared through the darkness with his back against the bars to keep himself wide awake. He did not want to miss the next time Danni stirred. His men had saved a portion of their meager supper and some water for her when she woke again.
His mind drifted back to the first time he met her. Her beauty had startled him and her eyes mesmerized him. The more he got to know her, the harder it became to fight his emotions. He couldn’t resist her genuine goodness and humility, her kindness and charity, and the strength he saw deep within her—the strength he knew had sustained her through Briggs’s torture. When he had lost her, he could no longer deny how strongly he had grown to care for her. He could not imagine his life without her in it. 
She moaned and shifted a bit in her sleep and he assumed her mind relived her nightmares.
He glanced around outside their prison to see that no one watched. The army kept a poor vigil on the prisoners, probably because there was no way to escape. The guards at night consisted of two men who slept under the stars instead of in tents about eight meters from the cage. They were sound asleep.
He knelt by Danni’s side and stroked her forehead. “Shh,” he whispered. “It is all right. You are safe.” He took the food dish in his hand. “Danni, wake up.”
Her eyelids fluttered open and she blinked but couldn’t seem to focus. He slid his arm under her neck to support her head and lifted her almost to a sitting position. “Here. Try to eat.”
With his free hand, he scooped a bite and brought it to her cracked lips. She blinked again, then her lips parted and he slipped the spoon in. “Good. Here is another bite.”
She ate one more bite before she lost consciousness again. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.
Once more in the night she stirred and he fed her a few more bites. She didn’t seem aware of anything while conscious, but at least she had gotten some nourishment.




Chapter 32
Screams filled Danni’s ears and blackness clouded her vision. She tried to block out the cries and penetrate the gloom, but she hadn’t the strength. She couldn’t escape from the nightmare. It is all your fault, a voice whispered. Yes, it was her fault. Innocent people had died because of her. It is all your fault.
Then another voice called her name. Warmth spread over her and pushed the terrors away. The voice came more clearly. “Danni, it is all right.” Someone stroked her hair. “Hush. I am here.”
It was Nathan! He was there, holding her close. She could smell him, and feel him, and if she tried hard enough yes she could even see him.
She blinked to see him more clearly through a blinding light.
He smiled. “Good morning.”
She tried to smile back, but her lips seemed to have forgotten how to move, so she stared, unable to pull her gaze away from his face.
A spoon touched her lips. “Eat this.”
She obeyed, though she could hardly get the food down her parched throat.
“Good. Have some more.”
She fought to remain awake, but after four bites she lost consciousness again.


∞∞∞
 
The sun’s rays peaked over the mountain the next morning and shined in Danni’s eyes. Her body ached and felt as heavy as lead. Every movement, every breath was a battle, but her mind engaged and she became aware of her surroundings for the first time in days.
With great effort, she lifted her head. Nathan and the other companions were gathered in a hushed conversation. She tried to call out to him, but hadn’t the strength. Bars surrounded them and she tried to remember why they were in a cage. Bits and pieces of the last week flashed through her mind and she trembled.
At that moment Edward looked up and saw her. “Nate.” He elbowed Nathan and nodded in her direction.
Nathan blinked at her as though in shock. He glanced around, then hurried to her. “How do you feel?”
She tried to answer, but her throat was tight and dry.
Nathan sat her up, and Will handed him a bowl and some water. Nathan helped her eat and drink. The energy it took made her head spin, but she fought the nausea down and fixed her gaze on Nathan.
He searched her face with intense eyes that reached into her soul. “Danni?”
She blinked at him.
He sighed. “I wish I could tell you all is well, but I think you can see that it isn’t. There is no way out of this cage and it is taking us straight to Lord Donavan.”
She choked at the name, and Nathan moved closer to her. She used all her strength to raise her hand toward him. He took it and intertwined his fingers with hers.
He looked around again, then continued. “By about tomorrow night we will be near the crossroad that leads either to Lord Donavan or to James and the Central Palace. We have to escape by then or I do not believe we ever will.”
He rubbed his thumb along hers and she sensed his internal struggle. There was something he was afraid to tell her, though she couldn’t imagine what could be worse than all she had already been through.
“My plan revolves almost entirely around you.”
She squinted up at him, sure she had misunderstood. There was nothing she could do to help them escape. She felt so weak that even then she struggled to remain awake and focused.
“I had hoped you might be strong enough by then to break the bars with the ring.”
Her eyes flew open as memories came back to her mind. Screams drowned out his voice and he faded from her view, replaced by the images of her nightmares. She shut her eyes and pulled her hands over her ears to block it all out.
With a firm, gentle touch, he pulled her hands away from her ears and down to her lap where he held them tightly. “Look at me, Danni. It is going to be all right.”
She willed her eyes to open and tried to focus on him. Though she tried to hold it back, a whimper slipped from her lips.
“I promise we will not do this if you aren’t ready,” he said. “I wouldn’t even ask it, but from all Will said you have done, it should take little for you to break these bars. I believe you can do it.”
She stared at him for a long time and gathered what courage she could find. She had done much more in the past week, but she hadn’t been in control, and that frightened her.
She took several quick breaths. It didn’t seem fair that he needed her help when she needed him. At no other time in her life had she needed someone to care for her more than she did at that moment, but it was her turn to give. It was her turn to be strong. She bit her lip and pushed aside her insecurities and weaknesses, then she nodded. She would do her best to free herself and her companions.
Nathan smiled—a deep, genuine smile that expressed his admiration at her strength, his relief that she was well enough to take on the responsibility, and his inner feelings for her. His smile was all the care she needed.
“Rest now,” he said.
Too exhausted to argue, she snuggled back down in his cloak and slept.
She awoke when the wagon lurched to a stop in the dusky evening light. Nathan paced their tight quarters, then turned toward her and their gazes met. He bent down and brushed his hand across her cheek, then he looked up at something she couldn’t see. His face hardened and his lips pulled into a harsh line.
“Briggs is coming,” he whispered, “and he is flanked by guards.”
Danni felt the blood rush through her body and she nearly screamed. She couldn’t face him again. Not now. She wasn’t strong enough. The mere thought of him made her shake.
Nathan placed his hand on her shoulder. “No matter what happens, do not let him know you have gained some strength. Pretend to be unconscious still. Do you understand me?”
She nodded and squeezed her eyes shut. She heard Nathan shift his body between her and the entrance to their prison. Footsteps approached, then paused. The lock to the door clicked open, then the footsteps entered. Danni couldn’t breathe.
“Get back,” someone shouted and Danni heard the others move to the back of the prison. Nathan grunted and the cage swayed. She heard a body slam against the bars and had to peek. She opened her eyes to mere slits and saw Nathan pinned against the bars by two guards while two others stood before him. He struggled against them and Danni felt her stomach clench. Then Briggs’s pudgy form blocked her view of Nathan.
“Well, Nate,” Briggs said in his sickly sweet voice. “How is the princess tonight? I am worried that she hasn’t stirred or had water for days.” He turned his gaze toward her and she shut the slits in her eyelids. “I had to come see for myself that she is all right. Lord Donavan will be most upset if she dies before we reach his castle.”
Danni sensed him bend over her. He ran his hand down her arm and she nearly flinched. His hand lingered and it was all she could do to keep from screaming.
Nathan, on the other hand, couldn’t seem to contain himself. She heard him struggle against his captors. “Get your filthy hands off—”
She heard a fist bury itself in flesh and his last word came out as an ‘oof’.
Briggs laughed. “Lane was right about you, Nate. He warned me that you were very protective of her.”
“Of course I am.” Nathan’s voice was hoarse and breathy.
“Stop fighting me, then. I am not here to hurt her, but to help. I will to take her to my tent to make sure she hasn’t regained her strength, then I will give her food and water and return her to you.”               
“You can’t take her!” Danni heard Nathan struggle again.
“Oh, yes, I can,” Briggs cooed.
Briggs scooped her into his arms and lifted her from the floor, but he must have left her heart behind because she couldn’t feel it any more—she felt nothing but numbing dread. She couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t watch innocent people be tortured again. She wasn’t strong enough to wield the ring.
Briggs stepped toward the door.
“Stop!” Nathan yelled and the scuffling noises grew louder.
Danni risked another peek and saw the third and fourth guard join in to keep Nathan under control. Her heart, she realized, was still intact and it pounded so furiously that she felt sure Briggs would hear it and know she was awake. They couldn’t take her away from Nathan! She couldn’t face Briggs and his cruelty without him. Panic beat against her and screams again filled her ears.               
“Briggs,” Nathan begged. His plea drowned out the screams. “Take me too. Let me remain with her. Please!”
Briggs’s body shifted. Danni held her breath. Please, she begged, but she knew Briggs would never let him come. He was too cruel to give her what she needed. Please!
“Fine.”
Her eyes nearly flew open at Briggs’ words, but she kept them closed.
“You may come with her on one condition. I cannot have you overpowering my guards. If I allow you to come, you will be bound and gagged. Do we have a deal?”
“Yes.” Nathan’s voice was strong again. “Anything.”
Briggs carried Danni from the cage. She peaked again and saw the guards tie Nathan’s hands behind his back. They ripped a cloth and tied it around his mouth, then one drew his sword and placed it behind Nathan’s back. Briggs started toward his tent and she could no longer see Nathan.




Chapter 33
Danni tried to hold still while Briggs carried her through the camp and entered a large tent. He laid her on the floor. She peaked enough to see guards tie Nathan’s legs together, then position themselves one on either side. They held his arms. The other two guards stepped before him.
“Merk!” Briggs’s call made Danni flinch and she hoped he hadn’t seen it. “Wake her up!”
Danni closed the tiny gap in her eyelids and steeled herself for what she knew would come next. Ice cold water hit her face and she couldn’t stop the gasp that tore from her lungs. Merk grasped her hair and pulled her up, but even if she hadn’t pretended weakness, her legs would not have held her. He let her go and she slumped back to the floor, then he slapped her across the face. She heard Nathan shout through his gag.
“Thank you, Merk.” Briggs’s footsteps approached her. “That is enough. She is weak, but I think you have at least awoken part of her consciousness. We will see.” He knelt beside her and she felt his hand touch her chin. “It should not have been this way, Princess. I wouldn’t have to treat you so harshly if you hadn’t let those poor, innocent people suffer and die. You had the power to save them. They believed in you, but you failed them. You let them die—even the tender children. It is all your fault.”
It is all your fault. Briggs’s previous words echoed through her mind and brought back all the horrors he had put her through. It is all your fault. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes, despite her efforts to stop them.
“That is more like it. Now, let us see how strong you are, my dear.” Briggs snapped his fingers and Danni heard a fist once again bury itself in Nathan’s stomach.
 He grunted. Then she heard a sickening crunch and guessed a knee had slammed into his chest and nearly cracked his ribs.
She had to help him. They were hurting him so she would use the ring to protect him, and she yearned to do that. She couldn’t bear him being hurt because of her—just like all the others. If she used the ring to protect him, she would weaken herself and not have the strength to break the prison bars and free them all the following evening.
She heard them punch Nathan again and she made up her mind. Surely Briggs watched her every move, so she knew she had to use caution. She blinked her eyes and pretended to search for Nathan through foggy vision. When he did come into focus, she saw a trickle of blood under his gag. He shook his head fiercely at her.
She reached toward him and lifted her head slightly off the floor. “No,” she breathed. Then she rolled her eyes up into her head and let her arm and head crash to the ground.
After a few moments of agonizing silence, she heard Briggs grunt. “If she cannot protect him, then she cannot protect anyone.” Then he stood. “She is too weak. Bring me some water.”
It took all the willpower she could muster to contain her tears. Her bluff had fooled Briggs!
Briggs propped her up, tipped her head back, and ladled water into her mouth. She continued to feign unconsciousness, but was sure to let every precious drop slide down her throat.
After several spoonfuls Briggs stood. “Take them back and lock them up.”
The guards took them back. One laid Danni on the prison floor while another untied Nathan, then shoved him inside and closed and locked the bars behind him.
Nathan knelt beside her, and rubbed his fingertips along her jawbone. “Shh,” he cautioned, “they are still close.”
She held her breath until the guards retreated.
“They are gone.”
She opened her eyes. “Are you all right?”
He gave her a half smile. “Of course I am.”
Not fully believing him, she reached her hand out to touch the dried blood on his lip. He caught her hand before it reached his face. “I am fine. I have taken far worse beatings in my life.”
“He has had worse from me,” Will said.
Will laughed and Danni knew he meant to ease her fear, but he also probably spoke the truth.
Nathan brushed wet hair off her forehead. “Will is right, Danni. Do not fret. You were remarkable.”
“Here.” Will handed Nathan a bowl. “They brought dinner around while you were gone. We saved you some. It was so delicious I had to pry it from Garin’s fingers to get him to save any for you.”
“Oh, yes.” Garin rolled his eyes.
Danni sighed and let her tension and fear slip away. Nathan took the bowl Will offered and split it between them. By the time they reached the bottom of the bowl, her eyelids were too heavy to keep open. She heard the men’s voices fade away, then sleep claimed her once again.


∞∞∞
 
Terrible dreams plagued Danni throughout the night. Her encounter with Briggs had brought her horrible memories nearer the surface. She tried to keep silent, but knew a few moans must have escaped, because when the terrors reached a climax, Nathan’s arms encircled her and held her tight. She calmed and returned to sleep until the nightmares resumed.
The night passed fitfully and she finally awoke to hushed voices. She kept her eyes closed and listened. Through the whispers, she could distinguish Nathan’s voice and the other men in their group.
“We will wait until the army is asleep,” Nathan said. “After Danni breaks the bars, we will run for the hills. My hope is to either hide or outrun the men who will undoubtedly pursue us.”
“But Nate,” Will this time, “we have no weapons. They will be on us immediately. We will not even make it to the hills before they attack.”
Danni opened her eyes and turned toward the men who were huddled together by the prison door.              
Nathan rubbed his forehead and eyes with his palm. “You are probably right, Will, but all we can do is hope it takes a few minutes for the night guards to alert the others. They will have to scramble from their tents. That will give us a few moments. The wagon is always parked near the camp’s edge at night. We will have to move fast.”
“I we could get more time…” Edward rested his chin on his hands.
There was a way. Danni could do it. The thought squeezed her chest. Using the ring frightened her, but she knew she could do it. Nathan had been right—it would take little effort for her to break the bars. Her body was weak, but she knew she could do more than break them free. She could push the magic beyond the cage to stop the nearest soldiers, then they could escape.
“Danni?” Nathan knelt beside her. She had lost herself in her thoughts and hadn’t realized that he had seen her and moved over to her.
She blinked up at him.
He shook his head, his brows creased. “No. It is too dangerous and you aren’t strong enough yet. Break the bars and that is all. Leave everything else to us.”
Somehow he had known her thoughts. She saw in his pinched face how worried he was for her, but she also knew they wouldn’t make it unless she did more.
“Truly, Danni.” He took her hands in his. “It isn’t worth it. I cannot bear to see you hurt again.”
She couldn’t hold his gaze.
“Danni!”
 “Nathan,” Doc interrupted. “Let her eat.” He held a bowl out to Nathan.
Nathan took it and helped her sit up, but continued to stare at her. She knew he wanted her to promise that she wouldn’t do too much, but she couldn’t. She had to save them.
Her stomach rumbled and she took the bowl from Nathan. Though the food was hard to swallow, she ate every bite and wished for more. She couldn’t recall ever feeling so hungry.
“I see your appetite has returned.” Nathan didn’t smile and his eyes remained squinted. “I am sorry there isn’t more, but we will be out tonight and back to the Central Palace in a few more days. This is almost over.”
Almost over…She hoped he was right.


∞∞∞
 
“Danni. Wake up. It is time.” Nathan shook her shoulder in the darkness.
Her eyes flew open. It was time! Her stomach churned. Goosebumps stole across her body. What if she couldn’t do it? What if she lost control? What if the others were hurt? Her heart began to race. She tried to suck in a breath, but her chest felt too tight. Everything was too tight—Nathan’s cloak around her, the bars of the cage, the thick darkness, the weight of the task ahead, the screams that echoed in her ears…
Nathan’s hand came down on her shoulder with enough pressure to calm her. “It will be all right.”
 Air again entered her lungs and the screaming in her head ceased.
“Can you stand?” Nathan held her arms and pulled her up. After so many immobile days, her legs couldn’t hold her and she collapsed against him. He held her while she forced her legs to remember their job. When they could finally support her weight, he steadied her and they took a few steps together to the center of their prison.
Though it wasn’t many steps, it brought the weight of the world down upon her. The moon shone little more than a sliver, but she could see the others staring at her, and their eyes pierced her soul.
She heard every noise—every mouse that scurried around through the brush, every owl that searched for food, every bat that flapped about in the sky—the sounds amplified by her heightened senses. She could feel Nathan’s steady hands, one on her arm, the other on her waist, and their strength comforted her.
The others lined up against the back bars and she faced the front, toward the sleeping throng. Nathan remained beside her. Her breath came so rapidly it filled her head with a tingling numbness and her heart pounded till she thought it might burst through her chest.
“Stay behind me,” she said in a voice that couldn’t have been her own. He stepped behind her and placed both his hands on her waist.
She closed her eyes and steadied her breath. This was it. She sucked in a great breath and pushed Nathan’s hands away from her waist. Though still weak, she wanted to stand on her own. She couldn’t lean upon anyone any more. This moment was hers alone, and she was strong enough to seize it.
Night’s darkness fell upon her. She closed her eyes and concentrated on gathering the strength and power of the ring, then she brought her hands in front, the palms forward and her elbows bent. Her arms felt as heavy as lead.
The night creatures stilled their movements and silence descended upon them like a blanket hushing the night. She mustered the ring’s energy, then let it fly.




Chapter 34
Nathan felt the night grow silent when Danni gathered her power and suddenly knew she would do too much. He wanted to call out to her, to hold her, to stop her from hurting herself, but he was too late.
A wave of red pulsed from her ring toward the army and wiped out tents and sleeping soldiers in its path. Nathan caught her as the blast threw her body against his and slammed them both backward against the bars. The entire cage collapsed and buried them in shards of broken wood and metal. 
Nathan shook his head to clear it, then threw debris off himself and Danni. She didn’t move. “Danni. Danni!”
Her lips were pale and she didn’t stir. He heard a shout and saw his men righting themselves. They had to run. Now. He didn’t have time to worry over her yet.
He scooped her into his arms, then turned and saw Will crawl from the pile of rubble, a few scratches on his face, but otherwise all right. “Will! Run!”
Will got up and ran. Nathan followed with his precious load.
He ran hard without even a glance behind him. On and on they ran until his concern for Danni overpowered his fear of pursuit.
“Stop!” he called. His companions stopped. He laid Danni on the ground. “Check her, Doc.”
Doc knelt beside her and felt her skin, then her neck. Nathan tapped his thumb against his thigh and counted each second that ticked by. The color drained from Doc’s face and he shook his head.
“Is she…?” Nathan couldn’t bring himself to say it.
“No, Nathan, she is alive—barely. She cannot be moved again or she will surely die.”
“But the army.” Colter pinched Nathan’s shirt between his fingers. “They could be right on top of us. We have to get farther away!”
Nathan glanced from Colter to Doc and then at Danni. He didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t be moved, but if they stopped, they might be caught and killed.
Memories of Danni splashing him at the stream crossing, laughing at Will’s jokes, and healing his hand flashed in his mind’s eye and clouded his thoughts. He shook his head to erase the images. There wasn’t time for emotions. He had to think clearly—like a leader. They had a few options to choose from and he thought over each consequence.
“For the moment we keep Danni here,” he finally said. “Edward, Garin, scout out the camp behind us. I think Danni might have slowed them down. Use the dark to your advantage and stay in the shadows. The moment you learn anything, get back here and report. Will, Colter, keep watch between us and Edward and Garin. Alert us when they return. Doc, do what you can for Danni. Everyone be careful.” 
The men nodded and headed out on their assignments. Doc continued to examine Danni while Nathan paced back and forth. He watched her and listened for the army or his men.
“There is nothing more I can do for her.” Doc’s face was tight and drawn. “Perhaps if I had some medicine, or even some herbs…”
Nathan sat down beside her and touched her face. It felt so cold and clammy. He raised his eyebrows at Doc who shook his head. Nathan understood. She was dying and there was nothing they could do about it.
The minutes passed in silence, and Nathan’s concern grew for Danni and his men. Perhaps he shouldn’t have sent them out. They could had been captured or worse.
Horse hooves clopped toward them and Nathan froze. He had no weapon. In the dim moonlight he saw a low branch on a tree, ripped it off, and held it like a club.
“Nate?” Will’s voice called. “Where are you?”
The breath he held whooshed out. “Over here.”
His four men came into view in the dim light. They led two horses loaded high with supplies.
Nathan felt his mouth drop open. “What is this? What of the army?”
“You will not believe this,” Will said. “I thought Edward and Garin jested when they told us. I had to see for myself.”
“What?”
Will licked his lips. “You said you thought Danni might have slowed them down a bit.”
“Yes.” Nathan nodded.
“Well, she slowed them down a lot. We went back to the camp and it was chaos. Tents and bodies were strewn all about.”
“What?” Nathan must have heard wrong.
“It is true,” Garin spoke up. “Briggs was yelling at everyone, but there were only about twenty men who could move about. The others were either gravely injured or…” he glanced at Danni, “…dead.”
Nathan’s mind spun. Briggs’s group had been about sixty strong. If there were twenty left then Danni had injured or killed nearly forty men. She couldn’t have—it was impossible. Yet he had felt the night grow heavy and silent when she gathered the ring’s power. He had felt her strength unite with the ring’s, and the combined effort threw them all backwards when she released it. He knew it was true. She had sacrificed herself for them.
“What about Lane?” he asked. “Was he killed?”
“No.” Will sounded disappointed. “Apparently his tent was near Briggs’s at the camp’s other edge. Danni’s power seemed to lose strength the farther out it went. Those closest to our cage were killed, some farther on were injured but not killed, and those who lived were the farthest from us, like Briggs and Lane.” 
Nathan turned from Will to the horses.
Will followed his gaze. “I figured these wouldn’t be missed in the chaos, and we need supplies. We had no time to be picky, so I don’t know what is in the packs, but anything is helpful.”
“Open them up. Perhaps there is something to help Danni.”
Edward and Garin went to the horses and unloaded the packs. Nathan stepped closer to see through the moonlight. He leaned in, his whole body anxious to see what they found. There were blankets, food, water canteens, and medical supplies! He snatched the medical items and raced them to Doc.
Doc wasted no time. He took some herbs from the pack, mixed them with water, and put them in a cloth which he laid across Danni’s forehead. Nathan took a blanket and draped it over her.
Garin handed him some food and he accepted it gratefully.
“From what you have described,” he said between bites of dried fruit and meat, “I do not believe Briggs will come after us tonight. He has other things to attend to. However, I want two guards throughout the night, to be sure. We will switch off so everyone can get some rest. Doc and I will take first watch since we still need to tend to Danni. Take some blankets and get some sleep. We will check on the army again in the morning and make a plan.”
They all agreed and in that manner passed the night.


∞∞∞
 
Nathan awoke groggy and exhausted. He hadn’t slept much, but the sun arose so he did too. When he could hold his eyes open properly, he checked on Danni.
Her skin seemed like stone in the pale morning light and gray circled her eyes. He placed his hand upon her forehead, then yanked it away in shock. Her skin burned!
“Doc!” he yelled.
Doc jerked awake. Their eyes lock for an instant, then Doc rushed to his side. He stepped with great control into his role as physician. He felt Danni’s forehead with steady hands. He checked her pulse. He listened to her breathing. Then he spoke in a calm voice. “Get me the medical supplies and a cloth with cold water.”
Nathan got up and ran to get the supplies. He tripped and stumbled in his haste, then jumped back to his feet again. He grasped the bag and raced it back to Doc. He ripped a piece of cloth off his cloak and wetted it with water from a canteen, then held it out to Doc.
He wrung his hands while Doc administered to her. Doc crush herbs and added them to the wet cloth, then placed it on her forehead. He prepared another cloth, removed her boots and stockings and draped it over her bare feet. Then he opened her mouth and let medicine drop onto her tongue.
He turned from her to face Nathan and the others who had woken at the commotion.
“These rags will have to be changed frequently to keep them cool,” he said. “Is there a stream nearby or must we use our drinking water?”
Nathan knew the area well. A stream ran south from the mountain and nearly paralleled the road to the Central Palace. He sent Edward and Garin to fetch some water.
Edward and Garin hustled off with two pots from the army’s supplies.
Nathan watched Doc care for Danni, but he couldn’t quite give her all his attention. Something nagged at the back of his mind—some duty to keep them safe. Then, through his worry, he remembered the army. If they came after them, they would be captured again.
“Will!”
“What is it, Nate?” Will’s blue eyes filled with anxiety.
“I need you to check on the soldiers. Take Colter and see if they are coming after us. Be careful and return the moment you know anything.”
Will gave a half-smile. “We will. Don’t worry, Nate. She will be fine.” Then he turned and left with Colter.




Chapter 35
Edward and Garin returned with a pot full of water.
  Doc instructed Nathan to dip the cloths in the cool water and rub them across Danni’s forehead, face, arms, and feet.
Nathan obeyed and administered to Danni as he had seen Doc do.
Edward and Garin prepared a meal. Even the tantalizing smell of fresh hotcakes after near starvation couldn’t draw Nathan away from her side. He wouldn’t leave her until her eyes once again shone like emeralds. Then he would know she was well.
“Nathan,” Doc interrupted his thoughts. “Go and eat.”
He tried to protest, but Doc pulled the cloths from his fingers and took over Danni’s care.
“You cannot help her if you have lost your strength. Go enjoy a warm meal.”
With a deep sigh, Nathan looked once again at Danni, then joined the others. Will and Colter returned.               
“No one is coming after us,” Will said between bites of food. “They were still caring for their wounded. One soldier mentioned Lord Donavan’s wrath at losing the princess, and Briggs’s face turned green, then he ran off into the bushes. I don’t think he will return.”
Will paused to take a drink, then continued. “Lane scanned the area—probably thrilled to take command—then stepped right into the leadership role. What a halfwit! I wanted to punch him in the face! I would have too, but Colter stopped me.”
He popped a bit more hotcake into his mouth. “Well, anyway, Lane told the survivors to put the wounded in a wagon and gather what supplies they could so they could continue on to Donavan’s castle. He sent some men out to find Briggs, but I don’t think they will find him. What a coward! He acted so puissant when he tortured Danni, but at the mention of Lord Donavan’s wrath, he flees like the dastard that he is.”
Will shook his head. “A soldier asked if they should send out a search for us, but Lane said he figured we would be halfway to the Central Palace by now. I guess he didn’t consider how this would affect Danni.”
Nathan turned to look at her again. He shoved the last of his food into his mouth and went to relieve Doc.
Her condition did not improve through the day, and the fever made her sweat and writhe about.
In the afternoon Edward and Will returned to watch the enemy camp. They brought back word that the group had indeed turned south and headed toward Donavan’s castle. Relief washed over Nathan. He could let Danni rest.
 “We gathered more supplies and found a small wagon they left behind.” Will stepped toward Nathan. “It is slightly damaged, but could be repaired. We could use it to carry our supplies or even Danni when she is a little better.”
Nathan considered Will. He had bags under his eyes and Nathan realized that his attempts at humor had seemed a bit more forced than usual. The last week had been rough on everyone. Will was right. They couldn’t stay there forever—and Danni would never fully recover until she was home.
Will put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “If you want the wagon, we could bring it up along the road when we are ready to travel on to the palace.”
“Yes. I want everything ready so we can leave the moment it is safe to move Danni.”
It seemed, though, that she would never be able to travel. By the following evening the fever still raged. Nathan took the first watch that night and stayed by her side. Garin relieved him a few hours later.
“Wake me after your turn so I can check on her.” Nathan shut his heavy eyelids and fell asleep.
Hours later, he awoke with a start. His stomach jolted as he saw the first rays of sunlight over the distant mountains. He had slept all night. He jumped up and ran the few steps to Danni’s side.
Doc sat beside her. He smiled at Nathan. “All is well. The fever has broken.”
His words were confirmed when Nathan placed his hand on her head. Her skin no longer burned beneath his fingers. Her temperature matched his own. Her face, though still pale, had lost the grayness that had worried him.
He sank to his knees, overcome with relief. A tear slid down his cheek and he brushed it away. Then a thought struck him. He thought hard over the last few weeks and tried to count the days on his fingers. He wasn’t positive, but he thought it was…yes, it had to be. He stood up and met Doc’s concerned face.
“Are you all right, son?”
“Yes…” Nathan’s mind was elsewhere. “Um…stay with her. I will be right back.” He strode off into the hills.
He had to find the right thing. It had to be perfect. He passed trees, bushes, and flowers, but they were not enough. Then he spotted it—a rose bush in bloom with beautiful wild red roses. He searched through the roses for the right one. Then he saw it—a flawless red rose halfway between a bud and full bloom with velvety petals spread open to welcome the world.
With gentle fingers, he snapped the stem and freed the rose. He carried it with reverence back to where Danni lay. Doc watched him approach.
Nathan knelt and placed the delicate rose beside her head. He leaned near and pressed his lips against her forehead. “I promised you I would make this day special,” he whispered. “It isn’t much, but happy birthday, Danni.”


∞∞∞
 
Nathan watched Danni through the day, relieved to see her released from her fever. When evening approached, his men gathered around him.
“I think we should all get a good night’s sleep tonight.” His men stared at him in surprise. “The army is no threat to us anymore and Danni has passed the critical stage. There is no need for a guard, and we all need a peaceful night.”
But a peaceful night’s rest was not what he received. Instead, he awoke to screams. Danni was obviously trapped in another nightmare. He went to her and did his best to calm and comfort her. She relaxed at his touch and they both fell back to sleep. Twice more, nightmares disturbed her slumber, but were quelled by his embrace.
In the morning Nathan approached Doc. “Can we move her? I want to return to the Central Palace as soon as possible. We are close—only about a four day journey. She will heal faster there.”
Doc sighed. “She is still not well, Nathan, but I believe you are right. We must take her home.”
After breakfast, Nathan ordered the men to pack up camp and bring the wagon. He and Doc prepared Danni for travel. He scooped her into his arms and was surprised at how little she weighed. With all the stress and little food, she had lost weight that she couldn’t afford to lose.
It took little time to find the road. When they got there, they could hear the clop-clop of approaching horse hooves. It was Will, Colter, and the wagon. The wagon was small and could be pulled by one horse, but there was room for Danni and their supplies.
Nathan tried to make Danni comfortable in the wagon while the others packed the supplies either in the wagon or on the other horse. Then they were ready.




Chapter 36
Danni slept through nearly the whole journey. Her head bobbed with the sway of the wagon and Nathan watched for the moments when she woke enough to eat or drink. When she did wake, she seemed unaware and fell back asleep after a few moments.
When darkness closed in each night, terrors ravaged her dreams and left her screaming and thrashing about. Each night Nathan went to her and held her until the fear and panic fled and her body calmed.
Nathan awoke on their fourth day and couldn’t hold back his smile. “This is the day! By late afternoon we will be safely within the walls of the Central Palace.”
The group’s mood was a bit livelier around the campfire.
“Edward, Garin.” Will’s genuine grin made Nathan beam. “I mean you no offense. You make wonderful meals, but… oh…I cannot wait to feast at the palace. The food is divine! My stomach rumbles imagining it! Meat, meat, and more meat, not to mention dumplings, rolls, mashed potatoes, gravy…”
“Will,” Nathan interrupted. “Please. We will all be drooling like a pack of wild dogs if you don’t stop.”
The men all laughed. The lightheartedness felt good. It had been too long since laughter lit upon Nathan’s men, and it invigorated him.
Just past midday they approached the first of the Central Cities and unloaded the pack horse. Nathan sent Will ahead on a horse to find James. He watched Will mount and gallop away.
Once the other horse was unhooked from the wagon, Nathan took Danni in his arms and climbed onto the horse. “Leave the wagon,” he told the others. “We no longer need it. Follow this road until you see the palace. Go to the main doors and there will be people there to care for you. I will meet with you again when Danni is settled.”
His gaze passed over his men. They had been through so much together that they almost felt like part of him. “Thank you for all you have done. I couldn’t have brought Danni back here without you. I will see you again soon.”
He urged the horse forward and cantered up the road.


∞∞∞
 
When Nate didn’t arrive when he said he would, James felt panic stir deep in his heart. Nate was never late. He knew the roads and trails better than anyone. James called for the captain who had waited in Anderon when Danni was first supposed to rendezvous with them. He had seen Nate and his companions last, but had heard nothing since their separation.
James had nearly gone to his father’s rooms to tell him, but decided not to trouble his father, who had taken ill. It wouldn’t do to have him worrying over Danni, too.
Four days later there was still no word from them. James paced the floors of the great hall. His footsteps echoed off the marble. Perhaps something terrible had happened. He couldn’t bear it if Danni was hurt. Danni. Her name stirred emotions deep inside him that he hadn’t felt in months. It had been over ten months—ten long and lonely months—since he had seen her. It seemed an eternity.
The doors to the great hall banged open and he jumped.
A guard rushed in. “Prince James. Forgive my disturbance, but a lone rider approaches the palace at great speed.”
James’s pulse quickened. “Thank you. I will personally greet our visitor.” He followed the guard out the door and down the steps to the main entrance. The great doors swung open. Palace guards lined the front stairs and into the courtyard. The rider drew near and James sucked in his breath. It was Will.
“Guards, at ease!” They relaxed their weapons and cleared a path for James, who descended the steps. Will dismounted and they embraced.
James released Will. “Where is Danni? Is she all right? What about Nate and the others? What has happened? Why are you so late?”
Will held up a hand. “Whoa, James, slow down. I will tell you what I can. The others are close behind me. Nate sent me ahead to alert you of our arrival.” He paused, as though not sure how to proceed.
“Go on.”
“We ran into trouble—a lot of trouble. We were betrayed.”
“Betrayed? By who?” James’ heart dropped to his stomach.
Will took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “By Lane.”
“What? You cannot speak the truth. Not Lane.”
“It was Lane.” Will took another breath, then spit the story out so fast James could hardly follow.
When Will finished, James stared at him. He blinked and blinked again, not sure how to react to Will’s story. “They…tortured Danni?”
Will nodded.
Then James clicked into action. He ordered his guards to fetch his horse. “I am going out to meet Nate and will personally bring Danni back to the palace.” He ordered another guard to take Will to a room and care for him.
When his horse arrived, he ordered a few other guards to be ready to take in the rest of Will’s companions. Then he jumped on his horse and took off to meet Nate.


∞∞∞
 
Nathan heard a horse approach, then saw James round a corner on his royal steed. He pulled on the reins to slow his horse. James did the same.
“James.”
“Nate! Is Danni all right?” James’s eyes searched Danni’s sleeping form in Nathan’s arms.              
“Not really.” Nathan decided to be honest with James. “But she will be once she has been able to rest and recover at the palace.”
James dismounted and stepped beside Nathan’s horse. He reached toward her. “I will take her home.”
An ache more intense than anything he had known formed in Nathan’s heart. James would take her home. He hadn’t thought this moment through. He hadn’t thought about James and Danni’s relationship, or his feelings for her in a long time. Worry for her health had clouded that. Now it hit him like a fist in his gut. He lowered Danni to James—James who had loved her first and who now took her into his arms and out of Nathan’s life.
Her eyes fluttered open when James took her. She seemed confused and disoriented.
“It is all right, Danni,” James soothed. “I have you now.”
Her eyes widened and Nathan knew she was frightened. She couldn’t yet understand that it was James. The ache in his heart intensified when James lifted her with him onto his horse.
Nathan dropped from his horse and placed a steadying hand on James’s horse.
James frowned down on him. “I will put her in the room beside mine and bring my physicians in to care for her. My guards will take your horse to the stable when you get to the palace. Will hardly told me anything. I would like you to fill in the details once Danni is settled.”
Nathan nodded, unable to get any words past the lump in his throat. He should be grateful to see James for it meant that Danni’s suffering was finally over, yet he felt his own agony had just begun.
“See you soon.” James turned his horse and urged it forward at a gentle speed.
Nathan watched the auburn mess of Danni’s hair bob against James’s shoulder. Every step took her farther from him and ripped his very soul from his chest.
He could do nothing but watch her go. She was his duty. James was her love.




End of book one.




About The Author
 


Allison lives in the mountains of Central Utah with her husband, five children, small farm, and crazy home addition project. She loves her family, her church, writing, and music, but is not particularly fond of construction. She is the author of the Precious Stones Treasury, a set which currently includes The Jeweled Pendant and The Power of the Ruby Ring part 1, with several more works in progress. She is a co-author of the NSWG’s compilation A Medley of Fairy Tales, part 1, and the forthcoming part 2. She loves writing clean fiction and experiencing the many adventures of her characters. She would be delighted to hear from her readers and can be contacted at authorallisonbrown@gmail.com. She can also be found on Wattpad.
 



cover.jpeg
PRECIOUS STONES TREASURY

Mol *,\c\,;)“
- =

,‘“‘“ﬁ:

A |—Thc PoWer of thg—v-l
' . ' %' \
N BROWN






images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





