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The Beginning:

And Who Appeared



I will not do it!” I cried, stamping my foot on the marble floor. “I will not, and you cannot make me!”

My governess, Mistress Tuileach, looked befuddled and weary, as she often did. She held out a needle threaded with gold thread, and I shook my head firmly.

“Your Highness, you must learn to sew a fine stitch,” she pleaded. “All high-born ladies can sew.”

I scowled. “But why? We do not make our own clothes—we have dressmakers for that. We don’t hem our sheets or darn our stockings. There are servants for those chores. We simply sit beside a fire looking pretty and embroidering a useless pillow cover or handkerchief. And I will not do it!”

“It is what is done,” said Mistress Tuileach helplessly, her high forehead creased in an anxious frown.

“Not by me,” I insisted. “I have already spilled enough of my blood from fingers pricked by needles. You know I am hopeless at it. Instead I will take up a golden pen and finest parchment, as my brothers do, and practice writing and mathematics, and I will learn to shoot an arrow and feint with a sword.”

Mistress Tuileach was scandalized. “Oh, Your Highness, no!” she implored. “Your father will dismiss me if you attempt such deeds. You already write and do sums quite well enough for a princess, and no lady would wield a sword! Your brothers may someday rule the kingdom, so they must know all manner of things. But you will be a wife and mother, and so must learn—”

“To sing? To play the lyre harp and dance the Rinnce Fada?” I stamped my foot again, wincing as the unforgiving marble bruised me through my thin leather slippers. “Even if I am to be a wife and mother, I may also be a queen, married to a king. Does a queen not need to know rhetoric and logic, and how to manage the household accounts? Should she not be able to ride and shoot with her nobles?”

I turned my back on my governess and walked to the window of the ladies’ salon, where we stood arguing. To calm myself I took a deep breath of the warm autumn breeze that wafted in the open window, which extended from the floor of the room to its ceiling.

“And what king would have such a stubborn, uncultured girl for a wife?” Mistress Tuileach muttered under her breath. My hearing was uncommonly sharp, however, and I spun around in a fury, ready to dismiss her myself, though of course I had no power to do so.

At that moment, we both heard the sound of wheels on hard-packed earth. We were expecting no guests, for my father, the king, had been away on business for some weeks, so Mistress Tuileach and I both turned to the window to see who our visitors might be.

When I saw the high-stepping gray stallion far back behind a line of wooden wagons heading up the lane that led to our castle, I knew right away. “Father!” I called out, thrilled.

Without thinking I leaped through the open ground-floor window, hearing Mistress Tuileach scream behind me, “No, Princess Meriel! You will harm yourself!”

In fact, it was a rather longer drop to the ground than I had imagined, and it knocked the wind right out of me. I lay on the grass, stunned, trying to draw a breath. In a minute, though, I felt strong hands lifting me and looked up to see Cullan, the second-oldest of my five older brothers. His green eyes danced in his handsome face as he swung me to my feet.

“Are you running away from your governess or running to your father, Meriel?” he teased me.

“Both!” I said, brushing the grass off my linen overdress. I frowned at the long streak of dirt on the hem. I knew I would hear from Mistress Tuileach about that.

“But look,” Cullan said, pointing at the wagons. “Father must have bought everything he saw to be bringing home so much!”

Our father had a great love for finery and comfort and often purchased items abroad that we could not get in or around our own kingdom. Our home, Castle Rua, was from the outside a rough stone fortress like every other castle in the land. It had been built on the top of a tall hill overlooking fields and a blue lake that sparkled in the sunlight. In olden days, Castle Rua had been protection for the nearby town of Tiramore, and its people would take shelter there when enemies attacked. Now, under Father’s wise rule, the town was large and prosperous, and our kingdom and those around it had been at peace for many years. Our castle was no longer needed as a stronghold.

Inside its stone walls, Father had put in long arched windows of clearest glass crafted in Coilin, floors of marble shipped across the sea from the mines of Tiafa, beautiful tapestries with scenes from ancient times woven on the great looms of Ardin. Even my governess had been brought from a far kingdom. Most noblewomen were taught the domestic arts by their mothers, but I had none to teach me, so Mistress Tuileach had arrived one day in a wagon along with a supply of silver plate.

Our personal items too were luxurious. My party dresses were made of silk and velvet, though most of the noblewomen and princesses I knew made do with linen, and my dancing shoes were trimmed with jewels. I once asked my youngest brother, Druce, how Father had become rich enough to buy such extravagances. Druce, whose knowledge of Latin was surpassed only by his skill with numbers, told me that after our mother’s death ten years before, Father had diverted himself from his grief by amassing great wealth. I did not much care how he had done it, but I was very glad of it, for I did adore my butter-soft riding boots, my beautiful caramel-colored mare, and the warmth that constantly burning fires and thick tapestries brought to our drafty stone castle.

My other four brothers joined us on the grassy verge that had once been a moat before Father had it filled in to prevent the odor and contagion of stale water. Aidan, the second-youngest, pushed his chestnut-colored curls from his eyes as he tried to see the end of the line of carts coming up the lane.

“There are a number of horses and riders,” he observed. “I see Sir Paidin and Sir Brion—how many knights did Father take with him?”

“Four, I think,” said my oldest brother, Darrock, the crown prince. His royal coronet, which he wore at all times, sparkled in the sun.

“There are five horses besides Father’s,” Aidan said. “Perhaps, Meriel, Father has brought home a husband for you!”

I swatted at him, and he danced away, laughing. I always pretended to be annoyed when my brothers teased me, but in truth I loved it, for they so seldom seemed even to notice me. Most days they were too busy with their schooling and their sports. Oh, how I envied them, out in the fresh air or learning in the great library with their tutor! They hunted, practiced swordplay, rode for hours, and had lessons in all the seven liberal arts. Darrock had extra lessons as well to prepare him for his duties as crown prince. Druce could hardly ever be torn from his books nor Baird from his music, while Cullan had a habit of disappearing for hours at a time, only to return flushed and smelling sweetly of someone’s lilac or rosewater scent. So unless I was shouting in a tantrum, it was rare that I got more than a moment of my brothers’ attention.

Now we all six stood together and watched as the figures on horseback made their way past the laden wagons and trotted up the lane. There were Sir Paidin and Sir Brion, as Aidan had said, and Lords Saran and Osan. But another mount pranced beside Father’s, and as they came closer I was startled to see that the rider was not a knight but a woman.

“Who,” I said, pointing rudely, “is that?”

She sat on her black horse elegantly, with a straight back and a firm grip, and we could see that she was tall and slim, with a long, slender neck. Her dress, under her velvet cloak, was rich green satin. Her face was veiled, but her dark hair blew in the breeze as she cantered with Father up to the massive door in the wall that enclosed the castle forecourt. The knights had already dismounted and stood ready to help the lady down. When she reached the door, she brushed them aside and slid from her horse with uncommon grace. Then she lifted her veil.

My brothers made not a sound, though Cullan’s hand on my shoulder tightened its grip enough to make me wince, but I gasped to see the beauty of her face. Her skin was as pale as moonlight, unflushed from her ride, her lips full and rosy. Her arched brows framed dark eyes that immediately fastened on the six of us. She betrayed no emotion at all.

Father dismounted then, and Darrock strode to greet him. “Your Majesty,” he said formally, “welcome home. We have missed you sorely.”

“My son,” Father said, and they grasped each other by the forearm. Then I could wait no longer but pushed my brother aside and leaped into my father’s arms, nearly knocking him over.

“Father!” I cried. “We did not expect you. I am so glad you’re home!”

“Child,” Father said reprovingly, “this is not ladylike behavior. You must restrain yourself. Has your governess taught you nothing?” But his voice was warm, and his arms were tight around me. He kissed my cheek, his beard rough against my skin. At last I loosened my hold on him, and he greeted my other brothers: Cullan bowed deeply, sweeping off his cap with grace, Baird and Aidan mimicked Darrock’s formal welcome, and Druce bobbed his head, his serious face creased in a smile. The knights bowed to us as well and began motioning the wagon drivers into the forecourt to begin unloading the goods that Father had brought.

Then the woman cleared her throat delicately, and Father turned to her, looking somewhat abashed.

“Forgive me, my dear,” he said, taking her hand. My eyes widened when I saw this, but before I could say anything, Father went on: “In the excitement, I have quite forgotten my manners. These are my children: Darrock, my eldest son, who is twenty-two, and Cullan, Baird, Aidan, and Druce, each two years younger. And this little minx is my daughter and the baby of the family, the princess Meriel.”

The woman looked closely at us then. I could see something in her eyes that made me uneasy. She seemed both surprised and displeased by us, and I wondered briefly if the dirt on my dress was the cause. Though I admired her clothes and horsemanship, I felt an instant dislike for her. I could not say why, but I knew my feeling was reciprocated. Still, I curtsied deeply, and my brothers bowed, and then my father said, “Children, this is the lady Orianna. Come and welcome my queen, your new mother.”
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The Enchantment:

And Who Disappeared



It took the rest of the day and most of that evening to move the lady Orianna’s belongings into the castle. The wagon drivers were the queen’s own guards—in very elegant red and gold livery—and they and the castle guards were put to work unloading. The wagons were filled with her possessions: her gowns and doeskin shoes, her nightdresses and furred cloaks and jewels. She even brought her own furniture, ornately carved pieces with satiny cushions to displace the chairs and benches that Father had collected since our mother’s death.

I saw Ogan, the youngest of our guards, struggling to lift an enormous gilt mirror. He was the only one of the guards I really knew; he often joined Aidan in lawn tennis or other sports that needed a partner. Once, years ago, Ogan had rescued me when I was stuck climbing a tree, and he had never mentioned the humiliating incident to anyone. In return, I always smiled at him when I passed. Now he met my eyes as he staggered by with the mirror, but I was too distressed to spare him even a nod.

The kitchen staff flew into a frenzy of preparation for an elaborate welcome-home meal. Before dinner my brothers gathered in the room that had been our nursery when we were small. It was still the place in the castle where we felt most at home. Late-afternoon sunlight streamed across the faded carpet, and toys from days long past lined the shelves along one wall. I sat in the corner, making myself very small and quiet. I was quite skilled at this, though some might say I was better at making a large noise. But I loved to sit and listen to my brothers talk amongst themselves, and if they noticed me, they would usually send me away.

“She is uncommonly pretty,” Cullan said as he draped himself along a settee, his boots kicked off.

“Pretty? I would say beautiful,” Aidan corrected him, pushing Cullan aside so he too could sit.

“But should we speak of our new mother that way?” Cullan asked teasingly. “Though I doubt she is five years older than Darrock, so perhaps we should not call her mother.”

Baird perched on a stool and strummed his lute. He began to sing:



“The black swan bends her graceful neck

And grooms herself with care;

Her onyx eyes are fathomless,

Her beak could rend and tear.”



I looked at him sharply. A black swan—that described her perfectly, with her long neck and dark hair.

“Did you see Father’s face when he looked at her? And the ruby ring he has given her?” Druce asked, closing his book. “He seems quite in her thrall. She has done her work very quickly.”

“Oh, she is not so bad!” Cullan protested.

“I don’t know,” Druce reflected. “There is something strange about her... she reminds me just a little of your new friend Riona.”

I perked up. I had not heard of Riona. I knew Cullan was spending time with someone, and I knew it was a girl, for it was always a girl. Few could resist my brother’s handsome face and wit, and though he broke at least one heart a month, he was so very charming that he rarely left anger in his wake.

“Are you saying our new mother is a witch?” Cullan inquired, a lazy smile on his lips.

“Is Riona a witch, then?” asked Aidan with great interest, rolling a wooden ball across the carpet. “You should beware, brother, or she will snare you in a love spell!”

“Don’t speak ill of Riona,” Cullan said lightly, but there was a warning in his tone. I was surprised, for usually he paid no mind to his brothers’ jokes about his female conquests.

“Perhaps that is what happened to Father—a love spell,” Druce suggested.

“That may be the sort of thing that happens in the books you read, but I don’t think the new queen needs magic to ensnare a man,” Cullan pointed out. “Her face alone casts a spell that any man would have trouble resisting—much less a man who has been wifeless these ten years!”

I could not restrain myself any longer. “I don’t like her,” I burst out.

All five brothers turned to stare at me.

“Shouldn’t you be dressing for dinner, Meriel?” Darrock scolded. “I’m sure Mistress Tuileach is looking for you.”

“But why don’t you like her?” Cullan asked me, interested. “You’ve barely met.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s as Druce said—there is something about her. Her eyes, or her manner, or the way she looked at us. She makes me uneasy.”

“Ah,” said Aidan, grinning. “You are used to being the only hen in the flock. You are jealous of sharing your position!”

“That is not it at all!” I snapped, but the boys were laughing now, and I got up and stormed out of the nursery, annoyed as only my brothers—and perhaps a little taste of truth—could make me.

Dinner was a strange and solemn meal. The queen, dressed in a gown of deep red that set off her dark beauty, sat at Father’s right hand, in Darrock’s usual place. Darrock was visibly displeased at the change. The mirror I had seen Ogan carry had been hung at one end of the long room, and I noted with irritation that it was positioned so that Lady Orianna could see her reflection as she sat at the table.

With every failure of manners—and there were many, for we were used to a family dinner without much ceremony—her full lips drew into a thin line that judged us more severely than words could have. At one point, between the fish and the fowl, she turned to Father and said, “Gearalt, my dearest, when you said you had children, I did not imagine five boys!” Her words sounded playful, but she did not smile.

“And a girl,” I piped up before I could stop myself. Her dark gaze swung to me and I felt its chill, but I stuck out my chin and did not shrink away.

“How did you meet Lady Orianna, Father?” Cullan inquired to change the subject, kicking me under the table.

“There was a ball in Ardin,” Father told us, his eyes dreamy. “I had not planned to go, but Lord Breasal insisted, and glad I was when I arrived! The lady Orianna was the first thing I saw, and I saw nothing else that whole evening.”

“Ever since,” said Lady Orianna in a silken voice, “we have been inseparable. We married before the month was out.”

“Did you not think to write to us and let us know, Father?” Darrock asked. “We could have prepared a better welcome for you both.”

Father looked a little bemused. “It all happened so quickly... ,” he murmured.

“Well, then, a toast to you,” said Darrock, lifting his goblet. “To your marriage—may it be long and full of joy.” But his tone was flat as he said it, and the clink of goblets touched together sounded harsh to me.

Late that night, I was awakened by the sound of a voice raised in anger. I had slept in a room next to Father’s since Mother died, for as a small child I was plagued with night terrors and only Father could comfort me. Though the castle walls were thick, my clothes closet backed on his, and when my closet doors were open I could hear conversations in his room. Many were the times I had opened the doors to listen to Father dispensing advice or reprimands to my brothers.

I tumbled out of bed and crept into my closet, pressing my ear against the wall.

“How could you keep such a thing from me?” I heard Lady Orianna demand in a tone of great indignation. “You told me of your daughter, but five boys—was this a secret you thought I somehow would not learn?”

“My love, I do not understand,” Father responded, sounding bewildered. “I did not say anything because I did not think it would matter.”

“You are simpleminded, then,” Lady Orianna said bitterly. “Only the male children can grow up to rule in your kingdom, so of course your sons matter to me. What of our own children? If I should find myself with child and give you a son, he will never be king!”

Father’s reply was low and measured, and I had to strain to hear it. “No, Orianna, should that happy event occur, our child could not be king. There are five princes who would be ahead of him in the succession. But he would be a prince of the realm, and I would love him as I do my other children.”

There was a silence, and then Lady Orianna said, “I am sorry, my dear. Of course you would love our child. You are quite right—that is what matters. I do not know what I was thinking. Forgive me—the strain of our long journey has exhausted me and made me speak foolishly.” Her voice was suddenly sweet, and it made my skin crawl.

“You must rest, my love,” Father said fondly, and then all was quiet.

I did not sleep again that night but lay replaying the conversation in my mind, and in the morning I went straight to Darrock. He had been rising early each morning to meet with advisors and see to Father’s business while he was away. I found him in the dining hall, where he was breakfasting on smoked fish and dark bread and tea, a pile of papers to be read and signed already stacked before him.

“Meriel!” Darrock said in surprise, for I rarely woke before nine and usually ate breakfast with Mistress Tuileach. “You are about early this morning. Here, have some bread and jam.”

“I am not hungry. I need to tell you something,” I said emphatically, and I related what I had overheard between Father and Lady Orianna. Beneath his golden coronet, Darrock’s brow creased. I could see that my tale disturbed him.

“I think Druce might be right,” I told him. “I think the lady has enchanted Father. We must do something!”

Darrock sighed. “She is not a witch, Meriel,” he assured me. “She is simply a young and beautiful woman with whom our father has fallen in love. Of course she wants any male child she bears to rule—but that cannot be. It sounds as if Father has made that quite clear.”

“But—,” I began, agitated.

“Meriel, I have work I must do. She is your stepmother, and there is nothing to be done about it. You must learn to get along with her.”

“But... ,” I said again, trailing off when I saw that Darrock’s attention had already turned from me to the papers before him. Frustrated, I left the dining hall and went in search of my other brothers. As I came to the front entryway, I saw that Lady Orianna had placed her own guards, in their dark red uniforms with gold buttons and epaulets, at the door. They crossed their lances before me, blocking my way, and I glared at them, furious.

“Make way for me,” I ordered. “Do you not know who I am?”

“You are the princess Meriel,” one of the guards replied carelessly. I noted his drooping black mustache and thought that he looked more like a fool than a guard.

“I am, and you must let me pass,” I said.

“The queen has commanded that you must tell us where you are going,” the mustached guard informed me. My rage boiled over.

“How dare you!” I cried out. “She cannot tell me what to do! Now, get out of my way, you scurvy villain!”

There were footsteps behind me, and then I felt a hand on my shoulder, gripping it hard. It was the lady Orianna, I could tell without turning around. Her scent, of spice and sandalwood and something strange and musky, announced her.

“Meriel, it is for your own safety,” she said in a gentle voice. “I have seen that you are free to come and go as you please, and that is not proper for a princess. You have only to tell the guards where you are going, so we are not made anxious over your whereabouts.”

I thought about refusing, but I did not want to antagonize her overmuch—not yet, at any rate. “I am going to the stables to see my brother,” I said through gritted teeth.

“There!” she said with a little laugh. “That was not hard, was it?” I shrugged her hand off my shoulder and darted under the guards’ lances as they raised them, breaking into a run as soon as I guessed she had turned away.

In the gardens I slowed, noticing the groundsmen trimming back the roses and preparing the flowerbeds for the cold weather to come. I strode down the gravel footpath past the little pond filled with water lilies and fish both gold and spotted, past the fountain in the shape of a dolphin spouting, past hedges trimmed into shapes of animals—a tiger, an elephant, and my favorite, a unicorn. On the far side of the hedges, I came to the stables, where I found Aidan preparing to ride out for the day. Baird was with him, having been pried from his music for the outing. They listened to me, their horses prancing eagerly, and they too had little patience with what I had to say.

“Leave it be, Meriel,” Baird advised me.

Aidan added, “You must convince the new queen what fine fellows we are, so she does not kill us off one by one to free the throne for her own child!” He and Baird laughed loud and long at the joke, but I felt quite frantic. To me such an act did not seem completely impossible.

I went back, passing by the guards without meeting their eyes, and climbed the great marble staircase to the library. There, as usual, was Druce, who sat at a polished wooden table piled with books, declining Latin verbs to himself in a low voice. He held up his hand to silence me when I entered and finished: “Incantabam, incantarem, incantabo.” When I told him my fears, he laughed too.

“Oh, Meriel, you are so dramatic!” he exclaimed, his lip stained with ink where he chewed on his pen nib. “You mustn’t take what I said yesterday seriously. I promise you, she is no threat to us. She is just a woman whose plans for her future have been foiled. Stay out of her way, and she will get over it.”

Finally I climbed up one more flight of stairs to the royal bedchambers and went to Cullan, still asleep in a tangle of bedclothes in his darkened room. I threw open the long linen drapes, and the sun streamed in across his bed.

“What is it?” he moaned, covering his head with a pillow. “Is that you, Meriel? Do go away, please.”

“I will not,” I said firmly, and proceeded to relate to him the night’s conversation and our brothers’ reactions. By the time I was finished, he was more or less awake, and his green eyes were bright and interested.

“Those are not the words of a happy bride,” he observed, stretching long and motioning me to perch beside him.

“No indeed,” I agreed. “I am sure she has enchanted Father in some way, as Druce said.”

Cullan shook his head. “What you overheard is certainly no proof of witchcraft or wicked intentions.”

I had to admit that he was right—Lady Orianna’s words were not evil in themselves. “I know that,” I said. “But there is something strange about her, don’t you think?”

“It is not so strange that a beautiful young woman marries an older, wealthy, powerful man,” Cullan pointed out. “In fact, it is pretty much the way of the world.”

I pouted. “Well, I plan to watch her closely. And if I see anything that points to... well, anything out of the ordinary—”

“If you do,” Cullan assured me, “I will bring my friend Riona to meet her. Like can recognize like, I have heard—she will be able to tell if Lady Orianna has dark powers or only dark desires.”

“Will you really?” I said excitedly, bouncing on the bed. “I should like very much to meet Riona! Could you bring her today? Please?”

“I just told you I would bring her to the castle if you found anything suspicious,” Cullan said, his patience used up. “Now give me some peace. It’s barely dawn, and your bouncing makes my head ache.”

It was nearly noon by this time, but I left smiling. On my way out, I snatched a scone from the tray that held Cullan’s breakfast, long since gone cold, and ate it as I went back to my room. Now I had a plan. I had only to watch and wait.

The trouble was, there seemed nothing to see. Lady Orianna spent the day overseeing the unpacking of her vast store of trunks and boxes. From behind doors and around corners, I watched in amazement as clothes in marvelous colors and luxurious fabrics were brushed and hung. Her slippery-cushioned chairs and divans replaced our own elegant but comfortable pieces, which went home with Sir Paidin, Sir Brion, and other pleased courtiers. I fumed when I saw that an enormous painting of the new queen, bright and glittering in a silver gown, had taken the place of my mother’s portrait in the throne room.

I constantly had to dodge out of sight or out of the way as Lady Orianna bustled through the castle, changing the position of this or that painting, vase, or mirror. Once, when I did not move quickly enough, she brushed me aside as if I were a bothersome pup, murmuring, “Do get out of the way, child. I am surpassing busy.”

Oh, how that vexed me! It was the same thing my brothers—and even Father—always said to me. I had never much wanted a new mother, but I had always assumed that if Father were to remarry, his new wife would at least be kind to me. Indulgent, even, as I had been motherless for so long. But Lady Orianna seemed determined to take for herself what little attention my father bestowed on me. Every time that day that I found a moment to be with Father, she somehow knew it and would appear to ask for advice on the placement of a vase or the menu for dinner. Father would turn to her, his face lighting up like a beacon, and I would be utterly forgotten. By day’s end I thoroughly despised her.

I went back to Cullan’s room just before I went to bed. He was readying himself to go out for the evening, smoothing his reddish-brown curls before a mirror. Clothes were strewn about, and a row of polished boots, from which he had obviously chosen the gleaming pair he wore, stood at attention by the hearth.

“Ah, Meriel,” he said, smiling distractedly at me as he adjusted his embroidered tunic. “How goes the witch hunt?”

“It is surely the truth that she is a witch,” I told him. “Each time I tried to talk with Father, she appeared as if by magic. Clearly she does not want us to speak. She fears being discovered.”

Cullan looked at me closely then, and I could see a gentleness in his gaze that he, my most ironic brother, did not usually show.

“It is to be expected, Sister,” he said kindly. “They are newlyweds, and she wishes to be with him. You must step aside for now.”

His words enraged me. “I am not jealous of her!” I shouted, feeling unwelcome tears press behind my eyes. I willed them back. “She is a witch and I know it! You promised to bring Riona here to prove it!”

Cullan sighed and picked up his cloak. “Very well, Meriel. If it will set your mind at ease, I shall ask Riona to come tomorrow.”

“Do you promise?” I demanded.

“Yes, I promise,” he said, his tone a little irritated now. “I am late—I must go. Behave yourself when I am gone!”

“And you too,” I said automatically, our customary parting words.

I left the room, and in the hall I saw Lady Orianna, straightening yet another new portrait. She paid no mind to me, and I just as pointedly ignored her as I ran past her to my bedchamber. I did not usually like to spend much time there, but just now it seemed a haven from all the unpleasant changes that were transforming the rest of the castle. It was a pretty place, sunny and bright in daytime and cozy at night, with lacy curtains and bedspread, a glass-topped dressing table, and flowered carpets. Though I would not have chosen to decorate it so daintily, I knew my mother had picked the furnishings when I was but a baby, so I did not mind them as much as I might have.

I let Mistress Tuileach find me there. I had escaped her clutches all day with my stealth and spying, and she was not pleased.

“You will be behind in your lessons,” she scolded, brushing my unruly hair smooth as I sat before the dressing table, buttoning my nightdress.

“Behind what?” I asked belligerently, and she sighed much as Cullan had done.

“Oh, child, you are as prickly as a nettle,” she said sadly.

I turned to her then, repentant. “I don’t mean to be, Mistress Tuileach, truly. I will be better tomorrow.”

“Good,” she said, “for nettles are not very pleasant to hug.” Then, to my shock, she leaned down and gave me a brief squeeze, her arms warm and welcoming around me. She had never embraced me before. I hugged her back, surprised and pleased, crawled into bed, and fell asleep with a smile on my face.

And in the morning when I woke, my brothers, all five, were gone.
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