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True to her word, the nurse had told Uncle Marcel everything about Joscelin’s troublesome behavior earlier. As expected, Uncle Marcel himself forced the medicine down Joscelin’s throat and dragged the weeping, protesting boy up to the old tapestry room for punishment.

“I have no patience for defiance in my household, Joscelin,” Uncle Marcel barked as he unlocked the room with a giant iron key. 

Joscelin squirmed and squealed, panic swiftly escalating at the dreadful sight of the door, and he clawed uselessly at his uncle’s punishing and unyielding grip of his wrist. 

“When Louisa calls for you to take your medicine, you damned well better be running to her for your sake. There’s a reason why I put up with the doctor’s demands and ridiculous fees where you’re concerned, and the least you can do is listen to him and to me and make sure you swallow every spoonful and every tablet. I’m not above punishment, do you hear me? And if this room won’t fix your obstinacy, the goddamn switch will.”

“Uncle! I’m sorry! I swear I’ll take my medicine! Please don’t lock me in there! I’m sorry!”

“No—I’ve indulged you and your sister long enough, and it’s time you grew the hell up. Now get inside!”

The large, heavy door swung open slowly on groaning hinges, revealing the terrible interior and tearing a fresh wave of terrified, stuttering wails from Joscelin. He felt himself dragged forward by one hand, crossing the threshold after his uncle, and brought all the way to the opposite wall. There Uncle Marcel released Joscelin and pushed him against the wall.

“You do not attempt to follow me out,” Uncle Marcel growled with a raised finger. 

His face was pale and stony, a rigid mask bereft of emotion though Joscelin knew better than to underestimate his uncle’s fury. A cold exterior had always been Uncle Marcel’s usual appearance, even when angry, which made him all the more terrifying to Joscelin. 

“You will stay in this room and will be brought out in an hour. And when that happens, you’re to stay in your room for the rest of the night. No eating, no playing—that’s your punishment, Joscelin, and you’ve no one to blame but yourself.”

Still sobbing, Joscelin could only nod and cower against the wall. 

“What do you say?”

“I’m s—sorry, Unc—Uncle Marcel. I—I didn’t m—mean to—to make you—you angry.” 

“Now you can barely talk with all that hiccupping. Pull yourself together, for heaven’s sake, and be quiet.”

Joscelin nodded mutely again and fought hard against another fresh wave of tears. Had he not just relieved himself after playing outside, he’d surely have soiled his trousers then. He dared not look around, and he dared not glance in helpless yearning at the still-open door to light, life, and freedom. 

“I’ll send a servant up to fetch you in an hour.” Uncle Marcel straightened then but didn’t let up on his hard, unblinking gaze on Joscelin. “Don’t be a disappointment, Joscelin. I daresay your poor parents are ashamed of you right now.”

Acute pain lanced Joscelin’s heart at that, and he struggled to appear as though he were finally getting a firm grip on his terror and awful grief over reminders of his parents. Still hiccupping, the tears nonetheless gone for now, he pulled his little handkerchief out and wiped his nose and eyes.

Uncle Marcel waited a few seconds more before turning around and stalking off, his long strides covering so much ground as he walked toward the arched door and swung it shut without another glance back. The dreadful sound of a lock turning cut through the hollow silence of the old tapestry room. Joscelin waited until his uncle’s steady footfalls finally went silent before he hurried to the only safe corner of the room, sank down, and let loose another torrent of terrified sobs.

“Mamma! Mamma!” 

The old tapestry room was one of the long-abandoned rooms on the uppermost floor of the château. It contained every faded and threadbare tapestry the family had apparently given up on once age had caught up, poor quality dyes and weaving turning what should be gorgeous, elaborate scenes into grotesque and discolored images that leered out at Joscelin. 

Every wall was covered with a large hanging, the floor devoid of furniture but also littered with old tapestries that couldn’t be hung anymore. A giant, dusty old wooden chest stood forlornly against the farthest wall. Joscelin had learned that chest contained smaller and equally unusable rugs. And on the floor these abandoned tapestries lay, some rolled, some being undone perhaps by the occasional movements of a servant or two who brought up another discarded old piece for storage.

The old tapestry room was also Joscelin’s punishment. There he was always brought when he caused trouble for any of the servants, who were also not above telling Uncle Marcel when Joscelin remained defiant. Louisa, especially, was all too keen on that because she didn’t have the patience to look after a sickly boy and preferred to pamper and indulge Eulalie instead. 

“I’m wasting my time on you, you miserable little shit,” she’d often snarl, her pretty face pinched and red.

The corner where Joscelin felt the safest was the one most brightly lit with a window on each perpendicular wall bringing much-needed light in while the rest of the windows were covered by dusty curtains. Of course, that meant throwing the rest of the tapestry room into shadows, which thickened the deeper into the room one ventured. 

Joscelin crouched, trembling and hiccupping and waiting for the tears to abate. He resolutely stared out at the rest of the tapestry room, and despite it being the midday, there was so much darkness beyond his safe corner. He tried not to think of the odd sounds and stealthy movements he’d experienced in the past. Soft, barely audible sounds of something creeping across the floor—not of footsteps, but whispering fabric. Now and then the sudden creaking of a floorboard would break the terrible silence, and Joscelin could swear that sound seemed to come closer though he couldn’t track it. 

He’d made the mistake once of falling asleep in his corner, only to wake up to find one of the loose tapestries bunched up on the floor just a few feet away from him. The tattered old thing looked as though someone had covered themselves with it, scurried closer to him, and then promptly shrugged it off before disappearing. There was the suggestion of where the head must have been. The overall appearance of the aged fabric also left the most dreadful impression of an inanimate object heaving itself up off the floor and dragging itself forward toward Joscelin and then stopping abruptly when he was startled awake. 

That moment had inevitably torn a round of high-pitched screeches from him, and he’d curled himself more tightly against the corner, crying out for his mother until his throat hurt. No one could hear him, of course, with the old tapestry room situated in a distant and unused part of the château. Joscelin eventually stood up on shaking knees, inched toward the awful tapestry, and promptly stomped on it, ensuring its lifelessness before dragging it as far away from his corner as possible but without going into the deeper shadows of the room. 

He’d fallen asleep again, his punishment being a two-hour span. Upon waking the ragged old tapestry’s crumpled form seemed to have risen up on one end, the fabric forming a hood of some kind. The suggestion of a face peering out from the darkness of the hood had impressed itself so badly in Joscelin’s overworked imagination. He was being watched, he knew, and what was in the room with him was biding its time, waiting for the light streaming through his protective windows to wane before taking another chance.

Today made the second time he was tossed into that ghastly room, and he couldn’t bear it with the memories flaring alive.

Joscelin since had terrifying nightmares of that day, and he could barely remember why he’d been punished. Something to do with him breaking an heirloom vase, he thought, wishing Uncle Marcel wouldn’t be so harsh in dealing with transgressions. When in a proper mood, anyway, he was vaguely demonstrative, limiting his expressions of approval to the tousling of Joscelin’s hair, which Joscelin had learned to crave from his uncle since it reminded him of how Papa used to do the same but with a kiss and a tight embrace thrown in. 

An hour—he was forced to wait out an hour in that room of nightmares. Perhaps someday, when he was much older, he’d order this room cleared out and turned into something more cheerful and free of dusty, ragged relics from history. He’d turn this room into something that brought in light and life, laughter and movement. The curtains would be removed for good, and sunlight and moonlight would bless the interior with natural light. That was how his old home was, anyway. Mamma used to talk happily about how their house reflected the love she and Papa felt for each other and for him and Eulalie. 

Those thoughts buoyed him and ended his tears. He wiped his face again with his now damp handkerchief, his mind, still pressed upon by the unknown terrors of the old tapestry room, now clinging desperately to that new resolution. 

“Yes, that’s it, my darling,” he could hear Mamma’s gentle and loving voice in his ear. “Think of good things even when your heart’s breaking.”

Joscelin took several stuttering breaths to calm himself further, and he chased after pretty ideas while staring out in open challenge to the darker parts of the room. And it seemed to work for a time. The sunlight appeared to brighten even more, chasing the shadows away and clearing a larger space of floor. It invited Joscelin to sit himself down properly and stretch his legs out, his spirits a bit lighter and his heart a little more hopeful. 

Yes, there’d be laughter and music and all things happy in that room someday. Nothing would be shut up forever. If it meant burning all those wretched tapestries in a bonfire the way all those spindles were burned in one of his favorite fairytales, he’d surely order it done. Then this magnificent house would also turn into a fairytale—a real-life one—and everyone would be happy and full of hope and love, just like Mamma and Papa were.

Joscelin yawned, exhaustion of mind, heart, and body finally bearing down on him and pulling him under. He should be freed from his prison soon, he told himself. After another grateful and admiring look at the pools of light around him, he felt emboldened enough to lay himself down in his corner, curl up, and sleep.

He awoke to the sounds of someone struggling with the lock outside. When his mind cleared, he realized the loose tapestry that had haunted him before had moved again from its spot, crossing the room while he slept and had come close enough to cover one of his feet. The tattered old thing now lay unmoving, but Joscelin felt something wrapped around his covered ankle under the tapestry—like a hand grasping loosely but also refusing to let go. He kicked and scrambled to his feet, rending the air with terrified screams as he ran toward the door, which finally opened, and he launched himself into a startled servant’s arms. 
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“Joscelin? Wake up. Wake up. See, we got you something to eat.”

Joscelin blinked his eyes open, a bit aghast at being reminded of how swollen and puffy they could be following an awfully long bout of intense crying. Not that it mattered, anyway, since he was nearly blind without his spectacles. He sniffled and rubbed his eyes as he struggled to sit up in his bed, feeling quite wrecked and hollow.

Eulalie sat on one end of the bed and didn’t wait for him to be fully sitting up before she reached out and pulled him into a tight embrace. Joscelin couldn’t manage another tearful outburst to that loving and comforting move from his sister despite his heart breaking anew, but he clung to her for all he was worth. Eulalie mimicked their mother during such moments and gently rubbed Joscelin’s back while murmuring encouragement.

“There, there. Everything will be all right,” she said quietly. While only six years Joscelin’s senior, she certainly sounded far older and put together. It was no wonder all the adults in Uncle Marcel’s household adored her.

“I’m sorry, Eulalie. I didn’t mean to make uncle so angry.”

“No, don’t. You don’t like your medicine, and I don’t like seeing you take the stuff. It’s pretty awful, isn’t it? And there’s a lot of it they give you, and I don’t even know if they’re helping you at all.”

Scandalous words from a twelve-year-old, indeed! If Uncle Marcel or even the dreadful Louisa were to hear any of that, Eulalie would surely be in deep trouble. All the same, Joscelin’s depressed spirits lifted at his sister’s agreement and sympathy, and he sighed against her shoulder.

“Here, let’s eat. I daresay you’re hungry.” Eulalie gently released him and kissed his cheek before giving him his spectacles. “And Jeanette here will help you wash.”

Jeanette, another one of the younger servants, nodded and offered them a quick smile. She stood nearby, and a basket—basket!—of food sat on a chair beside her. A pail of water had been placed on the floor along with a small pile of clean towels, Jeanette not at all looking guilty for defying Uncle Marcel’s orders. 

“Thank you, Jeanette,” Joscelin said as he slid off his bed. Eulalie took his hand and led him toward the basket and pail. “I’m sorry for putting you out.”

Jeanette snorted and then chuckled. “Oh, pah! You apologize too much, young master. Children play and get dirty, and sometimes they don’t listen to their elders. I don’t think I’ve met anyone who’s never done anything that gave old people a raging fit when they were your age.”

“See? I told you, didn’t I?” Eulalie said in triumph.

“You said nothing like that,” Joscelin protested, but he understood his sister’s point. 

In quick time, Jeanette had him stripped down and scrubbed vigorously with a wet towel, his unfortunate face also rubbed clean. A quick soaping followed and then a washing off with another wet towel. 

The servant’s efficient and thorough attention left him quite boneless and relaxed, the feeling of freshly washed skin a much-needed relief following so much time outside in the sun and then the dustier floor of that terrible tapestry room. The remaining water in the pail was carefully used on his head, and Joscelin was in near danger of falling asleep again under the feel of Jeanette’s fingers rubbing his wet scalp before gingerly rinsing him off.

In another moment he was quite done, dressed in a fresh set of clean clothes, his hair combed, and Jeanette and the pail of water and the wet towels nowhere in sight. She was so quick and abrupt in her departure that Joscelin was left nearly reeling from it. In the meantime, Eulalie had laid out the food in the basket, setting up their own dinner on the floor, using a thin and threadbare blanket to cover the boards with. 

“I thought you ate already,” Joscelin said as he sat down across from his sister, crossing his socked feet under him. 

Eulalie shook her head. “I didn’t want to. I told uncle I wasn’t hungry, and he never bothered to push me to eat.” She paused and grinned, mischief written all over her. “Louisa told me about you being punished, and I went straight to Jeanette for help right under her nose. I don’t like Louisa much, anyway, but we have to put up with her since Uncle Marcel pays her to be quite nasty to you.”

Joscelin wrinkled his nose and nodded, swallowing the still-warm bread and cheese that tasted like heaven to someone who’d been starving. “She hates me because I have to take my medicine, and that’s like one more thing for her to do, I suppose. She likes you a lot, though, because you’re healthy and pretty, and she likes dressing you up and fixing your hair with ribbons and all sorts of things. I’m too much trouble for her. And—I can’t see very well.”

Which meant he wasn’t perfect—would never be deemed good enough by the rest of the household save for Jeanette, perhaps, but Eulalie? She was everyone’s little golden girl. 

Eulalie regarded him in silence, an air of sadness about her. “I’m not perfect, Joscelin, and you aren’t ugly or weak or too much trouble. If she says all that about you, it’s all on her in that case, and I despise her even more for making you think so little about yourself.”

Everything coming out of Eulalie’s mouth at that moment sounded so much like words of comfort from Mamma. Joscelin’s heart swelled at the thought that his sister was going to grow up just like their mother, and he ought to count his blessings and ensure he gave her no reason to veer away from their mother’s loving influence. And what a mother Eulalie would be, indeed, when the time came! 

“Why are you smiling? You need to eat, Joscelin. Come along. Then we can watch the party from the stairs.”

Party? Oh. Yes, there was a party planned for that evening—with guests and dancing and music. Perhaps that was the reason Uncle Marcel had been so harsh earlier, Joscelin thought as he tore right through half of everything his sister had sneaked into his bedroom. Perhaps he was so distracted by the preparations for the party that he simply had no tolerance for obstinate children refusing their medicine. 

Would it matter if Joscelin were to apologize yet again tomorrow? He’d clear forgotten about the party, having been relegated to the upper-floors while the servants flew about downstairs, lost in cleaning and cooking for a large group. His time outside had been a restless move, and he’d managed to sneak downstairs and out for some playtime in the sun. Eulalie didn’t even know he’d vanished from her side because she’d been too lost in the book she was reading in the children’s library on their floor. Louisa must have caught sight of him running across the courtyard and in the direction of the pond located well beyond his uncle’s property.

“And don’t think of apologizing to Uncle Marcel and especially Louisa tomorrow,” Eulalie barked, tearing Joscelin out of his thoughts. She scowled blackly at him, and he blushed. “You already told uncle you were sorry, anyway, so there’s no need for more of that. Louisa doesn’t deserve any.”

“You’re just as harsh as uncle!”

“Humph. I hate the way she treats you like dirt, Joscelin. When I’m older, I’ll make sure we won’t have her around to bully you and call you names.”

“Well, you and I can make all the decisions when we’re older, and I inherit uncle’s money and things.”

Eulalie hesitated at that, her gaze thoughtful as she observed him in silence. Then she sighed and dusted crumbs off her skirts. “Louisa said she overheard Uncle Marcel talk to one of his people about his will and how he changed his mind and would rather have me inherit, not you.”

“Oh. I suppose that’s all right, isn’t it? You won’t kick me out when the time comes, will you?”

“Of course not, silly! It’s just—if Louisa wasn’t lying, I’m guessing uncle changed his mind because—because—well—” Blushing a deep red, Eulalie waved a hand at Joscelin, the up-and-down movement indicating his overall person. Joscelin caught her meaning quickly enough. 

It wasn’t one that needed to be put into words, anyway, since he’d heard other people talk about him and his poor health as though he didn’t have much time left in the world. Joscelin was six and Eulalie, twelve—not many years under his belt so far, and yet...

Of course even uncle would think along those lines when it came to his beloved property! Why would anyone pin their hopes on a sickly little boy when a healthier and more promising older sister was there, so easy to teach the ins and outs of managing such a house and whatever money came with it? Eulalie was more likely to find a husband and spawn a brood of robust children. 

Joscelin? He was another story entirely, and even at just six years of age, he already knew that. Not even his parents’ efforts at shielding him from other people’s unflattering talk had kept him from hearing and absorbing all the terrible things the rest of the world tended to attach to sickly and imperfect children like him. 

“Joscelin, whatever you’re thinking, stop it. You’re not a bad person, and you deserve all this just as much as I do. Promise me you’ll take your medicine without a fuss so that you can grow up all strong and smart and then turn around and show everyone who talked badly about you that they’re full of shit.”

“What! Where’d you learn how to say that? I hope uncle hasn’t heard you!”

Eulalie shrugged and then giggled, looking nowhere near repentant at blurting out such an indecent word and sounding less like the lady she was being groomed to be. 

“Louisa, of course. So if I were to be caught saying it, I can blame her.”

“You’re evil!” Joscelin giggled as well, unable to help feeling shocked at his sister’s boldness and, for a girl of just twelve, sourness had clearly caught on and tainted her views. Papa had been the one to spot it first, calling her a “beribboned cynic” with a wry grin. 

There were certainly glimpses of love and hope in her, all of which were aimed at Joscelin though anything to do with Uncle Marcel, Louisa, and everything else related to their uncle’s world was viewed with a wariness and a negativity that didn’t fit her at all. Unlike Joscelin, she could easily see right through everyone and everything.

“I am, aren’t I?” Eulalie’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “See—I know when and where to keep my eyes and ears open. No one notices me, and since I’m a girl and I don’t make a fuss, everyone else thinks they can just leave me alone in a corner and go about their day. But I listen and pay attention to everything, and I keep my mouth shut.” Her face softened as she regarded Joscelin with an affectionate, sisterly look. “We’re all alone now, Joscelin, and I’m learning how to protect my little brother so he can grow up strong and—show everyone they’re full of shit.”
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The château, normally sullen in its hushed silence throughout the day, now shone with a thousand lit candles as guests moved like colorful fish within doors. Joscelin and Eulalie watched from the upper-floor hallway, peering through the balustrades and talking in excited whispers. Uncle Marcel had also hired temporary footmen for the evening, and the gentlemen looked so grand and stately in their suits as they expertly through the crowds with trays of drink. 

“Oh, you’d look awfully good in her frock, Eulalie,” Joscelin said in breathless accents whenever a lady appeared dressed in a pretty gown. “See her hair and how it’s done up? You should be able to do that same thing, shouldn’t you? Your hair’s long enough, I’m sure.”

He goggled, eyes wide behind his spectacles as he eagerly followed every guest who’d captured his attention. His endless praises and references to his sister’s appearance as an adult met with silence from Eulalie—a silence that he didn’t even notice until he ran out of things to say despite what seemed to be a never-ending parade of beautiful people below. When he finally realized his sister had said nothing to his rambling commentary, he glanced to his side to find Eulalie frowning at him.

“What?”

“Why is it just me? You keep saying I’ll look good in this frock or that, but you haven’t said a word about yourself and how you’d look in any of the clothes the men wear.”

“Oh. I don’t know.” Joscelin paused and considered. “I don’t think of myself as a grown up.”

Eulalie’s frown deepened. “You’ll grow up, Joscelin. I told you before. You’ll grow up and look like one of those gentlemen downstairs as long as you take care your medicines like the doctor tells you to. Do you hear me? You’ll grow up like Papa, and you’ll look like him but with spectacles, and you’ll look just as fine as those gentlemen in fancy suits, and you’ll be happy.”
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