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“My dear Princess Merrigan ...” Bergomass, wizard and great-uncle to King Auberg of Williburton, shook his head as he looked her over, head to foot and foot to head. “You are a greater puzzle than you were when we first met.”

“I don’t understand,” Prince Bryan said, and wrapped his arm around Merrigan, drawing her up against his side, even as he turned to put himself between her and the wizard. “I thought that Merrigan taking the cursed apple for Belinda, and everything else she has gone through, met the requirements of the seer’s enchantment.”

They had come up to Bergomass’s tower to say good-bye, in preparation for leaving the capitol city of Alliburton early in the morning. A quest rested on them, to find Bryan’s brother, Bayl, free their father’s kingdom of Sylvanglade from a sleeping curse, and return Princess Belinda, Bayl’s sweetheart, to her father’s kingdom.

“It did, she did, however ...” The elderly enchanter shook his head. “The removal of the healing curse that Clara put on you has revealed other magics wrapped around you. Come, children, sit. I fear we shall be here for some time. We should be comfortable.” He waited until Merrigan and Bryan settled in two deeply cushioned chairs facing him in the cozy sitting room in his tower at the palace. “I thought the vision of your inner being, your potentials and even shadows of your destiny would be clearer, but I fear that what I saw before ... hmm ... well, I can only speculate, since I have never run into so many layers of magic, spells upon spells. I think I was seeing the destiny that others tried to impose on you. I dare to speculate that you were cocooned with magic to separate you from the nourishing influence of the magical forces that surrounded you as a royal child, sitting on the edge of, I dare to say, one of the most important majjian springs in all of Armorica. You were insulated, I suppose, to make you vulnerable to whoever tried to impose that new destiny on you.”

“So someone deliberately made me the royal brat?” Merrigan shook her head, her face warm. She hadn’t meant to say that. It was ridiculous to want to blame someone, and yet at the same time, she felt a cool sense of relief. So perhaps all the selfish things she did growing up, all the stupid choices, her nastiness and rebellion, weren’t entirely her own fault? Someone had influenced her?

“Hmm, in essence. Insidious, almost unimaginable, and yet ... Yes. Making you the royal brat, as you say, certainly obscured the path that your parents tried to set you on and prayed to the Unseen to grant you. Your heritage was stolen, and someone tried to impose a different one on you.” He smiled, mischief and something nastily triumphant glittered in his eyes, sharpened his voice. “Or rather, they tried, and failed. You must continue to fight. This battle is far from won.”

“Why?” Merrigan shuddered, and Bryan wrapped his arm around her. “Why did they choose me?”

“What did they want to use her for?” Bryan said. “Yes, royal blood always has a stronger portion of magic. Prophecies and magical events always seem to need someone of royal blood as a cornerstone or anchor. But what could they want specifically with Merrigan?”

“I fear that cannot be determined until more of the cocoon has been unwound from you,” Bergomass said with a weary sigh. The mischief and sharpness faded away. He was just a kindly old man again. “You will not find all your answers until you have returned home, and yet ... Some spells wrapped around you are like ... like parasitic flowers. They have entangled you in the spells, for good and for evil, that wrapped around those you have encountered. You are bound to Princess Belinda’s quest as much as to Prince Bayl and Prince Bryan’s quests. The quest to find Prince Bayl and free him is just as important as freeing you. And just as important as your mission to free Sylvanglade. There are too many tendrils of magic attached to you for me to advise you clearly which step to take, which path to follow, which spells are for good and which are for evil. The illusions are still falling away from you. Like vines deprived of root and water, shriveling up and turning to dust.”

“Can you do anything to help her?” Bryan said.

“I can study the strands and try to find their sources, some clues to the ones who wove them and how long ago and where those magics first sank their roots into you. It will be uncomfortable, with no guarantee of swift answers. How long can we afford to delay, sitting here and searching? Setting about your quests immediately is vital. You must solve those problems because they are part of you now. Much as I would dearly love to say yes, go straight home to Avylyn, to your father’s palace, find the vanished door into the queen’s garden, free the majjian springs to flow ... I cannot be certain that is the wisest course of action.”

Merrigan and Bryan agreed to the study. It only made sense to her, and her eyes prickled with tears when she saw how Bryan worried for her. What had she done to deserve his love, much less his care for her?

Bergomass settled her in his workroom, trying to make her as comfortable as possible. Bryan hurried down to the palace library. Bib and Crystal, the magic book and magic mirror were consulting maps and the most recent records of the kingdom and surrounding kingdoms, to help them on their journey. They would both be of great help in studying the magic tangling Merrigan.

She feared that having to sit still and say nothing, eyes closed, might be the hardest thing she had ever done. And thinking back on all the stiff, uncomfortable clothes she had worn to look the part as Leffisand’s queen, that was saying a great deal. Why had she endured all that discomfort for him? So much of the deceptively helpful guidance he had sent her in those secretive letters when she was growing up had been training her, molding her into the selfish, scheming, cold queen he needed for his plans of conquest. He had trained her to believe he always knew best and mocked her when all her parents’ teaching conflicted with his “greater wisdom.”

Certainly after the torture of the tight clothes and rigid posture and the heavy weight of jewels, she could sit still for a few hours.

Bryan wasn’t allowed to be there. His connection to Merrigan through true love’s kiss, breaking the spell of the cursed apple, was strong enough to interfere. Especially if he got protective of her. After Bryan left, and Bergomass locked the workroom door, he admitted he didn’t want to be interrupted with dozens of questions.

Sitting still was even harder than she had feared. She wanted to ask questions every time Bergomass and Bib and Crystal discussed the threads and webs and knots and tendrils of magic cocooning her, and whether it would be wise to try to snip apart various threads and uproot others. As the day progressed, Merrigan decided this was more like burial wrappings than a cocoon. A cocoon held the promise of something new and beautiful emerging, but she felt rather as if the person she had been born to be had been slowly smothered, on purpose, to kill her.

“Hah!” Bergomass said, after nearly twenty minutes of silence, during which Merrigan tried not to flinch and wriggle with every sharp prick and sting, like hairs were being pulled out, one at a time.

“Fascinating,” Crystal said. “I never would have guessed, and yet I of all people should have seen it.”

What? Merrigan wanted to shout. Tell me. Don’t leave me out.

“What?” Bib said. “I can’t see it.”

“She’s a water child,” Crystal said. “Well, of course. Born in the palace guarding the largest and most powerful of all Armorica’s majjian springs. She has strong ties to all majjian springs.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if that is why she was targeted,” Bergomass muttered. His tone of voice indicated he was thinking aloud rather than talking to his co-workers. “There are always attacks on the integrity of the majjian springs. To weaken the land and make it vulnerable to enchanters from other lands, or to try to take control of all the magic and ... “

He was silent so long, Merrigan’s eyelids started fluttering, giving in to the temptation to peek and try to read his face.

“Let me try something. Now that I have an idea ... this might help.” He patted Merrigan’s hand, resting on the arm of the chair, making her flinch. “I’m sorry, my dear child, but this might sting a little.”

Merrigan gripped the armrests in anticipation. When someone said something might sting, that meant it was really going to hurt. She swallowed hard, trying to close up her throat against a shout.

Pinpricks danced over her skin and then seemed to sink down to her bones. Heat spiraled through her blood and she felt as if she lay in a massive sieve, and something tried to press her through the holes. Before she could inhale to release that shout building in her belly, all the pressure vanished. She nearly opened her eyes, shocked by the relief.

“Yes,” Bergomass whispered. He sounded tired. “Exactly. That must be at the root of it, and ... yes, that could explain much. And reveal an insidious plot. An ancient plot. Those with the illusion of immortality are willing to wait centuries for their plans to come to fruition.”

“Water children are often targeted by the King of the Archipelago,” Bib offered. I’m sorry, mi’lady, he said into Merrigan’s thoughts. I hear all those questions churning in your head. I will tell you everything. The telling will take a great deal of time because this despot has many cruel and sad stories attached to him. His history is long. If he is the villain at the core of this story, then we have half the threat and half the cure identified. You must return to your father’s palace and open the door to the garden and free the spring. But not immediately. 

“Indeed,” Bib continued aloud, “you are proven right, sir, when you said Merrigan and the others should deal with the other quests first. I wouldn’t doubt that just like with Princess Belinda, alarms were triggered when some of the magic tangling Princess Merrigan was uprooted. Her enemies will be looking for her. And what could be more logical than to return home?”

“It makes perfect sense now,” Crystal said. “Merrigan, you reconnected to the majjian springs when you healed the queen’s garden in Seafoam. That started healing you.”

“And if she is a water child, then that identifies another enemy, more readily at hand than the Archipelago,” Bergomass said. “I detect some twisted, sour notes of magic. Very faint. Already being rewritten by the true song of the princess awakening after years of slumber. If I am right, those notes are the signature of a nasty, selfish band of rebels.” He sighed, and patted Merrigan’s hand. “You’re probably ready to burst with questions. I will tell you this and leave the rest for Bib to inform you on your journey. There is a rebel band among the lower-ranked majjians spread across the world. When they fail to impose their standards of magic use and priorities on the entire world, they retreat, to sit in the shadows and silence and tend their poisoned mushroom garden of thoughts until another generation grows up, dissatisfied with their lot in life. Then they arise again.”

“You’re not explaining anything, and she’s getting a little impatient with your eloquence,” Crystal said with a chiming sort of chuckle.

Merrigan smiled, and a tickle of laughter relaxed her throat.

“I apologize. I’m still not used to having much of anyone to talk to. It’s a lovely temptation and indulgence to have an audience.” Bergomass patted her hand again. “A captive audience, so to speak.” He chuckled, then took a deep breath. “As I was saying ... These lower-ranked majjians want to control who gets to use magic, who benefits from magic. They want to decide who is worthy. They insist that magic is used too freely, too prodigally, and it is being wasted on the unworthy. They insist the majjian springs will go dry, like ordinary physical springs can go dry sometimes. They refuse to see that limiting the springs, building up walls around them, denying the natural flow of the water, only serves to pollute the water. And unlike natural, physical springs, if magic’s flow is stopped up, if it is hoarded, it turns to poison and then dries up. 

“They want to tame and guide the flow of magic. History proves that wild magic is far healthier than the pathetic, stingy stuff they prefer. They refuse to admit that the Unseen guides wild magic. They are among those who insist that the Unseen does not exist at all because the world does not proceed as they believe it should. Centuries ago, after their most ignominious defeat, when they should have learned their lesson for all time, the whining, self-righteous band believed the lies of the King of the Archipelago and became his minions.”

Well, Merrigan admitted, that did explain a little bit what was going on. Should she feel flattered or worried that she was somehow being used by a group of sour old whining, demanding ... She inhaled so sharply it was nearly a cry.

“What?” Bergomass said. “You thought of something.”

“Think hard, Mi’lady, and I will tell the others,” Bib said. “What did you think of? What did you remember?”

Images filled Merrigan’s mind. Shriveled, sharp-voiced old women, standing in the palace courtyard, shrieking their demands, daring to argue with Queen Daylily. She remembered the chill and the sour smell that neither her sisters nor any servants had seemed to notice. Those old women finally stomped away in a huff because the queen would not give in to their demands. Merrigan remembered glimpses of those women, like fragments of nightmares, sneaking through the palace, wrapped in their rusty black clothes, searching for something.

They had been searching for the door to the queen’s garden, Merrigan realized now. They kept coming. And when they couldn’t find it, they had tried to bully servants into showing them the way. Then they had tried to coerce Merrigan into showing them the door. And not just show them the door, but open it for them. 

She gasped, trying to muffle the sound, when she saw Nanny Tulip’s face among those sour, snarling, demanding women. A different Nanny Tulip, sharper in features, vicious anger making her eyes like coals. Not the sweet-voiced, smiling, laughing Nanny Tulip who had come into her life and comforted her, and taught her how a true princess should act even in the deepest throes of grief, after her mother sickened and died.

“Oh, cruel, insidious,” Bergomass whispered, when Bib spoke her thoughts and memories. “That answers so much ... and I fear shows me how correct I was. This is a tangle and a threat that must be dealt with slowly, cautiously. The best tactic in such tangled circumstances is to simply set forth and let the winds of fate and destiny guide you. Wander. Meet every challenge you face, do every good deed you can find to do, gather up allies, and every time you resist the urge to become the royal brat again—” He chuckled and patted her hand, when Merrigan flinched at the word. “Every time you resist, you will snap another cursed thread imprisoning you. This is vital, my dear. Every bit of enemy magic must be conquered, or it must be failing, fading, ready to die, by the time you walk through the doors of your father’s palace. Until you are free of that magic that caused the door of your mother’s garden to vanish in self-defense, that door will not appear and open for you. And you are the only one, I suspect, who can open that door.” He cupped her cheek. “No more seeking is necessary. Get up and eat a light meal and go right to bed. You have an early day and a long journey ahead of you.”

Merrigan opened her eyes. She was startled to look out the wide window shielded with magic and discover that night had fallen. She thought she had only been here for an hour or two. Not most of the day.

Bryan came hurtling up the winding stairs to the tower room before Merrigan had finished drinking the restorative potion Bergomass made for her. The searching had been draining on many levels for her. She was glad to lean into Bryan’s support, his arm tight around her, as she finished drinking the potion. 

“I have an idea,” Bryan said. “Another layer of magic to protect us, I think. True love’s kiss broke the—”

“The potential for true love,” Bergomass said, waving an admonishing finger at them both. He smiled, a little wearily. “Yes, a good idea that under other circumstances, I would approve.”

“What?” Merrigan said. She flinched when her voice came out too sharp. Well, she was tired, wasn’t she? She didn’t like it when people talked about her and she didn’t understand what they were discussing.

“Let’s seal our promises to each other. The ones we made as children, and our new ones.” Bryan caught up both her hands between his. “If Bergomass officiates, and Aubrey and Gilda stand with us, with the magic still radiating from their broken curses and their true love, that will grant us even more protection. And I’m sick to death of waiting for you, Merrigan,” he added, his face reddening, looking like the boy he had been in their childhood adventures.

“Oh, yes, please,” she whispered. She tugged her hands free to slide them around his neck, aching for another of those delicious kisses that sent tingling, bubbling magic through her blood.

“Ah, no, I’m sorry.” Bergomass pressed gently on their shoulders to move them apart. “This must be done properly. All the rules. All the chances for blessing.”

“But—”

“You must have her father’s blessing. You must stand at her mother’s tomb and let the tree blossom out of season and drop flowers on you. Again, to gain her blessing. You need to quest and build up the magic that comes from being heroes. And you must heal every majjian spring your path crosses, before you can stand in the queen’s garden in Avylyn and release magic that will heal all of Armorica.”

“I don’t understand.” Bryan’s voice had just a touch of irritated rasp. Merrigan knew she was ridiculous to be so pleased at that.

“Much as I hate to delay true love, young love, love that has been denied so long and then restored so splendidly ...” Bergomass sighed, and finally sat down on the stool facing Merrigan’s chair. Now he looked as tired as she felt. “I have heard rumors that majjian springs are drying up. If so much effort has been put into warping Merrigan’s magical destiny, then it is even more imperative to proceed carefully. No shortcuts, no cheating, every step taken with all propriety and caution, and all the rules followed. The fate of not just this continent but all the majjian springs across the entire world could hinge on your patience and obedience.”

~~~~~
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THEIR TRAVELING PARTY left before dawn the next morning. Long after the walls of Alliburton had vanished behind the horizon, Merrigan remained silent. She couldn’t think of what to say without whining or complaining. Or sounding like a spoiled child deprived of a treat she hadn’t earned. 

Bib, she thought to her friend and confidant and advisor, I’ve already started this journey off on the wrong foot. Help me fix things?

It was highly convenient and soothing to her pride that she could speak in her mind with the magic book. He continued to help her reform and shake off more and more aspects of being the self-absorbed, martyr-attitude brat. Even more convenient that she could have a conversation with him when he wasn’t riding with her. Currently, Bib and Crystal were riding in a padded bag hanging off the back of Bryan’s saddle. And Bryan rode at the head of their little party, conversing with Captain Garan, head of the soldiers guarding them. They did have quite a lot to do: find Bayl, wherever Belinda’s vicious enchantress sisters had sent him; reconcile Belinda and her father; and free Sylvanglade from a sleeping curse brought on it by the thoughtlessness of Bayl and Bryan’s oldest brother, Branwell, and the scheme of his future in-laws to escape the sleeping curse put on their daughter.

Common sense said Bryan should ride with the captain, to discuss their plan of action. Except that they had left Alliburton with Bryan riding next to Merrigan, and she had the awful feeling he would still be riding next to her if she hadn’t been so silent. She had probably been scowling since they rode out through the city gates. Why would Bryan want to look at her scowling and pouting all day? Yes, he loved her, but love didn’t mean she had the right to inflict that misery on him.

He probably thought she was angry with him for suggesting they marry before heading out on their journey.

Not the idea of marrying right away, but the disappointment when Bergomass shattered that delightful proposal. She couldn’t argue because she didn’t want to be the demanding, selfish Royal Brat ever again, and what he said made such dreadful common sense.

It’s not as bad as you think. Crystal’s shimmering voice whispered through Merrigan’s mind, startling her. The magic mirror chuckled, sounding like the tinkling of paper-thin glass wind chimes. Yes, as long as I’m in contact with Bib, I can talk to you as easily as he does. Don’t be so hard on yourself, Merry. You notice the boy hasn’t tried to talk to you, either. It takes two to have a conversation. I think he’s pouting too. And he feels a little guilty for making the suggestion.

I thought it was lovely! Merrigan smiled at the nickname Crystal insisted on using for her. Did he tell you that’s how he feels?

Heavens, Bryan has been gnawing on the problem since he kissed you goodnight. He’s afraid to say anything and make you cry. I do admire a man who is paralyzed by fear of tears from the woman he loves.

Does he still love me? I really am the brat. How am I ever going to shake off this awful tendency to believe the world should revolve around me?

Utter nonsense. We need to levy on that wretched Nanny Tulip and her band of rebels due punishment for twisting your mind and soul when you were a helpless child. That’s for starters, Bib said, with a comforting growl in his paper-whisper voice. I agree with Bergomass. You were a tool in their agenda. It wasn’t by accident she became your nanny and eventually your only friend.

The tally at the bottom of the ledger is that you’re both ninnies, each thinking the other is angry and not sure how to make things right, Crystal interrupted. Do focus on the more important problem, Bib dear. Their attitudes are charming and frustrating at the same time.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Merrigan sighed.

“Are you all right?” Belinda raised her head from the book she had been trying to read. It rested on the brace on the saddle Bergomass had devised, to making reading while riding easier.

“No, she’s not,” Bryan said, startling both princesses. When he had dropped back in the short column of riders, Merrigan didn’t know. “Crystal says we’ve both been ninnies. Again.”

“She’s right. I’m sorry,” Merrigan hurried to say. She calculated she owed him ten apologies for every one he made her. If she had just ignored Nanny Tulip, she and Bryan would be married already. 

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry about. And we can’t even be angry at Bergomass. Blame Nanny Tulip and her friends. The whole tangled mess of being royal blood. Destiny and the fate of the entire world.” One corner of his mouth twitched up in the soft, blue-black curls of his beard. “I should have just whisked you away for a private little ceremony days ago, when I first thought of it. Deed done.”

“You did?” Her voice cracked and rose high enough to get ear twitches from several of the horses of their guards.

“But maybe that would have just made things worse, instead of better.” He shrugged.

“Hmm ... yes ... that makes far too much sense.” She tried to smile, but the effort made her mouth ache. Pouting was so much easier.

Honestly, would her reformation ever finish? When would it be all right to have a few flickers of selfishness and self-pity every once in a while, without the horrid risk of turning into a brat?

“But who ever promised that the sensible thing would be pleasant?” he said.

“I’m glad you’re thinking ahead. The only practice I seem to have in thinking ahead is when I’m focusing solely on myself. Bib is right. We need to find Nanny Tulip and do something absolutely horrendous to her. What if she is responsible for Nanny Starling being sent away in disgrace? Or worse, for my mother’s long sickness?” She shuddered deep inside, as if her belly had turned to ice. “I know she has to be responsible for losing the door to Mama’s garden, and the thorns taking over her garden the way they did. Yes, I know I did something wrong. I tried to sidestep the magic and I broke rules. I accept responsibility and I know I have to undo what I did, no matter what the cost ... but I did it at her instigation. From her teaching.” She clasped her gloved hands, to keep them from grasping and tearing and shredding something. 

“Merrigan.” Bryan caught hold of her hands in one of his. 

It startled her every time he did that, emphasizing how small her hands were. She had done so much work with her hands in the years since she had brought Clara’s curse on herself, they felt strong and large to her. Nanny Tulip had to be infuriated, wherever she was, at the knowledge that the princess she had trained to demand constant attention and pampering enjoyed taking care of herself and giving to others. 

Her nanny had deliberately turned Merrigan into a self-centered, vindictive little shrew who blithely justified every nasty, self-serving action she took. She believed with self-righteous fervor that Leffisand, her husband, had been right in stomping on the people his ancestors had vowed to nurture. Her own father had said often that a king was only king for the purpose of defending and healing and guiding his people. 

“It’s going to be all right,” Bryan continued. “We have a good idea what happened and why, and that will help us fix things.”

“You hope,” Belinda said. She offered a lopsided little smile when they both flinched at the interruption.

Merrigan’s face warmed enough she swore she could bake their morning bread in the heat. What must the guards be thinking of this conversation? It was the highest priority that soldiers especially think their leaders were infallible and always confident and ...

No, wait. That was Leffisand’s teaching. Appearances were always far more important to him than anything else. Her stomach knotted at this further evidence that everything her dead husband had taught her about being royal, about leading a country and doing her blood-born duty was brutally, fatally wrong.

“What do you mean, we hope?” Bryan said.

“After yesterday’s revelations, Bergomass gave me copies of reports he and other enchanters throughout the continent have been compiling for a few decades now. It takes time to see the pattern.” Belinda stroked the cover of the book she had been reading. “This is a decline that has been happening everywhere. Gradually. The kingdoms affected don’t even realize what is happening until someone comes from outside and points out all the changes, the decline, the drying up of the majjian springs, the blight creeping through their queens’ gardens.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“It starts small,” Belinda continued, “with the swans and frogs and other magical creatures vanishing from the gardens. The healing and purifying herbs slowly lose their strength and effectiveness. Thorns meant to protect the gardens from intrusion gradually turn against the chosen heirs, the next guardians, because they have become tainted in some way. The thorns only sense poison. They are unable to think or differentiate or communicate what has gone wrong and what needs to be done to remedy the damage. No one is sure what went wrong because it happened so slowly. They grew used to the decline and didn’t feel or see until suddenly the pools were dry and the plants were dead, the swans hadn’t returned in years, the doors into the gardens vanished, and people couldn’t remember the last time they saw the doors.”

That reminded Merrigan too much of what had happened with the royal family and the queen's garden in Seafoam. Could the vanity and silliness of a previous queen, who neglected the garden to protect her complexion, have been part of this insidious plot against all the majjian springs across Armorica? 

What had been Nanny Tulip's goal when she set out to turn a daughter of the King of Avylyn into a brat?

"That's it," Merrigan whispered, and shuddered with a cold that had nothing to do with the snow sugar-frosting the landscape.

“You could be right,” Bib said. “Why didn’t I think of that before?”

“We’ve both been focusing on other problems, more personal ones,” Crystal said. “Stop interrupting the girl. She’s on to something brilliant.”

"What is it?" Belinda said.

"What does the book say about the daughters and sons with the most magical potential in the family?” Merrigan said. “The youngest or the seventh child? What strong magical tales run in the families? Does it say if the child was ..." She shuddered with the effort to find the right word for what had happened to her. "Turned aside? Tainted?" Merrigan took a deep breath to brace herself. "What damage distracted the family, so they didn't realize an enemy had crept into the nursery until it was too late?"

Belinda shook her head. "I'm only at the beginning. I'm sorry. This is an introduction to what the book contains. Several books, actually."

"Reading while riding isn't easy, and this is something we all need to be studying," Bryan said. “Crystal, Bib, are you keeping notes?” 

“Of course, we are. Keep thinking and speculating, dear boy. Make me proud,” Crystal responded.

"Well, it's a good thing we have a long journey to get to your father's kingdom," Merrigan offered, trying for a light tone. "Plenty of reading to keep us entertained, sitting by the fire at night."

"Entertained." Bryan shook his head. His grin was crooked. "When I think of all the kingdoms Bayl and I wandered through, looking for Belinda and hoping we'd stumble across an answer to free Sylvanglade ... I wonder if Talithia's silliness was also part of this creeping blight."

"Maybe that's what happened to your sisters," she offered, nodding to Belinda.

"I wouldn't be surprised." Belinda's mouth flattened for a moment. Her glance shifted to the deceptively plain wooden box that served as the magical prison for her two nasty younger sisters, Bythia and Barbarina. "I pray when we get home, I won’t discover something quite nasty has happened to Blossom. That's our youngest sister. Father named her that because the apple tree in Mother's garden burst into bloom the day she was born, late in the fall after all the leaves had already fallen. I betrayed her, running away like I did. I should have brought her with me, or made sure Great-Aunt Sophie was coming back, to protect her. Our other sisters were able to take care of themselves. At least, I hope so ..." She sighed. “I betrayed Father, too, no matter how unreasonable he was.”

"We have all been betrayed," Merrigan said, reaching for her friend's hand. "And now that we know, we have a starting place to find the cure and the criminal. The guilty parties will pay, and we will stop the curse they have brought on Armorica."

“The question,” Bryan said, “is how long these people have been sneaking into palaces and twisting the magic of the royal bloodlines. The majjian springs have been either blocked or diverted so they dry up ... and that doesn’t happen overnight or even in a single generation.”

“This looks like an organized effort,” Belinda said, gesturing at the book on the saddle before her. “How many people are involved?”

“And how many royal children were turned into royal brats and made entirely useless?” Merrigan inhaled sharply. “Made fitting spouses for truly evil kings and queens. If Tulip was grooming me to marry Leffisand, specifically ... “ She couldn’t think of a punishment vile enough.

~~~~~
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BELINDA DOVE INTO STUDYING the books and distilling all the depressing reports and theories into something usable. Merrigan was grateful. Belinda had something constructive to do. Better to obsess about finding some answers and contribute to the quest that lay before them than to slump in her saddle and weep over Bayl. They had no answers or ideas yet what had happened to him. Merrigan imagined the heartache Belinda suffered. She knew exactly how she would feel if she had come so close to being reunited with Bryan, everything made right between them, only to have him snatched away.

She had been taught to take vindictive retribution for her every disappointment. Her response would have been to do something vicious to Belinda’s wicked enchantress sisters. Knowing they had failed in destroying their sister, the heir to the kingdom, had to be galling for them. It wouldn’t have been punishment enough to satisfy Merrigan.

She wanted to question them and find out if they had been influenced by someone like Nanny Tulip. The two sisters had displayed a propensity for magic from early childhood, according to Belinda. What could they have done for their father’s kingdom if they hadn’t focused on themselves, and punishing Belinda for being firstborn and the heir? 

“That’s on my list of questions, once we get home,” Belinda said, when Merrigan shared her thoughts. “I think we’re going to find a very clear pattern once we figure out the right questions to ask. Many more people like Nanny Tulip, sneaking into royal nurseries and libraries and gardens, twisting all that magical potential, keeping it from growing.”

“Keeping it from taking root and tapping into the majjian springs,” Bryan said. “Is this happening elsewhere in the world, or just Armorica?”

“I can write to my friends at the Bookish Mermaid,” Merrigan said, thinking aloud. “They have contact with seafarers around the world.” She shuddered. “Part of me hopes this is only happening here, that the plot to control all magic hasn’t grown far enough to leave Armorica’s shores.”

“The question is how to find a way to stop them.” 

“We can’t just stop them, we have to reverse what they’ve done. I tried to forget the curse put on me, that day I demanded magic to support my lie. But with majjian springs drying up ... I fear it will be too late for her to be any help.”

“Who?” he asked and reached to take hold of her hand.

Merrigan caught her breath. Just a simple touch was so comforting. Her dignity as queen of Carlion had denied her even that, and she could throttle both Leffisand and Nanny Tulip for it.

“Clara, the seeress who cursed me. Part of me wants to go running to her for advice, for some insight. Another part of me argues that if a seeress didn’t see this problem, then she isn’t really that insightful and powerful, so what use is she?”

“What if people like her were the first targets?” Belinda said. “She is Clara of the Pools because her visions come from the water. If the water is tainted or cut off, then she loses her insight, she can’t see around the world, she can’t see anything.”

Belinda took regular breaks from reading and making notes. Then their small group discussed the references to different kingdoms and the queens’ gardens and the tiny changes that hadn’t been visible until they grew numerous enough to become a pattern. Bib and Crystal also searched the books Bergomass had given Belinda. They kept her busy making notes of pages to study and patterns they had harvested, and requests for all sorts of magical texts to look up when they encountered caches of magical books. There were several hubs of learning for majjians scattered across the continent, all linked to deep majjian springs. Those locations were unknown to ordinary folk, and were supposed to be neutral territory, where all majjian folk could come to do research. The problem was that if the majjian springs were being attacked, then perhaps those deeper springs and the archives of learning might be damaged in some way. Possibly even fade away or become forgotten.

Merrigan searched memories of her childhood, before her mother died. The best ones were touched with a sense of wonder, centered on the queen’s garden. She wasn’t surprised when her dreams were filled with garden memories she hadn’t thought of in years. They were equally divided between Viridian, the prince of frogs, who had been her friend, Honk, the ugly little duck who had been her constant companion, until her own nastiness had driven him away, and the thorns that had seemingly sprung up overnight after her mother died.

Muted honking echoed through the chilly air two mornings after that breakthrough discussion, waking Merrigan abruptly. She choked on a mixture of tears of regret and an aching need to call out to Honk and beg him to come back. All that fled when she realized Belinda wasn’t curled up in the blankets next to her, in the little tent the soldiers put up for them. Panic had her scrambling out of the cozy nest of blankets and into the icy wet filling the air. The late winter weather couldn’t settle between sleet or snow. She ignored the threat of ice coating her face and hair as she searched for Belinda. 

While they were preparing for their journey, Belinda had begun walking in her sleep. It was one thing for her to creep through the orphanage warehouse in her bare feet and nightgown. She was safe there. It was another thing altogether to wander away from their camp. True, Bryan slept under a blanket overhang attached to the front of their little tent, and soldiers guarded them, and she wouldn’t go far. Yet they were in unfamiliar country now. Brigands and highwaymen might be waiting for a chance to sneak into the camp and steal something. Or someone. If they knew two princesses rode in this company, what would they do or risk for the sake of profit?

Merrigan nearly raced past Belinda, seated by the fire, scribbling so madly in her journal she left spots of ink in her wake.

“Are you all right?” She barely managed to soften her tone.

“Sorry.” Belinda sounded distracted and never looked up. “Too many ideas in my head. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You didn’t.” Merrigan sighed and settled down on the folding camp stool next to her friend. “I dreamed about Honk again.”

In answer, more honking echoed through the sleety, dark sky overhead. It sounded much closer and clearer than the haunting call in her dreams. Merrigan shivered and looked upward, just in time for a gust of sleet to slap her. She wiped her face and tugged the blanket she still clutched up around her shoulders.

“Is there anything in that amazing, depressing book of statistics about the effect on swans?”

Now Belinda looked up. She paused in reaching to dip her pen in the inkwell and frowned. “Not that I can remember ... Why?”

“In Seafoam, the swans returned to the queen’s garden after the frogs did. Their song haunted me. I woke a few times in tears. I dreamed but couldn’t remember anything other than an awful feeling of regret. That achy, sort of sick feeling you get when you know you’ve done something horrid. You can’t remember what you did, and you don’t want to remember because you don’t want to admit you’ve been so stupid and yet ...” She sighed. “What sort of magic is involved right this moment, to make swans fly in the winter? What sort of magical healing mission are they on, to be out and about now?”

“Healing,” Bryan said, joining them. He held out Merrigan’s cloak and gave her a teasing-scolding look until she wrapped it around herself and gratefully tugged up the hood.

“Thank you. I’m a much nicer person, but incredibly flighty. Is it really such a good trade?”

“When you’re worrying about everyone else around you, it’s easy to be distracted.” He huffed a little as he donned his cloak and looked around their camp once before settling next to her.

Merrigan flinched, realizing the soldiers were stirring. Certainly they deserved every moment of sleep they could get, and now it appeared she had caused a ruckus and started their day sooner than usual. Any moment now, that incredibly talented Corporal Gorm would plop himself down next to the cooking fire and begin to assemble another one of those delicious meals he managed with the simplest ingredients. He had blushed and stammered the other day, when she asked if he would teach her to cook and let her help him. Merrigan hadn’t been thinking about contributing to the comfort of their small traveling party, but about a dream she had. She and Bryan had retreated from the world and lived in a cozy little cottage, with no royal duties, no courtiers to deal with, no problems, just the two of them in simple solitude and bliss. She had thought about that dream and realized that if it were just the two of them, meaning no servants, she would need to learn to keep house. Learning to cook seemed like a good first step. She hadn’t been thinking about her traveling companions at all until Gorm stammered and thanked her, and Bryan gave her that admiring look that made her melt inside.

Captain Garan joined them and offered some useful information. He had grown up near a sheltered valley full of streams and ponds where swans congregated in the winter. He had learned much from watching the swans, their habits and interactions.

“You’re right, Mi’lady,” he said. “Something’s afoot if swans are stirring so early in the season.”

“Has anyone thought to consult Bib and Crystal?” Bryan said. 

“It might be wiser to wait until we’re on the road again, with the noise of the horses slogging through the mud to muffle your voices.”

Over breakfast, they discussed their dreams. That had become a habit, just on the chance that something they had discussed during the previous day had crystalized into a usable idea, or more questions to investigate. Merrigan squirmed a little when she had to admit her dreams included Bryan’s visits to Avylyn when they were children, and how she had been so cruel to Viridian and Honk.

Several times during the discussion, she could have sworn she heard comments between Crystal and Bib. Fragments of words. A hint they were excited yet refusing to share what interested them. It was quite vexing, and she let it irritate her more than it should. She retreated to the clearing that had been set up with a bucket and blankets strung along branches for privacy, to give herself a private scolding. She took far too long, because when she emerged, she found Bryan was waiting for her, his face unreadable in the shadows of his cloak’s hood. Merrigan braced herself for a scolding she had probably earned over the last few days.

That faint echo of swan honking overhead grew louder, as if the swans might finally drop through the gray, swirling cloud cover and come to land on the road. Was there a pond nearby, or a stream? Just how many swans were flying overhead, that the sound of their honking never seemed to fade away?

“Do you know what makes me grumpy the most?” he said, as she paused a half-dozen steps away from him.

“You’re never grumpy.” 

“I’m grumpy all the time, because I feel like I should be properly courting you, and that’s hard to do with escorts and scholarly discussions and our two friends listening in all the time and offering advice.”

“Courting ...” She choked on what would be unladylike laughter, ragged with relief. “Bryan, you don’t need to—”

“Yes, I do.” He caught hold of her arms just above her elbows and pulled her up against him, close enough their hoods nearly touched, enclosing them in shadows. “I want us to have long walks where I come up with witty conversation that makes you laugh and tricks you into thinking I’m the wisest, most clever man in the entire world.”

“There. See? Waste of time. I already think that, so—”

She squeaked as he lifted her so her toes nearly left the ground, and kissed her. Softly, gently, lingering, until she felt his pulse in his lips, until their hearts raced in perfect harmony. She managed to lift her arms and cling to him. When he ended the kiss, he tucked her head under his chin and wrapped his arms around her. Merrigan thought she could happily stand here like this all day. Who needed witty conversation? Although, a few more kisses would be nice.

“Every time I think about kissing you, I get angry.” His voice rumbled in his chest right under her ear.

“Why?”

“Because Belinda is always there, and I feel guilty for being so happy. You’re right here, close enough to kiss, and she’s fighting not to despair over Bayl. And I feel guilty for not worrying right then about my brother and what those two hags might have done to him. I don’t like feeling guilty, and I resent the big bite it takes out of being so happy that you’re ... you’re mine.”

“Well, don’t forget that you belong to me, too. Fair’s fair,” she offered, wishing she could be witty and wise.

A long, raspy honk filtered down from directly overhead, making her flinch. How close was that swan? The heaviness of the air, the threat of sleet, the grayness that kept sunrise from reaching them, made all sounds muffled and hard to distinguish.

“What worries me the most is that part of me refuses to believe it’s that easy, that we’ll always be this happy.”

“There was nothing easy about getting to where we are and what we have now.” She fought down a need to laugh that threatened to turn into tears. “Bryan, how much time have we lost, how much time did I waste? Stolen from me, from us, by Nanny Tulip.” She pushed away enough to lean back and look up at him. “I loathe her with such heat and fury that I never felt for anyone or anything. And that’s saying something, because I was a truly selfish, nasty, vindictive little royal brat. I don’t know how you can love me at all. You really don’t know me.” She caught her breath. “So maybe you’re right. How can we be so happy? It can’t last.”

“And that’s why we need to court each other. My mother and father always warned us to be careful of the kind of love that seems like a magical gift, easily bestowed, created by a spell. They said we needed to find someone we could argue with, and someone we could like when all the magic had worn out and faded away. We need roots.”

“And that’s also why Bergomass was right. We need to wait. In case after all the riding and talking and fighting for answers and breaking the sleeping curse on Sylvanglade we discover ... we’re really not going to be any good once the quest is over.”

“You keep making me fall in love with you.” He brushed his fingers across her cheekbone, then frowned and tipped his head back. “Is that honking getting louder?”

“My lord and lady?” Captain Garan stepped into the clearing. “We’re ready to mount up. Just a last few ...” He gestured beyond them, at the clearing that had been set up as the privy.

“Yes, of course.” Bryan released Merrigan. He waited until the captain turned, then bent down and stole one last, quick kiss. Merrigan clutched at the front of his cloak, trying to prolong it, but the impression of something large dropping down on them had her stepping back, dodging, raising her arms to protect her head.
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