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     Long ago and far away, in a land of soaring mountains across the beautiful blue skies stood a palace, shining brilliantly atop a hill.  Below the palace lay a verdant-green meadow spotted with neat, little cottages surrounding a glimmering, emerald-colored lake.  People worked hard but were happy.  The village had three or four small stores, which were always filled with goods from merchants who traded from across the ocean.

      Nothing seemed unusual about this day, except the wind from the north that chilled the air, in the early afternoon.  So the village people were scurrying around to finish before the sun set.  The palace guards mounted their black stallions for the usual evening march, circling the palace grounds.

    Suddenly one guard called out for the others to come.  Below him lay a small basket, with a letter attached to the blanket inside.  One guard quickly dismounted his horse and grabbed the letter.  "This letter is for the king," he said, clearing his throat.  Then he stooped to his knees to examine the small basket that lay before the palace's main gate.  Inside the basket lay a tiny baby, sound asleep, quite unaware of being abandoned alone in the cold, evening air.  "It's a small infant!" the guard exclaimed. "Take my horse, while I carry this basket to the king," he commanded another guard. 

 "I'm sorry, sir, but I think that we must call the palace nurse.  Suppose the baby has a disease and was placed here as a trick to infect the palace and even the king," questioned the second guard.

  The first guard uncovered the baby and looked at it skeptically.  The baby awoke with beautiful, blue eyes that twinkled at the guard.  "I'll take this child to the king.  No child this beautiful could possibly have a disease."  He walked away, carrying the basket.  Though the baby was awake, not a whimper or a sound did it make.

     The guardsman cautiously approached the king's chambers.  One of the king's ministers met him at the door and the guard explained about finding the basket and the note.  He told about the other guard's concern that he first take the baby to the king's nurse but he took all responsibility for taking the baby and the letter to the king himself.  The minister took the letter, vanishing behind the enormous doors to the king's chambers. The unusually high winds howled through the windows of the corridor.  No other sounds were heard for what seemed like  hours to the guard, as he held the basket and watched the baby moving its tiny fingers to clutch the blanket.

    Finally, the huge doors opened and the king, himself, came to meet him. "You have done well, my guard is wise to think for himself," praised the king.  He took the basket and told the guard to bring the nurse. 

   "Who could the mother be to leave such a beautiful child?" questioned the king. 

   "Perhaps, she could not take care of it properly and wanted the child to have a better life, hoping for your benevolence in raising a future peasant in royal surroundings,"  replied one of the king's ministers. 

   "Quite true, wise minister, I think you are right.  However, we will take care of this child until we can find the mother.  Then we will deal with her severely.  Word will reach the people and they will favor a king who bestows charity on one so very young and helpless.  This will be good.  I will become very popular."

    The nurse arrived, stunned by what she saw.  "Take care of this small child," ordered the king. "She was abandoned at the palace wall tonight.  So give her the best care until we can locate her mother."  

     The nurse gently held the tiny baby and patted her back.  "Oh, how wonderful, indeed, now your baby princess will have a playmate!"  she exclaimed. 

     The king shook his head, "No, surely we will not have this child that long.  The mother must be found." 

    "Yes sir, this is true," the nurse hesitated,” but until then, this baby will  receive my best care."  She excused herself with the baby, as the king watched them disappear down the long corridor.  The king stood silent.

    Word spread quickly throughout the land about the king and the  small infant, who had been abandoned and was growing more beautiful every day.  Townspeople gossiped about who he could possibly be.

 People knew very little about the new king, except that he was the  younger brother of the former king .  He became the new king soon after his brother, the popular, first king had died in battle, or so it was told.  The townspeople had also loved the queen of the first king, who had mysteriously disappeared shortly after her husband's death.  So now the townspeople were watching the new king with a good deal of skepticism, for so much tragedy had seemed to befall him.  First, he lost his brother, then shortly after becoming king, his wife, the new queen, had died quite soon after giving birth to their first, baby girl.  So why would anyone want to leave a baby to an unknown king, who had no wife and already had a young daughter himself, who clearly seemed to be having such misfortune and perhaps was even cursed?     "Strange, indeed, that so much has happened in the kingdom land," remarked one peasant lady to another peasant friend, as they stood gossiping about the situation. 

    "Yes, very true.  First we lose our dear king in battle, then our dear queen disappears, " answered the other lady. 

    "Yes, so unusual, then the king's brother  becomes heir to the throne, and really we don't know anything about the fellow."

    "But truly tragic was the king having a baby daughter so soon and losing his wife during the birth," sighed the second peasant lady.  

     "Sad, truly dreadful, and I never really got a good look at the new queen. He certainly has had his share of bad luck, if you know what I mean. Do you think he is truly kind and generous to take in the infant child left at his palace gate without even knowing anything about her?" speculated the first lady.

     "Well, it just might mean that, but could it be that he just wants to find favor with the villagers?  I've heard he is looking for the young infant's mother and wants to punish her severely for abandoning her small child." 

     "Ah, yes,  I have heard that too, but do you not wonder yourself, who the child's mother could be?  Could she perhaps be a criminal or someone just passing through who could not care for one so small?" asked the first peasant lady not expecting an answer.

     And so went the talk of the village people, wondering what kind of mother could just leave her beautiful baby in a basket.  People in the kingdom had never heard of anything so unusual. In  desperation, the king even posted an enormous reward for anyone who could lead him to the mother.  News traveled far and wide, but no one knew who could have done such a dreadful thing.  Time passed, and there was less talk. In fact, most of the town's people even forgot about the abandoned child.

     Instead, everyone was talking about the king's own daughter, the precious, but spoiled, little princess. 

    "How very gorgeous is this child with her hair as bright red as a blazing flame and eyes greener than our emerald lake," exclaimed one young woman who tried to keep up with everything that happened in and around the  palace.  Well-known was the princess's collection of toy bears.  Whenever  visitors came to the palace, they had to see  the collection.  Never had anyone ever seen such a sight!  Her room was covered with hundreds and hundreds of soft, cuddly stuffed bears. Each bear had been hand sewn with the finest of true fur, laced in silk ribbons all different colors, which had been brought to the king from merchants from faraway lands. 

      Can you imagine what the princess's first word was?  Probably you guessed it...bear, of course.  The little princess would spend hours naming her bears, trying to count them,(but usually becoming too tired to finish), and she loved holding them close to her, eating with them, and talking to them.  But strangely enough, the bears could not talk back to her, and the bears could not hold her, eat with her, or really play with   her. 

 The little princess became lonely and sad.  No one could understand how such a darling little child who had everything imaginable could possibly be so unhappy.  So people gave her more bears and more bears, but still the little princess couldn't smile.  She began pushing her meals away and not eating  even a bite.  She became thinner and paler.  Her nurse tried everything, to help her.  But nothing seemed to work.

     So, one day, the nurse came to the king.  "Your majesty, I need to discuss your daughter's health with you.  She is four years old and I think she is lonely for other children.  She needs companionship near her own age.  Right here inside your palace, I think you have a cure for your daughter's plight."

     "My daughter's health is your employment, nurse, and you are responsible for giving her everything and anything that pleases her and will keep her healthy.  For she must be a strong woman one day to be the queen of such a land as this."

     "Quite so, sir, and that is why I want to ask your permission to bring the little girl, we named Tessy, to her.  She has become a lovely little girl, healthy, talkative, and happy.   I think she would be an excellent playmate for your daughter.  May I have your permission to try this and see if it will cheer up our princess?"

     "My daughter is of royal blood.  Who is this Tessy you speak of, as if she belongs to the royal family?  Perhaps she has no parents  at all, and if they were criminals, who knows what kind of a person she might really be?" the king huffed gruffly.

     "I will take complete responsibility, your majesty.  Please  trust my judgment and understand my sincere concern for the princess.  I think time is of the essence, because your daughter is not eating and is becoming thinner and frailer by the day," the nurse  pleaded.  "And Tessy is not of criminal parents. In fact, I will put my very own life on the line here.  Tessy will help your daughter,  because Tessy's heart is full of love and I think you will be pleased."

     "Very well, nurse,” the king said seriously, "but if this fails,  and my daughter's health does not improve, I hold you responsible, with you own life."

     The very dedicated nurse loved the king's daughter. Taking care  of the little princess was her life, so she did not hesitate a second.  She thanked the king and excused herself graciously. She knew that if she failed, she would be executed for not doing her job.  This is how life was long ago, so you see, people's lives were their jobs.  So they put their heart and soul into their work, and as a result, people made good decisions with very few mistakes.  

     The nurse wasted no time seeking the young child, Tessy, and explaining to her what she was going to do.  "Little Tessy, you are going to meet the princess today," the nurse told her kindly,” and you must dress now in your prettiest dress.  Let's see," the nurse hesitated while she viewed Tessy's limited wardrobe.  "Well, this dress will have to do, though I don't think it is really special enough for such an occasion. But beautiful clothes won't  make the princess happy. She needs a playmate, and you will be just perfect."

     "Tessy, it is you that is so beautiful, your smile and your twinkling eyes. Your sweetness is enough to cheer up even the king, the ole grouch, oops, Tessy, I'm nervous, and talking too much. I shouldn't have called him that.  You just forget that word." All the while she was talking, she was helping Tessy get dressed.  Finally, she was ready to meet the princess.  The nurse combed her soft, black curls and stood back a bit to look at her.      What a beautiful little girl, fair skin, but rosy cheeks, dimples and the biggest smile you have ever seen.  "I'm ready?" asked Tessy.  "Can we go now?" 

    The nurse smiled,” Yes, let's go play with the princess."

    Tessy stood at the doorway of the princess's enormous playroom. Her blue eyes opened wide and she gasped for breath. Never had she seen so many toys, especially bears.  If there had been toy stores in those days, surely this would have outdone them all.  She stood and looked around the room for a minute, somewhat puzzled.  "Where is the princess?" she asked, not even commenting on the amazing room of toys and bears.  Tessy had expected the princess to be playing or waiting for her at the door, dressed like a princess, maybe even wearing a specially-made crown.  The nurse stood silently thinking it best to let Tessy be on her own with the princess.

    Tessy walked up to a much-too-big bed, covered with exquisite, white-laced fluffy comforters, stuffed on each side with pillows larger than herself.  "Excuse me, is someone in that bed?" Tessy asked. 

      No one answered immediately. Then all of a sudden the silence was broken by a small child's little sigh, "Go away, I don't want company". 

    Tessy stood on her tiptoes and saw what appeared to be a small, little figure curled up amidst the coverlets, putting them over her head.  "Get up," Tessy demanded, not paying any attention to the impoliteness of the little princess.  At the same time, she pulled herself up onto the bed and crawled over to the little princess,  gently uncovering her head. 

     The princess opened her eyes and said with a very weak, tired voice,” Who are you?"

     "I am Tessica Maria, your new playmate, but you can just call me Tessy, I like that better. What is your name?  I surely won't want to call you princess when we're playing."

     The princess waited a few seconds to answer. "I am the little princess, that is all you need to know..."  She gave it some more thought, realizing that she was being quite rude. "Well, actually, my real name is Carmalyn Elena, but I don't like my name."

   "Oh, I do!" Tessy reassured her. "Carmalyn is a wonderful name  for  a princess.  But I would like to just call you Carma, if you wouldn't mind."

    "Whatever," the little princess rolled back under the covers, and Tessy could barely hear what she said next.  "I don't feel very well today, why don't you go now?"

     Tessy didn't answer or move, so the little princess thought  probably the best way to get rid of her would be to invite her back.  "Maybe I will feel better tomorrow, so why don't you come back then?"

    The nurse who had been watching all along came and took Tessy by    the hand, leading her out of the princess's room.  When they were well out of ear's distance, the nurse whispered, "I think she liked you."   

     For a child so young, who had been raised under such circumstances without a mother, Tessy had an enormous amount of confidence.  "I really don't think Carma feels very happy.  I think I know just the way to cheer her up!" Tessy glowed with excitement as she spoke.

    The next day didn't come soon enough for Tessy, and she was ready before she had even had her breakfast.  "Let's have breakfast with the princess," suggested Tessy.  The nurse told her that might not be a good idea, but Tessy insisted.  So servants brought trays for the girls to the princess's room. With a good bit of persuasion, the nurse helped the little princess down  to a small table which faced a bright picture window, overlooking  the mountains and green meadows.

   "I really like your room, Carma," said Tessy, trying to make   conversation. "But what I like best is your beautiful view from this window. Don't you think it would be fun to climb to that highest peak?" she asked as she pointed to the mountains with such enthusiasm,

     Carma felt compelled to answer. "Well, not really, I would be too tired," sighed the little princess.

     "Oh, dear, you are not sick, are you?" asked Tessy.

     "I'm not sure, I just don't feel good, and the nurse doesn't have any medicine for what I think I have," answered the princess, as she spread her food around the plate to make it look as though she had at least eaten a few bites.  Then she started coughing, but Tessy ignored her and just gobbled down her breakfast.

     "Well, one time I was sick," said Tessy, barely chewing up the food in her mouth before she spoke.

     "Really?" the little princess couldn't believe that she even  knew the word 'sick', because she seemed so happy and healthy.

     "Oh, yes, but I think it was being sad."

     Now Tessy had really gotten the princess's attention, because Tessy looked as though B Cshe B Chad never been sad a day in her life. "Well, tell, me about it," Carma almost demanded.

     "See, it has no name and there isn't any medicine for it.  But it's really, really serious," her eyes grew wider and wider and her voice became softer and softer.  "You see it's like you're missing  somebody, but you don't know who you are missing..." Tessy paused for a second.  "See, I was missing my mother, like maybe you miss yours, even though we never knew them. I don't know if my mother is alive or what, and I certainly wonder why she didn't want me.  But of course, your mother wanted you and that is different, but I know you must miss her sometimes."

    A tiny tear rolled down the princess's cheek.  She said nothing.   So Tessy continued talking in such a grownup way, "Oh, no, I don't want to make you sad, I'm so terribly sorry, Carma," Tessy  apologized.

    "You didn't make me sad.  I just didn't know anyone else might have ever felt this way before," the little princess began talking.  She talked and talked, telling Tessy all about every  bear in her room, their names and about everyone who had given them to her. 

    After quite a conversation, the nurse came and interrupted them. "I think this has been quite long enough for today's visit, girls.  Come on Tessy, it is time now to leave," she took her hand in the usual manner, but this time, the little princess didn't just sit there.

     "Come back tomorrow, Tessy, I'll have a surprise for you!" Then she followed them to the door and watched them walk away.

    The nurse squeezed Tessy's hand and whispered in her ear. "I know why you came to us now, to help the little princess."  Tessy was glad that she and the little princess would be good friends, but deep in her heart, she knew that was not why she had come.

Chapter 2

The next morning Tessy visited the little princess again, barely able to hold back her excitement and anticipation of what the little princess's surprise could possibly be.  The little princess was waiting at the door for her new, little friend, holding a very large box.

     "What took you so long?" the princess asked.

Tessy was so delighted to see Carma already out of bed, standing  bright-eyed and though still much too thin, almost radiant with new, rosy color. "The sun, Carma. It didn't want to wake up this  morning, I guess.  What on earth do you have in that box?  Is this my surprise?"

"Yes, and I must tell you, I can't keep secret about surprises for very long," the little princess answered as she handed Tessy the box to open.

Tessy wasted no time, discarding the lid, to look inside, and unfolded a lacy, light pink dress.  She held it up to her and danced gleefully around the room, pinching it to her shoulders. "Oh, thank you, Carma, I just love it!" Tessy exclaimed with obvious appreciation.

"But that's not all that's in the box, look again, Tessy," the little princess said with a touch of impatience.

Yes, she was right, because under the dress was a bright, red, silk scarf.  When Tessy pulled it from the box, she saw a porcelain doll underneath, dressed in a dress from the same material as the one the little princess had just given her.  The  doll had red hair, just like the little princess but was rather unusual looking, because it had no face.  Tessy took the doll in her arms and carried it to the enormous, picture window for more light.  "Why, thank you, Carma, I don't have any dolls.  But why doesn't she have a face?"

"Well, see, the doll was made for me by one of the greatest doll makers, who came to visit me, before he designed the doll. When the doll was finished and sent to me, it had no face, but a note from the doll maker was attached to the dress."

 Tessy began reading the note, "When I came to visit you, to see how you looked, little princess, your face was much too pale and sad to copy and paint onto the doll I made for you.  I still wanted to send her to you, though. Her dress and hair, I think are especially exquisite. Please send for me when you are feeling well again, so that  I can finish the doll's face,"     The little princess continued, "So, anyway, I want to give the doll to you.  We have sent word to the doll maker, and he will come paint my new, happy face on her.  But I wanted you to see her both ways, to remember that I was like her, before I met you."

Tessy rarely was at a loss for words, but this was indeed an exception.  She thought several minutes before she spoke, and then spoke slowly and softly, "Carma, you are going to be my very  best friend, forever and ever."  The little princess knew that by the way Tessy spoke, that she was completely sincere.

"You will be mine too," the little princess assured Tessy.

The two young girls played for several hours, laughing and talking, and trying on the princess's clothes, until the princess seemed to become tired.  So, the nurse once again took Tessy by the hand to let the little princess rest, as they both promised each other they would play again the next day.

In those times, promises were always kept.  The two young girls shared many mornings and afternoons playing until they both were completely exhausted.  The little princess became stronger and healthier. The weeks and months passed by quickly, as time has a way of doing when one is happy. 

 The two girls became practically inseparable. In fact, the little princess wouldn't do anything unless Tessy was with her. Tessy was there when she got her new pony and there when she took her riding lessons.  Tessy sat beside her at special dinners and events, even when royalty or important visitors from other countries came to visit the palace.  Even the king became quite fond of Tessy, who could graciously and eloquently converse with even the kings and queens who came to the palace to visit.  Tessy had never been shy, and because she loved to read, became quite precocious.  Tessy didn't know any other life, than the one she had become quite used to at the palace.  To Tessy, people were just people, so why should she be worried or shy in the presence of royalty or important visitors.  Tessy's pure heart and sincere manner won her many friends and admirers.

When the girls were not together, Tessy spent hours alone reading and studying.  The little princess enjoyed listening to her read and tell about her books, and the new things she was learning,  However, she, herself, was not terribly interested in  learning to read yet. 

     In her spare time, the little princess liked to dance and  shop for new dresses for herself and Tessy, who didn't care too much about clothes.  Even though there were no stores, merchants and dress makers would visit the palace with pictures and gorgeous fabrics for her to select.  The two girls were very close to being the same size, so the little princess, would usually try on the clothes for both of them to be fitted with perfection. The little princess always unselfishly shared her clothes with Tessy, who wore them with a good deal of appreciation, but never became very attached to that sort of thing.

 The doll maker came one day and had painted a likeness of the little princess's face on the doll for Tessy.  Tessy loved and treasured the doll with all her heart.  The only other treasures were her books, pens, and writing paper.

On the princess's tenth birthday, the king commanded that the princess be given a tremendous celebration.  Invitations were sent abroad, plans were made, and all the palace servants were busy day and night, preparing for the royal birthday party.  The little princess, herself, was hustling about having dresses made and sampling the special food that would be served.  Many letters and gifts arrived at the palace daily, to wish the princess a happy birthday.  Surely, this was the happiest time of the little princess's life, and Tessy was right by her side helping her. She was almost as excited as the little princess.  Tessy read the letters and guest list to Carma over and over, to make sure no one was forgotten. 

One day, only a few days before the party, a package for the princess arrived, with instructions: "Do not open until the party." A talkative servant had taken the package from a merchant who had made several toy bears for the young princess in times past.  So, naturally, as talk had it, probably this package contained a new toy bear for the little princess's collection.

     Since the day of the birthday celebration was drawing close, Tessy was very concerned about what she could give the princess.  When she discussed this with the nurse, she was given permission to ride into town with some servants to perhaps do some shopping.  Tessy rarely had been out of the palace, except to accompany the  little princess with her riding lessons.  So, this trip seemed quite exciting. 

 Tessy searched throughout the village for something appropriate enough to give her best friend.  The shops were very small, and the merchandise was limited.  Nothing looked like anything one would want to give a princess for her tenth birthday.  So Tessy began talking to the people and asking for ideas.  People were quite friendly and tried to be helpful, because they knew who Tessy was, and they liked all that they had heard about her.  But  no one seemed to know what to give the little princess for such an occasion. Tessy was not the kind to become discouraged easily, so she just kept asking and talking to the townspeople.     Finally, she noticed a lady wrapped snuggly in a shawl, that covered her head.  Her starry-blue eyes looked piercingly at her, and that was all Tessy could see of the lady's  face.  She stood by a flower stand and had roses of all colors, as well as rose bushes for sale.  Tessy wondered over to her and explained to her what she was looking for, then asked the lady in the shawl, if she had any ideas.

"Of course, I am partial to my own roses," the lady in the shawl said, "but I truly do think that the princess might enjoy a rose bush of her own to grow."  Then she went on saying, "Roses are a good likeness of the princess, for though they are lovely to behold, one must be always very careful of the thorns."  The woman had captivated Tessy, who was seriously considering the rose bush as a gift for the princess, but didn't want her best friend to be pricked from her present to her.

So she answered, "Well, I think they are very nice, but don't want my friend, the princess to be hurt by any thorns."

The lady in the shawl interrupted her, "Aye, you say, young child, but this is exactly what will happen to her on her tenth birthday."

"What on earth are you talking about?” inquired Tessy,
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 fearing the lady might be a little crazy, so stepped back a few feet from her.

     "Come close, and I will explain myself, for no one else must hear our conversation or know from whom you got your information," the lady in the shawl beckoned Tessy to come closer.

     Tessy, thought innocent, was far from stupid, and wasn't sure at all, how close she wanted to get to the lady in the shawl.  She stood still for several minutes, and the lady did not move either. However, curiosity got the best of Tessy, so she walked cautiously, one step at a time towards the strange woman.  When she got very close, the lady in the shawl spoke, "I do not mean to frighten you, young girl, but your princess friend is in my danger.  You must first promise never to speak with anyone about whom you got this information from."

     Tessy shook her head, "I promise," she said, being only concerned now about what the lady was saying.

     "Well, then," the lady in the shawl continued, "a rich merchant from a faraway country delivered a package to the princess last week, with instructions on the outside of the package not to open the package until the day of her tenth birthday; is this not correct?" asked the lady in the shawl.

     "Yes, I believe," answered Tessy, not wanting to give the lady too much information.

     "Very well, you must listen carefully and try to believe what I am going to tell you.  The merchant is very evil, in his intentions concerning this gift.  The package contains a special toy bear, designed to poison the princess on her tenth birthday.  To make sure that it works, the merchant will be at the party, disguised as a clown.  He will make sure the princess reads the note inside that tells her the bear has magical powers to grant her three wishes whenever she kisses it."

     "Oh, how dreadful," gasped Tessy, barely being able to listen to another word.  "But how do I know you are telling the truth?"

     "I can not tell you any more, but what could I possibly have to gain by telling you about this?  I will give you three rose bushes, as proof that I do not want anything from you.  The three bushes, each have three new rose buds, ready to bloom, that will represent the three magical wishes, that supposedly the bear will grant.  You will know on her birthday, that I am speaking to you only because I care and want to help."  The woman spoke with such sincerity that Tessy was drawn to her and did believe her.

"All right, then, but how am I supposed to keep the princess from kissing the bear, if she believes that it is magical?" asked Tessy in desperation.

"I know you will know the right thing to do, young child.  I see that you are very brave and will be able to make the right decision," the lady assured her.

Tessy called for one of the servants from the palace to help her with the rose bushes, but when she turned around to thank the lady in the shawl, she had vanished, leaving her
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stand unattended. Tessy asked several other people about the lady, trying to find her  before she returned to the palace, but no one knew of whom she spoke.

Even though Tessy had the princess's birthday present, she didn't feel very excited any more.  Every word the lady in the shawl had spoken kept going through her brain over and over again. She kept thinking about the lady saying that she would know on the princess's birthday that she was telling the truth, and that she was very brave and would know the right thing to do.

Tessy had difficulty eating her dinner that evening, which was very unusual for her.  She also had so much on her mind, that she barely said a word, which was also very unusual for her.             Normally, she would be talking about everything that had happened that day, especially the new people she had met.  The nurse questioned her after looking at her plate, "Are you too excited or perhaps tired to eat, Tessy? "  Tessy just shrugged her shoulders.  Well, this was indeed new and so the nurse asked her, "Then what is wrong, Tessy, for you never have been at a loss for words.  I have never seen you so quiet."

"Oh, please help me" Tessy had to talk to her. "I am very concerned about the little princess."

"Is that it, child?" asked the nurse looking rather surprised.  "Well, everything is ready for the party, and I don't think she could  possibly be any happier."

"No, that is not it," Tessy shook her head and gazed directly into the nurse's eyes. "I can not tell you how I know what I know, but I found out something today from someone in the village, that is troubling me.  I do not know what to do and am wondering if I should tell the king?"

"What are you talking about, Tessy?" the nurse asked almost as if she was scolding her.

"A man, disguised as a rich merchant from another country came to the palace several days ago with a package for the princess," Tessy began before the nurse interrupted her.

"Yes, I know all about that, so, what?" the nurse asked.

"Well, it has been told that the merchant is very evil, and the package contains a poisonous toy bear, which supposedly will grant the princess three wishes when she kisses it, one wish for each kiss. I guess the three wishes and kisses are to make sure that her lips touch enough of the poison to kill her...I don't know how to stop her! Do you think I should tell the king?" asked Tessy, sounding quite upset.

The nurse just stood there staring at Tessy with her eyes and her mouth opened wide.  Suddenly, her look turned  hard and stern as she spoke in a way Tessy had never heard before,” Why, why, I can not believe this is you talking! Tessy.  Why, you have never been jealous of the princess before.  You must be trying to ruin her birthday party with a tale such as this!"

Tessy tried to explain and defend herself, but the nurse interrupted her again, "Never mind, why.  Why isn't even important.  I guess even you can be naughty. Well, I know the princess will be sad to hear you will not be at her party, so we will not tell her, but you will not be allowed to go and spoil it for her and the king.  After it is all over, B CIB C, personally, will tell the king of your insane notion, trying to cause the festivities to go sour."

Tessy decided that it would not be wise at all to say anything more to the nurse.  So she just told her good night and that she was sorry and understood that she must not go to the party.

Tessy went to bed that night feeling hurt by how the nurse had reacted to what she had confided to her.  But as she thought about it some more, she understood how the nurse must have thought, with such strange sounding news.  She was sure that the nurse must be very disappointed in her to have gotten so angry at her. Never had she felt so alone, and even though the woman in the shawl had told her that she would know what to do, she was completely baffled.  Should she tell the princess, or would she react just like the nurse?  Surely not, but Tessy didn't believe Carma would believe her either.  Maybe, she should tell the king anyway, but if the lady in the shawl wasn't telling the truth and she disobeyed the nurse, the king would punish her much more severely than not getting to go to the party.  He might even banish her from the palace.  Surely, there was someone she could trust who would help her.  She tossed and turned all night long, until finally the idea came to her of what to do.  Yes, she would have to be brave, indeed, for this would be the first time she had ever disobeyed the nurse.

Chapter 3

The next morning, very early, even before sunrise, Tessy got dressed as fast as she possibly could.  She opened her door quietly and looked down the corridor to see if anyone else was awake.  She tiptoed down the long hallway, as quickly and quietly as a little mouse. She walked through the palace to the giant front doorway, where the guards were always awake.  When one of the guards saw her, he frowned and asked her what she thought she was doing.  Tessy forgot about his being a guard, forgot about his having a gun, and grabbed him by the hand, hoping for dear life that he might believe her.  She told him about the story the lady in the shawl had told her the previous day.  Then she explained how the nurse reacted when she told her about the conversation.  "You must help me get to the town.  You must help me, because no one else can.  I must go find the person who told me this story and ask her what to do!" Tessy almost begged.

The guard looked somewhat astonished, but being the very same guard who had found Tessy as an infant, many years before, he always felt kindly towards Tessy.  "Do you not fear the consequences of leaving here under such circumstances?  We both could be severely punished, perhaps my own life might be at stake," he responded.

"Yes, truly, I understand, but what choice do we really have if the person who told me this was telling the truth.  Isn't the danger to the princess worth the risk?  We must hurry, before others awake," Tessy spoke with determination.

The guard said nothing but took Tessy and put her on his horse, and off they went towards the village.  When they arrived, Tessy barely waited for the horse to stop, before she slid down its backside. "Wait here for me," she told the guard.

She ran as fast as her legs could carry her to where she remembered seeing the lady's flower stand.  Now even the flower stand was gone, and Tessy looked around for any signs of life  at all, for still it was very early morning.

     She returned to the guard, saying," The person I spoke of is gone.  Now I am trying to think who in the village might be able to tell me where to find her. Perhaps, you know of someone who has knowledge of the different townspeople."

The guard thought for a minute, then said, "Yes, I do know of one old gentleman, who would know anyone who lives around here.  Climb up, I will take you to him."

Tessy wasted no time, and the black stallion's enormous speed got them to the small cottage, where the old gentleman who would probably know where to find the mysterious lady.  Again, Tessy quickly slid down from the horse, running up to the door, knocking loudly, forgetting that the old gentleman might be asleep.  What seemed an eternity went by before the door to the cottage opened and an elderly gentleman with a walking stick peered out, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.  "I don't believe I was expecting any company so early," he greeted Tessy.

"Oh, please forgive me for calling on you so early, sir, but I am Tessica Maria..."

"I know who you are," he interrupted her.

"Well, oh, good, then you must know most of the people who live in the village.  I've got to ask your help in finding a woman I met yesterday, selling flowers in the middle of town.  No one else seems to know of whom I am speaking," Tessy continued.

"I know of no such person," the old gentleman grumbled, seeming still a bit asleep.

"Oh, please, sir, you must know.  Please try to think,"  Tessy pleaded, ignoring the man's apparent irritation.

"Well, rather persistent, aren't you, young maiden from the palace?" the old gentleman said not expecting an answer, "I guess I must try to help you think of the person of whom you speak to get rid of you and finish out my night's sleep."  He hesitated for several minutes appearing to be thinking.  "Well, the only one that I can think of that it might be, would be the woman who lives alone down always from town, behind the peach orchard, close to the river.  But no one knows anything of this woman, because her words are very few, and she has no friends.  I would be very careful going to her house.  I'm sure she will mind visitors, this early in the morning, even more so than myself.  Now, be off with you," he said as he slammed the door behind him. Tessy didn't have time to worry about the old gentleman's rudeness.  In fact, dawn was approaching, so she had not a second to spare.  She told the guard what the man said and again, the black stallion's lightning speed took them to the peach orchard the old gentleman had described.  "I think it would be wise for me to stay here.  The branches are too low for my horse to walk through," the guard said.

"Yes, that is true.  Well, I will be back as soon as I can," Tessy answered, dreading the long, dark walk into the thick batch of trees.  She couldn't run, because she could barely see where she was walking so she plodded carefully through the best path she could find.  Suddenly, a tiny ray of sunlight seeped through the trees, illuminating a path down the middle of the orchard. Tessy was thankful this time for the break of dawn.  Hopefully, if this was the lady in a shawl who lived back there, she would not be angry with her for trying to find her. 

     Finally, Tessy viewed what looked possibly like a small cottage. There was the flower cart!  Rose bushes encircled the cottage, giving it a look of celebration, despite the fact that it was very old and run-down.  Tessy knew this had to be the place where the lady in the shawl lived. She ran to the front door and knocked quietly at first, and then louder and louder, until the door opened. There stood the lady, still wrapped in a shawl - the lady who had caused her so many problems.

"How did you find me?" asked the lady, still hiding her face and not bothering to greet her properly.

Tessy explained how she had asked the old gentleman who knew everyone in and around the town, and that he had finally suggested to her that maybe it was her of whom she spoke.  Then she told the woman about her conversation with the nurse and about the whole dilemma she had caused.  "That is why I have risked everything to try and find you, to ask you now, what can I possibly do, if indeed, all that you told me was true?"

    "You must think that it is true, or you would not have gone to all this trouble...I will help you, but you must promise to never, ever come back to this place!"

"I've kept my promises so far, and never did I speak of  the one who told me the secret of the evil merchant's package, so as I trust you, you must also trust me," Tessy responded.

"Alright, then," she agreed to help. "I will go inside and write a letter that you must give to the king, yourself, before the birthday party begins.  Then you must find the package quickly and give it to the king.  If the merchant is there dressed as a clown, you must point him out to the guards.  Now, that is a considerable amount to do, but you must do your very best, if you want to help the princess." 

      The woman's eyes looked at her so intensely that Tessy had to look away.  At that moment, the woman disappeared again, but hopefully, to go inside to write the letter.  More than anything in the world, Tessy wanted to crack the door open only an inch, to take one tiny peek inside the spooky-looking place.  Not really thinking about that being an impolite thing to do, she cracked the door open sticking only her nose and one eye inside to see. 

 There far in the corner, sat the woman at a desk, lit only by a faint candle, writing with a feather pen and dipping it in a bottle of ink, over and over.  Evidently the woman was concentrating too deeply on her writing to notice Tessy behind her staring inside.  Her shawl had dropped down to her shoulder, and Tessy could see her long, dark curls flowing about her head.  The woman fascinated Tessy and for some reason, she was drawn to her.  Then Tessy gazed around the dark room and saw what appeared to be hundreds of books. "What was a poor peasant woman doing with so many books?"  she thought, for books long ago were rare and very expensive, not to mention hard to obtain.  Books were not printed like today, they had to all be hand written, which took a great deal of labor.  Well, she certainly wasn't going to ask the lady about the books, at least not today.  She edged the door back shut, just in the nick of time.  For, seconds later, the woman peered out once more, not speaking, just handing her the letter, sealed tightly with wax. "Good luck, dear child, and remember your promise," the lady said.

Tessy thanked her and ran away, for there was plenty of light now to see her way back through the orchard, to the guard who was still waiting.  

"What happened?" he asked.

"I have a letter, which hopefully will convince the king, or at least prove to him, that someone did actually warn me about the package," she answered as the guard helped her onto the horse.  The guard knew a quicker way back to the palace, and they arrived back to the gate much sooner than the trip down the hill to the village.  The guard dismounted and spoke to another guard.  Tessy wasn't sure what he had told him, but the other guard had the gate opened for them, so it did not matter.

  Once inside, they both felt much safer from being found out, and departed from one another without a word.  Tessy went straight to her room, to see if anyone had noticed that she had been away.  A tray of slightly warm breakfast lay in front of her door.  "Good," she thought, "they must have thought I was still asleep, or just too upset to come to the door."  So she took the tray and went inside.  After such an adventurous journey, she was extremely hungry.  She devoured the food, only stopping to drink her juice. Then she crawled back into bed and went to sleep.

Several hours later, Tessy was awakened by loud knocking at the door.  She knew how the old gentleman must have felt, earlier that morning.  She called out, "I'm coming!" as she stumbled sleepily to the door.

It was the princess, and she didn't look happy. "The nurse just told me you were not well.  She said that you might even not be well enough to come to my birthday party tomorrow!"

Tessy knew better than to upset the princess anymore by telling her that the nurse was lying and telling her the real reason, she would not be at the party.  So she just answered, clearing her throat from being a bit hoarse, after being out in the early, morning air, "I'm so sorry, Carma."

     The princess, though she loved Tessy dearly, was quite used to having her own way.  "Well, sick or not sick, you will be at my party or I just won't be there either."

"Now listen, Carma, you must not tell the nurse, but you can trust me, I will be there.  Now, I know you must have alot to do, so let me just rest today, and probably tomorrow, I'll be just fine," Tessy assured her, hoping that she would just leave, before she ended up telling her the whole story.

"If you say you will be fine tomorrow, then I will let you rest today.  Oh," she said pausing a few seconds and looking somewhat sheepish, " I am sorry that you aren't well."

Tessy wanted so much to tell her that she had nothing to be sorry for, but she knew she dared not say a word.  Only one more day to wait, anyway, and then she would know the truth.  So she just answered, "Well, thank you, I'm going back to bed," as she closed the door and climbed inside her covers, hoping to be able to sleep.

Fortunately, Tessy was extremely tired and was able to sleep most of the day, waking up only to eat her meals, and read one of her favorite books.  When evening came, she read until her eyes could not stay open any longer.  She shut her eyes and went fast asleep, clutching the doll that now had a face. 

 When the next morning finally came, the nurse came down to see her.  She greeted Tessy with unexpected cheerfulness, "Tessy, I have changed my mind.  I am going to let you attend the celebration today and participate in the festivity, but you must not spoil it by that silly story of yours.  It would be a shame for the princess and for you, if you were to miss the party, now, wouldn't it?"

Tessy didn't want to make any promise she couldn't keep, so she tried to answer in a different way, "I never wanted to spoil the party for the princess; certainly, that is the last thing I would ever want to do."

"Well, then, let's hurry up and eat your breakfast, so you can get dressed.  As soon as you finish, I think you should go wish the princess a happy birthday." The nurse was good at giving instructions.                                            Tessy answered that she would not delay and would be ready soon to go see the princess.  The party would begin at high noon, and visitors would be arriving shortly.  As she was lacing up her shoes, she thought to her herself, "This will either be the best day of my life or the worst day."  Then she vaguely remembered what the lady in the shawl had said, that she would B Cknow B Con Tessy's birthday that she was telling the truth.  She had almost forgotten about the rose bushes, that the lady had given to her, so she rushed to pull back the long drapes, where she had hid them, two days before.  There was her answer; three perfect roses had bloomed on each of the three bushes.  "This must be what the lady in the shawl was talking about," she thought as she carefully scooted them out from behind the heavy drapes.  She decided to take them to the princess bright and early, before she opened any of her other gifts. She sighed deeply, praying for courage, hoping also that the princess liked her gift.

When she was completely dressed, she took the letter from under her pillow and slipped it behind her velvet vest, securing the bottom inside the satiny ribbon that laced around her waist. She called for some servants to help her carry the bushes to the princess's room.  She wanted to hurry but had difficulty walking down the corridor in such a fluffy dress, with extra layers of petticoats and pantaloons, that felt scratchy and terribly awkward.  When she got to Carma's room, she wanted to take the whole outfit off,  However, when the princess greeted her at the door, she was able to  get her mind off herself.  "You look simply gorgeous!" Tessy exclaimed, meaning it,  but also knowing that was what the princess wanted to hear.

"Well, thank you," the princess curtseyed politely, "and you  look very nice yourself!  I just must have the name of your dress maker," she giggled, for of course, she had been the one to help design Tessy's dress.  

"Happy Birthday!  I brought your present from me,"  Tessy said and slid the rose bushes inside the room.  "Here!"

"They are just wonderful and an original idea," the princess said smiling from ear to ear. "I was just afraid you were going to give me a book!"  The girls laughed.  Then the princess bent over to smell the tallest of the roses and accidentally pricked her finger on one of the thorns. "Ouch!  I forgot roses have such dreadful thorns," she exclaimed as she held her finger in pain.  The thorn reminded Tessy about the letter and the job that she had to do.  

"I think you had better let the nurse check your finger," Tessy said, trying to think of a way to excuse herself.  "I will go and get her."

The princess didn't have time to answer before Tessy darted out the door.  She told a servant to get the nurse, but she, herself, had to find the king.  Visitors were beginning to arrive.

The only thing that slowed Tessy down was her tremendous skirt running into practically everything in sight.  The prayer of her heart was that the king would be in his royal chambers, but servants told her they had seen him in the central foyer.  By the time she got to him, he was surrounded by several members of his staff and advisors, so making her way to him was going to be difficult. 

 "Excuse me, excuse me," she said as she waved for people to move out of her way.  One of the king's especially overbearing ministers asked her why she was in such a hurry.  Tessy didn't trust this particular man at all, so she did her best to act as though she did not even hear his question.  So, he asked her again, this time much louder.  So much louder, in fact, that he got the king's attention, who looked up and saw Tessy was trying to come towards him.  With his enormous size, it was easy for him, to clear enough room for Tessy to approach him.  

"Where is my princess?" the king asked, expecting the girls to be side-by-side as they usually were.

"Your majesty, I must speak to you in private immediately.  It concerns the princess, and I am sure it is something you must find out about right now!"  Tessy said strongly.  "Can we possibly find a place to talk?"

Anything that concerned the princess, concerned the king, but he hesitated saying, "Well, I just spoke with the nurse only a few moments earlier, and she informed me the princess couldn't be any healthier or happier than she is today."

"Well, all that just might change, if you don't read this letter right now," Tessy warned, as she practically forced the letter into his hand.

"My goodness, child, but you are a persistent one, aren't you?  Now, that can be good trait, if one, has a good cause.  Let us go over to the window, so I can have more light," the king said as he humored her and walked over to the window, with her trailing right behind.  At least he seemed to be in a good mood thought Tessy, hoping that he wouldn't become enraged after reading the letter.  Then he took such a long time reading the letter, that she almost asked him if she could read it to him.  When he finally finished, he looked at her sternly, "I do not believe in people who tell the future, sorcerers or witches.  Though, I am  quite concerned about the contents of this letter, I can hardly believe anyone would know about this, unless he or she was in on it, themselves.  Perhaps this person who wrote this, originated the idea and then changed their mind.  Where is this package described in the letter?" the king asked Tessy.

"Right over there," Tessy said pointing to a wall stacked with hundreds of packages and boxes.  

"Go find it," ordered the king, looking disgusted.  "When you find it, bring it to me at once."

Tessy made way to the presents and began searching where she thought the first presents to arrive had been placed. When she moved a stack of boxes, another stack fell.  Turning around to see if the commotion had disturbed anyone, she saw him. 

 Thank goodness, she thought feeling both relieved and terrified, as she stood watching the clown.  "Is another clown coming to the party today?" she quietly asked one of the servants. 

"Not that I know of," the servant answered.

Then Tessy remembered the talkative servant, who had received the package a week earlier from the merchant.  Hopefully, she could help her find it more quickly.  She asked the servant to fetch her, because the king wanted her to help find a particular present.  The talkative servant was in the kitchen and not appropriately dressed to be attending the main celebration.  However, because she thought the king wanted her, she came promptly, even with flour and chocolate smeared on her white clothes.  Tessy grabbed her by the hand and pulled her down below a table to whisper about  the present. 

"Oh, that present, yes, I know exactly where it is," the talkative servant answered proudly, hoping that Tessy would tell her more, so she could get a little more gossip to spread.  

"Well, where is it?" Tessy asked, feeling somewhat annoyed with the woman.

"Why, the clown, over there, came to me this morning, when he arrived, and said that he personally wanted to give the princess the gift himself.  He has it," she answered.

At the moment, the clown was juggling, entertaining a group of children.  No package was around him.  Then she thought about the princess, and that she was probably waiting for her to come back, before she came down to greet the guests.  On her walk to the room, she had an idea.  She just hoped that her best friend would cooperate.

Sure enough, the princess was waiting for her and greeted her by saying, “What took you so long, Tessy?  I just about started to cry, thinking maybe you'd forgotten to come back!"

Tessy was glad that she wasn't crying and tried to change the subject quickly, "Guess what!  There is a clown downstairs, who can juggle ten balls all at the same time.  One of the servants told me he had a present for you, that he wanted to give you, especially himself.  I can't wait for you to see him and find out what present he has that is so special, he wants to give it to you himself!"  Tessy hoped she sounded excited enough for the princess to just go along with her story, but the princess just yawned.

"Clowns are just babyish, Tessy, really, once you've seen one, you've seen them all.  I'm surprised that you're fascinated with something as boring as a clown.  What about the delicious pastry?  What about the interesting guests?  What are they wearing?"  Carma chattered on, "Well, I didn't mean to hurt your feelings about the clown," she added, interpreting, the
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serious look on  Tessy's face, to be disappointment.  "Oh come on, let's go see the clown," she finally agreed, but then said softly, "and get that over with." 

 Tessy heard the last comment but pretended she didn't, trying to act excited.  She pulled the princess by the hand out of the room, and down the first corridor, to the second  corridor and finally reached the top of the magnificent, circular, staircase.

The two girls came down the stairs, hand in hand, while the crowd stopped to watch.  The princess and her best friend, Tessy, were indeed a sight to behold, both dressed in similar dresses, but the princess wore violet and Tessy's dress was yellow.  Tessy felt embarrassed, but the princess was truly having her day.  She loved the attention.  When they reached the bottom, children were running up to the princess, shouting happy birthday and one, precious little boy, whom Tessy had never seen said, "Come see the clown with us!  He is  an acrobat and a juggler!"  The little boy's charm was the miracle Tessy needed to move the princess in the direction of the clown.  When the clown saw the princess, he started really showing off, being silly, trying to make the children laugh. It worked.  Then he turned several flips and landed on his knees before the princess.  The clown appeared to be communicating through mime, and pantomimed that he was giving her something. Then he reached around his back and pulled out the package, handing it to the princess.

"King!  Guards!  This is the package, this is the man!" Tessy blurted out, screaming louder and louder.  

The king took one look at the man, then ordered the guards to take him and the package away.  The king left with them, as the crowd stood horrified and confused.  Tessy fanned the princess, because she had become faint, and children began crying, "Where did the clown go?" looking to Tessy for an answer.

  Tessy was shocked at what she had  done and wondered if it had been the truth after all.  If it was not true, she was sure she would be in too much trouble, to attend the rest of the party, or maybe anything ever again, at the palace.

     In the meantime, the king had opened the clown's package, discovering that it was a toy bear.  He ordered the clown to be scrubbed for identification, and the talkative servant was again helpful, in agreeing that he was the same man who came the week before, dressed as a merchant.  The king had special dogs that he used to detect poisonous substances.  When the dogs began barking, the dining hall and front foyer heard them.  Although the guests still seemed alarmed by all the noise and turmoil, Tessy's heart was relieved, for she knew what the loud barking of the dogs  meant.  Soon, the king entered and declared that he had an announcement to make.  The crowd of guests gathered before him to listen.

"I want to congratulate a young lady, for her splendid work today.  Without boring you with details, I feel you are entitled to somewhat of an explanation," the king paused and cleared his throat.  "This young lady, of whom I speak, took a  great risk to bring to our attention a dangerous intruder.  Please have no fear, he will not be dangerous any longer, thanks to our young friend, Tessica Maria!"   

    For lack of anything better to do, the people clapped and the king motioned for Tessy to curtsy, which she did.  Then he thanked her again, removing a medallion from his chest to place upon her.

Then the king said, "I have one more announcement to make, or rather it is a command...Everyone have a good time and to my precious, very beautiful princess, Happy Birthday!"  The princess walked up to the king and hugged him, as the crowd cheered. The music began to play, and people began dancing.  Soon all was forgotten about the clown and the commotion Tessy made.  Tessy had alot to celebrate, and celebrate she did! 

After all of the gaiety, laughter, opening packages, eating and dancing, the girls were almost too tired to walk to their rooms. Several servants were helping them, as they chatted about all that had happened. When Tessy walked into her room, the silhouette of a woman stood by the window.  "Nurse," Tessy called, "Is that you?"  The only light was coming from the moon outside, and she could not tell who was slowly walking towards her, except that it looked like the figure of a woman.

When she got very close, Tessy gasped, "Oh, thank goodness, it is you, nurse.  You almost scared me!"

"For that and many other things, I am sorry.  I’m afraid that I treated you unkindly about the story you had told me.  When the king heard about my trying to stop you from telling him, he became very angry with me. He told me that no child needed a nurse, who had better judgment than she did.  So, Tessy, what I am trying to tell you, is that he dismissed me."

"No, he can't, I forgive you a thousand times," Tessy replied.

"No one regrets this more than I, but before I left, I wanted to tell you myself.  The king will employ a new nurse soon, I am sure, but he also plans on obtaining a fine tutor for your education.  I hope you will find someone more intelligent than myself, "the nurse said with quite some remorse.  She said no more, but somehow, Tessy knew she would never see the nurse again.  

"May life bless you!" Tessy called out as the nurse disappeared down the corridor, as she had hundreds of times before. 

Chapter 4

Tessy spent the next few days with the princess, helping find a place to put all of her new bears, and going through all the other presents she had received.  Her collection of bears had now grown larger than her room, and the king had ordered a special room to be made for the extras. The princess also received a tremendous array of exquisite jewelry, and the girls spent hours modeling the necklaces and bracelets. Tessy thought that it was surely a good thing that her best friend was a princess, because she did, indeed, have the taste for diamonds, rubies, and pearls.  As for Tessy, she had fun playing with everything but became somewhat bored before the princess did.  

Since the birthday party, she had become quite a heroine.  She was just glad the ordeal was over and wanted mostly to be able to read. Her favorite place was the king's library, and this is where she spent many quiet afternoons, while the princess napped.  

One afternoon, she began thinking about something she had never really given much thought.  She began wondering whatever had happened to her real mother and really couldn't get it off her mind.  For if she were dead, like the princess's mother, she felt that she could eventually accept that, but just not knowing, tormented her.  If her mother were still alive, she felt surely, that she would want to see her and know she was doing so well.  But then, again, if she had died, what difference did it really make?  Tessy was grateful for her new tutor, who would usually interrupt these periods of what Tessy called, "silly notions".  

Her new tutor was from abroad and spoke several languages fluently.  She explained that Tessy must learn other languages also, because that would open up a whole new world in books.  She spent alot of time discussing her lessons, but was also very demanding of her, at least Tessy thought.  She dreaded mostly the discipline of having to read and learn exactly what her tutor wanted her to learn, thereby  not leaving her with enough time, for daydreaming and thinking about her books  she loved.   Her tutor had a stern manner that Tessy did not challenge frequently.  Actually, Tessy was working much  harder than any other student the tutor had ever taught.  The tutor was quite impressed with Tessy's sharp mind and excellent memory. One day when Tessy was doing especially well with her lessons, and the two seemed to be getting along splendidly, Tessy asked her out of the clear blue, "How would I possibly find out who my mother might have been?"

The tutor answered in a way, that surprised Tessy, "Spend your time, Tessy, thinking about ways to help yourself, not thinking about things that hurt you.  I suggest that we begin reading poetry now."

The tutor surely did not understand at all or even want to understand Tessy's feelings.  Tessy felt that she would never be able to talk with her again about such matters. Evidently,  her tutor wanted to be strictly business-like with her.

One day, she grew especially weary of her lessons and decided she would ask the king for permission to ride into town.  She knew her way quite well and preferred not to be chaperoned; however, the king also sent one of his dependable guards to ride with her. Tessy knew enough about horses, that she was able to saddle up, still, servants from the stables did this for her also.

 Tessy had become independent and felt so much of the pampering she had received when she was younger, was unnecessary now that she was growing up and indeed capable of doing for herself.  During the ride to the village, Tessy kept thinking about the lady in the shawl.  She wanted so, to thank her for giving her the information that saved the princess on her birthday.  Could someone like her possibly have any knowledge about her mother?  Could all those books she had maybe have given her some special gift of enlightenment?  Tessy hoped that somehow the lady might possibly help her. Would she still be selling flowers in the village?

 Even though it had been years since Tessy  had seen the lady in the shawl, Tessy remembered her promise to the woman  the day she wrote her the letter: that she would never return to her house behind the orchards.  Hoping against hope to find her, Tessy rode with such fury, that even the guard had difficulty keeping up with her.

  Slowing down, as they approached the village, Tessy called to the guard, "I do not wish for you to accompany me any further."

The guard kept riding beside her, "I have orders to accompany you at all times my lady," the guard replied.  Of course, Tessy knew about the orders, but he would definitely be in the way and perhaps would even scare the lady away.  

"No," demanded Tessy, "I will be walking from this point on, you must stay and attend my horse." 

 Tessy slid down from the horse, handing the guard the reins and just kept on walking, hoping  he would get the message.  He didn't.  He just kept following her.  This is an obstinate fellow indeed, she thought. How could she convince him to leave her alone?  She decided to try again. "Look, sir, I wish for you to stay in one location, so that I may do some shopping.  Just let me know where I can find you, if I should need you."

The guard answered reluctantly, "If you insist, I will wait for you, over by the watering trough for the horses."

     Tessy looked at him, as if to thank him, but he was looking and walking away. She waited for him to go on ahead, and turned the direction towards where she had remembered seeing the flower stand.  She saw the spot, but in its place stood a bread maker and his cart.  The aroma of freshly baked bread drew her closer, and she realized that she was quite hungry. "I would like to purchase some of your fine bread," she said to the bread maker.

"Certainly," the bread maker answered proudly.  In an exchange for several coins, the bread maker gave her a loaf of his fine bread.  She broke off a small corner to sample it and told him that he made the best bread she had ever eaten.  The bread maker grinned from ear to ear, as Tessy continued complimenting him.

"You know, this is such fine bread, you ought to make it for the king one day," Tessy continued, not intentionally trying to butter him up. "I must purchase another loaf for the king to  sample, before I return to the palace today." 

 This really pleased the bread maker and without realizing it, he began talking all about his recipe and all the finest of fresh ingredients that went into making the bread. 

 "Well," Tessy finally said, "If I ever want to learn to make delicious bread, I know whom to ask. Thank you." Then she decided since he was  being so friendly, that perhaps he might help her find the lady in the shawl.  "Oh," Tessy continued, "I almost forgot to ask you; I would like to purchase some roses, and I had thought I had seen a woman with a flower stand very close to this same spot we are standing. Would you happen to know of whom I speak?"

"I might," he answered, but obviously hesitating for some reason.  Tessy thought he  might want some more coins for the information, reached in her change purse, and presented the bread maker with two large silver coins.  "I've heard some mums saying they have seen a woman who looked like the flower lady fishing in the river, where it forks and runs  into the lake.  That is probably where you would find her on a day like today."

"Why on a day like today?" Tessy thought, but just answered, "Oh, well, thank you very much, sir."  Tessy looked over in the middle  of the town square and spotted her guard  with the horses.  She hated to ask him to take her to the river but knew she might not be able to find it without his help.  As she approached him, she motioned for him to come.

The guard's stately manner in escorting the horses towards her, began to irritate Tessy, for she was in a hurry.  So she ran towards him.  "Pray tell, Tessy, is something wrong?" he asked.

"Yes, no,..." Tessy stammered for words, "I mean, not really  anything wrong.  Do you know of a place in the river where the river forks into the lake?"

"Yes, I believe, that I know of such a place.  Why do you ask?" he replied.

"I just want to go there," Tessy answered, still not wanting to mention anything about the lady in the shawl. Then she continued, "I heard that there is excellent fishing at the fork in the river."

Now this definitely threw the guard off track, so he decided to just not bother asking her any more questions, but just to go along with her apparent need for some adventure.  Tessy wanted to fly. When her horse started trotting, the guard warned her to slow down, lest her horse trip on the many rocks along the path.  Tessy decided she had aggravated the guard enough probably, for one day, so she slowed down to a nice lope. 

Soon, the guard called out to her, "We will turn here."  He pointed to a thicket of bushes and trees with a thin one-person- narrow path.  "This is the quickest way," he added.  Tessy and the guard got down from their horses to walk them, with the guard taking the lead.  

"Surely, this lady in the shawl goes to a lot of trouble to lead such a secluded life," Tessy thought, as they walked down the narrow path, to what she hoped would be the river.  Several moments later, she asked the guard, "How much further, do you think?"

"Not far," the guard answered rather impatiently.

Tessy was certain the guard was just about tired of this little adventure, which took him quite a way out of the village and much farther than he expected. The guard broke the silence, by asking, "What do you plan to use for your fishing, Tessy?"

Tessy giggled and answered, "Oh no, I am not going fishing," but still not giving him enough information to satisfy him.

"Well, what then?" he sounded annoyed, perhaps thinking Tessy was just teasing him a little too much.

"I want to find someone who is supposed to be here fishing on a day like today," she answered quickly.  "I’m not really sure she will be here, I am just hoping, and then, I am hoping if she is here that she won't see you and be frightened away."

This time the guard did not answer.  They were approaching a clearing, which was landscaped by huge rocks covered with moss and dainty, wild flowers. Directly below the rocks was the river, as the fork flowed into the lake.  From the rocks, she could see all the area below quite well, but no one was anywhere in sight.

Tessy's heart sank with disappointment.  Nevertheless, with one last bit of hope, she called out, "Is anyone down there?  It's me, Tessica Maria. I need to talk to you."

"Maybe there are some birds and animals down there, but that is about all the life I see," smarted off the guard.

"Yes," Tessy sighed, and just about the time they were getting ready to leave, she heard a faint voice calling out.

"Tessy, is that you?  Climb on down here, I'm right below you, child," the voice called out, echoing off the rocks on the other side of the river. 

"It is I, Tessy, I've come to see you," she answered and grabbed some small trees, to support her as she climbed down the rocks to the ledge below her.  Small rocks were sliding beneath her, so keeping her balance with a bulky dress was dangerous and difficult.  She reached for another tree to grab when her feet slipped, and she tumbled the rest of the way to the ledge, which was fortunately only a few feet below.  The lady in the shawl, helped her stand, and greeted her kindly.

"I'm glad to see you again, Tessy," the lady said. "You have gone to great trouble again, to find me.  What might I do for you today?"

Tessy brushed the dirt off of her skirt and straightened herself to answer the lady, "I have come to inquire about my real mother. You see, I have tried to find out information about her, only for most people to cut me off, because they don't understand how very important this is to me.  You seem to be the wisest person that I have met.  My only hope is that maybe, just maybe, you might have sometime heard something about who my mother might have been."

"I really do not want credit for wisdom, dear child.  I am not the wise one.  What appears to be wisdom, perhaps, is concern over others welfare.  I can not tell you about your mother, but I do know very much about the princess, and I can lead to a man who knows the princess's important destiny.  I think it is time that you should meet this man, and perhaps, he can enlighten you about your mother also."

Tessy asked her to repeat most of what she said, so she could be sure she clearly understood.  Since seeing this man involved finding information about the princess's life also, thinking about her best friend, she felt certain that she would have to meet this man, of whom the lady in the shawl spoke.  Then perhaps, the man would also be able to shed some light on the questions she had about her own life.  So Tessy asked, "Where then, would I find this wise man of whom you speak."

"Precious child, I never said he was wise, for having knowledge and having wisdom are two separate things.  I do hope you will understand that one day.  The man of whom I speak can be found a hundred miles away, perhaps, a four day ride from here.  He is in the dungeon at Agama."

"You mean he is a prisoner, a criminal?" Tessy asked.

"Ah yes, indeed, he is at that, and one you helped to be put away.  I hope he is still alive," the lady in the shawl answered.

"The man you need to talk with is the man who came to the palace, dressed as a clown on the tenth birthday of the king's daughter.  He knows all about the destiny of the young princess and perhaps can help you."

Tessy did not answer the lady in the shawl this time.  She stood silent, thinking only about how far the trip to Agama would be, and wondering if the king would even allow her to travel that far.  But perhaps, he would grant her permission, since the man might have important information about the princess.  After thinking for quite awhile, the guard above leaned over and called to her.

"Tessy, we must be going now, so we can have plenty of daylight left for travel."

For some strange reason, this time Tessy wanted to hug the lady in the shawl goodbye.  She turned to her and asked, "It is difficult to find you.  Is there perhaps an easier place that we could meet, madam, for I would like to see you again?"

The lady answered, "You can find me in the balcony of the church, most Sundays, and I would like to see you again, also."

"Thank you, thank you!" Tessy exclaimed as she turned around and began climbing up the steep rocks,  The guard was holding his hand to her at the top, which made the trip up, easier than the trip down had been.  When she reached the top, she called out, "Good-bye, see you soon, I hope!"

The guard said practically nothing the whole trip back to the palace.  Instead, the only noise was the galloping of the horses and the birds singing.  Tessy was hungry for something more than bread, and longed for her bath and a long night's sleep.  When Tessy crawled into her bed, she thought about the long journey for only a few seconds, before she fell fast asleep.

Chapter 5

Because she had forgotten to close her drapes, the sunlight woke her up bright and early the next morning.  She heard some singing and was startled, by the princess, who was in her room, moving some books and papers, trying to find a place to sit. 

"Well, good morning, sleepy head!" the princess greeted Tessy, as she barely opened her eyes.

"Good morning," Tessy answered, "What are you doing in here so early?  Is something going on?"

"No," the princess answered. "I just missed you yesterday, and I waited for you long past dinner time, finally going ahead and eating alone.  Then when I woke up this morning, I wasn't sure you had even gotten home, so I came quickly to see!  I am just glad that you are here! Tell me what you did yesterday."

Tessy, still being a little tired from the trip, answered sleepily, "Why don't we have breakfast together, then I will tell you all about it?"

The princess cheerfully agreed and called a servant to inquire about breakfast.  She left Tessy to get dressed, as was the custom, always to be dressed properly for meals.  When she came back, the girls sat down to a delicious breakfast, eating more than talking.  The princess chatted about her previous day, complaining about the colors of material that had been brought to her and describing her dance lessons in detail.  Finally, she asked Tessy again about her day in the village.

  Tessy described the lady in the shawl, as a friend she had gone to see, then told her a little about the man, the woman had suggested she go visit in Agama..

"Agama?" the princess gasped, "That is where my father's

worst prisoners are taken.  He will never allow you to travel there!"  

"If I tell him it is to find out about you, he might," Tessy contended.  "I think he will allow me to do about anything, if he thinks I might be able to help you."  The princess agreed, and they finished their breakfast.  Tessy did not wait another day, thinking about asking the king's permission.  She sent word by a servant, that she desired to speak with the king as soon as possible.

Shortly, the king called for Tessy to come to his chambers.  He was fond of Tessy, and always greeted her warmly.  She was asked to sit down, but started talking immediately, getting right to the point.  She described the trip to the village and discussed the conversation with the lady, explaining that this was the same person who had informed them about the clown.  She then asked permission to seek the man, who was in the dungeon at Agama.  When she had finished speaking, she stood silent for what seemed five or ten minutes, before the king finally spoke.

"I see no harm in your taking this trip," the king said, as he began pacing the floor, and stroking and scratching his beard. "I will have three servants accompany you.  You will need food and supplies for both the trip coming and going.  Also, you will need a donkey, perhaps two, to help lighten the load for our horses. I will discuss this with my minister at once, and see if he agrees, then put him in charge of the details.  

Tessy thanked the king and excused herself.  She wondered how long it would take before she could leave, but she wouldn't have dared to ask.  Then she remembered that her tutor was probably waiting for her.  Tessy wondered if she would be traveling with her.  She surely wouldn't be the one to tell her about the trip.  When Tessy got back to her room, she was right. Her tutor, Madam Ramona was pacing the floor, holding her walking stick, and began almost shouting at her.

"Tessy, this is not excusable!  You missed your entire lessons yesterday, and today, you are nearly an hour late. I have been here waiting for you, wasting my valuable time!" Madam Ramona ranted furiously.  

Tessy would love to have given Madam Ramona the entire truth, so that she might not be so displeased with her, but she just answered softly, so as to not upset her any more. "Please forgive me for being late today, but I had a short meeting with the king, and really, my lessons slipped my mind, until I was walking back to the room. I am truly sorry to have inconvenienced you, and I will not be late again."

 Tessy thought as she spoke that she hoped she could keep this promise.  She wished she had not quite gone that far with the tutor.  However, her soft answer calmed her down, so that she said no more about it.  Madam Ramona simply began speaking in one of her many dialects, discussing one of the books that Tessy had been assigned.  Tessy wished she wouldn't show off, and would just speak English, but began concentrating deeply on each word.  Tessy saved herself, because she had prepared and spoke back to the tutor almost fluently, so that the  tutor was quite pleased and forgot her anger.  The session went by quickly, so that when one of the servants knocked on the door, to bring lunch. even Tessy herself, was amazed where the time had gone. 

 Tessy and her tutor ate lunch together, as they usually did, with little discussion.  Tessy usually used this time to think about the things she wanted to think about.  Her thoughts turned to the trip, and she wondered if she would hear any more about it that day. 

 Madam Ramona finished her meal quickly, and excused herself. "I will leave you now to finish your assignments but will return shortly, so please do not dawdle with your eating."  She left Tessy's room, and Tessy wondered if she would have time to find a servant to inquire about the trip.  She decided to visit the princess a few minutes, and get her to check about it instead.

"I'll be delighted to check for you, Tessy, but I just don't understand how you can tolerate that tutor of yours.  I know she is extremely capable, but she is just so bossy and dull. I bet she has never done anything fun or exciting in her life.  You ought to ask her sometime," the princess teased.  

Tessy giggled with the princess a few minutes, and then stopped to say, "I think some people have fun working all the time, though, and I think my tutor is one of those kind.  Well, anyway, I had better get back now, because I do not think it would be very wise of me to get her upset twice in one day."  She held her skirt up a few inches and darted back to her room and studies, barely having time to finish before Madam Ramona returned. 

Tessy's afternoon went by slowly, and she heard nothing about the trip.  When afternoon tea time came, the tutor finally left, and Tessy felt as though she was escaping from prison when she got to leave her room.  She called on the princess, but she was not in her room, and Tessy was told by one of the servants, that she would be back shortly.  So Tessy just waited for her best friend's return, sitting in front of the big picture window that overlooked the mountains.  Those beautiful mountains, Tessy thought, as she imagined what it would be like traveling across them. Tessy was so deep in thought, that she was
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completely startled by the princess, when she came waltzing into the room singing.

"I thought you were never going to be finished with that old biddy today," the princess said teasingly.  "Did you learn anything that might be interesting to me?".  The princess enjoyed teasing Tessy, because, of course, she  knew exactly what Tessy was wanting.  She started talking about bird watching of all things and Tessy had to just interrupt her. 

"Come on, Carma, tell me what you found out about my trip to Agama.  I don't  have any patience left!" Tessy pleaded with the princess.

"Well, I did find out something..." the princess paused, but the look on Tessy's face made her get serious. "Alright, you are going to be ready to leave in the morning, but I'm going to miss you terribly!"

  Tessy sighed with relief, "Thank goodness, and thank you too!" she laughed when she said that, knowing it rhymed.  She grabbed the princess's arms and swung her around in circles, dancing and laughing, until they fell on the floor to catch their breath.

Then Tessy again became serious and told the princess, "I will miss you a lot too, but my thoughts will always be with you."  She hugged the princess and left, before they both became too sad.

Tessy ate supper alone and waited for a message from the king or his minister, but no message came.  She read her lessons, to pass the time, falling asleep in the big reading chair by her bed.  Sometime in the night, a servant came and helped her get ready for bed, blowing out her candles, and tucking her snuggly under the covers.  She was too tired not to sleep, knowing that several long, hard days would require all the strength she could reserve.  

Tessy was awakened before daylight by the same servant, who whispered that she must get ready to leave as soon as possible. Tessy dressed, while some other ladies came in and helped her pack some clothes suitable for traveling.  They gave her some gloves and a hat, and a small purse, that would tie around her waist.  Inside the purse were several gold pieces, she was sure were from the king.  Tessy could barely eat from the excitement. 

 Tessy asked one of the servants if they knew if Madam Ramona be accompanying her.  They did not know, but Tessy hoped with all her heart for a few days of freedom from the tutor's hard drive.  She didn't feel that she needed her, and wished that she had asked the king not to invite her.   However, when Tessy went to the stables, to meet with her traveling party, Madam Ramona was there, loading some bags with several books, giving orders, and discussing the map with the guards.  Tessy could see that the two guards and her tutor would be her three traveling companions, and that her longed-for freedom would certainly not be during the trip.  

"Good morning!" Tessy greeted everyone, deciding to make the best of the situation and be as cheerful as possible.

"Good morning, Tessy," Madam Ramona answered, but barely stopped long enough to even look at Tessy,  because she was totally concentrating on reading the map. "I can clearly see that this is the best way to go:  cross the river here, take this road to Lockhart, and hopefully spend the night there."

The guards were Tessy's favorites, one being the gentleman who had found her as an infant, and the other being the one who took her to find the lady in the shawl earlier in the week.  She could tell that the guards did not agree with Madam Ramona, but politely did not disagree.  Tessy just hoped her tutor would not spoil the trip by being so bossy the whole time.

 As they got ready to mount their horses, Madam Ramona surprised her by saying, "My, but you certainly do look sporty.  I am so glad we are taking this trip together, for there is no better way to learn about life, than by traveling.  I brought a few books, but we may be too tired to have lessons."

Tessy wondered if she heard her tutor correctly, or if her ears were playing tricks on her.  She thought it best to say little at that  point, since she didn't totally trust her apparent congeniality. 

Chapter 6

 The ride out of the palace was quiet, in the stillness of the night, with only the moon to light their way.  Leaving the palace, one guard took the lead, while the other guard followed the tutor and Tessy.  The journey would be slow, since they had the donkeys carrying such loads.  Tessy looked at them and thought, "those pitiful, little creatures.  They are so small and weighted down."  She didn't understand that donkeys, though small, are extremely strong for their size and have backs especially made, it might seem, to carry heavy loads.  Gradually, the sun began to rise, spreading light across the mountains.  Everything around Tessy seemed to sparkle from the light reflecting on the early morning dew.  Tessy loved the world in the countryside surrounding the palace.  She loved hearing the birds singing, as the crickets stopped chirping, thinking how they must be nature's evening and morning choirs.  

Tessy glanced at Madam Ramona but didn't want her to see her looking at her.  She certainly looks funny riding a horse, she thought.  Tessy always rode a horse just like the guards, but her tutor was riding side-saddle, so she jiggled around like jelly, every time the horse stepped on a big rock.  Tessy was sure that riding that way was probably the proper way for a lady to ride,  but she was glad her tutor hadn't begun instructing her about being proper.

 Tessy wanted to ask questions about the place that they would be spending the night, but the silence was far too enjoyable.  The sun was beginning to warm the chill she had felt earlier and felt good on her face.

  Tessy kept an eye on the little donkeys, wondering if they were going to be able to make it.  Madam Ramona caught her continually glancing at them and asked her why she was watching them so closely.  Tessy reluctantly explained her reasons, and the tutor chuckled, finding Tessy's soft heart amusing. She relieved Tessy by explaining donkeys had strong backs.  Tessy wasn't sure she believed her though, because she felt people always made up things about animals, but really didn't know them to be facts because animals couldn't talk and defend themselves.  

The mountains seemed to be swelling, as the quartet kept riding closer in their direction.  Even though the sun was well overhead by now, the air seemed crisper and cooler. Finally, Tessy's curiosity got the best of her, and she asked, "Where is Lockhart that you spoke about our spending the night?"

"You are not tired and thinking about stopping, are you child?" Madam Ramona replied without answering Tessy's question.

"Oh not at all, but where is Lockhart?  Tell me about the place," Tessy asked emphatically.

"I see.  You simply want to know about it.  Lockhart is several hours northwest from here, on the foot of the mountain pass, which we will be taking in the morning. It is somewhat out of the way to Agama, but is the only decent route for us to travel.  It will be our last taste of civilization for the duration of our journey," Madam Ramona explained.

Suddenly Tessy looked to the right and saw the beautiful, emerald lake that could be seen from high, up in the palace.  The lake shimmered with gold from the reflection of the sunlight.  Tessy felt hungry and suggested that they stop for lunch, so they could enjoy the view a few more moments.  They all agreed, and her tutor unwrapped the bag with the food.  She suggested that they eat somewhat sparingly, to avoid running out of food, before they returned.  Tessy ate her portions gratefully, but still felt hungry and asked for a little more, as the tutor seemed to be reading her mind.  She pulled out some tea cakes that she said she had made especially for her.  Tessy thanked her and ate, not wasting a crumb.

  Looking down over the lake, Tessy saw a group of people and imagined that they must be gypsies which she had read about.  She asked Madam Ramona, who agreed with her theory.  Not wanting to tarry too long and call too much attention to themselves, they packed up and left quickly and quietly. 

"You never know," the tutor said, "those people might be dangerous, even outlaws."

"I don't think they are dangerous," Tessy remarked innocently, not knowing much about the evils of the world. "I think they are probably just homeless, but what I really imagine about Gypsies, is that they just love to party, dance, and sing.  I can't believe that they would be outlaws."

"Well, you never know," the tutor said, wanting to get in the last word.

The guards, the tutor, and Tessy just rode, and Tessy wished the princess were there to sing.  However, the rhythm of the horses' hoofs gave music to the otherwise silence.  Tessy's eyes focused continually on the mountains in all their beauty and their strength, watching the fleecy clouds above, the rocky, snow-clad mountain height.  She couldn't wait to write every detail in her journal she had been keeping, details that otherwise would fade away with the passing of time.  She wanted to write about how as they drew nearer to the mountains, that the sun seemed to dress each distant peak, with such  glory and splendor, that it was as though the mountains were alive, and moved, and could even speak.

  Her thoughts flashed back over her short, but eventful life, and how someway, with all odds being against her at times, she felt the care and love of someone, much greater than herself.  She felt sheltered and secure, with mighty arms around her.  At this time, she had no real explanation, only feeling at the moment, overwhelmed by her life's good fortune.  She knew that she had experienced much to be thankful for, and she wondered why this had happened to her?  Why had someone like herself, who was only a speck under the grand, mountain splendor been entrusted with so much responsibility?

 Tessy had purposely never allowed herself to give much thought to her destiny, because she didn't believe people's lives were written out in a book, only to be acted out like puppets.  But she did wonder, for just a few minutes about why she had apparently been the one chosen to help save the princess'  life already twice before, and now, it seemed a third time. 

 Tessy also wondered what the man in the prison would tell her about the princess.  She began concerning herself about  time, hoping  that she would find out what she needed, so that the princess would be safe until she returned.  Then she became amused with herself, realizing that if it had not been herself, that somehow, someone else probably would have helped the princess .  Tessy  became grateful that she had  been the one to help her best friend.  She realized that the joy of service far outweighed any other experience in life.

After miles of riding, with the two guards exchanging places several times and conversing only among themselves, the tutor interrupted Tessy's thought, by explaining they would be at their evening destination soon.  Tessy felt somewhat sore and stiff and was glad they were almost ready to rest.  When the four rode into the quaint, little village, Tessy saw a sign that said, "The Inn".  They dismounted here and one guard and Madam  Ramona left Tessy to go inside.  Shortly, they returned, and  Tessy and her tutor went to a room which they would share, while the guards took the animals to a nearby stable for their care and rest.  The room was small, but warm, having two small beds and a room divider between them.  A warm and delicious supper was brought to the room, and after eating and bathing, the two spoke but little, blew out the lights and went fast asleep.  

It seemed as though they had just fallen to sleep, when someone came rapping at the door.  Madam Ramona lit their lantern and questioned whoever was at the door, "Who is there?"  

Chapter 7

Tessy recognized the voice of the first guard, who answered by saying, "Madam, it is your guard, who needs to inform you that we have gotten the animals loaded, and are ready for our morning departure."

Tessy and the tutor looked at one another in disbelief, that the night could possibly be over.  But Madam Ramona simply answered, "Very well, we will be ready shortly," and turned to Tessy motioning her to get up and get going.  Tessy shivered as she dressed, but attended to herself quickly, so that her traveling companions would not have to be waiting for her.  The four somewhat weary travelers began their second day of the journey, with only the soft moonlight to guide their path, and wind blowing the clouds across the starlit sky.  Tessy rode stiffly, burying her face into the scarf around her neck, trying to keep the chill from overtaking her. 

 Slowly, as if a great artist were painting the colors of life on a canvas, the great black cloak of night was thrown aside,  painting the first rosy flush of color across the eastern sky.  Actually, no painter could have adequately portrayed the beauty of the morning nor any poet could have the words to describe the crimson and gorgeous shades of blue that swept from the east to illuminate the first view of the grand and majestic mountains they were almost ready to climb.  

From what Tessy could see, the pass over the mountains looked much steeper than what she had earlier envisioned.  She listened to the guards as they talked about the best plan for crossing the mountain pass, and heard pieces of the conversation, that sounded as though they were expecting the climb to be dangerous.  Slowly, the ground below their horses became rockier and the horses slowed down to avoid the deep cracks and crevices.  Tessy lifted her eyes as high as she could see, to become overwhelmed by the strength and majesty of the snow-covered peaks.

  The traveling party stopped, so that the guards could tie the horses together with sturdy ropes.  Tessy again felt pity for the small donkeys, but decided if they had the courage for the climb, that she would too.  One guard advised them that they would need to ride only a short distance further, then they would all have to walk beside their animals, climbing the steep path on foot. 

 Madam Ramona did not argue, but seemed unusually quiet and cooperative, Tessy thought.  Tessy thought about how she was actually enjoying the companionship of her tutor, and felt somewhat ashamed that she had wondered if the tutor would act bossy and spoil the trip.  Tessy had been pleasantly surprised by her kindred spirit and compatibility.  Just as her attention was focused on the tutor, she saw her horse's hoof slip, with the horse and her tutor falling abruptly to the ground!  The tug on the rope alerted the guard, who immediately dismounted and ran to her tutor's side, with Tessy and the guard to the rear also trying to lend their aid. 

 Madam Ramona shouted in pain, "Do not move me!  I fear that my leg is broken. When I fell, it must have gotten twisted beneath me."

Tessy couldn't believe this had happened, just when she had gotten used to the idea of her tutor's company.  "Well, we will just have to all turn around, and get you back to Lockhart.  Do you think there will be a doctor in the village?" Tessy asked with concern, hiding her disappointment over the trip ending so abruptly.

"Indeed, there will be a doctor somewhere around the village, but I am not going to spoil your trip, Tessy.  Though it will not be easy, with some help up on my horse, I can make the short distance back to Lockhart by myself," the tutor answered bravely but sounded somewhat pitiful.

"I will accompany you back to the village," the guard in the rear replied. Then he turned to the other guard and continued, "You and Tessy must go on alone, and we will join you in Lockhart upon your return." 

The first guard agreed, considering both the tutor's safety and the consequences of not completing the task the king had ordered them to accomplish.  So he answered, "Yes, and from this point we will walk our horses, to avoid any more accidents.  Let's see if we can get you on your horse," he said directing the conversation to the wounded tutor.

Slowly and steadily, they lifted Madam Ramona  onto the horse, as tears of the pain she felt rolled down her face.  Still she remained courageous, and gave no indication she wanted any sympathy, But Tessy felt such compassion for her at this point, that she stood there tightly embracing her tutor, who had been anything but lovable in times past. 

 "I am terribly sorry, Tessy," Madam Ramona said, sensing Tessy's strong affection.

"I am sorry too, and I will miss you.  But when we come back  to get you, I know you'll be much better!" Tessy answered, trying not to sound too disappointed.

 The guard slowly led Madam Ramona's horse around and continued walking beside her.  Slowly, they were lost from view. Tessy and the first guard began their climb, feeling much more alone, yet determined to accomplish that which they had set out to do.  Continuing upward towards the cliff took Tessy's total concentration, as she carefully stepped over the holes and rocks.  The horses seemed steady, but the guard warned Tessy to make no sudden movements, which might upset the horses, and cause them to kick.  She held the reins tightly against her upper body and led her horse, slowly and cautiously.  As they climbed higher, the air thinned which made breathing very difficult, and Tessy longed for the other side and safety once again.

  The mountains seemed so cold and austere, beyond all of Tessy's wildest imagination.  She knew they were truly grander than she had the ability to express.  Step by step, they slowly approached two crevices that almost met, but the guard explained that they must go between them, which he was sure would upset the animals.  Upset them Tessy thought, as she stared at the extremely narrow squeeze that they must take to continue.  Even if she didn't have the courage to go on, she had no other choice, as there wasn't even enough space at that point to turn the giant horses around.  So upward bound, through the gap between the enormous rocks, first went the guard, followed by his horse, with Tessy and the other animals following.  Tessy spoke softly to her horse, assuring it that it was going to be all right, not knowing for sure, if it would be herself.  She kept saying, "Steady, easy, now," hoping to keep her horse from rearing up on its hind legs in fright, from the close space.  Except for the shadow of the guard and his horse in front of them, the path seemed overwhelmingly dark and musty.  Tessy's feet had become terribly cold, and she could feel the boots rubbing blisters on her feet.  Weakened from the lack of air, she searched in her innermost being for the needed strength to just keep on going.  When she felt as though she could not make another step, light began to shine through the crevices, and once again, she felt uplifted and forged onward.

  Tessy heard the guard exclaiming about something but didn't understand, until she and her horse got out of the rocks to the other side.  She gasped at the sight below them.  Below the other side of the mountain, a scene she had never beheld before, spread a tremendous sheet of water that was much more grand than the lake near the palace.  In fact, the water kept going until it faded into the sky.

  Tessy had always tried to imagine what the ocean looked like, and now, she had her first view of it, from high atop the mountain peaks.  "I could just stay here forever!" Tessy marveled.

  The guard politely told her that they must reach the bottom of the pass before dark, that the cliffs would be much too cold to inhabit during the night.  So began their downward climb, which was not as steep, but every bit as rocky. Tessy stepped with great caution, coaxing her horse, and trying to forget about her aching feet.  She was glad that the guard didn't ask her how she was doing, because she was sure that she would have loved to complain at that point, which wouldn't have helped a bit. 

 Tessy wondered how her tutor was and became somewhat sad that she couldn't share the rest of the trip with her.  The long trail down the other side of the mountain was over much quicker than the trip up had been, or at least it seemed to Tessy.  When they arrived safely at the bottom, the guard told Tessy that he had a surprise for her.

She couldn't even imagine what he was talking about but looked in the direction he was pointing.  There, coming down the steep rocks, was a beautiful, little stream of water, falling into a small body of water, that looked almost like a pool.  "Here, we can drink this water, and fill up our jugs for the day tomorrow," he said as he opened his mouth widely and just let the water pour down his throat and over his face.

  Tessy decided to try the same thing but ended up getting her entire head wet.  Nevertheless, the water tasted better than any water she had ever tasted, being fresh mountain stream water  and was very valuable, even at the time.  The animals enjoyed it too, and they all drank their fill, before moving  away from the spray and dampness.

  "Here is where we will rest for the night.  Are you hungry, Tessy?" the guard asked.

"All but starving!" she answered, delighted that they were getting ready to stop for the night.  

The guard did not answer but disappeared into the trees. Tessy was  all alone to tend to the camp and the animals.  She became impatient for  his return, just about the time he came back, holding some supper that he had hunted for them.  He began a small fire to cook the meat.  Meanwhile, Tessy unfolded several blankets, which would be her bed and covers for the first night, sleeping without any comforts of civilization.

 After the meat roasted on the fire, Tessy and the guard ate without talking, listening to the sweet sounds of the crackling fire and the gentle waterfall. Suddenly a howling noise  pierced the evening calm.

 Tessy's wide eyes looked at the guard.  He explained that there were wolves around the mountainside, but he assured her that the fire would scare them away.  Tessy moved her covers as close to the fire as was safe to do.  Then she quickly covered herself as tightly as possible.  She tried to sleep but felt uneasy. Watching the fire pop and crackle, she dosed in and out of slumber. 

 Without enough peace and rest, early morning came, and the two now very weary travelers gathered their belongings to neatly pack onto the donkey.  The guard poured a great deal of water on the fire, making sure that not one small spark might still be lit.  Their final day of travel began. Compared to the previous day, the third day seemed quite uneventful.  Tessy was almost too tired to relish the beauty of the earth, as she had enjoyed doing the first part of their trip.

"You have been very brave, Tessy," the guard turned around to say.  "I doubt many young maidens of your age could fair as well as you.  This is proof that you are definitely someone very special."

Tessy had troubles receiving compliments. However, this one, coming from her favorite guard, who had seemed almost as close  to her as  a father, meant a great deal. "Sometimes  I feel that there is someone much greater and wiser than myself who cares deeply about me.  Do you ever have that kind of thought?" Tessy answered the guard with a question.  

"Never doubt the care of one who guides and directs our path, if you feel it.  You are like a fine instrument in an orchestra, and when you are in tune, you think such things.  Never doubt your deepest thoughts, because they probably come straight from you heart," the guard said with an abundance of reassurance.  

Tessy didn't answer but just smiled, and she began enjoying the beauty of nature around her.  The path was narrow, hardly to be called a road, but the horses trotted onward, almost as if they were marching in a festival or parade.  Weeds and brambles lined each side, with tall barren trees behind them. 

 After several hours of traveling, the path met a crossroad.  One direction looked much easier than the other, but of course, the way to the prison was down the stony, rough path.  The guard began turning his head toward the sky, noticing the dark, storm clouds above and said, "The closer we are to the sea, the more frequent are the thunder showers.  Let us try to get to Agama, before the downpour."

  Tessy was too tired to answer, so she just nodded her head.  Then she concentrated totally on her riding for the duration of the journey.  After a climb to the top of a steep and rocky hill, they could see the tremendous stone prison, overlooking the ocean.  The prison stood high atop what appeared to be a mountain made of rocks.  

The waves of the ocean sliced into the rocks with its tremendous force. No beach with white sand framed this ocean, but only stones and rocks paved the shoreline.  The sky was dark, while the waves splashed furiously, proclaiming the upcoming storm.  At last, the guard and Tessy arrived at the prison.  They were greeted by prison guards, who looked rough and barbarous.  Tessy decided the king probably chose the crudest and largest of men to guard the prisoners.

  Tessy's guard handed the prison guard a letter from the king, himself. After reading the contents, they were led inside the enormous drawbridge gate.  When inside, the gate closed behind them.  Their plans were not to spend the night at the prison.  They  would wait out the storm, and hopefully speak with the prisoner from the palace.  Tessy was allowed to wash and change into fresh clothes.  Afterwards, they ate a warm but tasteless dinner.

  The prison was the epitome of gloom and despair, and Tessy longed for the visit to end.  Shortly after the dinner, the guards brought the chained merchant to Tessy and her guard from the palace.  He dragged chains behind him. His eyes were dark and sunken behind his thin, pale cheeks.  Tessy looked at him with sadness and compassion.  How could this picture of walking death be the same man whom the lady-in-the-shawl had described? How could someone with such evil intentions of murdering the princess be capable of giving Tessy any information that she would want to hear?  Surely, she was being punished even to have to see his face again, and surely he must loathe her for being the one responsible for his imprisonment. 

 Tessy walked close beside him, and she spoke calmly and softly to the man who masqueraded once so gayly. Now he seemed so entirely different, and it was hard to imagine him as a killer. "I have been sent by the lady in the village who covers herself with a shawl and sells flowers.  She told me that you know who my real mother is and that you have information about the princess."

 Tessy stood perfectly still, waiting for the prisoner to answer, but he did not even flinch, much less speak.  Then
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

Book 1c…

pp 78-79end of ch.7

Tessy remembered the gold pieces she had tucked away in her purse, and she thought perhaps he could be coerced into

talking.  "Here are some gold pieces, all that I have actually, and I beg you to answer me," she pleaded.

The prisoner's arms were chained tightly, so he couldn't reach for the gold.  He nodded his head, and Tessy slipped the gold into his hands.  He muttered something, "always as they seem".

"I can't understand what you are saying," she replied.

Making no effort to make trivial conversation, he repeated himself precisely, "You have already met your mother.  You must realize that things are not always as they seem."

"What?  What are you saying?  Who is my mother?"  Tessy asked, becoming frustrated.

"Your mother is a very great woman.  She is in hiding from the king himself, fearing that he would kill her, if he ever found out her true identity," the prisoner answered, stopping to squint his beady eyes at Tessy.  "Yes,  your mother sent you to me to tell you the truth."  He continued sarcastically, "And I  suppose she is enjoying her freedom now, while I am here dying in this nasty dungeon.  So, why should I tell you any more?"

"Well, because I do not understand what you are talking about.  I am not used to riddles or tricks.  I am talking straight to you. Do the same with me," Tessy almost demanded.

"You've offered me some gold, which a dying man can not spend, and what else can you offer a criminal that might be worth enough to receive some clearer answers?" the prisoner asked, acting coy and now demure.

"You are a sly man, perhaps even evil.  I fear that I have just wasted three days of my life to come speak with you.  I refuse to offer you anything else, until you tell me what I want to hear!" Tessy spoke with such courage and confidence, that she even surprised herself.  Then she added, "Who knows?  Perhaps then, I can do something for you, if you cooperate with me."

The prisoner shook his head and answered, "It is too late to do anything for me, except to have the king order my execution.  For it would be much better to die than to rot in this stinking dungeon, as I am doing."
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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Chapter 8

Tessy felt sorry for  the prisoner, for he had little need to cooperate, as he didn't even want to live.  Surely, the dungeon must be a truly horrible place to have changed a person into such a creature. “I will do what I can do for you, sir, please explain your riddles."

The prisoner asked for some water and to sit down by the warm fireplace.  His wishes were granted, and he began his explanation, "I was betrayed by your mother; now do you know of whom I speak?"

"Do you mean the lady in the shawl?  Well, why?" Tessy tried desperately to understand.  

"Well, after she confided in me, as to her true identity, I decided to try to put things right, and told her my plan.  She disagreed, and when I wouldn't change my mind, she told me she would do all she could to stop me.  I suppose telling you was the way she did it," the prisoner went on, "So you see, the woman who hides her own self, is also really a prisoner, hiding from the king.  She is also your true mother."

Tessy shook the chill from her body, and felt awkward and paralyzed with disappointment.  She couldn't imagine the woman in the shawl being her mother, and being a criminal like this man.  She said in her defense, "My mother could not be a criminal.  She is too loving and kind, even if she is hiding.  Surely, she is hiding from the king for a crime that she did not even do!" Tessy spoke as tears poured down her face.

"She has the keys to the kingdom, young maiden.  Actually, she is the only fair and truly good person, I have ever known," the prisoner went on, confusing the situation even further.

"Then why do you speak of her as a criminal?" Tessy anxiously asked.

"I never spoke of her as a criminal.  I said a prisoner, for  she has to hide all the time and has no real life of her own.  You see, she was the queen, the queen of the real king, who was murdered by his own flesh and blood, his very own brother.  He is doomed to perish for his sins, I assure you.  And you, young maiden, are destined to the throne.  You, are the princess, of royal blood, the heir to the throne, the daughter and only child of the true king.  That is why I wanted to kill the young child of the hideous king, you all so adore.  He must be punished.  His deeds are unforgivable."

Tessy was speechless.  If what the prisoner spoke was true, her own life was a complete lie. Also, the whole palace, and everything and everyone she had grown to love, were all deceptions and misconceptions. She felt deep pain, as she thought of her mother, and how through all these years, she had stayed close enough to keep in touch with her, and how that fate had brought them together.  Then she thought about her best friend, the princess, she had grown to love like a sister, not believing that she should ever deserve suffering the pain and humiliation, of being the daughter of such a terrible, ruthless tyrant, who apparently even murdered his own brother for fame and fortune. 

 Tessy had much too much to accept and think about to leave the prison, and she asked the guard, if there was anywhere they could stay for the night.  Tessy promised the prisoner that she would send for him the next morning, and promised him a hot meal, at least, and thanked him.  She couldn't tell anyone, not even her special friend, the guard, when he asked her what the prisoner had told her.  She just replied, "He told me too much to explain right now, if ever.  I think I would have rather remained ignorant, than to hear all that he told me." They would have had to have stayed the night anyway, because the thunderstorm still raged with furry outside the thick, stone walls.  At least inside, they were warm and free from the cold.

Tessy curled up in a large chair, in front of the fireplace, and cried herself to sleep.  Fortunately, she was much too drained and weary to do much more thinking.  Once she was sound asleep, the guard lay down on the large sofa and quickly joined her in slumber.  Neither, felt the need to rise before dawn, the next morning, but were awakened by some of the prison staff.  Tessy rolled over and asked that the prisoner from the dungeon, be brought to join them for breakfast.  The prisoner was almost dragged in and shoved into a chair at the table.  

"I have been thinking about all that you said," whispered Tessy to the prisoner.  "I have some questions for you."

"I am sure," the prisoner grunted.

"How can I do anything about what you told me, even if I wanted to, how could I?  And how can I hurt my best friend and ruin her life?  This news only brings me grief and pain," Tessy said softly.  

"You'll know when the time is right, and you will know what you must have the courage to do," the prisoner said, talking in riddles again.

"How?" Tessy asked, urging him to tell her more.

"You will be given the power to do what you must do.  You will be given the wisdom and the strength to do what is right.  You must find a guard whom you can trust, and perhaps overthrow the king, using his own force."

"Impossible, and you know that.  I would be executed for tyranny before I could even get started, with a stupid plan like that," Tessy retorted. 

"Then get me out of here!  Have me freed, and I, myself, will organize an army.  I can, if I have enough time to find enough strong barbarians to the north of here.  We could march against his army, in the name of truth and justice."

"I don't know who you are.  I don't even know if I can trust you. You are a murderer and who knows what else, and you ask me to have you freed in the name of justice?  What is justice?" Tessy asked.

"What have you to lose?" the prisoner answered with another question.

"Everything maybe, especially friendship and trust.  I never want to hurt the princess.  She is reason enough to forget about everything we have discussed.  However,"  Tessy paused thinking, "if she is my friend, then she should probably know the truth.  Oh my, this is too complicated."

"Then just get me out of here, and you can take your time, deciding when or what to do.  You can write me.  Why can't you understand, that you wouldn't be a traitor.  You would be committing  no crime.  It is the king, who has done the evil, and against your own family.  Surely, you can not allow him to succeed.   He killed your father and banished your mother from ever having any kind of life that she deserves.  Even you have suffered, not knowing anything about your parents, living completely at the whims and wishes of the ones who stole your parents, your birthright, your whole life, actually," the prisoner spoke shrewdly.  "Open your eyes, young maiden!"

Chapter 9

Tessy suddenly despised the prisoner and felt repulsed by him. She hated his words and felt he might be just trying to trick her.  She must tell her guard the whole story.  She called for him and asked him to listen to what the prisoner had to say.  The prisoner repeated in detail, all that he had told Tessy already.  The guard's reaction was much different than Tessy had expected.  Instead of jumping up and rebuking the prisoner, he turned to Tessy and said, "You can always trust me, Tessy, for I have always believed there had to be something special and unknown about you.  We have no choice.  We must try to have this prisoner freed.  Go talk to the guards in charge, and I will stay behind and watch the prisoner."

Tessy needed alot more urging to even move. She doubted her judgment, and didn't have any idea how she could have the prisoner freed.  She didn't want to lie, and she certainly couldn't tell the whole truth.  When she met with the prison warden, though, the words came almost magically: "I want to take the prisoner with us.  He has important information that I want the king to hear.  We will need a horse and some extra supplies immediately.  I suppose we also will need you to unlock his chains.  Don't worry about his escaping, because he is much too weak to even try."

The prison warden looked dismayed and surprised, "Who are you giving me orders, as if you have any right?" he asked disdainfully.  

"I have all the right in the kingdom," Tessy quickly responded.  "I was sent by the king, and if he trusts my judgment, then who are you to question me?  If I go back with this news that you would not cooperate, I am sure that the king would be greatly displeased."

Then Tessy reached around her neck and unfastened a jeweled necklace, given to her by the princess.  "This is very valuable, and it means alot to me, but I will give it to you as a measure of good faith, that you are doing the right thing by entrusting the prisoner to my guard's and my care.  Now, can you kindly help me get his chains off, and take care of the necessary things to help us get on our way as soon as possible?   

The warden examined the necklace closely, then crudely put it on.  Tessy felt nauseated at the way he admired it and was so quick to accept it.  He answered her saying, "I will take care of everything for you."

"Very well," Tessy said, "and I assure you that I will take complete responsibility for the prisoner's release.  You have done the right thing, and I will assure you that the king will be appreciative."  As Tessy spoke, she disliked the fact that though, she wasn't directly lying, she was, indeed, misrepresenting the truth.  For that she felt very sad.

  Leaving the warden, she returned to her guard and the prisoner with the news. They tarried not even a second, gathering their belongings to leave.  A prison guard came in and removed the heavy chains from the prisoner.  No words could describe the look on his face, and Tessy felt uneasy and impatient to get on with the long journey home. 

 Tessy just remembered for the first time since they arrived, that they would be meeting her tutor and the other guard back in Lockhart.  She dreaded having to answer her tutor's questions, and dreaded even more having to think of something to tell the king when she returned.  She despised being dishonest, and felt that she must think of another way.

Shortly, the threesome left the prison, with Tessy looking back towards the sea, but watching the prisoner out of the corner of her eye.  He was very quiet. He never turned around, even once, to look at the place where he almost died.  When they were way down the road, and completely out of sight of the prison, the guard turned to Tessy and said, "This is as far as we can take this man.  We must free him and send him on his way.  Trust me, we can not return with him."

"Oh, that is for certain," Tessy agreed, never intending to return him, and remembering that she had carefully never said such to the warden, only implying that those were her intentions.

"Now, we must have some way of communicating with one another," Tessy told the prisoner.  "Have you any ideas?"

"We will communicate through hidden letters, that I will send inside packages for you," he answered, seeming to have already given it some thought.  "I will be indebted to you always.  I will not let you down," and with that he took off, as the guard and Tessy watched him taking the northernmost trail.  Tessy turned to the guard for assurance, that they had done the right thing.  He said nothing, and Tessy felt the heavy burden of all that she now knew, feeling overwhelmed and weak.  

"Tessy, I think you, in time, will be able to accept what the prisoner told you.  Until then, just try not to think about it.  At least, you know now who your real mother is, and you have the explanation about why she abandoned you.  She obviously cared for you greatly, to have done such a thing.  Just give yourself time, and you will feel better about everything that is so strange to you now," the guard advised Tessy tenderly, and she felt better, knowing that she had him on her side.

The day's journey ended about the same place where they had camped out, two nights before, but they were able to find a small cave-like spot, which would block the wind better, and keep them warmer, and hopefully safer.  Tessy respected the animals that lived  around there, and realized that to them, they were only intruders.  Tessy didn't feel hungry, so the guard did not do any hunting.  They warmed themselves by the fire, and drank the fresh mountain water.  Tessy lay down to read one of the books her tutor had packed for her, using the light from the campfire.  She was fast asleep, probably before reading a whole page. 

 Suddenly, Tessy was awakened by a terrible nightmare, in which the princess had called her a traitor and told the king that she never wanted to see Tessy again.  Tessy wondered if the dream was a sign that she shouldn't tell the princess anything, or perhaps, it was just her fear of telling her.  The bond of their friendship was just too precious to sacrifice, for any reason.  She decided that she wouldn't tell the princess at least, not right away.  She felt peaceful again and was able to go back to sleep.   

Morning came, and Tessy awoke with a heavy heart.  She got ready without saying a word, because she knew that this was the most difficult and dangerous day.  Going down the steep side of the mountain, would be even more treacherous than going up had been.  With grief, and pain, and despair all prevailing, Tessy began the climb.  She couldn't concentrate on every step this time.  Her mind wondered from  one thought to another, thinking about the king, her mother, and her best friend, Carma. Tessy tried desperately to stop her thoughts, but she couldn't.  She dreaded returning to the palace, and wondered what she would tell the king.  All of a sudden,  as though a beam of light shown brightly upon her, she felt her heart lifted from the heavy burden.  She thought back on each time she had had a problem, that worrying never helped, and that because she wanted to do the right thing, the answers always came.  She would know what to do when the right time came.  

Before Tessy even realized it, the guard motioned that they had reached the top of the pass, and they would rest a few minutes before the downward climb.  Tessy stroked her horse and softly spoke words of assurance to him, as if he could understand, "We just have a little more to go, it will be okay.  You are a good, good horse."  

  Gathering all her strength and courage once again, Tessy followed when the guard called to her that they must begin.  Tessy looked back at the little donkey, that had so faithfully followed without question.  She thought that even if it could talk, she doubted that it would complain.  The walk was slow and each step was approached with caution, as they carefully steadied themselves and the animals.  Tessy's feet were numb, and she would surely be glad when she could ride the rest of the way.  Even though the trip was tougher than the other side, time passed quickly. Before long, the guard and Tessy were taking their last steps, before mounting their horses to ride into Lockhart.  

"We deserve a celebration, don't we?" Tessy said excitedly.

"Yes, maybe we can have a hot dinner and a comfortable room tonight to sleep," he answered, also seeming quite relieved that they were down the mountain safely.

"I don't ever want to go back there again," Tessy said.

"Good!" the guard chuckled and winked at Tessy, for he wasn't especially fond of the trip himself.

"I can't wait to see Madam Ramona!  I hope she is doing better," Tessy said with concern and changing the subject.

They rode up to the Inn to ask about the tutor and were given directions to her room. "Did she see a doctor, or do you know?" Tessy asked the Innkeeper.  

"Our doctor spent nearly a day, trying to straighten that leg of hers," he said, sounding as though her tutor had caused him considerable trouble. 

"Where can we find her?" Tessy asked, not wanting to waste another second with the grouchy, old Innkeeper.  

"I will take you.  Will you two be spending the night also?"  he asked, as he was leading them down the hall to the tutor's room.  

Tessy's guard answered yes, and the Innkeeper told them, that he would send fresh bedding. After the Innkeeper pointed to the door, Tessy knocked gently, just in case her tutor was asleep.

"Hello, are you there, it's me, Tessy," she said through the door, as she knocked. A faint, weak voice answered to come in.  With the guard waiting in the hallway, Tessy entered the room, finding Madam Ramona  wrapped high in covers, with several pillows supporting her bad leg.

"How are you?" Tessy asked, running over to the tutor's bedside.

"Oh, Tessy, I am so thankful that you are back safely!  I am faring quite nicely, I suppose.  The doctor thinks my leg will heal, and I will be able to walk again in about six to eight weeks. Look at this thing!" Madam Ramona smiled, seeming unusually cheerful about her dilemma.  She sat up in the bed, as far as she could, and patted the broken leg.

"Six to eight weeks?" Tessy exclaimed. "What will you be able to do with that monstrous board strapped to you like a mummy?"

"I suppose I will just have to stay here and do plenty of reading.  Tessy, you realize, don't you, that I will not be able to accompany you back to the palace?  I will need to stay close to the doctor, so that he can regularly check on me," Madam Ramona explained with an unusual twinkle in her eye.  

"I don't understand.  Can't he just come to the palace to check on you?" Tessy answered.

"I suppose he could, if he were ordered to by the king.  However, I really can not travel anyway.  He advised me to stay put, and I have already sent word to the king.  Tessy, you will have to find a new tutor," the tutor said, still sounding far too light-hearted for Tessy to stop asking questions.

"Excuse me for being too inquisitive, but you have always been so dedicated.  I can't believe you are staying in Lockhart.  Have I done something to offend you?  Why are you acting so different?"  Tessy asked.

"I am different..." the tutor paused. "I suppose I have had a great deal of time to think, and I am ready for a change," she said, but looking at Tessy's face filled with disappointment, she continued, "Never think that it is you that I would want a change from, but I need something more in my life, besides just books.  The same thing will happen to you one day, dear Tessy, and when it does, I assure you, you will understand completely."

"What thing?" Tessy kept asking questions, determined to be able to understand right away. "What thing has happened to you, that will happen to me one day?"

Madam Ramona had an unusually bright look in her eyes, despite the pain her leg had been causing.  She answered softly and secretly, "I may be staying here permanently.  I am... Tessy, I truly believe... I can hardly say this; I am...in love." 

Tessy felt relieved, excited, and confused all at the same time.  She was disappointed, yet thrilled, and wanted to keep asking questions, perhaps too many, but she couldn't help herself. "Who? Who is this man, surely not the Innkeeper, I hope?" Tessy asked with her eyes wide as saucers.

Madam Ramona smiled, "Of course not, I am in love with  my doctor."

Of course, Tessy's next questions were, how did the doctor feel and did he know the way that she felt.

"Tessy, I believe you are truly getting an ear-full tonight!  But I probably owe you this; yes, he knows, and he feels the same way.  We have become extremely compatible. Now, no more questions. I am too tired tonight, and I am certain that you are also.  Dismiss your guard, wash up and get to bed," Madam Ramona said, now sounding more like herself again. "Oh, I almost forgot to ask you about your trip.  What did you find out about the princess?  Did you get to talk to the prisoner?"

Tessy started thinking about what she would tell Madam Ramona, but her tutor's closed, as she seemed to have drifted off to sleep.  Tessy felt lucky that she didn't have to talk about it that night.  She was much too tired to give her explanation adequate thought.  

Tessy dismissed her guard, and no one needed to persuade her to get right to bed.  The night passed by  as sweetly as a summer sunset, with Tessy's tired, young body never even moving, much less waking.  When morning came, the guards came to the door, knocking loudly, but Tessy did not answer.  

"Get up, Tessy!  Someone is knocking at the door," Madam Ramona ordered.

Tessy rolled over, not wanting to move, and answered, "Just a minute, please," but as she sat up, she felt dizzy and unusually chilled.  Nevertheless, she stumbled to answer the door.

     "Good morning," she said, as habit would have her say.

"We need to be leaving as soon as you and your tutor can be ready.  We will be going into the town, to try and locate a small wagon for taking your tutor back to the palace," the guard explained.

"Oh, I am sorry..." Tessy leaned against the wall, not feeling well at all but answered, "I forgot to tell you, but my tutor is not coming back to the palace with us, as her doctor has recommended she not be moved at all. Sir, I do not...I do not feel..."

"Tessy, are you all right?" the guard asked as he noticed her rosy cheeks were extremely pale, and her bright blue eyes seemed glossy and weak.

"I don't know, I, ah...I don't feel too well," Tessy answered, sinking to the floor.  

The guard forgetting the proper thing to do, about not entering a lady's room, picked up Tessy and carried her to her bed, laying her down.  "She is very warm, she must have fever," the guard told Madam Ramona, who sat up, just about to fuss at the guard for entering her room.  "I am not sure if she will feel like traveling today, and probably she needs to see the doctor," he added.

"Tessy, what is the matter, dear?  Describe how you feel," Madam Ramona asked with concern.

"Just not very well; I am dizzy and I feel nauseated," Tessy groaned.

"Perhaps, she needs a few days rest.  For someone so young, she has certainly been through an ordeal, and maybe she is just exhausted," suggested the guard to the tutor.

"Well, the doctor will be coming about mid-morning, so he could examine her before she travels.  That would probably be best," Madam Ramona advised, agreeing with the guard.

Tessy spoke with a weak voice, but strongly disagreeing, "I do not want to stay another day in Lockhart.  I want to go home." Tessy was surprised that she had, for the first time in her life, called the palace "home".  "I want to see Carma, and I want my own bed.  Please, see if you can bring me a wagon, though, so I can lay down. Then I am sure I will fine."

The guard looked at Madam Ramona, but she sat almost stone-faced, not moving or saying a word.  The guard looked at Tessy, and said, "All right, I will see what I can do."  He turned around to leave, but kept talking, "I really think you should stay at least another day, though, and let the doctor take a look at you."

"I'll feel better soon," Tessy assured them. "Maybe, I'm just homesick," and she tried to laugh.

The guard left and now the tutor was wide awake and ready to question Tessy about the journey.  "I want to know what happened, Tessy.  Did you get to talk to the prisoner?  What did he say?  What was the guard referring to, when he said all that you had been through and calling it an ordeal?"

Tessy did not feel like talking.  So, she just tried to think of something to say to end the questioning, "I think he meant, the difficulty of the climb over the pass, it was frightful.  Then it seemed as though the prisoner was mad and  out of his mind.  Nothing he said was even worth repeating."

"Then, what exactly did he say?" the tutor asked, not accepting Tessy's explanation.  "Tessy, tell me what he said that was not worth repeating."

Tessy groaned from discomfort, and stammered for words to end the conversation, "I think he...I am not sure...I..."

The tutor decided to ask no more, at least for the time being.  However, she assured Tessy, "Nothing you could tell me would shock me, and I vow my eternal loyalty to you, Tessy.  So, if you ever need to talk with me, you know where to find me."

Tessy knew Madam Ramona  meant what she said, because one of her characteristics was honesty.  Now it seemed she was loyal as well. She would need her true friendship, but now was definitely not the time to talk.

Shortly, the guards returned with the news that they had acquired a wagon, suitable for Tessy's travel.  Tessy said good-bye to her tutor, not wanting to think about not seeing her for a long time. 

 She was laid in the wagon upon bundles of blankets, to soften the upcoming, bumpy ride.  Surely, this was Tessy's most miserable day of her life.  She tried to sleep, but kept flopping from side to side, over the rough, rocky road.  Indeed, this didn't help her nausea and she would cry out to stop every few minutes, until the guards told her they would never make it back if they stopped another time.  Tessy just wanted to fall into a deep sleep, and wake up feeling like herself and everything being exactly as it was before the trip.  She knew this was impossible, though, for she would never feel the same as before she had received the traumatic news. 

 Fortunately, she felt to weak to even worry, for worry is the luxury of those who have the time and energy.  She must have finally dozed off, because the wagon came to an abrupt stop, and she was told they were at the palace gate.  She couldn't sit up to see.  In fact, she couldn't even speak.

Chapter 10

  Tessy was taken as quickly as possible to her bedroom, and even though it was late evening, word was sent that she needed a nurse, or better yet, a doctor.  Only the palace nurse was able to come on such short notice.  The nurse did everything she could do for Tessy, staying by her side all during the night and washing her face with cold water, hoping to lower her fever.

  Finally daybreak arrived, after a very long night for the nurse, but Tessy seemed little improved, lying almost unconscious.  Carmalyn  had not been told, until she awoke that morning, that Tessy was back and was very ill.  The princess came as soon as she got the word, and with one glance of Tessy's frail body, she questioned the nurse, "What do you think is wrong with Tessy?"  Then the princess leaned over Tessy's face, and wiped her face gently with cold, fresh water.  "Tessy, answer me.  Tessy!  Wake up."  Tessy did not even blink an eye, or wake from the cold water, and the princess asked again, "What is wrong with her?"

The nurse said that she thought she must have caught a fever of some kind, and told her that the doctor had been called and should arrive shortly.  

The princess impatiently rebuked her, "He should already be here.  I will go talk with my father and in the meantime, don't leave her for even a second!"  

The nurse insisted that she was doing all that could be done, and that the doctor would probably not be able to do much more.  The princess turned and glared at her, adding, "She had better get well.  She means everything to me."  

News traveled throughout the village that the palace needed the doctor, for Tessy was very ill. The lady-in-the- shawl heard villagers talking about it, and her heart became very heavy, wanting to be by Tessy's side.  Her strong faith kept her from worry or panic, so she was able to think clearly and help to locate the doctor. The lady-in-the-shawl had sold flowers to a woman, who was about to give  birth to a child.  She believed that the doctor was probably staying at the farm, where the lady and her family lived, several miles south of the village.  She paid a young boy to deliver a message to him that he was needed at the palace.  Within several hours, the doctor arrived at the village, riding proudly and confidently, after delivering a healthy, baby boy.

The doctor waved and greeted people as he rode, without stopping to talk, as he was on his way to the palace to see Tessy.  The lady-in-the-shawl followed him, carrying a basket of roses, hoping somehow to get them to Tessy.  Having no horse, and practically having to run, the lady became too tired to continue and called out to the doctor.  He could not hear
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her though, and just kept riding.  She kept calling and running behind him, with the distance between them becoming wider and wider.  Finally, realizing that she could neither get his attention or catch up with him, she slowed down, but still trudged up the hill, the familiar road, that brought such sad memories to her heart.  She hoped desperately that the guards at the gate would allow her to enter and deliver the flowers, herself. 

 Upon arriving at the gate, the doctor was still waiting, and fortunately, she was able to finally get his attention. "I have flowers to give Tessy, the princess's friend," she called out to him.

The doctor answered gruffly, being very tired from being up all night, "I am sure she would appreciate them, but I will not be allowing any visitors."  

"Then will you take them to her?  She will know who sent them, no need to send a thank you, and I will be leaving," she said, handing the big basket to the doctor. He answered politely that he would be happy to take them, but the woman-in- the-shawl was gone. 

 The guards opened the gate for the doctor, and he was directed toward Tessy's room. His expression was grim, as he looked at Tessy. The nurse explained what she had been doing for her, and the doctor agreed that all had been done for her that possibly could be done.  

"Unfortunately, with an illness of this nature, we have little that we can do medically.  Recovery will be up to this young lady and the good Lord, perhaps, not us," he spoke solemnly.

"Well, you are not saying that she will not get well, are you?  You seem to offer little hope or advice," the nurse questioned.

"In cases such as these, the patient must want to live far, far more than not to live.  I offer hope, if the young lady truly wants to go on living, and I will offer advice.  Keep her room cool, not so warm.  Wipe her perspiration from her brow frequently.  Have her bed linens changed daily, after giving her a cool, sponge bath.  Send for herb tea, and give her a spoonful every few minutes, to decrease chances of dehydration.  Perhaps, you or someone can read aloud to her, from the Good Book of hope and healing.  Now, this is all I have to suggest, and I am leaving, for I am extremely tired," the doctor turned towards the door, and added, "I almost forgot, there are some roses from some lady from the village. Now, I am on my way."

The nurse did not feel as though she needed to thank the doctor, or say good-bye.  She leaned over Tessy and spoke softly, "My dear, can you hear me?"

Tessy lay stone still, motionless, without even a twitch or blink of the eye.

The nurse kept speaking to her, "You will get well, do you understand me?  You are loved so much, and you have everything to live for, but now you rest.  I will take care of you, until you are bouncing around the palace again, and talking our ears off!"  The nurse sang a sweet tune and tenderly wiped her face.


Faithfully, Carmalyn came by to check on Tessy, and to relieve the nurse, in order that she could rest.  The princess never cared anything about reading, but did her best to do some reading aloud to Tessy every day from the Good Book, as the old doctor had suggested.  

News traveled to the village, that Tessy was not getting any better, and still remained unconscious.  The doctor came by every other day, but never said much to console those who were so concerned.  News finally reached the lady-in-the-shawl, who made plans to go to Tessy, somehow, someway.

The lady-in-the-shawl had a idea that she believed would allow her to see Tessy.  She gathered ingredients for making a pot of chicken soup, and then stirred it constantly for several hours, being extremely careful not to let it boil.  She sent a message to the palace nurse, asking permission to bring the soup, but didn't wait for the answer.  "I will just take my chances," she thought, "I will just pray that the nurse is desperate enough to allow my visitation."

Approaching the palace gate, carrying the warm, pot of soup, she graciously greeted the guard, "I have brought some soup for Tessy, that I believe will help her gain strength."  The guard rode through the gate and brought back the guard, who was Tessy's favorite.  The guard, of course, recognized the lady-in-the-shawl, but he cautiously gave no clue to the others.

"Let her in," the guard ordered.  "I will escort her to Tessy's room myself."  The guard desperately wanted to tell the lady all that Tessy had suffered, finding out the truth, and      how that he thought, it was just too much for her to endure, but he couldn't let on that he knew.  He would risk too much to converse with the woman, and so, he silently  led her to Tessy's room.  He gave her a look outside the door, that was unusual from the very business-like way a guard would act.  The-lady-in-the-shawl reached out her hand to his, and thanked him softly.  "Bless you," was all she had time to say.

Upon entering Tessy's room, the lady  held back tears, both of relief to be inside and of her deep compassion and love for Tessy.  "I have brought the young lady the best homemade remedy for any ailment, and I believe this special soup will truly put her on the road to recovery," she spoke quickly and with enough optimism, that the weary, discouraged nurse could not disagree, but instead, welcomed her warmly. 

"I believe we need a miracle, do you have that in your soup?" the nurse asked, somewhat cynically.  

"Perhaps," the lady-in-the-shawl answered, "please trust me."  She reached out to the nurse, touching her on the hand, "I know you have not had proper rest, yourself, but I care deeply for this child.  She and I have become quite well acquainted, and I would beg you to leave me with her for awhile."

The nurse was not sure what to do, but feeling quite overcome with the gracious manner of the strange woman, she refused martyrdom and accepted the woman's benevolence.  "I will tell the princess that I have gone to rest, and let her know you are here watching Tessy."

"Very well, but be sure not to alarm her, I fear she might not trust anyone with Tessy except you and might try to interfere," the lady-in-the-shawl cautioned.  

"No, the princess is as desperate as myself, and she will only come to look in on Tessy,"  the nurse assured her, not totally trusting her good intentions.

The lady-in-the-shawl began propping Tessy to a half-sitting position and wiped her face with a cool, damp cloth.  "I know you can hear me, Tessy," she whispered in Tessy's ear.  Though Tessy did not answer, she continued speaking to her as if she were completely coherent.  "I have brought you some very delicious soup, and I am going to feed it to you.  I want you to try to swallow it."  The lady-in-the-shawl fed Tessy a spoonful of the soup, and much to her relief, Tessy seemed consciously  to swallow it, even opening her mouth somewhat, as if asking for more.  The lady kept giving her a spoonful at a time and continued talking to her.  "You must try to open your eyes, Tessy, and you will feel better.  No secret is too great to bare.  I realize that knowing the truth, and living sometimes requires great bravery.  You have the courage, Tessy, and I will help you. Now open your eyes, now..." the lady had to pause, because Tessy's eyes were blinking, as if she was making real effort to open them.  The lady coaxed her strongly, "It's up to you now, you can do what you want to do.  Look at me, dear," she commanded softly but powerfully.  

Tessy opened her eyes, to the brightness of her room, looking at the lady's face and then around the room, as if she did not know where she was.  However, she knew the woman clearly, and uttered, "You are my mother, I know all about it now."

"Yes, my dear and most precious one," the lady answered. "But we must very quiet.  Please listen.  I know you must doubt my love for you to leave you as an infant, but I knew you could never be raised away from people, in hiding.  I believed that it would be more tragic for you, than my not getting to be the one who took care of you  all these years.  I missed out, Tessy, more than you can imagine.  I am not complaining, my dear daughter, but my life has been extremely hard, and I would never have wanted you to go through what I have.  You deserved the life here at the palace, and I prayed for you hundreds of times a day, that all would be well, and..."

Tessy interrupted her, "I don't know what to do for you; now, that I know what I know. I can not endure your living the life you have been forced to live.  I refuse to live spoiled with luxury, while you must hide in such poverty.  I also do not know what to do about the princess.  We have always shared everything.  Yet, I can not hurt her, by telling her the truth.  I have too many secrets now."

"Quiet, be still, young one, and listen.  You must resist fear, and in time, wisdom and guidance will come your way.  For now, you must just get this soup down, and stop worrying about everyone else.  We are all just fine.  Your getting well would mean more to myself and the princess, than anything else in the world, I promise.  Now, all else will take care of itself with time, so just be calm," the lady-in-the-shawl said, as she continued offering her spoonfuls of the soup. "Save your strength for important things, never worry, that's just a total waste of energy.  Get a little more soup down, so that I can read to you for awhile."

After a few more moments of eating, Tessy's mother began reading from  one of her old, but highly treasured books.  Tessy listened to her reading,  relishing every word that she so eloquently spoke, not wanting to fall asleep, because she was afraid that when she awoke again, that her mother would be gone.  "Please don't ever leave me, again, promise me."  However, before her mother could answer, Tessy had drifted into a peaceful sleep. 

 So, Tessy's mother just kept reading, as if Tessy were still listening, not noticing the door had been cracked and eyes were fixed on her, and ears were listening - but not Tessy's.  The princess was watching her and became captivated by the woman in such tattered, ragged clothes, who could read so beautifully.  She hesitated interrupting her, but accidentally leaned on the door too far, and the lady-in-the-shawl caught her peeping in on her reading.  

"I, I am Princess Carmylyn, and who might you be, so obviously poor, but seemingly quite well educated, to be reading in such a manner?" 

The lady smiled and humbly answered, "I am just the flower lady from the village.  Thank you, if you were complimenting me, but I have learned to read, by simply reading.  Education comes from desire, and learning to read, comes by reading.  Now, enough about me, I have wonderful news that you must know about your friend here!  A few minutes ago, she opened her eyes and talked a little to me.  Look, see how  much of my special soup she has eaten.  I would like very much to stay on through the night, if you would be so kind as to allow me."

The princess looked on, feeling stunned and a little embarrassed for what she had said to the woman.  She examined the almost empty bowl of soup, and began questioning her some more, "What did she say?  Did she ask about me?"

"No, I think she was quite confused when she opened her eyes, and she seemed still too weak to ask questions, but I, oh yes, come to think of it, she did say something about you, but I can not remember her exact words.  I do remember she spoke though about how much your friendship meant to her."

"Oh, dear, I don't suppose you would understand," the princess continued.

"Try me," the lady suggested.

"Well, see, Tessy was supposed to find out some important information about me, and I just wondered what it was; are you sure that she didn't say anything about any danger that I might be in or anything like that?"  the princess asked rather selfishly.  

"Oh no, she spoke of no danger.  In fact, I think she said all would be well with you, but she did make a strange request before she went to sleep.  She asked that I not leave her.  Can you imagine how silly it would be, for one like myself to stay here among such fine people?" she said hoping the princess would not agree with her last statement, but even suggest, herself, that she could stay.  

The princess fell right into the trap and suggested, "I think it would be just fine if you stayed here with us for awhile.  For you seem to have accomplished more in a few hours, than all of us have been able to do in days.  I think your reading would impress my father, and maybe...well, maybe, you could even stay on as Tessy's tutor.  Her last tutor resigned, due to an injury on their trip, and well, I think you might be just the perfect one.  But I need to find some suitable clothes for you, and first I must discuss this with my father.  I'll be back as soon as I can,"  the princess spoke enthusiastically, and the woman-in-the-shawl, felt both relieved and bewildered by such a generous offer.  This would be a key to getting to be with Tessy more, though, and Tessy would need her.  So she graciously agreed, hoping the king would respond as confidently as his daughter.

What seemed only moments later, the princess returned with the good news, and the lady-in-the-shawl, now became Tessy's new tutor, with palace privileges, to come and go as she pleased, and the best of all, to get to be with her daughter without always having to run and hide. The princess interrupted her deep concentration, by asking, "What is your name?  I know you are the flower lady, but do tell me your real name."

"Please call me Anna, and what should I call you, Carmalyn, did you say?" 

"It would be just fine if you called me Carma, just like Tessy does.  I want to bring my dressmaker to see you tomorrow.  We must find some material and have her design you some suitable attire.  We can also have some servants accompany you to get any belongings that you might like to bring here," the princess suggested in an amiable manner, and walked closer to her to look at her. "I would like to look at your hair, please."

The new tutor, Anna, now felt somewhat annoyed, but in order to appease her young friend, she complied with her wishes, lifting her timeworn shawl from her head.  Frankness about fashion, was the princess's strong suit, and she shook her head, and walked in a circle around the new tutor, Anna.  Anna felt extremely uncomfortable and dreaded her next remark, which was, "Ah yes, dreadful!  I do not mean to be rude, but your hair is frightful, and we must have it cut tomorrow, and taken off your shoulders, or...Well, we could just have  it cut a little, and you could wear it up, perhaps, in a twist.  Well, I do not know.  That is why I have a hairdresser."  Then the princess giggled. "I'll have him look at you tomorrow."

Anna felt annoyed with the princess, but felt it best to just comply with the princess' wishes at this point, so she graciously thanked her, and the princess left, feeling very happy with herself.  Anna took the cloth and wiped Tessy's forehead, and began talking to her, "Tessy, I am going to live here with you now.  I won't be leaving you, so get well, my sweet child, for I have so very much to teach you."  Of course, Tessy was too deeply asleep to answer, but she had the expression of an angel, looking very much at peace.  The new tutor, Anna, blew out the candles, and kissed Tessy's forehead goodnight.  Her forehead felt a great deal cooler, and Anna was certain her fever had broken.  With too much on her mind to possibly think  of sleep, Anna made a list of her personal belongings that she would want to bring to the palace. The list contained names of the books that she would especially want Tessy to read and study.  She would leave a great deal behind in the old shack but could possibly, have the shack boarded up to guard against any intruders.  She knew that there were a few things that she definitely could not have at the palace, but then she suddenly thought about all her rose bushes. How could she take care of them?  Could she possibly transplant them all to the palace garden?  She would ask tomorrow. Realizing how very busy her next day would be, she tried to go to sleep.

The next morning, slightly before dawn, Anna was awakened by the sound of the nurse, who had come to thank her and  check on Tessy.

"I think Tessy feels much cooler this morning," the nurse said, feeling her forehead and cheeks.  Tessy's eyes opened, gazing at the nurse standing over her.

"Where is the flower lady?" Tessy asked, seeming very alarmed that the nurse was there.

"I am right here," Anna interjected, not waiting for the nurse to spoil her surprise. "I am not just the flower lady anymore, Tessy.  Actually, I am your new tutor.  Are you pleased?"

"Pleased?  Can I believe what I hear or am I just dreaming?" Tessy answered with enthusiasm.

"The sparkle is back in your eyes, Tessy!  I believe you are finally in recuperation, with our many thanks to your new tutor!" the nurse exclaimed. "At last, I will have a good report to give to the king."

Tessy caught her mother's eye, as she shuddered.  Now that she was feeling better, the thought of the king, and the questions he would be asking her felt terrifying. Tessy knew she would probably need her mother's counsel, before the king could come to her. Suddenly, she felt quite weak, and her mother realized that she was concerned about seeing or hearing from the king.

Anna quickly came to her rescue, "I think we maybe should give Tessy several more days of rest, before bringing her recovery too much to the king's attention. Anyway, I certainly don't want to take all the credit for her progress.  It was you, nurse, that gave her such extraordinary care, day in and day out, beyond all call of duty.  Everyone here appreciates the superb care you have given Tessy.  I, by no means, want to steal your applause.  Thank you for your tremendous sacrifice and service.  Don't you think we should probably wait a few more days before we make an announcement about Tessy's recovery?  Too many visitors, perhaps, or questions, could possibly upset her and delay her progress.  Do you agree?" 

The nurse, totally taken, by the praise and recognition given to her, just answered, "We shall wait a few more days.  I think it would be wise to keep Tessy calm, and keep visitors to a minimum, especially any that might upset her."

Then the nurse announced that she would be checking on a suitable breakfast for Tessy and would be returning as soon as possible.

When Anna was certain that she and Tessy were alone, she whispered, "You seem so afraid to talk to the king. Why?"

"Well, what can I tell him?  He's going to find out that we took the prisoner with us, and that he got away.  That is going to make him furious enough, without even being told anything else.  What can I possibly tell him that won't jeopardize all of our lives?"  Tessy asked in desperation. 

"Tessy, if you are afraid, your fear will show, and the king will truly think you have done something wrong.  You must stand courageously, believing in yourself.  You know what kind of man the king is; just do not act as though you have done anything to be ashamed of, and speak little, truthfully, and the rest will come to you when the time arrives," Anna advised.

"I hope I can handle it," Tessy said skeptically. "Has the guard told you all of what happened?"

"We spoke briefly, but Tessy, we must not talk anymore now," Anna answered, as the nurse and several servants brought breakfast in the room.

Tessy was able to eat a little, despite her emotions, knowing that she needed to regain her strength.  Shortly after breakfast, the princess arrived to greet Tessy for the first time since the trip.  "I missed you, Tessy, so much.  You know you aren't allowed to be sick; what's the matter with you?" the princess said teasingly.

The two embraced and chatted lightly for a few minutes, when the nurse interrupted, saying that she didn't want Tessy to become too excited yet.  Then the princess answered that she wanted to borrow the tutor, Anna, to show her to her room, and that they had an appointments with her dressmaker and hairdresser after that.  Anna also had to travel into the village to gather her belongings.  Today would be a very busy day. Tessy felt good enough to be up for the first time in weeks, and she was able to read a little bit, but became tired enough doing so, that she was also able to sleep most of the day.  Tessy hoped, that when she awakened, her mother would be back.

In the meantime, Anna was being fitted for several, sophisticated dresses and having her hair trimmed.  All that fuss took much too long, Anna was thinking.  A carriage was called to take her into town and down to her little shack to fetch her most necessary belongings.  Anna was promised that she would be able to go back to her little home the next week, with some of the gardening staff from the palace to gather up her prized rose bushes.  Anna took a deep breath of the fresh country air, and felt mixed feelings of joy and sadness.  Anna had grown accustomed to her life of solitude. Her poverty had given her little to worry about, which now would be changing.  Now, she would have a tremendous job to do, teaching Tessy everything she possibly could, and staying a recluse in the midst of a very busy palace life would not be easy.  Nevertheless, the joyful anticipation of being with Tessy would make it all worthwhile.

When Anna arrived back at the palace, the sun had set, and night had fallen.  She would not have much time to be with Tessy, so she hurried the servants to help her bring her bags and her boxes of treasured books to her room.  She would bathe before supper and request to eat with Tessy.  Her bath was brought by several servants, but she insisted she would like no further help.  So many years had passed since she had enjoyed a warm bath and fragrant soap, that she knew had been imported from the East.  Not wanting to languish too long and get lost in the luxury, she tried to hurry, wondering how Tessy was feeling.  While her dresses were being made, she noticed the princess had evidently found something for her to wear temporarily.  The shoulders were much too large, but the rest of the dress fit perfectly, so she quickly buttoned each button and tied the small ribbons, that were on the sleeves and bodice.  Anna couldn't help but feel rather elegant, but looking in the mirror, she still saw the flower lady.  She hoped that others would still see her that way too. Being only a few doors down from Tessy, Anna scurried to her room, almost forgetting to knock.  She was greeted by the nurse who had a cheery smile that  implied Tessy must be fine.

"I hope I  haven't missed eating supper with you, Tessy," Anna implored, not noticing any dishes, or traces of a meal.

"Oh no, I have been waiting to eat with you!  You certainly must have had quite a day; tell me about it," Tessy answered.

Not wanting to retrace her every step, Anna described briefly what all she had been doing to get situated into her new employment.  During supper, the two only talked about the frivolous, to avoid any of the nurse's suspicion during her eavesdropping. 

 Anna turned and spoke to the nurse, and asked her if she would like her to stay with Tessy for the night, so that she could get some rest.  "Surely, you must be tired," Anna suggested.

The nurse seemed relieved at the suggestion, and left thanking Anna once more, for being so kind.  

"I'm so glad that she left, " Tessy said, "because I heard that the king will want to talk to me before he leaves for his holiday in a few days.  He could be calling for me tomorrow, oh Anna, what will I tell him?" 

Chapter 11

"I am sure that you have already realized that it would have been much simpler to have had me tell you everything you traveled so far, to find out.  However, I knew that if I told you myself, that you would expect me also to supply you with all the solutions.  For every problem, there are many solutions, and many ways to handle a situation.  The best, I always believe, is to write them all down, then decide which one would be the most honest.  Nevertheless, in this case, when we are dealing with a shrewd, dishonest, gluttonous, greedy person, such as you know who, let wisdom guide you.  You owe him no explanation for things he already knows.  Give him only enough information, to satisfy his insecurity, then let him mull over it, and chances are, he will just let it go.  For instance, you can just tell him, the prisoner was a mad man, and that he offended you so, that you became ill.  See if that will satisfy him.  Use your imagination, and you'll have the words.  Believe me," Anna said, barely stopping to take a breath.  

"I feel like I won't be able to do anything, but stand there, looking at him, thinking all the while what a phony he is, and what he did to my father, and you...and as for me, I do not care.  I don't even want to think about being the real princess, I..." Tessy stammered around, groping for the words.

"But you must, for destiny always prevails.  You must be the heir to the throne, Tessy, for you have an important job to do.  Only someone, honest and kind as yourself, and truly good can handle the events that will take place in your lifetime.  Never doubt yourself. Because you will not be seeking power or riches but rather, wanting to do the right thing,  you will be given all the power you will need.  One day, you will understand, and see everything I say clearly.  Until then, take one task at a time. Trust my words, and look for others you can trust.  When the time is right, you will have many who will stand beside you," Anna spoke with such strength that Tessy felt comforted and very grateful that she would finally have this precious time with her mother, to soak in her wisdom and encouragement. 

Several days passed by in the most pleasant sort of way, with Tessy feeling stronger and beginning her lessons again with hew tutor.  The king  finally called for Tessy to eat dinner on the fourth day of her recovery. Tessy dressed in one of her finer gowns. She hoped that the king would accept her explanation, without asking alot of extra questions.  "Anna, I wish you could go with me," Tessy said, brushing her hair, as she was about to leave.

"Now, you are doubting yourself again.  Remember what I told you. All will go well, I am certain," Anna encouraged Tessy.

"I suppose. How do I look?" Tessy asked, trying to smile.
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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"You look beautiful, just like a princess," Anna answered.

"Thank you, but don't say that!" Tessy exclaimed, for looking like a princess that night, was the last thing she would want.  "Well, I'll talk to you, as soon as dinner is over," Tessy turned around leaving, without saying goodbye, feeling quite anxious to have the whole evening finished.

The walk to the king's great dining room was usually filled with excitement, anticipating the arrival of guests and all the delicious food.  This time, however, the walk was longer and far from being exciting.  Tessy hoped that she would be able to eat, feeling butterflies in her stomach all the way.  By the time she reached the great dining room, she felt an uncanny, inner strength, and entered with her usual poise and gracefulness.  The king and his ministers stood in awe of her intense beauty and radiance.  No doubt, she had become the fairest of all the fair, in her simplicity and naturalness, which appealed greatly to the men of the high court. 

"Please have a seat, Tessy," the king greeted her.

"Thank you, and how lovely the table looks tonight!" Tessy exclaimed, as a servant helped her scoot into her seat. "This is indeed an honor and a pleasure," she added, hoping that she wouldn't have to say anything else that she didn't really mean.

"We are truly glad that you are feeling better now, and we have been looking forward to hearing what you have to say about your, shall we say, incredible adventure," the king remarked,
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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feeling quite cute, but nevertheless coming straight to the point.

"I apologize for the delay in getting back with you after the trip you so graciously supported.  Really, it was quite horrible," Tessy paused, as a servant filled her soup bowl.

"I spoke with the guards, of course, and they informed me that you were unable to get any information from the prisoner, and that apparently he had gone quite mad, from being in the dungeon.  Is this correct?" the king implored.

Tessy felt relief that the guards had given the king such a story, and this would save her from further agony, for she loathed lies and deceit.  "I am certain that something terrible was wrong with the man, and I can truly say, I have never seen anyone so pathetic.  Nevertheless, I wanted to bring him to you, to see if you or anyone else could interpret his riddles and nonsense," Tessy answered.

"Ah yes, that does bring me to my next area of concern, and perhaps the primary reason for my asking you to come this evening.  Where is this mad man now?" the king asked, without giving Tessy a clue about what he had heard. 

"Well, I have no idea, your majesty," Tessy answered giving the least amount of information, before the king indicated more of what he already knew.

"You have no idea?  My concern is great here!  This criminal, who tried to take my daughter's life, is loose from my prison, and you have no idea where he might be?  This is deplorable and shows total disregard for the mission I sent you to accomplish," the king sounded in utter dismay.

"Well, didn't the guards tell you?" Tessy questioned, hoping some way that she would get an idea of what the king already knew.

"Of course, they told me; they told me that the prisoner escaped," the king answered. "This is just not acceptable, and I do not feel this negligence should go unpunished!"

Tessy looked at the king, hoping that she would have words to calm his anger, but she saw him in his true light, a man of dishonor and a man of fear, because of what he was and what all he had done.  No wonder, he always jumped when the mention of harm to himself or the princess had been suggested.  On the inside, he was a mere coward, dressed in robes and disguised as royalty. 

 Tessy was able to speak with authority and courage, without any emotion, "Then punish me, if need be.  The prisoner was a dying man, with perhaps only a day, possibly two to live, and riding north, without proper clothing, or money,  I am quite sure he has already frozen, somewhere in the snow."  Tessy held her breath, waiting for the king's response.

He sat in silence and swallowed several sips of soup, before he continued. The king wiped the droplets of soup from his beard, and stroked it several times, trying to appear very wise, while saying, "I can not hold you responsible for this blunder, I suppose. You are practically a child, and I have always been certain that you loved my daughter and that your intentions were good."

Tessy, who was nearly seventeen, didn't like being referred to as a child, but didn't dare squirm or show her disapproval.  She tried to sip down a little soup, acting as though she was completely at ease,  but never taking her eyes off of the king for even a second.  The king continued, "I gave my guard strict orders to escort you, so, I actually can not hold him responsible either.  I will, then, hold the warden in charge  of the prison responsible. Yes, he had no business releasing one of my prisoners, to anyone, without my consent.  Very good, very good, this decision sets well with me."

The king  seemed  unduly proud of himself, Tessy thought. He then spoke softly for a few moments with his ministers. They chuckled together and the king smiled, saying, "Let us now enjoy the rest of our meal, since this small matter has been settled.  I can now leave on my holiday abroad in peace.  Tessy, has my daughter told you about  our trip yet?"

Tessy had no idea what he was talking about, so she just shook her head and answered, "We have not really had much chance lately to talk, since I have been ill.  Where are you going?" 

"We will be leaving in two days to travel to several countries that I want my daughter to have the opportunity to visit.  I think we will see as much of the world as possible, because she will need this knowledge and experience one day when she is queen," the king answered, obviously thrilled with the whole idea.  

Tessy agreed that traveling is an education, unmatched by even books or the best tutors.  She tried to be enthusiastic about the places they would be visiting, but mostly felt excited that the king would be away for awhile. She wondered how long they would be gone and asked, "I will surely miss the princess.  How long will you be away?"

The king, not hesitating even a second, answered, "We plan on being absent from the palace no more than two months.  We realize that this is a long time of separation for you two friends, but we were contemplating asking you to join us.  Would you like that?"

Horrified by the thought, Tessy tried to seem grateful and answered as kindly as she possibly could, "I think some times  a separation can be healthy, and though I will miss Carmalyn, I do have my studies and a new tutor.  Also, I think the trip would be more special, if just you and Carmalyn were together, don't you?"

"Well, I had some of those thoughts myself.  Tessy, I think you and I must think alike; that is why you are one of my favorite people," the king babbled, and talked with food in his mouth.

Tessy felt amused that the king said that she and he thought alike, for little did he suspect that she was trying to arrange her words, according to the way he seemed to think.  Well, anyway, it worked, Tessy thought, relieved and simply smiled at him. 

 The rest of the dinner was spent with little conversation, until everyone excused themselves, and Tessy scurried to Anna's room, to tell her everything that happened.  Anna came to her door and Tessy quickly entered. "Oh, Anna, I could not wait until tomorrow to tell you how everything went so well," and Tessy went into the details of the evening, while Anna patiently listened.

"So, he will be away for a couple of months, you say?  Well, that will be fortunate for us," Anna responded and then encouraged Tessy to remember the evening deeply in her heart, as assurance that she was not alone.  She gently encouraged Tessy to spend some quiet time, alone, and go to bed to get the rest she needed after having such an emotional evening.  Tessy and Anna hugged for the first time.  "I love you," Tessy said softly, and Anna answered, "and indeed, I have always and will always love you."  

Tessy had no trouble sleeping throughout the night.  In fact, she could hardly believe her ears, when knocking at her door awoke her the next morning well after dawn.  She sensed  that is was much later than her normal, morning wake-up call.  Carmalyn came rushing in, dressed and too excited to even wait for her to answer the door, "Well, look at my lazy friend!" Carmalyn said teasingly.  "You're going to sleep right through breakfast, and that can't be today!  We've got to catch up on everything.  Father told me that you already know about our long holiday, and I begged him to let you come with us.  I already miss you, Tess, and this will be an eternity without seeing you.  I don't think I will be able to stand it."

Still not totally awake, Tessy felt baffled by what  her best friend was talking about, but managed to answer, "I will miss you too, Carma, and I wouldn't want you to go, except that I have learned that traveling is truly a broadening of one's horizons.  Think of the shopping you will be able to do.  I imagine your  father will have to purchase another coach, just to take everything you purchase along the way  back home!" Tessy teased, but was also being quite sincere.

"You know what?  I hadn't even thought about the shopping, Tess!  I will love that, won't I?" Carmalyn answered gleefully, giggling and talking at the same time.  "I will write you every day.  I promise.  Of course, you will not be able to write me back, so maybe you can just keep a journal, for me to read.  Anyway, I don't want us to drift apart too much.  You're not just my friend, you know."

Tessy wasn't sure what Carmalyn was referring to, but thought to herself, no, she wasn't just a friend, they were first cousins, but what on earth did she mean? 

The princess continued, "You are just like my sister, and even though you are my same age, you have been like my big sister.  I have treasured our friendship and now, I will fuss at you.  What in the world got you so upset that you became so ill, Tessy?  You gave us all a terrible fright!  I almost became ill, myself, looking at you, so pitiful.  I even felt guilty, because I knew you had left, hoping to help me.  Now, tell me everything about the trip, Tessy.  I mean it...everything!"  The princess changed to a very serious expression of concern. 

Tessy felt startled by the sudden change, and was completely speechless for several minutes, knowing that she could never hurt the princess.  She felt deeply compassionate towards her at this moment, realizing how deceived she was, and that if she were to discover that she was not actually the true princess, she would probably go off the deep end.  For Tessy realized that Carmalyn's life had been built upon the idea of her false heritage, understandably developing a life-style totally devoted to fame, fortune, and power, very much like her father.  Tessy also realized how deeply it would hurt the princess to be told that her father was a bogus king, whose life was built around delusion and fraud.

Chapter 12

  Nevertheless, Tessy had no dreams of her own inheritance at the expense of hurting her dearest friend, and after thinking quite awhile answered Carmalyn, "You know you are my best friend also.  We have shared many things during our lives.  We have  so much in common and yet, we are very different, thus lending to  our great compatibility.  I want to tell you everything, as I always have, but this is the only time, that I, well...I just don't think I can."

The princess didn't want to accept Tessy's restraint and kept trying to coerce her into telling about the prisoner.

Tessy sunk into her covers, groping for a reasonable solution to meeting her friend's demands without  hurting her by telling her the truth.  Finally, she spoke, "I will never know why I thought I could have any faith in a criminal's credibility.  Do you know what I am saying?  He was a mad man, Carma, that is all!  Why would you even want to know anything about such a man?"

"Because he upset you, and I want to know why,"  the princess answered, seeming utterly sincere, but still persistently insisting Tessy tell her the whole story.  

Tessy was clever enough, and finally awake enough to dissolve the conversation, and yet not cause the princess any more distress.  She calmly spoke, "Carma, I think I will be too upset to discuss this anymore now.  Perhaps, when I am stronger again, we can talk and laugh about my disastrous endeavor to be helpful, only to end up causing a great stir all around me, by getting ill from it all," Tessy tried to laugh, hoping she could delay further conversation, at least until the princess and her father returned from abroad.

"Tessy, please forgive my thoughtlessness.  I surely do not want to cause you to become upset again.  You are right.  When we get back, you will be much stronger, and then we will have much more time to talk.  Promise me, though, that you will tell me everything when I come back, promise me." Carmalyn persisted, while trying to absolve herself from being so pushy.

Tessy decided to oblige the princess in order to diffuse the conversation, and vowed, "I promise, Carma, but only because you insist."  So, the princess felt satisfied, and began talking about the upcoming trip, discussing every detail of what she intended to pack, not even stopping as they ate the breakfast that had been brought, while she continued her almost never-ending monologue. 

 By the time, they had finished, and the princess was about to leave, Anna arrived to see if Tessy felt well enough to begin her lessons.  Anna seemed surprised to see Tessy still wearing her night clothes, and commented on the fact. The princess then realized how she had been keeping Tessy tied up, and hadn't even given her the chance to dress.  She explained that they had been talking since early morning, and excused herself, giving Tessy a tremendous hug and kiss.  "I'll come by tonight, Tess," she winked and pranced out of the room, while Anna excused herself also, for Tessy to dress. Tessy hurried, so that she could talk with Anna, and tell her what had just happened.

  When Anna came back in, she discussed the princess' morning conversation, and shared how that she had pleaded with her to tell her all about the trip to the prison.

"I may have to tell her, Anna, but you know I don't want to hurt her, not for anything in all the world," Tessy explained.

"Sometimes, my dear one, the truth is very painful at first, but the honor and truthfulness found in real friendship, must endure the test.  Truly, many decisions in life are difficult to make, and no one can make them for you.  You were wise, though, not to discuss the trip with her today.  Now, you will have time to feel good about what you tell her, when and if the time is right," Anna counseled, and then changed the subject. "Are you ready for some lessons?"

"No," Tessy giggled. "But I will do my best!"  

So, the two began the first of the many days to come of taking trips with their minds to faraway places, and visiting the minds of great people and writers, all through the wonderful world of Anna's prized books.  Time would fly, and with Anna, learning was almost exactly like being there, right in the world of each of the writers. Teaching was so natural with Anna, that Tessy was totally captivated and thus, their lessons and time together became the most special and cherished time of their lives.  

As the weeks passed by, almost too fast, for both Anna and Tessy, the two became very close, as if they had always known each other.  At night, Tessy thought about the princess and missed her greatly.  The princess' letters were definite highlights, during their time of separation.  Tessy was surprised at how well the princess could write, despite the fact, that she had spent very little time with her lessons.  The princess seemed very happy, except that she did complain about some of the food and how she missed Tessy so very much, that she almost wanted to ask her father if they could cut their  holiday a little short, and get back sooner.  However, she would add that her father was traveling on a cloud, and that she didn't want to ruin the trip for him. She had never seen him happier.

Tessy also was receiving occasional letters from Madam Ramona in Lockhart, who had married the doctor.  She begged Tessy to visit, but all her letters were in different languages, still trying to challenge Tessy to continue her studies in foreign languages. She asked a number of questions about Tessy's new tutor and questioned her new tutor's qualifications, Tessy thought just out of natural curiosity.  Tessy always answered the letters to Madam Ramona promptly, and wrote about Anna with tremendous enthusiasm, but was thoughtful to not show too much favoritism towards Anna.  That was indeed difficult to do. 

 Tessy wasn't able to send letters to the princess, as they were on the road too much for a letter to arrive at any of their destinations. Also, she had not been given their itinerary. However, Tessy wrote in her journal every night, as if she were talking directly to her best friend,  highlighting the events of the day.

Tessy was able to accompany Anna and several servants to help transplant Anna's rose bushes into the gardens at the palace.  Anna seemed much more comfortable after the work was finished, and spent much of her free time working with them in the garden.  Tessy would join her frequently to enjoy the fresh air in a pensive, yet somewhat exhilarating way. Tessy tried to imagine her mother as the queen, and at best, it was difficult, for she seemed so at home in the gardens.  Nevertheless, her close observation drew her closer to her mother, for Anna never seemed bitter or hardened by her life.  She rather seemed quite grateful, despite the destruction of the royal life she had once enjoyed.  Tessy grieved for the hardships her mother had faced in solitude, and longed to have her honor restored.  Tessy tried desperately  not to sit and loathe the king, but as time passed without his presence, she became less fearful of him. 

 Sundays were Tessy's favorite day, as they were able to travel into the village to attend services at the simple, small village church.  Tessy and Anna would sit in the balcony, where they would be less noticeable, and Anna would take notes of everything the clergyman would say.  Tessy would just listen, hoping somehow to find relief from her tremendous resentment against the king. She would meditate about forgiveness, but the more she tried, the worse it would become.  On the way home, she would ask Anna about this, "Why do you suppose when I am trying so hard to release these harsh thoughts, that I just seem to think more about it, and feel worse inside?"

"You are trying too hard to win a fight inside yourself.  Quit trying.  Feelings come and go, as the sunshine and the rain. When we can't accept something, we will of course, have some unpleasant feelings.  The world is a beautiful place, Tessy, but unfortunately, some of the people in it are not as beautiful.  Some have defects of character that clearly are against all you and I believe.  However, we do not have to hate the person who is so far from perfect.  We just try to find compassion, as you would for anything that is deficient and imperfect.  As for your feelings, well, let honesty be your guide to whatever action you must take, Tessy.  Whenever, we can't let go inside of things that are bothering us, we must ask for courage to do the right thing.  The right thing is usually clear, if you are always true to yourself," Anna spoke with such wisdom, Tessy felt much of the despair inside broken. 

 Tessy thought about her words the rest of the way home. Perhaps, the message was clear, that she simply couldn't pretend any longer.  Maybe Anna was just much stronger, and could somehow absolve the deceit and lies that had affected both of their lives, but Tessy could not.  Tessy admired her mother's great humility, but she could not live in submission the rest of her life, to such an abominable human being as the king.  She knew that even if it would mean her life that one day, she would have to stand face to face with the king in truthfulness and honesty.  

Her fear left, and she realized the blessings that  had occurred, to enable her life to be reunited with her mother and have such precious time with her.  She knew her mother had more riches than anyone in the kingdom. Tessy could see into Anna's heart, a heart truly unaffected by any bitterness towards her oppressor.  Tessy wished that she could just accept things as they were, as her mother seemed to be able to do.  How Tessy admired her, yet Anna was her constant reminder of the deception and fraud in the kingdom. 

Tessy felt unusually tired and after supper that evening, retired early.  She closed the window and bolted her door, as usual, climbing into her covers.  The room was chilled, so she snuggled deeply underneath all her comforters.  She drifted deeply into a sound, peaceful slumber.  All of sudden, though, she was awakened by an abnormal noise, and felt an unusual presence of someone in her room.  "Who is there?" she called out, but no one answered.  Oh well, she thought, no one could be in here, remembering how she had locked her windows and bolted the door.  Still not feeling completely at ease, she pulled her covers over her head, and listened but heard no more strange noises.  She tried to go back to sleep, but almost as she felt calm again, she heard another noise, closer to her bed.  "Who is in here?" she called out from under her covers.  "Tell me, or I will scream!"  She pulled the covers from over her head and peered out to see a silhouette of some human in the moonlight, standing directly over her bed.

Chapter 13

"Don't scream.  That's just exactly what I don't want you to do," the voice from the silhouette answered.

"Who is it?  I can't see you," Tessy demanded, struggling to recognize the familiar, yet strange voice.

"It's me, Sturdivent," the voice identified himself. 

"Goodness, Sturdivent?" Tessy questioned, pondering over the unfamiliar name, then thinking, oh, the ex-merchant, the ex-prisoner or who knows ex-whatever now.  "What are you doing here?"

"The obvious, Tessy, I have come to see you and fill you in on the details.  I have been unable to write, so when I heard of the king's absence, I thought it would be better to see you in person," the so-called Sturdivent explained. Tessy, still feeling horrified by the scare he had given her, did not respond, so he continued, "I have done as I told you.  I have organized an army of barbarians and some escaped criminals in the north, who had been loyal to your father and sought refuge in the high country.  We are strong and soon will be able to defeat the king's army here.  Our strength will be the element of surprise.  I need, however, to have at least a few of the palace guards on our side. Do you have any that you can trust, that you think would be loyal to you?"

Tessy thought about what all he said, abhorring the thought of any bloodshed, and answered, "I suppose I do have true friendships with a couple of the guards, and I believe that they would be loyal to me.  But isn't there another way?  I do not like this idea of overthrowing the king by slaughter and killing innocent people.  This is not what I had in mind.  I do not want to war with the king's army, if there is any other way."

"There is another way, but it would be much more dangerous  to us, and perhaps impossible.  However, we could abduct him from his chambers, but then what will we do with him?" Sturdivent inquired.

"Well, I don't know.  We have to somehow prove, in fact, that he did murder my father in cold blood, and totally dishonor him, before we can pass any sentence upon him.  Until we do that, the kingdom will still remain loyal to him. Is there any way that we can prove he is a liar and a traitor?" Tessy questioned.

"Yes, I do believe I have some items that we can offer as proof, that he never even went into battle.  I traced his location, at the time of the murder, and was able to find his sword and shield.  Neither had any scratches or any indications of ever being worn.  I found the person who was in charge of the Inn where he and several of his soldiers were staying, a few miles from the battle sight.  I was told that he left in the night with several men in a large coach.  However, all his belongings were left that he would have normally taken, even his boots, sword and shield.  His crown and medallions, however, were not left behind, so evidently, whoever he left with, took them along.  His diary was also left behind, and I have it. It never says anything about going into battle or even intending to go.  I believe I have enough witnesses, who can testify that these articles were left behind at the Inn, and that they were not stolen from him by thieves, after he died in battle.  For one thing, the armor would be scratched; but you see, it was not ever even used.  Your father was no fighter, I can assure you.  He would always be close to his men, but he would never have gone into the battle."

"Oh, I don't know, Sturdivent. you have done some excellent investigating, but still it could all be debated.  We must look for something else, some stronger piece of evidence, I think," Tessy said, disappointing Sturdivent, who was fired up and ready for action. "I just don't think those are convincing enough to have a whole kingdom believe us, over the king's slyness.  Then, I also do not know what to do about the princess.  I am greatly concerned about her and don't think she could endure such humiliation."

"Think about what is rightfully yours! Child, think about your mother and your father. Now, how can you have this pity on the daughter of your father's murderer?" Sturdivent asked coldly.

"I have to, that is all!  You need not understand why.  We must think of some way, to avoid hurting her needlessly, or I am totally opposed to any of this scheme," Tessy answered.

"Very well, I do have some ideas, and I will work on them, but it would have been much easier if I had poisoned her when she was but ten years of age.  Now, you are even more attached to her, and this is just further foolishness and complications," Sturdivent scolded.

"You are a bad man, Sturdivent," Tessy retorted, "You believe in killing in the name of justice, and I do not agree with you.  I don't know how we ever got into this situation together.  What interest do you really have in all this?"

"Let's just say, that I am not the villain as I may appear. I do admit being vindictive, not bad.  Remember Tessy, I am on your side.  I am just willing to do whatever is necessary to vindicate your position.  Everything else is personal, and believe me, I have my reasons, but I do not wish to discuss them with you at this time.  I will work on an idea to keep your friend from being harmed, and now, I must be leaving.  I will stay in touch," and as he spoke, he opened the window and climbed outside somewhere into the darkness.

     Tessy could only feel the chill in the room going down her spine.  She believed that surely something was amiss with that man, and she wasn't at all comfortable about having him on her side.  She wanted to know more about him, and to understand why he truly hated the king, and seemed so devoted to her in this matter. What was his vendetta against the king?  She would have to find out before she went any further with any of his so-called plans. Tessy hoped that there would be a better way to set things right, without any bloodshed, but she was without any ideas.
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Tessy wasn't able to sleep very well through the rest of the night. With the first glimpse of the sunlight, she threw on some clothes to quickly go tell Anna all about her midnight caller.  Anna was already awake, when Tessy knocked at her door.  Tessy almost into the room, talking practically non-stop about the man called Sturdivent, telling everything that she could remember.  Anna listened without interrupting her, being stunned by the excitement so early in the morning.

"I was so terrified at first, that I was relieved when he identified himself, so I didn't scream.  I still can't believe that he knew exactly where my room was, and could crawl up to my window, without being noticed by any of the guards.  He truly is a sneaky man, and I just don't trust him, nor do I like him, Anna," Tessy concluded her non-stop monologue, so Anna could finally respond.

"Perhaps, he is not as sneaky as he is clever, Tessy.  I do not think he is man of the highest character, but I would not be so quick to judge him.  Yes, he believes in an eye for an eye, but he also has loyalty to you, Tessy.  That loyalty I would not rebel against right now.  He will do what you say, Tessy, I really believe that, and if you do not permit him to kill or harm anyone, I am sure that he won't.  I think you must try to trust him, because you have no one else right now.  Time will tell you, when or if you feel you must dismiss him.  In the meantime, try to understand that many men are different that women.  By instinct, they are hunters and killers much more than women.  Perhaps, what appears to you to be violence in him, may be just his way of showing you his courage.  Try to wait and see.  Do you think you can do that?" Anna advised.

"Well, you are right for sure about one thing.  What other choice do I really have?" Tessy asked not expecting an answer.

Tessy and Anna ate breakfast, and Tessy tried to get her mind off Sturdivent during her studies. She didn't want to waste any of her precious time with Anna, by becoming too pensive about the previous night. Anna, with all of her wisdom, directed Tessy's attention to her favorite books.  Despite Tessy's lack of rest the previous night, she was able to keep her mind occupied all day, so that by nightfall, she eagerly went to bed, taking only seconds to fall asleep.

The next day Tessy received a letter from the princess, announcing that she and her father would be returning the next week, because she had become far too homesick to enjoy the trip any longer.  The princess wrote that she especially missed Tessy, and couldn't endure any more separation.  Tessy missed her best friend with all her heart, but had been relishing the time with Anna far too much to become very lonely for her.  Tessy felt somewhat ashamed, because she wasn't very excited about their return, hoping that her time with Anna could not be spoiled when they arrived.  Not having any interruptions, and being able to converse openly, had become so normal to Tessy, that she wasn't sure how well she would adjust to having again to become secretive.
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Tessy knew that she would have to speak with the guards, who had accompanied her to the prison,  hoping that she was correct about feeling that she could trust them. After discussing this with Anna, Tessy decided to invite them along, when she and Anna would go visit Anna's old home. They could all take a ride together through the countryside.  Anna suggested that they might even do a little fishing at the river, where they would surely have complete privacy to perhaps talk.   The guards agreed to accompany them, simply because that was their job  but didn't suspect anything out of the ordinary.  

The next morning, Tessy and Anna awakened early, to eat breakfast and plan the conversation between Tessy and the guards.  The guards met them at the palace gate, helping them onto their horses, and loading several baskets of food for a picnic,  just in case no fish were caught.  Tessy remained aloof, not being her usual friendly self, all during their ride.  When they finally arrived at the shack, Anna called home, Tessy watched Anna's expression become quite woeful.

"I suspect it sounds ridiculous to miss this old place," Anna explained, "but there is so much peace and serenity found here, that I know all the luxuries of the palace could never replace."  She took a quick look around, and then got back on her horse.  "Let's go on to the river, for the fish mainly bite in the early morning, and it is getting almost too late."

Anna led the way into the woods, with branches scraping the horses, and subsequently brushing against Tessy, so much that she had to concentrate on avoiding one bouncing back and hitting her face.  Soon, the refreshing sound of the rushing river roared throughout the whole area, a melody like no other, even the sound of the waves at the ocean, Tessy had tried to remember. Tessy felt the peace and strength that the special place had to offer.

"I must talk with you two, and that is why I have brought you here to question your loyalty.  Make no mistake, what I am telling you will be neither easy or pleasant for you or for me."  Then Tessy went on to explain about the Studivent's visit two nights before, trying to not reveal the way that she felt, or even suggest at this point whether she believed him. After she finished, it felt like hours before one of the guards responded.

"We have been suspect of this situation, from long before you ever visited Sturdivent.  Without any doubt, I would say that there are others in the army, who would also believe, and would be loyal to you, no matter what.  But you must understand, that the others are not necessarily evil; they simply aren't enlightened.  I served under your father, Tessy, and I owe him whatever it takes to honor you, and of course, Anna."

Tessy turned to the younger guard and asked, "and what about you, sir?  You must tell me the truth; how do you feel about this situation?"

"Exactly the same, and I would consider it a privilege to be able to do anything that would help you in this treacherous situation," he quickly responded, adding, "what would you like for us to do to help?"

"Nothing, at this time," Tessy answered, "but Sturdivent is chomping at the bits to take action, so he may be ready with a plan sooner than I would expect.  That is why I didn't want to dawdle too long, before I found out exactly where you stood.  Of course, you are both very special to me, for all that you already have helped me with in my life.  I want to make certain that you both are free from any harm."

"Our job, Tessy, I mean "Princess" is to take care of you, at any risk," the guard immediately retorted.

Tessy turned to Anna, shaking her head, "Oh Anna, I do not know if I am ready for this."

"Well, look here, are you ready for this?" Anna asked, smiling as she displayed an enormous fish. "I've been busy while you were talking, trying to let you handle the situation yourself.  I believe we can all have a great feast with this one," again showing off her prize catch.

Tessy temporarily forgot about her concerns and entered into the competition, to see if she could catch a fish that would stand up to her mother's.  "Come on, you two, why don't you give this a try?" Tessy asked, trying to coax the two guards into having some fun for a change.  

Before long, they were all fishing, with periods of silence until someone caught something, and everyone would enthusiastically help to pull it up onto the bank.  Anna's first fish still remained the catch of the day, but after all was said and done, they had certainly caught far more than they would be able to eat in one sitting.  So the day passed without much more serious dialogue, and Tessy left, feeling a certain assurance that all was well.

When the foursome arrived back at the palace, they were tired, but felt refreshed from being outdoors.  They were greeted by the message that the king and his traveling party had just returned from their journey abroad, and Tessy's heart sunk deeply, looking solemnly at the members of her group.  I am not ready for this she thought, and wished they could only have just a few more days together before the princess had returned.  

Tessy hadn't even realized how much she had enjoyed her freedom to be with Anna and not having to contend with the princess's demands and whims.  Hopefully, the traveling party would be much too weary to want to get together that evening.  The guards appeared emotionless, but Tessy could see the concern in Anna's eyes.  How strange, that her true loyalty could change so drastically from the princess to her mother, but truly, she could never allow her mother to continue her life as it had been, and she would do anything that it might take, to restore her mother's position of honor.  

Chapter 14

When Tessy arrived at her room, the princess was waiting for her.  "Where have you been?" she asked excitedly, running up to hug Tessy.  Tessy felt a strange coldness between them now, and her transparency could not hide these new feelings.

"Anna and I spent a day in the country.  We did some fishing.  I probably smell like fish!" Tessy answered, trying to make an excuse for her coldness.

The princess laughed and agreed that she did just a bit.  "We surely have a lot of catching up to do, Tessy!  I can't wait to show you all my new things.  I have so much to tell you too!  Let's just reserve tomorrow for each other, alright?" the princess didn't wait for an answer.  "I'll be here early to have breakfast with you, then we'll go unpack all my new treasures, and catch up on the last few months.  I can't believe how much I missed you. Did you get my letters?"  

Tessy answered, "Yes, and I really enjoyed them.  I have saved them for you, in case you would like them as memoirs of your trip.  I kept wishing I could write you, but I did keep a scant journal. It will probably just bore you to tears."

"Never, nothing you could ever write would bore me a second, my dearest, best friend.  Now, let's get some good rest tonight, so we'll have a great day tomorrow!" the princess suggested, as she left to go back to her room.  Tessy tried to act happy, but felt the pain of the tremendous secret that was tearing the two apart, and knew that things might never be the same.

During the night, Tessy struggled to sleep, dreaming that the princess was crying and became very sick again.  Tessy loved the princess tremendously, and she hoped that their friendship would stand up under the strain of secrecy.  She remembered reading in one of her favorite books, a line that stated, all true friendships must endure a test, and she thought that maybe this was heir test. If their friendship was true, then it would endure all the other problems.  Finally, Tessy was able to sleep and dreamed no more.

"Good morning!  Get up!  Get up!" the princess called out bright and early the next morning.  "I can't believe what a sleepyhead you have become lately."  The princess was in ecstasy this morning, being unable to wait to show Tessy all the beautiful souvenirs and treasures from her trip. "Get dressed, Tessy, and let's have breakfast in my room, just like the old days, alright?"

"Can it truly be morning, or are you just teasing me?  Where is the sun?" Tessy answered half-teasing herself. 

"Tessy, you know we have to be ready to eat to have breakfast watching  the sunrise; that's how we always did it, except you were usually the one trying to get me out of bed," the princess giggled as she spoke, and started dragging Tessy by the arm.

"Very well, now, easy on me, I am coming," Tessy tried to stumble on her own to her wash basin to splash the cook water on her face, before dressing. "What shall I wear?" Tessy asked, not noticing the princess had already pulled out a dress for her. Tessy felt strange to again be subservient to her friend's every wish, even to the point of her selecting her dress to wear.  Tessy didn't even think, before saying, "I don't think I want to wear that one today."

The princess looked shocked for a minute, and Tessy was sure that this was the first time she had not totally gone along with her wishes.  The princess just pranced off, saying, "Well, pick one out yourself, and hurry up!  I'm sure that breakfast will be there by the time you get to my room."

Tessy felt proud of herself, for being honest, for the first time with the princess, but also felt uneasy, for she had always felt it easier to just agree with everything.  However, to keep from annoying the princess any further, she dressed more rapidly than normal, arriving at the princess's room, slightly before the servants who were bringing in breakfast.

"You look lovely," the princess greeted her, taking her hand to lead her to the table in front of the huge picture window. "Look Tessy, at the sun barely peeking over the mountains.  Just think, as you and I have been growing up, those mountains seem just the same.  Don't you ever wish everything could just stay the same forever?"

Tessy thought that Carma didn't have any idea how much she wished that, but answered, "Yes, I have a hard time, sometimes, it seems with all the changes, and sometimes I don't like change at all."

"Me either, but Tessy, you and I, we are still best friends?  I mean, I sense something is troubling you.  You have changed, and I don't understand," Carmalyn asked sincerely. Tessy wanted so to tell her why, but she just looked down, again resolving that she could not do anything to hurt her friend.   Carmalyn continued asking questions, "What has happened, Tessy?  You must tell me, so that I can help you this time.  You can't just hold this inside.  You must get it out!  I know it had something to do with your trip to the prison; now, tell me, Tessy, what exactly happened?  What happened to make you so melancholy around me?"

Tessy pondered over the feeling that she had gotten when she had been honest about the dress and wondered if she could get relief by being honest about everything with the princess.  She looked at her face, filled with such curiosity, anticipating an answer. With tremendous difficulty, she spoke slowly.

"Carma, you know you have always meant more to me, than probably even my own life.  I have and always will love you, and I never want to hurt you in any way," Tessy paused for courage.

The princess interjected, "I feel the same way about you, now go on," trying to coax Tessy to talk.

"Well, my secret is horrible for us; I mean, you and me, and I just can't bring myself to tell you," Tessy continued.

"Oh, so, you B CdoB C have a secret then; I knew it!  I knew it!  Tessy, you know that we can't go on, and grow old together with some nasty old secret between us.  Please unburden yourself, and I will do my best to understand. Don't you believe me?" the princess spoke with such utter candor that Tessy felt she had no choice but to unveil the mysterious way she had been acting.

Tessy began the story and gave every detail of what she remembered that the prisoner, named Sturdivent,  had revealed to her. Tessy began weeping, while she was telling the princess what he had said about her father, and had to stop abruptly to regain her composure.  

The princess interrupted, trying to comfort her, "Surely you must have realized that this prisoner was lying. Why have you let such an infidel deprive you of your joy?  I mean, he is obviously a deserter, filled with deception and deceit.  How can you allow such travesty to occupy your mind?"

"You do not understand, Carma...I have every reason to believe that what he told me, though, I deplore thinking this, but I fear it is completely the truth, like it or not," Tessy answered.

"Now, you have gone mad!  I can't believe what I am hearing!  You  are calling my father a murderer, and at the same time, claiming that you are the princess?  This is outrageous! No wonder you did not want to tell me," the princess cried out in total disbelief.

"That is not at all why I did not want to tell you.  I have not wanted anything ever to hurt you, and I certainly never wanted anything like this to be true.  I would rather this be happening to anyone but me.  I don't want fame or glory, don't you know that?  In my eyes, I can't see you as anything but the princess, and how could I ever try to take anything away from you?  You just wanted to know what was troubling me, and I have told you.  I regret it all, but Carma, you told me that we would always be friends.  I have placed myself in your hands, by trusting you with this information.  However you feel about it is up to you, but you must always believe me, that I have never and would never do anything intentionally to upset you."

The princess didn't have to say anything  to explain how she felt, as she looked at Tessy with utter disgust, glaring at her, through the air so filled with dissonance, the sunlight itself, seemed to fade into darkness. "I want to dissolve our friendship, Tessy.  You have disgraced my father and myself.  I am going to speak to him immediately, and have you banished from the kingdom forever!"

Tessy had never seen this vindictive side of her friend, and hung her head in silence and despair.  No words now would suffice, for indeed, Tessy's friend was unable to stand the test.

Chapter 15

Tessy left the room in silence. Fearing that she would endanger Anna's life, she did not go to her this time.  She had been very careful  not to mention anything about Anna being her mother, and now she was at least relieved for that decision.  Tessy had barely made it to her room, when she heard loud and strange footsteps down the corridor.  She darted into her room and bolted the door, holding her breath to listen and see if they were coming towards her.  She heard them fade away, but detected some uncanny danger and so, she began to hurriedly gather some of her clothes and most necessary belongings, stuffing them into a bag.  She wanted so badly to go tell Anna, but frantically opened the door, checking both ways to make sure she was alone.  Tessy scurried down the long corridor, as quietly as possible, praying only to be able to leave the palace without being noticed.  

"Where are you going, young lady, in such a hurry?" asked a voice she recognized as being the king. Tessy turned around in horror, as she stood before him, Carmalyn, and several guards.

"I have told Father of your wretched tales of treason and disgrace," the princess explained.

"Are you trying to escape?  This is proof, that you are guilty, I'm sorry to say," the king growled.

With a bag of clothes in hand, the fact was undeniable, and Tessy was taken by the guards to the palace dungeon.  She tried to look back, but couldn't see anything but two estranged figures appearing as a dark shadow, fading completely into the darkness.  Feeling dazed and totally baffled, Tessy begged the guards to let go of her, promising she would walk with them, but they wouldn't listen. Tessy never realized the word humiliation until this moment, and at this point, she made the decision, that whatever it took, she would live to rectify the lies and restore truth again to the kingdom.

The dungeon was damp and had no light at all, except for a  few small cracks in the walls.  Tessy's arms were chained, and she felt terribly weak.  She could hear the faint whispers of the guards, talking about what sounded like an execution.  Surely they were not talking about her, but then, she heard her name, and the whispering stopped. She had no other choice but to call out to them, "Please tell me, if you know, what is the king planning on doing to me?"

One guard came over to her and spit in her face, "Like who are you to ask, missy?" he snarled and then added, "it's like this," and he pointed his finger across her throat.

Tessy assumed that he meant she was going to be beheaded and asked him again, "Do you mean, he's going to cut off my head?"

The guards laughed and told cruel jokes for a minute, indicating that was exactly what the king had ordered.  Unable to bear the thought, Tessy passed out completely, saving herself from further torment. 

Chapter 16

Tessy had no idea how long she had been unconscious, when someone began wiping her forehead with fresh water, but the voice was that of her trusted and dear friend, the guard, who had rescued her life as an infant.  She looked up and smiled, saying, "I guess I've gotten myself into some deep trouble, haven't I?"

The guard unlocked her chains and answered softly, "Tessy, I am taking you away, according to the king's orders.  He has commanded that you be executed away from the palace, so as not  to disturb the princess.  Of course, the princess doesn't know anything about this, but word has been sent to your mother.  You mustn't fear, though, because you know what I am going to do, don't you?"

"Set me free, I hope," Tessy whispered. The guard did not have to answer, for this was his intent, but knowing that his own life was at stake, cautioned her to move with lightning speed, yet as quietly as eagles fly over the great mountains. Like brilliant clockwork, the other friendly guard had their two horses ready to mount at the gate.  

Tessy felt at the threshold of freedom, the taste never being so delicious.  Tessy's hair blew across the sky, with the horse moving with the wind, and her heart sang songs, as she floated behind her dear friend and servant.  Never would she waste another moment worrying, she vowed as the moon seemed to lift them down the hill almost magically gliding over the steep, rocky crevices. 

 When safely out of sight from the palace, the guard stopped to confer with Tessy about his plans, "We really need to take you to Lockhart, but would never make it before dawn, so I am taking you to your mother's old house down by the river, where you should be safe for today. Madam Ramona in Lockhart will be waiting for you, but I will not be able to take you to her.  You will have to make the trip on your own.  Let's go, quickly," he nudged his horse and bolted towards the familiar road towards the river. 

 Tessy had very little strength, and her arms ached terribly from the chains that had bound them so tightly.  She prayed that she would be able to hang on until they reached the old cabin.  Suddenly, the guard's horse skidded to an abrupt halt, and Tessy managed  not to run into him by the hair on her chin.  "We'll cut through these trees. Get off your horse, and walk slightly behind your horse," the guard instructed.

Only a few steps inside the thicket, strange voices and the sounds of horses blurted out through the woods, coming from the trail they had just left. "Be still," the guard said, motioning Tessy to lean behind a tree.  Tessy stood perfectly still, but her heartbeat seemed loud enough that she thought surely the men on the trail would hear. Standing motionless for several minutes, Tessy listened as the voices and horses' hoofs faded away into the stillness of the early morning. 

"We must move now, hurry and make no unnecessary noises," the guard cautioned.

Soon they would be well out of sight of anyone's hearing range. Tessy was never so happy, as to see the first glimpse of the old house, but immediately felt the absence of Anna, and longed to see her and hear sweet voice. The guard ripped off the boards nailed across the doorway. and sent Tessy inside. "I will take your horse down by the river," said the guard.  

Tessy looked for a candle to light, and managed to find an old oil lamp.  Dust and dirt seemed to be the only visitors that had been inside for a very long time. Tessy sat on the bed, waiting for the guard's return, which to her relief, took only a few minutes.  He explained where he had put the horse, and told Tessy he would board-up  the front door.  She would have to break through a boarded window in the back, and would have to nail back the boards before leaving the next night for Lockhart.

Tessy listened carefully, as he gave her his final instructions.  "You must ride as swiftly as possible, until you get to Lockhart.  I am sending a messenger to Sturdivent, who will meet you as soon as possible.  Stay completely out of sight, for at this moment, you must beware of anyone who might recognize you.  Now I will be off, and may all the Good be with you," the guard spoke and put his hand on Tessy's shoulder.

"I owe you my life many times over; how can I ever repay you?"  Tessy thanked the guard, but the guard just shook his head.

"You owe me nothing, my young friend.  I am only doing my job, and your safety will be my payment," he answered and turned to leave without further farewells.  Tessy listened as he boarded the door, holding an old blanket around her tightly.  She lay on the bed, hungry and aching, but was soon sound asleep.

Back at the palace, Carmalyn had tossed and turned all through the night, not being able to sleep in peace. Tessy's words  had haunted her every waking moment. The princess felt guilty for her reaction to Tessy, and couldn't wait another minute to speak with her once more.  She wanted to ask if she could see Tessy and beg her forgiveness.  So, she rushed to her father's chambers, only to be stopped by several guards, who had been placed in front of the hall, with orders not to allow the king to be disturbed until after his breakfast. 

 The princess demanded to see her father, but the guards  wouldn't budge or listen.  "Then take me to where you are keeping Tessy.  I must speak with her at once," the princess insisted.

"I'm afraid that you can not see her, for she was taken to be executed during the night," the guards answered sharply.

"What?  What are you saying?"  Carmalyn had heard them, but she couldn't believe her ears. "Let me see my father at once!  You will have to cut my throat to stop me."

The guards reluctantly moved aside to allow the determined princess by, and she ran into her father's chambers, without even knocking.  "Father, wake up!  It is me, your daughter," she exclaimed as she stood before his magnificent bed."

"Yes, dear, why are you calling on me, so early this morning?" the king greeted her, as he casually stretched his lusty arms, under the luxurious, satin and velvet covers.  The princess trudged slowly over by him and began sobbing and talking at the same time.

"Father, what kind of lunacy is going on here?  You promised you would not hurt Tessy, and I was just informed that you had her executed during the night.  Tell me this is just a lie, Father, surely I've been misinformed.  I want to know the truth, tell me," the princess sounded hysterical.  

"Calm down, Carmalyn.  I will not discuss this with you. while you are acting hysterical. Now, there, that is much better." he said waiting for the princess to quit crying.  "I had to make this decision, dear, with my ministers, who felt it was necessary.  I had no other choice," the king yawned indicating his lack of feeling.

"There was nothing necessary about it, unless what she said was true!" the princess screamed. "You are a cold-hearted murderer, and I hate you!  Tessy must have been telling the truth, and it is you who is the liar.  That is the only reason, you would have ever had Tessy killed.  I will never love you again, and I don't want ever to have anything to do with you!"  Carmalyn ran out of his room and to her bedroom, overwhelmed with anguish and grief.  

Anna heard the crying through her door, as she walked by, and gently knocked, hoping the princess would see her.  "Carmalyn, it is me, Anna.  May I please speak with you?"

Anna knew that Tessy was still alive, and wanted nothing more than to calm Carmalyn with the truth, but felt she must not tell. Carmalyn opened the door, and hugged Anna tightly, telling her at once what had happened.  Anna held her as she would have held her own Tessy, soothing her with words of comfort but giving no clues concerning Tessy's whereabouts. She simply tried to relieve Carmalyn's guilt, by assuring her that Tessy knew that she had only reacted normally to her accusations, and that she knew Tessy had forgiven her completely. 

 This seemed to calm the princess somewhat, but not enough to end her remorse. "Anna, I just want to see her again.  I would rather have had my own life taken than Tessy's.  I don't think I can live without her."  Anna stayed with the princess most of the day, just holding her and comforting her, as best as she could. "I just wanted somehow to have told her how very sorry I am for being so hateful...Oh, Anna, I am terribly sorry."  The princess mourned deeply, feeling both the guilt and also grieving over her tremendous loss. 

 Anna said little to make her feel better, for she felt the princess needed to weep, in order to heal on the inside. Shortly, they were interrupted by the king himself, who had gone looking for his precious daughter, hoping to somehow restore their relationship.  Needless to say, he was quite shocked when he discovered Carmalyn in the arms of Anna. 

 Anna's beautiful, long black hair was down and draped over the side of one of her shoulders. Her piercing blue eyes with the longest eyelashes, looked up at him, seeming as shocked to see him standing there, as he was to see her holding his daughter.  

Carmalyn scolded her father for coming to find her, "I don't want to see you, Father! Go away and leave me alone."

The king ignored the harsh words of his daughter and stood silent, seeming completely in awe of Anna's beauty, as he gazed   at her and smiled in such a way, that Anna felt extremely embarrassed and uneasy.  Why was he staring at her like  this? Anna struggled for words to end the cold silence.
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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Chapter 17

 "Your majesty, your daughter was quite hysterical, and I have done my best to comfort her.  I hope this does not meet with your disapproval, but I think she is still quite upset, and would be more likely to speak with you if you can just give her a little more time."  Anna swallowed and took a very deep breath, hoping that she had not angered the king, but he looked anything  but upset as he smiled and winked at Anna, then just kept rudely gazing at her, with a look of yearning and fancy.  Anna felt horrified at his ill-mannered stares, and hoped to send him away by saying, "Let me help her rest today, and perhaps tomorrow, she will feel much more like seeing you."

"Perhaps," the king agreed but added forcefully, "I want to see you right away, in my private chambers.  Now, excuse me, I will be leaving."

Anna loathed the way the king had looked at her.  The stupid  man, Anna thought.  Here he had his entire relationship with his daughter at stake, and all he had done was flirt with her.  Both she and Carmalyn had detected his apparent enchantment with her, but neither dared discuss his revolting manner.  Anna had done her best to discourage his noticing her, and was thankful she had been successful in at least keeping the visit short. Anna's eyes focused on Carmalyn's, who seemed totally exasperated with her father's ludicrous conduct.

"I do not think my father even cares about me.  I know  he doesn't have a heart.  How could he promise me he would not hurt Tessy, then have her taken away to be killed?  How could he, when he knew I how much I really loved her?  Then how could he come to my room and end up spending the entire time gawking at you?"

 Anna attempted to change the mood, by  suggesting  that Carmalyn take a warm, milk bath.  Carmalyn felt too overwhelmed and weak even to disagree, and was easily persuaded by any advice Anna had to give.  Servants came and helped Carmalyn, so that Anna could slip quietly to her room. 

 Anna also took solace in taking a hot bath.  She was  indeed thankful to be entirely alone and took deep breaths, trying to shed the disgusting thoughts of the amorous ,lustful king from her mind, and was only able to by turning her mind towards Tessy, who was somewhere out in the wilds, alone and in such a precarious situation.

Truly Tessy was the one all alone as she rode with the wind praying to reach Lockhart without being noticed.  Her horse seemed to have wings, flying across the rocks and crevices that normally jolted him. Tessy gained velocity as she passed the glistening, emerald lake, but her inclination to stop and sip the fresh water overtook her better judgment.  Sliding down the small hill to the water, she searched for the band of Gypsies.  Evidently, they had relocated elsewhere, for she felt utterly alone as she and her horse sipped the refreshing, cool water.  

Tessy, aware that she had no time to sit and rest, eased her horse back to the road and signaled for him to run.  She knew that she would be in Lockhart soon. She saw a  familiar turn in the road, but ahead stood two men on horses, apparently  waiting for someone. She could either turn off the road, and circle back around through the woods, or just keep riding hoping that they were not some of the zealous-king's-guards looking for her. With no time to dawdle and speculate, she decided to march straight by them, in boldness, and hope they were friendly.  Her march forward was indeed conspicuous, and she tried desperately to stretch taller in the saddle.  She could see the two men looking on with curiosity, so she only watched them through the corner of her eye, making sure that her head never turned.  When she was within voice range, one of the men called to her. 

"Who would you be?" he asked.

"I am..." Tessy answered, neither wanting to appear unfriendly or feeling safe enough to identify herself. So she continued, "Why might I ask are you inquiring?"

"It is she, the young lady from the palace," the other man answered, reaching for the reins to her horse. Tessy jerked them tightly though, and the horse reared back on his two back legs, throwing the man to the ground.

"Get away from me, you zany, old nincompoop!" Tessy   screamed so loudly that she herself was surprised.

"Please madam, we do not mean to alarm you.  We are looking for someone of your description.  We are with a man named Sturdivent, if that would mean something to you," the first man pleaded.  

"I recognize the name, and now, be exact.  Who have you been seeking?" Tessy demanded.

"A young lady, called Tessy," the man answered.

"How can I trust you?" Tessy asked, with skepticism.  

"We know your destination," the man stammered. "If you be the young lady we are looking for, you are traveling to Lockhart."

"You are nothing but a simpleton, for it is quite obvious that Lockhart is where the road leads.  Now if you offer no more proof, be off with you!  I have an appointment to make," Tessy talked as her horse pranced around, seeming to enjoy the small rest.

"We will join you.  We are to lead you to the doctor's home, which is a short distance from here, and that is where you will be hiding," the man responded this time quite sensibly, so Tessy turned and listened.  "We are to wait until further word comes from Sturdivent and his army, but we are on your side and at your service."

Tessy wasn't used to such incompetent attendants, but sensed she needed to have them, at least temporarily, so she agreed to let them take her to the doctor's home outside Lockhart. Tessy forgot for a few minutes about the danger all about her, and thought about how wonderful it would be to be  reunited again with her old friend and tutor, Madam Ramona.  Tessy wondered how much Madam Ramona knew, and if she had been informed, how she felt about her situation, 

 Suddenly, one of the men stopped and discussed something Tessy could not hear, then turned to her and explained that they would be separating for a short while.  One of the men would ride on into town and the other man would accompany Tessy to the doctor's home.  They turned off the road, and Tessy felt certain they must be close to the doctor's home, but an unusual sense of darkness encircled her, almost as a warning.  She turned around to check with the man, who had left with no trace. 

 Tessy held tightly to the whip she had secured inside her saddle, but she kept riding in the direction the path was leading.  She dared not rush her horse, as the trail was thick with branches and bushes.  She looked from side to side and then straight ahead, when she presumed she saw a faint image of what she hoped was the doctor's house. Finally reaching a small clearing, she galloped her horse to the door of the house.  Without hesitating, she knocked furiously on the door, but before anyone came, she saw the man standing behind her with a huge net, ready to throw over her. Tessy ducked and screamed, but the man tried again, and somehow knocked her whip from her hand.

"I never trusted you! You're nothing but a villainous, mole of a man!  Look at you, trying to fight a lady.  Shame on you! You could never be in our army, you are too weak!"  Tessy stretched for a limb to swing upward out of his way.

"I never intended to fight in your army.  For you are worth a great deal of gold, I'll dare say!  I am sure that the king would pay me well to return with you alive or dead," he said, laughing and throwing the net over Tessy's foot.  

Tessy tried with all her might to get loose, but he was yanking too hard, and she fell right on top of him.  Dizzy and bruised, she struggled to get up, noticing the man was not moving.  He seemed to be stunned or lying unconscious, so Tessy reached for his sword and again ran to the door.  If this was the doctor's house, they would have been greeting her by now.  Perhaps, he had led her in completely the wrong direction, or maybe the house was just further up the trail.  Darkness was coming soon, and who knew how much time she would have before the man would be conscious.

Tessy thought for several moments, then grabbed the net, securing it around the stranger's body.  She tied several knots in both of the ends, feeling quite confident he would be unable to escape. Tessy knew that following the trail further ahead would only lead her deeper into the dark thicket.  If this were the wrong decision, she would have to turn around, and ride past her netted prisoner.  So Tessy decided she must return to the main road toward Lockhart again, and somehow, by some chance, find her own way before nightfall.  Tessy took her whip and the man's sword, but knew they were of little use, as she doubted she could ever use them. 

 When Tessy almost reached the road, she saw a soft flickering of light coming from only a small distance away.  Her heart raced as she smelled the fragrant burning of wood, probably from a fireplace. Without enough light really to see, Tessy saw the shadow of what looked like a woman, standing at the window.  Could this be her old friend waiting for her, since it was indeed getting quite late?  Tessy hoped and prayed that she was at least at a friendly place.  This time, though, she knocked a little less eagerly.

Chapter 18

There, standing straight and proud as ever, stood Madam Ramona.  Tessy fell into her arms and embraced her with great exuberance. Tears of relief flowed down, as Tessy began telling the tutor of the recent escapade in the woods.

"Now, now, try to calm yourself, we have been very worried about  you, since we got the news from the palace guard telling us about all that has happened. Then we got very concerned when you were late, knowing how easy it would be to get lost. I suppose the men were guides sent by Sturdivent, who had just become greedy," the tutor said, rubbing Tessy's arms. "Come in by the fireplace, and you can have some warm soup.  We will have a long talk, but first, you must meet my dear husband."

Tessy looked over across the room to see a tender scene, a man, evidently the doctor, rocking a little bundle, wrapped in blankets.  "Oh, good heavens, you didn't tell me you have a baby!" Tessy said excitedly, walking over towards the doctor. 

"Excuse me for not getting up to introduce myself," spoke the doctor softly and chuckling slightly, "but you see, I do indeed have my hands full."

"Well, I am very glad to meet you, and I do want to thank you for allowing me to stay with your family for awhile.  What is the baby's name?"  Tessy asked, wanting to take a peek at its face.

"Her name is Melody, for that is what she has brought to our home," the tutor couldn't help but answer. "Let me show you her sweet, beautiful face."  Tessy's friend gently uncovered the child for her to see. 

"Oh," Tessy sighed, "What a darling angel!  I know you are both proud of her, and I know she will bring you great joy."

Tessy and Madam Ramona sat down by the fire, while Tessy tried to remember her manners, and not slurp down the soup.  She was very relieved to discover Madam Ramona already knew most all of what had occurred, so she would not have to cover every unpleasant detail.  To Tessy, it seemed as though they talked for hours. Tessy was so pleased with how pleasant Madam Ramona had become, since she had fallen in love, and had a baby.

"Tessy, I am flattered to have you stay with us during this dreadful nightmare.  I have felt highly distressed over your deplorable circumstances, and I just wish I could do more to help you," Madam Ramona affirmed affectionately.  

"It does seem that greed seems to be the universal evil that causes all the troubles with these wicked men, who have committed such hideous crimes, doesn't it?" Tessy questioned, trying to analyze her situation.  

"Well...I suppose, now that you have mentioned it, it does."

"Then, I never want money.  I never want to be rich.  I don't want power, because I never want to turn into a greedy lustful person, never!"  Tessy fumed.

"Who said anything about money?  I mean, it isn't actually the money that turns the hearts of men," explained Madam Ramona.

"What do you mean?" asked Tessy impatiently.

"I mean, it seems that I've learned that it is the love of money, that turns the money into something evil, Tessy.  Just think what the world would be like if kind and generous people like yourself, had money, instead of the mean and corrupt people, who have sought it for power and selfish ambition.  Just  think of the good that could be done with money, if it were used properly to help and benefit others, especially the needy and unfortunate. Gained honestly, given freely, money could be quite good, if used wisely.  Do you understand what I mean?" the tutor reasoned.

"I think I do," Tessy answered, feeling much too sleepy to judge intuitively or dispute. She yawned and covered herself with  a blanket.  

"I see you are very tired, and you need rest. Let's retire for the evening; I'll show you your room.  Come on with me," Madam Ramona tenderly asserted.

After being all tucked snugly into her bed, and saying  good-night, Tessy called out to Madam Ramona, "I forgot to tell you.  Sturdivent likes to sneak in during the night."

Madam Ramona looked at Tessy and responded, "Thank you, Tessy, for that comforting thought."  Then they smiled at each other, neither really knowing if the other one was teasing. Tessy slept peacefully throughout the night, and even into the next early afternoon.  Everything seemed uncommonly tranquil, and Tessy awoke feeling almost rested.  There were no signs of Sturdivent; nor had he contacted them by a messenger. To Tessy, the day seemed just like an ordinary day, and she almost felt as though she had come for a visit with her old friend.

"You've missed breakfast, but you're up in time to accompany us on a picnic, if you would like," were Madam Ramona's first cheerful words. "The doctor has left to visit several neighbors who are ill, so that just leaves us three girls!"

"A picnic sounds marvelous!  I can't think of anything I would enjoy any more, unless...well, I think I would really appreciate a warm bath, if I have time," Tessy answered politely

"Well, I have a surprise for you.  On our property, we own a hot- mineral spring.  We discovered it shortly after we built our home, and it is a well-kept secret. Supposedly, the spring has immeasurable  healing properties. Anyway, I thought you would really enjoy a hot bath in it, and if you don't mind, you can watch Melody while I take a dip myself."

Tessy had never experienced anything, even in the palace as luxurious as the hot springs.  Tessy described the place as a paradise lost in the woods. The picnic was scrumptious, consisting of freshly baked pastry, ham, and fruit. Tessy felt in ecstasy, forgetting all her cares which were lost in the array of enchantment.

"I think I could just stay here forever," Tessy admitted.

"You could, and you would be welcome," Madam Ramona said,  smiling proudly.

"I truly hope that I have not put you or your family into any kind of danger by being here," Tessy added.

"We just want to help, so don't give that idea any more thought," Madam Ramona answered with reassurance.

For several blissful days, Sturdivent did not contact Tessy, and Tessy almost wished that maybe somehow he had lost her. She hoped she would never forget how gratifying life could be when it was kept simple. Her only heartache was missing Anna, and day and night she prayed for her safety.  Her great affection for Madam Ramona and her family could not compare with how she felt about Anna.  Little did she suspect what Anna was enduring at the palace.  

During the middle of the fifth night, Sturdivent appeared, completely oblivious of the time that had passed.  Even knowing that he might come without warning, Tessy was paralyzed by his presence.  The only words she could utter were, "What has taken you so long?"

"Many details have had to be planned through, and we have also encountered a major problem," Sturdivent replied.

"You are telling me?  Did you know that one of the men, sent as my guide, tried to kidnap me?" Tessy inquired.

"I sent no guides! Of whom are you speaking?" Sturdivent retorted, and Tessy explained about the men in the road who met her and described the incident in the woods.  However, Sturdivent seemed to sincerely have no knowledge of whom she was speaking.

"What are you referring to then as a major problem?" Tessy questioned.

"I have gotten word that the king has become completely enchanted by your mother, and he has planned an enormous wedding at the palace in only a few days," Sturdivent answered.

Chapter 19

Tessy rubbed her eyes, "What?  Am I dreaming?  Surely this can not be; I just can't believe this!  My mother could never be enticed by such a vicious murderer, no matter how charming he tried to be to her."

"Well, don't you understand?  She is not enticed at all, and certainly feels no affection towards him.  She is caught in a trap, and actually, the marriage is an obligation.  We have no time to waste now. This union must never happen!" Sturdivent said, seeming almost as fretted as Tessy.

"How can we stop it?" Tessy asked.

"Here is my plan," Sturdivent responded, and explained to Tessy a thorough account of his idea.  Tessy knew she had no choice but to go along with Sturdivent at this point.  They would have to spend every waking moment to organize the plan, and even at that, the scheme would appear to be risky and highly dangerous.  Sturdivent's courage and optimism was contagious, though, and Tessy felt she truly had no other alternatives.

The past days of being carefree turned gravely serious, and the days ahead were tarnished by her feelings of  overwhelming responsibility. Tessy seemed to be in submission to Sturdivent, who at times was rather obnoxious and repulsive, because of his dreams of retaliation.  Tessy would rather have just simplified the whole scheme by having Anna escape with her, and would be satisfied to just hide out forever, as long as they were together.  

The day of the wedding, all the plans were in effect.  Tessy was dressed in purple velvet that Sturdivent had brought for her.  With Madam Ramona's help in dressing, she truly did look the part of royalty and splendor.  Tessy bid her dear friends good-bye, and left with Sturdivent to join his army.

Tessy had never seen such a sight!  Sturdivent's severe and rigid training had created the strongest and finest looking army, Tessy could had ever imagined.  Tessy wondered how Sturdivent had ever managed to control and dominate so great a number of zealous warriors.  She dared not ask him.  She had to leave all that in his hands, for she had her own job to do.  If all went as planned, there would not be any lives lost.  However,  if she were to become the least bit side-tracked, everything could be lost, including many precious lives.

Tessy and Sturdivent's army marched with dignity and valor to the great walls of the palace.  Being in the light of day, Tessy could not believe they were not spotted from afar, but evidently because all the palace were focused on the day of celebration and the wedding, Tessy and the army were approaching with the victorious element of surprise.  Indeed, the king would be shocked to see Tessy's face, and she would treasure seeing his expression more than anything else, except rescuing her mother from her dreadful fate.

Timing must have been perfect because, when they reached the gate, Tessy's two loyal friends and guards were ready to let them inside without question.  Other guards who were inside the gate, stood aghast with no inclination to defend themselves.  Perhaps they did not recognize Tessy, and thought she was royalty coming to the wedding from far away. 

 Nevertheless, nothing was stopping Tessy's party, as they rode directly to the king's ballroom where the wedding would be taking place.  Tessy could hear music coming from inside, but no talking and laughing meant they had arrived before the ceremony.  Tessy rode her great black stallion right into the ballroom, with one-third or so of her warriors strutting behind her.  Tessy, on her horse, strutted down the center of what had been designated an aisle, as Sturdivent and his men encircled the perimeter of the hundreds of astonished guests. 

 The king looked completely dumbfounded, seeming not even  to recognize Tessy. But standing dignified beside him, Anna smiled, nodding at Tessy.  Anna looked so beautiful, and in most weddings all eyes are on the bride, but  this time, one might dare say, all eyes were on Tessy.

Stupefied for several minutes, the king was barely able to get the words out of his mouth, "What are you doing here?"

Tessy unveiled the glittering, golden crown, that had once belonged to her father. "I have brought this as a wedding present."

"Where do you get that?" accosted the king angrily.

"Excuse me, just a minute.  I would also like to address the crowd at this time, for I believe they deserve an explanation  as well, for this uncommon interruption," Tessy answered as she turned her horse around facing the crowd, so that it's backend was practically in the king's face.  Needless to say, he was not happy.

"Dear people, I have come today to reclaim the rights to the throne, both for myself and for my mother.  You will be shocked as I was when I tell the story, and the particulars, that have led to my complete knowledge that the man you are facing is a fraud, and not only that, a murderer.  He murdered my father, who was the king."

"Seize her!" ordered the king, but not even one of the king's guards moved an inch.

Tessy waited until the talking of the people quieted and began again, "I have proof that he murdered my father," and Tessy continued to explain the fine details to the frustrated crowd. "I have brought witnesses from the very Inn, where my father was staying close to his army, who can identify the man who came with several other men, to force my father from the Inn in the middle of the night, the night before the day he was supposedly slaughtered in battle. They can and will identify the man at this time, whom they witnessed taking my father from the Inn, the night he was murdered."

"I also have the unscarred sword and shield of my father, as well as his personal diary, which mentions nothing about his intentions of going into battle. My same witnesses can testify to the fact that the same man came back to the Inn, looking for the king's crown.  The Innkeeper had locked the crown up, by orders of the king, as proof, that if anything should happen to him, only one person would be able to remove it from his security.  Our supposed king standing in front of us threatened the Inn Keeper, but the Inn Keeper had sworn to give it to no one but the King himself, or to his trusted and dear wife, the Queen.  Now, I would like to introduce the Inn Keeper and five members of his staff," Tessy pointed them out, as they stood amidst the many unsuspecting guests and waited for the Inn Keeper to approach her. "Sir, would you kindly point out the Queen,  if she is present among us, whom you entrusted with the King's jeweled crown?"

Deep sighs and gasps were heard as the Inn Keeper pointed to Anna, and Anna nodded her head in agreement.  Now the most difficult part came for Tessy, as she called upon her mother to speak, "Is this true?  Did you claim rights to the King's crown, based on the fact that you are the true Queen?"

Not a sound was heard as Anna solemnly approached the eager crowd. She looked at Tessy and spoke with purest dignity, "I am Anna, Queen, wife of our dear past King and mother of one daughter," she paused and spoke with tremendous feeling. "You, Tessica, are my daughter, our princess."

"How is it then, that you did not have the crown in your own possession?" Tessy interjected.  

"I felt that by keeping the crown, I would possibly put my life and yours in grave jeopardy.  I was expecting you at the time, so I had  an old friend of your father's and mine find a safe place to hide it," Anna answered.

"Is this friend, of whom you speak,  present at this time?" Tessy asked.

"Yes, he is. He is that man," Anna answered, pointing to Sturdivent, who had been waiting for his chance to speak.

"This is all correct. Quite some time passed, and evidently a rumor spread that I knew the whereabouts of the jeweled crown, as well as other information, our supposed king here wanted.  When I refused to accept his bribe, he had my family seized and put to death.  That is the man, whom you are calling your king.  He is a murderer of the worst sort and has killed everyone who has gotten in his way!" Sturdivent conceded, barely able to control his anger.

"These are lies, every one of them!" charged the outraged king, turning to his precious daughter for support. "Tell them, Carmalyn, tell them how these are all lies!"

Carmalyn approached the crowd with courage, ignoring her father's outpouring, and made her confession to Tessy, in front of the entire public, "I believe everything now that you say about my father.  Tessy, I could never make up to you all the difficulties I caused when I didn't believe you the first time you told me all of this.  But when I told my father, he promised he would not harm you in any way, and then he broke his promise by ordering your execution.  At first, when you rode in, I thought you were a ghost, because I had believed you to be dead.
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
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"When I thought you were dead, I didn't event want to live myself!  I know my father is a liar, for he lied to me.  Tessy,  you must believe me.  I am so sorry.  I beg you with all my heart, please forgive me," cried out Carmalyn, as she bowed before Tessy, weeping and sobbing.

Tessy began crying herself, feeling the shame that Carmalyn must have been feeling, and she reached out to her, saying, "Please get up.  For you know, that I would never allow a friend to bow before me."

Taken by the emotion, the crowd cheered and shouted, "Long live the Queen, long live the Princess!"  Echoes of the clapping and chanting could be heard across the land.  The crowd obviously believed Tessy, and soon they shouted, "Seize the king!" over and over until Tessy had to stop them by speaking.

"I have come to deliver my wedding gift, which I will do now.  I present this royal crown to my mother, the Queen!"

Anna took the crown from Tessy's hands and with tears answered, "I will not accept the jeweled crown, for it belongs to the royal heir of the throne.  Though I am the living Queen in name, the crown belongs to the closest living of the royal  blood-line.  Tessica, that would be you. I was only the Queen  in name. You have always been the true heir to the throne." 

Anna helped Tessy down from her great horse, and as Tessy bowed on her knees, Anna placed the jeweled crown upon her head.  Now the guests truly cheered, and during their excitement, the king had been taken captive easily and without a fight, just as Tessy had hoped.  The crowd immediately began haling, "Speech!  Speech!"

"Thank you, everyone, for your help and understanding.  I still am left with a great concern of mine.  I love the princess Carmalyn as much as I would a sister.  I want to ask my mother if she would adopt Carmalyn, for she is my first cousin, and does have royal blood.  I want her always to feel that she is family, and to be able to remain the princess, a name to which she truly credits."

Anna joined Carmalyn and Tessy, hugging them both tightly.  She answered, "As Queen, Tessy, you really can make the final judgment yourself, but I of course, would be more than willing to adopt Carmalyn into our family."  The crowd again cheered enthusiastically, showing their approval once more.

"Today we have had a trial and two coronations, which seem certainly worthy of celebrating.  Let us all join together in the great hall, for a true and joyous, love feast!"  Anna suggested.

The music, dancing, and exquisite delicacies created the finest festivity the guest had ever attended.  The celebration lasted far into the evening, before the first guests began to depart.  Tessy felt as though she had danced with every single person who had asked.  When the room finally emptied, with only the servants scurrying to and fro, Tessy, Carmalyn, and Anna were left alone.

"I have never been happier in my life!" the princess Carmalyn exclaimed.  "I love you both, but even though I have no reason to be sad, I just wonder what you will do with my father."

"I will grant him his life for your sake, Carma.  However, he will spend the duration of his years in solitude to contemplate his many dishonorable deeds," Tessy answered strongly.

Thus began one of the many decisions Tessy would face during her long reign as Queen.  Destiny, accompanied by courage and the purest of hearts, had brought her this far.  Through her lifetime, she would bring her country to the heights of prosperity.  Far and wide, she would become renowned for her dedication to the common people and for her heart of compassion.

�Firt edit got to here
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