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      An hour before closing was Eoghania's least favorite time of day. Her feet ached. So did her calves from standing for hours on end. There was a knot under her left shoulder blade that felt like she was being stabbed with a dull butter knife. Every single time she had her turn as 'security' for the Dana Import Shop Eoghania ended up convinced that she'd spend the next month groaning over the pain even though at twenty she was young enough that it faded as soon as she sat down. Few more years, at least according to Mother, and it wouldn't but for now her aches and pains were temporary, if annoying, things.

      The shop itself was always fun. Her cousins had filled the shelves with goods brought in by the Dana family sailing ships from all over Muirin: silks from Chinwendu, spices from Azar and wood from Idoya so the place smelled like walking through the world. Or maybe walking through the warehouse on the other side of the block-sized Dana Clanhouse where all of these wares came from.

      They had delicate Atalya pottery from the other side of the world proudly displayed on the wall closest to the front door like the prayers that the pottery actually was. Fine goat-hair shawls woven in the highlands of Azar fluttered by Eoghania's head, so fine that you could pull one through a wedding ring with room to spare. The best area of the shop in Eoghania's opinion was the spices in their barrels and tins behind the counter. Wouldn't do to let just anyone measure them out. Those spices were worth more than most people in Aingeal City earned in a year. One ounce of the spices from northern Idoya were worth more than ten years' of a dock worker's wages anywhere other than the Import Shop.

      She brushed her hands over the rough Dana cloth jacket her father had tossed at her this morning when she announced it was her day for security duty. It was an old battered one, no embroidery at all except a simple line of white cotton thread topstitched around the collar, hem and cuffs. Mother had snorted, eyes laughing, while Father shrugged.

      "It makes her look vicious," Father had said. "That plus the size and she'll stop a dozen fights and at least fifty thieves just by being there."

      "True," Mother had agreed, still amused. "It's just a little small on you now, Vanya."

      Eoghania had glared at both the poke about her size and the baby nickname. Mother was the only one who still used it, thankfully, but Eoghania had never been able to convince Mother to stop, too. Someday. Hopefully soon. Before she was thirty please.

      After a full day on her feet spent talking to the thousand and ten customers Eoghania was ready to go upstairs. There was always a rush to see what was new when one of the Dana ships came in, blue sails billowing in the wind. Better to be upstairs in the tiny apartments her mother, cousins and aunts had built to house their husbands and children. Her cousins Brom, Roarke and Murray dusted the wares, restocked shelves and quietly gossiped about the day's sales.

      She stayed out of their way. Women weren't meant for cleaning in Brom's mind and he was old enough that she better respect his opinions. Eoghania would hear about it forever from all the older men in the clan if she didn't. Murray didn't seem too concerned about whether or not Eoghania helped them sell things or stock the shop.

      "Your only job is to keep people from reaching down my kilt," Murray had snapped as he opened the stockroom door and led Eoghania into the shop proper.

      It was always easier to get in the shop from the back halls of the Clanhouse than it was to walk around the entire perimeter of the buildings so everyone went this way. Which was why Murray and Roarke had started locking the back door to keep family out. Bad for business having hordes of red-headed Dana wander through all the time.

      "Happen a lot?" Eoghania had asked. She'd nodded to Brom who was counting the till and Roarke who'd smiled while setting up a fresh bouquet of hothouse flowers near the jewelry display. "I know people are getting handsy with Gavin even though he's only seventeen. Mom said Aunt Laoise was about to take someone's head off the other day."

      "There's some game going around with the young hens," Murray had growled, glaring at the front door of the shop as if he wanted to leave it closed. "They think it's funny to grab for a man's crotch, to try to get a feel through his kilts and petticoats. I won't have it. I'm a married man. We all are. I won't allow that sort of foolishness in our shop, not if it's me or if it's one of our customers. So you will watch and make sure that no one tries anything, understood?"

      Which, yeah, she could do that. Eoghania was taller than the rest of their huge family, almost six feet tall in a family that had a hard time pushing five five. So looming and being threatening came naturally to her, along with smacking her forehead into every single door jamb in the Clanhouse. Lots easier than flirting with men who tended to cringe away from her no matter how she tried to approach them. Price of the size and the power of the Dana Clan. No one wanted to offend her.

      The day had been pretty easy given that set of instructions. Eoghania had intervened six time between young women who were smirking while stalking customers or her cousins. Didn't take much for her to discourage the women. Only one of them had tried anything but the whole world knew not to pick a fight with a Dana. One fist waved in the woman's face and the fight had gone right out of her. Hadn't even protested when Eoghania hauled her out of the shop by her arm and flung her out into the street where a carriage pulled by matching black-feathered horses screamed and reared to brandish their claws at her.

      Bell over the door jangled, startling Eoghania out of her thoughts. A scowling man stood at the door, simple white shawl clutched in his hands. Murphey Sean, eighteen and recently widowed. She'd danced at his wedding, jealous that he'd gone to another woman before Eoghania had a chance to think up an appropriate courting gesture that he's parents would accept.

      They'd played together, Sean daring and bold enough to leave the safety of his mother's clan when it was time to play. Not many kids there as they'd had mostly sons the last couple of generations. Eoghania was pretty sure that Sean was the only one his age so he was lonely. Had been lonely. Had been bright and cheerful, honey blond hair and ice blue eyes nearly bright enough that he might have been sired by a Delbhana, if only the Delbhana allowed their men to bed women out of wedlock.

      He was still golden blond though the lovely waves in his waist-length hair were ruthlessly hidden in a braid coiled at the back of his head. Still tall, five seven, maybe five eight so he towered over everyone in the shop but Eoghania. Much less formally dressed, which was a good look on him. Instead of the bell-shaped heap of petticoats that fashion had decided was proper, Sean had just a handful under his ankle-length plain and simple brown kilt. Vest was simple, too, nearly as simple as Eoghania's jacket though he had put a line of embroidered leaves around the collar and hems of his vest.

      He'd been the same height as his wife the day they married. It'd been a quick wedding, just weeks after having met his wife Beare. Apparently they'd known each other for years, though, so it just looked sudden from the outside. Really sudden. Swelling belly for Beare sudden, not that a baby or two made a difference for a woman's career. Certainly made a difference for the man who was supposed to be pure and chaste until marriage. Logic of that one had never come clear in Eoghania's head, helpful stories about dockside boys and their easy-off kilts notwithstanding.

      "I demand a refund on this," Sean announced to Brom who frowned at the white shawl that Sean thrust into his hands. "It's falling apart."

      "Certainly is," Brom agreed. "You'd best take it to the people who sold it to you, though. This isn't one of ours."

      "Of course it is!" Sean snapped but there was a frantic, frightened look to his eyes, to the quiver of his fingers. "No one else sells wedding ring shawls but the Dana."

      "Mm-hmm," Brom agreed in that completely calm tone of voice that got Eoghania's shoulder right off the wall so that she could come over and hover behind Sean. "Quite true. This isn't one of our wedding shawls. Spider silk, probably from northern Idoya, not goat-wool. Didn't Raelin report about the Delbhana buying a whole bale of cheap white spider silk shawls on that trip when her face got scarred up?"

      Roarke nodded as he came over to finger the hem of the shawl. "Oh yes. This is one of those. First time I've seen one. They're really quite terrible quality. Not surprised the Delbhana would try to sell them as true wedding ring shawls. They're probably pushing them all over the market and claiming they bought them straight from the Dana warehouse."

      Sean's kilts were sensibly short, and he wore only two, maybe three petticoats, so Eoghania could clearly see the way his feet fidgeted and his knees shook. Still, he managed to keep the scowl on his face even as his cheeks went pale and sweat beaded his upper lip. Something was very wrong there.

      Eoghania had never seen him look this nervous before. She never would have expected him to attempt to defraud the Import Shop with goods that weren't even theirs. Would have said that he was perfectly honest, perfectly true in all his dealings until just now.

      "You know, we could give him an exchange," Eoghania said. All four of the men stared at her, even Sean whose mouth dropped open as the fear in his eyes turned to shock. "We've been trying to get one of these for months now. You've said you wanted to have one for people to compare against. So. We take this, he takes one of the real shawls. Everything is even. Done deal."

      "I wanted a refund," Sean said so fiercely that Eoghania's eyebrows went up out of sheer surprise. Something really was wrong in his life. "A shawl does me no good at all."

      "Can always sell the shawl," Eoghania said. "Say it was a present or something. Lots of people sell wedding gifts when times get tough. Especially lately with the new Delbhana regulations."

      Sean flinched, looked away from her. Okay, yeah, something was definitely utterly wrong in his life. She had to wonder what the Murphey Clan was doing that Sean had to come and attempt really transparent scams against the Dana for money. His mother's clan was poor and dying, not enough daughters to carry the line. Sean's behavior made Eoghania wonder if something might have gone really wrong with the Murphey Clan so that Sean needed an independent source of money. Apparently Roarke saw it, too, because he shook his head.

      "We really can't afford to just give away one of the wedding ring shawls," Roarke said. "But we'll certainly pay you for this one. How does four crowns sound? It will help our sales dramatically to be able to compare the Delbhana shawls to ours so that would be very worth it."

      "I…" Sean stared at them, eyes wide. After a second he nodded. "That would be. Yes. That would be acceptable. Thank you."

      Murray came over with four little gold crowns, each of them stamped with the Delbhana crest and wasn't that a kick in the gut. Eoghania hated the new coins, hate the way the Delbhana had reworked them to glorify themselves instead of the old image of the Ladies and their fish tails.

      Sean stared at the coins in his hand, swallowed, then turned on his heels and darted out the door. Didn't even look back through the windows as he darn near ran up the street away from the Clanhouse and the port beyond. Eoghania watched him go through the windows then walked over to flip the lock shut.

      "Gonna go ask some questions," Eoghania said. "We are done for the day, right?"

      "Oh yes," Roarke said with a frown that might have been copied from Eoghania's face. "I believe we'll be asking some questions, too, Vanya. Do run off now."

      "Don't call me Vanya," Eoghania groaned. "Bad enough when Mom does it."

      They laughed, low and not amused at all. Right enough. Eoghania didn't feel like laughing either. She really shouldn't intervene in Sean's life. He was a Murphey now and not ever going to give Eoghania the time of day. Still, it never hurt to check up on what the local Clans were up to, especially the smaller ones that tended to get ground to dust between the wheels of Dana riches and Delbhana plots.
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      Four crowns. Sean's legs shook so badly as he hurried up the street that it was hard to walk straight. Four crowns, they'd given him four crowns for a shawl barely worth four pennies. Well, the Delbhana sold the things for two crowns but the one he'd found in a second hand shop was pennies so that was its value.

      Why had they? He couldn't have been that transparent, could he? Did everyone know?

      It felt like every eye on the street watched him, every lip curled, as he passed. That couldn't be true. He wasn't that well known, had never been that liked by anyone other than the Dana. Especially Eoghania.

      He'd almost turned around and run away when he saw Eoghania leaning against the wall. If his life had been different he would be a Dana husband and Eoghania would be his wife. There was a point, a year and more ago, where he'd thought Eoghania was going to formally court him. The way she'd looked at him had made him think she was thinking of it but she'd never said word.

      Then Mother had taken the first offer for his hand, had all but sold him off to Beare and the Murphey Clan. Yes, the price had been a good one, enough to keep the clan afloat for another couple of years, maybe until a daughter was born somewhere but it had still hurt to know that Mother hadn't cared what Sean wanted or what Beare thought of him.

      The worst part was that Beare had made it perfectly clear that the only reason she'd married him was so that he'd be there to raise her children. The clans had needed a marriage to seal the alliance and they had been the ones chosen for it. She'd had no interest in him sexually. At all. Their wedding night had been a cold, quiet, lonely one where Beare slept in the big bed in their suite's master bedroom with her lover while Sean slept curled up on a little daybed in Beare's office.

      Months went by as Beare's belly grew with her lover's children and that hadn't changed at all. Sean was nothing more than the man she'd married to care for the household while Beare went on with her life as normal. The one time he'd appealed to Elva, tried to get some shred of what was due him as Beare's wife, it hadn't gone well.

      Elva had glared at him and snorted. "You think you're more important than anyone else in the Clan then?"

      "No," Sean had protested. "Not at all. But Beare is required by the contract our clans signed to provide me with clothes, a bed and a place in her life."

      "She's done that," Elva had snapped. "You have a bed, just not her bed. That was known before the marriage was arranged. You were told that she had lovers and that she wouldn't be getting rid of them."

      "I don't mind that she has lovers," Sean had said, fear making his hands shake, his knees too. "That's never been a problem. But if all she needed was a servant, someone to care for the baby when its born, why not hire someone? Why a husband?"

      He'd not dared to ask why me? That was whining and there was no worse crime than whining in Elva's eyes. The woman was and cold as hard as a midwinter freeze but that was what was necessary for a Clan head. His own mother wasn't that different though she presided over a clan slowly dying as its members bled away, marrying into other clans and leaving them behind. At least Elva had a living clan with plenty of daughters.

      "Husbands don't work," Elva had snapped at him. "We aren't poor. We're not those damned Dana, treating their sons as though they were girls, educating them and pushing them to deal with strangers day in and day out. You have what's required, boy. I expect that you'll be more grateful for it or I'll take it away from you and see how you like things then."

      He'd thought that his life couldn't get any worse without tempting suicide so Sean had bowed his head, apologized and gone back to his place in the shadows of Beare's life. That was what his life was from now on. Sean knew that he couldn't go back to his mother. She'd gotten a decent amount of money for him. Every penny of it was needed to keep the clan alive until a daughter was born and raised to adulthood to take over the clan. So Sean kept his head down, did what he was told and prayed to the Ladies that things wouldn't get any worse.

      Until Beare went into labor early and then died delivering two perfect little girls who were half the size of normal babies.

      Then Beare's lovers had disappeared out of the Murphey Clanhouse as though they'd never been and Sean had been told that those lovely little girls, fragile but perfect other than their size, were dying and it was his responsibility to care for them. His alone. Elva had glared at the girls in their shared crib, hands clenched behind her back. While she'd never been fond of Sean, she seemed much less fond of the girls.

      "They're dead already," Elva had said after watching the girls sleep for a solid half hour. "They just haven't quite realized it yet. Babies that small don't live. If they do, they're weak. Sickly. Pity that all I have left of my only daughter is these but I suppose it could be worse. They could linger. I'll have to change the succession, train my niece to take my place when I get old. These certainly won't be able to do it even if they did live through the week."

      "They're not dying," Sean had said, horrified by her callousness. "They're small, yes, but their lungs are strong and they're eating well."

      Elva had snorted at him, lip curling in a sneer. "Babies that small don't survive, boy. You think you know children better than a woman does? Please. I've decided. They live or die on their own. I won't pay for anything else for them. You want something, you buy it yourself."

      And that had been that. No one else in the Murphey Clan would so much as wash a diaper for the girls. Poor little Dahmnait and Aislin didn't get birth presents. They didn't get hugs. No one came to coo at them or kiss their little bellies. Even the cooks begrudged Sean milk for them to drink and, soon, food for him to eat as he stubbornly loved the girls with every ounce of his soul.

      The horrible part was that both of the girls perked up the instant he came over to their cradles. They would smile and wave their little hands up at him, cry when he walked away. They weren't sickly at all but none of the Murphey listened to him.

      So when first Aislin and then Dahmnait came down with a cough that wouldn't stop Sean had first asked, then begged, then screamed at the rest of his supposed family without getting a doctor to visit or any medicine for his girls.

      His.

      Beare was gone and she'd never loved him at all. The girls' blood father was gone as well, back to his family or maybe on to live with another woman who would treat him like a favored lap dog. Dahmnait and Aislin were his girls, his daughters, whether they had his blood in them or not. And he'd be damned to the Morrigan's hells before he allowed them to die.

      So attempting to cheat the Dana with a cheap penny shawl was something he was more than willing to so. The bizarre part was that it had worked. He had money for medicine, money for diapers and clothes made from something other than his torn up petticoats. If he was careful with the money, frugal and wise, it might stretch long enough that he could find a job outside of the Murphey Clan. Because Elva certainly didn't seem to think he needed any money of his own. She'd even tried to claim that he should have to pay back the marriage price the Murphey Clan had put up for him, at least until he threatened to sue her for breaking the marriage contract.

      Doctor Bernice's office was always busy. The slender little three story building made of Aingeal City's ubiquitous red bricks had a line outside the treatment door and another line, shorter thankfully, in front of the window where people came to buy medicine. He took his place in line, crowns thrust into his purse, and did his best not to fidget as he waited.

      "What did you need?" the bored looking young man, Doctor Bernice's son perhaps, asked.

      "Medicine for a cough with a fever," Shawn said. "It's for babies. They're three months old, born premature."

      The young man straightened up to frown at Sean. "It would be better to bring them in. Things like that can be very dangerous for babies so young."

      "I can't," Sean said, heart beating faster as the young man shook his head. "You don't understand. I can't. Their grandmother won't let me and their mother died in childbirth. Please, I just need some medicine for them, something to get them over the worst of this cough."

      The young man kept on frowning as he stood. "Give me a minute. We don't keep that up front. I'll need to get Aunt Bernice's approval first. If you'd step off to the side I'll send my little sister to ask her."

      Well, that explained who he was. Sean stood to the side, every minute ticking away inside of him. He needed to get back home. Elva's prohibition of any care for the girls meant that he'd barely been able to get one of the younger boys in the house to stay and watch them while he went out. Even getting Cailean to sit there, not change diapers or play with the girls, had taken promises of sweets that Sean couldn't really afford. Hadn't been able to afford until now.

      Three medicine patients later, Doctor Bernice's nephew waved for Sean to come back to the window. The smell of mint and sticky menthol wafted out into Sean's face. Doctor Bernice was there, herself, standing behind her nephew's chair.

      "You'll want to rub a thumb-sized bit on their chests," Doctor Bernice said with a stern enough stare that Sean nodded eagerly. "No more than three times in any given day. If they don't improve in the next three days, you need to bring them in. I mean it. Coughs and fevers at that age can be deadly."

      "I will," Sean said even though he knew he wouldn't. He couldn't but he'd say it if it got that medicine into his hands. "How much do I owe you?"

      Doctor Bernice glared. "There are ways to pay for it if you're hesitant on money's account."

      "I'm… not doing well financially," Sean said, heart hammering against his breastbone, "but that's not my problem. Their grandmother is. Well. She doesn't feel it's necessary to bring them to a doctor. At all. She's convinced they're going to die so why bother treating them?"

      That got him shocked gasps from the men in line behind him and a horrified look from Doctor Bernice's nephew. She shook her head and passed over the medicine herself. When he reached for his purse to pull out one of the crowns, Doctor Bernice shook her head.

      "Keep it," Doctor Bernice ordered. "The Dana have a fund for things like this. I mean it. If they get any worse you bundle them up and bring them here. I'll deal with your mother-in-law's stupidity."

      Sean clutched the little vial of medicine. "Yes, ma'am. Thank you!"

      He ran all the way back to the Murphey Clanhouse. Ran up the stairs to his little room near the rafters where the servants slept. Cailean was gone, no surprise, but the girls looked as though they were fine. Still too hot and weakly coughing but they were alive and reaching for him when he leaned over their crib.

      "Don't worry, sweeties," Sean murmured as he carefully rubbed the medicine on their chests. "I'm back. Everything is fine. Just fine."

      He sat on his one chair, an old wobbly arm chair designed for children. The suite he'd barely been allowed to live in was gone, assigned to a different couple that Elva approved of. Sean wasn't too upset about that. None of the furnishing had been his choices. Though he did miss the little sink and stove he'd had in that suite. This room had his narrow bed, the crib, the little chair that barely held him up and an old trunk to store his and the girls' clothes. No rug, no curtains on the one window, a ceiling that followed the pitch of the rafters so Sean couldn't stand upright in half the room.

      Why hadn't Eoghania ever offered?

      His life would be so much better if she had. Granted, the girls would likely already be dead, starved to death or left in their cribs to wither away from lack of love. The sheer thought of it made his heart hurt. They were so small and so fragile but they'd grabbed his heart and hung on from the moment he first saw them, squawling and red from their bloody births.

      Seeing Eoghania today had been like being punched in the chest. He'd always liked her. Big and strong, quiet in the ways that said steady thought instead of hidden scorn, Eoghania had been his favorite of the Dana daughters. So many daughters in the Dana Clan, daughters and sons and cousins. Aunts and uncles and grandparents all over that huge old building. If he'd married Eoghania then there never would have been an issue with babysitters should he need to go out. Or medicine or finding a job.

      That was a thought. Elva refused to allow the married men in the Murphey Clan to work but Sean wasn't married anymore. He was a widower. That was different. With no wife to provide for him, it was Sean's responsibility to provide for himself. Both himself and the girls. Perhaps he could go back in a day or two, ask the Dana if they had a job for a man with two infant daughters and no wife. No Clan to support him no matter what name he claimed. Or maybe he could work the window for Doctor Bernice?

      Elva has certainly made it clear that she didn't consider him part of the Murphey Clan, not really. The servants were treated better than Sean was. Everyone, even the rats in the walls, were treated better than Elva's own granddaughters. It had to have hurt, having her daughter die in childbirth that way, but Sean would never understand how Elva could turn her back on her own bloodline.

      It didn't matter. She had written the girls off like a bad debt. He couldn't change it, couldn't change her mind. All he could do was watch the girls as they wheezed and coughed, all the while dreaming of the wedding he'd thought he would get once that was now completely out of his reach.

      Yes, tomorrow he would beg the right to make some cookies. Then he'd use them to bribe one of the other men to watch the girls so that he could go out and ask at the Dana Clan, maybe at Doctor Bernice's, to see if anyone had a job he could do. He couldn't keep on this way. Something had to change if he was going to save his girls. And if he had to be the one to do it, well, he'd run with the Dana children when he was young.

      He could be brave when Dahmnait and Aislin's lives were on the line. Come what may, Sean would be brave.
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      Murphey Elva. Head of the Murphey Clan that survived on the edges of the bigger clans by providing women to other Clans as workers, laborers, guards. Also an ice-cold bitch who needed to have a knife shoved through her heart at the earliest opportunity. Eoghania did her best not to slam a fist in to the wall as Doctor Bernice paced back and forth in front of Aunt Laoise and most of the elders of the clan while ranting about twin daughters being left to die.

      "I guarantee," Doctor Bernice said, shouted actually, while stabbing a finger into Aunt Laoise's chest, "that the only reason those girls are alive is Murphey Sean. He came by my office today begging for medicine. The boy looked like he hadn't slept in weeks and he's dropped half a stone since I birthed those babies. I did not spend hours fighting for those girls' lives to see them cast off like kitchen scraps!"

      "It's a crying shame," Aunt Laoise said, both hands up and away because it was a cold day in the Morrigan's flaming hells when Doctor Bernice shouted. Eoghania was just glad she wasn't the one in front of her. "There's not much I can do. The Murphey don't have much to offer us, Bernice. You know that. You're going to have to go elsewhere to save those girls."

      "What good are you?" Doctor Bernice yelled. She whirled and stomped towards the door, cursing under her breath.

      "He has daughters?" Eoghania asked and then winced as every eye turned her way. "Sean. He has daughters with Beare?"

      "He's raising them," Doctor Bernice said. The anger in her eyes could have burned down half the city. "Sham of a marriage and shameful the way he's being treated, too. Elva only brought him in the clan to get another contract to send her women out to work, nothing more. I checked before I came over and he's treated like a scandal when he didn't even father those girls. He's just keeping them alive when their own grandmother has given them up for death."

      "Could we give him a job?" Eoghania asked, not Doctor Bernice but Aunt Laoise, Great-Uncle Jarmon, even Gavin who looked so mad that his face was as red as his hair. "Something in the shop, in the offices? It would help."

      Aunt Laoise shook her head, lips twisted with disgust. "Murphey Elva doesn't believe that men should work. She doesn't even teach her boys to read and write. They're there to care for the house and the children, nothing more. She'd probably beat him bloody if he tried to take a job. I've argued with her about it before, mostly at Court when we were trying to block new Delbhana stupidity. Only good thing about Elva is that she works hard to keep her Clan's profits to her clan instead of letting the Delbhana get their cut through taxes and fees."

      The walls of the conference room felt far too close as Eoghania sat down hard. Sean, her smart as a whip Sean trapped in a house where he couldn't read, couldn't work, couldn't even take care of the daughters that he'd taken as his own.

      And what sort of woman married a man only to treat him like a servant? When Great-Uncle Jarmon complained about how terrible rights for men had gotten over the last fifty years, normally Eoghania rolled her eyes and nodded while letting the words roll off her back like water on a seal's feathers.

      Maybe she shouldn't have. Eoghania wasn't one of the sailors who went round the world trading for things. She got far too seasick for that. While most of her relatives had seen a dozen other cultures before they were sixteen, all Eoghania had ever known was Aingeal City. What if she'd been wrong? What if things were bad and getting worse for men? Seemed like she'd been blind to the challenges that Sean was facing.

      So, how did she make it better?

      Only one answer came to her: marriage. Eoghania had to get off her ass and go ask to court Sean. Pretty much no clan would ever turn a courting request down, not after Mari's record marriage price for her new husband Gavin. Elva would probably jump at the chance to get a marriage price for Sean.

      The question was whether he'd leave his daughters behind.

      Soon as she thought it, Eoghania knew the answer: He wouldn't. Sean would never leave his daughters. He'd been the most loyal person in their entire group when they were children. It took horrific abuse to get Sean to turn his back on someone and even then he'd kept giving Bahb heartbroken looks every time they met to the point that Bahb had begged his forgiveness and sort of changed her ways.

      So Eoghania would have to offer enough to pay not just for Sean leaving the Murphey clan but also for his daughters as well. That. That…

      "Great-Uncle Jarmon," Eoghania said only then realizing that everyone else had started discussing the terrible state of the roads and how hard it was to get goods where they needed to be. "I want to offer for Sean's hand. But I also want to adopt those girls. There any chance I got the money to do that?"

      Great-Uncle Jarmon raised an eyebrow. He turned to Gavin who sighed and then rubbed his forehead as if Eoghania had just given him the worst headache ever. Given the amount of money this was likely to cost, she might have. But really, it was the only path that she could see out of the whole mess for Sean, his girls and her, too.

      "You can't save everyone," Gavin said.

      "No, I know that," Eoghania said. "I'd intended to ask to court him but hadn't worked up the courage when the announcement went out that he was engaged. Thought I'd lost my chance. I'd like to make another chance. If I can. So can I?"
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