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      Cadfael smoothed his vest, tugging it to lay flat over his tummy. He needed to look grown up. Badly. Even though Gavin would be there and he was nineteen, Cadfael really, really needed to look older than he was. Especially given that he was shorter than his friends who were thirteen. He looked more like their little brothers who were nine and ten years old.

      The boys' bunk room was quiet, curtains drawn back to expose their neatly made beds and straightened shelves. Aravel's knitted blankets were smooth instead of rumpled as they would have been were he home. Gavin's bunk was so neatly made that Cadfael could have bounced coins off it. And Andros', well, it was neat enough. He was only seven. Cadfael still had a hard time reaching the far side of his bunk to tuck it in properly.

      Not that it mattered right now. It was a shame that Aravel wasn't here. He'd have been delighted to go down and entertain guests. Aravel loved everyone and at fifteen, well, he was taller and more mature and he didn't look like a little boy.

      Cadfael looked like a little boy. He tugged at his kilt, trying to make it longer than ankle length. Father had said that ankle length was long enough for a thirteen year old boy. Really. Even if Cadfael had wanted longer. Floor length. So no one could comment on his ankles and make smug little comments about how he was going to grow up to be a looker.

      He glared at the mirror. His hair was almost golden in the lantern light, not red the way it should be. Cadfael kept thinking about growing out his bangs so that the curly bangs wouldn't look scraggly across his forehead. Between the boyish haircut, braid hanging down his back, and the narrow too-short kilt Cadfael just didn't look his age.

      Which didn't matter.

      Except for all the ways it did.

      Mother was in bed, giving birth. Ew. Father was with her, trying to help. There was a ship that had just arrived, with another due sometime today. Everyone in the Clan was busy taking care of the goods coming off the ship. No one was available besides Gavin and Cadfael. As much as he hated it.

      Someone from the family had to be downstairs, had to bring tea, because the Affrica Clan had sent their oldest daughters to negotiate a brand new treaty.

      Gavin couldn't do that alone. Well, he had Great-Uncle Jarmon there to handle the negotiations and paperwork but someone had to handle the social side of things. Great-Uncle Jarmon forgot things like tea. So did Gavin. They would focus entirely on the treaty and they'd forget to feed their guests and that'd make things worse. Impossible. Father said so. Well, Gavin could probably still make a treaty happen if he needed it. That was why Gavin was Great-Uncle Jarmon's heir as head of the men's half the Clan.

      They were sure to offend the Affrica if they didn't do something nice to welcome the Affrica. First meetings were important. Father always said so. If Mother hadn't gone into labor then it would be Father going downstairs with her, not Cadfael and Gavin. But there wasn't anyone else to do it.

      So Cadfael had to be grown up and strong and not quiver like a little kid even though he was tiny and they were huge and there was tea and oh, damn it all to the Morrigan's hells, he was going to make a mess of everything!

      He collapsed onto his bunk, shaking. The lovely embroidered curtain tempted him. He could pull it, hide behind it, and then no one could see him. In their house, the Dana clan house, no one would realize where he was. Too many places to hide. Except if he was going to hide he should take one of the little closets on the second floor or maybe that cupboard behind the stairs on the first floor near the crew bunks that no one ever used for anything at all.

      It was just that he looked so young. Really. That was all. Sure, it was just bringing tea but he looked like a little boy and he knew that Affrica Paili and Affrica Mari would treat him like he was still in short kilts instead of in proper long kilts.

      "That's part of the problem," Cadfael huffed as he glared at his lovely new Dana plaid kilt. "It still looks like a boy's kilt, even if it is ankle length. No lace, no ribbons, nothing to make it look like I'm older. And just one petticoat. It's too narrow to be properly fashionable."

      Petticoats. Prince Toryn wore six petticoats under his kilt when he went on parade last month. It made his new grown up kilt look so different from a little boy's kilt. It had looked like a bell with Prince Toryn's torso as the handle. He'd been amazing, tall and strong and smiling at everyone as he rode by in his open carriage, waving one hand so gracefully.

      That was what Cadfael wanted to look like.

      Maybe he could? If he changed things up a little bit?

      Caddie bit his lip and then scrambled right back out of his bunk. Seven petticoats, carefully layered over his one stiff one, and then Gavin's old under-kilt made of pale blue Dana cloth because otherwise the kilt would be way too short to cover the simple lace at the hem of his petticoats. Then Caddie's too-long dark blue Dana kilt with the line of lace around the hem for going to church that Father had threatened to hem up so that he wouldn't look like a little boy in his older brother's clothes, tripping on his hem with every step.

      "That's better," Cadfael mused as he tugged his vest back into place over the top of the many waistbands. "Much better."

      His kilts stuck out almost a whole foot from his ankles. No mistaking him for a little boy now; they declared him older even though he was so short. A quick twist of his braid into a bun and a few pins to hold that in place topped with a pair of blue silk ribbons tied in a big, showy bow topped the ensemble.

      Cadfael stared.

      With his hair up he looked much older, maybe fourteen or fifteen. Adding earrings to his ears and then three rings to his fingers, all little ones he'd bought with pocket change, made his hands look less childish. The rings weren't expensive but they were shiny and they made his fingers look thinner.

      Good.

      "Are you coming?" Gavin called from the other room. He stopped, staring, as he saw Cadfael. "Caddie, what are you wearing?"

      "I didn't want to look like a little boy," Cadfael said, glaring up at him. "They'll pat my head and call me a cute little thing. I hate it when people do that."

      "Well, we don't have time for you to change," Gavin said with a little sigh. "Come on. Cousin Coleen ran up to tell me that they're here. Perfect timing."

      They both winced as Mother shouted from her bedroom. No baby wail sounded so their little brother or sister hadn't been born yet. Caddie fled with Gavin, more than happy to avoid everything and anything related to babies and the having thereof. Gavin collected Great-Uncle Jarmon on the stairs, there with his wife Great-Aunt Maeve who was still big and burly and looked at Great-Uncle Jarmon like he was her home port.

      "The other ship is here!" Cousin Coleen shouted once they hit the bottom of the stairs. "The sails are torn and it looks like they're taking on water."

      "Damn it!" Great-Uncle Jarmon said, pressing his lips together. "When it rains, it floods the streets. Gavin, you go deal with that. I can handle a first meeting just fine with Maeve. And Caddie. He'll be enough for this."

      "You be polite," Gavin said. He gave Cadfael a quick hug, far too quick for Cadfael's shattering nerves, and then ran off, kilts hiked up so high that Cadfael glimpsed his knees.

      Okay. All right. Cadfael could do this. He could. There wasn't anyone else to do it, not when there was a damaged ship coming in. And Mother giving birth. And another ship in port. And all hands were working on other things. It would be quick. Of course it would. Great-Uncle Jarmon and Great-Aunt Maeve would explain what was happening and they'd offer the Affrica a bunk for the night and it would be fine.

      "Go get the tea, child," Great-Uncle Jarmon said. He smiled kindly enough at Cadfael but his lips were pressed thin like he wanted to hurry out to the dock to see what had happened to their ship.

      "Yes, sir," Cadfael said. "Four cups or five? And what blend?"

      "Make it the sweet blend," Great-Aunt Maeve said, startling Cadfael. "They like their sweets up in the mountains of Western Aingeal. See if you can wrangle some pastries, too."

      Cadfael nodded. There were sweets in the kitchen off the warehouse. He'd go get hot water, the sweet tea and there should be something tasty to eat. If not, well, he'd raid the stores and get some candied fruit.

      All of which took a solid ten minutes because, of course, there were no sweets left in the warehouse kitchen. He'd had to run upstairs and raid one the uncle's kitchens for some fresh fruit bread. Someone had eaten all the sweets left in the warehouse kitchen and left the plate behind covered in powdered sugar on the big trestle table. Which let Cadfael get angry which helped with the terror of being the only male there for socializing which was good. Mad was better than crying because he was so afraid.

      "I have tea," Cadfael announced as he carefully backed into the conference room to find Affrica Paili and Affrica Mari sitting by themselves, no one else there. Not that he was sure which was which. "Where are Great-Uncle Jarmon and Great-Aunt Maeve?"

      "Ah, they had ta go deal with someone injured on t'dock," the taller and burlier of the two women said. She gave Cadfael a rueful little smile. "Somethin' about a bale dropping and taking out a leg."

      "Oh," Cadfael said, wincing. "They would need Great-Uncle Jarmon for that. And I suppose if it was silk they'd need Great-Aunt Maeve, too. She's the best at assessing damage to goods. And that silk was contracted, brought in specially for a customer. I'm Dana Cadfael. My mother is Dana Laoise. She'd have been here herself but she went into labor with my youngest sibling just as you were announced. Father's helping her. And Gavin, my oldest brother had to help with the damaged ship."

      "At least they sent a pretty bit," the thinner, shorter Affrica said. "Gotta like that, hey, Mari?"

      So the thinner one was Paili. Cadfael narrowed his eyes at her, deciding that he didn't like her at all. Not one bit. Mari looked nicer. She blushed brilliantly at Paili's little quip, elbowing her sister as if to make her stop. It didn't work.

      "We get some treats with the tea, sweet thing?" Paili asked, reaching out towards Cadfael's cheek.

      Cadfael grabbed the knife, sharp for cutting though the fruit embedded in the bread, and swung it up to block Paili's hand. He left a tiny cut across her fingertip, startling her into pulling back and sucking on it. Eyes wide, cheeks a little pale.

      Good.

      "I'm thirteen," Cadfael said so scathingly that Paili's shoulders hunched inwards and Mari glowered at her sister. "I would have thought that a grown woman would have better sense than to go after a person who was visibly not grown yet."

      "Jus' thought you were short," Paili said, waving at Cadfael's clothes.

      "Jus' thought you could get a taste even though we're here to negotiate a big deal," Mari snapped. She punched Paili hard enough in the shoulder that she nearly knocked Paili out of her chair. "Ignore her, Cadfael. She's always horny."

      "Then she can keep her hands and her comments to herself," Cadfael said as he set to work pouring tea, knife in easy grabbing range at all times. "I've no problems sinking the whole deal if she keeps it up. And don't think I can't. I'm the son that gets most of the special treatment in my Clan."

      He squared his shoulders and glared Paili down, stomach turning flips because she opened her mouth and then shut it again when he raised an eyebrow. It was so terrifying to glare at a grown woman but she was creepy and he didn't want her touching him so glaring was the next best thing to cutting her hand off if she tried to touch him again.

      The funny-sad part was that he wasn't lying. Cadfael was the one boy in the Clan who got the most treats, the best clothes, the finest lace. Everyone pampered him, from the oldest great-aunts and uncles on down to the littlest of his cousins and siblings. It confused him sometimes but Cadfael wasn't going to worry about it now. Not when Paili eyed him again like she was thinking of trying something anyway.

      "Fruit bread," Cadfael announced. "It's fresh."

      He sliced through the bread, imagining slicing through Paili's wrist. It made for a decisive cut, the blade ripping through the fruit and parting the bread as if it wasn't there. The knife sliced into the wood, too, leaving a clear mark that he'd get in trouble for later. He'd have to sharpen the knife before he returned it.

      Mari went pale. Paili swallowed and edged backwards a little, her chair legs screeching on the wood floor of the conference room.

      Cadfael made a point to politely pass Mari her slice with both hands, gracing her with a nod of his head. She smiled, nodding back as she took it the same way. Not quite Chinwenduese formal but still quite proper. Especially given that the little plate was not quite as big as the palm of her hand. He passed Paili her slice with one hand, a glare and his free hand on the knife.
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