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      "You know you're not supposed to get in fights right now."

      Gavin looked up from his job of sorting invoices, absently smoothing his kilt over his knees. His younger sister Gwen's voice carried along the back hallway that ran past his little office. There was only one person she could be talking to about fighting: Anwyn.

      Of the entire clan, his little sisters Gwen and Anwyn were the ones most likely to get into a brawl, so when Gwen slowly hobbled into sight a moment later it wasn't a surprise that she was with Anwyn. What did surprise him was that Gwen was supporting Anwyn with an arm around her waist. It was clear Anwyn resented it from the way she tried to lean away from Gwen.

      Both of them were filthy, covered in mud from the cobblestone streets. More worrisome, they both had blood on their clothes. Being covered in mud from a fight was normal enough for girls of the Dana family. Well, fights were common all over Aingeal, but even more common for Dana's combative women. What was unusual was the amount of physical damage Anwyn had taken. Normally she won her fights easily.

      Anwyn was cradling her ribs as if a few might be broken, but the scattered bruises and scrapes showing from under her short sleeved tunic and calf-length pants didn't appear to be too serious. Unfortunately, her ankle wasn't supporting her weight properly; it was swollen to the point that the laces of her sandal were cutting into the purpling flesh. Gwen actually appeared far more seriously wounded, given all the blood on her, but she moved easily enough that the blood soaking her vest and shirt had to be someone else's.

      "I didn't start it," Anwyn protested, full of seven year old petulance at being told that she taken the wrong tack yet again. "Siobhan started it! She was picking on the other kids. I just made her stop. Besides you hit her too, Gwen."

      "Well, yeah," Gwen snorted. "She had you down, Annie."

      "I would have gotten up," Anwyn grumbled, her cheeks going as red as Gwen's bloody shirt. "As soon as I got her off my ankle I would have been fine. I didn't need your help then and I don't need help now."

      Gwen glared at her before shaking her head in disgust. It was only then that Gavin saw that Gwen had a beautiful black eye. Siobhan must have landed at least one good punch before Gwen managed to put her down.

      She scanned the hallway ahead but ignored his little linen closet-turned-office. Its new duty was a recent change so Gwen probably forgot that he'd be here. Pride in his sisters' strength flared for a moment. They were strong and fierce, able to defeat any challenge that came their way. His pride lasted only until he realized just how much trouble was going to come their way because of this. Gavin stood, stepped forward to where they’d see him and glared at them as they slowly hobbled toward his tiny office.

      "Blessed Ragna have mercy on both of your souls, you brawlers," Gavin groaned at them. "Get in here before one of the adults sees you."

      Both Gwen and Anwyn jumped in surprise when Gavin spoke. They winced when he waved them into his office.

      "Sit down, Annie," Gavin ordered. "I swear; the two of you are impossible! You know we're not supposed to be causing trouble right now."

      "Siobhan was bullying the little boys!" Anwyn protested as Gwen helped her sit down in Gavin's chair. "She was kicking them really, really hard and then she laughed when they cried!"

      "She actually was," Gwen confirmed. "And none of the adults on the street did anything to stop her."

      "That's because her family is related to royalty," Gavin said, pinning them with his best repressive glare. "No one but the two of you is willing to risk their family being “audited” for taxes they already paid, having the women seized for military service, or the boys taken to be raised by the crown."

      He shook his head at them as he pulled out the bandages and iodine that all the boys and men in the house had learned to keep handy. His little box might as well have said 'For Anwyn and Gwen' on top given how often anyone else needed the contents. Several of their uncles had already labeled their medical supply boxes that way.

      "She broke one of the boys' jaws after Anwyn yelled at her, Gavin," Gwen said, deadly serious and more reasonable than he had expected given the glowers the two girls leveled at him. "The boy was all of five, maybe six. Everyone she was bullying was little and boys, just like she does with our brothers. Caddie gets picked on; you don't. Annie gets whumped; I don't. She's a bully and a coward. She laughs when she hurts people and none of the Delbhana will stop her so we did."

      "Did not get whumped," Anwyn complained angrily.

      "Did too," Gwen huffed. "Look at you. You're whumped, Annie. You're not big enough to fight her. She's almost as big as I am."

      "That's because you're short," Anwyn grumbled, though she had the grace to nod a little apology at Gwen when Gavin smacked her, lightly, on the back of head for being rude.

      "Well, yeah," Gwen said, grinning wickedly. "But it didn't stop me from breaking her nose."

      Gavin sighed at the both of them. He checked Anwyn's ribs and then her stomach; both were terribly bruised. Siobhan must have kicked Anwyn in the stomach repeatedly. Gavin bit his lip as Anwyn winced and gasped her way through the basic exam.

      The ribs he could wrap, though there was a spot on one that seemed to be moving oddly. The ankle was another matter entirely. It was beyond what he could do with his little box of medicines and bandages; that would need to be set properly. But it was the question of whether there was internal bleeding from the kicks that might make this much more serious that he'd thought when he first spotted them in the hallway.

      "She could have killed you, Annie," Gavin whispered as he tugged Anwyn's tunic back down over her belly. "This... I can't just wrap these up and let you go back to playing. We need a proper doctor to look at you. You're badly hurt. Mother needs to know about this."

      "But Mother will get mad," Anwyn protested, biting her lip and squirming for a second despite the pain she had to be in. "Please? Can't you just wrap my ankle or something? I'm already in trouble. I don't want to get in more trouble. I saved the kids. Siobhan was doing bad things, not me. Please? I still have scut duties from last time and Siobhan started it then too, not me. Please, Gavin?"

      She leaned forward to catch his hand but as soon as Anwyn moved she went pale and clutched her ribs. Gwen bit her lip. When she looked at Gavin there was only worry in her eyes. He wanted a grown up, their mother, their father; Great-Uncle Jarmon would be perfect since he was the unofficial leader of the whole clan. They would know what to do.

      Rather than yell for someone to “Come quick!” or run shouting from the office, Gavin took a deep breath to calm the rising panic that had his hands shaking and heart beating faster. He was old enough to handle this. He was. If he was supposed to lead someday then this was as good a time as any to start thinking like a leader.

      While no one knew who he'd end up married to, the assumption was that Gavin's wife would be the official leader of the clan after Mother retired. Gavin would give her 'suggestions' behind her just like Great-Uncle Jarmon did now to Mother. It was a scary thought.

      He wasn't sure that he was ready for that. Head of the Dana should really go to Gwen as the eldest girl but it was obvious that she took too much after their Great-Grandmother Anwyn for that to be good for the family. If she were leader, Gwen would lead the Clan into as many battles as Anwyn got herself into with Siobhan. The last thing the Clan needed was another brawling pirate as their leader.

      Gavin looked out the door, plotting what to do. Siobhan's mother had to already be on her way here by now. She'd try and use this against the family. At thirteen Gavin was too young to be married. The Delbhana would take this opportunity to take Gavin, his little brothers and all of their underage male cousins away because of the 'inappropriate brawling' they were exposed to.

      It had been suggested many times over the last several months, mostly by Delbhana Clan members. Their real motives were that they thought the Dana were too rich and powerful, granted, but it still scared Gavin.

      He didn't want to be forced to join another clan where he might not be treated as well. Many of his friends had mothers and aunts who casually beat them if they talked back. Last month Ferris' mother had beaten him until he'd passed out. She had been annoyed when he needed medical care, and that had been for spilling a drink he'd been serving to a guest.

      That was worse than most of his other friends but all of them expected women to talk down to them and treat them like they were worthless. Dana boys never had to worry about that. At home they were respected, well treated and given useful jobs in the Clan's shipping business. Who knew what would happen somewhere else?

      Worse, the Delbhana had managed to take Brom and Doyle from their family and Gavin had seen how they’d changed afterwards. He wasn't sure that Doyle would ever be the same. Brom still wouldn't talk about what had happened to him during the months that they'd been in the Delbhana Clan house. The really scary part was that they'd been taken for far less cause than the Delbhana had against the Dana. The only thing that had stopped them so far was how powerful the Dana were. This might be the excuse the Delbhana needed to swoop in.

      Despite the realities of life in other clans that Gavin knew, the rumors that the Dana boys were abused had been repeated so many times that Gavin had had people come up to him on the street to ask if he was being hurt by his mother or aunts, even though he had not one bruise or sign of abuse at all.

      The Tripartate Goddesses only knew what sort of treatment he and his brothers would get if they were taken away from the family. The wards of the crown given to the Delbhana never were treated that well. It wasn't just him, either. There were his brothers Aravel, Cadfael, and Andros, plus all their cousins, to consider.

      "No, I won't let them," Gavin whispered, a plan rapidly coming together in his mind. He set his jaw and then smiled grimly when Gwen put a hand on his shoulder with a concerned expression.

      He packed the bandages away again without using them. Anwyn would be much more impressive as she was than if he'd wrapped her up. It meant a little more pain for her but much more gain for them all in the long term. As long as he got Anwyn to Great-Uncle Jarmon quickly it should be okay.

      Gavin carefully picked Anwyn up, trying not to jostle her ribs. He really was terribly worried about how many ribs were broken. Despite his basic first aid training, Gavin didn’t know enough to be sure how many were broken. Anwyn's breathing was too shallow and pained for it not to be three or four, it not more.

      There was no way that he was going to let her walk on that ankle, no matter how much she wanted to look strong. Besides, having her curled up in his arms would have a bigger impact on the adults when they saw cocky little Anwyn visibly hurt.

      Gavin frowned at the top of Anwyn's head, then looked at Gwen. "Which way did you come in?"

      "The side door through the warehouse and then up," Gwen said. "We were headed for Great-Uncle Jarmon.”

      "They'll come in the formal entrance," Gavin murmured heading that way as quickly as he could without jarring Anwyn, barely listening to Gwen’s explanation. "Okay, Gwen, look confident but worried. Annie, I need you to do your best to act angry but too hurt to do anything about it."
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