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            1. Aingeal City

          

        

      

    

    
      The cart wheels rumbled, low and confident, as Mari gently flicked the horses' feathered backs with the reins. They picked up the pace a little, sliding into a lazy trot that made the cart jolt and rock across the worn stone surface of the Royal Road. Sometime in the last year or so, since Mari's last visit to Aingeal City, someone had planted fast growing birch at the edges of the fields. They were still small, only half again as tall as Mari, but their fresh green leaves sparkled and danced in the faint wind off the bay.

      Behind Mari, nine more carts loaded with wool and pottery, carved furniture and carefully bound books, rumbled along. Banba's horses, next back from Mari, huffed and stamped their feet before picking up the pace, too. Behind her, Caer's horses screamed a challenge, great beaks snapping as they tried to break into a gallop only to be hauled back by Caer.

      Mari laughed quietly, shifting on the hard seat. There was nothing better than the feel of the wind against her face, the sun beating down, as she drove a cart across Aingeal. She would never understand how people could live in cities, especially Aingeal City with its huge walls and crowded streets. Every visit she'd ever made left Mari twitchy for the open road, the comfort of a hammock strung between wagons and a campfire burning in the night.

      City life was definitely not for her. Sure, Aingeal City was the capital, with winding streets and sheer brick buildings that loomed like cliffs about to collapse on top of you; it was rich and powerful. Everything valuable traveled through Aingeal City at some point, carried by carts or ships to this sinkhole of humanity.

      The city stank of sewage along the southwestern edge and of dying fish along the port on the northeastern edge. People talked too loud, wore much too much finery and Mari would never understand how they could eat that food. Too plain, filled with seaweed and fish instead of good old chicken or pork, Aingeal City's food always drove Mari to lose weight before they left for home. They couldn't even cook beans without making them dissolve into mush in the mouth.

      The horses stomped their feet as they rounded a corner and Aingeal City's red brick walls appeared. Mari snorted, grateful for the wind at her back so that she didn't have to smell the city's stink a moment sooner than necessary. She licked her lips, tasting breakfast beans and sausage, before waving a fist to Banba.

      "There she is!" Mari shouted.

      "'Bout time," Banba shouted back.

      The call carried back to the last cart, dusty from everyone else's wheels, then forward again in a cheer that made Mari laugh again. There was some temptation to encourage the horses to run, to gallop down the long smooth slope of the road towards the walls ahead but Mari resisted it. They'd been trapped in the city walls soon enough.

      She wanted to savor every last instant of the free road while she could. At least in the hills surrounding the plain there were trees and brooks, birds calling as the horses and carts trundled by. Once they'd left the hills and rolled down into the floodplain they'd lost the sounds of wildlife. Also lost the scent of pine, fresh and clean on the breeze.

      "You taking lead?" Banba called to Mari.

      "Planned to," Mari called back.

      "Y'sure?"

      The simple question prompted laughter all up and down the line. Mari cursed cheerfully at them, not that Banba was wrong. While Mari could find her way across Aingeal, no problem, finding her way through the cobblestone canyons of Aingeal City was a challenge she usually avoided. Banba knew the way. So did Caer. Pretty much everyone did. Any of them could have done it, except Mari wasn't completely certain Banba or Caer had the brains to do it right now.

      The last ten days had them rolling through towns where over half the people were sick. Just a flu, probably, but it was a nasty one. Congestion, coughing, fever so bad people lost their strength and lay in bed like slugs; Mari was pretty sure Banba had it already. Caer was close behind. The whole crew had complained of aches and sore throats when they'd gotten up this morning. Mari didn't know if they could afford to see a proper doctor while they were in Aingeal City but she intended to load up on garlic and mustard for the trip back. Good old fashioned plasters would help them fight the cold off.

      Once Mari rolled up to the south gate to the city she wasn't quite so confident about that. Half the normal complement of guards stood around the gate. All of them had red noses and listless expressions. The one that stamped Mari's import paperwork spent more time coughing than asking questions.

      Inside, Mari was surprised at how empty the streets were. Sure, it was midmorning, time for people to be at work, but they only passed a handful of carriages and carts as Mari led the crew across the city. Helped a lot because without the constant traffic Mari could see better which turn led from the Royal Road to Port Street.

      The buildings grew around them, going from individual homes up to big Clan houses that held a dozen families or more. Got fancier, too, not simple brick with plain old tile roofs. The houses had fancy paint jobs, specially arched windows as tall as Mari that had to let all the heat out. She would have bet a month's wages that just the front steps of the Clan Houses were worth more than her entire clan earned in a solid decade.

      "Wasteful," Mari grumbled as they turned from Port Street to Dana Lane.

      That road took them straight at the port and straight to the Dana Clanhouse. Unlike the fancy houses in the heart of town, the Dana Clanhouse was a warehouse, pure and simple. Granted, it was a warehouse like none Mari'd seen anywhere else, three and four story high additions carving out living space for the Dana like sparrow nests layered one on top of another under the eaves of a house. It covered a full city block, but the majority of the building was dedicated to work, not show.

      "Affrica?" one of the Dana warehouse workers called as Mari slowed her horses and then had them slow-walk into the entrance closest to the formal entrance to the Clanhouse.

      "That's us," Mari called back. "Y'look like y'just escaped from the Morrigan's Hells."

      "Might as well have," the other woman complained as she rubbed a big Dana-blue handkerchief under her nose. "Damn cold's caught us all. You?"

      "Might have some coming down with it," Mari said. "Need us to unload for you?"

      "Nah, we got it," the woman replied. "We'll get you unloaded, work with your crew. Dana Laoise asked to talk to you soon as you came in. Formal entrance, something about a contract."

      "Ah," Mari said, nodding.

      She still helped, pulling her cart into the unloading zone full of women in rough Dana cloth vests and men in plaid Dana blue kilts. Banba smothered a cough as she pulled alongside Mari, swallowing hard only to smile brightly, falsely, when Mari looked over at her.

      Mari gave Banba the paperwork, complete with import stamps, sending her off to talk to the Dana men who handled that sort of thing. Caer sneezed six times in a row as she wrestled with her horses. Startled the horses bad enough that the screamed and clawed the air so Mari went to help her out. That led to Mari taking a fistful of leashed horses to the stable across the street, big bright open place with dust bowls for the horses to roll in and plenty of fresh fruit and grass for them to eat.

      By the time she got back the crew was deep in unloading while Banba and Caer slouched against the doorframe. Caer jerked her chin towards the dark corridors leading through the warehouse towards the formal entrance, one eyebrow raised.

      "Inside?" Caer asked.

      "No," Mari said, snorting. "Think I'm bad with the streets…"

      Her sisters laughed. Banba punched Mari's shoulder while Caer nodded and gestured for Mari to take the lead. The front steps of the Dana Clanhouse were just as bad or worse than every other Clan house they'd passed. Simple brick had been sheathed in imported marble shot through with gold. The rails had the Dana's triple swirl insignia carved into them. So did the knocker.

      And the arch over the great double doors. And the doors themselves, though they were worse, gilded and polished to a high gleam that had to drive some servant mad every time it rained.

      Inside, the gilt and overwhelming usage of the Dana symbol hammered home how rich and powerful the Dana were. Every single surface, from floor to walls to vaulted ceiling, was coved with gold-painted Dana symbols. Even the spindly chairs set along the walls for visitors had the Dana symbol at least a dozen times each.

      "Ugly," Caer grumbled.

      "True."

      They all jumped, Mari worse than her sisters, as Dana Laoise came down the ornate stairs. She moved more slowly than the last time Mari had seen her, as if her joints ached and her lungs wouldn't fill. Like the woman in the warehouse, Laoise's nose was red and raw. Her nod to the three of them was so slight that it barely existed.

      "It is ugly," Laoise continued. "Designed that way. Only thing that impresses certain people. How was the trip?"

      "Good," Mari said. "Sorry Paili isn't here. She ah, broke her leg."

      Laoise's eyes went wide. She took in Banba's awkward throat clearing, Caer's swallowed snicker and Mari's shrug. When she looked up at Mari, eyebrows lowered and green eyes intent, Laoise looked a lot bigger than her five foot four. She felt like she was as tall as Mari and as wide as a cart.

      "How?" Laoise asked in a drawl that nearly matched Mari's.

      "She mighta been caught in bed," Mari said, waving both hands aimlessly while conspicuously not meeting Laoise's eyes. "Her lover's bed. When his wife came home. With their daughters. Teenaged daughters."

      Laoise's lips, seen mostly from the corner of Mari's eyes, twitched as Mari kept adding details. By the time she hit 'teenaged' Laoise was grinning and shaking her head in dismay. She didn't laugh though she did wheeze a bit as though a laugh had run smack into a cough halfway up her throat.

      "That woman has more problems," Laoise said. "Flirted with Deverell, my husband, my sons, and pretty much everything male she encountered last time she visited. Damn near put her head through a wall."

      She waved for them to follow, leading them away from the gilt-bedecked formal entrance back into torturously confined but still more comfortable hallways. The walls were plain, carpets soothingly simple. What little art hung on the walls was paintings of ships at sea or gorgeous mountain scenery with thunderstorms rolling in. Mari recognized a couple of the mountain scenes, places she'd been many times.

      "We have the final version of the contract ready for review," Laoise said. "Still thinking about the marriage alliance your mother suggested. That's not going to make the tide if Paili's the one fulfilling it."

      "No, not Paili," Mari laughed. "Ma was thinking me or Caer with your Gavin or maybe Banba with a cousin. Paili's in a world o' hurt at the moment. No one'd suggest her for anything marriage related."

      "Good," Laoise declared, fierce and proud and quietly amused. "Alliance would fall apart the first time she tried to bed one of the men around here."

      "Wives would kill her?" Banba asked from her place at the very back of the line.

      "No," Laoise laughed. "The men would do it for them. Dana men are as much brawlers as the women. She tried that on Gavin and he'd probably gut her and dump her body in the bay."

      Mari grinned, delighted. She wasn't sure if she'd met Gavin. The Dana Clan was so big that all the men tended to blur together. Too many short, cute men with flame-red hair. Hopefully he'd be at the meeting to review the completed contract. Getting a glimpse of the man who would probably marry her little sister would be a good thing.

      One thing she knew for sure, Mari wouldn't be the one marrying and settling down. She enjoyed life on the road far too much to get married anytime soon. Maybe once she was thirty or so she'd consider marrying or at least having a kid. Until then, Mari intended to keep on as she had, living on the roads between home and the rest of Aingeal.
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      Gavin sneezed so hard his head bumped against the wall of his bunk. Aching ribs protested the sharp movement. His back ached from too much time in bed while his arms and legs felt like anchors from the exhaustion. At least Aravel was at sea with Anwyn. They'd escaped it for now. Raelin, too, though she was on a different ship.

      The boy's room was quiet because of that, with just Gavin, Cadfael and Andros. Cadfael's lace-bedecked bunk was perfectly made despite his continuing coughs, lace curtains drawn back to show the gorgeously embroidered quilt. Aravel's bunk over it was as messy as always. There was no way to neaten that bunk, not with the profusion of knitted blankets that Aravel adored so much. The last time Gavin had dragged himself out to the toilet down the hall from their apartment he'd noted approvingly that Andros had kept his bunk regulation-neat once he beat the cold going around. His collection of soft dolls was neatly arranged on his shelves and the thick curtain Gavin had made him out of worn kilt fabric was pulled back by the foot of his bed, just as it should be.

      He sucked in air through his mouth only to wheeze as his throat protested the chilly air. Gavin shivered, sweat beading up along his ribs despite the chill of the boy's bedroom. He sniffled and then grabbed a fresh handkerchief from the stack of freshly hemmed ones he'd been working on for his sisters. Hemming was about all he'd been able to do for the last three days. Most of the time he'd slept or at least tried to through the shivers and fever-heat.

      They'd gone through so many handkerchiefs with this latest round of winter colds that there weren't enough in the Clan house. Gavin chuckled only to cough, one arm wrapped around his aching sides. Well, there were enough dainty little lace handkerchiefs with gorgeous embroidery. Cadfael had seen to that what with his recent fascination with embroidering the palm-sized things but there weren't enough practical ones that handled the mess of being ill.

      His head throbbed as he blew his nose on the latest one he'd coopted for his own use. As big as it was, over a foot square, it still didn't seem large enough to keep up with the way his nose ran. Gavin shook his head as he pushed back his heavy cable-knitted wool blankets and the sweat-soaked flannel sheet underneath. Lying in bed wasn't going to get him ready for this meeting. He had to get up and change clothes.

      "Are you going to survive?" Andros asked from the doorway.

      "Hmm?" Gavin blinked at him.

      At eight, Andros was the youngest boy in the family, the latest in a line of strong-willed, red-headed boys that acted more like girls. You wouldn't know that he was only eight from the way he fussed over everyone else if they got sick or hurt. He came over to pat cool-seeming hands against Gavin's forehead just like Father always did when anyone was ill. Gavin smiled and petted Andros' curly mop of hair. No one had braided it yet this morning, so it tumbled lose around his shoulders.

      "I'll be fine," Gavin said. He made a face at how his voice croaked. "Well, I'll survive, anyway. It's important that one of us boys be there and with Aravel off on that trip with Annie I'm the only choice."

      "But you're sick," Andros protested. "You're sicker than we were when we got it, Gavin. You should stay in bed, not go out. You're sicker than Caddie was when he got it and he was really, really sick!"

      "I can't let cousin Rory be the only one there," Gavin said with a shrug that dismissed Andros' worries. "And Caddie would offend everyone. You know how snappish he is right now. What else can I do? The only one left is Great-Uncle Jarmon and he's even sicker than I am besides being older than dirt. We can't make him get out of bed."

      That got a giggle out of Andros, finally. Caddie certainly wasn't available to help Gavin, having lost his voice, so Andros would have to do. The effort it took to stand told Gavin more clearly than Andros' worried expression that he really shouldn't be doing this. It still needed to be done. He shuffled to their little dressing table, grateful that someone, probably Mother, had brought in a fresh pitcher of water. Gavin wasn't strong enough to fill it right now and Andros wasn't big enough to reach the pump in the kitchen.

      Washing the sweat off set Gavin's teeth chattering. His fever had to break sometime soon. Everyone else's had by the third day. It wouldn't be long. Hopefully.

      Gavin let Andros dress him in his warmest flannel pantalets, petticoat and undershirt. Gavin deliberately chose his simplest, most modest kilt and jacket, the ones he could put on and off by himself even though the silhouette of the kilt was dreadfully slim and unfashionable. It made him look sixteen like Cadfael instead of nineteen.

      The jacket buttoned in the front and covered his hips so that the gaps at the sides of his kilt didn't show. There weren't any laces on the kilt either. Buttons weren't proper at their level of society but they were much easier. Gavin would trade ease for propriety any day but today it was all the more valuable.

      "Shawl?" Andros asked as he tugged Gavin to sit down again. "What about your hair? It's all sweaty, Gavin."

      "I should brush it," Gavin said only to snap his mouth shut as he tried to fight off a coughing fit.

      He failed a few seconds later. Andros whimpered as Gavin doubled over coughing. He said something to someone, probably Father, that Gavin couldn't hear over the coughing fit. By the time it was over Gwen was there to help Gavin sit up. She held his shoulders as Andros scurried behind Gavin with a brush.

      "You're really going to insist on going to the meeting," Gwen said. Her voice was nearly as rough as Gavin's though she'd beat the fever two days ago.

      Gavin nodded, shrugging but failing to dislodge her hands.

      "Idiot," Gwen sighed. "All right, since you insist. It's not like most of the city hasn't caught this one."

      "Really?" Gavin whispered.

      Gwen nodded, solemn and concerned. It had to be bad if Gwen had noticed. Her normal response to getting sick was to refuse to admit the illness existed until she literally couldn't get out of bed. She expected the same behavior out of everyone else even when that someone was Cadfael who demanded pampering and special treatment whenever he got so much as a sniffle.

      At least she didn't scold Gavin for being out of bed. Gavin sat still as Andros carefully bushed his hair out and then braided even though Andros muttered about 'wet', 'ew' and 'sweaty' several times. Once he was done, Andros rubbed his hands on his kilt before going to get a scarf for Gavin.

      "Here, wear this," Andros declared as he thrust the pale blue scarf at Gavin. "I think it's your only hope of looking decent."

      "Thanks," Gavin whispered as dryly as he could when his chest felt like lead weights were crushing him and his throat had another set of tickles demanding that he cough.

      "He's not wrong," Gwen said with a grin that made Gavin glare at her. "You really should stay in bed."

      "We can't send just Rory," Gavin said as he tied the scarf on. He really should put his braid into a bun but that was too much work. "It would be rude."

      Both Gwen and Andros nodded at that. The entire clan had been flattened by this cold. It was as though a gale had blown through the house and taken down every single member of their extended family. There just weren't enough boys Gavin's age who could fill in if he was sick. Rory was a more distant cousin. Caddie was too young (and grouchy, honestly) and Aravel was gone. Gavin was it.

      "Do we really need so many boys?" Gwen asked as she wrapped Gavin's warmest wool shawl, the one knitted out of the thickest wool available, around his shoulders.

      "Do you want to handle the paperwork?" Gavin retorted even though his teeth chattered. Stupid fever!

      "Good point," Gwen said in that falsely bright tone that said she hadn't thought about that. "Let's go. Lean on me. I'll make sure you don't run into walls."

      Standing up made the room spin badly enough that Gavin didn't bother protesting Gwen's words. He needed the help. Badly. Andros walked behind them, muttering about 'sick' and 'bed' but not attempting to drag Gavin back to his bunk. Cadfael was in the kitchen perched on a stool as he slowly stirred the stockpot.

      He pointed to a mug sitting on the table. Andros ran over and then carefully carried it back to Gavin. It was warm and heavy, full of broth, Gavin thought. Gavin's nose was plugged enough that he couldn't smell the broth. When he sipped it tasted more like ash than chicken but the warmth felt good in his belly.

      "Thank you," Gavin mouthed to Cadfael.

      Cadfael nodded and flapped a hand at Gavin to go on. His lips were pursed so he was apparently fighting off coughing fits, too. The trip down the stairs to the conference room off the formal entrance felt as though it took decades. Gavin had to stop and pant for breath three times. He had two coughing fits. Gwen supported him all the way even when she wheezed.

      They were the last ones there. Mother and Father both were sitting at the table. Cousin Rory was there too, nursing his own mug of broth. Several of his aunts sat at the table but they weren't what caught Gavin's admittedly blurry eyes.

      As soon as they walked in a tall black-haired woman jumped to her feet. Her coat was rough Dana cloth embroidered with simple roses at the cuffs and hem. The collar had been replaced by a patch of black velvet at some point. She stared right at Gavin, color coming up on her cheeks as if she thought he was a sight to behold. Or perhaps Andros had done a better job getting Gavin decent than he'd thought. He certainly didn't expect that sort of attention right now.

      "Blessed Goddesses! Come sit down ri' now. You look horrible!"

      "Thank you," Gavin sighed, his half-hearted hopes disappearing. "Sorry to keep you waiting."

      "Nonsense," the woman said as she and Gwen both escorted Gavin to the closest open seat. It was directly opposite the woman's spot. "Surprised tha' your Clan didn't postpone t'meeting. We'll be back in t'city in six months or so."

      Gwen collapsed into the chair next to Gavin, smiling wryly enough that Gavin was certain everyone could tell that he found the woman attractive. She didn't really show that she knew, though. All she did was make sure that Gavin was settled comfortably before moving back around the table. Her friends, sisters? He couldn't tell though they smiled at her much the way Gwen did at Gavin. They were probably sisters giving her fondly amused looks like that.

      "Better to get this done," Mother said. Her voice had lost the raspy quality from the cold though her nose was still red and chapped. "Gavin's among the last to catch this. Most of us are better off."

      "Not looking forward t'catching it," the woman sighed. She snapped her fingers and smiled apologetically at Gavin and Gwen. "Sorry, we already did introductions. I'm Affrica Mari, second daughter of the Affrica Clan. These're my younger sisters, Banba and Caer. You must be Gavin and Gwen."

      "Yes," Gavin said. Well, whispered was closer. His throat hurt enough that he didn't dare speak normally.

      "Stop talking, you," Gwen said as she poked him in the shoulder.

      "Quit poking your brother," Father scolded Gwen, tugging the shoulder of her jacket until she sat up properly.

      Mari perked up at the word 'brother' though she didn't comment. Her eyes swept Gavin's body, what little she could see of it under the jacket and heavy shawl. Gavin resisted the urge to fuss with his braid, instead sipping his broth and hoping that Mari would take his blush as the fever or maybe the steam of the broth heating his cheeks.

      He nodded at the stacks of paperwork in front of Mari and Father. "Why don't we get started? The sooner we're done the less likely it is you'll catch the cold."

      "I doubt that," Mari laughed ruefully enough that Gavin raised an eyebrow at her. "Most the city and half t'countryside has it. It's swept across Aingeal. You're all handling it better than most we seen but then y'are Dana."

      "Iron constitutions," Mother said with an amused snort. "That's us. Gavin's right. Let's get to work so that he can get back to bed sooner rather than later."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. Trade Deal

          

        

      

    

    
      Mari kept a pleasant smile on her face as she listened to Gavin's raspy voice explain a complicated term in the shipping contract they were finalizing. Hopefully Banba and Caer were actually listening to his words because Mari was fairly certain she wouldn't remember a single word he'd said once he stopped talking. Gavin appeared to be quite aware of her scrutiny. So did his sister Gwen who smirked every so often despite the coughs that wracked her on a regular basis.

      He was gorgeous, a regular pocket saint. Granted, the entire Dana Clan was short and stocky but on Gavin it was a thing of wonder. She couldn't see much of his body but his shoulders were wider than normal for a man and his cheeks were bright with his blush. Or maybe it was a fever. She couldn't be sure of anything other than that she really should focus on his words instead of his body. As sick as he obviously was, Gavin most certainly wouldn't be interested in flirting.

      "Does that make sense?" Gavin asked. His head tilted to the side enough that his long flame-red braid swung over his shoulder temptingly.

      "What do you think, Banba, Caer?" Mari asked because damn it, she really should have been listening harder. She thought that the smell of liniment and chicken broth was going to remind her of Gavin for the rest of her life.

      "Makes sense," Banba said entirely reasonably considering that her heel ground into Mari's instep painfully. "We will need t'set up a system t'verify that shipments on both ends to ensure that nothing gets stolen or broken in transit."

      "I'm curious why you're not shipping the product by sea," Caer observed. "With your fleet, would make more sense."

      "Not to southern ports," Gavin explained, his voice getting more horse the longer he talked. "Over one third of the year sailing to the southern ports is virtually impossible, even for us. We have freighters, not ice breakers. Overland shipping is mandatory for those destinations."

      He sucked a breath in and held it, eyes squeezed shut for a moment. It exploded out in a wracking cough that drove Mari to her feet as Gwen caught Gavin's shoulder. Her grip was all that kept him from bashing his forehead into the paperwork in front of him.

      "All right," Mari said as she helped Gavin sit back in his chair. She passed the mug of rich chicken broth to him, making sure that he sipped from it. "Enough talking out of you. Let your sister answer the questions. Or Rory."

      "Can't," Rory whispered while waving one hand apologetically. "Lost my voice yesterday."

      "We really should have finished this the next time we were in town," Mari groaned.

      Deverell chuckled and shrugged, leaning into Laoise's sheltering arm. "The contract needs to be finalized. We've talked all the terms out. The last mail we got said that your clan's happy with it."

      "Oh, we are," Mari said. She smiled as Gavin weakly pushed her back towards her chair. His fingers felt fever-hot against her wrist. "We only had those few questions, frankly. Mother gave me leave t'sign off if you're satisfied with the contract, too. My sister Paili would have come but she broke her leg two days before we left home."

      Deverell raised an eyebrow at Mari, the other one climbing towards his hairline when Laoise refused to meet his eyes. He snorted, shaking his head as if their sheer refusal to answer his unspoken question told him everything he needed to know about Paili's injury.

      "Sign the damn thing," Laoise groaned as she squeezed Deverell's shoulders. "Sign it and then we'll sign and it's done."

      Gavin nodded to Rory who promptly sorted the paperwork into three stacks, one for the Affrica Clan, one for the Dana and one for the crown's ever-annoying clerks. They took turns signing and initialing each page, Caer carefully checking to make sure that everything matched. That took long enough that Mari's rear end felt as numb as if she'd been driving a cart across the northern plains for hours.

      "Now we just need to deliver this to the local court office's Record Clerk," Gavin sighed as he started to stand.

      "Y'aren't doing it yourself," Mari said so flatly that Gavin collapsed back into his seat to stare at her. "You're sick! Y'should be in bed."

      "I handle delivering all the paperwork to the Records Clerk," Gavin replied.

      His cheeks got redder and redder as Mari glowered at him. He made a sound that might have been a squeak but could also have been a strangled cough when Mari turned to Laoise. She looked more amused than anything. Deverell's eyes were a bit too narrow but really, Gavin was obviously too sick to handle it.

      "He can barely stand!" Mari huffed. She glared at Caer as she started snickering. "He can't! S'not funny."

      "No, but you are." Caer laughed and blocked Mari's half-hearted punch to her shoulder. "Truly, one of us could take it. You're all sick and we're perfectly healthy."

      "I'm eldest and my name's on it," Mari declared in the face of Rory, Gavin and Deverell's immediate protesting looks. "I'll do it. S'not that far away, is it? Just up in the market building, right?"

      Gavin put one hand over his chest, sighing shakily. He looked first at Rory who grimaced as if he didn't see any way to stop her and then at Deverell who just shook his head in obvious dismay. Laoise's eyes had narrowed but her lips twitched as if she was fighting off belly laughs so Mari didn't fuss over it.

      "You'll regret this," Gavin said. "You'll probably have to run back and forth several times before they accept it. There's a reason we always have one person do this."

      "Well," Mari said, pulling out her little notepad and pencil that she used for tracking shipments, "give me all the details of what t'expect and I'll handle it. Don't mind running back and forth if I have to. Better me than you. Truly about to fall over."

      She didn't think she could be blamed for the little grin that crept over her face as Gavin ducked his head to hide his blush. Really, any woman would be charmed by that. Mari managed to get her face under control again before Gavin looked up but it was a challenge to keep it that way. He had the most appealing shy smile, despite his red nose, watery eyes and faint wheezing.

      It took Gavin a quarter hour to detail all the things she needed to be careful of when delivering the paperwork to the Records Clerk. She ended up taking notes on a spare sheet of paper that Rory provided. Her notebook was too small for everything she needed to know. Even though Mari wrote small, with her neatest printing, she filled the front of the page and covered half the back.

      "Really this particular?" Mari asked once Gavin finally stopped talking, coughing, wheezing and talking some more.

      "Always," Rory whispered. "We're Dana. Everyone knows the trouble we have with the Crown. Even the Records Clerk."

      Gavin nodded his agreement. "That's why he's so careful. Sean doesn't want to get in trouble."

      "Then let's make sure that these are perfect before I go," Mari said with enough determination that Laoise laughed.

      Her laugh turned into another of those wracking coughs that looked so uncomfortable. Apparently she wasn't quite as recovered as she'd seemed. Between Mari, Caer, Gavin and Rory they fixed everything that could possibly be done. Mari made notes on her notes of things to mention when she got to the court office. Gavin supplied a very nice pale yellow cow-hide folio for the paperwork. Only once all of it was safely tucked inside the folio did she smile warmly at Gavin before turning to Laoise.

      "Off for the first round," Mari said. "D'you mind if my sisters stay here while I deal with the office?"

      "You're welcome to spend the night if you're willing to risk catching the cold," Laoise said.

      "It's everywhere," Banba said, casually waving off Laoise's concerns. "We're probably already catching it. Caer had a scratchy throat this morning and I feel off. A bit… not wobbly but as though the world's slightly off kilter. I'd say that the load was tied down wrong but I'm not in a cart."

      "You're catching it," Deverell sighed. "By this evening you probably won't be able to stand."

      He stood, waving for Banba and Caer to follow him. Mari helped Gavin stand, delight in him shifting to the rear as she realized that he was shaking so hard that his legs barely supported him. Gwen took his other arm. She glared up at Mari in exactly the same way Mari always did when people flirted with her little brother.

      "Go on," Gavin said, his voice rasping. "I'll be downstairs in my office waiting for you to come back."

      "Go to bed," Mari huffed at him. "Blessed Tahira, Ragna and Chin, you're barely on your feet, man."

      Gavin shook his head no. His expression was so stubborn that Mari sighed. To her surprise, Gwen and Laoise sighed as well as if they didn't think they'd be able to talk him out of staying up. Rory patted Mari's shoulder, smiling wryly when she frowned at him.

      "He won't budge," Rory whispered. "I'll go get you more broth, Gavin. Try not to fall down on your way there."

      Mari made a point of escorting Gavin to his office, not only because she was worried about him but also because she needed to know where it was when she, apparently inevitably, came back for further instructions. It was as tiny as a closet, just a desk built into the wall, shelves covered with records books though there was an appropriately comfortable chair that Gavin collapsed into.

      Unlike the rest of the house, Gavin's office smelled of spiced tea instead of liniment. His chair was the overstuffed variety that someone, perhaps him, had embroidered with elaborate flowers and vines. He panted once he sat down, head flopped back against the back of his chair.

      "Y'really should go back to bed," Mari complained. He opened his eyes to glare at her so ferociously that she would have thought he felt just fine if not for the red nose, sweaty forehead and raspy breath. "Y'should. I know, I know. It's your job but you're sick and y'should be sleeping."

      "He won't," Gwen said, leaning against the doorframe. "Been hemming handkerchiefs for everyone instead of sleeping since we somehow don't have enough right now."

      "Too many sick people," Mari said reasonably.

      She grinned at Gavin when he waved one hand as if to say 'well, there you go, that's it right there'. Her response made him duck his head again. When he looked up with was with the pursed 'fighting a cough' look but his eyes smiled as he pointed towards the front door of the Clan house. Mari tossed a salute at him, nodded to Gwen and then frowned as she tried to figure out how to get from his office to the front door.

      "This way," Gwen said, grinning. "It's pretty simple."

      "F'you," Mari replied. "This place is a maze."

      "True," Gwen agreed, leading Mari to the right up the hallway and then taking the first left of the five turns and two staircases available. Four yards later they were at the gold-bedecked formal entrance. "But Gavin's office is really easy to find. Want an escort?"

      "I'll be fine," Mari said, shaking her head no. "No matter how persnickety this clerk is, can't be as bad as my grandfather. The man defines 'everything must be in its place'."

      "So does Sean," Gwen laughed only to break into coughs that doubled her over.

      She waved off Mari's automatically offered hand, gesturing for Mari to go get it over with while still coughing. Mari shook her head but went. The whole family seemed to be as stubborn as Mother had implied before Mari set out on this trip. She'd thought the crew members she'd worked with before were stubborn but the actual family members were worse. Her mother's warning to expect to be stonewalled if the Dana didn't want to do something rang in her ears.

      "At least they're not push-overs," Mari muttered as she slipped outside and stared up at the clouds overhead. No rain yet but it wouldn't be long. "Can't stand dealing with people who refuse to stand up for themselves."

      There were more and more of that sort every day. Mari had firm opinions about why Aingeal had changed from a bright, vibrant growing country into one that hid inside its borders and punished everyone who expressed opinions on anything. She knew better to say them out loud.

      Aingeal City was the home of the Delbhana. Ever since the Delbhana had taken the throne things had shifted. Mari growled as she strode through the midmorning crowds of mouse-like men shopping for trinkets and women running errands for their employers. Grandfather's stories of what life had been like when he was a boy were so different from her life now that it grated.

      No one should have to hide what they could do. There shouldn't be schools that taught children to be nothing more than cogs in the mill of life. Caer was still mouthing the things she'd been taught about 'rights' and 'propriety' and 'rule of law' even though she'd admitted outright on the trip that she'd never believed a word of what her teachers had forced on her.

      "Guess the Dana don't go to public schools," Mari muttered as she approached the market building's street-wide center corridor. "Otherwise they wouldn't be that stubborn and opinionated."

      Mari hadn't either, having been kicked out of school for brawling a few too many times. She'd never felt the lack of the book-learning. Reading, writing, math were all things she did well enough to get by, though her math got better every time she had to do inventory of a shipment. What she loved more than anything was traveling with their carts, seeing Aingeal and meeting people. Who needed books for that?

      She studied the directory plaque that said where to find which offices, nodding that the Court Office was on the third floor above a greengrocer and a yarn shop. Mari tapped the yarn shop's name. If this went well maybe she'd stop there and get her father some yarn. He did love knitting.

      "Get back to work, girl," Mari muttered to herself. She grinned wryly when a young girl carrying a similar folio stared up at her. "Sorry. Wool-gathering."

      "Yes, ma'am," the girl laughed. "I'd best do the same."

      They both headed for the stairs to the upper levels of the market, Mari patting her pocket for the instructions Gavin had given her. It should be enough. The contract was as perfect as it could be. What could anyone object to?
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