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Foreword
 
A magic dwells as near as your imagination and as far as it will lift you into the vast, uncharted realms of fantasy. Magic is a quest, a journey, one that carries the reader into distant lands, lands of wonder, might, wizards, witches, dragons, heroes, and enchantments. But, in the land where magic dwells, things are not always exactly as they seem, some are spells to deceive, glamours to ensnare, beguilements for the unwary.
 Enter in and accept the flagon of guest welcome, explore this small bit of the fabulous land of magic and mystery. Travel with the Princess Tessa in her time of trouble as she meets that terrible princess-eating creature, The Dragon of Summer. Enjoy the quest as the magic unfolds, bespells you with a tale of fantasy, adventure, and beasts arcane. 
Be warned. This is but the first of the many tales that await the brave and fearless reader in the land of fantasy, the land of imagination where magic dwells, and all things are possible.

 
The Dragon of Summer
 
A single drum beat slowly.
 Shackled hand and foot, Tessa stepped off the battered ship that had conveyed her from her homeland. Heavily swathed in black veils, walking proudly, as befitted a Princess Royal of the Outer Isles, she walked alone.
 Sweating, frightened, barely able to breathe, she lifted her uncrowned head a little higher, forced her unwilling feet to march in time to the drum.
 The Dragon Drum of Summer.
 Behind her the sea was glass, not a ripple marred its emerald surface. The very wind held its breath. Birds wheeled silently across the hot blue of the sky. Even the small group of men standing at the base of the cliff were oddly quiet, ominously unmoving.
 The beat of the drum, the musical clink of her chains, and the rasp of her sandals across the black sand were the only sounds she heard for the long moments it took her to trudge across the beach. She was almost to the cliff when male voices added their chant to the drum.
 The doleful chorus had hardly begun when one of the waiting men stepped away from the others. He was a beardless youth with hair as brightly gold as the crown he wore. He stumbled toward Tessa, stopped squarely in her path, and began to speak.
 “I’m sorry. I never meant . ”
Harl was her brother, King of the Outer Isles, but that meant nothing to her now.
 “Tessa,” he said, a decided whine in his voice, “please forgive me. I swear I will never . ”
After what had gone before, Tessa saw no reason to ease his guilt or take away his pain. With out uttering a word. Without slowing her march. She moved around him, but not before she saw the tears of anguish in his eyes. Tears that no longer had the power to move her.
 “Sister, please, don’t be like this. Please, there’s not much time left. You know I did it for you. If you love me, you’ll forgive me.”
 Love? It was too late for that. She had no time for love now; she was already dead. Killed by his utter lack of regard. He could speak of love and forgiveness, but at that moment, all she had left was numbness. Her own tears had all been shed; there was no love, no forgiveness left within her.
 King Harl was her brother, and she had loved him dearly. He in turn had valued her not at all. Saw her as nothing more than chattel. A thing to be wagered in one of his many games of chance. 
Loser’s games that had emptied his treasure house, beggared his people, and made his only sister another kingdom’s Midsummer sacrifice to their dragon.
 “Sister, I . ”
The chanting grew louder, drowning out whatever Harl intended to say, whatever new plea he was making.
 She had been taught well. Tessa knew the chanting, too, was part of the ritual. It announced her coming to the waiting dragon. But not yet. Not before all propriety had been observed. Not before she presented herself to the High Priest of Summer and bent her head in submission.
 Black-robed, dignified, the priest waited, his minions standing in ordered rows at his back. The chanting continued to grow louder until she stood before him, and then, with a small gesture of his hand, he commanded complete silence. And was instantly obeyed.
 Halting a scant three feet from his august presence, she bowed, pulled three scrolls from beneath her smothering veils, and clutched them with a trembling hand. “I give you greeting, sir. Here is the documentation your king ordered.”
 The sun was hot, so hot that she was almost blinded by her own sweat, could barely draw air into her lungs. By a supreme effort of will, she forced her shackled hands into steadiness, proffered the scrolls, with their red-wax seals and dangling cloth-of- gold ribbons, to the long-jawed, sober-faced priest.
 Her voice was clear, without inflection, when she said, “They are as requested. 
“Authentication, signed by the Seers of Mer, that I am, indeed, Tessa, Princess Royal, Daughter of the Outer Isles.”
 She took a quick, unsatisfying breath of heated air and continued, “Certification of my virgin state, attested to and sworn by the Royal Physician of your king’s court. And, King Harl’s royal decree that I am here as promised.”
 She lifted her head a little higher, held the scrolls out to deliver them into his hands. Her voice shook just a little when she said, “It needs only your signature to attest that King Harl’s debt of honor to your king is paid in full by my person.”
 The High Priest took the scrolls from her, passed them to an underling without so much as a glance at the documents. But he looked at her, and he frowned mightily.
 His voice was harsh when he said, “What means this blasphemy? Unchain her at once. She must go unbound and on willing feet. I will not have Our Lady, the Dragon of Summer, made wroth by sending the Year’s Offering trussed like a chicken for the spit.”
 Two of the black-robed under-priests leaped forward, opened the locks that held the chains, and let the chains fall at her feet. That done, they gave their superior a bow that had their head touching the sand and then they scrambled back to their original positions at his back. 
Free of the chains, but still a captive, Tessa ignored them, but she listened to the High Priest when he held up his right hand, palm to the sky, and spoke.
 “You Highness, you are not of Summer and worship other gods than the ones I serve, but would you accept my blessing before you go to your doom?”
 That, too, was a part of the ritual, and she made the answer she had been taught. If she hadn’t been so numb, so empty of feeling, she might have even meant what she said. “If it pleases Your Grace to give it, your blessing will be accepted with my heartfelt gratitude.”
 He didn’t exactly smile, but his tone grew even more benign, perhaps even a bit patronizing, when he asked the next question in the Midsummer Rite. “And, Princess Tessa, will you, as all the princesses who have gone before you, drink deep from the Chalice of Forgetfulness? Will you walk the dark way in sweet unknowing?”
 Straightening her back, assuming her most imperial stance, Tessa chose to answer as she would. “No, Your Grace,” she said, her voice soft but very sure, “I came in full knowing. I would go the same way. I need nothing more than your blessing.”
 After the faintest of hesitations, a slight frown of indecision touched his stern features and was as quickly gone. Then, he nodded, accepting her words as given. He did not, as was the custom, ask her to kneel before him, instead he took a single step forward, put his hand on her veiled head, and stood in silence for several heartbeats.
 “You are truly blessed, Princess Tessa. Go forth from this place wrapped in the knowledge that your deed of high courage and unsullied honor has put the Kingdom of Summer eternally in your debt.
 “Know, too, that your song will be sung by minstrels down through the ages. Indeed, Princess Tessa and her noble act will not soon be forgotten.”
 It was naught but standard cant, rote words that sealed the sacrifice, but Tessa thought the High Priest sighed heavily before he went on.
 “Go, Tessa, Daughter of the Outer Isles, but, to your sorrow, you must know this: Your path leads only in. Never out. There is no returning. Your way lies through the tunnel.” He left his hand from her head and pointed toward the opening in the cliff, a yawning mouth that waited just for her.
 “Go now,” he said. “Luther, Fearsome Guardian of the Dragon Gate, awaits your coming. He will lead you to your fate.”
 His hand pushed down on top of her veiled head and his voice was only a harsh whisper when he said, “May the Dragon’s hunger be great, her mercy swift and sure.”
 When he lifted his hand, the chanting began anew. 
It followed her as she walked, without a single backward glance or a word of final parting, toward her doom. The mournful chant was her only companion as she crossed the stretch of hot sand that separated her from the tunnel. All sound died when she stepped through the gaping mouth and into the tunnel proper. 
~
Lit by some unseen source, the greenish light showed the dark maws of many branches, but main tunnel, and what she could see of the rest, appeared to be man-made. The chisel marks were plainly visible and the walls were rough, not smoothed by some sort of magic. The path twisted and turned as if the builders had been following the track laid down by a snake with an itch it couldn’t scratch. But Tessa had no difficulty following it.
 What did give her trouble was the oppressive heat. It was terrible inside the tunnel; far hotter than it had been in the outside world. Sweating profusely, an unseemly act for a princess, even one destined to be a dragon’s dinner, Tessa stopped.
 She snorted. “Seemly be hanged. The dragons going to eat me. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t give a fig whether I’m properly garbed for the occasion.”
 Suiting action to her words, she ripped off the heavy veils, dropped them where she stood. Taking a deep breath, she walked on, bare of face, brown hair hanging in a single braid down her back. She wore only her tunic and thick wool skirt—both black, as was deemed right and proper for the Midsummer sacrifice.
 Moments later Tessa stopped again. Swiping at the sweat that was trickling down her face. “Even a sacrifice deserves a few moments of comfort.” She knew no one could hear, but talking gave her a sense that she was still alive. If only until she reached the other end of the tunnel.
 She loosened the drawstring that held up her skirt, released it, felt the hot material slither down to form a pool of shadow around her ankles. She stepped over it. Clad only in her knee-length tunic, which was dripping wet with sweat, had a rank smell, and was decidedly uncomfortable, she walked on. And she was accompanied only by the sound of her own lagging footsteps.
 Her feet, burning like coals in the castle firepit, rebelled against every forward step she forced them to perform. The labyrinthine tunnel echoed and magnified every footfall until she wanted to turn around and run, if only to escape the sounds of her own passage. But she didn’t.
 Instead, she gave herself a good scolding. “No matter if you are scared witless, you are still a princess. So, act like one until you’re sliding down the dragon’s gullet.”
 Perhaps the stern injunction helped keep her moving onward, or perhaps she was just too tired to do otherwise. The tunnel curved back on itself, curled back the other way, seemed without end. Staggering with weariness, Tessa went on. Between one ragged, gasping breath and the next, she reached the end of the tunnel. 
It came long before she was ready—if anyone can really be ready be ready to face a hungry dragon as the evening’s repast.
 The bright sunlight slanted into the tunnel, but Tessa found it a far from welcomed sight. Swallowing hard, knowing there was no other path for her, she whispered, “Please, dragon, I beg you. Make it quick.”
 Pausing for the most fleeting of seconds, Tessa took a deep breath and stepped out of the tunnel and into a narrow valley. Black and shining, obsidian cliffs rose high on both sides. The glittering black path ran, straight and true as a hard-thrown spear’s flight, between them.
 She had taken no more than three steps into the valley when a man appeared—seemingly out of empty space. He frightened her, even though she knew he wasn’t real, only an illusion, nearly transparent to her seeing. “Oh,” she said, “I . uh . oh.”
 Huge, ugly, looking like a mountain that had been broken in some cataclysmic upheaval and put back together all wrong, he stood before her. Bare to the waist, hairless as an egg, a terrible scar disfiguring the left side of his face, puckering around his eye, he blocked her way, stared down at her with seeming intensity.
 After a silence that lasted too long for her liking, he asked, some real emotion coloring his deep voice, “Who are you, lass? Why have you trod the way?”
 Weary and frightened, but a princess still, Tessa was in no mood to take being made sport of lightly. She lifted her chin, tried to look the illusion in the eye, and said, “I don’t know you or why you ask my business. I do know it’s bad luck for all concerned to keep a hungry dragon waiting for her dinner. Please, get out of my way and let me do what I have been sent to do.”
 He said, “So, the ignorant fools continue their folly, do they?”
 The sun had long since passed its zenith and the shadows at the canyon bottom held a hint of night chill—or death. Tessa shivered, but she had no answer to give the stranger. In all truth, she didn’t know what he was talking about.
 “Well, speak up,” he said, his deep voice taking on more than a hint of impatience.
 Tessa wasn’t a Princess Royal for nothing. She drew herself up, assumed her most princess-like demeanor, and said, “Sir, I command you. Let me by so I can get this over.”
 He smiled. It did nothing to soften the ruin that was his face or to mellow the bitterness in his voice. “Well, my lady, ‘tis true you sound like one, but you bare scant resemblance to the lot they’ve sent these Midsummers back.”
 She wanted nothing more than to do what she had come to do—while she still had courage enough to do it. “I know nothing of what has passed before. Stand aside.”
 He didn’t move. He just stood there and looked her up and down. “If in truth, a princess you be, where are you veils?”
 Tessa saw no reason to answer.
 “Where is your jeweled crown?”
 That, too, she let pass unanswered.”
 He continued. “Where are your golden curls? Your whimpering and moaning? Why aren’t you begging for your life instead of glaring holes through me with those black eyes of yours?”
 Almost as if in answer to his spate of questions, a slithering, rasping sound issued from dark cave mouth situated far up the sheer cliff. A gout of flame licked out, flickered, and died. As a reminder of what it was, it left a twist of smoke to wing its way upward toward the scrap of sky that was visible at the top of the ravine.
 Gulping, knowing her greatest fear was soon to be met, Tessa saw what she hadn’t noticed before. A narrow stone stair zigzagged up the glassy wall of the cliff. A stair that ended at the huge ledge jutting out from the dragon’s cave. A stair closed at the bottom by a massive iron gate.
 Desperately wanting to run as far and as fast as she could, Tessa took a deep breath, drew on all the dignity and training she had left. It wasn’t enough to keep her voice from shaking when she said, “I am Tessa, Princess of the Outer Isles. I have come, as the wager stated to serve as . ”
“Ah, so that’s the truth of it.” He bent forward, looked at her even more closely before he nodded sagely. “Well, well. News comes to us here, but it is slow. Still and all, there’s harsh things said of the lackwit that’s your king.”
 It was more than she could bear. It wasn’t the time to look back, not when she was weary unto death. “I have traveled far and I . Please, sir, I beg you, allow me to do what I have come to do.”
 He ignored her plea, continued with his words that tore at her, demanded she examine old pain.
 “‘Tis said the foolish king gambled away all that poor, benighted land, castle, servants, and his own sister. ‘Tis also said the winner holds the deed to the kingdom but cannot claim his winnings. ‘Tis said the castle lies empty now, haunted by a woman’s tears.”
 His voice dropped lower and sounded almost kind when he asked, “Be that the truth of it, lass?”
 She couldn’t answer that, not yet. “That, sir, is none of your concern.” Fighting back the wave of anger and pain that almost choked her, Tessa assumed her most regal pose and said, her voice as arrogantly regal as her stance, “I meet the criteria, let me pass. It is Midsummer’s Eve. I am both princess and virgin. With scrolls given to the High Priest that prove both.”
 He chuckled. “As to that, wench, I don’t know the straight of it. Herself’s appetite’s been a bit pecky of late. I don’t want the likes of you upsetting her stomach. To tell the truth, she favors princesses with a little more meat on . ”
A voice, drifting down from above, interrupted and chided him gently. “Luther, dear heart, I know thou speak from naught but anger and pain, but the princess bears no blame. Please, sound the gong. Let the priests know I have found the offering acceptable. Then I will show myself in the evening sky.”
 Luther said, sounding as if his heart was breaking, “You can’t . ”
The dragon spoke quietly but firmly. “Thou knowest I must.”
 His scarred face gaunted by emotion, Luther turned away from Tessa, giving her a brief glimpse of his broad back. It lasted less than a second, but it was enough time for her to see the whip marks that that crossed and recrossed in ropy white scars, standing stark against the darkness of his skin.
 Wanting to question him, but not daring to speak that words that would brand him for what he was—an escaped slave—she took a shallow breath and held it.
 Luther ignored her. Plucking it from some hidden crevice in the stone, he lifted a mighty hammer. With a despairing look toward the dragon’s lair, he swung the hammer, slamming its head into what Tessa thought was naught but canyon wall.
 A gong boomed in a wild cacophony of sound.
 It was nearly loud enough to rattle her very bones, but Tessa forgot her discomfort, her fear, and Luther. Mouth open, eyes round, she stared in breathless awe at the great dragon, ghostly pale, a faded wraith, but incredibly beautiful, spread translucent wings and leaped from the ledge into the sky.
 Her leap was nearly soundless, a bare whisper through the air, but the keening that followed was a lament so haunting in its terrible loneliness that it brought new tears to Tessa’s eyes—tears for a dragon’s song of sorrow. And she couldn’t stop herself asking, “Why is she crying like . ”
Sounding surprised, Luther interrupted with a question of his own. “You can hear her?”
 “I’m not deaf. Of course, I can hear her. What wrong with . ”
He interrupted again, grating out words that were raw with anger. Strong anger that couldn’t come close to hiding the sadness that lay beneath each one. “You’re killing her, that’s all!”
 Tessa was the virgin sacrifice, the offering that was supposed to keep Summer safe from the dragon for yet another year. But he sounded as if she were somehow at fault, was to blame for some unknown knavery. No understanding at all, she asked, “Me? Killing the dragon? How? What have I done?”
 His voice harsh with bitterness, Luther snarled, “You’re a princess. That’s enough. Too blasted much!”
 “But . ”
“I don’t want to . ” His shoulders slumped, and there was only weariness in his voice, old weariness, when he said, “Go on up and wait in the cave. Herself will tell you what needs telling when she gets back.” He paused for a long moment before he added, “If she has strength enough to even get back.”
 “What do you mean? Is she . ”
Ignoring both her and her questions, he whirled around, strode to the Dragon Gate, jerked it open, and faded into nothingness. And he did it all before Tessa could do much more than close her mouth, blink a time or two, and take a gulp of sulfur-tainted air.
 She knew he hadn’t really been there, was only an illusion, but still his unnatural departure scraped across her already raw nerves. Forcing her unwilling body to respond, she walked through the gate. Heard it close behind her with an ominous and terribly final thunk.
 Pausing for only a second, she took her first step up the sharp-edged black stair. Knowing if she stopped, she would never start again, she just kept climbing. Panting for breath, dizzy with effort, and tired enough to welcome being eaten by a dragon, it seemed as if she climbed forever.
 She muttered, “By the time I get to the top, I’ll be ready for dinner. Even if it is a dragon’s dinner, with me on the trencher.”
 But, at that, she reached the top too soon. Trying to slow her pounding heart, to gird herself with what few scraps of courage she left, Tessa hesitated near the mouth of the cave.
 She didn’t know where he had come from, but the next instant, Luther was screaming hoarsely. “She’s coming in too fast! Get off the ledge!”
 Tessa heard his words, but her attention was on something else: the whistle of air, the ineffectual flap of wings. She looked up.
 Moving with a speed that gave lie to his bulk, Luther leaped to where she stood. With absolutely no attempt at gentleness, he grabbed her by the arm, lifted her up. Then, without even pausing to take a breath, he threw her into the cave with a fury and a strength that sent her flying threw the air like a stone from a siege engine.
 Twisting and turning through the air, arms and legs flailing wildly, Tessa, Princess Royal of the Outer Isles, landed in total darkness. Landed on something that felt like fine-grained sand. And she didn’t land easily. Or painlessly.
 “Ohhh! Ouch! Ah!” The fall left her stunned, gasping for breath, and hurting. She felt like she had more scrapes and bruises than she had ever suffered in her entire life. But, her own sorry state didn’t keep her from hearing the dragon come down, drop heavily to the stone ledge. Her voice, even in its terrible weakness, was the most beautiful Tessa had ever heard, so beautiful that just hearing it made Tessa’s throat ache.
 “Luther, dear one,” the dragon said, “I fear I must, once again, ask thee to lend thy strength, aid me in the final steps of this journey.”
 The slithery, raspy sound of the dragon’s slow movements sent a shiver up Tessa’s spine, renewed her fear of what was to come. She caught her breath when a light appeared from somewhere, illuminating what should have been a cave as dark as the obsidian cliff that housed it, but wasn’t. Tessa had no time to ponder the strangeness. She had other, more important, things to occupy her mind.
 Not exactly touching her, Luther was walking close by the dragon’s front leg, apparently guiding her toward a hollowed out portion of the cave’s floor. As they walked, he was murmuring to the great beast.
 Tessa couldn’t put true meaning to his words, but she suspected he was telling the dragon that soon she would be having a princess for dinner. And, beside that ever growing fear was the fact that he was pouring his strength into the beast. That, she knew for sure; she could smell the magic. The odor wasn’t unpleasant, but it added greatly to her fear.
 “It isn’t far now,” he murmured to the dragon. “Soon you can rest and eat. Food will give you back some of your strength.”
 Shaking, unable to keep from staring, Tessa scooted backward across the sand until she reached the wall. There, she pulled herself slowly upright and stood on legs that didn’t want to support her. Stood trembling and swaying and listened to the man as he gently coaxed the dragon toward her resting place.
 “Just a few more steps. Slowly. There now.”
 Swallowing hard, Tessa wanted to act as a princess should, but all she could do was stand and stare. And try to breathe. Nothing she saw made her feel any less fear.
 The huge dragon was obviously ill. Although folded against her body, her beautiful wings were slack, oddly colorless. Her iridescent scales were gray, dull, without luster or sheen. And she was thin, deathly thin, little more than bone held together by skin.
 The dragon finally settled into her nest. She lay there for a minute or two, just breathing, and then she lifted her head scant inches above her outstretched forelegs, looked straight at Tessa for the first time, and sighed heavily. She spoke. Her beautiful voice was threaded with weariness and some other emotion Tessa couldn’t put a name to.
 “Luther, the poor princess is terribly frightened. I wouldst not have it so, but I needs must rest for some small bit of time before . ”
Her crested head eased back down. Her silvery eyes closed.
 Tessa thought she slept.
 Moving slowly, acting like he carried an entire mountain on his massive shoulders, Luther left the dragon and came to where Tessa waited. He said, speaking slowly as if the effort to form sounds was almost beyond his doing, “Princess, I have no time and no patience to waste on royal silliness. So, let’s get it over with now. Are you going to scream, faint, or just stand there like some addle-pated moon-calf?”
 The breath she had been holding dribbled out between her parted lips. Made dumb by his drawn face, the sorrow in his eyes, Tessa almost forgot to draw another.
 He was still scowling, but he cocked his head to one side, acted as if he were listening to something, and stepped away from her. He stood there for what seemed an eternity, looking beyond her, at whatever was hidden in an arms of the cave that angled off from the main body of the glittering caverns of limestone and crystal.
 Even though it was heard to hear anything over the violent pounding of her heart, Tessa listened too. She heard something, but she didn’t know what it was, or what it portended. Listen as she might, it was just a twitter of sound. Bird song? Lutes being strummed? A nest of baby dragons clamoring for food?
 Luther listened in silence, and then he turned back to her. His scowl was still very much intact. “Well,” he said, “what’s it going to be, Princess Tessa?”
 She didn’t know what he was asking her. Trying to find enough moisture in her mouth to make speech possible, she swallowed hard. Swallowed again. All while she was trying to find words to express her utter bewilderment. Finally, she managed to croak, “Awwwkkk.”
 Apparently it wasn’t an acceptable answer for the Guardian of the Dragon Gate. He snarled, “I told you I don’t have time to waste on princess silliness. It’s been long since a bite of food has passed Herself’s lips and I fear greatly that she will . ” Pausing for a moment, he looked at the sleeping dragon and sighed before he continued, his snarl replaced by infinite weariness. “I have to add new fuel to the fire before I cook her evening meal.”
 The dragon’s meals were cooked! It was a horrible thought! One that forced Tessa to blurt out what was uppermost in her fear-scrambled mind. “Are—are you going to kill me first?”
 “What?” Luther’s eyes, almost the same silver as the dragon’s, narrowed. His expression was murderous when he glared at Tessa and thundered, “Am I going to do what?”
 Somehow, she managed to stammer out, “K-k-kill me before you c-c-cook me?”
 Sounding incensed, he said, “Neither, you silly fool.”
 Swallowing again and pressing closer to the wall at her back, Tessa whispered, “Then what are you . I don’t . ”
The bitterness was back in his deep voice when he said, “I’m going to send you back into the inner chambers. Give you a key to the treasure room. Allow you to play with the gold, array yourself in jewels to your heart’s content. And while you are doing that, I’ll cook the meal, serve it to Herself, you, and the others.”
 The dragon spoke softly. “Dear heart, I beg thee, do not grieve so. What must be, must be. Thou canst not change it with sorrow and anger.”
 His shoulders slumped. Drawing in a huge breath, Luther turned away from Tessa and walked slowly over to the large fireplace set into what had to be the cave’s outside wall. Kneeling, he emptied a shuttleful of coal onto the embers, used a bellows to draw out the flame, and then, moving slowly, he hoisted himself up to sit it on the raised hearth. Luther sat there, elbows on his knees, head resting on his palms, looking as if he hadn’t an ounce of strength left.
 After a time, he raised his head, sighed heavily, and looked at Tessa. “Using magic drains me. Makes my head ache like . ” He paused, went on to another subject, “I don’t supposed there’s any chance you might be able to . ” 
Interrupting himself, he sighed again, shook his head before he muttered,
 “No, of course not. I must be crazy to even think a princess might be able to do anything as useful as cooking.”
 Given her brother’s losing ways, necessity had taught Tessa more about food preparation than she had actually wanted to know. Now, the knowledge might prove valuable—if only to give her a few added moments of life. But before she did anything foolish, she needed to know what was going on. Who the others were. And how much her skill was worth to Luther. Licking her lips, she started, “Sir, I . ”
Whatever else she intended to say died before it could get past her lips. She gulped in air, gathered her courage to try again. But only after warning herself to tread softly, watch her words. She knew that. Luther was testy. And from what she had garnered from living with her brother, it didn’t bode well for anyone to get too familiar with a testy man. Especially one in a position of authority.
 Still, if she was going to be eaten by the dragon anyway, whatever Luther might do was actually moot. Besides that, she was actually too tired to care much one way or the other. She swallowed and tried again, “Sir?”
 Luther looked at her. Tessa gave a proper curtsy—which lacked much in royal presentation when it was done in a short, very smelly tunic and a pair of dusty sandals.
 He started to say something, but she forestalled him by saying, “If I knew what it is you need done, I would be happy to come to your aid. Exactly who are the others you need to feed. Are they dragonets or . ”
“They are princesses! One each for the past seventeen years. You bring the count to eighteen. Eighteen princesses!”
 There was no reason why he shouldn’t be telling the complete and total truth, but what he was saying made no sense at all. She had to know more. “Princesses? Seventeen more? But, I thought she . Didn’t she eat them?”
 Sputtering with indignation, ready to defend the dragon from canard and insult. “Eat them? By the Great Egg! You are even sillier than . ” He glared at her and, for just a moment, she thought he might do her physical harm. 
Instead, he vented his anger in words. “Princess Tessa, do you really think she is as ignorant and barbaric as you are? If you, and those misbegotten priests knew anything at all, you’d know Dragons, such as Herself, do not eat the flesh of any creature. She is a vegetarian. A total vegetarian.”
 “Oh,” the word sort of jumped out of her open mouth. Tessa wasn’t sure what she felt was relief. Unless Luther was playing some sort of ugly game, she wasn’t going to be eaten by a dragon. But, if that wasn’t what the future held in store, then what? She had to know? Taking in a deep breath, she straightened her back and gathered her courage. “If we aren’t food, why does the dragon keep the princesses the priests send in every Midsummer?”
 He snorted. “Because she can’t get rid of you, that’s why?”
 His words only confused her more. “That doesn’t make any sense.”
 Patience practically oozed from his explanation. “You have no place else to go. As far as your worlds are concerned, you are all dead.”
 “But, couldn’t you or the dragon explain that she doesn’t . ”
“They are too fearful to listen to Herself, and I can’t leave here any more than the rest of you can. The blasted priests and their wizards, in their zeal to serve her, have made very sure of that.”
 “How?”
 “They weren’t lying to you, Princess Tessa, when they said the tunnel leads only in, never out.” He wiped his hand across his face and sighed heavily before he said, acting as if each word was wrenched from his soul. “She has to keep you here, take care of every blasted one of you . ” His voice dropped to an agonized whisper, “Even if it costs her own life.”
 “But that’s . ”

 Luther brooked no interruptions. He was determined to finish what he felt needed saying. He stood up, pointed a massive forefinger at Tessa and said, his voice soft, “No one appreciates the fact, but dragons have a sense of honor, too, you know.” 
He sounded so sad that Tessa was hard put not to walk over, pat his shoulder, and tell him everything was going to be all right. She did, in fact, take a single step in that direction before she came to her senses. Only to lose them again when she gave herself a mental shake, looked toward the dragon, and saw the wisps of smoke that issued from the dragon’s mouth even when she was sleeping.
 If she had to stay in the cavern, she had to do something to make it a little more inviting. “Sir,” she said, “I’m not very good at it, but if you want me to, I can help with the cooking.”
 The witch light, or whatever it was that brought light to the cave, brightened. It revealed the gaping mouth of the blackened fireplace and the crusted, shabby iron pot setting off to one side. It was small, black with soot, and almost as ugly as Luther.
 When she saw it, Tessa whispered, “Oh.”
 Lips parted, she stared at it, blinked back tears, rubbed her eyes, and shivered with recognition. It was Sepeth’s Cauldron. It had to be. The magic kettle that had belonged to her mother, her mother’s mother, and all the mothers before that.
 The magical artifact Tessa’s brother had taken as his own and gambled away.
 The very sight of it made her want to weep anew for all that had been lost, could never be regained. Not for all the material things, but for the love and trust. And for her mother, the Sorceress of Winter, who had cursed the Outer Isles, the kingdom her son had lost in a game of chance. That done, she had walked into the sea, walked deep enough and far enough to destroy her magic and take her life.
 Her throat aching with sorrow, Tessa took a shaky breath and looked at Luther.
 He was staring at her with unblinking silver eyes, and the huge man was grinning, like a very small boy who has just been granted the wish closest to his heart.
 Seeing the Cauldron, and him beside it, grinning like a fool, unnerved her. She wasn’t sure why he was looking at her so, or why he hadn’t been using the magic kettle to feed them all, but unknowing couldn’t stop her. She walked across the sandy floor, stopped when he was only a few paces away. “What is it you want me to do? The kettle will not obey me, but whatever else you want, I will try to do.”
 The dragon raised her head a few inches above her forelegs and voiced a protest. “Dear One,” she said to Luther, “Thou canst not ask a princess to help with thy . ”
That didn’t seem right to Tessa, so she interrupted with, “Why not?”
 Smoke curling up from her nostrils, the dragon raised her head higher still, looked at Tessa for a long moment before she asked, “Thou canst truly hear me, princess? Understand my words?”
 She had had all manners of instruction in proper court behavior, but Tessa had never learned the proper form of address for a dragon. Still, she had to answer, Tessa licked her lips and plunged in. “Yes, Your Grace.”
 She failed to convince the dragon. “That canst not be. The Chalice of Forgetfulness takes . ”
Lifting her chin, squaring her shoulders, Tessa was every inch the Princess Royal of the Outer Isles when she replied. “I refused the Chalice, Your Grace. I did not drink.”
 When she spoke, the dragon’s voice was no less beautiful, if anything it was enhanced by the hope that warmed it. “Thou truly didst not drink? Wouldst thou tell me why? The Princesses of Summer are known for their beauty, not their courage. So, child, why? Why didst thou not drink?”
 Her reasons, based on old loves and old pain, were complicated and difficult to explain, but Tessa knew she had to try. “I’m not from Summer. For what it’s worth, I am the Princess Royal of the Outer Isles and I did not drink . I did not drink because . ” Her voice shook itself into silence. 
She had to wait a moment, gather her courage, and call on all her old training before she could go on. “I guess it was a matter of honor. My mother always did what had to be done. I wanted to . to be like her. To make her proud of me.
 “I didn’t want to . My father was a liar and a thief. My brother a gambler and a cheat. Their acts destroyed my mother and . Someone in my family had to . to act . ” She gulped back the sob that was trying to escape, held herself a little straighter. “Besides, the Chalice is only sham, a magic spell hiding in a cup of watered wine. It wouldn’t have made me for-for . ” The heart pain, the sense of betrayal and loss burned through her, choked her into muteness. She couldn’t go on.
 The dragon lifted her triangular head higher. Her voice was as soft and gentle as a mother’s to a beloved child when she spoke. But even the gentleness couldn’t hide the yearning, the terrible hunger, that curled within every word. “I needs must see thee better, knowest thy deepest heart of hearts. Come to me, child.”
 Heart pounding, almost mesmerized by the terrible need in the dragon’s voice, Tessa took a step toward where the huge creature waited. Then, even though it was different than any she had experienced before, she recognized it for what it was and wasted no time saying so. “Magic.” 
The dragon asked, “Thou canst see the spell?”
 “See it?” Narrowing her eyes, she looked hard at the dragon, saw nothing more than a faint shimmer of light, more transparent than the illusion of Luther had been. Tessa could do nothing more than tell the truth.
 “No, Your Grace, but I can feel it wrapping around me like silken tendrils, urging me to do as you command. And I can smell it. It’s not like the hot, dank magic of the tunnel, but flowery and sweet. A meadow in springtime sort of odor.”
 The dragon’s silver-eyed regard never wavered. She asked, “Canst thou always refuse to do as a magical spell bids thee?”
 The potency of the drawing spell increased. Tessa could feel it, but felt no need to move. “Yes, Your Grace,” she said, wanting to add something more, but not knowing exactly what needed saying.
 Luther leaped to a conclusion that he thought needed exploration. Coming up behind Tessa, he grabbed her by the shoulders with hurting strength, and whirled her around to face him. His questions came fast, almost too fast for understanding.
 “The tunnel? You knew it was magic all the time? Could you have returned to the shore? Gone back the way you came in?”
 She didn’t even want to think of that, to think of her brother, all the pain and ugliness that lay at the other end of the tunnel. But neither did she want to lie. But, none the less, her answer came slowly. “Yes, I could have. It isn’t just a tunnel, it’s more like a maze with this place at its center.”
 Hesitating for a moment, feeling like her chest was congested, that she couldn’t gulp in enough air, she took a small, unsatisfying breath and went on. “But, to answer your question, yes, if I had wanted to, I could have waited until the priests were gone and then went back to the shore.”
 He was far from convinced. “Why didn’t you then?”
 “I couldn’t. It wouldn’t have been . I just couldn’t. I had to come here.”
 All the scorn he could muster was in his voice when he said, “You just had to come here while thinking your fate was to be eaten by a dragon?”
 “Yes.”
 “I would not give lie to your words, Princess Tessa, but I find them very difficult to believe.”
 “I can’t help that. What I have said is true.”
 “No, it cannot be,” he answered. “No sane person would walk so calmly to their doom.”
 “Oh,” Tessa said, “what choice did I have?”
 If he had an answer, it was lost to the loud cries coming from deeper in the cave. Cries that longer sounded like chirping birds or music, but more like irate females who were demanding something and expecting instant obedience.
 Tessa listened intently, managed to decipher something from the outcry.
 Luther must have also. He released his hold on her shoulders and turned back to the toward the fireplace.
 “Food?” Tessa asked. “The princesses want food?”
 “Yes,” Luther answered. Give me a hand with the cooking. The sooner we get them fed, the sooner we can talk. You have a few more answers to give, and I have lots of questions.”
 “Dear Heart,” the dragon said, pleading in every word, “I truly must know if there is even a glimmer of hope. I canst not go on if . ”
He turned back to look at the dragon. Pain and pity warring on his face, he shook his head. “No yet. I beg you, wait. I have no more strength to lend you. You cannot do a heart-search, not until you rest and eat.”
 “But Princess Tessa may be the one. It takes hours to cook and, dear heart, I-I must know.”
 The dragon sounded very weak, and very young. But, what she was saying made very little sense to Tessa, except for the amount of time it took to prepare a meal. That was wrong, and equally perplexing. She stood there a moment before she blurted out what was uppermost in her mind. “Sepeth’s Cauldron produces banquets in seconds. Why are you using it for a cookpot when it . ”
“Are you saying it’s magic?”
 He is disbelief was so profound that Tessa lifted her chin, looked at him squarely and said, “Yes.”
 “It looks like . How do you know?”
 She couldn’t bring herself to mention her mother, or her mother’s pain, but she had to say something, and that something was nothing less than true. “It used to be . My brother, King Harl, took it from . He lost it to one of the Summer kings a year or two ago. I don’t know how it got here.”
 “Those idiot priests. They send in treasure. They think Herself wants it and will leave the kingdom alone if they . ”
The shrill cries of the other princesses overpowered his words, sent him into a momentary silence. A silence that only lasted long enough for him to bellow, “Quiet!”
 He was almost instantly obeyed. The cries turned to twittering and then became still.
 “Feed them, dear heart. They art nothing but spoiled, pampered princesses, poor things. Thou must not maketh them suffer for their ignorance.”
 Sounding almost happy, Luther said, “I’ll feed them right now, if Tessa can magic some food out of that black pot.”
 For an instant, Tessa remembered the disappointment on her mother’s beautiful face when a much younger Tessa had tried, and failed, to make the kettle magic respond to her orders. But that was only a minor disappointment, not equal to the one that broke her mother’s heart. When she answered Luther, her voice reflected the memory. “I cannot. It will not . ”
“What lies are . ”
The dragon interrupted. “Nay, thou must not question her word. The magic canst not see her; it wilt not go where she sends it.”
 Stepping around the huge man, Tessa walked toward the hearth. “It will not do as I ask, but I can tell you the way of it. You have magic. It will do as you command.”
 “Wait, child, before thy go to thy tasks, I would thee tell me true.” The dragon waited a moment and then asked, “What seest thou when the lookest on Luther? Is he handsome to thy seeing?”
 Not sure how to answer, but knowing somehow that the truth was important, she spoke hesitantly but only the truth. “No, Your Grace. He is a big man, terribly scarred. He . I think he was one a slave. A slave that was whipped more than once.”
 The dragon was silent for several heart beats, and then the silence was broken by the dragon’s soft sigh. A sigh that had a pleased sound, but sent smoke curling out of both the dragon’s nostrils.
 “Oh, hurry, dear heart,” she said, her words almost a song of joy, “feed the princesses in all haste. We needs must talk. Time is running quickly, but if what I think is true, there may yet be a glimmer of hope for us all.”
 Luther knew the cauldron’s secret in short order and put it to work with imagination and hunger, producing viands to delight the most delicate of princess appetites. 
Carrying her share of the meal, Tessa went with him to feed the other princesses. And was hard put not to weep when she first saw them. “Oh,” she whispered, “the poor . ”
“Hush,” he hissed warningly. “We will speak of this later.”
 Tessa obeyed, but her throat ached when she looked at the women. Their crowns and jewels were real, but their gowns were tattered rags, their beds a scatter of rugs on the sandy floor, and their bright chatter senseless.
 It was easy to see that they had, despite Luther’s efforts to the contrary, been hungry more often than they had been fully fed. Even though they took their meals on golden plates, they were almost as skinny as the dragon.
 The women, seeing something invisible to Tessa, fluttered and preened around Luther, but because Tessa wore no magic guise, the princesses took her to be a drudge and begged to have her as their maid.
 And Tessa, instead of being insulted, felt only pity, profound pity, and a growing anger. The women in the dragon’s treasure room had done nothing to deserve their fate, nothing except being born princesses.
 They pouted when Luther smiled, shook his head at their pleas, and motioned for Tessa to come with him back to the outer chamber. She waited until they were safely there before she broke her silence with, “Poor things. To think their kings and priests are so terrified by the dragon that they would do this to their own flesh and blood.
 Luther spoke gruffly. “Don’t worry so, Tessa. They’re happy. Herself casts strong spells. To their seeing, they wear beautiful gowns, live in a magnificent palace, sleep on satin sheets.”
 Tessa wasn’t convinced. “But, I could smell the magic. I know it isn’t real, except for the treasure, of course.”
 “Aye, that’s real enough. There’s more than enough to refurbish a dozen kingdoms, dower a thousand princesses. For all the good it does them, or us.”
 There didn’t seem to be anything more that needed saying. So, they fed the dragon first, but as they sat at their own meal, Tessa felt her weariness drop on her like the curtain of night drops on the weary earth. In the weeks since her mother had cursed the Outer Isles and become a shade, to haunt what she had loved and lost, Tessa had wept far more than she had slept. Now she could barely keep her eyes open.
 She yawned, and could only smile, gratefully, at Luther when a fetched a rug, handed to her. “I think you would sleep better out here than back with the other princesses,” he said.
 He would get no argument from her. “Where?”
 “Over by Herself. She can do the heart-search while you sleep. It will do nothing to cause you pain or take you from your rest. This I swear.”
 She should have been afraid, but somehow she wasn’t—or maybe she was just too tired to care. Whatever the reason, Tessa spread her rug beside the dragon, curled up on it, and was asleep.
 Dawn was pouring silvery light through the mouth of the cave when their soft voices woke her. Still groggy, Tessa allowed their words to eddy and drift beyond her knowing until she became the object of the conversation. Then, she became instantly alert.
 The dragon said, “She canst lead thee out of this place, dear heart.”
 “And then,” Luther asked. “My magic is small enough at best. Could it find . ”
“I fear not,” the dragon said, sadness strong in her voice. “The Pearl of Knowing carries its own magic glamour. No human eyes canst pierce its disguise, see it for what it truly is.”
 “The Princess Tessa is different. She saw the other princesses as they are. Maybe she could find . ”
Tessa sat up, rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. She could see Luther sitting beside the dragon’s created head, talking softly, and she saw no reason to pretend she hadn’t been listening. “Find what?”
 The dragon was quicker than the man. “Nay, princess, thou must not query. My need is great, but I canst not ask thee to risk thy life for me.”
 “Risk it how? Doing what?”
 “Please, do not ask, I beg thee. It is of no avail. It cannot be.”
 Interrupting almost rudely, Luther had his say in a voice that held only sadness and care. “What other choice do you have?”
 That said, he heaved his bulk up, and with his hands clenched at his sides, he stalked over to the fireplace. Shoulders hunched, he stood there for a long moment before he knelt and began slamming things around, raising a din, showing his feelings without words.
 “Dear heart,” the dragon said, her beautiful voice sad, “do not fret so.”
 The noise stopped. He turned his head, looked only at Tessa, and there was a world of sorrow in his voice when he spoke. “She’s dying, princess. She needs to fly free, go back to her own land, her own people, and she can’t.”
 “Dear one, I beg thee desist. The child hast suffered more than enough. Thee must not do this, must not add this perilous task to the princess’ burden.”
 She did not want to say it. She did not want to have anything to do with whatever it was Luther was planning. But, in her own way, the dragon was as pitiful as the princesses and Tessa knew she had to do everything in her power to help them all. She didn’t even to stop to think before she said, looking only at Luther, “I don’t want anyone to die. What can I do to keep that from happening?”
 “Perhaps nothing, but if we don’t try, she will surely die and I . Princess Tessa, help her, please.”
 “How? What do I have to do?”
 Luther stood, turned slowly, faced the dragon. “Tell her,” he said, his voice nothing more than a harsh whisper. “Tell the princess about the Pearl of Knowing. Your great need. Tell her everything and let her decide.”
 “No, dear heart, leave be. The quest is fraught with danger and she is scarcely more than a child. I cannot.”
 Luther would not be denied. He walked across the sandy floor, confronted the great beast, and made his demands known in a loud voice. “Tell her! Tell her now!”
 The dragon’s shuddery breath shook her entire body and her voice was rich with pleading when she said, “I needs must think on this. I swore an oath of honor to protect all the princess sent to me. I wouldst not send one forth to perish for my sake. Go into the outer world, I beg thee, Luther. Take the Princess Tessa with thee. Allow me some small space of time alone.”
 “If that be your wish.” Luther gave a small bow in the dragon’s direction, motioned for Tessa to follow him out onto the jutting ledge. Then, without a word, his ruined face set, determined, he took her hand and led her down the sharp-edged obsidian stair. Releasing her when they walked through the Dragon Gate at the base of the stair.
 It was barely dawn, but the summer heat had pooled in the bottom of the canyon, hiding in the shadows, bringing the princess to an instant sweat. She wiped the beads from her forehead and followed the man, practically running to keep up with his rapid pace. 
He stopped abruptly, looked at the shiny black of the canyon walls, and then shook his head in all too obvious frustration. “All right. Where is it?”
 “Where is what?”
 “The tunnel? Can you see its mouth?”
 It seemed an odd question when what he sought was only a pace or two beyond him, but she nodded, pointed to where it waited.
 “It’s not . ” Luther stopped, asked another question. “Can you go in?”
 Seeing nothing that would stop her, Tessa stepped around him and into the tunnel. It was still the same: hot, lit by some unseen light, and smelling strongly of magic. Not sure what he wanted of her, she walked several steps inward before she returned to where he waited without.
 He looked about half sick, but there was only strong emotion in his voice when he said, “If you can take me in, then . Princess, I can’t stand by and let her die. She saved my life and . ”
Tessa thought she understood. “And you love her?”
 Clearing his throat, Luther said, “Yes, I do.” Then his voice hardened, took on new purpose. “Now, take me in.”
 It wasn’t an easy task and by the time it was finished the huge man was trembling violently. But despite his fear, he moved forward with his eyes closed, trusting her to lead him within the walls of the bespelled tunnel. Then he stumbled, fell against a side wall, and opened his eyes. And screamed out his terror. “I . I can’t . It’s crushing me. I can’t!”
 Tessa yelled, “Shut your eyes!”
 She tried to get to him, to make him obey. He was too frightened to even breathe. He cowered down, gasped for breath, and paid absolutely no attention to her shouts. Tessa reached out, put her hands over his eyes ands practically screamed, “Luther! Luther! It can’t hurt you! It’s an illusion!”
 Gradually, he came to senses, sighed heavily, and replaced her blinding hands with his own. He was still shaking and sweating when he finally regained enough composure to speak. “I-I thought it was crushing me and . Sorry I . Sorry.”
 Speaking calmly, urging him forward, Tessa finally managed to lead him back to the canyon proper. When she released her hold on his arm, he sort of staggered forward a step, hunkered down, swallowed a time or two, and finally managed to croak out, “How could you stand it? Weren’t you afraid?”
 Before she could ask, “Afraid of what?” the dragon stuck her head of the dragon lair and called softly, “Dear heart, please come back. We needs must talk. Mythorne, the King of Summer is calling in foreign wizards to rid his land of-of-of me. I am too weak. I canst not withstand this new assault.”
 Luther leaped to his feet, ran toward the zigzag stair. Tessa followed more slowly. He was near the top, but the princess was only about halfway up when the dragon spoke anew, spoke with sorrow underlying every word. “The Pearl speaketh even now, telling me of their dastardly plans. There will be naught I can do to forestall them.”
 Gasping for breath, barely able to talk, Luther said, “Nay, do not despair. The princess can take me through the tunnel. We will find the Pearl, set you free. Won’t we, Princess Tessa?”
 Tessa hadn’t a clue as to what was expected of her, what she could do to help save the dragon’s life. She didn’t even know enough to be afraid of the task he set before her. Toiling up the steep stair, she nodded. Then, realizing no one could see her, she sealed her fate with a few breathless words. “Yes, Your Grace, we will do just that.”
 The dragon was too weak and too distraught to argue with Luther. In no time, after making a few hurried arrangements, such as teaching the dragon the secrets of Sepeth’s Cauldron and making sure she could care for the princesses while they were gone, Luther and Tessa went back into the tunnel.
 With a strip of rag tied around his eyes to blind him to the tunnel’s illusions, shaking and sweating, Luther was a sorry sight. But when they reached the other side, he would be well-hidden from all eyes but Tessa’s beneath the glamour the dragon had spelled upon him.
 Bedraggled and dirty, wearing only the tunic and sandals she had arrived in, Tessa had to go as herself. She would still be only that when they exited, but that problem was one they would have to solve later.
 Other problems were more important at the moment: his growing fear and her ignorance. Those problems had to be solved at once, if they were going to go on, do whatever it was that needed doing.
 Trembling, slick with sweat, his huge hand gripped hers with painful strength. Tessa knew he was desperately in need of succor, even before he whispered, “Help me, princess. We have to save Herself, but . This is killing me.”
 “How? Why are you so afraid?”
 He hesitated, made several false starts, and finally, as if confessing some secret shame, began. “Once, when . I was a slave and . They sent me into the tin mines. Deep into the earth and . and . ”
He couldn’t go on, but Tessa thought she understood the reason behind his terrible fear. Thinking to help him, she asked, “There was a cave-in?”
 “Yes,” he whispered, his voice dark with memories. “The whole mountain fell on us.”
 To break the silence that followed, she asked, “You were trapped?”
 “Yes. For eight days. The other slaves . They screamed and cried and . And, one by one, they died. I was alone in the dark and cold.”
 It wasn’t good princess manners, but Tessa needed to keep him talking and walking, so she asked the first question that came to her mouth, “Is that what happened to your face?”
 “My face and my courage. Both were ruined.”
 “But you came through the tunnel before, didn’t you? You weren’t afraid then, were you?” She knew he had to have entered the maze somehow, and wasn’t sure it really mattered. But keeping him walking, did matter—and when he talked he walked. When he finally answered, he told her far more than she expected.
 “I was a king’s son,” he said, still sounding a little breathless. “The fifth son and wearing the bar sinister. My father was kind, wanted to give me a future if not a kingdom. It was determined that I had some small talent in matters arcane and was set to studying with a wizard. We, my teacher and I, ventured far, too far. We were captured by raiders. He was killed. I was sold into slavery. Broken in the mines. Sold again.
 “Princess, I wasn’t a very obedient slave. After the last beating, I broke free and ran. The tunnel was there and I . That’s when the dragon . ”
“She found you?” The skirt she had dropped during her first journey through the tunnel blocked their path. Not daring to let him stop, she kicked it aside and led him on. But not before the magic stench of the tunnel had irritated the inside of her nose, made her sneeze.
 If he even heard it, Luther ignored the small interruption and continued his tale. “She was . Herself was on her maiden flight when a storm drove her off course. It was a terrible storm. Lightning. Wind. While she fought to stay aloft, she dropped the Pearl of Knowing. Lost it.
 “While she was searching for it, she was seen by some of the nobles of Summer.” He stopped, gasped for breath, and was silent.
 “Was that before or after you came through the tunnel?”
 His voice shook when he said, “Two princesses before. How much farther to the end? By all the gods, I can’t . ”
He stopped talking to again gasp for breath, sounding like he was in danger of dying from the force of his own fear. His hand was so wet with sweat Tessa had difficulty holding it to lead his lagging steps forward. When she saw the Veils of Sacrifice she had thrown away earlier, she had a moment of near panic. She didn’t dare allow him to stop, even for the few seconds it would take to kick the thick tangle of veils out of their path. She could only warn him in advance and hope that he had enough wits left to understand what she was telling him.
 “Luther, listen to me.” She spoke slowly, carefully. “When the priests sent me in, I was veiled, but it was so hot I took them off. The veils are lying on the floor of the tunnel. Lift your feet so you don’t fall.” She chanced a quick look at his face and added, “Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 He nodded dumbly.
 Taking a breath of her own—and trying to keep from sneezing from the rank magic in the tunnel—she tried to goad him into speech, hoping that would keep him moving. “Don’t stop talking, Luther. Tell me the rest. Come on, it isn’t far to the other end and I need to know about the Pearl and you and everything.”
 And it was true. She did need to know. At the moment, she was not only worried sick about Luther, she was also worried about the task they had given themselves. It was a task she didn’t, as yet, completely understand. No, she thought wryly, tugging the big man through the maze, it’s a task I don’t understand at all. I’m almost as blind as to what we must do as I am to magic. Maybe blinder, I can smell magic.
 He interrupted her thoughts with, “Princess, help me. Even if I can’t see, the magic is still whispering at me, telling me of the horrors around us. I d-don’t know how m-m-much longer I can resist.”
 She wasn’t sure either, but she thought she knew how to give him back some of his strength. “I’m telling you this, Luther, if you surrender to the magic without telling me what I need to know, the dragon will die. Is that what you want?”
 It was the right thing to say. A muscle jumped in his jaw as he clenched his teeth. Sweat still poured down his ruined face, but he straightened his back, lifted his chin, and began to tell her what had transpired those many years gone.
 “I was badly beaten, burning with fever, out of my head with pain when Herself found me in the valley. Her magic was strong then, strong enough to heal me. And when I was able to stay alone, to help with the care of the princesses, Herself searched anew for the Pearl of Knowing.”
 His pace didn’t slow, but he said nothing more for such a long time that Tessa felt an urgent need to prod him anew. “She couldn’t find it?”
 “Oh, she found it right enough. But she couldn’t get it. She still can’t—and without it she will die.”
 “Why?”
 “It’s her guide, princess. It’s the only way she has of finding her way home.”
 “No, I meant why she couldn’t get it? Where is it?”
 He walked a little faster. “In King Mythorne’s castle.”
 “How do you know?”

 She heard him take in a quick breath and swallow hard before he answered. “It talks to herself, after a fashion, anyway. She can hear everything that’s being said around the Pearl.”
 Luther sound stronger, less afraid, but what he was saying was adding new fear to her life. If she was following what he was saying, then he expected her to waltz into the castle, find the Pearl of Knowing, and waltz out again. It plainly wasn’t possible. And, if he was, in all truth, a king’s son, then he would know it as well as she did. No stranger could just walk into the castle, wander around, take what they wanted, and leave. No, indeed.
 But she wasn’t about to say anything until they were out of the tunnel. Luther was too big to antagonize—and the last thing she wanted was for him to pull off the blindfold and go fear-crazy like he had done before.
 His next words gave her a new worry, albeit, smaller than the rest. “This place twists and turns until I’m dizzy. If we don’t get out soon, I fear I am going to disgrace us both.”
 That would only delay them more, she sought frantically for another topic, one that would send his thoughts in a new direction. “Is that how you knew about my brother’s gambling? Did the Pearl tell the dragon?”
 “Yes, about him losing you and the Outer Isles to Mythorne. Mythorne was really angry when he discovered . The Isles really are haunted, aren’t they? By a beautiful woman who walks the beaches and weeps?”
 She didn’t want to talk about that, but there seemed to be no other course of action. She had to tell him the truth, and maybe the telling would ease the pain, dry the tears that still lurked behind her eyes, clogged her throat.
 “Yes, my mother . After Harl stole Sepeth’s Cauldron and lost it, my mother . She loved Harl very much, far more than she ever loved me.”
 He spoke gently, but sounded a little surprised, as if he were unused to thinking a princess might have real sorrow in her life, too. “You don’t have to tell me this, Tessa.”
 “I know, but you told . Luther, Harl betrayed my mother, betrayed us all, lost everything. My mother . The pain was more than she could bear. She killed herself. She was a sorceress and the spell she set is strong, strong enough to keep everyone out of the kingdom except me and my brother, Harl, who was . They say she walks, but I can’t see her.
 “I love her, but I will never see her again.”
 The went slowly on, moving through the murky, magic saturated tunnel, and were nearing the end when Luther said, “Princess, I . ”
She stopped with a whispered warning. “Hush, I think there’s someone . ”
They stopped, stood, hand in hand, practically holding their breath, until whoever or whatever had been making noise was no longer audible. Then, with utmost caution, she eased forward until she could stick her head out of the tunnel, look around.
 “Well?” he asked, impatience growling through the word.
 Tessa didn’t answer at once. She couldn’t. She was too busy staring at what lay beyond the tunnel. She knew the stone dock was there and the sea. But she had come to Summer smothered in black veils that reduced her vision to a dark haze. And the fear she had been drowning in was so great it washed away all else.
 Now, a new fear gibbered at her, but her vision was clear, too clear. There was no way they could exit the tunnel without being seen. She pulled her head back into the tunnel and told him what he wanted to know. “There’s a village out there. People. Dogs. Children. How are we going to . ”
He was so eager to escape from the confines of the tunnel that it took away his common sense. “The glamour I wear is . Herself gave me the seeming of a servant, a man no one would notice. We can slip out and . ”
His lack of comprehension irritated Tessa. “Sure,” she said, “you can slip out and mingle, but what about me? If I go around dressed in just a dirty tunic, someone is sure to notice. And then what will happen?”
 “Oh, I never . Tessa, I’ll go first, get you something to wear and come back. It won’t be a problem. We have more than enough of Herself’s gold to buy . ”
She interrupted with, “That’s another thing we have to worry about.”
 “What?”
 “Our names. They sent me through the tunnel yesterday, they have to know my name. And you are Luther the Guardian of the Dragon Gate.”
 “Aye, that’s true. I guess we need a plan, don’t we?”
 “We probably need a lot more than a plan, but even a small one would certainly help.”
 “Clothes first, and then we’ll plan.” He took a breath and added, “Outside.”
 He pulled his hand free from hers and bolted for the exited, was gone before Tessa could say another word. She stared after him for a long moment and then sat down on the floor, leaned back again a wall and tried to do some planning on her own—and discarded each one before it was scarcely born.
 Perhaps she dozed, or perhaps her mental gyrations had taken far longer than she thought, for by the time Luther returned, stood outside the tunnel mouth, and whispered her name, it was late afternoon. Her stomach was growling with hunger. Thirst burned in her throat. She was drenched with sweat from the terrible heat inside the tunnel. She was far from happy when she poked her head and arm out, took the dark green garments he shoved into her hand, and retreated back into the privacy of the tunnel.
 Nose wrinkling at the horrible stench the hooded robe held in its very fiber—the stench of magic, old magic, new magic, magic gone awry—Tessa pulled it on. Sneezing a time or two, and trying not to breathe too deeply, she hitched the robe up, blousing it out over the rope cincture. It was large enough to fit Luther, but its green folds covered her far smaller frame from head to foot and made her look far bulkier than she actually was. It wasn’t the sort of garment she would have chosen, and she was pretty sure that it was going to get them into more trouble than they could handle. When she emerged from the tunnel, Tessa wasted no time telling Luther what she thought of his choice.
 “What on earth made you . These are wizard’s robes. No one but wizards are allowed to wear them in any of the nine kingdoms. Where did you buy them? I didn’t think it was possible . ”
“Princess, I-I couldn’t find . The markets are all closed today. To honor the sacrifice, they said, but I think it’s more than that. They were out and about this morning, but now the villagers are hiding in their houses. Guards, with magecats and sniffers, are everywhere.” 
His voice dropped to a whisper. “There’s been four or five wizard duels to the death. That’s where I got your robe. It won’t be missed, you can bet on that.”
 It took a few seconds for his words to make sense, to tell her that no matter what he said, trouble was waiting for them. Bad trouble. “You stole them? Oh, but what if the guards . ”
As if summoned by her words, one of King Mythorne’s red-clad guards stepped from behind a concealing screen of brush, confronted them, and gave his orders. “Come along.”
 Tessa stammered out a single word. “But . ”
He stared down at her, but his voice was stern when he said, “You wizards. A body’d think ya could no read. ‘Tis the king who called ya. To His Majesty ya’ll go.”
 His helm flashing in the dying sunlight, the odor of his protection spells reeking of magic, he prodded them across the black sand with a poke of two of his halberd. He limited his poking to Luther, never touching her. It was easy to see he believed poking wizards carried a heavy penalty—a belief fostered by wizards since the beginning of time.
 Any hope they might have had of escaping was dashed when three more guards joined the first one, all eager to be a part of the prisoner parade. All seemed to be giving each other courage, enough so that one mustered enough bravery to shove Tessa forward when a toe caught on a stone in the path and she stumbled. Luther grabbed her, kept her erect, and he didn’t hesitate to make his displeasure known. “Leave be, you dastardly villains. My master has traveled far to be of service to your king. She will . ”
The guard wasn’t impressed. “We’ll let the king decide that, knave.”
 Another guard snickered and said, “Likely your tame wizard’ll be cinders and ash before this day is done. Or food for the magecats.”
 The rest of the guards added their mocking laughter to his as they forced Tessa and Luther to walk a little faster.
 Fairly caught, without a plan or new names to call their own, Luther and Tessa went with the King’s Guard without argument. Not that they had a choice.
 And they still had no choice when they were marched through the silent village, up the hill, across the drawbridge spanning a scummy moat, and through the iron-bound gates of the black castle. Tall, straight, with the seeming of being carved from a single stone, the castle walls were surmounted by drooping pennants, archers, with bows drawn, arrows nocked, close-ranked behind the parapet, and an ominous, forbidding air in the growing twilight.
 In the courtyard, just beyond the curtain wall, King Mythorne, and a gaggle of court wizards and black-clad priests, waited to greet them. But not one of the contingent was smiling and no one extended a cup of welcome.
 The Palace Guard, somber in black and gold, short swords and shields ready to protect their king, formed a semi-circle behind the monarch.
 Wearing some sort of glittering chain of office, carrying a long ebon staff, a single man, resplendent in crimson, stepped forward, looked quizzically at Tessa’s captors. The, without asking a single question, he nodded to the guards and banged his staff against the paving stone that covered the courtyard. As if it signaled the opening of the curtain, the action began.
 Tessa was no where near ready.
 Trumpets blared a fanfare. The crimson-clad man strutted forward, peered down his rather long nose, and made his demands in a loud voice. “Speak Guardsman. Who have you there? What manner of miscreants have you brought for King Mythorne the Great’s justice?
 “Speak now, Sir guard, and Mythorne the Wise will listen and pass judgment that is both just and wise.”
 The guardsman who had captured them stepped forward, went down on one knee, and brought his closed fist to his chest. Tessa thought it was probably a gesture of fealty and obedience to the king—not that she really cared. She was far more interested in what the man was accusing them of.
 “A foreign wizard, Sire, and her servant. We caught them sneaking around the Dragon tunnel. Looked like the mage was breaking your law. She’s been inside. We caught her coming out.
 “Ya want us to feed them to the magecats now or later?”
 Fright and dire need had a goodly part in the process, she was sure, but whatever the reasons, Tessa found her voice and what had to pass as a plan. Bringing every bit of her princess arrogance and her scraps of dragon knowledge into play, she confronted the king. And, she neither knelt or made any other gesture of courtesy or respect. She said, pitching her voice low but meant to be heard, “If you do, King Mythorne, you’ll never find another wizard powerful enough to rid yourself of the fiery beast that plagues your land.”
 The guard started to say something, but Tessa had the floor and she intended to keep it.
 “It is common knowledge,” she said, looking only at the king, “that you have been calling mages in to help you in this task. Well, I have come in answer to your call. And now, you need call no more. Only I know her name. Only I can banish her for eternity.”
 Drawing herself up to her full height, she said, making sure her voice rang through the assembly like a great bell. “I am the most powerful wizard in the world. And I, and only I, can send her forth to her own land, bespell her into never returning to your fair shores.”
 That knowing a dragon’s name bestowed power to the knower was probably as untrue as the rest of the balderdash whispered about concerning dragons. But, true or not, it was believed, and repeated often with every assurance of it being fact, that that was exactly what knowing a dragon’s true name did. At least, that’s what Tessa vaguely remembered hearing bandied about among the wizards and lesser folk at Outer Isles Court—when such a thing still existed.
 It was a pretty slender foundation for a grand plan, but she hoped the king held the same belief, and with allowing herself a fraction of relaxation, waited for him to speak.
 Before the king could answer, one of the court wizards, a tall man with a red nose, close-set eyes, and a voice that rasped across her already frayed nerves, leaped into the fray.
 “You lie, you foreign dog. I have searched every record extant. The dragon is nameless. You have no power over her.
 “As chief wizard in his majesty’s court, I call challenge and demand satisfaction.”
 The mantle of his absolute power had touched the king, left him sunken-eyed, short of breath, and cold, with most human feelings wrung from his gaunt frame. He looked at Tessa, measured her with an unknown measure, and evidently came to his own conclusions. Conclusions that did not bode well for her future health—or, as far as that went, her future, period.
 Wheezing and coughing, the king asked, “Duel arcane? To the death?”
 The wizard nodded and his voice was full of distant thunder when he bowed slightly and said, “To the death.”
 Tessa swallowed hard, tried to maintain her calm—a nearly impossible task under trying circumstances. Ideas scurrying through her mind like a herd of terrified mice, she finally came up with what would have to fill the moment, give her time to devise a plan both real and lasting.
 Hiding her shaking hands in the full sleeves of the wizard robe, Tessa took a deep breath, swallowed again, and then bowed, not too deeply, to the king before she embarked on her plan—feeble as it was.
 Calling all her princess arrogance into her voice, she said, “My particular school of wizardry does not duel to the death, and even if it were allowed, I would never demean myself by dueling with an inferior wizard. It simply isn’t done.
 Practically sputtering with outrage the wizard screamed, “Duel or die,” and made some sort of throwing gesture in her general direction.
 Smelling enough like rotten cabbage to turn her stomach, the first mage bolt lashed out, wrapped around her, and faded into nothingness. Not that she could actually see it, but Tessa felt it, like thistledown, a breath and a floating, and nothing more.
 The immunity to magic that had set her apart, maimed her in her mother’s eyes, was serving her well, keeping her from all harm—as far as wizardry was concerned. And she knew she had to use her advantage, play the role she had chosen as if her life depended on it. It probably did.
 Waving her hand in a dismissive gesture, shooing the snarling wizard away as if her were an unwanted gnat, Tessa looked around. She inspected the place as if she were in a position to buy it—if it met her high standards. Her insolence brought a response from the king and the priests, but it wasn’t directed at her.
 The were deciding on their own course of action by holding an impromptu conference. They mumbled, gave little darting glances in her direction, and moved closer together to mumble some more. 
Tessa ignored them all, or pretended to. She continued her lazy survey of the shadowed courtyard and that surrounded it, waiting with well-concealed fear for whatever was to happen to do so. It didn’t take long. 
The voices stopped. The king stepped out of his circle of advisors and asked, “Foreign Wizard, speak you true? Can you, indeed, release my land from the hunger of the dreadful beast?”
 Keeping fear out and airy indifference in her voice, she answered a question with a question. “Why would I lie?”
 “I know not the answer to that, but you are overly young and a female besides. I would know if you are strong enough to . Show me your power. I must know if you are what you pretend.”
 Thinking fast, scrambling through was passed as her brain, she gave the only answer she could find. But she imbued it with every bit of princess arrogance she owned. “Sir King, I will prove myself to the dragon and to no one else.”
 Wheezing even more than before, he said, “If that be your answer, so be it.” He sighed and said, “Let the duel continue.”
 It wasn’t the outcome Tessa wanted, but she didn’t dare give way to panic. She had to continue on the path she had taken. “If that be your command, Sire, I have no objection to him expending his puny powers needlessly.”
 Without bothering to speak further, she turned her back on the king’s tame wizard and continued her survey. The castle was in good repair, and very obviously prepared for and attack from the air. One that involved gouts of fire from an angry dragon’s mouth. There was no wood anywhere visible. The stables, the towers, the storerooms, and all else were roofed with slate. Every single blade of grass was gone from the paved courtyard.
 But despite all the preparation, the care that had been taken to forestall an attack, the odor of fear was almost as strong as the stench of magic. And the strongest scent was coming from the king himself. King Mythorne, the King of Summer, positively reeked of fear.
 She was wondering why when Luther shouted, “Look out, Prin . ” He grabbed her by the arm, jerked her to one side. Something sizzled through the air. And explosion brought down a clatter of stone. Another mage bolt crashed into the wall of the guardroom, doing some minor damage.
 The mage bolts could destroy everything they touched, except Tessa, and she knew it. Pulling free from Luther, and stepping well away, to put him out of harms way, she stood still, made herself a target for the wizard. He threw bolt after stinking bolt. She could see them, in a vague sort of way, but the smell was more than enough to tell her they existed and were getting more numerous as the wizard grew more and more incensed.
 Beyond a tickling in her nose, an overpowering urge to sneeze, and a roiling in her empty stomach, she remained untouched by the barrage of dire and arcane power.
 The court wizard, on the other hand, was beyond reason, beyond rational behavior. The rise of the full moon, which poured a strong silvery light into the shadowed courtyard, showed him in all his disarray.
 Tessa really thought his eyes were going to pop out of his head, but they didn’t. His face got redder and redder. He continued blasting away with his stinking magic, but failing in his quest to do her harm. Finally, his robe drenched with sweat, his mouth contorted with anger, he called up a new weapon, or rather several new weapons. He screamed, “Release the magecats! No lying chit can withstand the power of their claws and fangs.”
 Angry and showing it, King Mythorne commanded, “Desist! You idiot! Would you let your overweening pride destroy my entire kingdom?”
 If he had ever had any, the wizard had lost what few wits he had, given himself over to his terrible rage, his burning need to destroy Tessa where she stood. He ignored his king’s command, clapped his hands together, and began screaming anew. “The magecats! Release them now!” His face contorted even more, twisted as if he were a madman as he pointed a bony finger at Tessa and screamed, “Kill! Kill her now!”
 Some underling released the beasts.
 Chaos erupted in the courtyard. Men ran. Men screamed. Thing fell, clattered.
 Bent on protecting her from the new danger, Luther leaped to her side, tried to pull Tessa to a place of safety. She jerked free, walked with every appearance of calmness toward the cats.
 She didn’t know what fearsome beasts the others saw, but what she saw touched her heart, made her throat ache. The magecats were, to her true seeing, only large Silvafells, ice-white cats with glowing eyes of ruby red. Although she had never before met one, Tessa knew them for what they were: the elusive mountain cats that lived in the far reaches of Winter, her mother’s homeland. The cats reminded Tessa of her mother—and brought new tears to her heart for the mother she had loved and lost.
 But there was no time to weep for old sorrows. She had to take care of the worries at hand—and that included the Silvafells. Fell beasts for true, but gentle animals, terribly vulnerable to the magic of human wizards, they shunned mankind as a rule, but magic was a lure they couldn’t resist.
 These were enslaved by the wizard’s power, forced to act through the spell that bound them. They had been treated poorly, abused. Their silvery hair was matted, burned in places. They were dirty, probably hungry, and beyond that, they were terrified.
 Their terror touched her. Feeling nothing but pity and the need to give comfort to the poor beasts, she walked to one, knelt down, held out her hand. It lifted its head, looked at her without hope, and made a piteous sound, one that begged for aid.
 Luther was as terrified as the poor beasts, but not for himself. “No! No!” he yelled. “They’ll tear you apart.”
 Ignoring him and the spitting, snarling wizard, Tessa lifted the cat, held it close to her heart, and began murmuring reassurance. “Poor baby. It’s going to be all right. Shhhh. I’ll take care of you.”
 It trembled still, but was just starting to relax, when another of the cats, still in the wizard’s thrall, leaped onto Tessa’s shoulder, holding on with needle-sharp claws. Because the magic that drove it couldn’t touch Tessa, it crouched there, offering her no harm beyond that inflicted by its grasping paws. She reached up, rubbed it with one hand, and heard the gasps of horror and disbelief that came from the panicked courtiers and guards.
 Then, abruptly, the noise stops. Absolute stillness holds the courtyard. The king breaks it with a harsh command. “Archers.”
 Tessa turned her head to watch as he pointed toward the irate wizard and said, “I name Wizard Rill traitor and pronounce his doom. Death.”
 He realized his peril. “Your Majesty, I . ” His protest was cut short by a rain of arrows. He fell at the king’s feet. The monarch gave him a scant second’s regard before he turned away to give further orders. Some of which interested Tessa greatly.
 “Throw the traitor on the midden. Give Wizard, what was it your man called you? Oh, yes, Prin, wasn’t it?”
 It would serve as her new name as well as any. Tessa nodded.
 “I thought as much,” he wheezed out. “Give Wizard Prin the traitor’s quarters and cage the magecats. Now.”
 He turned with a flare of purple robes. Took two steps, halted, turned back to scowl at Tessa. “We are wise to the greedy ways of wizards, Prin.” He stopped to cough and take in a wheezing breath. “It is true our kingdom has suffered greatly. We would do almost anything to relieve our peoples’ pain. But, know this. The dragon’s need for treasure has sorely depleted my treasury. My subjects stagger under the burden of the tax I’ve had to impose. So, ask what reward you will for this great service, but do not be overweening in your demands.”
 Although she knew, from what the Pearl had told the dragon, that King Mythorne planned to cheat the victorious wizard, give him the Outer Isles, a kingdom that no man could use. But her poor plan, hastily conceived and dreadfully incomplete, hadn’t reached the point of what else she should have as a reward. That would have to wait until later, until she could find a moment to complete her own plans, know her own needs.
 Lifting her chin, still holding both cats, she stood, returned the king’s gaze for a long moment before she said, “The deed is vast, even for one of my great powers. At the moment, I will need to repair to my chambers, spy out the enemy in my scrying bowl. Then I must have time to meditate, commune with you land, prepare myself for the coming battle. When all is in readiness, I will ask for a just and suitable reward.”
 She held the king’s gaze a moment longer and her voice was soft, but firm, when she added, “Rest assured, it will not be small.”
 The cat in her arms, stirred, whimpered softly. Before the king could turn away, Tessa made her first demand. “For now, the magecats, all of them, stay with me.”
 King Mythorne hesitated, looked at the priests, the other wizards, and finally said, “Those two you hold only. The other three must return to their cages. It is too dangerous to .  
“Wizard Prin, you hold guest right in my court. The cats are killers. I cannot allow . ”
Tessa was adamant. “All of them stay with me, in my chamber, uncaged. I have no fear of them doing me harm.”
 “So be it,” he said at last. “But on your head lies the guilt if they harm any one of my subjects. And guilt, even for mighty wizards, does not come without dire consequences. Remember that, Wizard Prin.
 “You, too, must bear my wrath, feel the sting of my justice.”
 Followed by priests, mages, guards, and a horde of hangers-on, the king strode back into the castle proper, leaving Tessa, the five magecats, and Luther to the mercies of the crimson-clad court official.
 “Come,” he said, carefully keep his distance from the cats, with several swift backward glances, either to make sure Tessa was following or that the cats weren’t creeping closer to his heels, he led them into the great hall.
 But he didn’t even hesitate long enough for them to look it over. Grabbing one of the large candles on a stand by the door, he hurried them up the steep stair that ran up the right wall and disappeared into the floor above. They were scarcely at the top before they heard a door creak open.
 The official, sounding breathless and frightened, said, “Wizard Rill’s former quarters. I will send slaves with a repast, to tend to your other needs, but I fear I must . ”
He leaped inside the room, lit one of the candles there, and was back in the hall before Tessa could shape words of thanks or ask any questions.
 Licking his lips, fear plain on his face, he backed away from Tessa and the cats, and literally scurried back down the hall before he finished whatever it was he had been going to say.
 The sound of his running feet hitting the stone of the hall floor was still fading in the distance when Luther hustled her inside the room and closed the heavy door behind them. He waited until he had lit every candle in the room before he turned to face her. Glaring at her, sounding as if he were in danger of choking to death, he asked, “Are you crazy? What in the name of . Magecats hanging on you like pets? By the Great Egg, what have you done? Don’t you know that no king can afford to allow a mage as powerful as you to . ”
For the split second it took for his meaning to become clear, Tessa stared at him. Then, her mouth dry, she gave voice to her latest fear. “He will have me killed?”
 “I don’t know. That, or something worse, as soon as you rid this land of Herself. He’s a frightened man . ”
Tessa couldn’t argue with Luther’s assessment of the king. She had been raised in a palace, knew kings feared power in others, but there was no way she could take back what she had done. Besides that, the poor magecats needed care, needed to be set free. They were in need as much as the dragon and the other princesses. They all needed her. All of which made her own need to come up with a workable plan all the more urgent.
 So urgent that she couldn’t stand still, needed to do something, but first she had to address Luther’s fears. “Well, we’d better thing of something quick. If you don’t want to meet my fate, you’d better help me come up with a plan.”
 He had no immediate answer, but he stayed well away from her and the magecats.
 Pondering all their needs, she wandered around the room—which seemed pleasantly cool after the heat outdoors. The magecats, except the one she still held in her arms, left her for the refuge the curtained bed provided.
 The black stone walls were bare of ornament. The window opening narrow and deep—more arrow slits than actual windows. The floor was bare stone. There was a table, the bed, and two chests, which seemed to fill the small chamber too full.
 They all stunk with the remnants of the dead wizard’s magic, but seemed ordinary enough. Even the bowls, vial, and other oddments arcane that littered the tabletop seemed exactly that, but nonetheless Tessa examined each one and replaced it exactly where she found it.
 Luther said, irritation coloring every word, “What are you doing now? Blast it, girl, we have to do something, not . not check the furnishings.”
 She smiled. “Castles aren’t always what they seem. Kings are known to be suspicious and . ”
“Spies?”
 Shrugging, she walked to the bed, released the cat to join its mates, and then, taking a candle for light, she peered behind the bed curtains, the headboard, and beneath the bed.
 “The Pearl? Do you think the wizard . ”
It was Tessa’s turn to stop wandering and glare at him. “Hush,” she said. “Don’t say anything about . ”
A scratching on the door interrupted her. She whispered, “It’s the slaves with . ”
The door creaked open. Three people, two women and a man, all carrying burdens, came in, and without a glance in Tessa direction, shuffled to the table. There, they sat down pottery bowls, metal flagons, and a wooden trays piled high with trenchers of bread and cold meat. The savory odors wafted across the room, woke Tessa’s hunger. It growled and began clawing the inside of her stomach, but Tessa paid it no mind.
 Open-mouthed with disbelief, she stared at one of the slaves. Anger won over disbelief. Her brother, King Harl, had lied about that too. Ima, Tessa’s nurse and beloved companion, hadn’t died of the plague. Ima was in Summer, and from the looks of the mark on her brow, a slave. Harl must have sold her—as he had some many others. Tore them away from home and family and .  
Tessa shuddered with the force of her fury, but she made herself retreat to the bed, seat herself with the cats. She didn’t dare run across the room, throw her arms around the old woman, and hug her until both their tears had ceased to flow. She couldn’t. that might be the death of both of them—and Luther. Too many creatures were depending on her for Tessa to act foolishly, but she had to do something. But what?
 Luther turned, was looking at her with real concern.
 Before he could speak, Tessa decided on what had to be done. Returning Luther’s look, she lifted her chin, spoke imperiously, treating him like the servant he was glamoured to be, and launched her new plan. “Order me a bath.”
 His eyes widened in apparent surprise but he did as she asked without raising a single objection. “You heard the wizard,” he said to the slaves, sounding just a bit like the officious official who had ushered them into the palace. “She will require a bath and all that entails. At once.”
 The slaves nodded without speaking and began to back from the room.
 Tessa wasn’t ready for that to happen. “The cats need to be fed and groomed also. I shall require the services of a slave for that.” Pointing at Ima, she continued to play the role of arrogant wizard. “That one will do nicely. Tell her to fetch brushes and food suitable for my sweet pets. When she returns, she will remain to care for the beasts and act as my tiring woman.”
 Paler than she had been moments before, Ima looked at the cats fearfully, and then she looked at Tessa for the first time. For an instant, Tessa thought Ima was going to give her away, but she had either misjudged her or the old nurse was made of stauncher fabric than most. Ima bobbed her head in a gesture of mute obedience, but not before she had given Tessa a look of total disbelief, disbelief that held too much fear to allow even a glimmer of recognition to join it. With a quick anguished look at the magecats, she backed out the door with her fellow slaves.
 The door creaked shut behind them. Luther waited, if barely, until the door was closed before he came to Tessa, voiced his concern. “You’re dead white. What’s the matter?”
 She had to swallow twice before she could find enough of her voice to speak, to explain her brother’s newly discovered perfidy. But, when she was done, Luther’s main concern wasn’t with Ima. His reaction was far from what Tessa expected. 
As was the shudder he gave before he said, “I wish you wouldn’t do that.”
 “What?”
 “Fondle those . Blast it, Prin . ” He stopped, took a deep breath, and started anew. “Those blasted cats are dangerous and you treat them like tame . ”
One of the magecats had crawled into Tessa’s lap and the other four were cuddled close. Her hands caressed them, soothed them, both without her conscious thought. Tessa looked down at them and smiled. But her smile faded when she turned her attention back to the huge man. He was truly frightened of the cats, and more frightened for her than for himself.
 “I don’t know what you see, but it is an illusion. These poor things have been treated very badly. They are Silvafells, from Winter, and gentle beasts, not much larger than house cats. Give me your hand and close your eyes.”
 Luther trusted her, that she knew beyond all doubt, but his fear was very strong—so strong that he believed the evidence presented by his own eyes over her words of reassurance. He took one slow step toward her, looking for all the world like a man who was going to his doom, and then breathed a sigh of pure relief when he received an unexpected reprieve when the door creaked open .
 He turned to watch the three slaves drag a tub across the stone floor, fill it from pottery jugs. Then he said, acting the proper servant, “Your bath awaits, Wizard Prin.” He made a small bow in her direction and then walked over to help the slaves position a screen around the copper tub they had filled with warm water. He checked the towels, the bathing crystals, and then ushered the slaves, except for Ima, out the door, closing it firmly behind them.
 Tessa eased the cat off her lap and stood, but she didn’t move away from the bed. Almost holding her breath, feeling little prickles of excitement inch their way slowly up her spine, she stood absolutely still and waited for whatever time it took for Ima to recognize her and to react to the knowledge. But her joy was too great to wait in silence. “Ima,” she whispered, “don’t you know me?”
 Starting at the sound, Ima looked, really looked, at Tessa for the first time. Shaking fearfully, she dropped the brushes she held, clasped both hands at her bosom, and gulped for air.
 Whether they came from fear are joy, Tessa had no way of knowing, but she did know the old woman’s weeping was real. As she watched, tears welled in Ima’s eyes, ran down her face, dripping from her quivering chin to lose themselves in the filthy, ragged tunic that didn’t come close to covering her bent body.
 But tears or not, Ima didn’t take a single step toward the princess. She just stared and finally ask, in a voice as ragged as her tunic, “Are you real? Or a haunting shade like your own mother?”
 “Real.” Tessa took a step away from the bed.
 If anything, Ima’s confusion grew worse. “Oh, my poor, sweet Tessa, what have they done to you?”

 “Nothing. I’m not a . ”
“This cannot be. My poor Tessa is dead. Killed by her own brother’s acts. Eaten by a dragon.”
 “No, I’m right . ”
Ima gulped, looked at Tessa again, and began to slowly crumple down, to fold in upon herself. It was almost as if her bones had turned to water, could no longer support her. Luther caught her before she reached the floor, lifted her up, and carried her to the bed. Tessa moved the cats aside so he could lay the woman down and then stood beside him as the waited for the old woman to return to their world.
 Sounding hesitant and unsure, Luther said, “Prin . ah . maybe it would be better if I explain about Herself and . Ima thinks you dead and . Seeing a shade, one that walks and talks, can be a bit disconcerting, don’t you think?” He grinned at her, and for that moment, his ruined face was almost young, nearly handsome.
 A smile tugging at her own lips, Tessa nodded a reluctant agreement and wander over to the table to inspect the food.
 That wasn’t good enough for Luther. “You bath is waiting. There’s a clean tunic and robe with the towels.”
 “Meaning,” she said, “you’d rather have me out of sight when you do your explaining.”
 It was Luther’s turn to nod. But he wasn’t finished giving suggestions. “Uh, Prin, you’d better take the cats and . ”
The thought of the cats’ hunger woke her own. The only enticements she needed were waiting. The cats were purring as they ate and Tessa was hidden away behind the screen, disrobed, and relaxing in the sweet scented water before she heard the soft murmur of two voices. It seemed an eternity before Ima came around the screen, took Tessa’s wet hand in her own, and held it against her warm cheek.
 “I’m sorry, love. I . I was there, in the village, with the rest of the slaves, when you walked into the tunnel and .  
“Oh, Tessa, I couldn’t even cry for you. I couldn’t . ” She swallowed hard before she said, “Nor for Harl when they . ”
“Harl? Why would you . ”
“He’s dead.” Ima spoke flatly, without inflection, but for some reason. Tessa’s mind refused to understand what was being said, or perhaps it just didn’t want to. Whatever it was, Tessa had to ask, “Dead? But . How?”
 Ima gripped Tessa’s hand a little tighter. “The High Priest ordered . Harl was carrying on like a crazy man and. He ran across the sand, tried to follow you into the Dragon Tunnel. It was quick, love. The first arrow pierced his heart.”
 Tessa had thought her tears has all been shed, her love for her brother gone, but she had been wrong on both counts. She still had enough love and enough tears left to ache in her throat, to blur her vision. But there was no time to mourn the fallen king, to remember the love and forget the pain. She had much to do and very little time to do it in.
 But nothing could be done before the morrow except plan—and, she told herself with a tired smile, groom the cats, doctor their hurts, eat something, and get some rest. She crawled out of the tub, Let Ima help her dress in clean wizard robes, and was chewing on a healthy bite of venison savory when the thought struck her. The thought that leaped, unbidden, from the bits and pieces of plans that swirled through her mind, drifting and shifting like leaves in the teeth of a winter wind.
 Swallowing the food, she said, “We have to have a ship.”
 Luther wasn’t following her mental leaps. “For what?” he asked, wrinkling his brow, looking at her like she had suddenly grown a horn in the middle of her forehead.
 It was so apparent, she couldn’t understand why he was questioning her. “To take the princesses and the rest of us to the Outer Isles, of course.”
 He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, took another drink of mead from the flagon, and then licked his lips. He was silent for a long moment, evidently thinking about what she had said. When he finally spoke, it was to bring up a new problem. “Okay, say you ask for a ship as part of your reward for ridding Summer of Herself, how are we going to get the princesses to the ship? You can’t bring them through the tunnel—they’d go crazy with fear.”
 “I don’t know,” she said, “but it has to be done.”
 The softness of his answer made it all the more frightening. “Yes, and soon.”
 ~
Assuming what she hoped was a wizard’s posture, hooded head bowed, hands tucked into the opposite sleeves of her robe, Tessa roamed the castle, examined every object in every room. Silently, scarcely nodding when spoken to, she walked the ramparts, wandered through the bailey, the guardrooms, the stables, as well as the castle proper. By the morning of the third day, she had searched the castle from top to bottom, from wall to wall, except for the king’s private quarters. And she had found nothing even faintly resembling the dragon’s Pearl of Knowing. And it had to be found if she was going to be able to save them from a death.
 She knew what she had to do next, and she knew what would happen if she were caught there. But it was the only place left and there was no time to hesitate. Waiting until King Mythorne was holding court, she went to her own quarters, found Luther and Ima and told them what she planned to do. Or rather, she warned them because if she were discovered, their deaths would surely come shortly after hers.
 Ima was close to tears when she said, “Love, you must not do this. There has to be some other way to fulfill your quest. I have just found you, I cannot bear to lose . ”
His broken face showing nothing of his own feelings, Luther put his hand on the old woman’s shoulder, gave it a quick squeeze, and his voice was very gentle when he interrupted. “We will do as you ask and wander down to the tunnel. We will escape safely if .  
“Are you sure? Is there no other way? Someplace you’ve overlooked?”
 Fear skittering on her skin, jumping along her frayed nerves, Tessa shook her head. She couldn’t trust her voice not to betray her, but there was still one final thing that had to be said. She whispered, “The cats. Take them with you. I will not have them mistreated more.”
 Then, without giving either of them another chance to dissuade her, Tessa pulled the door open, stepped out, and began her slow trek down the dim corridor and up the final stair that led to the king’s private quarters in the north tower. He feet made little scraping sounds on the stone, and her breathing sounded too loud in the stillness. A trickle of sweat inched down her spine, she expected to be discovered any moment, hauled before the king, and beheaded. 
Despite her fears, she reached the heavy door without mishap, eased it open and peered inside. The room was empty of human occupant. Magic wards wouldn’t see her, so she was safe on that account. She slipped in and pulled the door carefully closed behind her.
 Heart thumping madly. Scarcely daring to breathe. Tessa was inside, but there was no time to rest, to calm herself. She had to search, and search well. The royal chamber was round, and it was far from poverty-stricken. Colorful tapestries cover the walls. Thick rugs deadened even the shadows of sounds as she scurried across to the littered table that sat under one of the narrow slits that passed for windows.
 Hand-drawn maps, scrolls, drinking horns, jugs, and a heap of chains, brooches, arm bands, and other things she couldn’t name were heaped on the polished surface. Her hand trembling, she reached out shoved aside a bit of parchment, and caught her breath. Her quest was over.
 She whispered, “The Pearl of Knowing. I knew it had to be here. It was the only place . ” Her hand closed over it, and knowing it would relay to the dragon every word she said, Tessa brought the huge pink pearl close to her mouth and spoke quietly, “It’s me, Tessa. I have it, Your Grace. You can . ”
She stopped, listened. The murmur of voices and the sound of approaching footsteps were right outside the chamber door. “Someone is coming,” she whispered. “I have to hide.”
 Suiting action to her words, she ran to the large wardrobe—the only real hiding place in the room—and slide inside. Pulling the door nearly closed behind her, she was just a fraction short of being detected. And just in time to overheard a conversation centered on her upcoming demise. Which seemed to be scheduled as a court entertainment two days hence.
 Carefully, inch at a time, she eased the Pearl of Knowing into the deep pocket of her robe, but she didn’t dare wipe the sweat from her hands. Even that motion might betray her hiding place and move up the date of her execution. Besides that, she needed to hear what they were saying. She listened intently, but she didn’t hear anything to soothe her nerves, slow her heart, or give her hope for a bright future. Or even a very long one.
 The king’s lackey, whoever he was, said, “Sire, I entreat you. The Wizard Prin has upset the whole court with her poking and prying. Something has to be done, or, I fear, all the other mages will . ”
Whatever he was going to say was cut off by the king’s harsh, wheezing laughter.
 “‘Tis no laughing matter, Sire, as well you know. Without our wizards to guard our shores, we will just be a goose sitting here for the plucking. They want her disposed of, or they will find employment elsewhere. And, as they say, there are things worse than a dragon.”
 King Mythorne said, “Cease and desist this useless chatter. It will be as I have proclaimed. The great and mighty Wizard Prin rids us of the dragon in two days’ time and receives the Outer Isles Kingdom as her reward. Or she dies.”
 The other man said, “But, Sire, the Outer Isles is guarded by the shade of King Harl’s mother. She will allow no one to pass.”
 Laughing and wheezing as if he saw the whole thing as a great joke, the king said, “That is no concern of ours.”
 The lackey wanted to say more. “But, Your Majesty, Prin . ”
“This bores me. Call the jugglers to the great hall,” the king said coldly and then he laughed again as he added, “And have Wizard Prin brought before me.”
 “As you wish, Sire.”
 They left without more being said, slamming the heavy door on their way out.
 Unaware she had been holding her breath until her chest began to ache, Tessa let it out in a whoosh of sound. She pushed the wardrobe door open and started to step out. Her legs refused to hold her. She went down with a loud thump. Sat on the wardrobe floor amidst boots, old cloaks, and other rubbish and tried her best not to cry.
 But she couldn’t keep from whimpering a little. “Two days? I can’t . There’s too much to do and I . I can’t let them all die, but . What am I going to do now?”
 She gave herself a stern mental shake, knew she wasn’t going to accomplish anything by sitting on the floor and feeling sorry for herself. Struggling to her feet, she straightened her spine, and told herself, in no uncertain terms, that whatever she did, she sure wasn’t going to give up.
 Whatever the rest of the world might think to the contrary, she was still Tessa, Princess Royal of the Outer Isles. If she couldn’t save the dragon, Luther, Ima, the other princesses, and the five magecats, then no one could. With that thought firmly in place, she marched out of the royal chamber and down the tower stair, ready to face whatever had to be faced, and to face it without flinching.
 By the time she pushed open the door to her quarters, she had devised a plan. The room should have been empty—it wasn’t. Luther, Ima, and the Silvafells were there, but it was only too obvious that they were not there willingly. Nor were they alone.
 Tessa stopped just inside the door, stared at the guards, seven in all. Each wore a helm, had a shield strapped to his left arm, and carried a naked saber in his right. And every single one of them wore the smothering stench of wards, tokens, and various other smelly bits of magic gimmickry intended, no doubt, to protect them from the wrath of the mighty wizard Tessa was thought to be.
 Their leader, a burly man with fear plain in his eyes, stepped toward her, started to lift his weapon.
 Fear snarling in her stomach, drying her mouth, Tessa, with a boldness that surprised even her, forestalled him. A wizard at her most arrogant, she said, “Ah, yes, I assume you will be an adequate escort. I had expected better, but time is . ” She pointed a forefinger at Luther. “You, bring the female slave and the magecats. After I instruct the king as to my needs, I will have work for you.”
 Luther’s broken face held questions she did not dare to answer directly, so Tessa ignored the Guard leader’s attempt to speak, glared him into silence, and made further demands. “Must I do something arcane to make you move your laggard feet? I am ready to rid this fair land of the ravening beast. I would see your king, and I would see him now. Do you understand me? Or must I make my meaning clearer?”
 “N-no, ma’am. At once, ma’am.” 
The guard leader readied his troop to obey her command. Luther’s face lit with understanding. He didn’t pause or even hesitate when he bent and lifted three of the magecats, cradling them in his massive arms after nodding to Ima to take the others. The old woman’s face betrayed nothing of her feelings as she did as she was told.
 Accompanied as it was by the loud tramp of marching feet, naked sabers, and a host of worries, the trip to the great hall was almost beyond Tessa’s doing. But, even if her legs were shaking, her hands sweating, and her confidence ebbing like the tide, she didn’t dare show a hint of weakness. That would surely be the death of them all—and she wasn’t ready to accept that as their only future.
 Still, they reached the closed doors of the great hall all too soon to suit her. She took a deep breath when one of the guards flung the doors wide. She was ready to speak when the red-clad official banged his staff of office on the stone floor and started his official speech. “What miscreants do you . ”
Her chin high, her face well-hidden within the shadows of her hood, Tessa paced smoothly forward, stepped around the sputtering official, and addressed the king directly. “I am ready to name my reward and to do battle with the fierce and mighty beast that holds Summer in thrall.”
 King Mythorne straightened on his throne of ebon stone, peered down at her, and pursed his lips. Wheezing just a little, he nodded. It seemed pleasant enough until Tessa notice the same nod that greeted her also brought the archers to the ready, with every nocked arrow pointing directly at her body.
 She wasn’t sure which she wanted most: to faint dead away or to run as fast and as far as her trembling legs would take her. But, she wouldn’t even allow herself to flinch. She just stood there, her stance arrogant and proud, her silence demanding an answer. 
It wasn’t long in coming. He coughed, cleared his throat, and said, “I am king, and I will name the reward for riding my kingdom of the fiery dragon.” He coughed again. “And this I say to you, Wizard Prin, that reward will be no more or no less than the Outer Isles Kingdom, which is mine to confer.”
 Tessa bowed, just a quick inclination of her head, to show that she accepted his terms. But, there was something more she needed, and if she had to achieve it by trickery, that roused no sense of guilt in her. Her voice was firm when she said, “The dragon is a mighty adversary. She will battle fiercely. To lessen the death and carnage in your fair land, I would prefer to do battle with wits and magery from the deck of a ship. Since I do not have that option, I must ask that the village be emptied and as much of the castle as is . ”
King Mythorne interrupted. “There is a small ship in the harbor. It brought the Midsummer Sacrifice from the Outer Isles.”
 Joy leaped in her veins at how easily he had taken the bait, but she had to continue the pretense. She stood silent for a long moment, hoping she looked as if she were pondering the suitability of his offering. Then she nodded. 
The king gave further orders, the very orders she would have given if that were possible.
 “See the ship be made ready before this days dies. Man it with slaves that fool Harl sold us. I will not have my own subject maimed by the beast’s fire when Wizard Prin fails in her boast.” He smiled before he added, “A prideful boast that will see her dead at full dark on the morrow when she fails to rid Summer of the fell beast.”
 Tessa allowed herself a small answering smile as she bowed again, a little lower, this time. The king dismissed her with a wave of his wasted hand. As she started toward the door to the courtyard, with Luther and Ima following, she heard King Mythorne giving other commands.
 “Empty the village at once!” He said something more, something dealing with his own need to travel, but Tessa didn’t have time to stop and listen. Her plan required time, and she had none to spare.
 Stopping in the courtyard, she motioned Luther close, told him what needed to be done if they were the save the dragon, the princesses, the Silvafells, Ima, and themselves. She wasn’t fearful of being overheard, because all around them was chaos. Men were running, shouting, moving objects, and generally acting like men frightened out of their wits.
 Luther seemed not to hear the guards, drudges, and slaves as they hurried around, rushing to obey whatever orders were given by those in command. Orders they obviously hoped would keep them safe in the coming battle between the mighty wizard and the terrible dragon. The huge man had other concerns and he wasn’t shy about advancing them. When she had finished, he said, “You cannot do that. You are just a scarce-grown chit of a girl. What you propose is too dangerous for . ”
She knew she was being cruel when she interrupted with, “Does that mean you are willing to do it?”
 His voice was sad when he answered. “I could go in, but you know full well that I can’t walk back out through the tunnel.”
 She hadn’t meant to demean him, make him sadder than he already was, but certain things had to be done and done quickly. Things like taking the Pearl of Knowing to the dragon and rescuing the princesses. Still, Luther was her friend, possibly her only friend with any power. Besides that, she admired and trusted him more than she could say. Tessa put her hand on his shoulder, leaned closer still, and said what needed saying. “I’m sorry. When we get out of this mess, I will apologize properly and crown you King of the Outer Isles. But, for now, take Ima and the cats to the ship. Everyone is afraid to stop me, so I can go into the tunnel soon. But I must wait until the village is empty and darkness comes before I can start bringing the princesses out.”
 He tried to smile when he said, “So be it, Wizard Prin. I will be waiting at the tunnel mouth for your return.”
 Tessa’s hand dropped down from his shoulder to the head of one of the magecats he was holding. She swallowed hard, rubbed the small head, and was finally able to say what was foremost in her mind. “Walk with care. The king has no love for me and mine. I fear he fears magic so much that would almost rather see me dead than rid his land of . ”
Luther voice was soft when he said, “I will protect these small ones and the woman, Ima, with my life.” He leaned down, touched his cheek to her own, and whispered his own farewell. “Be care, my dearest princess, we will carry you in our hearts. And bid Herself a safe journey. I will miss her with every breath I take, but . ”
Tessa whispered, “She knows. She loves you, too.”
 Burdened with two of the Silvafells, Ima huddled close to Luther’s other side, and it was her terrified whisper that brought them back to the present. Made them ready themselves to face a future that held no guarantees of any kind.
 The old woman said, “Keep you face hidden, My Lady. They are bringing out the slaves from home to man the ship. They have been treated very badly since Harl sold them into slavery. They do not hold those of our Royal House in high regard.”
 ~
The sound of her hurrying steps chased her, surrounded her, ran ahead of her down the tunnel, but she was in too big a rush to give the noise any heed. The tunnel itself seemed shorter than she remembered it being, but Tessa was only puffing slightly when she reached the black walled valley and bounded up the stair to the dragon’s cave.
 She hadn’t been away from the valley long, but even in that short span of days, the dragon had grown in strength and health. Possibly because of the nourishing meals the magic kettle had given the cave dwellers, but more likely because now she had hope of ending her long exile, finding her way home.
 Seeing the magical creature again made Tessa’s heart beat a little faster, her breath catch in her throat, but despite that brief moment of fear, she was almost calm when she approached the dragon’s bed, made a real curtsy, and extended the huge Pearl.
 The dragon’s voice was no less beautiful when she said, “Princess Tessa, thee hast made me whole with thy courage and thy wit. I give thee my full thanks.” She looked at Tessa with great silver eyes, eyes that held nothing but caring and respect, and bowed her crested head. “I would be honored if thee would replace it in the golden net on the chain around my neck. That wast its home in the beginning.”
 Her fingers holding only the faintest of tremors, Tessa did as the dragon had asked. When the Pearl of Knowing was safely back where it belonged, Tessa sighed in relief before she sneezed, quite loudly, when the spice-scented smoke in the dragon’s exhaled breath tickled her nostrils. She retreated with some haste when the dragon began to glow almost as if she were lit from within. Rose-gold and beautiful beyond human expectation, she mantled her translucent wings and then settled down in the hollow her body had formed during her long years in the cave.
 And even her melodious voice held a warm glow when the great dragon spoke of her other concerns. “The poor princesses needs must be dowered, wed to kind and caring husbands.”
 Tessa nodded an agreement, but she didn’t speak because she didn’t know where the dragon’s thoughts were taking her.
 “I have treasure beyond counting.”
 It sounded as if the dragon were speaking to herself, or perhaps just thinking aloud. Once again Tessa waited in silence.
 The dragon spoke again. “My princess, the Pearl hast relayed thy talk with Luther. I knowest well thy plan to save us all. After we stage our mock battle and I fly away in defeat, this place wilt, mayhap, be deserted. Men wilt come, at the king’s command, too loot and pillage. I wouldst, by choice, leave nothing of value for the coffers of that evil and greedy king.” 
Tessa knew she had to speak, but she didn’t know what she could do to fulfill the dragon’s wish. It would be difficult enough to get the other princesses back through the tunnel without worrying about the treasure. Still, if she was going to keep her promise to care for the princesses, crown Luther king, and rebuild the Outer Isles, she would need what the dragon seemed to be offering. She knew the need, but the “how” to bring it about escaped her.
 As far as that went, she didn’t even know how she was going to manage getting the princesses to through a magic-haunted maze that was so frightening it had turned Luther into a craven with its force.
 Almost as if she could read Tessa’s thought—and now that she had her Pearl of Knowing back, maybe she could—the dragon solved several of Tessa’s problems with only a few words. But, when that was done, she added another worry, only a small one. Or, at least, Tessa hoped it was.
 “The other princesses art bespelled,” the dragon said. “They wilt gladly goest wither thou leadest, all the while thinking ‘tis only a dream. Each one is bedecked in gems and gold. Each wilt carry her own dower price from the treasure. But, Princess Tessa, I fearest thou needs must make more trips than one with them in tow. Thou canst not manage them otherwise.”
 Tessa thought she should ask why, but she didn’t. She just accepted the dragon’s words as truth and nodded. “It shall be as you wish, Your Grace.”
 The dragon stirred restlessly, dribbled small puffs of smoke from her mouth, and then nodded her own head. “‘Tis safer so, but thou must hurry them on their way as soon as darkness falls. A storm of light and noise comes, and its killing light wilt surely betray thee and the others.”
 The dragon voice held an unmistakable warning. The day was rapidly drawing to a close, and Tessa thought it would be full dark before she got the first group through the tunnel and delivered them into Luther capable hands. When she had said as much and started to turn away, to go to the princesses’ bower and bring some of them forth to begin their journey out of the labyrinth, the dragon stopped her.
 “Thou hast done me a great service, Tessa, Princess Royal of the Outer Isle, and I wouldst repay thee in some small measure. The remaining treasure is great. What wilt thy take as thine own?”
 Tessa didn’t want to think of treasure. She wanted only to get the princesses to the ship, send the dragon on her way, and go home to the Outer Isles. But just thinking of her homeland made her know what she needed to make that land complete.
 “Your Grace, when all is the, the Outer Isles Kingdom is mine again, but I can never reign because, as you told me, I am dead, eaten by a dragon. But, to survive, a kingdom must have a king and . ”
The dragon’s voice was soft with wonder. “Art thou truly asking for a crown to place on the head of my dear one?”
 “Luther will make a wise and noble king, Your Grace, and will govern the kingdom far better than it has been governed for a very long time.”
 “And what of thee, my dearest princess? What wilt thou do?”
 Tessa laughed softly, even if it was a private joke, one that only a few would ever know, it still tickled her fancy. “I shall be the king’s mighty wizard.”
 The dragon chuckled at the jest, sending out small spurts of fire-laced smoke.
 “And, Your Grace, I will be the Royal Matchmaker for a bevy of beautiful and mysterious princesses. All sent from foreign land for the sole purpose of me seeing them most suitably wed.”
 A moment of silence followed, and the dragon was no longer laughing when she broke it. “And thou wilt do just that, wilt thee not, my princess?”
 It was a question Tessa could ask with fierce and total sincerity. “Yes, Your Grace. They deserve no less.”
 They spoke briefly of the coming battle, made a few plans, and then darkness came in, began to veil the mouth of the cave. The dragon still had a need, one that only Tessa could fill. “Princess, thou has done so much that I . ” she hesitated, sighed a smoky sigh, and then, speaking very softly, she confessed to a final secret, one that carried a request nestled in its heart.
 “Thou doest not know the whole truth concerning my maiden flight. My people call it a Name Search. I have no name, Princess Tessa, and I canst not go home without one.”
 Tessa didn’t know what the dragon wanted from her. She had told King Mythorne she knew the dragon’s name, but that had been nothing less than a full-fledged lie. “Your Grace, I . ”
Interrupting her, the dragon said, “The Pearl of Knowing says thee and only thee knowest my true soul name. Wilt thou give it into my keeping?”
 One name shone bright in Tessa’s mind, and it wasn’t the name of a dragon. Her mother had told her a story about a wonderfully wise woman who valued honor and love more than her own life. The dragon surely did that, but . ” 
“Yes, my princess, the Pearl says that is the one. I beg thee come close, whisper it in my ear.”
 Tessa wanted to do just that, but she had one question to ask first, one that had to be answered before the mock battle they were to stage on the morrow. “I would not have others know if . Will knowing your true name give anyone power over you?”
 Chuckling softly, the dragon said, “No, child. Thee canst shout it to all and none wilt gain any power.”
 Thunder rolled in the distance. Night had come, bringing with it a summer storm. Time was running out. That thought took hold in Tessa’s mind, and all else fled. She knew she had to get the other princesses through the tunnel and to the ship before the storm broke. If not, she might not be able to conceal their presence from the soldiers of Summer. She turned away from the magical beast and started toward the princesses’ bower, but the dragon’s sad question halted her.
 “I have waited long and with utmost patience, but now excitement claws at me. Dear Princess, I canst not rest until I know. Wilt thee don give me my true name before thee hurry forth?”
 Feeling an instant shame for making the dragon suffer more and needlessly, Tessa went back, rested her hand on the iridescent scales of the dragon’s neck, leaned close, and whispered the name.
 “My thanks, sweet princess, thee hast gifted me with a treasure beyond gold and gems. I am eternally in thy debt and will come at thy hour of need no matter the distance between us.”
 It was a vow given in honor and respect. Tessa did not lessen its value by refusing to accept it. She said, “You are most kind, Your Grace. And know that as long as Luther is King of the Outer Isles and I am wizard, you will always find welcome and shelter in that land.”
 “I give thee thanks, child, now hurry.”
 Tessa was herding half of the jewel-ladened, sleepy-eyed princesses toward the outside before the great dragon spoke again. ““The spell is strong, it will hold until they step upon the shore of the Outer Isles. That is the final gift I can give them, but for thee there is nothing, no sleep, no rest, no magic, but I wilt have food awaiting thy return. Travel quickly, the storm grows in strength and wilt soon unleash its fury against the Land of Summer.”
 Giving her a quick smile, Tessa took her charges out of the cave, down the stair, and into the tunnel. It was a journey made without incident, but it was far too slow to suit Tessa. She was relieved to find Luther waiting at the tunnel exit, but could bare take time to exchange the news, tell him she had to go back for the others, and to watch the lightning dance across the western sky. From the sound of the thunder, the storm was definitely closer. And it looked to be a bad one. Impatient to get the job done, she turned, but Luther detained her with one more worry.
 “I fear we will have trouble with the slaves before this is done. Ima wants to tell them you still live. She said they loved you more than . ”
She couldn’t take time to solve the problem. It would have to wait until they reached the Outer Isles and the slaves could be freed. “Do what you think best.” She ran back into the tunnel before he could say anything more. Running until she dripped with sweat, was barely able to breathe, and was bent and hurting from a stitch in her side, Tessa stopped for a moment’s rest and then ran again.
 Lightning flashes and their loud, rumbling companions greeted her when she ran into the valley and made for the stair. Tessa was so intent on her task that she barely heard them.
 Inside the cave, the dragon waited, commanded her to rest a moment, and eat some stew. Tessa obeyed, and she listened while she ate. Although the savory blend of meat and vegetables was nourishing, she was almost too tired to give thanks when the dragon told her how she planned to keep King Luther and the mighty Wizard Prin from further want.
 “The princesses left much more treasure than they took. I wouldst not have it so. If thee wouldst refill and close the chests and casks, I canst bespell them and deliver them and the magic kettle to the ship.”
 Tessa was too weary to argue. She just did as she was asked and then rounded up the remaining princesses. Before she left, she made a final curtsy and said her farewells to the dragon. The princess was both awed and humbled when she looked at the incredibly beautiful rose-gold dragon who seemed to have grown in both size and beauty since she had regained the Pearl and had been named.
 “Good-bye, Your Grace, I wish you a safe journey and . ” her voice broke just a little but she managed to finish the words of blessing, “and a glad reunion with your family.”
 “I give thee thanks, my brave and honorable princess, but alas, I canst not give thee what thou hast lost.”
 They both knew she referred to Tessa’s mother and brother, but neither said the words. Tessa just blinked back tears, nodded her head, tightened her grip on the crown she had chosen for Luther, and herded the unknowing princesses out into the stormy night. Thunder cracked. Lightning flashed. Rain poured. But she got the princesses down the stair and into the tunnel without any real problem.
 It was quiet inside the tunnel, almost too quiet. Oppressively so. It was if something dire and deadly was just waiting to happen. Almost desperate to get them through the maze and onto the ship, Tessa did her best to hurry the silent princesses. Despite her best efforts, the walked at their own slow pace.
 The night was nearly gone before they reached the end of the tunnel. Leaving them within, Tessa stepped out into the storm. Thunder roared, but except for the flashes of lightning, it was dark and wet from the rain that fell in torrents. She stayed out less than a minute, called his name softly, but Luther wasn’t waiting. Neither was anyone else. She was soaked to the skin when she went back in to fetch the princesses. Soaked, weary, and frightened. But, Luther or not, she still had to do what she intended doing.
 If her plan had any chance of working, she had to get the princesses onto the ship and it out into the harbor so she could stage the battle with the dragon. Still docile, mindlessly sleeping, the very wet princesses followed Tessa through the deserted village and onto the stone dock.
 The rain was unabated, but the storm seemed to be moving on, taking with it most of the thunder and lightning. But the absence of storm noise only made the shouting aboard the ship all the more frightening. Time was running too fast, whatever was happening had to be stopped, or at least delayed until after the battle. Leaving the silent princesses standing on the dock, Tessa climbed the rain-slick gang plank and tried to make sense of the shouts.
 Torches, guttering and flaring in the downpour, gave garish light to what had all the aspects of an insurrection. One that had Luther backed up against a bulkhead, facing a mob of angry shouters.
 Her wizard robes sodden, her temper unleashed, Tessa stepped forward, lifted her hand high, high enough that the jeweled crown she still held flashed fire in the uncertain light.
 Her shout was louder, and it held far more authority and anger. “Hold!”
 The shouts died to a mutter. The crowd turned to face her. Tessa didn’t bother pushing back her hood, she just shoved her way through the crowd until she was at Luther’s side. She gave him a terse order. “Kneel!”
 Looking totally confused, he knelt at her feet. Glaring at the rest of the assembly, she sat the crown on his head, and made her announcement. “When I defeat the dragon in the coming battle, Outer Isles will be mine. As is my right, I name this man my king. Arise, King Luther and greet your subjects. Tell them, as is your right, that when the fearsome dragon is gone and we reach their home shores that they will be freed.
 Luther looking as dazed and weary as she felt, did as she asked. Giving her fearful looks, the slaves accepted him as ruler and obeyed without question when he ordered them to bring the rest of the princesses aboard and man the oars.
 It wasn’t a quick journey, but they were well away from the dock when the rain cloud passed, giving the morning sun full sway. Toweled dry and outfitted in a new green wizard robe, one that flowed and fluttered dramatically at the whim of a brisk wind, Tessa took her place on the deck of the ship.
 Standing tall, looking first toward the shore, making sure the soldiers and minions of the king and priests were gathered to witness the event, Tessa lifted both hands toward the sky and shouted her battle cry. “Vellamunda! I call your name and demand you obey me. Vellamunda, come! Meet your master!”
 Glowing with inner fire, shooting great gouts of flame from her mouth, the dragon flew straight out of the rising sun, swooped down toward the ship. The slaves screamed, fell to the deck, covered their heads with their arms, and begged for mercy.
 The princesses were below decks with Ima and the Silvafells. Only Luther remained at Tessa’s side, a proud Luther who wore his kingship well. He looked up at the dragon and spoke his own private farewells as she, wings flapping, still shooting fire, hovered above them long enough to allow the spelled treasure to drift to the deck beside them. All while she writhed and twisted as if she were trying to escape Tessa’s power.
 She hissed and snarled, sounded as if she were going to explode with fury, but when she spoke, it was to Luther and Tessa alone. “Fare thee well, my dear one. I will miss thee and love thee for the rest of my days.”
 He bowed his crowned head, took in a gulp of air, and was finally able to speak. “And I will love you.”
 Still twisting and fighting, putting on a good show for the watchers on the shore, the dragon gave Tessa a priceless gift of parting. “My princess, thy mother’s shade knows of thy honor and thy deeds of valor and she knows joy. She needs haunt no more, but she wouldst see thee one final time. Look, my dearest of princesses, and know thy mother’s true heart.
 Tessa smelled the magic, felt its tug, and she looked, harder than she had ever looked in her short life. And faintly, as though in a dream, she saw her mother’s face, saw her smile, and saw her lips shape words of love. She knew the words, but could not hear the sound.
 The vision faded, or perhaps the tears that filled Tessa’s eyes made seeing impossible. The sweet-smelling magic faded and it was time for Tessa to do what she had to do to keep them all safe.
 Lifting her hands higher still, making vaguely arcane gestures, she put an end to an honorable dragon’s long exile and sent her home. “Be gone from these shores, Vellamunda! I command it.”
 Tessa’s eyes were still too full of tears to see the rose-gold dragon leap into the sky, climb to an impossible height, and vanish. But tear-blind eyes couldn’t stop her ears from hearing the dragon’s farewell song, a song of joy eternal and gladness beyond all knowing.
 – THE END –
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 Until recently, Patricia Lucas White, an award-winning author and noted wizard, dwelled in the wilds of the Oregon Cascades with her family, a wereweazel, and two pet dragons. Pat was taken from us in July 2009. We miss her greatly, but we know something that comforts us: Wizards never really die, they simply relocate. We’ll see you down the road, Pat.
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